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Chapter 1

Kahlan stood quietly in the shadows, watching, as evil knocked softly on the
door. Huddled under the small overhang, off to the side, she hoped that no
one would answer that knock. As much as she would like to spend the night
in out of the rain, she didn’t want trouble to visit innocent people. She knew,
though, that she had no say in the matter.

The light of a single lantern flickered weakly through the slender
windows to either side of the door, reflecting a pale, shimmering glow off the
wet floor of the portico. The sign overhead, hung by two iron rings, grated
and squealed each time it swung back and forth in the wind-borne rain.
Kahlan was able to make out the spectral white shape of a horse painted on
the dark, wet sign. The light from the windows wasn’t enough to enable her
to read the name, but because the other three women with her had talked of
little else for days, Kahlan knew that the name would be the White Horse Inn.

By the smell of manure and wet hay, she judged that one of the dark
buildings nearby had to be a stable. In the sporadic displays of distant
lightning, she could just make out the hulking shoulders of dark structures
standing like ghosts beyond the billowing sheets of rain. Despite the steady
roar of the deluge and the rumble of thunder, it appeared that the village was
sound asleep. Kahlan could think of no better place to be on such a dark and
wretched night than bundled up under bed covers, safe and warm.

A horse in the nearby stable whinnied when Sister Ulicia knocked a
second time, louder, more insistently, evidently intending herself to be heard
over the riot of rain, yet not so loud as to sound hostile. Sister Ulicia, a
woman given to reckless impulse, seemed to be taking a deliberately
restrained approach. Kahlan didn’t know why, but imagined that it had to do
with the reason they were there. It also might have been nothing more than
the random nature of her moods. Like lightning, the woman’s smoldering bad
temper was not only dangerous but unpredictable. Kahlan couldn’t always
tell exactly when Sister Ulicia would lash out, and just because she so far
hadn’t didn’t mean that she wouldn’t. Neither of the other two Sisters was in



any better mood or any less inclined toward losing their temper. Kahlan
supposed that soon enough the three of them would be happy and quietly
celebrating the reunion.

Lightning flashed close enough that the blinding but halting
incandescence briefly revealed a whole street of buildings crowded close
around the muddy, rutted road. Thunder boomed through the mountainous
countryside and shook the ground beneath their feet.

Kahlan wished that there was something—Ilike the way lightning revealed
things otherwise hidden in the obscurity of night—that could help illuminate
the hidden memories of her past and bring to light what was concealed by the
murky mystery of who she was. She had a fierce longing to be free of the
Sisters, a burning desire to live her own life—to know what her life really
was. That much she knew about herself. She knew, too, that her convictions
had to be founded in experience. It was obvious to her that there had to be
something there—people and events—that had helped make her the woman
she was, but try as she might to recall them, they were lost to her.

That terrible day she stole the boxes for the Sisters, she had promised
herself that someday she would find the truth of who she was, and she would
be free.

When Sister Ulicia knocked a third time, a muffled voice came from
inside.

“I heard you!” It was a man’s voice. His bare feet thumped down wooden
stairs. “I’ll be right there! A moment, please!”

His annoyance at having been awakened in the middle of the night was
layered over with forced deference to potential customers.

Sister Ulicia turned a sullen look on Kahlan. “You know that we have
business here.” She lifted a cautionary finger before Kahlan’s face. “Don’t
you even think of giving us any trouble, or you’ll get what you got the last
time.”

Kahlan swallowed at the reminder. “Yes, Sister Ulicia.”

“Tovi had better have gotten us a room,” Sister Cecilia complained. “I’m
in no mood to be told the place is full.”

“There will be room,” Sister Armina said with soothing assurance,
cutting off Sister Cecilia’s habit of always assuming the worst.

Sister Armina wasn’t older, like Sister Cecilia, but nearly as young and
attractive as Sister Ulicia. To Kahlan, though, their looks were insignificant
in light of their inner nature. To Kahlan, they were vipers.



“One way or another,” Sister Ulicia added under her breath as she glared
at the door, “there will be room.”

Lightning arced through the greenish, roiling clouds, releasing an
earsplitting boom of thunder.

The door opened a crack. The shadowed face of a man peered out at them
as he worked to button up his trousers under his nightshirt. He moved his
head a little to each side so that he could take in the strangers. Judging them
to be less than dangerous, he pulled open the door and with a sweeping
gesture ushered them inside.

“Come on in, then,” he said. “All of you.”

“Who is it?” A woman called out as she descended the stairs to the rear.
She carried a lantern in one hand and held the hem of her nightdress up with
the other so that she wouldn’t trip on it as she hurried down the steps.

“Four women traveling in the middle of a rainy night,” the man told her,
his gruff tone alluding to what he thought of such a practice.

Kahlan froze in midstride. He’d said “four women.”

He had seen all four of them and had remembered as much long enough
to say so. As far as she could recall, such a thing had never happened before.
No one but her masters, the four Sisters—the three with her and the one they
had come to meet—ever remembered seeing her.

Sister Cecilia shoved Kahlan in ahead of her, apparently not catching the
significance of the remark.

“Well for goodness’ sake,” the woman said as she hurried between the
two plank tables. She tsked at the foul weather as the wind drove a rattle of
rain against the windows. “Do get them in out of that awful weather, Orlan.”

Streamers of fat raindrops chased them in the door, wetting a patch of
pine floor. The man’s mouth twisted with displeasure as he pushed the door
closed against a wet gust and then dropped the heavy iron bar back in the
brackets to bolt the door.

The woman, her hair gathered up in a loose bun, lifted her lantern a little
as she peered at the late-night guests. Puzzled, she squinted as her gaze swept
over the drenched visitors and then back again. Her mouth opened but then
she seemed to forget what she had been about to say.

Kahlan had seen that blank look a thousand times and knew that the
woman only remembered seeing three callers. No one could ever remember
seeing Kahlan long enough to say so. She was as good as invisible. Kahlan
thought that maybe because of the darkness and rain the man, Orlan, had



merely made a mistake when he’d said to his wife that there were four
visitors.

“Come in and get yourselves dry,” the woman said as she smiled in
earnest warmth. She hooked a hand under Sister Ulicia’s arm, drawing her
into the small gathering room. “Welcome to the White Horse Inn.”

The other two Sisters, openly scrutinizing the room, took off their cloaks
and gave them a quick shake before tossing them over a bench at one of the
two tables. Kahlan noticed a single dark doorway at the back, beside the
stairs. A fireplace made of stacked, flat stones took up most of the wall to the
right. The air in the dimly lit room was warm and carried the distractingly
enticing aroma of a stew in the iron pot hung from a crane pushed to the side
of the hearth. Hot coals glowed out from under a thick layer of feathery
ashes.

“You three ladies look like drowned cats. You must be miserable.” The
woman turned to the man and gestured. “Orlan, get the fire going.”

Kahlan saw a young girl of maybe eleven or twelve years slip down the
stairs just far enough so she could see into the room from under the low
ceiling. Her long white nightdress with ruffled cuffs had a pony stitched in
coarse brown thread on the front, with a row of loose strands of dark yarn
making up the mane and tail. The girl sat on the steps to watch, tenting her
nightdress over her bony knees. Her grin revealed big teeth that she had yet to
grow into. Strangers arriving in the middle of the night apparently was an
adventure at the White Horse Inn. Kahlan dearly hoped that that was all there
would be to the adventure.

Orlan, a big bear of a man, knelt at the hearth, stacking on a few sticks of
wood. His thick, stubby fingers made the wedges of oak look to be little more
than kindling.

“What would possess you ladies to travel in the rain—at night?” he asked
as he cast them a look over his shoulder.

“We’re in a hurry to catch up with a friend of ours,” Sister Ulicia said,
offering a meaningless smile. She kept her tone businesslike. “She was to
meet us here. Her name is Tovi. She will be expecting us.”

The man put a hand on his knee to help himself up. “Those guests who
stay with us—especially in such troubled times—are pretty discreet. Most
don’t give their names.” He lifted an eyebrow at Sister Ulicia. “Much like
you ladies—not giving your names, that is.”

“Orlan, they’re guests,” the woman scolded. “Wet, and no doubt tired and



hungry, guests.” She flashed a smile. “Folks call me Emmy. My husband,
Orlan, and I have run the White Horse since his parents passed away, years
back.” Emmy gathered up three wooden bowls from a shelf. “You ladies
must be famished. Let me get you some stew. Orlan, get some mugs and
fetch these ladies some hot tea.”

Orlan lifted a meaty hand on his way past, indicating the bowls his wife
cradled in an arm. “You’re one short.”

She twitched a frown at him. “No I’m not; I have three bowls.”

Orlan pulled four mugs down from the top shelf of the hutch. “Right.
Like I said, you’re one short.”

Kahlan could hardly breathe. Something was very wrong. Sisters Cecilia
and Armina had frozen dead still, their wide eyes fixed on the man. The
significance of the couple’s chitchat had not escaped them.

Kahlan glanced to the stairwell and saw the girl on the steps leaning
toward them, gripping the rails, peering out, trying to fathom what her
parents were talking about.

Sister Armina snatched Sister Ulicia’s sleeve. “Ulicia,” she said in an
urgent whisper through gritted teeth, “he sees—”

Sister Ulicia shushed her. Her brow drew down in a dark glare as she
turned her attention back to the man.

“You are mistaken,” she said. “There are only three of us.”

At the same time she was talking she prodded Kahlan with the stout oak
rod she carried, shoving her farther back into the shadows behind, as if
shadows alone would make Kahlan invisible to the man.

Kahlan didn’t want to be in the shadows. She wanted to stand in the light
and be seen—really seen. Such a thing had always seemed an impossible
dream, but it had suddenly become a real possibility. That possibility had
shaken the three Sisters.

Orlan frowned at Sister Ulicia. Holding all four mugs in the grip of one
meaty hand, he used his other to point out each visitor standing in his
gathering room. “One, two, three”—he leaned to the side, looking around
Sister Ulicia, to point at Kahlan—*“four. Do you all want tea?”

Kahlan blinked in astonishment. Her heart felt as if it had come up in her
throat. He saw her...and remembered what he saw.



Chapter 2

“It can’t be,” Sister Cecilia whispered as she wrung her hands. She leaned
toward Sister Ulicia, her eyes darting about. “It’s impossible.” Her familiar,
incessant but meaningless smile was nowhere in evidence.

“Something’s gone wrong....” Sister Armina’s voice trailed off when her
sky blue eyes glanced Sister Ulicia’s way.

“It’s nothing more than an anomaly,” Sister Ulicia growled under her
breath as she leveled a dangerous look at the two of them. Never ones to be
servile, the two nonetheless showed no evidence of wanting to argue with
their stormy leader.

In three strong strides Sister Ulicia closed the distance to Orlan. She
seized the collar of his nightshirt in her fist. With her other hand she swished
her oak rod in the direction of Kahlan, standing in the shadows back near the
door.

“What does she look like?”

“Like a drowned cat,” Orlan said in ill humor, obviously not liking her
hand on his collar.

Kahlan knew without doubt that using such a tone of voice with Sister
Ulicia was the wrong thing to do, but the Sister, instead of exploding in a
rage, seemed to be just as astonished as Kahlan.

“I know that, but what does she look like? Tell me what you see.”

Orlan straightened, pulling his collar away from her grip. His features
drew tight as he appraised the stranger only he and the Sisters saw standing in
the weak light of the lanterns.

“Thick hair. Green eyes. A very attractive woman. She’d look a lot better
if she were dried out, although those wet things on her do tend to show off
what she’s made of.” He began to smile in a way that Kahlan didn’t like one
bit, even if she was overjoyed that he really saw her. “Mighty fine figure on
her,” he added, more to himself than the Sister.

His slow and deliberate evaluation made Kahlan feel naked. As his gaze
roamed over her, he wiped the corner of his mouth with a thumb. She could



hear it rasp against his stubble. One of the sticks of wood in the hearth caught
flame, brightening the room in its flickering glow, letting him see even more.
His gaze wandered upward, and then caught on something.

“Her hair is as long as...”

Orlan’s bawdy smile evaporated.

He blinked in surprise. His eyes widened. “Dear spirits,” he whispered as
his face went ashen. He dropped to a knee. “Forgive me,” he said, addressing
Kahlan. “I didn’t recognize—"

The room rang with a crack as Sister Ulicia whacked him across the top
of the head with her oak rod, dropping him to both knees.

“Silence!”

“What’s the matter with you!” the man’s wife cried out as she rushed to
her husband’s side. She squatted, putting an arm around his shoulders to
steady him as he groaned and put a big hand over the bloody wound on the
top of his bowed head. His sandy-colored hair turned dark and wet under his
fingers.

“Are all of you crazy!” She cradled her husband’s head to her breast,
where a red stain grew against her nightdress. He appeared stunned senseless.
“Unless you travel in the company of a spirit, there are only three of you!
How dare you—"

“Silence,” Sister Ulicia growled in a way that gave Kahlan an icy shiver
and made the woman’s mouth snap closed.

Rain pattered against the window while in the distance a slow rumble of
thunder rolled through the forested hills. Kahlan could hear the sign
squeaking as it swung to and fro each time the wind gusted. Inside the house
it had gone dead silent. Sister Ulicia looked over at the girl, now at the
bottom of the steps, where she stood gripping the simple, square, wooden
newel post.

Sister Ulicia fixed the girl in a glare that only a sorceress in a vile mood
could marshal. “How many visitors do you see?”

The girl stood wide-eyed, too frightened to speak.

“How many?” Sister Ulicia asked again, this time through gritted teeth in
a voice so threatening that it made the girl’s grip on the newel post tighten
until her fingers stood out white and bloodless against the dark wood.

The girl finally answered in a meek voice. “Three.”

Sister Armina, looking like bottled thunder, leaned close. “Ulicia, what’s
going on? This isn’t supposed to be possible. Not possible at all. We cast the



verification webs.”

“Exterior,” Sister Cecilia corrected.

Sister Armina blinked at the older woman. “What?”

“We only cast exterior verification webs. We didn’t do an interior
review.”

“Are you out of your mind?” Sister Armina snapped. “In the first place it
isn’t necessary and in the second place who would be fool enough to be the
one to do an aspect analysis of a verification web from an interior
perspective! No one ever does such a thing! It isn’t necessary!”

“I’m only saying—”

With a withering look, Sister Ulicia silenced them both. Sister Cecilia,
her wet curls plastered to her scalp, looked like she was about to finish her
complaint, but then decided instead to remain mute.

Orlan seemed to recover his senses as he pulled away from his wife’s
embrace and began to stagger to his feet. Blood ran down his forehead and to
either side of his broad nose.

“Were I you, innkeeper,” Sister Ulicia said, turning her attention back to
him, “I’d remain on my knees.”

The menace in her voice gave him pause for only a moment. He was
clearly angry as he rose up to his full height, letting his bloody hand drop
away from his head. His back straightened, his chest expanded, and his fists
tightened. Kahlan could clearly tell that his temper was outpacing his sense of
caution.

Sister Ulicia indicated with her rod that she wanted Kahlan to back away.
Kahlan, ignoring the direction, instead stepped closer to Sister Ulicia, hoping
to change the rush of events before it ended up being too late.

“Please, Sister Ulicia, he will answer your questions—I know he will. Let
him be.”

The three Sisters turned unpleasantly surprised looks on Kahlan. She had
not been spoken to, or asked to speak. Such insolence would cost her dearly,
she knew, but she also knew what was liable to happen to the man if
something didn’t change, and right then it seemed to her that she was the only
one who could effect a change.

Besides, Kahlan knew that this was her only chance to find out something
about herself—to perhaps find out who she really was and maybe even why
she could remember only the most recent parts of her life. This man had
clearly recognized her. He very well might be the key that could unlock her



lost past. She dared not let the chance slip away—even if she had to risk the
Sisters’ wrath.

Before the Sisters had a chance to say anything, Kahlan addressed the
man. “Please, Master Orlan, listen for a moment. We’re looking for an older
woman named Tovi. She was to meet these women here. We were delayed,
so she should already be here, waiting for us. Please, answer their questions
about their friend. This could all be quickly resolved if you would hurry
upstairs and get Tovi for them. Then, like this passing storm, we will all soon
be out of your lives.”

The man reverently dipped his head, as if a queen had asked his help.
Kahlan was not only surprised, but completely bewildered by such an act of
deference.

“But we have no guest named Tovi here, Mot—"

The room lit with a blinding flash—Ilightning that was the match of
anything out in the raging storm. The twisting rope of liquid heat and light
that ignited from between Sister Ulicia’s hands blasted across Orlan’s chest
before he could finish the appellation he had been about to use. The jarring
concussion from being so close to the explosive detonation of such
thunderous power hammered deep into the core of Kahlan’s chest. The
impact threw Orlan back, sending him crashing through a table and both
benches, slamming him against the wall. The deadly contact with such power
had nearly cut the man in half. Smoke curled up from what was left of his
shirt. A glistening red splatter of gore marked the wall where he’d hit before
slumping to the ground.

In the aftermath of the deafening blast, Kahlan’s ears rang in what
seemed the sudden silence.

Emmy, her eyes wide with the shock of an event that had in an instant
forever altered the course of her life, wailed the single word “No!”

Kahlan pressed a hand over her mouth and nose, not just in revulsion, but
to mask the smell of blood and the stench of burned flesh. The lantern that
had been on the table had been thrown to the floor and extinguished, leaving
the room mostly to the wavering shadows cast by the fire in the hearth and
the sporadic flashes of lightning coming in the slender windows.

Had it not been a night already filled with thunder and lightning, such a
blast would surely have awakened the entire town.

The wooden bowls Emmy had been holding clattered down onto the floor
and rolled drunkenly away. She screamed in horror and ran toward her



husband.

Sister Ulicia came unhinged. In a fury she intercepted Emmy before she
could reach her dead husband.

Sister Ulicia slammed the woman against the wall. “Where’s Tovi! I want
answers and I want them right now!”

Kahlan saw that the Sister had brought her dacra to hand. The simple
weapon looked like nothing more than a knife handle with a sharpened metal
rod in place of a blade. All three Sisters carried a dacra. Kahlan had seen
them use the weapons when they had encountered Imperial Order scouts. She
knew that once the dacra had pierced a victim, no matter how minor the
penetration, it took only a thought on the Sister’s part to kill. With the dacra it
was not the wound itself that killed, but rather the Sister who, through the
dacra, extinguished the spark of life. If the Sister didn’t withdraw the
weapon, along with her intent to kill, there was no defense, and no chance of
salvation.

A confusing, faltering flash of lightning lit the room through the narrow
windows beside the door, throwing long spikes of shadows across the floor
and against the walls as two Sisters together snatched the panicked woman,
struggling to control her. As the fit of lighting ended and a dark pall again
descended over the room, the third Sister raced up the stairwell.

Kahlan went for the girl.

As she ran toward her mother, Kahlan intercepted the girl, hooking her
around her middle, holding her back. Her eyes went wide in panic, her mind
unable to maintain the memory of seeing Kahlan even long enough for her to
be aware of who or what had grabbed her—seemingly out of thin air. Far
worse, though, she had just seen her father killed. Kahlan knew that the girl
would never be able to forget such a terrible sight.

Over the steady drumbeat of rain and wind, Kahlan heard the footfalls of
the Sister upstairs as she rushed down the hallway. She paused intermittently,
stopping at each room to throw open a door. Any guests who had been
awakened by the commotion and shouting, and dared to come out of their
room into the dark hall, were about to face a Sister of the Dark on a rampage.
Those still asleep behind their doors would face no less.

Emmy cried out in pain. Kahlan knew why.

“Where is she!” Sister Ulicia yelled at the woman. “Where’s Tovi!”

Emmy screamed, begging that her daughter not be harmed.

Kahlan knew that it was a grave tactical mistake to betray to an enemy



what you feared most.

In this case, however, she supposed that such information was irrelevant;
not only was it pretty obvious what a mother would fear, but the Sisters
needed no such leverage. Seeing her mother in a state of unbridled terror was
only serving to frighten the child all that much more. She struggled mightily.
Despite her frantic effort, such a slender girl was no match for Kahlan.

Holding the girl tightly, Kahlan pulled her back through the doorway
beside the stairs and into the darkened room beyond. In the flashes of
lightning coming through a window at the rear, Kahlan saw that it was a
kitchen and storage area for supplies.

The girl cried in wild panic that was the match of her mother’s.

“It’s all right,” Kahlan whispered in the girl’s ear as she held her tight,
trying to calm her. “I’ll protect you. It’s all right.”

Kahlan knew that it was a lie, but her heart would not allow the truth.

The slender slip of a girl pawed at Kahlan’s arms. It must have seemed to
her as if she were being held by a spirit clutching at her from the underworld.
If she even saw Kahlan, Kahlan knew that the girl would forget her before
her mind could transform perception into cognition. Likewise, Kahlan’s
words of comfort would evaporate from the girl’s mind before they had a
chance to even begin to be comprehended. Within an instant after seeing her,
no one ever remembered that Kahlan existed.

Except Orlan. And now he was dead.

Kahlan hugged the terrified girl tight. She didn’t know if it wasn’t really
more for her own sake than the girl’s. At that moment, keeping the girl away
from the terror of what was befalling her parents was all Kahlan could do.
The girl, for her part, writhed madly in Kahlan’s arms, trying to twist away,
as if she were being held by a monster intent on bloody murder. Kahlan hated
adding to her terror, but letting her go out into the other room would be
worse.

Lightning flashed again, making Kahlan glance to the window. The
window was large enough for her to get through. It was dark outside, and the
dense forest lay tight up to the buildings. She had long legs. She was strong
and quick. She knew that if she chose, she could, in a few heartbeats, be
through the window and into the thick of the woods.

But she had tried to escape the Sisters before. She knew that neither night
nor woods would conceal her from women with such dark talents. Kneeling
there in the dark, her arms holding the girl in a tight embrace, Kahlan began



to tremble. The mere contemplation of an attempt at escape was enough to
make her brow bead in sweat for fear that such a notion would unleash within
her the embedded constraints. Her head swam dizzily with the memory of
past attempts, memories of the agony. She couldn’t take such suffering again
—not when it was to no purpose. Escaping the Sisters was impossible.

When she glanced up, Kahlan saw the dark shadow of a Sister descending
the stairs.

“Ulicia,” the woman called out. It was Sister Cecilia’s voice. “The rooms
upstairs are all empty. There are no guests.”

In the front room Sister Ulicia growled a dark curse.

The shadow of Sister Cecilia turned from the stairs to fill the doorway,
like death itself turning its withering gaze on the living. Beyond, Emmy
wailed and wept. In her confusion, grief, pain, and terror she was unable to
answer Sister Ulicia’s shouted questions.

“Do you want your mother to die?” Sister Cecilia asked from the
doorway in that deadly calm voice of hers.

She was no less cruel or dangerous than Sister Armina, or Sister Ulicia,
but she had a quiet, composed way of speaking that was somehow more
terrifying than Sister Ulicia’s screaming. Sister Armina’s straightforward
threats were simple and sincere but delivered with a bit more bile. Sister Tovi
had a kind of sick glee in her approach to discipline and even torture. When
any of them wanted something, though, Kahlan had long ago learned that to
deny them would only bring nearly unimaginable suffering, and in the end
what they had wanted in the first place.

“Do you?” Sister Cecilia repeated with calm directness.

“Answer her,” Kahlan whispered in the girl’s ear. “Please, answer her
questions. Please.”

“No,” the girl managed.

“Then tell us where Tovi is.”

In the room behind Sister Cecilia, the girl’s mother gasped in a terrible
rattle and then went silent. Kahlan heard bony thumps as the woman hit the
wood floor. The house fell quiet.

From the dim, flickering light beyond the doorway, two more shadows
glided up behind Sister Cecilia. Kahlan knew that Emmy would answer no
more questions.

Sister Cecilia slipped into the room, closer to the girl Kahlan held tightly
in her arms.



“The rooms are all empty. Why are there no guests in your inn?”

“None have come,” the girl managed as she shook. “Word of the invaders
from the Old World has scared people away.”

Kahlan knew that that made sense. After leaving the People’s Palace in
D’Hara and swiftly traveling south through mostly remote country on a small
riverboat, they still had encountered detachments of Emperor Jagang’s troops
more than once, or been through river settlements where those brutes had
been. Word of such atrocities would have spread like an ill wind.

“Where is Tovi?” Sister Cecilia asked.

Holding the girl protectively away from the Sisters, Kahlan glared up at
them. “She’s just a child! Leave her be!”

A shock of pain slammed into her. It felt to Kahlan as if every fiber of
every muscle had violently ripped. For an instant, she didn’t know where she
was or what was happening. The room spun. Her back hit the cupboards with
bone-breaking force. Doors flew open. Pots, pans, and utensils cascaded out,
bouncing and clattering across the wooden floor. Dishes and glasses shattered
as they came crashing down.

Kahlan slammed facedown onto the floor. Jagged, broken shards of
pottery slashed her palms as she tried unsuccessfully to break her fall. When
she felt the end of something razor-sharp pressed against the side of her
tongue in back she realized that a long sliver of glass had pierced her cheek.
She clenched her jaw, snapping off the glass between her teeth so that it
wouldn’t slash open her tongue. With effort she managed to spit out the
bloody, daggerlike piece of glass.

She lay sprawled on the floor, stunned, disoriented, unable to fully gather
her senses. Grunts escaped her throat as she tried without success to move.
She found that as those sounds slipped out, she couldn’t draw a new breath
back in. Each bit of air that escaped her lungs was a bit of air lost to her. Her
muscles strained to pull the wind back into her lungs. The pain lancing
through her middle was paralyzing, acting to counter her effort to get a
breath.

In desperation she gasped, at last managing to pull in an urgent breath.
She spat out more blood and sharp splinters of glass. She was just beginning
to feel the twinge of pain from the fragment still stuck through her cheek.
Kahlan couldn’t seem to make her arms work, couldn’t lift herself up from
the floor, much less reach up to pull out the piece of glass.

She turned her eyes upward. She could make out the dark forms of the



Sisters closing in around the girl. They lifted her and shoved her back against
a heavy butcher block standing in the center of the room. A Sister held each
arm as Sister Ulicia squatted down before the girl to meet her panicked gaze.

“Do you know who Tovi is?”

“The old woman!” the girl cried out. “The old woman!”

“Yes, the old woman. What else do you know about her?”

The girl gulped air, almost unable to get the words out. “Big. She was
big. Old and big. She was too big to walk real good.”

Sister Ulicia leaned close, gripping the girl’s slender throat. “Where is
she? Why isn’t she here? She was supposed to meet us here. Why is she
gone?”

“Gone,” the girl cried. “She’s gone.”

“Why! When was she here? When did she leave? Why did she leave?”

“A few days back. She was here. She stayed with us for a while. But she
left a few days back.”

Sister Ulicia, with a cry of rage, lifted the girl and heaved her against the
wall. With all her effort, Kahlan struggled to her hands and knees. The girl
crashed down to the floor. Ignoring how wobbly she felt, Kahlan crawled
across the floor, across broken glass and pottery, and threw herself
protectively across the girl’s body. The girl, not knowing what was
happening, cried out all the more.

Footsteps came toward her. Kahlan saw a cleaver lying on the floor
nearby. The girl cried and struggled to get away, but Kahlan held her
protectively against the floor.

As the shadows of the woman came closer, Kahlan’s fingers closed
around the wooden handle of the heavy cleaver. She wasn’t thinking, she was
simply acting: threat, weapon. It was almost like watching someone else
doing it.

But there was a kind of deep inner satisfaction at having a weapon in her
hand. Her fist tightened around the blood-slicked handle. A weapon was life.
Flashes of lightning glinted off the steel.

When the women were close enough, Kahlan suddenly raised her arm to
strike. Before she could begin to accomplish her task, she felt a gut-
wrenching blow, as if she had been rammed by the butt end of a log. The
power of that blow hurled her across the room.

A hard impact against the wall stunned her. The room seemed like it was
far away, off at the far end of a long, dark tunnel. Pain swamped her. She



tried to lift her head but couldn’t. Darkness pulled her in.

The next time she opened her eyes, Kahlan saw the girl cringing before
the Sisters as they towered over her.

“I don’t know,” the girl was saying. “I don’t know why she left. She said
she had to be on her way to Caska.”

The room rang with silence.

“Caska?” Sister Armina finally asked.

“Yes, that’s what she said. She had to get to Caska.”

“Did she have anything with her?”

“With her?” the girl whined, still sobbing and shivering. “I don’t
understand. What do you mean, with her?”

“With her!” Sister Ulicia screamed. “What did she have with her! She
had to be carrying things—a pack, a waterskin. But she had other things. Did
you see anything else of what she had with her?”

When the girl hesitated, Sister Ulicia smacked her across the face hard
enough to have loosened her teeth.

“Did you see anything she had with her?”

A long string of blood from the girl’s nose lay horizontally across her
cheek. “When she was at supper one day, I went to take her clean towels and
I saw something in her room. Something strange.”

Sister Cecilia leaned down. “Strange? Like what?”

“It was, it was like a...a box. She had it wrapped in a white dress, but the
dress was silky smooth and it had partly slipped off the box. It was like a box
—only it was all black. But not black like paint. It was black like night itself.
Black like it would take the light right out of the day.”

The three Sisters straightened and stood in silence.

Kahlan knew exactly what the girl was talking about. Kahlan had gone in
and taken all three of those boxes from the Garden of Life in the People’s
Palace—from Lord Rahl’s palace.

When she had brought the first one out, Sister Ulicia had been furious at
Kahlan for not bringing all three of them out at once, but they were larger
than expected and there had been no room to hide them all in her pack, so
Kahlan had at first brought out only one. Sister Ulicia had wrapped that vile
thing in Kahlan’s white dress and had given it to Tovi, telling her to hurry
and be on her way, that they would all meet up later. Sister Ulicia hadn’t
wanted to risk getting caught in the palace with one of the three boxes and so
she hadn’t wanted Sister Tovi to wait while Kahlan went back up into the



Garden of Life after the other two boxes.

“Why did Tovi go to Caska?” Sister Ulicia asked.

“I don’t know,” the girl wept. “I don’t know, I swear I don’t. I only know
that I heard her say to my parents that she had to be on her way to Caska. She
left a few days back.”

In the quiet, lying against the floor, Kahlan struggled to breathe. Each
breath sent agonizing stitches of pain through her ribs. She knew that it was
only going to be the beginning of the pain. When the Sisters finished with the
girl they would turn their attention to Kahlan.

“Maybe we had better get some sleep in out of the rain,” Sister Armina
finally suggested. “We can start out early.”

Sister Ulicia, her fist with the dacra on her hip, paced between the girl
and the butcher block, thinking. Shards of pottery crunched under her boots.

“No,” she said as she turned back to the others. “Something is wrong.”

“You mean with the spell-form? You mean because of the man?”

Sister Ulicia waved a hand dismissively. “An anomaly. Nothing more.
No, something is wrong about the rest of it. Why would Tovi leave? She had
explicit instructions to meet us here. And she was here—but then she leaves.
There were no other guests, no Imperial Order troops in the area, she knew
we were on our way, and yet she leaves. It makes no sense.”

“And why Caska?” Sister Cecilia asked. “Why would she head for
Caska?”

Sister Ulicia turned back to the girl. “Who visited Tovi while she was
here? Who came to see her?”

“I already told you, no one. No one at all came here while the old woman
was staying with us. We had no other callers or guests. She was the only one
here. This place is out of the way. People don’t come here for stretches.”

Sister Ulicia went back to her pacing. “I don’t like it. Something is wrong
about this, but I can’t put my finger on it.”

“I agree,” Sister Cecilia said. “Tovi wouldn’t just leave.”

“And yet she did. Why?” Sister Ulicia came to a stop before the girl.
“Did she say anything else, or leave a message—perhaps a letter?”

The girl, sniffling back a sob, shook her head.

“We have no choice,” Sister Ulicia muttered. “We’re going to have to
follow Tovi to Caska.”

Sister Armina gestured toward the front door. “Tonight? In the rain?
Don’t you think we ought to wait until morning?”



Sister Ulicia, deep in thought, looked up at the woman. “What if someone
shows up? We don’t need any more complications if we’re to accomplish our
task. We certainly don’t need Jagang or his troops getting a whiff of us being
about. We need to get to Tovi and we need to get that box—we all know
what’s at stake.” She took the measure of both women’s grave expressions
before going on. “What we don’t need are any witnesses who can report that
we were here and what we’re looking for.”

Kahlan knew very well what Sister Ulicia was getting at.

“Please,” she managed as she pushed herself up on shaky arms, “please,
leave her be. She’s just a little girl. She doesn’t know anything of any value
to anyone.”

“She knows Tovi was here. She knows what Tovi has with her.” Sister
Ulicia’s brow drew tight with displeasure. “She knows we were here looking
for her.”

Kahlan struggled to put force into her voice. “She is nothing to you.
You’re sorceresses; she is but a child. She can do you no harm.”

Sister Ulicia glanced briefly over her shoulder at the girl. “She also
knows where we’re going.”

Sister Ulicia looked deliberately into Kahlan’s eyes. Without turning to
the girl behind her, and with sudden force, she slammed her dacra back into
the girl’s midsection.

The girl gasped in shock.

Still staring down at Kahlan, Sister Ulicia smiled at such a deed as only
evil could smile. Kahlan thought that this must be what it would be like
looking into the eyes of the Keeper of the Dead in his lair in the darkest
depths of the eternity of the underworld.

Sister Ulicia arched an eyebrow. “I don’t intend to leave any loose ends.”

Light seemed to flash from within the girl’s wide eyes. She went slack
and fell heavily to the floor. Her arms sprawled out at crazy angles. Her
lifeless gaze stared fixedly right at Kahlan as if to denounce her for not
keeping her word.

Her promise to the girl—I’ll protect you—rang through Kahlan’s mind.

She cried out in helpless fury as she pounded her fists against the floor.

And then she cried out in sudden pain as she was flung back against the
wall. Rather than crash to the floor, she stuck there as if held by a great
strength. The strength, she knew, was magic.

She couldn’t breathe. One of the Sisters was using her power to constrict



Kahlan’s throat. She strained, trying to get air, as she clawed at the iron collar
around her neck.

Sister Ulicia approached and put her face close to Kahlan’s.

“You are lucky this day,” she said in a venomous voice. “We don’t have
time to make you regret your disobedience—not right now, anyway. But
don’t think that you are going to get away with it without suffering the
consequences.”

“No, Sister,” Kahlan managed to say with great effort. She knew that not
to answer would only make it worse yet.

“I guess that you’re simply too stupid to comprehend how insignificant
and powerless you are in the face of your betters. Perhaps this time, when
you are given another lesson, even one as lowly and ignorant as you will
understand it.”

“Yes, Sister.”

Even though she knew quite well what they would make her endure to
teach her that lesson, Kahlan would have done the same thing again. She
regretted only failing to protect the girl, as she had promised. The day she
had taken those three boxes out of Lord Rahl’s palace, she had left in their
place her most prized possession: a small statue of a proud woman, her fists
at her side, her back arched, and her head thrown back as if facing forces that
would subdue her but could not.

Kahlan had gathered strength that day in Richard Rahl’s palace. Standing
in his garden, looking back at the proud statue she’d had to leave there,
Kahlan had sworn that she would have her life back. Having her life back
meant fighting for life, even if it was the life of a little girl she didn’t know.

“Let’s go,” Sister Ulicia growled as she marched toward the door,
expecting everyone to follow.

Kahlan’s boots thumped down on the floor when the force pressing her to
the wall abruptly released her.

She collapsed to her knees, her bloody hands comforting her throat as she
gasped for air. Her fingers encountered the hated collar by which the Sisters
controlled her.

“Move,” Sister Cecilia ordered in a tone that had Kahlan scrambling to
her feet.

She glanced over her shoulder and saw the poor girl’s dead eyes staring at
her, watching her go.



Chapter 3

Richard stood suddenly. The legs of the heavy wooden chair he’d been sitting
in chattered as they slid back across the rough stone floor. His fingertips still
rested on the edge of the table where the book he’d been reading lay open,
waiting, before the silver lantern.

There was something wrong with the air.

Not with the way it smelled, or with the temperature, or with the
humidity, although it was a warm and sticky night. It was the air itself.
Something felt wrong about the air.

Richard couldn’t imagine why he would suddenly be struck with such a
thought. He couldn’t even begin to imagine what it was that could be the
cause of such an odd notion. There were no windows in the small reading
room, so he didn’t know what it was like outside—if it was clear, or windy,
or stormy. He knew only that it was deep in the night.

Cara, not far away behind him, stood up from the thickly padded brown
leather chair where she, too, had been reading. She waited, but said nothing.

Richard had asked her to read several historical volumes he’d found.
Whatever she could find out about the ancient times when the Chainfire book
had been written might prove helpful. She hadn’t complained about the task.
Cara rarely complained about anything as long as it didn’t in any way prevent
her from protecting him. Since she was able to stay right there in the room
with him, she’d had no objections to reading the books he’d given her. One
of the other Mord-Sith, Berdine, could read High D’Haran and had in the past
been very helpful with things written in the ancient language often found in
rare books, but Berdine was far away at the People’s Palace. That still left
uncountable volumes written in their own language for Cara to review.

Cara watched him as he peered around at the paneled walls, his gaze
passing methodically over the ornamental oddities on the shelves: the
lacquered boxes with inlaid silver designs, the small figures of dancers
carved from bone, the smooth stones lying in velvet-lined boxes, and the
decorative glass vases.



“Lord Rahl,” she finally asked, “is something wrong?”

Richard glanced back over his shoulder. “Yes. There’s something wrong
with the air.”

He realized only after seeing the tense concern in her expression that it
must have sounded absurd saying that there was something wrong with the
air.

To Cara, though, no matter how absurd it might have sounded, all that
really mattered was that he thought there was some kind of trouble, and
trouble meant a potential threat. Her leather outfit creaked as she spun her
Agiel up into her fist. Weapon at the ready, she peered around the little room,
searching the shadows as if a ghost might pop out of the woodwork.

Her brow drew tighter. “The beast, do you think?”

Richard hadn’t considered that possibility. The beast that Jagang had
ordered his captured Sisters of the Dark to conjure and send after Richard
was always a potential threat. There had been several times in the past when
it had seemed to appear out of the very air itself.

Try as he might, Richard couldn’t tell precisely what it was that felt
wrong to him. Although he couldn’t put his finger on the source of the
sensation, it seemed like maybe it was something he should remember,
something he should know, something he should recognize. He couldn’t
decide if such a feeling was real or merely his imagination.

He shook his head. “No...I don’t think it’s the beast. Not wrong in that
way.”

“Lord Rahl, on top of everything else, you’ve been up most of the night
reading. Perhaps it’s just that you’re exhausted.”

There were times when he did wake with a start just as he began to doze
off, foggy and disoriented from the gathering descent into the dark grasp of
nightmares that he never remembered when he woke. But this impression
was different; it was not something borne out of the dullness of dozing off to
sleep. Besides, despite his fatigue, he hadn’t been about to fall asleep; he was
too anxious to sleep.

It had been only the day before that he had finally convinced the others
that Kahlan was real, that she existed, and that she wasn’t a figment of his
imagination or a delusion caused by an injury. At long last they now knew
that Kahlan was not some crazy dream he was having. Now that he at last had
some help, his sense of urgency to find her drove him on and kept him wide
awake. He couldn’t bear to take the time to stop and rest—not now that he



had some pieces of the puzzle.

Back near the People’s Palace, questioning Tovi just before she died,
Nicci had learned the terrible details of how those four women—Sisters
Ulicia, Cecilia, Armina, and Tovi—had invoked a Chainfire event. When
they unleashed powers that had for thousands of years been secreted away in
an ancient book, everyone’s memory of Kahlan—except Richard’s—had in
an instant been wiped away. Somehow, his sword had protected his mind.
While he had his memory of Kahlan, his sword had later been forfeited in the
effort to find her.

The theory of a Chainfire event had originated with wizards in ancient
times. They had been searching for a method that would allow them to slip
unseen, ignored, and forgotten among an enemy. They postulated that there
was a method to alter people’s memory with Subtractive power in a way that
all the resulting disconnected parts of a person’s recollection would
spontaneously reconstruct and connect themselves to one another, with the
direct consequence being the creation of erroneous memory to fill the voids
that had been created when the subject of the conjuring was wiped from
people’s minds.

The wizards who had come up with the theoretical process had, in the
end, come to believe that unleashing such an event might very well engender
a cascade of events that couldn’t be predicted or controlled. They speculated
that, much like a wildfire, it would continue to burn through links with other
people whose memory had not initially been altered. In the end, they had
realized that, with such incalculable, sweeping, and calamitous consequences,
a Chainfire event had the very real potential to unravel the world of life itself,
so they had never dared even to test it.

Those four Sisters of the Dark had—on Kahlan. They didn’t care if they
unraveled the world of life. In fact, that was their ultimate goal.

Richard had no time to sleep. Now that he had finally convinced Nicci,
Zedd, Cara, Nathan, and Ann that he wasn’t crazy and that Kahlan existed in
reality if no longer in their memories, they were committed to helping him.

He desperately needed that help. He had to find Kahlan. She was his life.
She completed him. She was everything to him. Her unique intelligence had
captivated him from the first moment he met her. The memory of her
beautiful green eyes, her smile, her touch, haunted him. Every waking
moment was a living nightmare that there was something more he should be
doing.



While no one else could remember Kahlan, it seemed that Richard could
think of nothing else. It often felt to him as if he were her only connection to
the world and if he were to stop remembering her, stop thinking about her,
she would finally, once and for all...truly cease to exist.

But he realized that if he was to accomplish anything, if he was to ever
find Kahlan, he sometimes had to force his thoughts of her aside in order to
concentrate on the matters at hand.

He turned to Cara. “You don’t feel anything odd?”

She arched an eyebrow. “We’re in the Wizard’s Keep, Lord Rahl—who
wouldn’t feel odd? This place makes my skin crawl.”

“Any worse than usual?”

She heaved a sigh as she ran her hand down the long, single blond braid
lying over the front of her shoulder.

“No.”

Richard snatched up a lantern. “Come on.”

He swept out of the small room and into a long hall layered with thick
carpets, as if there were too many carpets on hand and the corridor had been
the only place that could be found to put them. They were mostly classic
designs woven in subdued colors, but a few peeking out from underneath
were composed of bright yellows and oranges.

The carpets muted his boots as he marched past double doors to each side
opened into dark rooms. Cara, with her long legs, had no difficulty keeping
up with him. Richard knew that a number of the rooms were libraries, while
others were elaborately decorated rooms seeming to serve no purpose other
than to lead to other rooms, which led to other rooms, some simple and some
ornate, all a part of the inscrutable and complex maze that was the Keep.

At an intersection Richard took a right, down a hall with walls thickly
plastered in spiral designs that had mellowed over the centuries to a warm
golden brown. When they reached a stairway Richard hooked his hand on the
polished white marble newel post and took to the stairs heading down.
Glancing up the stairwell, he could see it climb around the square shaft high
up into darkness, into the distant upper reaches of the Keep.

“Where are we going?” Cara asked.

Richard was a bit startled by the question. “I don’t know.”

Cara shot him a dark look. “You just thought we would go search through
a place with thousands upon thousands of rooms, a place as big as a
mountain, a place built partly into a mountain, until you happen across



something?”

“There’s something wrong with the air. I’m just following that perception
of it.”

“You’re following air,” Cara said in a flat, mocking tone. Her suspicion
flared again. “You aren’t trying to use magic, are you?”

“Cara, you know as well as anyone that I don’t know how to use my gift.
I couldn’t call upon magic if I wanted to.”

And he most certainly didn’t want to.

If he were to call upon his gift the beast would be better able to find him.
Cara, ever protective, was worried that he would carelessly do something to
call the beast that had been conjured at the orders of Emperor Jagang.

Richard turned his attention back to the problem at hand and tried to
discern what it was about the air that seemed so strange to him. He put his
mind to analyzing precisely what it was that he sensed. He thought that it felt
something like the air during a thunderstorm. It had that edgy, spooky
quality.

At the bottom, several flights down the white marble stairs, they emerged
in a simple corridor made of stone blocks. They followed the corridor straight
through several intersections and came to a halt as Richard stared down a
dark spiral of stone steps with an iron railing. Cara followed as he finally
started down. At the bottom they passed through a short passage with a barrel
ceiling of oak planks before coming out into a room that was the center of a
hub of halls. The round room had speckled, gray granite pillars all around the
outside holding gilded lintels above each passage that went off into darkness.

Richard held out the lantern, squinting as he tried to see into the dark
passages. He didn’t recognize the round room, but he did recognize that they
were in a part of the Keep that was somehow different—different in a way
that made him understand what Cara meant when she said the place made her
skin crawl. One of the corridors, unlike the others, led at a rather steep angle
down a long ramp, apparently toward some of the deeper areas of the Keep.
He wondered why there would be a ramp, rather than yet more of the endless
variety of stairs.

“This way,” he told Cara as he led her down the ramp and into the
darkness.

The ramp seemed endless in its descent. Finally, though, it emptied into a
grand hall that, while not more than a dozen feet wide, had to be seventy feet
high. Richard felt like an ant at the bottom of a long, narrow slit deep in the



ground. To the left side rose a natural rock wall that had been chiseled right
out of the mountain itself while tightly fit, enormous stone blocks formed the
wall on the right. They passed a series of rooms in the block wall as they
made their way onward in what seemed an endless split through the
mountain. As they moved steadily ahead, the lanternlight was not strong
enough to reveal any end in sight.

Richard suddenly realized what it was that he sensed. The air felt the way
it occasionally felt in the immediate area around certain people he knew who
were powerful with the gift. He remembered the way the air itself seemed to
crackle around his former teachers, Sisters Cecilia, Armina, Merissa, and
especially Nicci. He remembered times when it seemed as if the air around
Nicci might ignite, so great was the singular power radiating from her. But
that sensation had always been in close proximity to the individual; it had
never been a pervasive phenomenon.

Even before he saw the light coming from one of the rooms in the
distance, he felt the air coming from the place. He half expected to see the air
in the entire hallway beginning to sparkle.

Immense, brass-clad doors stood open, leading into what appeared to be a
dimly lit library. He knew that this was the place he was looking for.

Walking through those doors with elaborate, engraved symbols covering
them, Richard froze in midstride and stared in astonishment.

A flickering flash of lightning came in through a dozen, round-topped
windows and illuminated row upon row of shelves all around the cavernous
room. The windows, rising two stories, ran the entire length of the far wall.
Two-story polished mahogany columns rose up between them, hung with
heavy dark green velvet draperies. Gold fringe lined the edges of the drapes,
and swagged tassels held them back from the windows. The small squares of
glass that made up the soaring windows were not clear, but thick and
composed of numerous rings, as if the glass had been overly thick when
poured. When the lightning flashed it made the glass seem to light as well.
Lanterns with reflectors all around the room lent the place a soft warm glow
and reflected off the polished tabletops here and there between the confused
disarray of books lying open everywhere.

The shelves were not what Richard had at first expected. There were
indeed books on a number of them, but other shelves held clutters of objects
—everything from neatly folded sparkling cloth, to iron spirals, to green glass
flasks, to complex objects made of wooden rods, to stacks of vellum scrolls,



to ancient bones and long, curved fangs that Richard didn’t recognize and
couldn’t begin to guess at.

When the lightning flashed again, the shadows of the window mullions
running over everything in the room, running across tables, chairs, columns,
bookcases, and desks, made it appear as if the whole place were cracking
apart.

“Zedd—what in the world are you doing?”

“Lord Rahl,” Cara said in a low voice from right over his shoulder, “I
think your grandfather must be crazy.”

Zedd turned to peer briefly at Richard and Cara standing back in the
doorway. The old man’s wavy white hair, standing out in every direction,
looked a pale shade of orange in the lamplight, but white as snow whenever
the lightning flashed.

“We’re a bit busy right now, my boy.”

In the center of the room, Nicci floated just above one of the massive
tables. Richard blinked, trying to be sure that he really saw what he thought
he saw. Nicci’s feet were clear of the table by a hand’s width. She stood
poised dead-still in midair.

As impossible and startling as such a sight was, that wasn’t the worst of
it. On the top of the table was drawn a magical design known as a Grace.

It appeared to have been drawn with blood.

Like a curtain encircling Nicci, unmoving lines also hung suspended in
the air above the Grace. Richard had seen a number of gifted people draw
spell-forms before, so he was pretty sure that that was what he was seeing,
but he had never seen anything approaching this midair maze.

Consummately complex, composed of lines of glowing green light, it
hung in the air like a three-dimensional spell-form.

In the center of that intricate geometric framework Nicci floated as still as
a statue. Her exquisite features seemed frozen to stone. One hand was lifted
out a ways. The fingers of her other hand, at her side, were spread. Her feet
weren’t level, as if standing, but dangled as if she were in mid-jump. Her fall
of blond hair was lifted out a little, as if in the midst of that jump up into the
air her hair had risen away from her head, just before she was about to come
back down...and at that precise instant she had been turned to stone.

She didn’t look alive.



Chapter 4

Richard stood transfixed, staring at Nicci poised in midair just above a heavy
library table, a net of glowing green geometric lines tangled all around her.
Nothing on her moved. She didn’t appear to be breathing at all. Her blue eyes
stared unblinking into the distance, as if gazing on a world only she could
see. Her familiar, exquisite features looked perfectly preserved in the
greenish cast given off by the glowing lines.

Richard thought that she looked more dead than alive, the way a corpse in
a casket looked just before being laid to rest.

It was an impossibly beautiful and at the same time profoundly alarming
sight. She appeared to be nothing so much as a lifeless statue made of flesh
and light. Skeins of her blond hair in twisting, gentle arcs and curves, even
individual strands of hair, stood out unmoving in midair. Richard kept
expecting her to finally and suddenly finish her fall back to the table.

When he realized that he was holding his breath he at last let it out.

Seemingly in sympathy with the tempestuous intensity of the lightning
out beyond the wall of windows, the air in the room fairly crackled with the
power that had been focused into what was obviously, even to Richard’s
untrained eye, an extraordinary conjuring. It had been that rare quality to the
air that had first caught his attention back in the small reading room.

For the life of him, Richard could not imagine what was going on, what
could be the purpose of such a use of magic. He was at once fascinated by it
and disconcerted that he knew so little about such things. More than
anything, though, he found the sight darkly frightening.

Having grown up in Westland, where there had been no magic, he
sometimes wondered what he had missed—especially at times like this, when
he felt hopelessly ignorant. But at other times, like when Kahlan had been
taken, he hated magic and wished never again to have anything to do with it.

Those devoted to the teachings of the Imperial Order would find cynical
satisfaction at such cold thoughts about magic coming from the Lord Rahl.

Despite having grown up unaware of magic, Richard had since come to



learn a few things about it. For one, he knew that the Grace drawn under
Nicci was a powerful device used by those with the gift. He also knew that
drawing it in blood was something that was rarely done and even then in only
the gravest of circumstances.

As he glanced at the glistening lines of blood that made up the form of
the Grace, Richard noticed something that made the hair at the back of his
neck stand on end. One of Nicci’s feet was poised over the center of the
Grace—the part representing the Creator’s light, from where emanated not
only life but the rays that represented the gift that passed through life, the
veil, and then on into the eternity of the underworld.

Nicci’s other foot, however, was frozen mere inches above the table
beyond the outer ring of the drawing—over the part representing the
underworld.

Nicci hung suspended between the world of life and the world of the
dead. Richard knew that such a thing was hardly trivial happenstance.

He focused beyond the startling sight of Nicci floating in midair and in
the shadows beyond saw Nathan and Ann occasionally illuminated by flashes
of lightning, like ghosts flickering in and out of existence. They, too,
solemnly watched Nicci in the center of the glowing spell-form.

Zedd, one hand on a bony hip, his other running a slender finger down his
smooth jaw, slowly moved around the table, observing the ever-growing,
ever more intricate pattern of glowing green lines.

Outside, through the tall windows, lightning continued to flash in harsh
fits, but the rumble of thunder was muted by the thick stone of the Keep.

Richard gazed up at Nicci’s face. “Is she...is she all right?”

Zedd looked over as if he had forgotten that Richard had entered the
room. “What?”

“Is she all right?”

Zedd’s bushy brows drew together. “How would I know?”

Richard threw his arms up and let them flop down in dumbfounded
alarm. “Well, for crying out loud, Zedd, aren’t you the one who put her
there?”

“Not exactly,” Zedd muttered, rubbing his palms together as he moved
on.

Richard stepped closer to the table below Nicci. “What’s going on? Is
Nicci all right? Is she in danger?”

Zedd finally looked back and sighed. “We don’t exactly know for sure,



my boy.”

Nathan came out of the shadows and toward the table, into the greenish
light. The tall prophet’s dark azure eyes were clearly troubled. He opened his
hands in a gesture of reassurance, his long white hair brushing his shoulders
as he shrugged slightly. “We think she is all right, Richard.”

“She should be just fine,” Ann assured him as she joined Nathan.

The broad-shouldered prophet towered over her. In her plain woolen
dress, with her graying hair gathered back into a loose bun, she looked all the
more plain beside Nathan. Richard thought that just about anyone would
probably look plain beside Nathan.

Richard gestured, indicating the net of geometric lines that encased Nicci.
“What is this thing?”

“A verification web,” his grandfather said.

Richard frowned. “Verification? Verification of what?”

“Chainfire,” Zedd told him in a somber voice. “We’re trying to figure out
precisely how a Chainfire event functions so that we can see if there is a way
to reverse it.”

Richard scratched his temple. “Oh.”

He was liking the whole thing less and less. He desperately wanted to
find Kahlan, yet he was deeply worried for what could happen to Nicci in
such an attempt to unravel mysterious powers created by ancient wizards. As
First Wizard, Zedd had abilities and talents that Richard could not begin to
fathom, and yet those wizards in ancient times far surpassed Zedd’s gift.
With as much as Zedd, Nathan, Ann, and Nicci knew, as powerful as they all
were, they were still dabbling with things outside their experience, things
beyond their ability, things that even those ancient wizards feared. Still, what
choice did they have?

Besides caring deeply for Nicci, Richard needed her to help him find
Kahlan. While the others might in some areas be more powerful or more
knowledgeable than Nicci, the sum of everything about her put her on a
different plane. She was probably the most powerful sorceress ever to have
drawn a breath. What others could do with a great effort, Nicci could do with
a glance. As remarkable as that was, to Richard that was probably one of the
least remarkable things about Nicci. Other than Kahlan, he didn’t know
anyone who could focus on a goal as tenaciously as Nicci. Cara could be just
as unflinching about defending him, but Nicci was able to center that kind of
tenacity on anything she set her mind to. Back when she had fought against



him, her reckless determination made her not just brutally effective but
profoundly dangerous.

Richard was glad all that had changed. Since the search for Kahlan had
begun, Nicci had become his closest and most steadfast friend. Nicci knew,
though, that his heart belonged to Kahlan and that could never change.

He raked his fingers back through his hair. “Well, why is she up there in
the middle of the thing?”

“She’s the only one of us who knows how to use Subtractive Magic,”
Ann said in simple summary. “A Chainfire event needs Subtractive elements
to ignite it and then to make it function. We’re trying to understand the whole
spell—both the Additive and Subtractive components.”

Richard supposed that made sense, but it still didn’t make him feel any
better about it. “And Nicci agreed to this?”

Nathan cleared his throat. “It was her idea.”

Of course it was. Richard sometimes thought the woman had a death
wish.

It was times like this that he wished he knew more about such things. He
was feeling ignorant again. He gestured up at the totality of everything
floating above the table. “I never realized that verification webs used people.
I mean, I never knew that such webs were cast around someone like that.”

“Neither did we, exactly,” Nathan said in that deep, commanding voice of
his.

Richard felt uncomfortable under the prophet’s gaze, so he turned to
Zedd. “What do you mean?”

Zedd shrugged. “This is the first time any of us has ever done an aspect
analysis of a verification web from an interior perspective. To do so requires
Subtractive Magic, so casting a verification web in this manner probably
hasn’t been done in perhaps thousands of years.”

“Then how did you know how to do it?”

“Just because none of us has ever done such a thing,” Ann said, “doesn’t
mean we haven’t studied various accounts of it.”

Zedd gestured to one of the other tables. “We’ve been reading the book
you found—Chainfire. It’s more complex than anything any of us has ever
seen before, so we wanted to try to understand everything about it. While
we’ve never done an interior perspective before, it’s really just an extension
of what we already know. As long as you know how to run a standard
verification web, and you have the required elements of the gift, you can



perform the aspect analysis from an interior perspective. That’s what Nicci is
doing—that’s why she had to be the one to do it.”

“If there’s a standard process, then why would this method be needed?”

Zedd lifted a hand toward the lines around Nicci. “An interior perspective
is said to show the spell-form in more revealing detail—down to a more
elemental level—than you see in the standard verification process. Since it is
said to show more than can be learned in the standard process, and Nicci was
able to initiate it, we all decided that it would be an advantage to do it this
way.”

Richard was starting to breathe a little easier. “So then using Nicci in this
way is just an abstract analysis. It means nothing more.”

Zedd looked away from Richard’s eyes as he lightly rubbed the furrows
on his brow. “This is only a verification process, Richard, not an ignition of
the actual event, so, in a sense, it’s not real. What the real spell does in an
instant, this inert form stretches out into a lengthy verification process so as
to enable a comprehensive analysis. Although not without its risks, that’s not
the viable spell itself you see around Nicci.”

Zedd cleared his throat. “When the actual spell would have been cast,
though, instead of Nicci, that would have been Kahlan, and it would have
been all too real.”

Goose bumps ran up Richard’s arms. His mouth felt so dry that he could
hardly talk. He could feel his heart pounding through the veins in his neck.
He wanted that not to be true.

“But you said that you needed Nicci in order to cast this web. You said
that you could only do it because she can work Subtractive Magic. Kahlan
wouldn’t have been able to do that for the Sisters—and in any event she
wouldn’t have cooperated.”

Zedd shook his head. “The Sisters were casting the real spell around
Kahlan. They had command of Subtractive power and would have had no
need for Kahlan’s cooperation. We needed Nicci to work it from inside, using
both Additive and Subtractive aspects, so that we can try to determine how it
functions. The two aren’t analogous.”

“Well, how—"

“Richard,” his grandfather said, gently cutting him off, “as I said, we’re
rather busy. Right now is not the time to discuss this. We need to observe the
process so we can try to figure out the equational behavior of the spell. Let us
do our job, will you?”



Richard slipped his hands into his back pockets. “Sure.”

He glanced back at Cara. She wore what people might see as a blank
expression, but to Richard, as well as he knew her, it revealed a great deal
and seemed to reflect his own suspicions. He turned back to his grandfather.
“Are you having some kind of...trouble?”

Zedd cast the others a sidelong glance and only grunted before turning
back to studying the geometric forms surrounding the woman floating before
him.

Richard knew his grandfather well enough to know by his drawn features
that he was either unhappy or very worried. Richard didn’t think that either
prospect augured well. He began to worry himself—for Nicci.

As the others stood back to take it all in, frowning in concentration as
they pondered the way the glowing verification web continued to trace new
lines through space, Richard stepped closer. He slowly walked around the
table, finally studying—for the first time, really—the lines crisscrossing
through the air all around Nicci.

As he moved in closer and stepped around the table, he realized that the
lines actually formed a cylinder in space, like something flat that had been
rolled up, with Nicci inside that cylinder. That meant that all the lines were
simply a two-dimensional drawing, even if they did wrap around until they
met. Richard mentally flattened out that cylindrical form, much like unrolling
a scroll, in order to see it in his mind as a more customary line drawing.
When he did so, he began to realize that there was something oddly familiar
about the network of lines.

The more Richard studied it, the more he couldn’t stop staring at it, as if
it were pulling him in...drawing him into the pattern of lines, angles, and
arcs. There seemed to be something he should recognize about it all, but he
couldn’t figure out what.

He thought that perhaps he should regard a spell-form that had been cast
around Kabhlan, as this terrible thing had been, to be evil, but he didn’t feel
that way. The spell-form existed; it did not possess the quality of being good
or evil.

The ones who cast the web around Kahlan were the real evil. Those four
Sisters were the ones who had used the spell for their own evil ends. They
had used it as part of their plan to have the boxes of Orden and to free the
Keeper from the underworld—to loose death on the living. All in return for
beguiling promises of immortality.



Gazing at the lines, Richard began to scrutinize the rhythm in those lines,
their patterns, their flow. As he did so, he began to get an inkling of their
significance.

He was beginning to see purpose in the design.

Richard pointed to a place near Nicci’s extended right arm, just below her
elbow.

“This place, here, is wrong,” he said as he frowned into the fabric woven
of light.

Zedd came to a halt. “Wrong?”

Richard hadn’t realized that he’d said it out loud, at least not loud enough
for others to hear. “Yes, that’s right. It’s wrong.”



Chapter 5

Richard went back to studying the lines, tilting his head to better follow them
along as they went through a complex intersection of routes coming around
from all directions to end up before Nicci’s middle. He was beginning to
grasp the meaning of those routes and the larger intent of the design.

“I think there’s a supporting structure missing.” He aimed a finger off to
his left. “It seems like it should have started back there, don’t you think? It
looks like this place, here, should have a line going up this way and then back
to that spot near her elbow.”

His attention riveted on the rhythm of lines, Richard was largely lost to
the rest of the room.

“It’s impossible for you to know such a thing,” Ann said flatly.

He wasn’t discouraged by her skepticism. “When someone shows you a
circle and it has a flat spot in it, you know it’s wrong, don’t you? You can see
the intended design and know that the flat spot doesn’t belong there.”

“Richard, this is not some simple circle. You don’t even know what
you’re looking at.” She caught herself before her voice rose any more,
clasped her hands before herself, and took a deep breath before going on.
“I’'m simply trying to point out that there are a great deal of complexities
involved here that you are not aware of. The three of us haven’t even begun
to be able to unravel the mechanism behind the spell-form, and we have
extensive training in such things. Despite our training and knowledge, it’s
still far from complete enough for us to grasp the manner in which it
functions. You don’t understand the first thing about such complex motifs.”

Without turning to her, Richard flicked a hand to dismiss her concern.
“Doesn’t matter. The form is emblematic.”

Nathan cocked his head. “It’s what?”

“Emblematic,” Richard murmured as he studied an intersection of lines,
trying to identify the primary strand through the architecture of the lineation.

“So?” his grandfather sputtered after Richard again fell to silent
preoccupation.



“I understand the jargon of emblems,” he said, absently, as he found the
primary thread and traced it along a rise and fall and swirl of the pattern, all
the time coming more in tune with its intent. “I told you that before.”

“When?”

“Back when we were with the Mud People.” Richard immersed himself
in the flow of the design, trying to perceive the ascendant course among the
lesser branches. “Kahlan was there. So was Ann.”

“I’m afraid that we don’t remember,” Zedd admitted after seeing Ann
shake her head in frustration. He sighed unhappily. “Yet one more memory
surrounding Kahlan lost to us because of what those Sisters did.”

Richard didn’t really hear him. Growing ever more agitated, he waggled a
finger back and forth at a breach in the lines just below Nicci’s elbow. “I’m
telling you, there’s a line missing, here. I’m sure of it.”

Richard turned to his grandfather. He saw then that everyone was staring
at him. “Right here,” he told them as he pointed again, “from the end of this
upward rising arc, to this intersection of triangles, there should be a line.”

Zedd frowned. “A line?”

“Yes.” He didn’t know why they hadn’t spotted it before. It was stone
cold obvious to Richard, like a song sung with a note of the melody left out.
“A line is missing. An important line.”

“Important,” Ann repeated in weary exasperation.

Richard, becoming more unsettled by the moment, wiped a hand across
his mouth. “Very important.”

Zedd sighed. “Richard, what are you talking about?”

“There is no way you could know such a thing,” Ann scoffed, her
patience wearing thinner by the moment.

“Look,” Richard said turning back to them, “it’s an emblem, a design.”

Zedd scratched the back of his head, glancing briefly to the window as a
particularly violent fit of lightning flared so close that it released a crack of
thunder that felt like it might loosen the stone walls of the Keep.

He turned back to Richard. “And the design...tells you something,
Richard?”

“Yes. Such a design is like a translation from another language. In a way,
it’s what you’re trying to understand by doing this verification web. This
form characterizes a concept in much the same way that a math equation
expresses physical attributes, such as an equation expressing the ratio of the
circumference of a circle to the diameter. Emblematic forms can be a kind of



language, too, the way mathematics is a form of language. They both are able
to reveal something about the nature of things.”

Zedd patiently smoothed back his hair. “You see emblems as a form of
language?”

“In a way. Take the Grace underneath Nicci, for example. That’s an
emblem. The outer circle represents the beginning of the underworld while
the inner circle represents the limits of the world of life. The square
separating them represents the veil between those worlds. In the center is an
eight-pointed star, representing the Creator’s Light. The eight lines radiating
out from the points of that star all the way out through the outer circle
represent the gift carried from Creation all the way through life, across the
veil, and beyond, into death. The whole thing is an emblem; when you see
that emblem, you see it as a whole concept. You might say that you
understand the language of it.

“If, during the casting of a spell, someone with the gift doesn’t draw the
grace correctly—hasn’t spoken the language correctly—it won’t work as
intended and might even cause trouble. Say you saw a Grace with a nine-
pointed star, or with one of the circles missing, wouldn’t you know it was
wrong? If the square representing the veil was drawn incorrectly, then under
the right circumstances it could even theoretically breach the veil and allow
the worlds to bleed together.

“It’s an emblem. You understand the concept it represents. You know
what it should look like. If it’s drawn wrong, then you recognize it as wrong.”

When the flashes of lightning flickered to a stop, the room felt forsaken
in the weak light of lamps. Distant thunder rumbled ominously up from the
valley below.

Zedd, standing stock-still, studied Richard with more focus than he had
been studying the verification web. “I’ve never looked at it in quite that way
before, Richard, but I grant that you might have a point.”

Nathan arched a brow. “He certainly does.”

Ann sighed. “Perhaps.”

Richard turned from their dour expressions back to the glowing lines.
“This, right here,” he said, gesturing, “is wrong.”

Zedd stretched his neck to peer at the lines. “Let’s just say for the sake of
argument that you’re right. What do you think it means?”

Richard’s heart hammered as he made his way around the table, swiftly
tracing lines through the spell. He used a finger, keeping it just clear of the



lines of light, to track the primary pathways, the sweeps of the pattern, the
fabric of the form.

He found what he was expecting. “Here. Look here, at this newly formed
structure that has built up around these older, original lines. Look at the
disordered nature of this new cluster; they’re a variable, but in this emblem of
lines it should all be a constant.”

“Variable...?” Zedd sputtered, as if having thought he was following
Richard’s reasoning, had instead suddenly found that he was completely lost.

“Yes,” Richard said. “It’s not emblematic. It’s a biological form. The two
are clearly different.”

Nathan wiped both hands back over his white hair as he sighed but
remained silent.

Ann’s face had gone crimson. “It’s a spell-form! It’s inert! It can’t be
biological!”

“That’s the problem,” Richard said, answering her point rather than her
anger. “You can’t have these kind of variables tainting what’s supposed to be
a constant. It would be like a math equation in which any of the numbers
could spontaneously change their value. Such a thing would render math
invalid and unworkable. Algebraic symbols can vary—but even then they are
specific relational variables. The numbers, though, are constants. Same with
this structure; emblems have to be constructed of inert constants—you might
say like simple addition or subtraction. An internal variable corrupts the
constant of an emblematic form.”

“I don’t follow,” Zedd admitted.

Richard gestured to the table. “You drew the Grace in blood. The Grace
is a constant. The blood is biological. Why did you do it that way?”

“To make it work,” Ann snapped. “We had to do it that way in order to
initiate an interior perspective of the verification web. That’s the way it’s
done. That’s the method.”

Richard held up a finger. “Exactly. You deliberately introduced a
controlled biological variable—blood—into what is a constant—a Grace.
Keep in mind though, that it remains outside the spell-form itself; it’s merely
an empowering agent, a catalyst. I think it must be that such a variable in the
Grace allows the spell you initiated to run its course without being influenced
by a constant—the Grace. Do you see? It gives the verification web not only
the power invoked by the Grace, but the freedom gained through the
biological variable to allow it to grow as it needs to in order to reveal its true



nature and intent.”

When Zedd glanced her way, Cara said, “Don’t look at me. Whenever he
starts in like this I just nod and smile and wait until the trouble starts.”

Zedd made a sour face. One hand on a hip, he took a few paces away
before turning back. “I’ve never in all my years heard such an explanation of
a verification web. It’s quite a unique way of looking at it. The most
troubling thing is that, in a perverse way, it actually makes sense. I’'m not
saying that I think you’re right, Richard, but it certainly is a disturbing
notion.”

“If you’re right,” Nathan said, “it would mean that we’ve been children
playing with fire all these years.”

“That’s if he’s right,” Ann added under her breath. “Sounds a tick too
clever to me.”

Richard stared up at the woman frozen in space, the woman who could
not at the moment speak for herself. “Whose blood did you use to draw the
Grace?” he asked the others behind him.

“Nicci’s,” Nathan said. “She suggested it herself. She said it was the
proper method and the only way to make it work.”

Richard turned to them. “Nicci’s. You used Nicci’s blood?”

Zedd nodded. “That’s right.”

“You created a variable...with her blood...and you put her inside of it?”

“Besides being what Nicci told us had to be done,” Ann said, “we have a
lot of research and reason to have confidence that this is the proper method of
initiating an interior perspective.”

“I’m sure you’re right—under normal circumstances. Since you all know
the proper method for doing such things, then that can only mean that the
corruption is far different than any ordinary problem that could be anticipated
to arise in the verification process.” Richard raked his fingers back through
his hair. “It would have to be something...I don’t know. Something
unimaginable.”

Zedd shrugged. “You really believe that having Nicci in there when she
was the source of the blood to power the web could mean something
troublesome, Richard?”

Richard pinched his lower lip as he paced. “Maybe not if the originating
spell-form you were verifying were pure. But this one isn’t. It’s contaminated
by another biological variable. I think that providing the source of the control
variable—Nicci—might allow the contamination all the latitude it needs.”



“Meaning?” Nathan asked.

Richard gestured as he paced. “Meaning that it’s like throwing oil on a
fire.”

“I think the storm is letting our imaginations get carried away,” Ann said.

“What biological variable could possibly contaminate a verification
web?” Nathan asked.

Richard turned back and stared at the lines, following them around to that
terrible arc that ended when it should be supported. He glanced across the
empty space to the waiting intersection.

“I don’t know,” he finally admitted.

Zedd stepped closer. “Richard, your ideas are original, and they are
certainly thought-provoking, I’ll grant you that. And it could be that they may
provide us useful insights to help us understand more than we otherwise
might have. But not everything you say is correct. Some of it is simply
wrong.”

Richard glanced back over his shoulder. “Really? Like what?”

Zedd shrugged. “Well, for one thing, biological forms can be emblematic
as well. Is not an oak leaf biological? Don’t you recognize that emblematic
form? Isn’t a snake something that can be expressed with an emblem? Isn’t a
whole entity, say a tree or a man, able to be represented emblematically?”

Richard blinked. “You’re right. I never thought of it that way, but you’re
right.”

He turned back to the spell-form, viewing the area of biological
contamination with new eyes. He scanned the confusing mass, trying to make
sense of it, trying to discern a pattern. Try as he might, though, it seemed
useless. There was no pattern.

But why not? If its delineation was biological in origin, as he knew it
was, then, according to Zedd, there should be some kind of source pattern
expressed within that depiction. But there was none. It was nothing more than
a confusing mass all tangled up in a nest of meaningless lines.

And then he realized that he thought he recognized a small portion within
that mass. It looked...somehow liquid. But that made no sense, because he
saw another part that looked almost the opposite. That other fragment looked
more like an emblematic representation of fire.

Unless there was more than one element to it. A tree could have an oak
leaf emblem, an acorn, or the form that represented the whole tree. And what
was to say that it couldn’t be three different things all contaminating the



spell-form together.

Three things.

He saw them, then—each of those three elements.

Water. Fire. Air.

They were all there, all tangled together.

“Dear spirits,” Richard whispered, his eyes going wide.

He straightened. Goose bumps tingled up his arms. “Get her out of there.”

“Richard,” Nathan said, “she’s perfectly—"

“Get her out of there! Get her out now!”

“Richard—" Ann started.

“I told you—the spell-form has a flaw!”

“Well that’s what we’re trying to find out, now, isn’t it?” Ann said with
exaggerated patience.

“You don’t understand.” Richard gestured toward the wall of softly
glowing lines. “This isn’t the kind of flaw that anyone would be looking for.
This one will kill her. The spell is no longer inert—it’s mutating. It’s
becoming viable.”

“Viable?” Zedd’s expression twisted with incredulity. “How could you
possibly—”

“You have to get her out of there! Get her out now!”



Chapter 6

Although she couldn’t move, couldn’t speak, Nicci was aware of everything
that was being said, even if the voices sounded hollow, distant, temporal, as if
coming from some faraway world beyond the greenish shroud.

She wanted to scream Listen to him! But, held tightly as she was within
the bosom of the casting, she could not.

More than anything, she wanted out of the terrible tangle of crushing
power that encased her.

She hadn’t understood the true meaning of an interior perspective before
—mnone of them had. None of them could have guessed at the reality. Only
after initiating the process had she discovered that such a perspective was not
simply a way to view a verification web in more detail from the inside, as
they had thought, but rather a means for the person doing the analysis to
experience it within themselves. By then it was too late and she could not tell
the others that what it meant was that she would be perceiving the spell-form
by having it ignited within her. The part surrounding her was the mere aura of
the conjured power that had dawned within her. It had at first been a
revelation bordering on the divine.

Not long after they had initiated it, though, something had begun to go
wrong. What had been a profoundly beautiful form of vision had deteriorated
into horrific agony. Every new line that sliced through space around her had a
corresponding interior aspect that felt as if it were slashing through her soul.

In the beginning she had discovered that pleasure was part of the
mechanism by which one perceived the spell as it unfolded. In much the
same way in which pleasure could confirm wholesome, fitting aspects of life,
it likewise revealed the intricate nature of the spell-form in all its glory. It felt
like watching a particularly beautiful sunrise, or tasting a delightful
confection, or gazing into the eyes of someone you loved and having them
gaze back in the same way. Or, at least, it was like what she imagined it
would feel like to have them gaze back in that way.

She had also discovered that, as in life, pain pointed out grievous



disorders.

Nicci would never have guessed that such a method had once been
commonly used to analyze the inner functioning of a constructed magic—of
gauging its inner health. She would never have guessed the complexity or
extent of what the method could reveal. She would never have guessed how
much it could hurt when something within the spell went awry.

She wondered if she would still have insisted on doing such a thing had
she known. She guessed that she would have, if it had a chance of helping
Richard.

At that moment, though, there was little else that mattered to her but the
pain. It was beyond anything she had ever experienced. Not even the dream
walker himself had been able to give her this much pain. It was almost
impossible for her to think of anything but her want of being free from the
agony. So great was the magnitude of the taint within the spell that there was
no doubt in her mind that experiencing it would, for her, be fatal.

Richard had shown them the place it had begun to go wrong. He had
pointed out the fundamental defect. That contamination concealed within the
spell was pulling her apart. She could feel her life bleeding away beyond that
terrible outer circle of the Grace. That Grace, drawn with her blood, had
become her life, and it would be her death.

For the moment, Nicci straddled two worlds, neither of them wholly real
to her. While still in the world of life, she could feel herself inexorably
slipping into that dark void beyond.

All the while, the world of life around her was losing its vibrance.

She was at that moment willing to let it all go, to let herself slip forever
into the eternity of nonexistence, if only it would mean that the pain would
end.

Even though she could not move, Nicci could see everything in the room
—mnot with her eyes, but with her gift. Even beyond the suffering, she
recognized such an exotic form of sight as an extraordinary experience.
Vision through her gift alone had a singular quality that approached
omniscience. She could see more than her eyes had ever allowed her to see.
Despite her agony, there was a quiet majesty to it all.

Beyond the net of greenish lines, Richard looked from one startled face to
another.

“What’s the matter with all of you? You have to get her out of there!”

Before Ann could launch into a lecture, Zedd gestured for her to keep



quiet. Once sure her lips would stay pressed tightly together, he turned his
attention back to his grandson.

Another line departed an intersection and traced a path through space. It
felt to Nicci like a dull knitting needle taking a stitch in her soul, pulling the
agony of that thread of light through her as it bound her ever more tightly to a
dark death. It was all she could do to remain conscious. Surrender was
seeming sweeter by the moment.

Zedd gestured up toward her. “We can’t, Richard. These things have to
run a course. The verification web runs itself through a series of connections
and in that way reveals information about its nature. Once the verification
process has begun, it’s impossible to halt it. It has to run its course to
completion and then it extinguishes.”

Nicci knew the grim truth of it.

Richard seized his grandfather’s arm. “How long?” He shook the old man
like a rag doll. “How long does the process take?”

Zedd pried Richard’s fingers off his arm. “We’ve never seen a spell like
this. It’s hard to say. But as complex as it’s proving to be I can’t imagine it
taking less than three or four hours. She’s been in there an hour already so it
will be hours yet before it runs its course and extinguishes.”

Nicci knew that she didn’t have hours. She had mere moments before the
pull of the contamination drew her forever beyond the veil and into the world
of the dead.

She thought it a strange way for her life to end. So unexpected. So
uneventful. So pointless. She would at least have wanted it to be an end that
in some way would have helped Richard, or to have been after they knew that
they had accomplished something. She wished her death could have at least
bought him something of value.

Richard turned back to gaze up at her. “She won’t last that long. We have
to get out of there now.”

Inwardly, through her agony, she smiled. To the end. Richard would fight
to the end against death.

“Richard,” Zedd said, “I can’t imagine how you could possibly know
such a thing, and I’'m not saying that I don’t believe you, but we can’t shut
down a verification web.”

“Why not?”

“Well,” Zedd said as he sighed, “the truth is, I don’t even know if such a
thing is possible, but even if it were, none of us knows how to do it. The



standard verification process builds safeguards to shield itself from
tampering. This thing is an order of magnitude more complex and involved.”

“Rather like trying to dismount in midgallop while racing along a
ridgeline,” the tall prophet said. “You need to wait until the horse is finished
running before you jump off, or you will only be leaping to your death.”

Richard returned to the table, frantically studying the structure
constructed of light. Nicci wondered if he realized that, while it was to a
degree tangible, what he was seeing existed mainly as a mere aura
representing the real power raging through her.

As another line advanced from an intersection at an angle that was
dreadfully wrong, Nicci gasped inwardly. She felt something vital within her
being slowly ripped open. The pain of it sang through the marrow of her
bones. She saw darkness layered over the room, and knew she was seeing
into another world, the dark world where there would be no more pain.

She began to allow herself to drift toward that world.

And then she saw something in the otherworldly shadows. She caught
herself, held herself back from the dark brink of death.

Something with glowing eyes, like twin coals, gazed out from the dark
shadows. The malevolent intent of that furnace gaze was fixed on Richard.

Nicci struggled desperately to call out a warning. It cleaved her heart that
she could not.

“Look,” Richard whispered as he gazed up at her, “there’s a tear running
down her cheek.”

Ann sadly shook her head. “Probably because she isn’t blinking, that’s
all.”

Richard’s hands fisted in frustration as he moved around the table, trying
to decipher the meaning of the lines. “We have to find a way to shut the thing
down. There has to be a way.”

Richard’s grandfather laid a hand gently on the back of Richard’s
shoulder. “I swear, Richard, I would do as you want if I could, but I know of
no method to halt a verification web. And what is it that has you so fired up,
anyway? Why the sudden urgency? What is it that you think is contaminating
the spell-form?”

Nicci’s attention was locked on the thing watching out from the shadowy
world of the dead. Whenever the lightning flared, illuminating the room, the
thing with the glowing eyes wasn’t there. Only when darkness again fell over
the room could she see it.



Richard’s eyes turned from studying the lines to gaze up at Nicci’s face.
She wanted nothing so much as for him to reach out and pull her free of the
agony of the spell that had impaled her on lethal shards of magic, but she
knew that he could not. Right then, she would have willingly given up her
life for one moment in his arms.

Richard’s answer finally came in a soft resignation. “The chimes.”

Ann rolled her eyes. Nathan let out a sigh of relief, as if he now knew that
Richard was merely imagining things.

Zedd’s brow lifted. “The chimes? Richard, I’m afraid that this time
you’ve gotten it wrong. That simply isn’t possible. The chimes are
underworld elements. While they certainly lust to enter our world, they can’t.
They’re forever trapped in the underworld.”

“I know very well what the chimes are,” Richard said in a near whisper.
“Kahlan freed them. She freed them to save my life.”

“She couldn’t possibly know how to do such a thing.”

“Nathan told her how, told her their names: Reechani, Sentrosi, Vasi.
Water, fire, air. Calling them was the only way for her to save my life. It was
an act of desperation.”

Nathan’s mouth fell open in surprise but he offered no argument. Ann
cast a suspicious glare up at the prophet.

Zedd spread his hands. “Richard, she may have thought she was calling
them, but I assure you, such a thing is monumentally complex. Besides, we
would know if the chimes were free in our world. Be at ease about this much
of it. The chimes are not loose.”

“Not anymore,” Richard said with grim finality. “I banished them back to
the underworld. But Kahlan always believed that because she unknowingly
brought them into our world it had engendered the beginning of the
destruction of magic itself—the cascade effect, as you once described it to
us.”

Zedd was taken aback. “The cascade effect...you could only have heard
that from me.”

Richard nodded as he stared off into memories. “She tried to convince me
that magic had been tainted by the presence of the chimes, and that banishing
them back to the underworld would not halt that taint. I never knew whether
or not she was right. Now I do.”

He pointed up at that awful place before Nicci, that core of her pain, her
agony, her end.



“There is the proof. Not the chimes, but the corruption their presence
caused: the contamination of magic. That contamination has infected this
world. It was drawn to the strength of this magic. It has infected the Chainfire
spell and it will kill Nicci if we don’t get her out of there.”

The room had grown darker yet. Nicci could hardly see through the veil
of pain. But she could still see those sinister eyes behind Richard, in the
shadows, watching, waiting. No one but Nicci knew that it was there, in that
spectral place between worlds.

Richard would never know what hit him.

Nicci had no way to warn him.

She felt another tear roll down her face.

Richard, seeing that tear drip from her jaw, leaned close. With quiet
determination, he used a finger to trace the primary pathways, the supporting
junctures, and the main framework of the emblem, as he called it.

“It should be feasible,” he insisted.

Ann looked beside herself but she remained silent. Nathan watched with
stony resignation.

Zedd pushed his simple robes farther up his bony arms. “Richard, it’s
impossible to shut down a regular verification web, much less one such as
this.”

“No, it’s not,” Richard said, irritably. “Here. See here? You have to
interrupt this route, here, first.”

“Bags, Richard, how am I supposed to do such a thing! The spell shields
itself. This web is powered by Subtractive as well as Additive Magic. It has
integral shields constructed of both.”

Richard stared at his grandfather’s crimson face a moment before turning
back to the maze of lines. He gazed up at Nicci again and then carefully
inserted a hand in through the net of lines to touch Nicci’s black dress.

“I won’t let it have you,” he whispered to her.

No words had ever sounded sweeter, even if she knew he could not
understand the impossibility of his promise.

When his finger touched her dress, the patterns shifted from two-
dimensional to three-dimensional forms that looked more like a thornbush
than a spell-form.

It felt to Nicci as if he had just twisted a knife through her insides. She
struggled to remain conscious. She focused on the glowing eyes in the
shadows. She had to find a way to warn Richard.



His hand paused. He carefully pulled it back out. The pattern flattened to
two-dimensional.

Nicci would have sighed in relief could she breathe.

“Did you see that?” he asked.

Zedd nodded. “I certainly did.”

Richard glanced back over his shoulder at his grandfather. “Is it supposed
to do that?”

“No.”

“I didn’t think so. It’s supposed to be inert, but the biological variable
contaminating it has changed the nature of the host spell-form.”

Zedd’s expression tightened as he considered. “It seems pretty obvious
that whatever is going on, it’s changing the way the spell works.”

Richard nodded. “Worse, it’s a random variable. The contamination
caused by the chimes’ presence in this world is biological—it evolves.
Probably so that it can attack different kinds of magic. This spell will
undoubtedly continue to mutate. There’s probably no way to predict how it
will change, but from the evidence here, it appears that it’s only going to
become more virulent. As if Chainfire isn’t trouble enough, this could make
it worse. It could even be that everyone affected by it will develop problems
beyond their memory loss revolving around Kahlan.”

“What makes you say that?” Zedd asked.

“Just look at how many memories of events only tangent to Kahlan
you’ve all lost. The lost memories could even be the means by which the
contamination infects those people touched by the effects of the Chainfire
event.”

As if the Chainfire event being loosed on the world weren’t potentially
deadly enough, it now seemed catastrophic beyond imagining.

Ann was bottled fury. She gritted her teeth. “Where did you learn such
gibberish?”

Zedd flashed her a scowl. “Be quiet.”

“I told you, I understand emblematic designs. This one is a mess.”

Nathan glanced to the windows as they lit with flashes of lightning. When
the room again fell to darkness, Nicci could again see the thing watching
from a dark world.

“And you sincerely believe that it’s somehow harming Nicci?” Zedd
asked.

“I know it is. Look at this divergence, right here. Such a thing is lethal



even without this added breach over here. I know a lot about representational
designs involving lethality.”

Zedd gave Richard a forbidding look. “I need to know what you’re
talking about, what you mean by ‘representational designs involving
lethality.’”

“Later. We have to get her out of there, first, and we have to get her out
now.”

Zedd shook his head in resignation. “I wish I knew a way, Richard, I truly
do, but as I've said, I don’t. If you try to pull her out of there before the
verification has run its course, that alone will kill her for sure. That much I do
know.”

“Why?”

“Because her life is in a way suspended. Don’t you see that she isn’t
breathing? The spell-form surrounding her supports her life while she cannot,
while the web runs through the verification. She is, in a way, now a part of
the spell itself. Pull her out, and you will be pulling her out of the mechanism
that is keeping her alive.”

Nicci’s heart sank. For a moment, she had begun to believe Richard, to
believe that he could do it. It was not to be.

All the while the glowing eyes watched. She could see the shape of it,
now, standing there in the dark shadows beside a tall shelf. It looked
something like a man twisted into a fearsome beast of sinew and knotted
muscle. Its eyes gleamed out from the darkness of death itself.

It was the beast that hunted Richard. The beast sent by Jagang, the dream
walker.

She would have done anything to stop it, to keep it from Richard, but she
could not move a muscle. With every new line of light, she was being
stitched tighter and tighter to her fate, pulled inexorably into the darkness of
eternity beyond life.

“Even if it’s mutating,” Richard said as if thinking aloud, “it still has
elements that support it while it grows.”

“Richard, a verification web is self-generating. Even if it was mutating
like you say, there is no way to halt such an event.”

“If it can be shut down,” Richard murmured, “it will release her—then
we won’t be pulling her out of it while her life is still being supported by the
spell.”

Sighing, Zedd shook his head as if he thought Richard hadn’t understood



a thing he’d said.

Richard studied the lines one last time, then abruptly reached out and
placed his finger at an intersection that had been created back before the area
of contamination.

The line extinguished at his finger.

“Dear spirits,” Nathan said as he leaned in.

The shadow took a step forward. Nicci could now see its fangs.

The line that had extinguished felt as if it pulled her insides out with it.
Nicci fought to cling to life. If he really could do it, if he really could
extinguish the spell, she had a chance to warn him.

If she could hold on that long.

Richard withdrew his finger. The line ignited again. It lanced through her
like a razor-sharp spear. The world flickered.

“See?”

Zedd reached out to duplicate what Richard had done, but with a yelp of
pain pulled his hand back as if he’d been burned.

“It’s shielded with Subtractive Magic,” Ann said.

Zedd shot her a murderous scowl.

“And remember the shields back at the Palace of the Prophets?” Richard
asked her. “Remember how I was able to pass through them?”

Ann nodded. “I still have nightmares about it.”

Richard reached out again, quickly this time, and again blocked the line
of light. Again it extinguished.

Richard then put a finger from his other hand at an intersection preceding
the darkened line. In a blink, more lines went dark. He moved his first finger
to insert it at another key point, working his way back through the pattern,
causing the spell to turn in on itself.

The darkened line raced around Nicci, hitting intersections, making turns,
sweeping through and darkening arcs. The line Richard had extinguished
ceased to exist in the pattern, its absence causing an interruption in the
vitality of the rhythm.

Nicci marveled at the reaction of the spell-form within her. She could
sense in detail the process of it dismantling, like a flower closing its petals.

The room again seemed to shimmer in Nicci’s gifted vision, as if
lightning were flaring, but she knew that this was not lightning.

The glowing eyes peered about, as if it, too, sensed the fluctuation in the
flux of power Richard had interrupted.



Didn’t anyone but Nicci realize that Richard was using his gift to
penetrate such shields? Were they blind? The use of his gift drew the beast
out of the underworld.

Outside, real lightning flashed and thunder boomed. The room flickered
not only with the lightning but with the disruption of power within the spell-
form. The wall of windows flashed between blinding brightness and inky
obscurity.

It felt to Nicci as if both of those powerful discharges thundered right
through her. She could not understand how she was still alive. It could only
be that Richard was shutting down the spell without destroying it. He was
methodically extinguishing it, like snuffing out the flames on a row of wicks.

Focused in concentration, Richard put his other hand down lower and
blocked another line. The line went dark, racing back through the complex
matrix.

The shadow of the beast began to step out of the underworld, partially
into the world of life, pulling and flexing its arms with the difficulty of the
task, testing its newborn muscle. Fangs glistened in the lamplight as the jaws
stretched wide.

Their attention riveted on the lines around Nicci, no one noticed.

Holding a block in one network of lines, Richard carefully inserted a
finger to occlude a preceding framework.

The entire web, having lost not just its most important supporting
structure, but its very integrity, began to come apart. Angles opened.
Intersections disjointed, letting connecting lines sag away. Other lines
collided, sparking flashes of white light upon contact that made yet more
lines go dark.

All of a sudden, the web of remaining lines collapsed downward, like a
curtain falling. Nicci could feel the network of power laced all through her
slough away. As the falling lines of light hit the Grace they went dark. In an
instant, they were gone.

Free from the tangle, Nicci abruptly dropped to the table as she gasped a
breath, like a scream drawn inward. Her legs had no strength to hold her and
she crumpled, toppling over the edge of the table.

Richard caught her in his arms as she fell. Her dead weight took him to
one knee. He maintained his balance, cradling her in his arms, saving her
from hitting the stone floor.

Outside, lightning went wild, casting the room in fits of flickering light.



It was then that the beast, a soulless creature created for a single purpose,
materialized fully out of the world of the dead and into the world of life.
And sprang straight for Richard.



Chapter 7

Hanging limp and helpless in Richard’s arms, despite how much she tried,
Nicci simply could not bring forth enough strength to warn him of the beast
about to crash down on him. She would have given her last breath to deliver
that warning but, right then, she had no breath.

It was Cara, throwing all her weight at the charging creature, who
deflected the full force of the attack and saved Richard from a killing strike.
The beast’s fangs caught only air as it crashed past Richard, but its claws
ripped through the flesh at the back of his shoulder. Knocked off balance
from Cara’s tackle, the beast stumbled past Richard and smashed headlong
into one of the heavy shelves. Bones, books, and boxes tumbled down.

The thing scrambled to its feet, snarling, fangs bared, muscles taut.
Stretching for a moment to its full height, it was a good foot taller than
Richard and its shoulders were nearly twice as wide. Bony projections
marked its hunched spine. Dark, leathery flesh, like that of a desiccated
corpse, covered powerful muscles.

It was a creature that wasn’t really alive, and yet it moved and reacted as
if it were. Nicci knew that it had no soul, and for that reason it was all the
more dangerous. It had been conjured in part from the lives and Han—the
gift—of living men. It acted with the single-minded purpose that had been
instilled in it by its creators: Jagang’s Sisters of the Dark.

As it immediately recovered and again went for Richard, Cara lashed out
with her Agiel. The beast didn’t appear to be harmed in the least by the
weapon, but it abruptly halted and twisted toward the Mord-Sith with
shocking speed and strength, backhanding her hard enough to send her flying.
She crashed into a bookcase, toppling it back. Cara didn’t rise from the
jumble of books and splintered wood.

As lightning flashed outside the tall windows, Zedd used the opening to
thrust out a hand, unleashing a shimmering bolt of power that lit the room.
Shards of white-hot light exploded against the dark hide of the beast’s chest,
leaving lines of soot radiating outward as evidence of the contact that didn’t



appear to have caused any real harm.

Nicci, after Richard had laid her on the floor, was just starting to be able
to pull desperately needed air into her lungs. She put an elbow out to prop
herself up as she gasped for breath. She saw blood running from Richard’s
shoulder and down his arm. As he rose to meet his attacker he reached for his
sword, but his sword was no longer there, at his hip.

Slowed for only an instant, he instead drew a knife from a sheath at his
belt. As he met the threat racing toward him he slashed with the blade,
making solid contact that sent the creature reeling. Staggered by the blow and
knocked from its feet, it tumbled across the stone floor, stopping only when it
collided with one of the massive shelves. A ragged flap of leathery flesh hung
like a flag from the injured shoulder. Without slowing, without pause, the
beast sprang into a somersault and landed on its feet, ready to renew its
attack.

Ann and Nathan both threw fiery bolts at it. Rather than incinerating it,
the conjured flames splashed off the beast. Unharmed, it roared with fury.
Flashes of lightning glinted off the razor-sharp blade poised motionless in
Richard’s fist. The creature seemed all fangs and claws as it again lunged for
him.

Richard stepped aside, gracefully turning with the beast’s onrushing
charge, and with a backhanded swing slammed his knife hilt-deep into the
center of its chest. It was a perfectly executed strike. Unfortunately, it seemed
to have had no more effect than anything else that had been tried.

The creature wheeled with impossible speed and seized Richard’s wrist.
Before it could catch him up in its powerful arms, Richard twisted under the
grip and came up behind his attacker. He gritted his teeth with the mighty
effort of twisting the creature’s powerful arm up behind its knobby back.
Nicci heard joints pop and bone snap. Rather than the injury slowing the
beast, it whirled around, swinging the broken arm like a flail. Richard ducked
and rolled away as deadly claws scythed past.

Zedd used the opening to ignite a sphere of seething liquid fire. Even the
lightning seemed to pause in the presence of such profound power brought to
life. The room vibrated with the howl of the deadly, concentrated inferno
Zedd unleashed. The knot of churning flames shrieked through the dark
room, illuminating the tables and chairs, the shelves and columns, and the
faces of everyone watching as it swept past.

The beast glanced back over its shoulder at the tumbling, hissing yellow



conflagration wailing across the room and defiantly bared its fangs at the
approaching fire.

It struck Nicci as an odd thing for the creature to do, almost as if it didn’t
fear fire conjured by a wizard. Nicci had trouble imagining anything that
could withstand such an onslaught—or not fear it. This was no mere fire,
after all, but a menace that burned with phenomenal ferocity.

An instant before the writhing sphere of wizard’s fire reached its target,
the creature simply winked out of existence.

Absent an objective, the fire splashed down on the stone floor, exploding
across the carpets and breaking over tables like a rogue wave crashing ashore.
Although conjured for a specific enemy, Nicci knew that runaway wizard’s
fire could easily annihilate them all.

Before it could destroy the room or anyone in it, Zedd, Nathan, and Ann
immediately cast yet more webs—Zedd doing his best to recall his power
while the other two suppressed and smothered the flames before they had a
chance to get out of control. Clouds of steam billowed up as they all worked
to contain any errant droplets of the tenacious fire. It was a tense moment
before they knew that they had succeeded.

Beyond the fog of vapor, Nicci saw the beast materialize out of the
darkness.

It appeared behind Zedd, back in the shadows where she’d first seen it
step into the world of life. Nicci was the only one who realized that it had
returned in a different place. She had never before seen the creature slip in
and out of the world of the dead at will, but she knew that was the method by
which it was able to track and follow Richard across vast distances. She
knew, too, that no matter the form it took, it would never rest until it had him.

Richard spotted the beast coming for him before any of the others and
called out a warning to Zedd, standing directly in the path of the wild charge.
Zedd blocked that charge by massing the air itself into a densely compressed,
angled shield. The trick deflected the beast’s course by just enough. Richard
used the diversion to slash at his attacker. Before his knife could make
contact, the beast again winked out of existence, only to return an instant later
once past Richard’s blade.

It almost seemed to be toying with them, but Nicci knew that that wasn’t
the case. It was merely employing varying tactics in its soulless quest to have
Richard. Even its seemingly angry roars were merely a tactic meant to
weaken its victim with fear, thereby giving it a chance to strike. Instilling the



capacity for emotion in it would have produced limitations; therefore
Jagang’s Sisters had left such qualities out. The beast was incapable of
actually feeling anger. It was simply unremitting in its purpose.

Ann and Nathan released a torrent of power concentrated into thousands
of small, rock-hard, deadly points that could have shredded the hide right off
an ox, but before the hurtling fragments could rip into the creature, it again
effortlessly evaded the attacks by stepping into a shadow and coming out
once again in another place.

Nicci realized that none of them had the ability to stop the thing.

Struggling to recover her strength, she scrambled across the floor to
check on Cara. Still lying against a wall, Cara was dazed and having
difficulty regaining her senses. Nicci pressed her fingers to the Mord-Sith’s
temples, trickling in a thread of magic to wake her and revive her strength.
She seized the woman by her leather outfit when she suddenly tried to
scramble to her feet.

“Listen to me,” Nicci said. “If you want to save Richard, you have to
listen to me. You can’t stop that thing.”

Not one to take instruction well, especially when it came to protecting
Richard, Cara saw the immediate threat and sprang into action. As the beast
spun around, focused on Richard, Cara threw herself at it, down low, rolling
under it, knocking it from its feet. Before it could recover, she leaped on the
beast’s back, as if mounting a wild stallion, and jammed her Agiel into the
base of its skull. It was a move that would have killed any man. When the
beast reared up on its knees, she hooked the weapon across the front of its
throat.

With its good arm, the creature snatched Cara’s Agiel and effortlessly
ripped it from her grip. Cara vaulted for the weapon and snatched it back, but
it cost her a blow that again sent her tumbling across the floor.

As everyone clambered back from the creature, trying to stay out of the
reach of its deadly claws, it threw its head back and roared. The sound was so
deafening that everyone winced. Flashes of lightning lit beyond the windows,
throwing blindingly bright light and a jumble of confusing shadows through
the nearly dark room, making it difficult to see.

Zedd, Nathan, and Ann conjured shields of air and used them to try to
force the threat back, but the beast was able to crash through the shields and
charge for their creators, forcing them to dodge out of harm’s way.

Nicci knew that the three of them could not stop such a menace with the



power they had. She didn’t see how Richard could, either.

As the others continued to fight with every bit of ability and cunning they
could muster, Nicci again seized a fistful of Cara’s leather outfit at her
shoulder and hauled her close.

“Are you ready to do it my way? Or do you want Richard to die?”

Cara, panting from the exertion, looked ready to spit fire, but she heeded
Nicci’s words. “What do you want me to do?”

“Be ready to help me. Be ready to do exactly as I ask.”

After receiving a nod of agreement, Nicci scrambled back up onto the
table. She placed one foot in the center of the Grace drawn in her own blood,
and the other out beyond the outer circle.

Zedd, Nathan, and Ann threw everything they could conjure at the
rampaging beast: webs of arcing power that could have cut stone, intensely
focused force that could have bent iron, a hail of air concentrated into
nodules hard enough to pulverize bone. None of it had any effect on the
creature. In some cases it wasn’t affected by their power, while at other times
it swiped at the assaults, brushing them aside, or avoided them altogether by
winking out of existence only to reappear once the threat had passed.

It again turned its attention to its purpose and lunged for Richard. He
dodged to the side and once more used his knife to rip through the creature’s
tough hide, trying to sever an arm. That, too, Nicci knew, would do no good.

As the others shouted instructions, trying to find a way to destroy the
threat, Cara, torn between helping Richard and following instructions, turned
and peered up at Nicci. “What are you doing?”

Nicci, not having the time to answer questions, pointed. “Can you lift that
candelabra?”

Cara glanced back over her shoulder. It was made of heavy wrought iron
and held two dozen candles, none of them lit.

“Probably.”

“Use it like a lance. Drive the beast back toward the windows—"

“What good is that going to do?”

The beast lunged at Richard, trying to get its arms around him. Richard
twisted away and in the process landed a powerful kick to its head that did no
more than momentarily stagger it.

“Just do as I say. Use it like a lance to drive the creature back. And make
sure that the others stand back and stay clear.”

“You think that if I can club it with the candelabra that will stop it?”



“No. It learns. This will be something new. Just drive it back. It should be
momentarily confused, or at least cautious. As soon as you force it back,
throw the candelabra at it and then get yourself clear.”

Cara, her lips pressed tightly together in frustrated fury, considered for
only an instant. She was a woman who knew that hesitation could bring
harm. She grabbed the heavy main post of the candle stand in both hands and
with a mighty effort lifted it. The candles fell from their cups, bouncing and
rolling across the stone floor. It was clear to Nicci how heavy the iron stand
was. She thought, though, that Cara had enough muscle to handle it. There
was no doubt that she had the mettle.

But Nicci could no longer worry about Cara. She put the woman from her
mind and straightened both arms, extending her hands down toward the
bloody depiction of the Grace beneath her. She disregarded her doubts, her
fears, and, as she had done countless times before, drew her mind back into
the core of Han within herself. This time, above the Grace, it felt like falling
back into an icy pool of power.

Ignoring the fate she was condemning herself to, she turned her palms
upward and lifted her hands, using that icy pool of power within herself to
begin to bring the verification web back to its induction point. From within
the dominion of the Grace, Nicci concentrated on a mental image of
removing the countervailing blocks within the spell-form that kept it
contained and inert. With deliberate intent, once she had exposed the inner
field that only she could see, she used both sides of her power to connect
opposing junctions.

In an instant the green lines again started twisting their way up, like some
ravenous vine made of light. In a heartbeat, the network of lines was as high
as her thighs.

Cara thrusted and stabbed at the beast. Several times she made solid
contact with her unwieldy iron weapon, knocking the creature back a step.
Each time it took a step back, she immediately jabbed again, forcing it back
another step, then another. Nicci had been right—the creature reacted
cautiously to the unexpected nature of the attack.

She hoped that Cara could get the beast back not only far enough but in
time.

Bolts of lightning arced through the night sky, illuminating the wall of
thick glass windows. Compared with the forces of the storm, the oil lamps
were so weak as to be nearly useless. The flashes back and forth between



blinding light and darkness made it difficult to see.

As the glowing, greenish lines that were the mere reflection of the inner
aspect of a spell that had been created thousands of years before by men long
ago lost to history wove their way up around her, that inner spell-form once
again ignited, lancing through her far faster than it had the first time. Nicci
hadn’t been entirely ready. She went blind before she expected to. She
struggled to breathe while she still could, while she still had a remnant of
control.

Her gifted vision began to flicker back and forth between both worlds,
between the light of life and eternal blackness. The dark void beyond came
and went in flashes, much like the lightning outside the window, but with
blinding darkness rather than blinding light. Straddling both worlds, Nicci
felt as if her soul would be ripped apart.

She ignored the pain and focused on the task at hand.

She knew that she could not destroy such a beast with her power alone.
Sisters of the Dark had, after all, created it with the help of ancient powers
that she could not begin to fathom. The conjured creature was the match of
anything Nicci knew how to call forth. It would take something more than
mere Ssorcery.

Back near the windows, the beast finally dug in and halted its brief
retreat. Cara jabbed at it, but the snarling beast would retreat no more. Cara
was having difficulty handling the heavy iron candle stand. When Richard
started to come to her aid, she yelled at everyone to get back. When he didn’t
obey, she swung the candle stand around, making him jump back and letting
him know that she meant business.

Putting all her strength into the effort, Nicci brought her palms up,
preparing to do the impossible.

She had to find the cusp between nothing and the ignition of power.

She needed not power, but its precursor.

The green lines advanced farther up around her in their determined work
of encasing her in the totality of the spell. Nicci tried to draw a breath, but her
muscles would not respond. She needed the breath—just one breath.

When the world of life flashed back into her gifted vision, she pulled with
all her might and at last drew that breath.

“Now, Cara!”

Without hesitation, Cara heaved the heavy candelabra. The beast easily
caught the massive iron candle stand in one clawed hand, lifting it high.



Behind it, through the windows, lightning cracked and boomed.

Nicci paused, waiting for a lull in the flashes.

When it came, when the room plunged back into darkness, she cast out—
not power, but its antecedent.

That casting bathed the beast in the agonizingly almost: the inductive
ignition of power...absent the consequence.

She could see that the creature felt the strange sensation of the promise of
the profound...not quite conjured, not yet delivered. It blinked in confusion,
unsure if it really felt something, wanting to act, yet not knowing what it was
that it felt or what to act against.

Without the successful launch of any direct attack of Nicci’s power, the
beast appeared to decide that she had failed and again defiantly lifted the
candelabra high over its head, like a trophy won in battle.

“Now,” Zedd called to Ann and Nathan as he rushed forward, “while it’s
distracted.”

They were about to ruin everything. Nicci could do nothing to halt their
interference. Cara, never one to be gentle in her duty, did do something. She
drove the three of them back like a sheepdog herding strays. They protested
as they retreated, demanding she get out of the way.

Nicci watched it all happening from a distant place on the cusp between
worlds. She could no longer help Cara. The woman would have to handle it
herself. Somewhere in the faraway world of life, Zedd fumed at the Mord-
Sith and tried to launch an attack, but Cara used the threat of ramming him
with a shoulder to drive him back, throwing him not only off balance, but
distracting him from his intentions.

In that other world, the dark world beyond life, what Nicci had
deliberately created was a void of effect, cause without consequence, a
constructed expectation of a material release of her darker power, which she
also deliberately failed to provide.

Time itself seemed to stand still, waiting for what must be but would not
come.

The tension in the air around Nicci was palpable. The green lines around
her raced ever faster through the air in an effort to completely reestablish the
verification web, to have her life held suspended.

The flaw, like a spider in its web, waited for her.

She knew she had only a fleeting moment before she would be unable to
do anything.



This time, her end would at least gain something of value.

Nicci fed the field around the beast yet more of the open gateway to a
profound release of power which she purposely withheld.

The stress between what existed and what did not yet exist, and would
not happen, was insufferable.

In an instant, that terrible, intolerable void, that vacuum of power that
Nicci had created in both worlds, was filled with the deafening release of a
bolt of lightning that came crashing in through the window, while its twin,
from the world beyond the world of life, ripped through the veil, drawn to the
need unfulfilled around the beast—compelled to complete what Nicci had
begun but would not finish. This time, there was no safety in escape to
another world; both worlds had together unleashed their fury.

Shattered glass rained through the room. The thunderous boom shook the
stone walls of the Keep. It seemed as if the sun itself were exploding in
through the window.

The lines racing around Nicci came up like a shroud.

Through her gifted vision she saw the completion of the link she had
established, saw the lightning find the void around the beast and fulfill the
terrible empty obligation she had created.

The explosion of that lightning was beyond anything that she had ever
seen before. Creating the precursor in both worlds lent the lightning the
power of both worlds, Additive and Subtractive, creative and destructive,
intertwined in a single calamitous discharge.

Nicci was frozen by the spell, and could not close her eyes against the
blinding flash of light and dark that tangled together, striking both ends of
candelabra and blasting down through the beast.

In the violent corona of crackling white light, the beast came apart, driven
to dust and vapor by the intensity of the heat and power focused in the void
Nicci had created.

Gales of rain and wind roared in through the shattered window. Outside,
yet more lightning flickered through the roiling greenish clouds. When the
lightning outside lit the room, they could all see that the beast was gone.

For now, anyway, it was gone.

Through the net of green lines, Nicci saw Richard racing across the room
toward her.

That room seemed so distant.

She saw the dark world close in around her.



Chapter 8

When her horse whinnied and stamped its hooves, Kahlan slipped her hand
farther up the reins, closer to the bit, to hold the nervous animal in place. The
horse didn’t like what it smelled any more than Kahlan did. She reached up
and gently stroked the underside of the horse’s chin as she waited behind
Sisters Ulicia and Cecilia.

Light gusts ruffled the cottonwood leaves overhead, making the glossy
leaves shimmer in the midday light. In the shade of those huge cottonwoods,
dappled sunlight danced over the grassy hilltop, while overhead a few
cottony white clouds dotted the blindingly bright blue sky. When the breeze
shifted around and came in from their backs, it brought relief not only from
the sweltering heat. Kahlan allowed herself a deeper breath.

She used a finger to wipe sweat and grime from under the metal collar
locked around her neck. She wished she could have a bath, or at least jump in
a stream or a lake. The summer heat and dusty traveling had conspired to turn
her long hair into an itchy, tangled mess. She knew, though, that the Sisters
didn’t care how uncomfortable she was and that they wouldn’t be pleased if
she were to ask if she could have a chance to wash up, the way they often did.
The Sisters didn’t care in the least about Kahlan’s wants, much less her
comfort. She was their slave, no more; it mattered not if the collar she wore
around her neck chafed and rubbed her skin raw.

As Kahlan waited, her mind wandered to the statue she had given up, the
statue she’d had to leave in Lord Richard Rahl’s palace. While she had no
memory of her past, she had memorized every line of that figure of a woman
with flowing hair and robes. There was something quietly noble about her
spirit, about the way the figure stood with her back arched, her hands fisted,
and her head thrown back as if in defiance of invisible forces that would
subdue her.

Kahlan knew all too well what it felt like to have invisible forces
subduing her.

From the quiet hilltop they watched as Sister Armina made her way



across the open landscape below. There was no one else in sight. The long
grasses looked almost liquid as they waved and bowed in the breeze. Sister
Armina finally trotted her bay mare up the hill. She circled her horse around
and came to a halt beside the rest of them.

“They’re not there,” she announced.

“How far ahead are they?” Sister Ulicia asked.

Sister Armina lifted an arm to point. “I didn’t go much beyond those hills
there. I didn’t want to take a chance on being spotted by any of Jagang’s
gifted. As near as I can tell, though, the stragglers and camp followers have
only moved on a day or two ago.”

When the breeze at their backs slackened, it allowed the smell to drift up
the hill again. Kahlan wrinkled her nose. Sister Ulicia noticed but didn’t
comment. The Sisters didn’t seem to be at all bothered by the stench.

Sister Ulicia abruptly turned and stuffed a boot in a stirrup. “Let’s go
have a look over the hills beyond,” she said as she swung up into her saddle.

Kahlan mounted up and followed after the other three women as they
trotted their horses down the hill. She thought it odd how the Sisters seemed
unusually jumpy. They tended to be arrogantly bold in whatever they did, but
now they were being cautious.

To the left towered the rugged, blue-gray shapes of lofty mountains. The
rock slopes and cliffs were so imposing that there were few places where
trees could gain a foothold. Some of the peaks were so high that they had
snow atop them despite it being summer. Kahlan and the Sisters had followed
those mountains south since finding a place to cross over them after leaving
the People’s Palace. In those travels, the Sisters had avoided going near
people whenever they could.

Kahlan gave her horse’s reins a little more slack. The hills they rode
across were rutted with gullies that made it difficult traveling at times.
Kahlan knew that there would probably be roads down out of the hills, but
the Sisters didn’t generally like to travel on roads and kept off them whenever
possible. As they moved through the tall grass among the scattered trees, they
stayed in the concealing shelter of the folds of land between hills.

Before Kahlan could see any of what lay ahead, the unmistakable,
gagging stench of death grew so terrible that she could hardly breathe.
Cresting a hill, she finally saw the city spread out below. They all paused,
gazing down at the empty roads, the burned buildings, and the carcasses of
what looked to be horses.



“Let’s be quick,” Sister Ulicia said. “We’ll take the main road on the
other side for a ways and get close enough to be sure of where they are and
exactly the direction they’re headed.”

They spurred their horses into canters as they rode in silence down out of
the hills and into the fringes of the city. The place looked to have been built
up around a meandering bend in a river and the crossings of several roads
that were probably trade routes. The larger of two timber bridges had been
burned. As they crossed a narrow second bridge in single file, Kahlan
glanced down at the water. Bloated bodies floating facedown had collected in
the reeds. Even before she had seen them, the stench of death had been so
heavy in the air that she had lost her interest in going for a swim. She just
wanted to be away from the place.

As they rode in among the buildings, Kahlan held a scarf over her nose
and mouth. It didn’t help much. She thought she might vomit from the fetid
smell of rotting flesh. It seemed peculiar that it was so strong.

She soon discovered why.

They rode past side streets where corpses were piled in the hundreds. A
few dogs and mules lay dead among them, the legs of the mules standing out
straight and stiff. From the way the bodies were jammed into the narrow side
streets, Kahlan thought that the people must have been herded into confined
spaces from which escape was impossible and then slaughtered. Most of the
dead, animal and human, were ripped open with ghastly wounds. Some of the
dead had broken lances jutting from them, while others had been killed by
arrows. Most, though, appeared to have been hacked to death. Kahlan noticed
one other thing about them: they were all older people.

Many of the buildings in one section of the city were burned down. Only
in a few places did wisps of smoke still curl up from some of the thicker piles
of rubble. The charred wooden beams looked like the scorched skeletons of
monsters. It appeared to be a day or two since the fires had burned
themselves out.

Stepping their horses along the narrow cobbled street between two-story
buildings looming up to either side of the road, they peered about in silent
appraisal of the destruction. The buildings still standing had all been looted.
Doors were broken in, or lay in the street nearby. Kahlan didn’t see a single
window that hadn’t been broken. Curtains lay draped over a few of the tiny
balconies overlooking the street. A few of those balconies held a body.
Besides the fragments of wood from doorframes and the broken glass, the



streets were littered with trivial items: random articles of clothing; a bloody
boot; pieces of broken furniture; broken weapons; broken pieces of wagons.
Kahlan saw a doll with yellow yarn for hair lying facedown, its back
flattened by a hoofprint. All of the items had the look of having been picked
over by a number of hands and, after being judged to be worthless, discarded.

Daring to look into the dark buildings they passed, Kahlan saw the real
horrors. They were not merely the bodies of murdered townspeople. There
were the bodies of people who looked to have been murdered for sport, or out
of a sheer brutality. Unlike the bodies heaped in the side streets, these people
were not older. They looked like they might have been people trying to
protect their shops or homes. Through one broken shopwindow she saw that a
man, wearing the kind of apron used by cobblers, had been nailed to a wall
by his wrists. From the center of his chest protruded dozens of arrows,
making him look like a grotesque pincushion. His mouth and each eye had
been penetrated by an arrow. The man had not only been used for target
practice, but as an object of monstrous humor.

In other dark buildings, Kahlan saw women who had all too obviously
been raped. A shirtsleeve still on one arm was all that covered one woman on
a floor. Her breasts had been mutilated. In another place, a girl, looking not to
yet have grown into womanhood, lay sprawled on a table, her dress pushed
up past her waist. Her throat had been cut through to her spine. Her legs lay
splayed out, a broomstick left shoved in her as a final act of disdain. Kahlan
felt numb as she saw one horrifying sight after another, each of such lurid
cruelty that she could not imagine the kind of men who could have
committed such acts.

By the manner of dress of many of the dead, the men appeared to be
simple working people. They were not soldiers. For the crime of trying to
protect their homes and businesses they had been butchered.

As Kahlan passed one small building she saw, in a back corner against a
brick wall, a pile of small children—mostly babies. It was reminiscent of the
way autumn leaves collected in a corner, except these all had once been
living people with a life ahead of them. The gore on the brick wall betrayed
where their heads had been bashed in. It was apparent that the killers had
wanted to dispatch them as efficiently as possible. On the silent ride through
the city, Kahlan saw several more places where the very young had been cast
into piles after being murdered in a fashion that could only be described as
entertainment for the most monstrous of men.



Although there were not very many women among the dead, Kahlan
didn’t see one who was fully clothed. The ones she did see were either older
or pretty young. Their treatment had been bestial beyond imagining and their
deaths slow.

Kahlan swallowed back the lump in her throat as she wiped her eyes. She
wanted to scream. The three Sisters didn’t seem to be particularly moved by
the carnage in the city. They watched down the side streets and gazed at the
surrounding hills, apparently concerned about any sign of a threat.

Kahlan had never been so happy to leave a place as she was when they
finally made their way out of the city and took a road leading southeast. The
road turned out not to be the escape from the outrages of the city that she
thought it would be. Along the way the ditches were here and there filled
with the bodies of unarmed young men and older boys, probably executed for
trying to escape, resisting the idea of slavery, as lessons to the others, or
simply for the sport of murder.

Kahlan felt dizzy and hot. She feared she might be sick. The way she
swayed in her saddle only made her nausea worse. The stench of death and
charred flesh followed them in the bright sunshine as they rode among the
hills on the far side of the city. The smell was so pervasive that it felt as if it
had saturated her clothes and was even coming out in her sweat.

She doubted that she would ever again sleep without nightmares.

Kahlan didn’t know what the name of the city had been, but it was no
more. There hadn’t been a single person left alive. Anything of any value had
either been destroyed or looted. From the number of corpses, as vast as they
had been, she knew that many of the city’s inhabitants, mostly the women,
the ones of the right age, anyway, had been taken as slaves. After seeing what
had happened to the women left dead in the city, Kahlan could vividly
imagine what would happen to the women taken away.

The broadening plane and the hills to either side for as far as Kahlan
could see had been trampled by what had to be well beyond mere hundreds of
thousands of men. The grasses had not simply been flattened by countless
boots, hooves, and wagon wheels, but had been ground to dust under the
weight of unthinkable numbers. The sight put into perspective the magnitude
of the masses that had passed through the city, and in a way was more
horrifying than the ghastly scenes of death. A force of men this huge
bordered on a force of nature itself, like some terrible storm that cut a swath
across the face of the land, mercilessly destroying everything in its path.



Later in the day, as they approached the crest of a hill, the Sisters
carefully maneuvered into a position that put the sun low at their backs so
that anyone ahead would have to stare into the sun to see them. Sister Ulicia
slowed and stood in her stirrups, stretching for a careful look, then signaled
the rest of them to dismount. They all tied their horses to the carcass of a
scraggly old pine split in two by lightning. Sister Ulicia told Kahlan to stay
close behind them.

At the edge of the hill, as they crouched silently in the weedy grass, they
finally caught their first glimpse of what had come through the fallen city. In
the dim distance, spread across the hazy horizon, was what at first appeared
to be a muddy, brown sea, but was actually the dark taint of an army of such
numbers that it was beyond counting. Carried on the wind, in the quiet, late-
day air, Kahlan could just make out the distant, bloodcurdling sounds of
howls, women’s screams, and men’s raucous laughter coming from the
massive mob.

The sheer weight of such multitudes would have crushed the defenses of
any city. Any armed opposition would hardly have been noticed by an army
as vast as this one. Men gathered in such numbers could not be halted by
anything.

But as much as this army seemed to be a mass, a mob, a thing, she knew
that it was wrong to think of it in those terms; this was a group of individuals.
These men had not been born monsters. Each had once been a helpless babe
cradled in a mother’s arms. Each had once been a child with fears, hopes, and
dreams. While an occasional aberrant individual could, because of a sick
mind, grow up to be a remorseless Kkiller, this many individuals had not. Each
was a killer by conviction to a cause, a killer by choice, all united under a
banner of perverse beliefs that gave sanction to their savagery.

These were all individuals who when confronted with the choice had
willfully cast away the inherent nobility of life, and chose instead to be
servants of death.

Kahlan had been horrified at the butchery she’d seen back in the city,
nauseated by the things she had seen. For a time she’d hardly been able to
breathe, not just from the stench of death, but from her tearful despair at such
mindless brutality, at such monumental and intentional depravity. She felt a
sense of sickening dread for those helpless souls yet to face the horde and a
crushing loss of any hope that life could ever be worth living, that it could
ever be reasoned and secure, much less joyous.



But now, at the sight of the source of the slaughter, the great force of men
who had all willingly perpetrated such atrocities, all those desolate feelings
melted away. In their place smoldering anger ignited, the kind of inner rage
she didn’t think a person very often felt in their life. Remembering the old
people who had been hacked apart, the infants dispatched by bashing in their
brains, and the savage treatment of the women, Kahlan could think of little
else but her burning desire for vengeance for the silent dead.

That sense of rage seethed through her, a rage so terrible that it seemed to
forever change something within her. In that moment, she felt a profound
affinity with the small statue she’d had to leave in Richard Rahl’s peaceful
garden, an understanding of its spirit that she hadn’t had before.

“It’s Jagang, all right,” Sister Cecilia finally said in a bitter voice.

Sister Armina nodded. “And we have to get past him if we’re to get to
Caska.”

Sister Ulicia gestured to the wall of mountains to the left. “Their army,
with all their horses, wagons, and supplies, can’t cross the narrow passes
between those peaks, but we can. As slow as Jagang moves, we can easily get
over the passes and then to Caska long before they can travel south to get past
the mountains and then move up into D’Hara.”

Sister Cecilia stared off to the horizon. “The D’Haran army doesn’t stand
a chance against that.”

“That’s not our problem,” Sister Ulicia said.

“But what about our bond to Richard Rahl?” Sister Armina asked.

“We’re not the ones attacking Richard Rahl,” Sister Ulicia said. “Jagang
is the one going after him, seeking to destroy him, not us. We are the ones
who will wield the power of Orden and then we will grant Richard Rahl what
only we will have the power to grant. That is enough to preserve our bond
and protect us from the dream walker. Jagang and his army are not our
problem and what they aim to do is not our responsibility.”

Kahlan remembered being at the People’s Palace and wondering what the
man was like. Even though she didn’t know him, she feared for him and his
people having to face what was coming for them.

“It will be our problem if they get to Caska before us,” Sister Cecilia said.
“Besides catching up with Tovi, Caska is the only other central site we can
get into for now.”

Sister Ulicia dismissed the notion with a flick of her hand. “They’re a
long way from Caska. We can easily cut the distance and outpace them by



going over the mountains rather than down, around, and then back up as they
will have to do.”

“You don’t think they might quicken their pace?” Sister Armina asked.
“After all, Jagang might be eager to finally finish off Lord Rahl and the
D’Haran forces.”

Sister Ulicia huffed at the very idea. “Jagang knows the D’Haran army
has nowhere else to go—Richard Rahl has no choice now but to stand and
fight. The matter is as good as decided. It’s only a matter of time.

“The dream walker is in no hurry, nor could he be—not with an army that
huge and unwieldy. And even if they could quicken their pace they have to
travel a much greater distance so that still wouldn’t get him to Caska before
we can get there. Besides, Jagang’s army is the same now as it has been since
they first took over the Old World, decades ago, and as it has been
throughout this entire war. They never hurry their pace. They are like the
seasons—they move with great force, but very slowly.”

She cast a meaningful look at the other two Sisters. “Besides, they’ve just
stripped the city of women. Jagang’s men will be eager to enjoy their new
spoils.”

The blood drained from Sister Armina’s face. “Don’t we know the truth
of that.”

“Jagang and his men never tire of the use of captive women,” Sister
Cecilia said, half to herself.

Sister Armina’s color came back in a red rush. “I’d love to string Jagang
up and have my way with him.”

“We’d all enjoy a bit of dealing out lessons to those men,” Sister Ulicia
said as she stared off into the distance, “but we have better things to do.” She
smirked. “Someday, though...”

The three Sisters were silent for a time as they gazed off at the vast horde
spread across the horizon.

“Someday,” Sister Cecilia said in a low, rancorous voice, “we will open
the boxes of Orden and we will have the power to make that man twist in the
wind.”

Sister Ulicia turned and headed back toward the horses. “If we are ever
going to open one of the three boxes, then we will first have to get to Tovi
and the last box—and to what else is in Caska. Forget about Jagang and his
army. This is the last we’ll have to see them—until the day comes when
we’ve unleashed the power of Orden and we can have a bit of fun dealing out



our own, personal retribution to the dream walker.”



Chapter 9

Nicci opened her eyes. She saw only vague shapes.

“Zedd is angry with you.”

Even though it sounded as if it had come from some hazy, faraway place,
she knew that it was Richard’s voice. She was surprised to hear it. She was
surprised to hear anything. She thought that by all rights she should be dead.

As her vision started coming into focus, Nicci rolled her head to the right
and saw him sitting huddled close on a chair that had been pulled right up
beside the bed. Leaning forward, elbows on his knees, his fingers folded
neatly together, he was watching her.

“Why?” she asked.

Looking relieved to see her awake, he leaned back in the simple wooden
chair and smiled that crooked smile of his that she so loved seeing.

“Because you broke the window back in that room where you were all
doing the verification web.”

In the light of a lamp glowing softly beneath a milky white shade, she
saw that she was covered up to her armpits in a luxuriously embroidered gold
bedcover with lustrous sage green fringe. She had on a satiny nightdress that
she didn’t recognize. The sleeves went all the way down to her wrists. It was
pale pink. Not her color.

She wondered where the nightdress had come from and, more to the
point, who had undressed her and put it on her. Back at the Palace of the
Prophets, so long ago, Richard had been the first person she’d ever met who
didn’t expect that he had a right to her body or some other aspect of her life.
That forthright attitude had helped start the process of reasoning that
eventually led to her casting off a lifetime of teachings of the Order. Through
Richard, she had come to truly see that her life belonged to her alone. Along
with that comprehension, she had since then discovered the dignity and self-
worth in propriety.

Right then, though, she had concerns other than finding herself in a pink
nightdress. Her throbbing head felt impossibly heavy against the cozy pillow.



“Technically,” she said, “the lightning broke the window. Not me.”

“Somehow,” Cara said from another chair tipped back against the wall
beside the door, “I don’t think the distinction will much impress him.”

“I suppose not,” Nicci said with a sigh. “That room is in the hardened
section of the Keep.”

Richard twitched a frown. “It’s where?”

She squinted slightly in an effort to bring his face more into focus. “That
section of the Keep is a special place. It’s hardened against intentional
interference as well as aberrational and errant events.”

Cara folded her arms. “Mind giving us the translation?”

The woman was in her red leather. Nicci wondered if that meant there
was more trouble about or if she was just surly from the beast paying them a
Visit.

“It’s a containment field,” Nicci said. “We know very little about the
ancient, bewilderingly intricate makeup of the Chainfire spell. It’s hazardous
to even study such unstable components all tangled together the way that one
is. That’s why we were using that particular place to run the verification web.
That room is in the original core of the Keep—an important sanctuary used
for tasks involving anomalous material. Various kinds of both constructed
and free-formed conjuring are apt to contain innate tangential outflows that
can convey domain breaches, so when working with them it’s best to confine
such potentially hazardous components to a containment field.”

“Oh, well, thanks for the translation,” Cara said in a cutting tone. “It’s all
so clear, now. It’s a field thing.”

Nicci nodded as best she could. “Yes—a containment field.” When
Cara’s frown only darkened, Nicci added, “Doing magic in there is like
keeping a wasp in a bottle.”

“Oh.” Cara let out a sigh, finally grasping the simplified concept. “I guess
that explains why Zedd was so grumpy about it.”

“Maybe he can fix it back to the way it was,” Richard offered.
“Surprisingly enough, the room isn’t too badly torn up. It’s mostly the broken
windows that he’s riled about.”

Nicci lifted a hand in a weak gesture. “I don’t doubt it. The glass in there
is unique. It has embedded properties designed to contain conjured magic
from escaping—and to prevent gifted assaults. Its function is much the same
as shields, except that it deters power rather than people.”

Richard considered a moment. “Well,” he finally said, “it didn’t prevent



an attack from the beast.”

Nicci stared off at the bookshelves built into the wall opposite the bed.
“Nothing can,” she said. “In this case the beast didn’t come through the
windows or walls—it came through the veil, emerging out of the underworld
right into the room; it didn’t need to come through any shields or containment
field or refractory glass.”

Cara’s chair thumped down. “And it nearly tore your arm off.” She shook
a finger at Richard. “You were using your gift. You drew it to you. If Zedd
hadn’t been there to heal you, you would likely have bled to death.”

“Oh, Cara, every time you tell the story I seem to bleed more. No doubt
the next time I hear it told I'll have been torn in two and stitched back
together with magic thread.”

She folded her arms as she tipped her chair back against the wall. “You
could have been torn in two.”

“I wasn’t as badly hurt as you make it out. I’'m fine.” Richard leaned in a
little and squeezed Nicci’s hand. “At least you stopped it.”

She met his gaze.

“For now,” she said. “That’s all.”

“For now is enough for now.” He smiled in quiet satisfaction. “You did
good, Nicci.”

His gray eyes mirrored his inner sincerity. Somehow the world always
seemed better when Richard was pleased that someone had accomplished
something difficult. He always seemed to value what people achieved—
always seemed to delight in their triumphs. It invariably lifted her heart when
he was pleased with something she had done.

Her gaze strayed from his face. She noticed the small statue standing on
the table just behind him. The lamplight highlighted the flowing hair and
robes that Richard had once so carefully carved into the figure of his
impression of Kahlan’s spirit. The lustrous statue, sculpted from walnut,
stood as if in silent defiance of some invisible force attempting to suppress
that spirit.

“I’m in your room,” Nicci said, half to herself.

A curious frown twitched across his brow. “How did you know?”

Nicci looked away from the statue to gaze out the small, round-topped
window through the thick stone wall to the left. A delicate, pale blush of
color was just visible in the lower reaches of a black, star-filled sky as dawn
gradually approached.



“Lucky guess,” she lied.

“It was closer,” Richard explained. “Zedd and Nathan wanted to get you
in a bed, get you comfortable, so they could evaluate what they needed to do
to help you.”

Nicci knew by the lingering, icy feeling coursing through her veins that
they had done something more than mere evaluation.

“Rikka and I undressed you and put you in a nightdress Zedd found for
us,” Cara explained to the unspoken question she must have seen in Nicci’s
eyes.

“Thanks.” Nicci lifted a hand in a vague gesture. “How long have I been
unconscious? What happened?”

“Well,” Richard said, “after you jumped back up into that spell-form the
night before last and called the lightning to stop the beast, the verification
web nearly took you for good. After I got you out, Zedd thought you needed
to rest more than anything so he did a little something so that you would
sleep. You were a bit delirious from the pain you were in. He said that he
helped you drift off so you wouldn’t have to suffer it. He told us that you
would sleep all of yesterday and last night, and then awake around dawn
today. I guess he had it right.”

Cara rose to stand behind Richard and peer down at Nicci. “No one
thought that Lord Rahl would be able to get you out the second time. They
thought your spirit was too far gone into the underworld to ever get you back
—but he did it. He got you back.”

Nicci looked from Cara’s smug smile to Richard’s gray eyes. They didn’t
reflect anything of the difficulty of the task. She had trouble imagining how
he could have accomplished such a thing.

“You did good, Richard,” she said, making him smile.

He and Cara turned toward a soft knock at the door. Zedd quietly eased
the door open to peek in. When he saw that Nicci was awake, he shed his
care and strolled in.

“Ah,” he observed, “back from the dead, it would appear.”

Nicci smiled. “Wretched excursion. I don’t advise a visit to the place.
Sorry about the windows, but it was either—”

“Better the windows than what might have happened to Richard.”

Nicci was cheered to hear him say as much. “That was my thought.”

“Sometime you will have to explain to me exactly what you did and how
you did it. I wasn’t aware that any form of conjured power could breach those



windows.”

“It can’t. I simply...invited a confluence of natural power to come in
through the windows.”

Zedd regarded her with an unreadable look. “About the windows,” he
finally said in a measured tone, “we might be able to use your ability with
both sides of the gift to restore them.”

“I’d be glad to help.”

Cara took a step forward. “When Tom and Friedrich eventually get back
from patrolling the surrounding countryside I’m sure that they’d be able to
help with the window’s woodwork. Friedrich, especially, knows about
working with wood.”

Zedd nodded as he smiled briefly at the suggestion before turning to his
grandson. “Where have you been? I went looking for you this morning and
couldn’t find you. I’ve been looking for you all day.”

Nicci realized that the windows were hardly his primary concern.

Richard glanced briefly at the statue. “I read a lot last night. When it got
light I went for a walk to think about what to do next.”

Zedd sighed at the answer. “Well, as I told you after you broke the first
spell-form holding Nicci, we need to talk about some of the things you said.”

It was clear that it was not a matter of casual curiosity but a pointed
demand.

Richard stood to help stuff pillows behind Nicci when he saw her start to
sit up. The pain was becoming no more than a fading memory. Zedd had
obviously done something more than help her sleep. Her head was starting to
clear. She realized that she was hungry.

“So talk,” Richard said as he sat back down.

“I need you to explain precisely how you were able to know how to shut
down a verification web—especially one as complex as the Chainfire event
matrix.”

Richard looked more than a little weary. “I told you before, I understand
the jargon of emblems.”

Zedd clasped his hands behind his back as he started to pace. Concern
was clearly etched in the lines of his face. “Yes, about that, you mentioned
that you know a lot about ‘representational designs involving lethality.’ I
need to know what you meant by that.”

Richard took a deep breath, letting it out slowly as he leaned back in his
chair. Having grown up around Zedd, he obviously knew quite well that



when Zedd wanted to know something it was easiest to just answer the
questions.

Richard turned his wrists over across his knees. Strange symbols girded
the leather-padded silver wristbands he wore. On the center of each band, at
the insides of his wrists, there was a small Grace. That alone was alarming
enough, since Nicci had seen Richard use them to call the sliph so that they
could travel. She couldn’t begin to imagine what the other symbols meant.

“These things all around the bands—the emblems, designs, and devices—
are pictures representing things. Like I said before, they’re a jargon, a
language of sorts.”

Zedd waggled a finger at the designs on the wristbands. “And you can
make out meaning in them? Like you did with the spell-form?”

“Yes. Most are ways of fighting with the sword—that’s how I was first
able to recognize them and how I began to learn to understand them.”

Richard’s fingers idly sought reassurance in the touch of the weapon’s
hilt, but it was no longer there at his hip. He caught himself and went on.

“Many of these are the same as the designs outside the First Wizard’s
enclave. You know—on those brass plaques on the entablature above the
variegated, red stone columns, on the round metal disks all along the frieze,
and also carved into the stone of the cornice.”

He glanced over his shoulder at his grandfather. “Most of these emblems
overtly involve combat with a sword.”

Nicci blinked in surprise as she listened. Richard had never told her about
the symbols on the wristbands. As First Wizard, Zedd had been the keeper of
the Sword of Truth, and it was his duty to name a new Seeker when needed,
but given his reaction, she didn’t think that even he had known about this.
She supposed that was understandable. The sword, after all, had been made
thousands of years before by wizards with prodigious power.

“That one.” Zedd thrust a bony finger at an emblem on one of Richard’s
wristbands. “That one is on the door to the First Wizard’s enclave.”

Richard turned his other wrist and tapped a starburst pattern on the top of
the silver band. “As is this one here.”

Zedd pulled Richard’s arms closer, inspecting the wristbands in the
lamplight. “Yes...those are both on the door.” He squinted a frown at
Richard. “And you honestly believe that they mean something, and that
you’ve learned to read them?”

“Yes, of course.”



Zedd, his wiry brows drawing low, was still clearly dubious. “What do
you think they mean?”

Richard touched a symbol on the wristbands and one like it on his boot
pins. He pointed out the same design within the gold band around his black
tunic. Until he pointed it out, Nicci hadn’t realized that it was hidden there,
among the rest of what seemed to be nothing more than an elaborate
decorative strip. The pattern looked like two rough triangles with a sinuous,
undulating double line running around and through them.

“This one is a kind of rhythm used for fighting when outnumbered. It
conveys a sense of the cadence of the dance, movements without iron form.”

Zedd cocked an eyebrow. “Movement without iron form?”

“Yes, you know, movement that’s not rigid, not prescribed and inflexible,
yet is still deliberate, with specific intent as well as precise objectives. This
emblem describes an integral part of the dance.”

“The dance?”

Richard nodded. “The dance with death.”

Zedd’s jaw worked a moment before his voice returned. “Dance. With
death.” He stammered a moment more with the halting beginnings of a flurry
of questions before finally pausing and then retreating to something simpler.
“And how does this connect with the symbols at the First Wizard’s enclave?”

Richard burnished a thumb across the forms on the left wristband. “The
symbols would have meaning to a war wizard—that, in part, is how I figured
it out. Symbols have significance in many professions. Tailors paint shears on
their window, a weapons maker might paint the outline of knives over his
door, a tavern might have a sign with a mug on it, a blacksmith an anvil, and
a farrier might nail up horseshoes. Some signs, a skull with crossed bones
beneath it for instance, warn of something deadly. War wizards likewise put
signs up on the First Wizard’s enclave.

“Even more importantly, each profession has its own jargon, a
specialized vocabulary specific to that craft. It’s no different with a war
wizard. The jargon of his profession has to do with lethality. These symbols
here and outside the First Wizard’s enclave are in part the sign of his craft:
bringing death.”

Zedd cleared his throat, then looked down and pointed at another symbol
on Richard’s wristband. “This one, here. This one is on the door to my
enclave. Do you know its meaning? Can you paraphrase its intent?”

Richard turned his wrist slightly as he glanced down at the starburst



symbol. “It’s an admonition not to allow your vision to lock on any one
thing. The starburst is a warning to look everywhere at once, to see nothing to
the exclusion of everything else. It’s a reminder that you mustn’t allow the
enemy to draw your attention in a way that directs your vision and makes it
settle on one thing. If you do, you will see what he wishes you to see. Doing
so will allow him to blind you, in a manner of speaking, and he will then
come at you without you seeing him and you will most likely lose your life.

“Instead, like this starburst, your vision must open to all there is, never
settling, even when cutting. To dance with death means to understand and
become as one with your enemy, meaning with the way he thinks within the
range of his knowledge, so that you know his sword as well as your own—its
exact location, its speed, and its next move before it comes without having to
wait to see it first. By opening your vision in this way, opening all your
senses, you come to know your enemy’s mind and moves as if by instinct.”

Zedd scratched his temple. “You’re trying to tell me that these symbols,
signs specific to war wizards, are all instructions for using a sword?”

Richard shook his head. “The word ‘sword’ is meant to represent all
forms of struggle, not just combat or fighting with a weapon. It applies just as
much to strategy and leadership, among other things in life.

“Dancing with death means being committed to the value of life,
committed with your mind, heart, and soul, so that you are truly prepared to
do what is necessary to preserve life. Dancing with death means that you are
the incarnation of death, come to reap the living, in order to preserve life.”

Zedd looked thunderstruck.

Richard seemed somewhat surprised by Zedd’s reaction. “All of this is
much in keeping with everything you’ve ever taught me, Zedd.”

The lamplight cast sharp shadows across Zedd’s angular face. “I suppose
that in a way it is, Richard. But at the same time it’s so much more.”

Richard nodded as he rubbed a thumb across the softly glowing silver
surface of a wristband. He seemed to search for words. “Zedd, I know that
you would have wanted to be the one to teach me about all the things having
to do with your enclave—Ilike you wanted to be the one to teach me about the
Grace. As First Wizard it was your place to do so. Perhaps I should have
waited.”

He brought up a fist in conviction. “But there were lives at stake and
things I had to do. I had to learn it without you.”

“Bags, Richard, how would I teach you about such things?” he said in



resignation. “The meaning of those symbols has been lost for thousands of
years. No wizard since, since...well, no wizard I know of has ever been able
to decipher them. I have trouble imagining how you did.”

Richard shrugged one shoulder self-consciously. “Once I began to catch
on, it all became pretty obvious.”

Zedd cast a troubled look at his grandson. “Richard, I grew up in this
place. I’ve spent a great deal of my life here. I was First Wizard when there
were actually wizards here to direct.” He shook his head. “All that time those
designs were on the First Wizard’s enclave, and I never knew what they
meant. It may seem simple and obvious to you, but it is not. For all I know,
you’re just imagining that you understand the emblems—just making up
meaning you want to be there.”

“I’m not imagining their meaning. They’ve saved my life countless times.
I learned a great deal about how to fight with a sword by understanding the
language of these symbols.”

Zedd didn’t argue but instead gestured at the amulet Richard wore around
his neck. In the center, surrounded by a complex of gold and silver lines, was
a teardrop-shaped ruby as big as Nicci’s thumbnail. “You found that in my
enclave. Do you also have an idea of what it means?”

“It was part of this outfit, part of the outfit worn by a war wizard, but
unlike the rest of it, like you said, this was left in the protection of the First
Wizard’s enclave.”

“And its meaning?”

Richard’s fingers reverently brushed the amulet. “The ruby is meant to
represent a drop of blood. The emblems engraved in this talisman are the
symbolic representation of the way of the primary edict.”

Zedd pressed his fingers to his forehead, as if confounded by yet another
confusing conundrum. “The primary edict?”

Richard’s gaze seemed lost in the amulet. “It means only one thing, and
everything: cut. Once committed to fight, cut. Everything else is secondary.
Cut. That is your duty, your purpose, your hunger. There is no rule more
important, no commitment that overrides that one: cut.”

Richard’s words came softly, with a kind of knowing, deadly seriousness
that chilled Nicci to the bone.

He lifted the amulet out away from his chest, his gaze fixed on its ornate
engravings.

“The engraved lines are a portrayal of the dance and as such they have a



specific meaning.” He traced a finger along the swirling designs as he spoke,
as if following a line of text in an ancient language. “Cut from the void, not
from bewilderment. Cut the enemy as quickly and directly as possible. Cut
with certainty. Cut decisively, resolutely. Cut into his strength. Flow through
the gaps in his guard. Cut him. Cut him down utterly. Don’t allow him a
breath. Crush him. Cut him without mercy to the depths of his spirit.”

Richard glanced up at his grandfather. “It is the balance to life: death. It is
the dance with death or, more precisely, the mechanism of the dance with
death—its essence reduced to form, its form prescribed by concepts.

“It is the law a war wizard lives by, or he dies.”

Zedd’s hazel eyes were unreadable. “So these marks, these emblems,
ultimately regard a war wizard as a mere swordsman?”

“The same overriding principle I told you about before applies to this just
as it does the other symbols. The primary edict is not meant to merely convey
how a war wizard fights with a weapon, but, more importantly, with his
mind. It’s a fundamental understanding of the nature of reality that must
encompass everything he does. By being true to the primary edict, any
weapon is an extension of his mind, an agent of his intent. In a way it’s what
you once told me about being the Seeker. It’s not the weapon that matters so
much as the man who wields the weapon.

“The man who last wore this amulet was once First Wizard. His name
was Baraccus. He also happened to have been born a war wizard, as am I. He,
too, went to the Temple of the Winds, but when he returned, he went into the
First Wizard’s enclave, left this there, came out, and committed suicide by
leaping off the side of the Keep.”

Richard’s gaze drifted into distant visions and memories. “For a time, I
understood and ached to join him.” Nicci was relieved when the haunted look
in his gray eyes was banished by the return of his easy smile. “But I came to
my senses.”

The room rang with the silence, as if death itself had just silently glided
through the room, paused for a moment, and then moved on.

Zedd at last smiled himself as he gripped Richard’s shoulder, giving his
grandson an affectionate joggle. “I’'m glad to know I made the right choice in
naming you Seeker, my boy.”

Nicci wished that Richard still had the sword that belonged with the
Seeker, but he had sacrificed it for information in an attempt to find Kahlan.

“So,” Zedd said at last, getting back to the matter at hand, “because you



know about these symbols, you believe you understood symbols within the
Chainfire spell-form.”

“I was able to shut it down, wasn’t I?”

Zedd clasped his hands behind his back again. “You have a point there.
But that doesn’t necessarily mean that you could read forms within the spell
as emblems, much less know that the spell-form was corrupted by the
chimes.”

“Not the chimes themselves,” Richard patiently explained, “but the
contamination left behind as a result of the chimes having been in this world.
That corruption is what infected the Chainfire spell. That’s the issue.”

Zedd turned away, his face hidden in shadows. “But still, Richard, even if
you actually do understand something of the emblems having to do with war
wizards, how can you be sure that you accurately understand this, this”—he
gestured in the vague direction of the room where it had all happened—*“this
other business with the Chainfire spell and the chimes?”

“I know,” Richard insisted in a quiet voice. “I saw the mark of the nature
of the corruption. It was caused by the chimes.”

He sounded tired. Nicci wondered how long he’d been up. Because of the
arid timbre to his voice and the slightest unsteadiness in his movements, she
suspected that it had probably been days since he’d slept. Despite how weary
he might have been, he sounded resolute in his conviction. She knew that it
was his worry for Kahlan driving him on.

Nicci, having been pulled out of the spell-form by him twice, wasn’t one
to want to so easily discount his theory. More than that, though, she had come
to understand that Richard had an insight into magic that was very different
from the conventional wisdom. At first she had thought that his perception of
how magic functioned in part through artistic concepts was a product of his
having been raised without having been taught about magic, without having
any exposure to it, but she had since come to see that that unique insight,
along with his singular intellect, had enabled him to grasp an essential nature
of magic that was fundamentally different from the orthodox teachings.

Nicci had come to believe that Richard might actually understand magic
in a way not envisioned by anyone since ancient times.

Zedd turned back, his face illuminated by the warm glow of lamplight on
one side and, on the other, the faint, cold light of dawn. “Richard, let’s say
you’re right about the meaning of the symbols on those wristbands and the
ones like them on the First Wizard’s enclave. Understanding those things
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does not mean that you can understand the lines within a verification web.
It’s a completely different, and unique, context. I’'m not doubting your ability,
my boy, I'm really not, but dealing with spell-forms is a vastly complex
matter. You can’t leap to the conclusion—"

“Have you seen a dragon in the last couple of years?”

Everyone in the room fell to stunned silence at Richard’s sudden change
of topic—and not just to any subject, but one that could only be described as
strange at best.

“A dragon?” Zedd ventured, at last, like a man inching out onto a newly
frozen lake.

“Yes, a dragon. Do you recall seeing a dragon since we left our home in
Westland and came to the Midlands?”

Zedd smoothed back some of the wavy tufts of his white hair. He glanced
briefly to both Cara and Nicci before answering. “Well, no, I can’t really say
that I recall having seen any dragons, but what does that have to do—"

“Where are they? Why haven’t you seen any? Why are they gone?”

Zedd looked at his wits’ end. He spread his hands. “Richard, dragons are
very rare creatures.”

Richard leaned back in his chair, crossing one leg over his other knee.
“Red dragons are. But Kahlan told me that other types are relatively
common, with some of the smaller ones kept for hunting and such.”

Zedd’s expression turned suspicious. “What are you getting at?”

Richard gestured with a sweep of a hand. “Where are the dragons? Why
haven’t we seen any? That’s what I’'m getting at.”

Zedd folded his arms across his chest. “I give up. What are you talking
about?”

“Well, for one thing, you don’t remember—that’s what I’m talking about.
The Chainfire spell has affected more than just your memory of Kahlan.”

“Don’t remember what?” Zedd sputtered. “What do you mean?”

Instead of answering his grandfather, Richard looked back over his
shoulder. “Have you seen a dragon?” he asked Cara.

“I don’t recall any.” Her gaze remained fixed on him. “Are you
suggesting that I should?”

“Darken Rahl kept a dragon. Since he was the Lord Rahl at the time, you
would have been at hand so you would probably have seen it.”

Zedd and Cara shared a troubled look.

Richard turned his raptor gaze on Nicci. “You?”



Nicci cleared her throat. “I always thought they were mythical creatures.
There aren’t any in the Old World. If there ever were, they haven’t existed for
ages. No records since the great war have any mention of them.”

“What about since you came to the New World.”

Nicci hesitated at recounting the memory. She realized, though, by the
way he patiently and silently waited for her answer, that he wasn’t going to
let the subject go. She knew that whatever obscure equation he was working
to solve wouldn’t involve anything trivial. Under his silent scrutiny, Nicci felt
not only a compulsion to answer, but a rising sense of foreboding.

She threw the bedcovers back and swung her feet down off the side of the
bed. She didn’t want to be lying there any longer—especially when speaking
about that time. Gripping the side rail, she met Richard’s gaze.

“When I was taking you away to the Old World, before we left the New
World, we came across colossal bones. I never got down off my horse to look
at them, but I remember watching you walk through those rib bones—rib
bones that were well beyond twice your height. I had never seen anything
like them. You said that you believed that it was the remains of a dragon.

“I thought that they must have been ancient bones. You said they were
not, that they still had scraps of flesh on them. You pointed out all the flies
buzzing around it as proof that it was what was left of a rotted carcass, not
ancient remains.”

Richard nodded at the memory.

Zedd cleared his throat. “And have you ever seen a dragon, Richard? One
that was alive, I mean.”

“Scarlet.”

“What?”

“That was her name: Scarlet.”

Zedd blinked with incredulity. “You have seen a dragon...and it has a
name?”

Richard stood and went to the window. He rested his hands on the stone
opening, leaning his weight on it as he gazed out.

“Yes,” he said at last. “Her name was Scarlet. She helped me, before. She
was a noble beast.”

He turned back from the window. “But that’s not the point. The point is
that you knew her, too.”

Zedd’s eyebrows lifted. “I knew this dragon?”

“Not as well as Kahlan or I, but you knew her. The Chainfire event has



obviously corrupted your memory of it. Chainfire was meant to make
everyone forget Kahlan, but everyone is forgetting other things as well,
things that were connected with her.

“For all I know, you might once have known the meanings of the
emblems outside the First Wizard’s enclave better than I do. If you did, that
memory is lost to you. How many other things have been lost? I don’t know
much about the various ways to use magic, but when we were fighting the
beast the other night it seemed to me that in the past all of you used more
inventive spells and powers than the simple things you tried against the threat
—except maybe what Nicci did at the end.

“This is what the men who came up with the Chainfire spell feared most.
This is why they didn’t ever want it ignited. This is why they never even
dared test it. They feared that once such an event was initiated it might
spread, destroying connections removed from the primary target of the spell
—in this case Kahlan. Your memory of Kahlan is lost. Your memory of
Scarlet is lost. Your memory of even having seen dragons is apparently lost
as well.”

Nicci stood. “Richard, no one is arguing that the Chainfire spell isn’t
terribly dangerous. We all know that. We all know that our memories have
been damaged by the ignition of a Chainfire event. Do you have any idea
how disturbing it is to be intellectually aware that we all did things, knew
things, and knew people that we now can’t remember? Don’t you realize how
haunting is to be in constant dread of what memories are lost, and what others
might be lost? That your very mind is eroding? What are you getting at,
anyway?”

“Just that—what else is being lost. I think that the destruction is
expanding through everyone’s memory—that their minds are eroding, as you
put it. I don’t think that Chainfire was a single event of merely forgetting
Kahlan. I think that the spell, once activated, is an ongoing, dynamic process.
I think that everyone’s memory loss is continuing to spread.”

Zedd, Cara, and Nicci all looked away from Richard’s unwavering gaze.
Nicci wondered how they could expect to help him if none of them were
consciously capable of using their own minds, much less keeping what they
still had from day to day.

How could Richard trust any of them?

“I’m afraid that as bad as that much of it is, it gets more involved and far
worse,” Richard said, the heat having left his voice. “Dragons, like many



creatures in the Midlands, need and use magic to live. What if the corruption
caused by the chimes extinguished the magic that they need in order to live?
What if no one has seen any dragons for the last couple of years because they
no longer exist and with Chainfire are now forgotten? What other creatures
with magic might have also vanished from existence?”

Richard tapped a thumb against his own chest. “We are creatures of
magic. We have the gift. How long until that taint left by the chimes begins to
destroy us?”

“But perhaps...” Zedd’s voice trailed off when he could think of no
argument.

“The Chainfire spell itself is contaminated. You all saw what it was doing
to Nicci. She was in the spell and she knows the terrible truth of it.” Richard
began pacing as he spoke. “There is no telling how the contamination within
the spell might change the way it works. It might even be that the
contamination is the reason that everyone’s memory loss is spreading beyond
what would have otherwise happened.

“But worse yet, it appears that the corruption has worked in conjunction
with the Chainfire event in a symbiotic fashion.”

Zedd looked up. “What are you talking about?”

“What is the mindless purpose of the chimes? Why were they created in
the first place? For one single function,” Richard said in answer to his own
question, “to destroy magic.”

Richard paused his pacing to face the rest of them as he went on. “The
contamination left by the chimes is destroying magic. The creatures that need
magic to live—dragons, for example—would likely be the first to be affected.
That cascade of events will continue. But no one is aware of it because the
Chainfire event is simultaneously destroying everyone’s memory. I think this
may be happening because the Chainfire spell is contaminated, causing
everyone to forget the very things being lost.

“In much the way a leech numbs its victim so that they won’t feel their
blood being drained away, the Chainfire spell is making everyone forget what
is being lost because of the corruption of the chimes.

“The world is changing dramatically and no one is even aware of it. It’s
as if everyone is forgetting that this is a world that is influenced by, and in
many ways functions through, the existence of magic. That magic is dying
out...and so is everyone’s memory of it.”

Richard again leaned on the sill and stared out the window. “A new day is



dawning, a day in which magic continues to die out, and no one is even aware
that it is fading away. When it passes entirely, I doubt that anyone will even
remember it, remember what once was.

“It’s as if all that was this world is passing into a realm of mere legend.”

Zedd pressed his fingers to the table as he stared into the distance. The
light of the lamp accentuated the deep creases of his drawn features. His face
had gone ashen. At that moment, Nicci thought that he looked very old.

“Dear spirits,” Zedd said without looking up. “What if you’re right?”

They all turned to the sound of a polite knock. Cara pulled the door open.
Nathan and Ann stood beyond the doorway, peering in.

“We ran the standard verification web,” Nathan said as he entered behind
Ann, glancing around at the somber expressions.

Zedd looked up expectantly. “And?”

“And it reveals no flaws,” Ann said. “It’s perfectly intact in every way.”

“How can that be?” Cara asked. “We all saw the trouble with the other
one. It nearly killed Nicci—and would have if Lord Rahl hadn’t gotten her
out.”

“Our point, exactly,” Nathan said.

Zedd’s gaze fell away. “An interior perspective is said to be able to reveal
more than the standard verification process,” he explained to Cara. “This is
not a good sign. Not a good sign at all. The contamination apparently buried
itself as deeply as possible in order to conceal its presence. That’s why it
wasn’t seen in the standard verification web.”

“Or else,” Ann offered as she slipped her hands into opposite sleeves of
her simple gray dress, “there is nothing really wrong with the spell. After all,
none of us has ever run an interior perspective before. Such a thing hasn’t
been done in thousands of years. It’s possible we did something wrong.”

Zedd shook his head. “I wish it were so, but I now believe it to be
otherwise.”

Nathan’s brow drew down with a suspicious look, but Ann spoke before
he had a chance.

“Even if the Sisters who unleashed the spell ran a verification web,” she
said, “they likely would not have run an interior perspective, so they
wouldn’t have suspected that it was contaminated.”

Richard rubbed his fingertips back and forth across his brow. “Even if
they knew that it was contaminated, I don’t think they cared. They wouldn’t
be concerned about what damage such contamination might cause the world.



Their goal, after all, was to get the boxes and unleash the power of Orden.”

Nathan looked from one grim face to another. “What’s going on? What’s
happened?”

“I’m afraid that we’ve just learned that memory may only be the
beginning of our loss.” Nicci felt rather odd standing before them in a pink
nightdress as she pronounced the end of the world as they knew it. “We are
losing who we are, what we are. We are losing not just our world, but
ourselves.”

Richard no longer seemed to be paying attention to the conversation. He
was standing stock-still, staring out the window.

“Someone is coming up the road to the Keep.”

“Maybe it’s Tom and Friedrich,” Nathan said.

Zedd shook his head as he made for the window. “They wouldn’t be back
from a patrol of the surrounding countryside this soon.”

“Well, it could be that they—”

“It’s not Tom and Friedrich,” Richard said as he started for the door. “It’s
two women.”



Chapter 10

“What is it?” Rikka called out as Richard, Nicci, and Cara ran toward her.
Nathan and Ann had already fallen far behind. Zedd was somewhere in the
middle.

“Come on,” Richard shouted to her as he ran past.

“Someone is coming up the Keep road,” Cara called back over her
shoulder as Rikka joined in the charge through the halls.

Richard veered around a long stone table set against the wall beneath a
huge painting of a lake. Sheltered trails could be seen burrowed through the
deeply shadowed pine groves. In the distance, through a bluish haze, majestic
mountains rose up to catch brushstrokes of golden sunlight. It was a scene
that made Richard long to be back in his Hartland woods on the trails he
knew so well. More than anything, though, the painting always reminded him
of the magical summer he’d spent with Kahlan in the home he had built for
her far back in the mountains.

The summer of Kahlan’s recovery from her terrible injuries, as he
showed her the natural beauty of his forested world and she once again
blossomed back to health, had been one of the happiest times of his life. It
had ended all too suddenly when Nicci had arrived without warning and
taken him away. He knew, though, that if Nicci had not interrupted it,
something else would have. It had been a dream time that had to end; until
the looming threat from the Imperial Order was halted, no one could live their
dreams. They would all, instead, be swept up in the same nightmare.

They turned a corner around a green marble pillar with a gold capital and
base and all plunged down a spiral run of granite steps, Richard and Nicci in
the lead with the two Mord-Sith following close on their heels. The stairwell
was small for the Keep, but would have dwarfed anything Richard had ever
seen growing up back in Westland.

At the bottom, he slid to a halt, momentarily pausing to decide which
would be the quickest route; in the Keep it wasn’t always the way it would
seem. Besides that, it was as easy to get lost in the Keep as it was to lose



one’s direction in a birch forest.

Cara pushed through between Richard and Nicci, not only to be sure that
there would be a red-leather-clad guard to each side of him, but so that she
would be the one out ahead of him. As far as Richard knew, Mord-Sith didn’t
have rank, but Rikka, like the other Mord-Sith, always wordlessly conceded
Cara’s unspoken authority.

Richard recognized the unique pattern of the thin black and gilded bands
lining both sides of the mahogany wainscoting in one of the paneled corridors
to the side. From almost since the time he had learned to walk, Richard had
used the details of his surroundings to know his way. Like trees in the woods
that he recognized because of some peculiarity like a twisted limb, a growth,
or a scar, he had learned to navigate through the Keep and places like it by
the details of architecture.

He gestured. “This way.” Cara charged off ahead of him.

As they ran, their boot strikes echoed off the stone floor of the hall. Nicci
was barefoot. He was somewhat surprised that without shoes she could keep
up running across the rough stone. Nicci was not the kind of woman Richard
ever envisioned running in bare feet. Even running in bare feet, though, she
still looked somehow...regal.

It wasn’t all that long ago that Richard would not have imagined Nicci
ever running again. He was still surprised that he had managed to get her out
of the spell-form after the lightning had exploded through the window. For a
time, he was sure that they had lost her. If Zedd had not been there to help
after Richard had shut down the verification web, they very well might have.

They turned down another hall; long carpets quieted their run and finally
led them between two highly polished red marble columns and into the oval-
shaped anteroom. A balcony, supported by pillars and arches, ran around the
perimeter of the room. The doorways at the back of the balcony were all
corridors, arranged like the spokes of a wheel, that led to different levels and
areas of the Keep.

Richard bounded down the five steps ringing the room inside the columns
and ran past the great clover-leaf-shaped fountain centered in the tiled floor.
The fountain’s waters cascaded down successive tiers of ever wider,
scalloped bowls to end up in a pool contained by a knee-high white marble
wall that also served as a bench. A hundred feet overhead a glassed roof
flooded the room with warmth and light.

When he reached the far side of the room, Richard pushed ahead of Cara



and threw open one of the heavy double doors. He paused on the top of the
dozen wide granite steps outside. Nicci halted beside him, to his left, with
Rikka on the far side of her. Cara took a defensive place close by on his right.
All of them were still catching their breath from the brief but swift run
through the Keep.

The grass in the paddock across the way was lush and green in the early-
morning light. Beyond the paddock the wall of the Keep rose straight up,
making the inner courtyard seem like a cozy canyon. The passing of
millennia had left the soaring wall of tightly fitted, dark stone stained with
pale tan sediment. Creamy drips of calcium deposits gave the impression that
the rock was slowly melting.

Two horses clopped through the dark, arched opening to the left, which
tunneled under part of the Keep to gain access to the inner courtyard. Richard
couldn’t tell who it was, hidden as they were back in the deep shadows of the
broad, low archway, but whoever it was must have known where they were
going and they apparently weren’t afraid to enter an interior area of the Keep,
an area used not by visitors but by wizards and those who had worked with
them at the complex. But that was long ago. Still, Richard recalled his own
trepidation the first time he cautiously ventured this far into the grounds of
the Keep. His hackles rose at who might be bold enough to ride right into
such a place.

When the two riders emerged into the light, Richard saw that one of them
was Shota.

The witch woman locked eyes with him and smiled that quiet, knowing,
private smile she wore so naturally. Like most other things about Shota,
Richard didn’t entirely trust the smile as significant, much less sincere, and
so he couldn’t be sure that it augured well.

He didn’t recognize the woman, maybe ten or fifteen years older, who
rode deferentially half a length behind Shota. Short, sandy hair framed the
woman’s pleasant face. Her eyes were as intensely blue as the sky on a
sparkling clear autumn day. Unlike Shota, she wore no casual smile. As they
rode, her head swiveled and those blue eyes searched, as if she feared an
imminent attack of demons who might materialize out of the dark stone of the
surrounding walls.

Shota, by contrast, looked calm and self-confident.

Cara leaned past Richard toward Nicci. “Shota, the witch woman,” she
whispered confidentially.



“I know,” Nicci answered without taking her eyes off the beautiful
woman riding toward them.

Shota brought her horse to a halt close to the steps. As she straightened
her shoulders she casually rested her wrists across the saddle’s pommel.

“I need to see you,” she said to Richard as if he were the only one
standing there. The smile, sincere or not, had vanished. “We have much to
talk about.”

“Where is your murderous little companion, Samuel?”

Shota, riding sidesaddle, slipped down off her horse in a way that Richard
imagined must be how a spirit would slip to ground, if spirits rode horses.

A hint of indignation narrowed Shota’s almond-shaped eyes. “That is one
of the things we need to talk about.”

The other woman dismounted as well and took the reins to Shota’s horse
when the witch woman lifted them to the side, much the way a queen would,
not knowing or caring who would take them, but expecting without any doubt
whatsoever that someone would. Her gaze remained fixed on Richard as she
glided closer to the broad granite steps. Her thick, wavy auburn hair tumbled
down over the front of her shoulders and glistened in the early light. Her
revealing dress, made of an airy, rust-colored fabric that complemented
perfectly the color of her hair, seemed to float with her effortless strides,
clinging to her every curve, at least the ones it covered.

Shota’s gaze finally left Richard to take in Nicci with an “I dare you”
look. It was the kind of look that would have withered just about anyone. It
failed to wither Nicci in the least. It struck Richard that he was probably in
the presence of the two most dangerous women alive. He half expected dark
thunderclouds to roll in and lightning to flicker, but the sky remained
defiantly clear.

Shota’s gaze finally slid back to Richard. “Your friend Chase has been
gravely hurt.”

Richard didn’t know what he had been expecting Shota to say, but that
wasn’t even close. “Chase...?”

Zedd suddenly arrived and pushed his way through between Richard and
Cara. “Shota!” he declared in a huff. His face had gone red and it wasn’t from
his run through the halls. “How dare you come into the Keep! First you
swindle Richard out of the sword, and then—”

Richard lifted an arm out across his grandfather’s chest to stop him from
charging down the steps. “Zedd, calm down. Shota says that Chase has been



badly hurt.”

“How does she think—”

Zedd’s voice abruptly clipped off when Richard’s words finally sank in.
His wide eyes turned back toward Shota. “Chase, hurt? Dear spirits...how?”

Zedd suddenly caught sight of the other woman standing a little farther
back, holding the reins to the horses. He squinted against the bright light.
“Jebra? Jebra Bevinvier?”

The woman smiled warmly. “It has been quite a while. I wasn’t sure that
you would remember me, Wizard Zorander.”

This time Richard didn’t try to stop Zedd when he rushed to descend the
steps. He embraced the woman in a warm and protective hug.

“Wizard Zorander—”

“Zedd, remember?”

She drew back to peer up at his face. A smile broke through the sadness
that weighed so heavily in her eyes. Her smile ghosted away. “Zedd, my
vision has gone dark.”

“Gone dark?” Concern tightening his features, he straightened and
gripped her by the shoulders. “How long ago?”

A terrible anguish flooded back into her blue eyes. “Nearly two years.”

“Two years...” Zedd said, his voice trailing off in dismay.

“I remember you, now.” Richard said as he moved down the steps.
“Kahlan told me about you.”

Jebra cast Richard a puzzled frown. “Who?”

“The phantom he chases,” Shota said, her unwavering gaze fixed on him
as if daring him to argue.

“The woman he seeks is no phantom,” Nicci said, drawing Shota’s
attention. “Thanks in part to the pricey and rather equivocal suggestions you
offered, we have discovered the truth of what Richard has been telling us all
along. Apparently you are still in the dark about it.”

Nicci’s icy look reminded Richard that she had once been known as
Death’s Mistress. The cold authority in her voice matched the look. There
were few women in the world as widely feared as Nicci had once been—
except perhaps for Shota. Nicci’s demeanor indicated that she was clearly a
woman still to be feared.

Shota, unfazed, deliberately took in the length of Nicci’s pink nightdress.
Richard expected a smirk. Instead, a hot look flashed in Shota’s eyes.

“You have been sleeping in his bed.” She sounded almost surprised by



her own words, as if the information had come to mind unexpectedly.

Nicci shrugged with satisfaction at Shota’s ire. “So I have.”

The slightest smile in turn curled the corners of Shota’s mouth. “But you
have not succeeded in bedding him yet.” Her smile widened. “Have you tried,
my dear? Or do you fear the sting of rejection?”

“I don’t know, why don’t you tell me how it felt, then I’ll decide.”

Richard gently pulled Nicci back from the edge of the step before the two
woman did something stupid—Iike try to scratch out each other’s eyes. Or
reduce each other to ashes.

“You said you were here for a reason, Shota—this had better not be it.”

Shota heaved a soft sigh. “I found your friend Chase. He was gravely
injured.”

“So you said. How was he injured?”

Shota’s gaze didn’t shrink from his. “He was hurt by a sword you would
be quite familiar with.”

Richard blinked in astonishment. “Chase was hurt by the Sword of Truth?
Samuel attacked Chase?”

“I’m afraid so.”

Zedd shook a bony finger at Shota. “This is your doing!”

“Nonsense.” Shota, too, lifted a finger as Zedd stepped closer, but in
warning rather than accusation. The gesture, and her words, kept Zedd from
taking another step. “I need no sword to accomplish harm.” She arched an
eyebrow. “Like to see, wizard?”

“Stop it!” Richard descended the steps two at a time and put himself
between Shota and his grandfather. He turned a glare of his own on Shota.
“What’s going on?”

She sighed unhappily. “I’m afraid that I don’t entirely know.”

“You gave Samuel my sword.” Richard tried to keep the heat out of his
voice, to keep from letting his anger show, but he feared that it wasn’t
working very well. “I warned you about his nature. Despite my warning, you
insisted that he have it. I want to know what he is up to. Where is Chase?
How badly is he hurt? And where is Rachel?”

Shota’s brow twitched. “Rachel?”

“The girl with him—the girl he adopted. The two of them were on their
way back to Westland. Chase was going to bring his family back to the Keep.
You mean to say that the girl wasn’t there, with him?”

“I found him gravely injured.” For the first time, Shota looked



disconcerted. “There was no girl with him.”

As he watched Rikka take the reins to the two horses and pull them
toward the paddock, Richard tried to imagine what was going on, why Rachel
hadn’t stayed with Chase. He worried about the possible reasons, worried for
what might have happened to Rachel. Knowing how resourceful and devoted
she was, Richard wondered if she had gone for help and was now wandering
around all by herself.

Another thought struck him. “And how was it that you just happened to
come across Chase?”

Shota wet her lips. She looked reluctant to say something obviously
distasteful to her, but finally she did. “I was hunting Samuel.”

Surprised, Richard glanced at Nicci. Her expression showed no reaction
and her features appeared so absolutely devoid of emotion that for an instant
it reminded Richard of a similar look he had from time to time seen on
Kahlan. A Confessor’s face, she had called it. Confessors would occasionally
shed all emotion in order to do the terrible things that were at times
necessary.

“How is Chase?” Richard asked, considerably quieter. He wanted to
know why Shota was hunting Samuel, but at the moment there were more
important worries weighing on his mind. “Is he going to be all right?”

“I believe so,” Shota said. “He’d been run through with a sword—"

“With my sword.”

Shota didn’t argue the distinction. “I’m not a healer, but I do have certain
abilities and I was able to at least reverse his journey toward death. I found
some people who could care for him and help him recover. I believe he is
safe for the time being. It will be a while before he is on his feet again.”

“And why didn’t Samuel kill him?” Cara asked from the top step.

“He stabbed Tovi the same way,” Nicci said. “He didn’t kill her, either.”

“Samuel is certainly capable of murder,” Richard pointed out.

Shota clasped her hands before herself. “Samuel apparently couldn’t
muster the courage to kill with the sword. He has done so in the past—when
the sword was his before—and so he knows the pain it causes when it is used
to kill.” She arched an eyebrow at Richard. “I’m sure you know well what
I’m talking about.”

“It’s a weapon that does not belong in the wrong hands,” Richard said.

Shota ignored Richard’s gibe and went on. “His is the way of a coward.
A coward will often leave the person to die on their own, away from his



sight.”

“They suffer all the more that way,” Zedd pointed out. “It’s more cruel.
Perhaps that was his reason.”

The witch woman shook her head. “Samuel is a coward and an
opportunist; his goal is not cruelty but rather is entirely self-centered.
Cowards don’t necessarily think things out. They act on whim. They want
what they want when they want it.

“Samuel will rarely bother to consider the consequences of his actions; he
simply snatches something when he sees an opportunity, when he sees
something he desires. He shrinks from the pain it would cause him to kill
with the sword and so he fails to complete the killing he initiated on impulse.
If the person he injures suffers an agonizing and prolonged end, it doesn’t
matter to Samuel because he isn’t around to witness it. Out of sight, out of
mind. That was what he did to Chase.”

“And you gave him the sword,” Richard said, unable to disguise his
anger. “You knew what he was like and you still made it possible for him to
do this.”

Shota regarded him a moment before answering. “That’s not the way it
was, Richard. I gave him the sword because I thought it would make him
content. I believed that he would be satisfied to have it back in his
possession. I thought it would mellow his lingering resentment at having the
sword so abruptly taken from him.”

Shota cast a brief but murderous look at Zedd.

“So, you didn’t consider the consequences of your actions,” Richard said.
“You simply wanted what you wanted when you wanted it.”

Shota’s gaze slid back to Richard. “After all this time, and everything that
has happened, you are still as flippant as ever?”

Richard wasn’t in a mood to apologize.

“I’'m afraid that there is more to this,” Shota said, somewhat less
heatedly, “more than I realized at the time.”

Zedd rubbed his chin as he considered the situation. “Samuel must have
stabbed Chase and then kidnapped Rachel.”

Richard was surprised by Zedd’s suggestion; he hadn’t thought of that.
He had assumed that Rachel had gone to find help.

He turned a frown on Shota. “Why would Samuel do such a thing?”

“I’m afraid that I don’t have any idea.” Shota looked up at Nicci, still
standing at the top of the granite steps. “Who is this woman you say he



stabbed? This Tovi?”

“She was a Sister of the Dark. And it is no idle accusation. Tovi didn’t
know the person who stabbed her, didn’t know who Samuel was, but she
certainly knew the Sword of Truth; she was once one of Richard’s teachers
back at the Palace of the Prophets. Just before she died she told me how she
and three other Sisters of the Dark had ignited a Chainfire spell around
Kahlan to make everyone forget her. They then used Kahlan to steal the
boxes of Orden from the People’s Palace.”

Shota’s brow creased. She looked truly perplexed.

“The boxes of Orden are in play,” Richard added.

Shota flicked a hand dismissively as she stared off in thought. “That
much I have come to know. But I did not know how it came to be.”

Richard wondered how much more of the story she knew, but he told it
anyway. “Tovi was taking one of the boxes of Orden away from the People’s
Palace, in D’Hara, when Samuel jumped her, ran her through with the sword,
and then stole the box she was carrying.”

Shota again looked surprised, but the look was quickly banished by quiet
fury as she silently considered what she’d been told.

“I’ve known Chase my whole life,” Richard said. “While anyone can
make a mistake, I’ve never known him to be caught off guard by someone
lying in wait. I can’t imagine that Sisters of the Dark are much easier to
ambush. Gifted people of their level of talent and ability have a sense of
people being around them.”

Shota looked up at him. “Your point?”

“Samuel was somehow able to surprise a Sister of the Dark, and a
boundary warden.” Richard folded his arms across his chest. “What’s more,
every time Samuel tries to accomplish something evil you always act all
surprised and disavow any knowledge of what he was up to. What’s your part
in all this, Shota?”

“None. I had no idea of what he was up to.”

“Unlike you to be so ignorant.”

Her cheeks mantled. “You don’t know the half of it.” She finally turned
away from him and headed for the steps. “I told you, we have much to talk
about.”

Richard caught her arm, turning her back. “Did you have anything to do
with Samuel being able to sneak up on Chase or surprise Tovi and steal that
box? Other than providing him with the weapon to accomplish the deed and



no doubt telling him all about the power the boxes of Orden contain, I mean.”

She searched his eyes for a time. “Do you wish to kill me, Richard?”

“Kill you? Shota, I've been the best friend you’ve ever had.”

“Then you will put your anger aside and listen to what we have come to
tell you.” She pulled away from the grip on her arm and again started for the
steps. “Let’s get inside and out of this foul weather.”

Richard glanced to the blue sky. “The weather is beautiful,” he said as he
watched her ascend the steps.

At the top she halted to share a brief glare with Nicci before turning to
look down at Richard. It was the kind of haunting, timeless, troubling look
that he imagined only a witch woman could conjure.

“Not in my world,” she said in a near whisper. “In my world it’s raining.”



Chapter 11

Shota glided down the steps to stand before the fountain. The diaphanous
fabric of the dress that covered her statuesque form moved ever so slightly, as
if in a gentle breeze. The gushing, cascading, effervescent waters danced and
sparkled in the light from the skylights far above, putting on an exhilarating
performance for the gathered audience. Shota stared absently at it for a
moment, as if preoccupied with her own private thoughts, and then turned to
the small crowd waiting just inside the huge double doors. They all stood
silently, watching her, as if awaiting a queen’s pronouncement.

Behind Shota, the water in the fountain sprayed high into the air. The
exuberant surge of spray abruptly stopped. The last of the water, still rising
just before the flow had cut off, reached its zenith, a dying liquid arc, and fell
back as if slain. The dozens of uniform streams of water overflowing the
down-turned points in the tiers of bowls, as if embarrassed by their frothy
frolic, slowed to a stop and finally fell silent.

Zedd stepped to the brink of the steps, a forbidding look settling into the
lines of his face. As he halted, the swirl of his simple robes gathered around
his legs. At that moment it struck Richard that his grandfather looked very
much like who he was: the First Wizard. If Richard had thought that Nicci
and Shota had looked dangerous, he realized that Zedd was no less so. At that
moment he was a thundercloud harboring hidden lightning.

“I’ll not have you tampering with anything in this place. I indulge you
because you have come here for reasons that may somehow be important to
us all, but my leniency will not tolerate your meddling with anything here.”

Shota flicked a hand, dismissing his warning. “I assumed that you would
not acquiesce to me going any farther than this room. The fountain is noisy. I
don’t want Richard to fail to hear anything I or Jebra has to say.”

She lifted an arm toward Ann, standing beside Nathan, watching, almost
unseen in the deep shadows of the balcony and soaring red pillars. “It is a
matter that has been close to your heart for half of your life, Prelate.”

“I am no longer Prelate,” Ann said in a quietly commanding voice that



sounded very much as if she still were.

“Why were you hunting Samuel?” Cara asked, drawing the witch
woman’s attention.

“Because he was not supposed to have left my valley in Agaden Reach.
Moreover, he should not have been able to do so without my expressed
permission.”

“And yet he did,” Richard said.

Shota nodded. “So I went looking for him.”

Richard clasped his hands behind his back. “How is it, Shota, that you
weren’t aware that Samuel was going to leave you? I mean, considering your
power, vast knowledge, and all that business you’ve explained to me about
how a witch woman can see the way that events flow forward in time. For
that matter, how was he able to do so without your consent?”

Shota did not shrink from the question. “There is only one way.”

Richard bit back the sarcastic remark that came to mind and instead
asked, “And what would that be?”

“Samuel has been bewitched.”

Richard wasn’t sure that he’d heard her correctly. “Bewitched. But you’re
the witch woman. You’re the one who does the bewitching.”

Shota clasped her hands, looking down at the floor a moment as she
folded her fingers together. “He was bewitched by another.”

Richard descended the five steps. “Another witch woman?”

“Yes.”

Richard took a deep breath as he glanced around to see the others sharing
troubled looks. No one appeared inclined to ask, so he did. “You mean to say
that there is another witch woman around, and she bewitched Samuel away
from you?”

“I thought that I had made that perfectly clear.”

“Well...where is she?”

“I have no idea. Certain issues in the flow of time are my business—I
have seen to it. For me to be this blind to events that eddy so tightly through
my purview can only mean that another witch woman has deliberately
occulted those flows from me.”

Richard stuffed his hands in his back pockets as he tried to reason it out.
He paced briefly before turning back to her.

“Maybe it wasn’t a witch woman. Maybe it was a Sister of the Dark or
someone like that. A gifted person. Maybe even a wizard. Jagang has those,



»

too.

“To manipulate a witch woman in an insignificant way is far from an
easy task.” She shot a brief glare up at Zedd. “Ask your grandfather.”

Shota gestured around at some of the people in the room before her gaze
returned to Richard. “A gifted person, even such as these, no matter how
talented, could not begin to achieve a deception as comprehensive as this one
has been. Only another witch woman could slip herself unseen into my
domain. Only another witch woman could draw a shroud over my vision and
then bewitch Samuel into doing what he has done.”

“If your vision is shrouded,” Cara asked, “how can you be so certain that
Samuel has been bewitched? Maybe he was acting on his own. From what
I’ve seen of him, he needs no mysterious enchantress to coax him into
impulsive behavior. He seemed plenty treacherous all on his own.”

Shota slowly shook her head. “You have only to look at what you’ve told
me to see that this involves not simply cunning but knowledge beyond
Samuel’s ability. A Sister of the Dark was attacked; a box of Orden was
stolen from her. In the first place, how would Samuel be aware that this
woman had anything valuable? I didn’t know of her myself because that is
part of what has been hidden from me, so I couldn’t have told him—not even
absently, carelessly, or inadvertently, which is what you’re thinking. So,
Samuel didn’t learn of it from me. If he happened across a treasure of some
sort there is no doubt that Samuel is fully capable of doing whatever he could
to snatch it, that much I concede.”

“You mean the way he acquired the Sword of Truth in the first place?”
Zedd asked.

Shota met his gaze briefly but chose to return to the matter at hand rather
than confront the challenge. “Secondly, how would Samuel know where he
could find a Sister carrying a box of Orden? You can’t seriously mean to
suggest that you think he simply was wandering around—way off in D’Hara
—and by chance happened across this very Sister of the Dark, stabbed her,
and robbed her of what she was carrying only to have it turn out to be one of
the boxes of Orden?”

“l have to admit,” Richard said, “I never have much believed in
coincidence. It certainly doesn’t seem plausible in this case, either.”

“My thoughts, exactly,” Shota said. “And then there’s Chase. Due to his
grave condition I wasn’t able to learn much from him, but I was able to
discover that he had been ambushed. Another coincidence—Samuel



happening across and randomly attacking someone and it just happens to be
someone else you know? I hardly think so. That leaves the question of why
Samuel would be lying in wait for a man you know. Why would he attack
him? What thing of value did Chase have?”

“Rachel,” Zedd answered as he stared off, rubbing his chin in thought.

“But what would he want with a girl?” Cara asked. When several people
glanced her way with troubled looks, she added, “I mean, that girl in
particular?”

“I don’t know,” Shota said. “And that’s the problem. As I’ve said, the
events surrounding all of this are blocked to me, but blocked in a way that I
didn’t recognize, so I was unaware that anything was being hidden. It’s
obvious that there is a hand directing Samuel. That hand could only be
another witch woman’s.”

“Do you know her?” Richard asked. “Do you know who it is, or who she
might be?”

Shota regarded him with as forbidding a look as he had ever seen grace
such feminine features. “She is a complete mystery to me.”

“Where did she come from? Do you have any idea about that much of
it?”

Shota’s scowl only darkened. “Oh, I think I do. I believe she came up
from the Old World. When you destroyed the great barrier several years back
she no doubt saw an opportunity and moved into my territory—in much the
same way that the Imperial Order saw an opportunity to invade and conquer
the New World. By bewitching Samuel she is sending a message that she is
taking my place, taking what is mine—including my territory—as her own.”

Richard turned toward Ann, off at the side of the anteroom. “Do you
know of a witch woman in the Old World?”

“I ran the Palace of the Prophets, guiding young wizards and a whole
palace full of Sisters toward the way of the Light. I paid great heed to
prophecy in that task but, other than prophecy, I didn’t really involve myself
in the goings-on in the rest the Old World. From time to time I heard vague
rumors of witch women, but nothing more than rumors. If she was real, she
never stuck her head up for me to know of her.”

“I never knew anything of a witch woman, either,” Nathan added with a
sigh. “I never even heard the rumors of such a woman.”

Shota folded her arms. “We’re a rather secretive lot.”

Richard wished he knew more about such things—although knowing one



witch woman had proven on more than one occasion to be trouble enough. It
seemed that there might now be twice the trouble.

“Her name is Six,” Nicci said into the quiet anteroom.

Everyone turned to stare at her.

Shota’s brow drew down. “What did you say?”

“The witch woman down in the Old World. Her name is Six, like the
number.” Nicci’s expression had that cool absence of emotion again, her
features as still as a woodland pond at dawn after the first hard freeze of the
season. “I never met her, but the Sisters of the Dark spoke of her in hushed
tones.”

“It would be those Sisters,” Ann grumbled.

Shota’s arms slowly dropped to her sides as she took a step away from
the fountain, toward where Nicci stood on the expanse of marble floor at the
top of the steps. “What do you know of her?”

“Nothing much. I’ve only heard her name, Six. I only remember it
because it was unusual. Some of my superiors at the time—my Sisters of the
Dark superiors—apparently did know her. I heard her name mentioned
several times.”

Shota’s countenance had turned as dark and dangerous as that of a viper
with its fangs bared. “What were Sisters of the Dark doing with a witch
woman?”

“I don’t really know,” Nicci said. “They may have had dealings with her,
but if they did I never knew about it. I wasn’t always included in their
schemes. It may be that they only knew of her. It’s possible they never even
met her.”

“Or it’s possible that they knew her well.”

Nicci shrugged. “Maybe. You’d have to ask them. I suggest you hurry—
Samuel has already killed one of them.”

Shota ignored the taunt and turned away to stare into the still waters of
the fountain. “You must have heard them say something about her.”

“Nothing very specific,” Nicci said.

“Well,” Shota said with exaggerated patience as she turned back around,
“what was the general nature of what they were saying about her?”

“I only got a sense of two things. I heard that the witch, Six, lived far to
the south. The Sisters mentioned that she lived much deeper down in the Old
World, in some of the trackless forests and swampland.” Nicci gazed
resolutely into Shota’s eyes. “And they were afraid of her.”



Shota folded her arms across her breasts again. “Afraid of her,” she
repeated in a flat tone.

“Terrified.”

Shota appraised Nicci’s eyes for a time before finally yet again turning to
stare into the fountain, as if hoping to see some secret revealed in the placid
waters.

“There’s nothing to say that it’s the same woman,” Richard said. “There’s
no evidence to say that it’s this witch woman, Six, from the Old World.”

Shota glanced back over her shoulder. “You, of all people, suggest that
it’s mere coincidence?” Her gaze again sought solace in the waters. “It
doesn’t really matter if it is or not. It matters only that it is a witch woman
and she is bent on causing me trouble.”

Richard stepped closer to Shota. “I find it pretty hard to believe that this
other witch woman would have bewitched Samuel away from you just to
show you up and have what’s yours. There has to be more to it.”

“Maybe it’s a challenge,” Cara said. “Maybe she is daring you to come
out and fight.”

“That would require her to make herself known,” Shota said. “She has
done just the opposite. She is deliberate and calculating about remaining
concealed so that I can’t fight her.”

As he considered, Richard rested a boot on the marble bench surrounding
the fountain. “I still say there has to be something more to this. Having
Samuel steal one of the boxes of Orden has darker implications.”

“The more likely answer points to none other than your own hand,
Shota.” Zedd’s words drew everyone’s attention. “This sounds more like one
of your grand deceptions.”

“I can understand why you would think so, but if that were true then why
would I come here to tell you of it?”

Zedd’s glare didn’t falter. “To make yourself look innocent when you are
really the one in the shadows directing events.”

Shota rolled her eyes. “I don’t have time for such childish games, wizard.
I have not been directing Samuel’s hand. My time has been spent on other,
more important matters.”

“Such as?”

“I have been to Galea.”

“Galea!” Zedd snorted his disbelief. “What business would you have in
Galea?”



Jebra laid a hand on Zedd’s shoulder. “She came to rescue me. I was in
Ebinissia, caught up in the invasion and then enslaved. Shota pulled me out
of the middle of it.”

Zedd turned a suspicious look on Shota. “You went to the crown city of
Galea to rescue Jebra?”

Shota glanced briefly at Richard, a clouded look laden with meaning. “It
was necessary.”

“Why?” Zedd pressed. “I’'m relieved to have Jebra at last rescued from
that horror, of course, but what exactly do you mean when you say that it was
necessary?”

Shota caught a diaphanous point of the material making up her dress as it
lifted ever so gently upward, like a cat arching its back, craving a gentle
stroke from its mistress’s hand. “Events march onward toward a grim
conclusion. If the course of those events does not change then we will be
doomed to the rule of the invaders, bound to the mandate of people whose
conviction, among other things, is that magic is an evil corruption that must
be eradicated from the world. They believe that mankind is a sinful and
corrupt being who should properly be unremarkable and helpless in the face
of the almighty spectacle of nature. Those of us who possess magic, precisely
because we are not unremarkable and helpless, will all be hunted down and
destroyed.”

Shota’s gaze passed among those watching her. “But that is merely our
personal tragedy, not the true scourge of the Order.

“If the course of events does not change, then the monstrous beliefs that
the Order imposes will settle like a burial shroud over the entire world. There
will be no safe place, no refuge. An iron mandate of conformity will be
locked around the necks of all those left alive. For the delusion of the
common welfare, in the form of lofty slogans and vacuous notions that incite
the feckless rabble into nothing more than a mindless lust for the unearned,
everything good and noble will be sacrificed, deadening civilized man into
little more than an organized mob of looters.

“But once everything of value is plundered, what will be left of their
lives? By their contempt for the magnificent and disdain of all that is good,
they embrace the petty and the crude. By their rabid hatred for any man who
excels, the beliefs of the Order will doom all men to grubbing in the muck to
survive.

“The unwavering view of mankind’s inherent wickedness will be the



collective faith. That belief, enforced through ruthless brutality and
unspeakable hardship, will be their enduring high-water mark. Their legacy
will be mankind’s descent into a dark age of suffering and misery from which
it may never again emerge. That is the terror of the Order—not death, but life
under their beliefs.” Shota’s words cast a pall over the room. “The dead, after
all, can’t feel, can’t suffer. Only the living can.”

Shota turned to the shadows, where Nathan stood. “And what say you,
prophet? Does prophecy say it otherwise, or do I speak the truth?”

Nathan, tall and grim, answered quietly. “As far as the Imperial Order
goes, I’m afraid that prophecy can offer no testimony to the contrary. You
have aptly and succinctly described several thousand years of forewarning.”

“Such ancient works are not easily understood,” Ann cut in. “The written
word can be quite ambiguous. Prophecy is not a subject for the
inexperienced. To the untrained it can seem—"

“I sincerely hope that is a judgment based on a shallow opinion of my
looks, Prelate, and not my talent.”

“I was only...” Ann began.

Shota dismissively flicked a hand as she turned away. Her gaze settled on
Richard, as if he were the only one in the room. She spoke as if addressing
him alone.

“Our lives may be the last lives lived free. This may very well be the end
for all time of the best of what can be, of striving for values, of the potential
for each of us to rise up and achieve something better. If the course of events
does not change, then we are now witnessing the dawn of the worst of what
can be, of an age where, lest anyone dare live better through their own effort
and for their own ends, mankind will be reduced to living the Order’s
idealized lives of ignorant savages.”

“We all know that,” Richard said, hands fisted at his sides. “Don’t you
understand how hard we’ve been fighting to prevent that very thing? Don’t
you have any idea of the struggle we’ve all endured? Just what do you think
I’ve been fighting for?”

“I don’t know, Richard. You claim to be committed, and yet you have
failed to change the course of events, failed to stem the tide of the Imperial
Order. You say that you understand, yet still the invaders come, subjugating
more and more people with every passing day.

“But even that is not what this is about. It is about the future. And in the
future, you are failing us.”



Richard could hardly believe what he was hearing. He wasn’t just angry
but appalled that Shota would say such a thing. It was as if everything he had
done, every sacrifice he had made, every effort, was meaningless to her—not
only now, but in the future.

“You have come to tell me your prophecy that I will fail?”

“No. I have come to tell you that the way it now stands, unless you
change things, we will all fail in this fight.”

Shota turned from Richard and lifted an arm up toward Nicci. “You have
shown him the dull, numb death that is all that can result from the beliefs
held by the Order. You have shown him the bleak existence that is all there is
under their dogma, that life’s only value is in how much of it you sacrifice,
that your life’s only purpose is a means to an otherworldly end: a lifeless
eternity in the next world.

“In that, you have done us all a great service and you have our gratitude.
You have truly fulfilled your role as Richard’s teacher, even if it was not in
the way you had expected. But that, too, is only a part of it.”

Richard didn’t see how his captivity—being made to live a harsh life
down in the Old World—could be regarded as a service. He hadn’t needed to
live through it to understand the hopeless futility of life under the rule of the
Imperial Order. He didn’t dispute one word Shota had said about what would
befall them if they didn’t prevail, but he was angered that she seemed to think
that he needed to hear it again, as if he did not grasp what they were fighting
for and as a result was failing to be fully committed to their cause.

Richard didn’t know how it happened, because he had not seen her move,
but Shota was suddenly right before him, her face mere inches from his.

“And yet, you are still not cognizant of the totality of it, still not resolved
in a way that is essential.”

Richard glared at her. “Not resolved? What are you talking about?”

“I needed to find a way to make you understand, Seeker, to make you see
the reality of it. I needed to find a way to make you see what is in store for
the people of not just the New World, but the Old World as well—what is in
store for all of mankind.”

“How could you possibly think that I—”

“You are the one, Richard Rahl. You are the one who leads the last of the
forces that resist the ideas that fuel the conflagration that is the Imperial
Order. For whatever reasons, you are the one who leads us in this struggle.
You may believe in what you fight for, but you are not doing what is



necessary to change the course of the war or else what I see in the flow of
events forward in time would not be as it is.

“As it now stands, we are doomed.

“You need to hear what is going to be the fate of your people, the fate of
all people. So I went to Galea to find Jebra so that she could tell you what she
has seen. So that a Seer can help you to see.”

Richard thought that maybe he should have been angry at the lecture, but
he could no longer summon anger; it was slipping away. “I already know
what will happen if we fail, Shota. I already know what the Imperial Order is
like. I already know what awaits us if we lose in this struggle.”

Shota shook her head. “You know what it is like after. You know what it
is like to see the dead. But the dead can no longer feel. The dead can’t
scream. The dead can’t cry in terror. The dead can’t beg for mercy.

“You know what it is like to see the wreckage the morning after the
storm. You need to hear from one who was there when the storm broke. You
need to hear what it was like when the legions came. You need to hear the
reality of what it will be like for everyone. You need to know what will
happen to those alive if you fail to do what only you can do.”

Richard glanced up at Jebra. Zedd’s comforting arm encircled her
shoulders. Tears ran down her ashen face. She trembled from head to toe.

“Dear spirits,” Richard whispered, “how can you be so cruel as to think
for an instant that I don’t already know the truth of our fate should we lose?”

“I see the flow of the future in this,” Shota said in a quiet voice meant for
him alone. “And what I see is that you have not done enough to change what
will be, or else it would not be as I see it. It is as simple as that. There is no
cruelty involved, simply truth.”

“Just what is it you expect me to do, Shota?”

“I don’t know, Richard. But whatever it is, you are not doing it, now, are
you? As we all slide into unimaginable horror, you are doing nothing to stop
it. You are instead chasing phantoms.”



Chapter 12

Richard wanted to tell Shota a thousand things. He wanted to tell her that the
Imperial Order was hardly the only threat bearing down on them. He wanted
to tell her that with the boxes of Orden in play, if not stopped, the Sisters of
the Dark would unleash power that would destroy the world of life and give
everyone over to the Keeper of the Dead. He wanted to tell her that if they
didn’t find a way to reverse the Chainfire spell it could very well reap the
destruction of everyone’s memories and minds, robbing them of their means
of survival. He wanted to tell her that if they didn’t find a way to purge the
world of the contamination left by the chimes, then all magic would be
extinguished, and that contamination could very well have already
engendered a cascade effect that, if not halted, had the potential, all by itself,
to destroy all life.

He wanted to tell her that she didn’t know the first thing about the woman
he loved, the woman so dear to him. He wanted to tell her how much Kahlan
meant to him, how afraid he was for her, how much he missed her, how his
dread of what was being done to her kept him from being able to sleep.

He wanted to tell her that right then the Imperial Order was only one of
their dire problems. But, seeing Jebra standing there trembling under the
comforting shelter of Zedd’s arm, he thought that there would be a better time
to bring up all of those other matters.

Richard held out a hand, beckoning Jebra to come forward. Her sky blue
eyes brimmed with tears. She finally, hesitantly, descended the steps toward
him. He didn’t know the specifics of the frightening things she had been
through, but the strain of them was written all too clearly on her gaunt face.
The lines there bore silent testimony to the hardships she had endured.

When she took his hand he gently covered it with his other in a small
gesture of reassurance. “You’ve traveled a great distance and we value your
help in our efforts. Please tell us what you know.”

Her short sandy hair fell forward around her tear-stained face as she
nodded. “I will do my best, Lord Rahl.”



Under Shota’s watchful eye, Richard led Jebra across the floor toward the
fountain. He had her sit on the short marble wall containing the stilled water.

“You went with Queen Cyrilla back to her home,” he prompted. “You
were taking care of her because she was sick—driven insane by her time in
the pit with all those terrible men. You were to help her to recover if she
could and advise her if she did.”

Jebra nodded.

“So...when she returned to her home did she begin to get better?”
Richard asked, even though he knew that much of it from Kahlan.

“Yes. She was in a stupor for so long that we thought she would never get
better, but after she was home for a while she finally did start to come round.
At first she was only aware of those around her for brief periods. The more
she recognized familiar surroundings, though, the longer those periods of
clarity grew. Slowly, to everyone’s joy, she seemed to come back to life. She
eventually emerged from her long lethargy—Iike an animal coming out of
hibernation. She seemed to shake off her long sleep and return to normal. She
was full of energy, full of excitement to be home again.”

“Queen Cyrilla was the queen of Galea,” Shota said to Richard. “She
inherited the crown, rather than—"

“Prince Harold,” Richard finished as he looked up at the witch woman.
“Cyrilla’s brother was Harold. Harold declined the crown, preferring to lead
the Galean army.”

Shota arched an eyebrow. “You seem to know a lot about the monarchy
of Galea.”

“Their father was King Wyborn,” Richard said. “King Wyborn was also
Kahlan’s father. Kahlan is half sister to Cyrilla. That is the reason I know so
much about the monarchy of Galea.”

If Shota was surprised to hear it, or if she didn’t believe him because
Kahlan was involved, she didn’t betray either. She finally broke eye contact
with him and went back to her pacing, allowing Jebra to continue her story.

“Cyrilla resumed her place on the thrown as if she had never left. The city
seemed exhilarated to have her back. Galea had been struggling in its
recovery from the horrifying time that the advance army of the Imperial
Order had sacked the crown city. That attack had been a massive tragedy with
tremendous loss of life.

“But with those invaders long gone the repairs of the destruction had
been under way for quite some time. Even the burned buildings were being



rebuilt. Businesses had started up again. Commerce had returned. People
once again came to the city from all over Galea to make a better life for
themselves. Families had begun to grow and knit together again. With hard
work, prosperity had begun to return. With the queen back, it seemed to
invigorate the spirit of the city all the more, and make the world seem right
again.

“People said that lessons had been learned and such a tragedy would
never happen again. To that end, new defenses were built, along with a much
larger army. Cyrilla, like many of the people of Galea, put that appalling time
behind her and was eager to be about the business of her land. She accepted
audiences and kept her hand in many of the matters of state. She kept herself
immersed in every sort of activity, from mediating trade disputes to attending
formal balls where she danced with dignitaries.

“Prince Harold, being the head of the Galean army, kept her informed of
the latest news about the invasion of the New World, so she was fully aware
that the horde was pouring into the southern reaches of the Midlands. I
always knew when she had received the latest reports; I would find her
twisting her handkerchief, mumbling to herself, as she paced in a dark room
without windows. It almost seemed to me that she was seeking the dark
hiding place in her mind—the stupor she had been in before—but she
couldn’t find it, couldn’t get back into it.”

Jebra gestured briefly up the steps to the old man watching her speak.
“Zedd told me to watch over her, to give her what advice I could. Even
though she may have outwardly appeared to be her old self, and she didn’t
lapse back into the wooden daze, I could tell that she remained on the edge of
insanity. My visions were unclear, probably because of that, because while
she may have seemed normal again, she was still inwardly haunted by terrible
fears. It was much like the land of Galea; things appeared normal but, with
the Imperial Order in the New World, things were hardly normal. There was
always a dark, underlying tension.

“When we heard from the scouts that the Order was moving up the
Callisidrin Valley, coming up the center of the Midlands intent on dividing
the New World, I advised the queen that she must support the D’Haran army,
that she must send the Galean army to fight with the rest of the forces of all
the lands that had been joined together with the D’Haran Empire. I tried to
tell her, as did Prince Harold, that our only chance at a real defense was in
unity with the forces resisting the Order.



“She would not hear of it. She said that it was her duty as the queen of
Galea to protect Galea alone, not other peoples or other lands. I tried to make
her see that if Galea stood alone then it stood no chance. Cyrilla, though, had
heard stories of other places that had been invaded, stories of the Order’s
ruthless brutality. She was terrified of the men of the Order. I told her that she
would be safe only if we helped stop the invaders before they ever reached
Galea.

“We received desperate requests for troops. Ignoring those requests,
Cyrilla instead commanded Prince Harold to gather all the men he could into
arms and that he use the army to protect Galea. She said that his duty, that the
duty of the Galean army, was to Galea alone. She commanded that the
invaders not be allowed to cross the borders, not be allowed to set foot on
Galean soil.

“Prince Harold, who at first had tried to advise her of the wisest course of
action, abandoned his own advice and in an act of pointless loyalty acceded
to her wishes. She commanded that the defenses be set up to protect Galea at
all costs. Prince Harold went to see to her instructions. She didn’t care if the
rest of the Midlands, or the entire New World for that matter, fell to the
Order, as long as the Galean army—"

“Yes, yes.” Shota impatiently rolled a hand as she paced before the
woman. “We all know that Queen Cyrilla was loony. I didn’t bring you all
this way to describe life under a batty queen.”

“Sorry.” Il at ease, Jebra cleared her throat and went on. “Well, Cyrilla
grew impatient with me, with my insistent advice. She told me that her
decision was final.

“With her determined commitment to a course of action, it finally fixed
events, fixed our future and our fate. I think that for this reason I was at last
beset with a powerful vision. It started not with the actual vision itself, but
with a bloodcurdling sound that filled my mind. That terrible sound set me to
trembling. With the frightening sound the visions came flooding forth,
visions of the defenders being crushed and overrun, visions of the city falling,
visions of Queen Cyrilla being given to the howling gangs of men to be...to
be used as a whore and an object of amusement.”

One hand held across her abdomen, her elbows tight against her sides,
Jebra wiped tears back off one cheek. She briefly smiled up at Richard, a self-
conscious smile that could not hold back the horror he could so clearly see in
her eyes. “Of course,” she said, “I’m not telling you all of the terrible things I



saw in that vision. But I told her.”

“I don’t expect that it did any good,” Richard said.

“No, it didn’t.” Jebra fidgeted with a strand of her hair. “Cyrilla was
enraged. She summoned her royal guard. When they all rushed in through
those double, tall blue and gilt doors she thrust a finger at me and proclaimed
me a traitor. She ordered me thrown into a dungeon. The queen screamed
orders to the guards as they were seizing me that if I spoke even one word of
my visions—my blasphemy, as she called it—then they were to cut out my
tongue.”

A little laugh rattled out, a laugh incongruous with her trembling chin and
wrinkled brow. Her words came out in a thin whine of apology. “I didn’t
want my tongue cut out.”

Zedd, having made his way down the steps, laid a reassuring hand on the
back of her shoulder. “Of course not, my dear, of course not. At that point it
would have done you no good to have pressed the issue. No one would
expect you to go beyond what you did; it would have served no purpose. You
did your best; you showed her the truth. She made the conscious choice to be
blind to it.”

Fussing with her fingers, Jebra nodded. “I guess that her insanity never
really left her.”

“Those who are far from insane often act in an irrational manner. Don’t
excuse such conscious and deliberate actions with so convenient an
explanation as insanity.” When she gave him a puzzled look, Zedd opened
his hands in a gesture of pained frustration at an old dilemma he had seen all
too often. “All sorts of people who strongly want to believe in something are
frequently unwilling to see the truth no matter how obvious it is. They make
that choice.”

“I guess so,” Jebra said.

“Seems like, rather than heed the truth, she instead believed a lie that she
wanted to believe,” Richard said, remembering part of the Wizard’s First
Rule, the rule he had learned from his grandfather.

“That’s right.” Zedd swept an arm out in a grim parody of a wizard
granting a wish. “She decided what she wished to happen and then assumed
that reality would bend to her wishes.” His arm dropped. “Reality doesn’t
indulge wishes.”

“So Queen Cyrilla was angry with Jebra for speaking the truth aloud, for
bringing it out where it could not be so easily overlooked and ignored,” Cara



said. “And then punished her for doing so.”

Zedd nodded as his fingertips gently rubbed Jebra’s shoulder. Her tired
eyes had closed under his touch. “People who for whatever reason don’t want
to see the truth can be acutely hostile to it and shrill in their denunciation of
it. They frequently turn their venomous antagonism on whoever dares point
out that truth.”

“That hardly makes the truth vanish,” Richard said.

Zedd shrugged with the straightforward simplicity he saw in it. “To those
seeking the truth, it’s a matter of simple, rational self-interest to always keep
reality in view. Truth is rooted in reality, after all, not the imagination.”

Richard rested the heel of his hand on the hickory handle of the knife at
his belt. He missed the sword being at hand, but he had traded it for
information that eventually led him to the Chainfire book and the truth of
what had happened to Kahlan, so it had been worth it. Still, he sorely missed
the sword and worried over what Samuel might be using it for.

Thinking of the Sword of Truth, wondering where it was, Richard stared
off at nothing in particular. “Seems hard to fathom how people can turn away
from seeing what is in their own best interest.”

“Doesn’t it, though.” Zedd’s voice had changed from a tone of casual
conversation to that thin, reedy tone that told Richard there was something
more on his mind. “Therein lies the heart of it.”

When Richard looked his way, Zedd’s gaze focused intently on him.
“Willfully turning aside from the truth is treason to one’s self.”

Shota, arms folded, paused in her pacing to lean toward Zedd. “A
wizard’s rule, wizard?”

Zedd arched an eyebrow. “The tenth, actually.”

Shota turned a meaningful look on Richard. “Wise advice.” After holding
him in the grip of that iron gaze for an uncomfortably long time, she went
back to her pacing.

Richard imagined that she thought he was ignoring the truth—the truth of
the invading army of the Imperial Order. He wasn’t in the least bit ignoring
the truth, he just didn’t know what more she expected he could do to stop
them. If wishes worked he would already long ago have banished them back
to the Old World. If he only knew what to do to stop them, he would do it,
but he didn’t. It was bad enough to know the horror that approached and feel
helpless to stop it, but it infuriated him that Shota seemed to think he was
simply being obstinate in not doing something about it—as if the solution



was within his grasp.

He glanced up the steps at the statuesque woman watching him. Even in a
pink nightdress she looked noble and wise. While Richard had been raised by
people who encouraged him to deal with things the way they really were, she
had been indoctrinated by people who were driven by the beliefs taught by
the Order. It took a remarkable individual, after a lifetime of authoritarian
teachings, to be willing to see the truth.

He gazed into her blue eyes for a long moment, wondering if he would
have had her courage...the courage to grasp the nature and magnitude of the
terrible mistakes she had made, the courage to then embrace the truth and
change. Very few people had that kind of courage.

Richard wondered if she, too, thought that he was neglecting the invasion
of the Imperial Order for irrational and selfish reasons. He wondered if she,
too, thought that he was not doing something vital that would save innocent
people from horrific suffering. He dearly hoped not. There were times when
Nicci’s support seemed like the only thing that gave him the strength to go
on.

He wondered if she expected him to give up trying to find Kahlan in
order to turn his full attention to trying to save a great many more lives than
just that one, no matter how precious. Richard swallowed back the anguish;
he knew that Kahlan herself would have made that demand. As much as she
had loved him—back when she remembered who she was—Kahlan would
not have wanted him to come after her if it meant that he would have to do so
at the expense of trying to save so many more people who were in mortal
danger.

The thought he had just had suddenly struck home: back when she knew
who she was...who he was. Kahlan couldn’t love him anymore if she didn’t
know who she was, if she didn’t know who he was. His knees went weak.

“That’s the way I saw it,” Jebra said, opening her eyes and seeming to
come awake as Zedd withdrew his comforting touch, “that I had done my
best to show her the truth. But I didn’t like being in that dungeon. Didn’t like
it one bit.”

“So what happened then?” Zedd scratched the hollow of his cheek. “How
long were you down in the dungeon?”

“I lost track of the days. There were no windows, so after a time I didn’t
even know if it was day or night. I didn’t know when the seasons changed,
but I knew that I had been there long enough for them to come and go. I



began to lose hope.

“They fed me—never enough to be satisfied, but well enough to keep me
alive. Every once in a great while they left a candle burning in the dingy
central room beyond the iron door. The guards weren’t deliberately cruel to
me, but it was terrifying being locked away in the darkness of that tiny stone
room. I knew better than to complain. When the other prisoners cursed or
complained or raised a ruckus they were warned to be silent and, on occasion,
when a prisoner didn’t follow those orders, I could hear the guards carry out
their threats. Sometimes the prisoners were there only a short time before
being taken to their execution. From time to time new men were brought in.
From what I could see as I peeked out the tiny window, the men they brought
in were a violent and dangerous lot. Their vile oaths in the pitch black
sometimes woke me and gave me nightmares when I fell back to sleep.

“The whole time I waited in dread of having a vision that would reveal to
me my final fate, but such a vision never came. I hardly needed a vision,
though, to know what the future held. I knew that as the invaders drew close,
Cyrilla would likely come to think of it as my fault. I’ve had visions my
whole life. People who don’t like the things that happen to them often blame
me for having told them what I saw. Rather than use that information to do
something about it, it’s easier for them to take out their displeasure on me.
They often believed that I had caused their troubles by telling them what I
had seen, as if what I saw was by my choice and brought to be through
malice on my part.

“Being locked away in that dark cell was almost beyond endurance, but I
could do nothing other than endure it. As I sat there endlessly, I could
understand how being thrown in the pit had driven Cyrilla mad. At least I
didn’t have the brutes to contend with—those kind of men were locked in the
other cells. As it was, I thought that I would surely die there, forsaken and
forgotten. I lost track of how long I had been locked away from the world,
from the light, from living.

“All the while I never had any more visions. I didn’t know at the time
that I would never have another.

“Once, the queen sent an emissary to ask if I would recant my vision. I
told the man who came to see me that I would happily tell the queen any lie
she wished to hear if she would only let me out. It must not have been what
the queen wanted to hear because I never saw the emissary again and no one
came to release me.”



Richard glanced over to see Shota watching him. He could read in her
eyes her silent accusation that he was doing that very thing—wanting her to
tell him something other than what she saw was in store for the world. He felt
a stab of guilt.

Jebra gazed up at the skylights high overhead, as if soaking up the simple
wonder of light. “One night—I only later learned that up in the world it was
night as well—a guard came to the tiny window in the iron door to my
cramped little room. He whispered that Imperial Order troops approached the
city. He told me that the battle was at last about to begin.

“He sounded almost cheered that the agony of waiting was finally over,
that the reality of it relieved them all of having to pretend otherwise for their
queen. It was as if knowing the truth of what was coming somehow made
them faithless traitors, but that treason against the queen’s wishes would now
be transferred to reality. Still, that was only part of the queen’s delusions, the
part that was too obvious to avoid.

“I whispered back that I feared for the inhabitants of the city. He scoffed,
said that I was daft, that I had not seen Galean soldiers fight. He professed
confidence that the Galean army, a force of well in excess of one hundred
thousand good men, would trounce the invaders and send them packing, just
as the queen had said.

“I kept silent. I dared not contradict the queen’s wishful illusions of their
invincibility, dared not say that I knew that the massive numbers of Imperial
Order troops I had seen in my vision would easily crush the defending army
and that the city would fall. Locked in my cell as I was, I could not even run.

“And then I heard that strange, sinister sound from my vision. It ran
shivers up my spine. My skin went cold with goose bumps. At last I knew
what it was: it was the wail of thousands of enemy battle horns. It sounded
like the howl of demons come up from the underworld to devour the living.
Not even the thick stone walls could keep out that terrible, piercing sound. It
was a sound announcing the approach of death, a sound that would have
made the Keeper himself grin.”



Chapter 13

Jebra rubbed her shoulders, as if the mere memory of the shrill call of the
battle horns had again given her goose bumps. She took a deep breath to
regain her composure before she looked up at Richard and went on with her
story.

“The guards all ran to the city’s defenses, leaving the dungeon
unguarded. Of course, the iron doors they locked behind themselves were
more than enough to prevent anyone from escaping. After they were gone
some of the prisoners let out cheers for the approaching Imperial Order, for
the imminent fall of Galea, for what they believed would be their impending
liberation. But soon they, too, went quiet as cries and screams swelled in the
distance above us. Silence settled into the dark dungeons of the palace.

“Soon I began to hear the clash of arms, the collective cries of men in
mortal combat, coming closer all the time. Along with the yells there were
the awful shrieks of the injured. The shouts of soldiers grew louder as the
defenders were driven back. And then, the enemy was in the palace. I’d lived
in the palace for a time and I’d come to know so many of those people up
there who were about to face...”

Jebra paused to wipe tears from her cheeks. “Sorry,” she mumbled as she
pulled a handkerchief from her sleeve and dabbed at her nose before clearing
her throat and going on.

“I don’t know how long the battle raged, but there came a time when I
heard the booming sound of a battering ram bashing against the iron doors
above. Each blow rang through the stone walls. When one door fell, the
sounds came closer as the next door then came under assault until it, too, was
breached.

“And then dozens of soldiers, all shouting battle cries, suddenly spilled
down the stairs and into the dungeon. They brought torches with them, filling
the room outside my cell with harsh light. They were probably looking for a
treasure room, for plunder. Instead they found a filthy place of empty
seclusion. They all rushed back up the stairs and left us to the dark, to quiet,



heart-pounding fear.

“I thought that that was the last I would see of them, but it wasn’t long
before the soldiers returned. This time they brought screaming women back
with them—some of the palace staff. Apparently the soldiers wanted to be
alone with their fresh prizes, wanted to be away from all the other men who
might steal them away or fight them for such valuable living plunder.

“The things I heard drove me to push myself back into the farthest corner
of my cell, but that was no real withdrawal; I could still hear all of the ghastly
business. I could not imagine the kind of men who would laugh and cheer at
such terrible deeds as they were doing. Those poor women—they had no one
at all to help them, and no hope of rescue.

“One of the younger women apparently broke from the man holding her
and in a wild panic ran for the stairs. I heard voices yelling out for the others
to grab her. She was quick and strong but the men easily caught her and
threw her to the floor. When I heard her begging for her life, crying ‘please
no, please no,’ I recognized her voice. While one man held her down, another
put a boot on her knee and lifted her foot until I heard her knee pop. As she
screamed in pain and terror, he did the same to the other leg. The men
laughed, telling her that now that she wouldn’t be running away again she
could put her mind to her new duties. And then they started in on her. I have
never in my life heard such frightful screams.

“I don’t know how many men came down into the dungeon, but more and
more arrived in turn. It went on for hour after hour. Some of the women wept
and wailed the whole time they were being assaulted. Such carrying-on
brought great gales of laughter from the men. But these were not men, they
were monsters without conscience or restraint.

“One of the soldiers found a stash of keys and went around unlocking the
cell doors. He laughed and hooted as he threw open the doors, declaring the
liberation of the oppressed, and invited the prisoners to get in line to have
their revenge on the wicked people who had persecuted and oppressed them.
The girl whose knees they’d broken—Elizabeth was her name—had never
oppressed anyone in her young life. She’d always smiled as she went about
her work because she was so happy to have employment at the palace, and
because she was infatuated with a young carpenter’s apprentice who worked
there as well. The prisoners poured out of their cells, only too eager to join
in.”

“Why didn’t they pull you out?” Richard asked.



Jebra paused for a gulp of air before continuing. “When my cell door was
thrown open I pressed myself up into the darkest corner in the back. There
was no question as to what would happen to me if I went out, or if I was
discovered. What with the screams of the women, the hollering, the laughter
of the soldiers, and the scuffling over places in line, the men somehow didn’t
realize that I was hiding in the darkness at the back of my cell. There wasn’t
much light down in the dungeon. They must have thought the little room was
empty, as some of the others were, for no one bothered to stick a torch in and
have a look—after all, the rest of the prisoners were all men, all criminals,
and all only too eager to come out. I’d never spoken to them, so they
wouldn’t have known that there was a woman down in the dungeon with
them or they obviously would have come in after me. Besides, they were
all...quite preoccupied.”

Jebra’s face, twisted in anguish, sank into her hands. “I could not begin to
tell you what terrible things were being done to the women only a short
distance from me. I will have nightmares about it for the rest of my life. Rape
was only part of the purpose of those men. Their real lust was violence, a
savage desire to degrade and hurt the helpless, to have the power of life and
death over them.

“When the women stopped struggling, stopped screaming, stopped
breathing, the men decided to go find themselves some food and drink to
celebrate their victory, and then snatch some more women. Like best friends
on a holiday, the men all took vows that they would not rest until there was
not a woman left in the New World that they had not taken.”

With both hands Jebra raked her hair back from her face. “After they all
rushed off it fell still and quiet in the dungeon. I remained pressed to the back
of my cell, the hem of my dress stuffed in my mouth, trying to keep from
making a sound that would betray me as I shook and wept uncontrollably.
My nostrils were filled with the terrible smell of blood and other things.
Funny how after a time your nose has a way of becoming dulled to smells
that at first made you sick.

“Still, I couldn’t stop trembling—not after I hearing all the ghastly things
that had been done to those women. I was terrified that I would be discovered
and receive the same treatment. As I hid in the cell, afraid to come out, afraid
to make a sound, I could understand how Cyrilla had gone mad under such
mistreatment.

“All the time I could hear the sounds from above, the sounds of battle still



raging, the sounds of pain and horror, the screams of the dying. I could smell
oily smoke. It seemed like the battle, the killing, would go on forever. The
women lying out beyond my open cell door, though, did not make any sound
at all. I knew why. I knew that they were beyond any concerns of this world.
I prayed that they were now in the tender comforting arms of the good spirits.

“I was exhausted from my constant state of fright, but I could not sleep—
dared not sleep. The night wore on and eventually I saw light coming down
the stairwell; the iron doors to the dungeon were no longer there to shut out
the world above. Still, I dared not go out. I dared not move. I stayed where I
was all day, until the room fell pitch black again with night. The rampage and
looting above continued without abatement. What had begun as a battle had
turned into a drunken celebration of victory. Dawn did not bring any quiet
from above.

“l knew that I couldn’t remain where I was; the stench of the dead
women was becoming unbearable, as was the thought of being down there in
the dark hole among the rotting corpses of people I knew. Yet such was my
fear of what waited above that I stayed where I was that day and then again
the entire night.

“I was so thirsty, so hungry, that I began to see goblets of water on the
floor beside loaves of bread. I could smell the warm bread only a few feet
away. But when I reached for them they were not there.

“I don’t remember exactly when it was, but there came a time when I so
ached for an end to the constant paralyzing dread that I came to accept and
almost welcome my end. I knew all too well what was in store for me, but I
reasoned that the agony of my terror would at last be over. I so wanted it to
be over. I knew that I would have to endure suffering, humiliation, and pain,
but I also knew that, just like the women who lay dead not far from me, it
would eventually end and I would no longer have to suffer.

“So, I finally dared to step out of the darkness of my cell. The first thing I
saw was Elizabeth’s dead eyes staring right at me, as if she were looking
over, waiting for me to emerge, so that I could see what had been done to her.
Her expression seemed a silent plea for me to testify on behalf of justice. But
there was no one to testify to, no justice to be had, just my silent witness of
her forlorn end.

“The sight of her, along with the other women, drove me back in. Seeing
the nature of the tortures they had been subjected to, I was finally able to
connect those atrocities with my memories of their screams. It set me to



weeping uncontrollably. I cowered in terror, imagining myself subjected to
such things.

“And then, overwhelmed by a fit of blind panic, I covered my nose with
the hem of my dress against the terrible smell and ran through the tangle of
twisted, naked limbs and bodies. I bolted up the stairs, not knowing what I
was running toward, only knowing what I was running from. All the way as |
ran I prayed for the mercy of a quick death.

“It was a shock to see the palace again. It had been a beautiful place, the
painstaking renovations after the previous attack a few years back having
only recently been completed. Now it was beyond being a wreck. It was
impossible for me to understand why men would take the effort to break
things the way they had, that they could find joy in such tedious acts of
destruction. Grand doors were ripped off their hinges and broken to bits.
Marble pillars had been toppled. Parts of shattered furniture lay scattered
about. The floors were fairly covered with the litter of pieces of other once
grand things: shards of beautifully glazed pottery; fragments of little ears and
noses and tiny fingers from porcelain figurines; splintered wooden scraps
showing a bit of a once carefully carved and gilded surface; flattened tables;
art that had been torn to shreds or the faces in paintings ground threadbare
under heavy boots. The windows were all broken out, drapes pulled down
and trampled, statues defaced or broken, walls bashed in in places, covered
with blood in others, elaborate rooms defecated in, the feces used to write
vile words on the walls along with oaths of death to the Order’s northern
Oppressors.

“Soldiers were everywhere, pawing through the residue left behind by yet
other soldiers, picking over the dead, looting anything they could carry off,
smashing elegant decorations out of sheer contempt, joking as they stood in
lines outside rooms waiting their turn at the women captives. As I stumbled
in a daze through the wreckage of the palace, I kept expecting to be grabbed
and dragged off to one of those rooms. I knew that there was no avoiding my
fate.

“I had never seen the likes of these men. These were men who inspired
unbridled terror. Great, hulking, unwashed men in scarred and bloodstained
leather armor. Most of them were covered in chains and belts and studded
straps. Many had their heads shaved, making them look all the more muscled
and menacing. Others glared out from beneath mats of long, tangled strands
of greasy hair. They all looked savage and hardly human. Their faces were



blackened with the grimy soot of fires and streaked through with sweat. Their
language was loud, coarse, and boldly vile.

“Seeing such men stalking through the grand pastel pink or blue rooms
seemed almost comical, but there was nothing amusing about the bloody axes
at their belts, their swords greasy with gore, or the flails, knives, and iron-
spiked cudgels hanging at hand around their waists.

“But it was their eyes that stopped you in your tracks. All had the kind of
eyes that had not just become comfortable with the messy craft of butchery...
but had taken a lustful liking to it. All looked upon every living thing they
saw with a single evaluation: is this something to be killed? But their eyes
had an even crueler cast when they took in any of the women captives being
passed from hand to hand. That look was enough to stop a woman’s breath, if
not her heart.

“These were men who had abandoned any pretense at civilized manner.
They did not bargain or barter the way normal men did. They took whatever
they wanted, and even fought each other over the most insignificant plunder.
They crushed and destroyed and killed on whim without consequence or
conscience. These were men beyond the realm of civilized morality. These
were savage brutes turned loose among the innocent.”



Chapter 14

“If there were soldiers everywhere, then why didn’t they snatch you and drag
you off?” Cara asked with the kind of casual yet pointed directness that only
a Mord-Sith could so effortlessly muster, as if the very concept of propriety
was beyond her.

The same question had occurred to Richard, but at that moment he had
not been able to summon his voice.

“They thought she had been designated as a servant,” Nicci said in a
quiet, knowing voice. “Since she was walking around unmolested that long
after the onset of the assault, the men would have assumed that there was a
good reason, that those in command had reserved her for other duties.”

Jebra nodded. “That’s right. An officer who spotted me right off pulled
me into a room with other men who were gathered around maps spread out
over tables. The room hadn’t been ruined as had most of the others. They
demanded to know where their food was, as if I should know.

“They were just as ferocious-looking as the rest of the men and I would
not have known at first that they were the officers except by the deference
paid them by the other soldiers who came and went with reports. Some of
these officers were a bit older and had an even harder edge to them, a more
calculating look in their eyes, than the regular soldiers who always gave them
a wide berth. When they looked at me I knew they were men who expected
immediate answers.

“I grasped at that glimmer of hope—that I might live if I played along. I
bowed with an apology and told them I would see to the food at once. They
said that I had better, apparently more interested in eating than dealing out
punishment. I rushed off to the kitchens, trying to act with a sense of purpose
while being careful not to run for fear that the men would see a woman
running and react like wolves to a fawn bolting from cover.

“There were several hundred others in the kitchens, mostly older men and
women. Many of them I recognized, as they had long cooked for the palace.
There were younger, stronger men there as well who were needed to manage



some of the work that was too heavy for the scullions or the elderly, work
such as handling the carcasses for butchering or turning the heavy spits. They
were all working frantically among the roaring fires and steaming pots as if
their lives depended on it, which of course they did.

“When I entered the kitchens people hardly noticed me, as they were all
rushing about, preoccupied in various tasks. Seeing everyone was already
working at a fever pitch, I grabbed up a large platter of meats and offered to
take it back up to the men. The people in the kitchens were only too happy to
have someone else who was willing to go out among the soldiers.

“When I returned with the food the officers who had sent me abandoned
what they had been doing. They appeared to be ravenously hungry. They
sprang up from the couches and chairs and used their bare, filthy hands to
snatch the meat off the tray. As I set the heavy tray on one of the large tables,
one of the men peered up at me as he chewed a mouthful. He asked why I
didn’t have a ring in my lip. I didn’t know what he was talking about.”

“They put rings through the lower lips of slaves,” Nicci said. “It marks
them as the property of men of rank and keeps the soldiers from taking them
as plunder. It gives those in command servants at their disposal for menial
work.”

Jebra nodded. “The officer yelled orders. A man grabbed me and held me
while another came forward. He pulled my lower lip out and shoved an iron
ring through.”

Nicci stared off into the distance. “They use iron as a reference to iron
kettles and such. An iron ring signifies kitchen workers and such.”

Richard saw the glaze of suppressed rage in Nicci’s blue eyes. She, too,
had once worn a ring through her lower lip, although hers had been gold to
denote that she was the personal property of Emperor Jagang. It was no
honor. Nicci had been used for things far worse than menial tasks.

“You’re right about that,” Jebra said. “After they put the ring in my lip I
was sent back to the kitchens to get them more food and wine. I realized then
that the other people in the kitchen wore iron rings as well. I was in a numb
daze as I ran back and forth to get the officers what they demanded. I snuck a
gulp of water or a mouthful of food whenever I could. It was enough to save
me from collapse.

“I found myself thrown in with other frightened people who worked at
the palace who were now taking orders from the officers. I hardly had time to
consider how I had by chance managed to escape a worse fate. As much as it



throbbed and bled, I was glad to have that iron ring through my lip because
when any soldier saw it he changed his mind about his intentions and let me
be.

“Before long I was sent out with heavy satchels of food and drink for
officers in other areas of the city. Out in the countryside surrounding the city
I began to discover the true extent of the horror that had befallen Ebinissia.”

When Jebra sank into a distant daze, Richard asked, “What did you see?”

She looked up at him, as if she had almost forgotten that she was telling
her story, but then she swallowed back her anguish and went on. “Outside the
city walls there were tens of thousands of dead from the battles. The ground
for as far as the eye could see was covered with mangled corpses, many
bunched in groups where they had died making their last stand. The sight
seemed unreal, but I had already seen it before...in my vision.

“The worst of it, though, was that there were a number of Galean soldiers
still alive, though grievously wounded. They lay here and there on the field of
battle beside their dead brethren, wounded and unable to move. Some
moaned softly as they lay near death. Others were more alert, but unable to
move for one reason or another. One man was trapped, his legs crushed under
the weight of a broken wagon. Another had been pinned to the ground by a
spear through his gut. Even though in great pain, he wanted so desperately to
live that he dared not pull himself off the shaft and release what it held in
place. Others had legs or arms so badly broken that they were unable to crawl
over the chaos of dead soldiers, horses, and rubble. With soldiers constantly
patrolling, I knew that if I stopped to offer any comfort or aid to these
wounded men I would be spotted and killed.

“As I made my way back and forth from the outposts I had to pass
through this awful battlefield. The hills where this final engagement had
taken place were dotted with hundreds of people slowly making their way
among the dead, methodically picking through their belongings. I later
learned that they were a small army of people who trailed behind the Imperial
Order troops—camp followers—Iliving off the scraps that the Order soldiers
left in their wake. These human vultures pawed through the dead soldiers’
pockets and such, making their living on death and destruction.

“I recall one older woman in a dingy white shawl coming upon a Galean
soldier who was still alive. Among other wounds, his leg had been gashed
open to the bone. His hands trembled with the endless, solitary effort of
holding the massive wound closed. It seemed a miracle that he was even still



alive.

“As the old woman in the shawl pulled at his clothes, looking for
anything valuable, he begged her for a sip of water. She ignored him as she
tore open his shirt to see if he had a neck chain with a purse, as some soldiers
did. In a weak, hoarse voice he again pleaded for a sip of water. She instead
pulled a long knitting needle from her belt and, as he lay helpless, shoved it
in the man’s ear. Her tongue poked out of the corner of her mouth with the
effort of twisting the long metal needle around inside his brains. His arms
flinched and then went still. She drew the length of her knitting needle back
out and wiped it off on his pant leg as she muttered a complaint that that
would keep him quiet. She replaced her knitting needle in her belt and went
back to rifling through his clothes. It struck me how well practiced she had
seemed at the grisly task.

“I saw other camp followers use a rock to bash in the head of any man
they found alive just to be certain he wouldn’t surprise them by striking out
when they were busy hunting for any loot. Some of these scavengers didn’t
bother to do anything to the wounded man unless he could still use his hands
and tried to fend them off; if he was alive, but unable to resist, they merely
helped themselves to what they could find and then moved on. But there were
people who lifted a fist in the air and shouted in triumph whenever they
found a fallen soldier still alive, one they could dispatch, as if doing so made
them a hero. Occasionally there were those who came upon the helpless
wounded and enjoyed torturing them in the most ghastly manner, amused by
the fact that the men could neither run nor fight them off. It was only a matter
of a few more days, though, before all the wounded survivors were dead,
either from succumbing to their wounds, or finally being dispatched by the
camp followers.

“Over the next few weeks the Imperial Order soldiers celebrated their
great victory with an orgy of violence, rape, and plundering. Every building
was broken into and thoroughly searched. Anything of value was looted.
Other than the small numbers of the people like me who had been designated
as servants, no male escaped capture and no woman escaped the clutches of
those vile men.”

Jebra wept over her words. “No young woman should ever have to
endure what was done to those poor creatures. The captured Galean soldiers
as well as the men and boys of the city were well aware of what was
happening to their mothers, wives, sisters, and daughters—the Order troops



saw to that. Several times, small groups of the captives who could no longer
bear it rose up to try to stop the abuse. They were slaughtered.

“Before long the captives were sent in great gangs to dig seemingly
endless pits for the dead. When they had finished digging the pits they were
forced to recover all the rotting bodies for mass burial. Those who resisted
ended up in the pits as well.

“Once all the dead had been collected and thrown into the pits, the men
then had to to dig long trenches. After that, the executions began. Nearly
every male over the age of fifteen was to be put to death. There were tens of
thousands of people who had been caught up in the Order’s net. I knew that it
would take weeks to butcher them all.

“The women and the children were forced at swordpoint to watch their
menfolk being put to death and thrown in the great open pits. While they
watched, they were informed that this was an example of what happened to
those who resisted the just and moral law of the Imperial Order. They were
lectured throughout the endless executions, lectured on how it was blasphemy
against the Creator to live as they had been living, solely for their own selfish
ends. They were told that mankind had to be purged of such corruption and
would be better for it.

“Some of the men were beheaded. Some were made to kneel before the
pits and then brawny men with iron-capped cudgels walked down the line
and with a powerful swing bashed in the heads of each man in turn while a
couple of captives in chains followed behind, throwing each freshly killed
man in the trench. Some of the prisoners were used for target practice with
arrows, or spears. Fellow soldiers laughed and mocked the drunken
executioner if his sloppy aim failed to achieve a clean kill. It was a game to
them.

“I think, though, that the sheer magnitude of the grisly business brought a
somber mood over some of the Imperial Order soldiers and they turned to
drinking as a way of masking their revulsion so that they could join in, as was
expected of them. It’s one thing to kill in the heat of combat, after all, but
quite another to kill in cold blood. But kill in cold blood they did. As the
victims fell into the trenches they were covered over with dirt by those who
would soon join them.

“I recall one rainy day when I had to bring food to officers standing under
the shelter of what once had been a canvas awning over a shop, now held up
with lances. They were there to watch an execution that was being put on as



an elaborate spectacle. The terrified women who were to witness the death
sentences being carried out were brought straight from the rape rooms by
their captors. Many of the women were still only half dressed.

“By the many sudden cries of recognition and names shouted out, it soon
became obvious to me that the Order interrogations had identified the
husbands of the women and had singled them out. The couples were being
brought together in a macabre reunion, separated but in full view of one
another.

“The women, huddled together and helpless, were made to watch as the
wrists of their men were tightly bound behind their backs with leather thongs.
The men were forced to kneel near the fresh pits, facing the women. Soldiers
came down the line and in turn held each man’s head up by his hair, then
sliced open his throat. I remember the executioners’ powerful muscles
glistening in the rain. Holding their victims by the hair, after cutting his
throat, they heaved each body back into the pits before going on to the next
man in line.

“The men waiting to be slain wept and trembled as they cried out the
names of their beloved, cried out their undying love. The women did likewise
as they watched their men murdered and then thrown in on piles of other men
still thrashing and gasping in the throes of death. It was as horrific, as
wrenchingly sorrowful, as anything I have ever seen.

“As they saw their loved ones killed, many of the women fainted,
collapsing to the muddy ground covered in vomit. As the steady rain fell,
others, in wild terror, screamed the names of the man they saw about to be
put to death. They struggled against the iron grip of guards who laughed as
they dragged the women away in turn, shouting out the details of their
intentions to her husband who was about to die. It was a twisted kind of
cruelty that inflicted suffering on a scale that I could not begin to adequately
convey.

“Families were not only being torn apart forever, but being wiped out.
Did you ever hear that old question: How do you think the world will end?
This was how. This was the world ending for thousands upon thousands of
people...only it was ending one person at a time. It was one long drawn out
withering of lives, the final ending of each individual’s world.”

Richard gripped his temples between the thumb and fingers of one hand
so hard that he thought he might crush his own skull. With great difficulty he
managed to control his breathing and his voice. “Didn’t anyone manage to



escape?” he asked into the ringing silence. “During all of these various rapes
and executions and all, didn’t anyone escape?”

Jebra nodded. “Yes. I believe that a few made it out but, of course, I had
no real way to know for sure.”

“There were enough who escaped,” Nicci said in a quiet voice.

“Enough?” Richard shouted as he turned his fury on her. He caught the
flash of rage that had slipped through his control and brought his voice back
down. “Enough for what?”

“Enough for their purpose,” Nicci said, gazing into his eyes, solemnly
enduring what she saw there. “The Order knows that there are people who
escape. During the height of the brutality, the worst of the horrors, they
deliberately relax security so as to be sure that a few, at least, will escape.”

Richard’s mind felt as if it were hopelessly adrift in a thousand scattered,
disheartened thoughts. “Why?”

Nicci shared a long look with him before she finally answered. “To
spread such a fear that it will grip the next city in terror. That terror will
insure that people in the path of the advancing army will surrender rather than
face the same brutal treatment. In this way victory comes without the Order
having to fight every inch of the way. The terror that is spread by escaping
people who tell others what they saw is a powerful weapon that crumbles the
courage of those yet to be attacked.”

With the way his heart was pounding, Richard could understand the terror
of waiting for the Order to attack. He raked his fingers back through his hair
as he redirected his attention to Jebra. “Did they murder all the captives?”

“A few of the men—ones who were deemed not a threat for one reason or
another—were sent with other people from the city out into the countryside
in gangs to work the farms. I never knew what happened to these people, but
I presume that they are still there, toiling as slaves to raise food for the
Order.”

Jebra’s gaze sank as she pulled some strands of hair back from her face.
“Most of the women who survived became the property of the troops. Some
of the younger and more attractive women had a copper ring put through their
lower lips and were reserved for the men of rank. Carts frequently prowled
the camp, collecting the bodies of women who had died during their abuse.
No officer ever raised any objection to the brutal treatment these women
received out in the tents among the troops. The dead were taken to the pits
and thrown in. No one, not even Imperial Order soldiers who died, were ever



buried with their name on a marker. They were all thrown in the mass graves.
The Order does not believe in the significance of any individual and does not
mark their passing.”

“What of the children?” Richard asked. “You said that they didn’t kill the
younger boys.”

Jebra took a deep breath before she began again. “Well, from the very
first, the boys had been gathered together and organized by age into groups of
what I can only describe as boy recruits. They were regarded, not as captured
Galeans, not as the conquered, but as young members of the Imperial Order
liberated from people who would only have oppressed them and corrupted
their minds. The blame for the wickedness that necessitated the invasion was
placed on the older generations, not these young people who were said to be
innocent of their elders’ sins. Thus they were separated, physically and
spiritually, from the adults, and thus was begun their training.

“The boys were drilled in a manner that was like playing games, grim as
it must have been to many. They were treated relatively well and kept
occupied every moment in contests of strength and skill. They were not
allowed to pine for their families—that was described as showing weakness.
The Order became their families, whether they liked it or not.

“At night, while I could hear the cries of women, I could also hear the
boys as they sang together, under the leadership of special training officers.”
She gestured as an aside. “I had to bring these officers food and such, so I
had a chance to see what was happening to these boys as the weeks and then
the months passed.

“After training for a time the boys began to earn rank and standing within
their group for a variety of things—whether it be in games of skill and
strength, or in memorizing their lessons in the righteous ways of the Order.
As I would rush about in my duties for the officers I would see the boys
standing at attention before their groups, reciting back the things they had
been taught, speaking of the glory of being part of the Order, of their
honorable duty to be part of a new world dedicated to the advancement of
mankind, and of their willingness to sacrifice for that greater good.

“Even though I never really had the chance to learn the specifics of what
these boys were being taught, I remember a line shouted incessantly as they
stood at attention: ‘I can be nothing alone. My life has meaning only through
dedication to others. Together we all are one, of one mind, for one purpose.’

“After emotionally charged rallies the boys were brought in their groups



to watch executions of ‘traitors to mankind.” They were encouraged to cheer
when each ‘traitor’ died. Their Order leaders stood proud and tall before the
boys, backs to the bloodbath, saying, ‘Be strong young heroes. This is what
happens to the selfish betrayers of mankind. You are mankind’s future
saviors. You are the future heroes of the Order, so be strong.’

“Whatever trepidation the boys may have had at first, under the long and
ceaseless indoctrination, guidance, and constant encouragement of the
officers, those boys cheered. Even if it was not sincere at first, it seemed to
become so in the end. I saw how the boys began to believe—with real fervor
—the things they were being taught by adults.

“The boys were encouraged to use knives issued them to stab the freshly
killed ‘traitors.” This was only one of the ways they were systematically
desensitized to death. In the end, the boys were earning rank by participating
in the executions. They stood before empty-eyed captives and lectured them
on their selfish ways, their treason to their fellow man and the Creator. The
boy then condemned that individual captive to death and on occasion even
carried out the deed. Their fellows applauded their zeal for helping to purge
mankind of those who had resisted the holy teachings of the Order, those who
had turned away from their Creator and their divine duty of service to their
fellow man.

“Before it was over, almost every one of those boys had a hand in the
butchering of the captives. They were praised as ‘heroes’ of the Order. At
night, in their barracks, the few boys who would not go along with
participating in the executions became outcasts and were eventually
stigmatized as cowards or even sympathizers of the old ways, for being
selfish and unwilling to support their fellow man—or, in this case, boy. They
were most often beaten to death by their group.

“These few boys, in my eyes, were the heroes. They died alone at the
hands of their fellow boys, boys who had once played and laughed with them
but had now become the enemy. I would have given nearly anything to have
been able to give these few noble souls at least a hug and a whisper of my
thanks that they had not joined in, but I could not, so they died alone as
outcasts among former friends.

“It was madness. It seemed to me that the whole world had gone insane,
that nothing made sense anymore, that life itself made no sense anymore.
Pain and suffering became the definition of life; there was nothing else.
Memories of any kind of joy seemed like dim dreams and no longer real. Life



dragged on, day after day, season after season, but it was life that revolved
around death in one way or another.

“In the end, the only people of Galea left alive were the boys and the
women who didn’t die during the brutal rapes and then as whores for the
soldiers. In the end, the older boys were participating in the rapes as part of
their initiation and as rewards for their enthusiasm during their assignments,
including the executions.

“Many of the women, of course, managed to kill themselves. Every
morning, on the cobblestone streets at the foot of the taller buildings, were
found the broken bodies of women who, seeing no future but degrading
abuse, had managed to throw themselves out of windows or off roofs. I don’t
know how many times I would happen on a woman off in some dark corner,
her wrists slashed by her own hand, her lifeblood having drained away along
with any hope. I couldn’t say that I blamed them for their choice.”

Richard stood with his hands clasped behind his back, staring into the still
waters of the fountain, as Jebra went on in endless detail of the events
following the great victory by the brave men of the Imperial Order. The
senselessness of it was almost too monumental to comprehend, much less
endure.

The slashes of sunlight coming in through the skylights above slowly
crept across the marble bench around the pool, across the expanse of floor, up
and across the granite steps. The bloodred stone of the columns glowed as the
sunlight ceaselessly, incrementally, advanced up their length while Jebra
chronicled everything she knew of what had happened while she had been a
captive of the Order.

Shota stood unmoving nearly the entire time, usually with her arms
folded, her fair features fixed in a vaguely grim cast, watching Jebra tell her
story, or watching Richard listen to it, as if making sure that his attention
didn’t wander.

“Galea had reserves of food aplenty for their citizens,” Jebra said, “but
not for anything like the numbers of invaders now occupying the city, who
themselves did not have plentiful supplies with them. The troops stripped
every storehouse of food. They emptied every larder, every warehouse. Every
animal for miles around, including the great many sheep that were raised for
wool and the milk cows, were butchered for food. Rather than keep the
chickens for a steady supply of eggs, they, too, were killed and eaten.

“As the food ran low the officers sent off messengers with ever more



urgent requests for resupply. For months the supplies did not come—no
doubt in good part because winter had set in and slowed them.”

Jebra hesitated, and then swallowed, before going on. “I remember the
day—it was during a heavy snowstorm—when we were ordered to cook
some fresh meat the Imperial Order soldiers delivered to the kitchens. It was
freshly killed, headless, gutted human carcasses.”

Richard abruptly turned to stare at Jebra. She gazed up at him as if from a
place of insanity, as if in fear that she would be condemned for what she
knew was beyond the pale. Her blue eyes brimmed with tears of supplication
for forgiveness, as if she feared he would strike her dead for what she was
about to confess.

“Have you ever had to butcher a human body for cooking? We had to.
We roasted the meat, or stripped it from the bones to make stews. We dried
rack upon rack upon rack of the meat for the regular soldiers. If the soldiers
were hungry and there was nothing to feed them, bodies would be delivered
to the kitchens. We went to extraordinary lengths to stretch what supplies of
food we had. We made soups and stews with weeds, if we could find them
beneath the snow. But there was just not enough food to feed all the men.

“I witnessed many things that will give me nightmares the rest of my life.
Seeing those remorseless soldiers standing in the open doorway, the snow
blowing in behind them, as they dumped those bodies on the floor of the
kitchen will be one of the things that forever haunts me.”

Richard nodded and whispered, “I understand.”

“And then, early this past spring, the supply wagons finally began
arriving. They brought great quantities of foodstuffs for the soldiers. I knew,
despite the seemingly endless wagons full of supplies, that it would not last a
long time.

“Beside the supplies, there were also reinforcements to replace the men
who had been killed in the battle to crush Galea. The numbers of Order
troops occupying Ebinissia were already overwhelming; the extra soldiers
seemed to add to my numb sense of hopelessness.

“I overheard newly arrived officers reporting that more supplies would be
coming, along with yet more men. As they streamed in from the south, many
were sent on missions to secure other areas of the Midlands. There were other
cities to be taken, other places to be captured, other pockets of resistance to
be crushed, other people to be enslaved.

“Along with the supplies and the fresh troops came letters from the



people back home in the Old World. They were not letters to any specific
soldiers, of course, since the Imperial Order had no way of knowing how to
find any individual soldier within their vast armies, nor would they have
cared to, since individuals, as such, were unimportant in their eyes. Rather,
they were letters sent to the general delivery of the ‘brave men’ fighting for
the people back home, fighting on behalf of their Creator, fighting to defeat
the heathens to the north, fighting to bring backward-thinking people the
salvation of the Order’s ways.

“At night, every night for weeks, the letters that had come with the supply
wagons would be read to assembled groups of men—most of whom couldn’t
read themselves. They were letters of every kind, from people telling of the
great sacrifices they had made in order to send food and goods north to their
fighting men, to letters extolling the great sacrifices the soldiers were making
to advance the divine teaching of the Order, to letters from young women
promising their bodies in service to brave soldiers when they returned from
vanquishing the uncivilized and backward enemy to the north. As you can
imagine, this last kind of letter was quite popular and they were read over and
over to hoots and wild cheering.

“The people of the Old World even sent mementos: talismans to bring
victory; drawings to decorate the tents of their fighters; cookies and cakes
that had long ago rotted; socks, mittens, shirts, and caps; herbs for everything
from tea to bandages; scented handkerchiefs from enraptured women eager to
offer themselves in duty to the soldiers; weapons belts and such made by the
corps of young boys who trained with groups of other boys their own age
until the day they could also go north to smite the people who resisted the
Creator’s wisdom and the Imperial Order’s justice.

“The long trains of supply wagons, before they went back to the Old
World to get more of the supplies necessary to support the enormous army up
in the New World, were loaded down with loot to be taken back to the cities
of the Old World that were supplying the food and goods needed by the
army. It was like a loop of trade—booty for supplies, supplies for booty. I
suppose that seeing endless wagonloads of plundered riches streaming south
was also intended to be a great incentive for the people back home to
continue to support what has to be the enormous cost of the war effort.

“The army that had invaded was far too large to fit in the city, of course,
and with the reinforcements arriving with each train of supply wagons the
endless sea of tents spread even farther out into the countryside, blanketing



the hills and valleys all around. The trees for a goodly distance had all been
stripped and used for firewood throughout the previous winter, leaving the
landscape around the crown city looking lifeless and dead. The new grasses
never grew beneath the teeming masses of men, the countless horses, and
variety of wagons, so that it seemed that Galea had been turned to a sea of
mud.

“From new units just arrived, men coming up from the Old World were
formed into strike forces that were sent to attack other places, to spread the
rule of the Imperial Order, to establish dominion. It seemed that there was an
endless supply of men to enslave the New World.

“I was working to exhaustion feeding all the officers, so I was frequently
around the command personnel and often overheard invasion plans and
reports of cities that had fallen, tallies of prisoners taken, accounts of the
numbers of slaves sent back to the Old World. On occasion some of the more
attractive women were brought back for the use of the men of rank. The eyes
of these women were wild with fear of what was to become of them. I knew
that their eyes would soon enough become dull with longing for the release of
death. It all seemed to me one endless attack, one long endless savagery that
showed no signs of ever ending.

“The city by then, of course, had been all but emptied of the people who
once had called it home. Almost every male over fifteen had long ago been
put to death and the handful who hadn’t had been sent off as slave labor.
Many of the women—the ones too old or too young to be of use to the Order
—had been put to death if they were in the way, but many had simply been
left to starve to death. They lived like rats in the dark crevices of the city.
Last winter I saw droves of old women and little girls who looked like
skeletons covered in a pale veneer of flesh begging for scraps of food. It
broke my heart, but to feed them would only end in execution for them and
for me. Still, if I could get away with it, I sometimes slipped them food—if
there was any to be had.

“In the end it was as if the population of Galea’s crown city, hundreds of
thousands of people, had for the most part been wiped from existence. What
was once the heart of Galea is no more. It is now occupied by soldiers in the
hundreds of thousands. The camp followers began setting up homes in the
places long since plundered, simply taking over what was someone else’s.
More people from the Old World began to drift up to take places and live in
them as their own.



“The only Galean women left alive were for the most part slaves used by
the soldiers as whores. After time many became pregnant and gave birth to
children fathered by the soldiers of the Imperial Order. These offspring are
being raised to be future zealots for the Order. Virtually the only Galean
children left alive after the first year of occupation were the boys.

“Drilled endlessly in the ways of the Order, those boys became the Order.
They had long since forgotten the ways of their parents or their homeland, or
even common decency. They were now Imperial Order recruits—newly
minted monsters.

“After months and months of training, groups of the older boys were sent
to be the first wave of attackers against other cities. They were to be the flesh
that dulled the swords of the heathens. They went eagerly.

“I had once thought that the brutes who are the Imperial Order were a
distinctly different, savage breed of people, unlike the civilized people of the
New World. After seeing how those boys changed and what they became, I
realized that the people who are the Order are really no different than the rest
of us, except in their beliefs and the ideas that motivate them. A crazy
thought, perhaps, but it seems that through some mysterious mechanism
anyone is susceptible to being beguiled into falling for the Order’s ways.”

Jebra shook her head in dismay. “I never really understood how such a
thing could come about, how the officers could teach boys such dry lessons,
how they could lecture them that they must be selfless, that they must live a
life of sacrifice for the good of others, and then, as if by magic, those boys
would march off merrily singing songs, hoping to die in battle.”

“The premise is pretty simple, really,” Nicci said, offhandedly.

“Simple?” Jebra’s brow lifted with incredulity. “You can’t be serious.”



Chapter 15

“Oh yes, simple.” Nicci descended the steps one at a time in a slow,
measured manner as she spoke. “Both boys and girls in the Old World are
taught the same things by the Fellowship of Order, and in the same basic
manner.”

She came to a halt not far from Richard and loosely folded her arms as
she sighed—not out of weariness, but rather with a weary cynicism. “Except
that with them it’s started not all that long after they’re born. It begins with
simple lessons, of course, but those lessons are expanded and reinforced over
their entire lifetime. It’s not unusual to see pious old people sitting through
the lectures given by brothers of the Fellowship of Order.

“Most all people are drawn toward ordered social structure and they
yearn to know how they fit into the larger scheme of the universe. The
Fellowship of Order provides them with a comprehensive and authoritative
sense of structure—in other words, tells them the right way to think as well as
a proper way to live their lives. But it’s most effective when started with the
young. If a young mind is molded to the Order’s dogma then it usually
becomes inflexible and fixed for life. As a result, any other way of thinking—
the very ability to reason—generally withers and dies at a young age and is
lost for life. When such a person is aged, they will still sit through the same
basic lessons, still hang on every word.”

“Simple?” Jebra asked. “You said the premise is pretty simple?”

Nicci nodded. “The Order teaches that this world, the world of life, is
finite. Life is fleeting. We are born, we live for a time, and we die. The
afterlife, by contrast, is eternal. After all, we all know that people die but no
one ever comes back from the dead; dead is forever. Therefore, it is the
afterlife which is important.

“Around this core tenet, the Fellowship of Order ceaselessly drums into
people the belief that one must earn their eternity in the glory of the Creator’s
light. This life is the means to earn that eternity—a test, in a way.”

Jebra blinked in disbelief. “But still, life is...I don’t know, it’s life. How



can anything be more important than your own life?” She softened her
skepticism with a smile. “Surely that isn’t going to convince people to the
Order’s brutal ways, convince them to turn away from life.”

“Life?” With sudden menace in her glare, Nicci leaned down a little
toward Jebra. “Don’t you care about your soul? Don’t you think that what
happens to your very own soul for all eternity might be of serious and earnest
concern to you?”

“Well, of course I, I...” Jebra fell mute.

As she straightened, Nicci shrugged with a mocking, dismissive gesture.
“This life is finite, transitory, so, in the scheme of things, in contrast to an
eternal afterlife, how important can a fleeting life in this miserable world be?
What true purpose could this brief existence possibly have, other than to
serve as a trial of the soul?”

Jebra looked uncomfortably dubious yet unwilling to challenge Nicci
when she framed it in such a way.

“For that reason,” Nicci said, “sacrifice to any suffering, any want, any
need of your fellow man is a humble recognition that this life is meaningless,
a demonstration that you acknowledge eternity with the Creator in the next
world to be the consequential concern. Yes? By sacrificing you are avowing
that you do not value man’s realm over eternity, the Creator’s realm.
Therefore, sacrifice is the price, the small price, the pittance, that you pay for
your soul’s eternal glory. It’s your proof to the Creator that you are worthy of
that eternity with Him.”

Richard was amazed to see how easily such a rationale—delivered by
Nicci with confidence, command, and authority—intimidated Jebra into
silence. While listening as Nicci towered over her, Jebra had occasionally
glanced to the others, to Zedd, to Cara, to Shota, even to Ann and Nathan, but
seeing none of them offering any objection or counterarguments, her
shoulders began to hunch as if she wished she could disappear into a crack in
the marble floor.

“If you confine your concerns to being happy in this life”—Nicci casually
swept an arm out, indicating the world around her as she glided regally back
and forth before them—*“if you dare to revel in the senseless trivialities of
this wretched world, this meaningless, brief existence, that is a rejection of
your all-important eternal next life, and thus a rejection of the Creator’s
perfect plan for your soul.

“Who are you to question the Creator of all the universe? How dare you



put your petty wishes for your insignificant, pathetic little life ahead of His
grand purpose of preparing you for all of eternity?”

Nicci paused, folding her arms with a kind of deliberate care that implied
a challenge. A lifetime of indoctrination gave her the ability to express the
Order’s carefully crafted tenets with devastating precision. Seeing her
standing there in her pink nightdress somehow only seemed to underscore her
derision of the triviality of life. Richard remembered all too well Nicci
delivering that very same message to him, only at the time she had been
deadly serious. Jebra avoided Nicci’s piercing gaze, instead fixing her stare
on her hands nested in her lap.

“To bring the ways of the Order to other people, Galea for example,”
Nicci said as she resumed her pacing lecture, “many of the Order’s soldiers
had to die.” She shrugged. “But that is the ultimate sacrifice—one’s life—in
an effort to bring enlightenment to those who do not yet know how to follow
the only right and true path to glory in the next world. If a person sacrifices
their life in the struggle on behalf of the Order to bring salvation to backward,
ignorant, and unimportant people, then they earn eternity with Him in the
next world.”

Nicci lifted an arm, sheathed in the satiny, pink material of the nightdress,
as if to reveal something magnificent but invisible standing right there before
them. “Death is merely the doorway to that glorious eternity.”

She let the arm drop. “Because an individual life is unimportant in the
scheme of things that really matter, it’s obvious that by torturing and killing
individuals who resist, you are only helping to sway the masses of the
unenlightened over to enlightenment—so you are bringing those masses
salvation, serving a moral cause, bringing the Creator’s children home to His
kingdom.”

Nicci’s expression turned as grim as her pretense had been. “People who
are taught this from birth come to believe it with such blind zeal that they see
anyone living in any manner other than according to the Order’s teachings—
in other words failing to pay the rightful price of sacrifice in return for eternal
salvation—as deserving of an eternity of unimaginable agony in the dark cold
depths of the Keeper’s realm of the underworld, which is exactly what awaits
them unless they change their ways.

“Very few people who grow up under this indoctrination have enough of
their reasoning ability still intact to be able to think their way out of this
bewitching circular trap—nor do they want to. To them, to rejoice in life, to



live for themselves, is trading eternity for a brief and sinful frolic before a
looming doom-without-end.

“Since they must forgo the enjoyment of this life, they are going to be
only too quick to notice anyone who fails to sacrifice as they should, fails to
live by the canons of the Fellowship of Order. Besides, recognition of
sinfulness in others is deemed a virtue because it helps to direct those who
neglect their moral duty to turn back to the path of salvation.”

Nicci leaned down toward Jebra and lowered her voice to a sinister hiss.
“Much the same as killing nonbelievers is a virtue. Yes?”

Nicci straightened. “Followers of the Order develop an intense hatred for
those who do not believe as they do. After all, the Order teaches that wicked
sinners who refuse to repent are no less than Keeper’s disciples. Death is no
more than such enemies of the righteous deserve.”

Nicci spread her arms in a forbidding gesture. “There can be no doubt
about any of this since the Order’s teachings are, after all, merely the wishes
of the Creator Himself, and thus divinely elicited truth.”

Jebra was now clearly too cowed to offer an argument.

Cara, on the other hand, was clearly not cowed. “Oh, really?” she said in
an even, but contrary, tone. “I’m afraid that there’s one fly in the ointment.
How do they know all this? I mean, how do they know that the afterlife is
really anything at all like they portray it?”

She clasped her hands behind her back as she shrugged. “As far as I
know, they haven’t visited the world of the dead and then returned. How
would they know what it’s like beyond the veil?

“Our world is the world of life, so life is what’s important in this world.
How dare they demean it by making our only life the price for something
unknowable? How can they begin to claim that they know anything at all
about the nature of other worlds? I mean, for all anyone really knows, the
spirit world could be a mere transitory state as we slip into the nonexistence
of death.

“For that matter, how would the Fellowship of Order know that these are
the Creator’s wishes—or that He has any wishes at all?” Cara’s brow drew
down. “How do they even know that Creation was brought about by a
conscious mind in the form of some divine breed of king?”

Jebra looked relieved that someone else had finally objected.

Nicci smiled in a curious manner and raised an eyebrow. “There’s the
trick of it.”



Without looking over, she lifted her arm back toward Ann, standing
across the room in the shadows. “It’s the same method by which the Prelate
and her Sisters of the Light know their version of the same gruel to be true.
Prophecy, or the high priests, or some humble but deeply devout person has
heard the intimate whispers of the divine, or has seen into a sacred vision He
has sent them, or has been visited in dreams. There are even ancient texts that
profess to have infallible knowledge of what is beyond the veil. Such lore is
mostly a collection of the same kind of whispers and visions and dreams that
in the distant past were set down as fact and have become ‘irrefutable’ simply
because it is old.

“And how are we to verify the veracity of this testimony?” Nicci swept
her arm out in a grand gesture. “Why, to question such things is the greatest
sin of all: lack of faith!

“The very fact that the unknowable is unknowable is what they claim
gives faith its virtue and makes it sacrosanct. After all, what would be the
virtue in faith if that in which we have faith could be known? A person who
can maintain absolute faith without any proof whatsoever must possess
profound virtue. As a consequence, only those who take the leap of faith off
the bedrock of the tangible into the emptiness of the imperceptible are
righteous and worthy of an eternal reward.

“It’s as if you are told to leap from a cliff and have faith that you can fly,
but you must not flap your arms because that would only betray a
fundamental lack of faith and any lack of faith would infallibly insure that
you would plummet to the ground, thus proving that a failure of faith is a
personal flaw, and fatal.”

Nicci ran her fingers back into her blond hair, lifting it off her shoulders,
and then, with a sigh, she let her arms drop. “The more difficult the teachings
are to believe, the greater the required level of faith. Along with the
commitment to a higher level of unquestioning faith comes a tighter bond to
those who share that same faith, a greater sense of inclusion in the special
group of the enlightened. Believers, because their beliefs are so manifestly
mystic, become ever more estranged from the ‘unenlightened,” from those
who are suspect because they will not embrace faith. The term ‘nonbeliever’
becomes a commonly accepted form of condemnation, demonizing anyone
who chooses”—Nicci tapped a finger to her temple—*“to stick to the use of
reason.

“Faith itself, you see, is the key—the magic wand that they wave over the
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bubbling brew they have concocted to render it ‘self-evident.

Ann, despite the glare of contempt for a Sister of the Light-turned-traitor-
to-the-cause, offered no argument. Richard thought it a rare choice on her
part, and one that at that moment was particularly wise.

“There,” Nicci said, shaking a finger as she paced, barefoot, “there is the
crack in the Order’s imposing tower of teachings. There is the fatal flaw at
the center of all convictions contrived in the imagination of men. Such things
in the end, even though they may be sincere, are nothing more solid than the
elaborate product of whimsy and self-deception. In the end, without the rock
of reality, an insane person who hears voices in their head is equally sincere
and equally credible.

“That is why the Order vaunts the sanctity of faith and teaches that you
must dismiss the wicked impulse to use your head, that you must instead
abandon yourself to your feelings. Once you surrender your life to blind faith
in their account of the afterlife, they claim that then, and only then, the
doorway to eternity will magically open for you and you will know all.

“In other words, knowledge is to be gained only through rejection of
everything that actually comprises knowledge.

“This is why the Order equates faith with holiness, and why its absence is
deemed to be sinful. This is why even questioning faith is heretical.

“Without faith, you see, everything they teach unravels.

“And since faith is the indispensable glue that binds together their
teetering tower of beliefs, faith eventually gives birth to brutality. Without
brutality to enforce it, faith ends up being nothing more than a fanciful
daydream, or a queen’s empty belief that no one will attack her throne, that
no enemy will breach the borders, that no force can overthrow her defenders,
if she merely forbids it.

“After all, I don’t need to threaten you to get you to see that the water in
that fountain is wet or that the walls of this room are constructed from stone,
but the Order must threaten people to make them believe that an eternity of
being dead will be an eternal delight, but only if they do as they’re told in this
life.”

As she glared into the still waters of the fountain, Richard thought that
Nicci’s blue eyes might turn that water to ice. The cold rage in those eyes was
born of things she had seen in her life that he could not begin to imagine. On
the dark and quiet evenings alone with her, the things she had been willing to
confide in him were terrible enough.



“It’s a lot easier to convince people to die for your cause if you first make
them eager to die,” Nicci said in a bitter voice. “It’s a lot easier to get boys to
bare their breasts to arrows and swords if they have faith that doing so is a
selfless act that will make the Creator smile and welcome them into the
eternal glory in the afterworld.

“Once the Order teaches people to be true believers, what they have
really done is to forge monsters who will not only die for the cause, but kill
for it as well. True believers are consumed by an implacable hatred for those
who don’t believe. There is no more dangerous, no more vicious, no more
brutal an individual than one who has been blinded by the Order’s beliefs.
Such a believer is not shaped by reason so he is not bound by it. As a
consequence, there is no mechanism of restraint on his hatred. These are
killers who will only too happily kill for the cause, absolutely secure in the
knowledge they are doing the right and the moral thing.”

Nicci’s knuckles stood out white and bloodless as her fists tightened.
Though the room seemed to ring with the sudden, terrible silence, the power
of her words still echoed through Richard’s mind. He thought that the
strength of the aura crackling around her might provoke a sudden lightning
storm within the anteroom.

“As I said, the premise is pretty simple.” Nicci shook her head in bitter
resignation, the emotion draining from her bleak pronouncement. “For most
of the people of the Old World, and now the people of the New World, there
is no choice but to follow the Order’s teachings. If their faith wavers they are
sternly reminded of the eternity of unimaginable suffering that awaits the
faithless. If that fails to work, then faith will be driven into them by the point
of a sword.”

“But there must be some way to redeem these people,” Jebra said at last.
“Isn’t there a way to bring them to their senses and get them to cast off the
teachings of the Order?”

Nicci looked away from Jebra to stare off into the distance. “I was
brought up from birth under the Order’s teachings and I came to my senses.”

Still staring off into a dark storm of memories, she fell silent for a
moment, as if she were reliving her seemingly endless struggle to grasp at
life, to escape the haunting clutches of the Order.

“But you cannot imagine how profoundly difficult it was for me to
emerge from that realm of dark beliefs. I doubt that anyone who has not been
lost in the suffocating world of the Order’s teachings can begin to grasp what



it’s like to believe that your life is worthless and of no value, or grasp the
shadow of terror that falls over you every time you try to turn away from
what you have been taught is your only means of salvation.”

Her watery gaze hesitantly drifted to Richard. He knew. He had been
there. He knew what it was like.

“I was redeemed,” she whispered in a broken voice, “but it was far from
easy.”

Jebra looked encouraged by what Richard knew was no real
encouragement. “But it worked for you,” she said, “so maybe it will work for
others.”

“She is different from most of those under the spell of the Order,”
Richard said as he gazed into Nicci’s blue eyes, eyes that betrayed the naked
emotion of how much he meant to her. “She was driven by a need to
understand, to know, if what she had been taught to believe was true or if
there was more to life, if there was something worth living for.

“Most of those taught by the Order have no such doubts. They block out
those kinds of questions and instead tenaciously cling to their beliefs.”

“But what makes you think that they won’t change?” Jebra didn’t look
ready to abandon the thread of hope. “If Nicci changed, then why can’t
others?”

Still gazing into Nicci’s eyes, Richard said, “I think they’re able to block
out any doubt in what they believe because they’ve internalized their
indoctrination, no longer viewing it as specific ideas that have been drilled
into them. They begin to experience the ideas they’ve been taught as feelings,
which evolve into powerful emotional conviction. I think that’s the trick to
the process. They are convinced within their own minds that they are
experiencing original thought rather than those discrete ideas that have been
taught to them as they grew up.”

Nicci cleared her throat as she looked away from Richard’s gaze and
turned her attention once more to Jebra.

“I think Richard is right. I was aware of that very thing within my own
thinking, aware of that inner conviction that was actually born of a carefully
crafted manner of instruction.

“Some people who secretly value their lives will join in a revolt if they
can see that there is a realistic chance to win—that’s what happened in
Altur’Rang—but if there isn’t that chance then they know that they must
repeat the words that the followers of the Order want to hear or risk losing



their most valuable possession: life. Under the Order’s rule, you believe as
they teach you, or you die. It’s as simple as that.

“There are people in the Old World working to join together those who
will revolt, working to set the fires of freedom for those who want to seize an
opportunity to control their own destiny. So there are those who truly want a
chance at freedom and will act to gain it. Jagang, too, knows of such efforts
and has sent troops to crush those revolts. But I also know only too well that
most of the people of the Old World would never willingly cast off their
beliefs; they see doing so as sinful. They will work to ruthlessly crush any
uprising. If need be, they will cling to their faith right into their graves. The
ones—”

Shota irritably lifted a hand, cutting Nicci off. “Yes, yes, some will, some
won’t. Many wiffle-waffle. It doesn’t matter. Hoping for a revolt is pointless.
It’s just idle wishing for salvation to arrive out of the blue.

“The legions of soldiers from the Old World are here, now, in the New
World, so it’s the New World that we must worry about, not the Old World
and what the mood for revolt might or might not be. The Old World, for the
most part, believes in the Order, supports the Order, and encourages the
Order to conquer the rest of the world.”

Shota glided forward, directing a meaningful look at Richard. “The only
way for civilization to survive is to send the invading soldiers of the Order
through that doorway to their longed-for eternity in the world of the dead.
There is no redeeming those whose minds are lost to beliefs they are eager to
die for. The only way to stop the Order and their teachings is to kill enough
of them that they can’t continue.”

“Pain does have a way of changing people’s minds,” Cara said.

Shota gave the Mord-Sith a nod of approval. “If they come to truly
understand without any doubt that they will not win, that their efforts will
lead to certain death, then perhaps some will abandon their belief and cause.
It very well could be that despite their faith in the teachings of the Order, few
of them actually, deep down inside, really want to die to test it.

“But what of it? Does that really matter to us? What we do know is that a
great many really are so fanatical that they welcome death. Hundreds of
thousands have already died, proving that they really are willing to make that
sacrifice. The rest of these men must be killed or they will kill us all and
doom the rest of the world to a long, grinding descent into savagery.

“That is what we face. That is the reality of it.”



Chapter 16

Shota turned a hot look on Richard. “Jebra has shown you what will happen
at the hands of these soldiers if you don’t stop them. Do you think those men
entertain any rational notions of the meaning of their lives? Or that they
might join in a revolt against the Order if given a chance? Hardly.

“I’m here to show you what has already happened to many so that you
will understand what is going to happen to everyone else if you don’t do
something to stop it.

“A precise understanding of how the soldiers of the Order came to be, the
choices they have made in their lives that brought them rampaging into the
lives of innocent people, and the reasons behind those choices, are beyond
being our concern. They are what they are. They are destroyers, killers. They
are here. That is all that matters, now. They must be stopped. If they are dead,
they will cease to be a threat. It’s as simple as that.”

Richard wondered how in the world she expected him to accomplish such
a “simple” thing. She might as well be asking him to pull the moon down out
of the sky and use it to crush the Imperial Order army.

As if reading his mind, Nicci spoke up again. “We may all agree with
you, with everything you have come here to say—and in fact we didn’t need
you to tell us what we already know, as if you think us children and only you
are wise. But you don’t understand what you’re asking. The army that Jebra
saw, the army that marched up into Galea and so easily crushed their
defenses and killed so many people, is a minor and rather insignificant unit of
the Imperial Order.”

“You can’t be serious,” Jebra said.

Nicci finally withdrew her glare from Shota and looked at Jebra. “Did
you see any gifted?”

“Gifted? Why, no, I guess not,” she said after a moment’s thought.

“That’s because they didn’t warrant having their own gifted to
command,” Nicci said. “If they had gifted, Shota would not have been able to
so easily get in there and then take you right out of the place. But they had no



gifted. They’re a relatively minor force and as such they’re considered
expendable.

“That’s why the supplies took so long to reach them. All supplies first
went north to Jagang’s main force. Once they had what they needed they then
allowed supplies to go to other units, like the one up in Galea. They are only
one of Jagang’s expeditionary forces.”

“But you don’t understand.” Jebra stood. “They were a huge army. I was
there. I saw them with my own eyes.” She dry-washed her hands as she
glanced around at everyone in the room. “I was there, working for them
month after month. I saw how massive their numbers were. How could I not
grasp the extent of their forces? I’ve told you about all they accomplished.”

Unimpressed, Nicci shook her head. “They were nothing.”

Jebra licked her lips, distress settling into her expression. “Perhaps I have
not done an adequate job of describing it, of making clear just how many
soldiers of the Order invaded Galea. I’m sorry that I’ve failed in making you
understand how easily they crushed all those determined defenders.”

“You did a very good job of reporting accurately what you saw,” Nicci
said in a gentler tone as she squeezed the woman’s shoulder in sympathetic
reassurance. “But you only saw a part of the whole picture. The part you saw,
frightening as it surely was, was insignificant compared to the rest of it. What
you saw could not begin to prepare you for seeing the main force led by
Emperor Jagang. I’ve spent a great deal of time in Jagang’s main
encampments; I know what I’m talking about. Compared to their main force,
the one you saw does not qualify as imposing.”

“She’s right,” Zedd said in a grim voice. “I hate to admit it, but she’s
right. Jagang’s main army is vastly more powerful than the one that invaded
Galea. I fought to slow their advance up through the Midlands as they
steadily drove us back toward Aydindril, so I ought to know. Seeing them
come is like watching the approach of uncountable minions of the
underworld come to swallow the living.”

He looked stoic in his simple robes, standing at the top of the five steps,
watching, listening to what others had to say. Richard knew, though, that his
grandfather was anything but indifferent. Zedd’s way was often to listen to
what others had to say before he had his say. In this instance there was no
need for him to correct anything that he’d heard.

“If the Order troops in Galea have no gifted,” Jebra said, “then perhaps if
some of those with the gift were to go there you could eliminate them.



Perhaps you could save those poor people who are still alive, who have
endured so much. It is not too late to at least save some of them.”

Richard thought that what she was really asking, but feared to speak
aloud, was if this was only a minor force with no gifted among them, then
why hadn’t some of those present done something to stop the slaughter she’d
witnessed. Before Richard had ever left his woods of Hartland, he might very
well have harbored the same vague sense of resentment and anger toward
those who had not done anything to save them. Now he felt the torment of
knowing how much more there was to it.

Nicci shook her head, dismissing the idea. “It’s not so feasible as it might
seem. The gifted might be able to take out a large number of the enemy and
for a time create havoc, but even this expeditionary force has sufficient
numbers to withstand any attack by the gifted. Zedd, for example, could use
wizard’s fire to mow down ranks of soldiers, but as he paused to conjure
more the enemy would be sending wave upon wave of men at him. They
might lose a lot of men, but they are not deterred by staggering casualties.
They would keep coming. They would throw rank after rank of men into the
conflagration. Despite how many would die, they would soon enough
overwhelm even one as talented as the First Wizard. And then where would
we be?

“Even something as simple as a band of archers could take down a gifted
person.” She glanced at Richard. “All it takes is one arrow finding its mark,
and a gifted person will die the same as any other.”

Zedd spread his hands in a gesture of frustration. “I’m afraid that Nicci is
right. In the end, the Order would be in the same place with the same result,
even if with fewer men. We, on the other hand, would be without those with
the gift that we sent against them. They can replenish their troops with nearly
endless reinforcements, but there will be no legions of gifted coming to our
aid. As callous as it may seem, our only chance lies not with throwing our
lives away in a futile battle that we know has no chance of success, but with
being able to come up with something that has a real chance to work.”

Richard wished that he believed that there was some solution, some plan,
that had a real chance to work. He didn’t think, though, that there was any
chance that they could do anything other than prolong the end.

Jebra nodded, her glimmer of hope sparking out. The deep creases that
lent a sagging look to her face along with the lasting web of wrinkles at the
corners of her blue eyes made her look older than Richard suspected she



really was. Her shoulders were slightly rounded, and her hands rough and
callused from hard labor. Even though the men of the Order had not killed
her, they had sapped the life out of her, leaving her forever scarred by what
she had been through and what she’d been forced to witness. How many
others were there, like her, alive but forever withered under the brutality of
the occupying forces, hollow shells of their former selves, alive on the
outside but lifeless inside?

Richard felt dizzy. He could hardly believe that Shota would bring Jebra
all this way to convince him of how terrible the Order really was. He already
knew the truth of their brutality, of the nature of their threat. He’d lived for
nearly a year in the Old World under the repression of the Order. He had
been there at the start of the revolt in Altur’Rang.

Jebra’s firsthand testimony, if anything, was only helping to convince
him of what he already knew—that they didn’t stand a chance against Jagang
and the Imperial Order forces. The entire D’Haran Empire would probably
have been able to stop the unit that had descended upon Galea, but that was
nothing compared with the main army of the Imperial Order.

Back when he’d first met Kahlan he’d fought hard to stop the threat to
everyone brought by Darken Rahl. As difficult as it had been, Richard had
been able to end that threat by eliminating Darken Rahl. He knew, though,
that this threat was different. As much as he hated Jagang, Richard knew that
he could not think of this in the same terms as the last battle. Even if he could
somehow kill Jagang, that would not stop the menace of the Imperial Order.
Their cause was monolithic, ideological, not driven by the ambitions of one
individual. That was what made it all seem so hopeless.

Shota’s vision—what she foresaw in the flow of time as the world’s
hopeless future if they failed to do something to stop the Imperial Order—
certainly didn’t seem to Richard to have required any great talent or special
sight. He didn’t need to be a prophet to see how dire a threat the Order was. If
not stopped, they would rule the world. Jebra, in that sense, had told him
nothing new, nothing that he didn’t already know.

Richard recognized all too well that, the way things stood, when the
forces of the D’Haran Empire finally met Jagang’s army in the final battle,
those brave men, who were all that stood in the Order’s way, were all going
to die. After that, there would be no opposition to the Imperial Order. They
would rampage unchecked and in the end they would rule the world.

Shota was far from stupid, so she obviously knew all that, and had to



know that he would know it as well.

So, he wondered, why was she really there?

Despite his dark mood over Jebra’s frightening account of what she had
seen, Richard had to think that Shota very likely had some other reason for
her visit.

Still, Jebra’s story had been difficult to listen to without it stirring not
only his anguish, but his anger. Richard turned away and stared into the
stilled water of the fountain. He felt the weight of gloom settling around his
shoulders. What could he do about any of it? It felt as if this and all the other
troubles pressing in around them were pushing Kahlan away from his
thoughts, away from him.

At times she hardly even seemed real to him. He hated it whenever he
had such a thought. Sometimes, when he remembered her wit, or the way she
smiled so easily when she rested her wrists on his shoulders and locked her
fingers together behind his neck and gazed at him, or her beautiful green
eyes, or her soft laugh, or her touch, or the tight smile she gave no one but
him, she seemed more like a phantom who existed solely in his imagination.

The very thought of Kahlan not being real sent a spike of tingling dread
surging up through his insides. He had lived with that numbing fear for a
long, dark period. It had been terrifying to be alone in his belief that she
existed, terrifying to doubt his own sanity, until he had at last found the truth
of the Chainfire spell and convinced the others that she was indeed real. Now,
at least, he had their help.

Richard mentally shook himself. Kahlan was no phantom. He had to find
a way to get her out of the clutches of Sister Ulicia and the other two Sisters
of the Dark. It didn’t help, though, that the thought of Kahlan being a captive
of such ruthless women caused him such anguish that he sometimes couldn’t
bear to think about it, to think of what terrible things they might do to the
woman who was his world, the woman he loved more than life itself, and yet
he could not make his mind focus on anything else.

Despite what Shota believed he should do, Richard had to remember that,
besides Kahlan being lost in the vortex of the Chainfire spell, there were
other ominous dangers, like the boxes of Orden being in play, and the
damage left behind by the chimes. He couldn’t ignore everything else just
because the witch woman came marching in to tell him what she thought he
should do. It could even be that Shota’s true goal was some complex scheme,
some hidden agenda, involving this other witch woman, Six. There was no



telling what Shota was really up to.

Still, Richard had come to have great respect for her, as had Kahlan, even
if he didn’t entirely trust her. While Shota often seemed to be an instigator of
trouble it was not necessarily because she was deliberately trying to cause
him grief; sometimes her intent was to help him and at other times she was
simply the messenger of truth. And while she was always right in the things
she revealed to him, those things almost always turned out to be true in ways
Shota hadn’t predicted—or at least in ways she hadn’t revealed. As Zedd
often said, a witch woman never told you something you wanted to know
without also telling you something you didn’t want to know.

The first time he met her, Shota had said that Kahlan would touch him
with her power and so he should kill her to prevent that from happening. As it
turned out, Kahlan did use her Confessor’s touch on him, but that was how he
had been able to trick Darken Rahl and defeat him. Shota had been right, but
it had happened in a manner that turned out to be vastly different from the
way she’d presented it. Even though she had been right, strictly speaking, if
he had followed her advice Darken Rahl would have survived to unleash the
power of Orden and rule them all, or the ones left alive.

In the back of his mind lurked the prediction Shota had made that if
Richard married Kahlan she would bear a child that would be a monster. He
and Kahlan had been wed. Surely that prediction would not turn out the way
Shota had presented it either. Surely Kahlan would not give birth to a
monster.

It was Zedd who finally spoke, bringing Richard out of his private
thoughts. “What ever happened to Queen Cyrilla?”

The room was dead still for a time before Jebra answered. “It was as it
had been in my vision. She was handed over to the lowest of the soldiers to
use as they wished. They were eager to get at their prize. It went very badly
for her. Her worst fears came to pass.”

Zedd cocked his head, apparently believing that there was more to the
story. “So that was the last you saw of her?”

Jebra folded her hands before herself. “Not exactly. One day, as I was
rushing to deliver a platter of freshly roasted beef, I came upon a raucous
group of men playing a game that the Imperial Order troops were very fond
of watching. There were two teams with the gathered men shouting and
yelling them on. The men were all betting on which team would win. I don’t
know what the game was—”



“Ja’La,” Nicci said. When Jebra turned to look at her, Nicci said “The
game is called Ja’La. In theory it’s a game of athletic ability, skill, and
strategy; in practice, under the rules the Order plays it by, Ja’La is all of that
and in addition it’s quite brutal. Ja’La is Jagang’s favorite sport. He has a
team of his own. I remember once when they lost a game. The whole team
was put to death. The emperor soon had a new team of the most skilled,
toughest, most physically imposing players to be found. They did not lose.
The full name of the game is Ja’La dh Jin. In Emperor Jagang’s native tongue
it means ‘the game of life.””

Jebra frowned in recollection. “Yes, I guess I do recall hearing it called
Ja’La. I always saw it played with a heavy ball. A ball heavy enough to on
occasion break the bones of the players.”

“The ball is called a broc,” Richard said without turning.

Nicci glanced over at him. “That’s right.”

“Well,” Jebra said, resuming her story, “on this particular day, as I was
taking the platter to the commanders, I had to go to the place where the game
was being played. There were thousands of troops gathered to watch. I was
directed to a small stand for the commanders and had to make my way
through the cheering throngs. It was a terrifying journey. The men saw the
iron ring of a slave in my lip so none dared to pull me away to their tents, but
that didn’t stop their hands on me.” Jebra’s gaze sought the floor. “It was
something that I had to endure often enough.”

She finally looked up. “When I reached the commanders, down close to
the playing field, I saw that the men starting up a new game weren’t using the
ball that they usually used.” She cleared her throat. “They were using Queen
Cyrilla’s head for the ball.”

Jebra sought to fill the uncomfortable silence. “Anyway, life in Galea had
been changed forever. What was once a center of commerce is now little
more than a vast army camp from where continuing campaigns against some
of the free areas of the New World are launched. The farms out in the
country, run by forced labor, don’t produce as they once did. Crops fail or are
poor. The needs of the vast armed forces in Galea are huge. Food is always
scarce but the supplies that regularly come up from the Old World keep the
soldiers fed well enough to carry on.

“I worked day and night as a slave to the needs of the Imperial Order
commanders. I never again had any visions after the one about Queen Cyrilla.
It seemed odd to me to be without my visions. I’d had them my whole life,



but after that terrible vision about Queen Cyrilla a couple of years back, no
more came. My gift as a Seer seems to have vanished. My vision has gone
dark.”

By the glance from Nicci, Richard knew that she suspected what he was
thinking.

“Eventually,” Jebra said, “I was one day snatched away from the middle
of all those troops. It was Shota who somehow got me out. I’'m not entirely
sure how it happened. I just recall that she was there with me. I started to ask
something but she told me to keep my mouth shut and to start walking. I
remember turning back once to look and there was the army spread out across
the valley and up into the hills, but they were a great distance behind us. 1
don’t know how it had happened, really, that we were so far away.” She
frowned into her dim memories. “We were just walking. And here I am. I’'m
afraid, though, that because my visions have gone dark I can no longer be of
any help to you.”

Richard thought she should know the truth, so he told her. “Your vision
probably went dark because several years back the chimes were in this world
for a time. They were banished back to the underworld, but the damage was
done. I think that the presence of the chimes in the world of life began the
disintegration of magic. It must be that it disrupted your ability. Your gifted
vision is probably lost, or, even if it returns in part or for a time, it will
eventually be completely extinguished.”

Jebra looked dazed by the news. “My whole life I have frequently wished
that I had never been born with the vision of a Seer. In many ways it made
me an outcast. [ often wept at night, wishing to be free of my visions, wishing
they would leave me be.

“But now that you tell me that my wish has been granted, I don’t think
that I ever really meant it.”

“That’s the problem with wishes,” Zedd said as he sighed. “They tend to
be things that—"

“The chimes?” Shota interrupted. By her tone of voice as well as her
frown, Richard knew that she wasn’t interested in hearing about wishes. “If
such a thing were true, then why has there been no other evidence of it?”

“There has been,” Richard said with a shrug. “Creatures of magic, such as
the dragons, have not been seen in the last couple of years.”

“Dragons?” Shota coiled a long wavy lock of hair around a finger as she
appraised him silently for a moment. “Richard, people can go for a lifetime



and never catch a glimpse of a dragon.”

“And what of Jebra’s visions going dark? After the chimes were in this
world her visions ceased. Like other things of magic, her unique ability is
flickering out. I’m sure that we aren’t even aware of most of them.”

“I would be aware of them.”

“Not necessarily.” Richard raked his hair back off his forehead. “The
problem is, Chainfire—which I first heard about from you—is a spell that
was ignited by four Sisters of the Dark to make everyone forget Kahlan. That
spell is contaminated by the chimes, so besides Kahlan, people are forgetting
other things as well, such as dragons.”

Shota looked anything but convinced. “I would still be aware of such
things because of the way they flow forward in time.”

“And what about this other witch woman, Six? I thought that you said
that she was masking your ability to see the flow of time.”

Shota ignored his question and pulled the finger free of the skein of
auburn hair. As she folded her arms. Her almond-shaped eyes remained fixed
on him.

“If the shadow of the Order darkens mankind, none of it will matter, now,
will it? They will put an end to all magic, as well as all hope.”

Richard didn’t answer. Instead he turned to the still waters, to his
brooding thoughts.

Shota tilted her head, gesturing toward the steps as she spoke quietly to
Jebra. “Go up there and see Zedd. I need to talk to Richard.”



Chapter 17

As Shota glided closer to Richard she cast Nicci a threatening glare. He
wondered why Shota hadn’t also told Nicci to go back up the steps with Jebra
to talk to Zedd. He surmised, though, that the witch woman probably knew
that Nicci wouldn’t follow any such orders. He certainly didn’t want to see
them in a test of wills. He had enough to worry about without those on the
same side battling among themselves.

When Richard glanced over and saw Jebra ascending the steps he also
saw that Ann and Nathan had already made their way around the room to
stand near him as well. When she reached him, Zedd circled a comforting
arm around Jebra’s shoulders as he murmured words of reassurance, but his
gaze was on Richard. Richard appreciated his grandfather watching out for
him and keeping an eye on the witch woman just in case she had any ideas
about pulling one of her tricks. Zedd probably knew far better than any of
them just what Shota was capable of. He also harbored a deep mistrust of the
woman, not sharing at all Richard’s view that Shota, at her core, was driven
by the same convictions as they were.

As much as he might appreciate her central purpose, Richard was well
aware that Shota sometimes pursued that purpose in ways that had in the past
caused him no end of grief. What she viewed as help sometimes ended up
being nothing but trouble for him.

He was all too aware that Shota also on occasion had her own agenda—
such as when she had given the sword to Samuel. Richard suspected that she
was up to something now as well, he just didn’t know what or what was
behind it. He wondered if it might have something to do with eliminating the
other witch woman.

“Richard,” Shota said in a soft, sympathetic tone, “you have heard the
nature of the terror that is descending upon us. You are the only one who can
stop it. I don’t know why it is so, but I do know that it is.”

Richard did not spare her for her gentle tone or her concern about their
common enemy. “You dare to express your deep distress over the suffering



and death brought by the Order and your conviction that only I can do
something to stop the threat, and yet you conspired to withhold information
just so that you could wrest the Sword of Truth from me?”

She didn’t rise to the challenge. “There was no conspiring, as you put it.
It was a fair trade—value for value.” Her voice remained serene. “Besides,
the sword would not be of any help to you in this, Richard.”

“A poor excuse for you giving it to that murderous Samuel.”

Shota arched an eyebrow. “And, as it turns out, had I not, then those
Sisters of the Dark who stole the boxes of Orden would probably have united
by now. With all three boxes together, they very well might have already
opened one, very well might have already unleashed the power of Orden,
very well might have already turned us all over to the Keeper of the dead.
What good would the sword do you if the world of life were ended? It seems
that Samuel, for whatever reason, has prevented a cataclysm.”

“Samuel also used the sword to kidnap Rachel. In the process he nearly
killed Chase—and apparently intended to.”

“Use your head, Richard. The sword served us all by buying us time,
even if it was at a cost that none of us likes. What are you going to do with
the time you now have that you otherwise would not? More to the point, what
good would the sword do you, now, against the threat of the Order?

“Besides, with the sword anyone can be a Seeker—a pretend Seeker,
anyway. A true Seeker does not need the sword to be the Seeker.”

He knew that she was right. What would he do with the sword? Try to cut
down the Imperial Order single-handedly? Just as Nicci had explained to
Jebra how those with the gift could not overcome vast numbers just because
they could wield magic, the same applied to the sword. Still, Shota had given
the sword to Samuel, and now Samuel seemed to be acting on the orders of a
different witch woman, one who apparently had no one’s interest at heart but
her own.

Worse, what sense did it make to fret over a single weapon when so many
were dying at the hands of the Order, when that single weapon would not
preserve their lives or freedom? Richard knew that the sword was not the real
weapon; the mind that directed it was what really mattered.

He was the true Seeker. He was the true weapon. Samuel couldn’t take
that.

And yet, he had no idea what to do to stop the threat, to halt any of the
dangers closing in around them.



Nicci stood not far away—distant enough to give Shota her chance to talk
to him, but close enough to step between them in an instant if the talk turned
to threats, or to something Nicci didn’t like.

Richard stared into Nicci’s blue eyes a moment before turning again to
meet Shota’s gaze. “And just what is it that you expect me to do?”

Without being aware of her coming closer, he suddenly realized that he
could feel Shota’s breath against his cheek. It carried the faint scent of
lavender. The fragrance felt as if it drew the tension right out of him.

“What I expect,” Shota said in an intimate whisper as her arm slipped
around his waist, “is for you to understand.

“To truly understand.”

Distantly alarmed by what might be her veiled intent, Richard thought
that he should back out of her firm embrace. Before he could move a muscle,
Shota lifted his chin with a finger.

In an instant, he was kneeling in the mud.

The sound of the steady downpour roared around him, drumming on the
roofs and awnings, pattering in the puddles, spattering mud on the walls of
buildings, on broken carts and on the legs of the milling mob. Soldiers in the
distance shouted orders. Bony horses, their heads hanging, their legs caked
with mud, looked miserable as they stood impassively in the rain. A group of
soldiers off to the side laughed among themselves while some others not far
away chatted in trivial, bored conversation. Nearby wagons rumbled and
bounced as they rolled slowly down a road, while in the distance a few dogs
barked ceaselessly in a manner born of habit.

In the gloomy light of the leaden overcast everything looked a murky
shade of grayish brown. When he glanced to his right, Richard saw that there
were other men lined up, kneeling in the mud beside him. Their drab, sodden
clothes hung limp from slumped shoulders. Their faces were ashen, their eyes
wild with fright. Behind them lurked the maw of a deep pit, looking like
nothing so much as a dark opening into the underworld itself.

With a growing sense of urgency, Richard tried to move, to shift his
balance, so that he could scramble to his feet and defend himself. It was then
that he realized his wrists were bound behind his back with what felt like
leather thongs. When he tried to twist out of the tightly wound bindings, the
leather cut deeper into his flesh. He ignored the searing pain and strained
with all his might, but he could not break free. An old dread of being helpless
with his hands tied welled up in him.



All around him towered hulking soldiers, some in armor made of leather,
or out of rusty metal discs, or chain mail, while still others wore nothing
more protective than crude hide vests. Their weapons hung from wide belts
and studded straps. None of the weapons were ornate. They were simple tools
of their trade: knives with homemade wooden handles riveted onto the heels
of the blades; swords with leather wound around wooden grips to hold them
to the tangs; maces made of crudely cast iron atop a stout hickory handle or
wrought-iron bar. Their coarse construction made them no less effective for
their task. If anything, the lack of adornment served to emphasize their only
purpose and in so doing only made them look all the more sinister.

The greasy hair of those who didn’t shave their heads was matted by the
steady rain. Some soldiers had multiple rings or sharpened metal posts in
their ears and nose. The grime layering their faces appeared impervious to the
rain. Many a man had a swath of a dark tattoo across his face. Some of the
tattoos were almost like masks, while others swept over cheek and nose and
brow in wild, snaking, dramatic designs. The bold tattoos made the men look
all the less human, all the more savage. The eyes of the soldiers flicked back
and forth, seldom pausing on any one thing, giving the men the look of
restless animals.

Richard had to blink the rainwater out of his eyes to see. He tossed his
head, flicking strands of his wet hair back off his face. It was then that he saw
men to his left as well, some weeping helplessly as soldiers held up those
who would not, or could not, kneel upright in the sloppy mud. The sense of
panic was palpable. The floodwaters of that panic spread to Richard, rising
up through him, threatening to drown him.

This wasn’t real, he knew...but, somehow, it was. The rain was cold. His
clothes were soaked. An occasional shiver rattled through him. The place
stank worse than anything he could ever remember, a combination of acrid
smoke, stale sweat, excrement, and putrefying flesh. The cries of those
around him were all too real. He didn’t think he would have been able to
imagine moans so devoid of hope and at the same time so desperately
frightened. Many of the men trembled uncontrollably, and it wasn’t from the
cold rain. Richard realized, as he stared at them, that he was one of them,
much the same as them, just one of the many on their knees in the mud, one
of many with their hands bound behind their backs.

It was so impossible that it was disorienting; somehow he was there.
Somehow Shota had sent him to this place. He could not conceive of how



such a thing could be possible; he had to be imagining it.

A rock hidden beneath the mud dug painfully into his left knee. Such an
unforeseeable, trivial detail seemed like it had to be real. How could he
possibly imagine something so unexpected? He tried to shift his weight, but it
was difficult to balance. He managed to push his knee to the side a little, off
the sharp rock. He couldn’t be imagining such a thing.

He began to wonder if it was everything else that he had actually been
imagining. He wondered if it all had just been a dream, a diversion, a trick of
his mind. He began to wonder if it could be possible that the Chainfire spell
had somehow made him forget what was really happening, or if reality was
just so terrifying that he had somehow blocked it out of his mind,
withdrawing to an imaginary world, and now, suddenly, under the stress of
the situation, he had snapped back to what was real. He began to realize that,
even if he didn’t know exactly what was going on or how he could be so
confused, what really mattered was that this actually was real and somehow
he was only now awakening to it. In fact, that’s just what it felt like to him,
like he had just awakened, disoriented and confused.

If he had been confused before, now he was desperately trying to
remember, to understand how he had come to be where he found himself,
how he had ended up on his knees in the mud among Imperial Order soldiers.
It seemed like he could almost remember how he had gotten there, almost
recall it all, but it remained just out of reach, like a forgotten word that was
lost somewhere in the dark well of the mind.

Richard looked down the line to his left and saw a soldier grab a fistful of
man’s hair and yank his head upright. The man screamed—short, terror-
choked sounds driven by a heaving chest. Richard could easily see that
despite the man’s frantic effort, he had no chance of escape. The sounds of
his tearful pleas raised goose bumps on Richard’s arms. The soldier behind
the kneeling man brought a long, thin knife around in front of the man’s
exposed throat.

Again, Richard tried to tell himself that he had been right before, that it
wasn’t real, that he was somehow just imagining it. But he could see the chip
in the blade of the crudely honed knife, see the man swallowing over and
over in panting panic, see the grim grin on the soldier’s smug face.

When the knife sliced deep across the man’s throat, Richard flinched in
shock at the sight, as the man flinched with the shock of pain.

The man thrashed, but the soldier holding him by the hair had no trouble



restraining his victim. The rain-slicked muscles of his powerful arm bulged
as he exerted more effort to cut down through the man’s throat a second time,
far deeper, and nearly all the way around. Blood, shockingly crimson in the
gray light, gushed out with each beat of the man’s still throbbing heart.
Richard winced as the fresh smell of it made his nostrils flare.

He tried to tell himself that it wasn’t real, yet, somehow, as he watched
the man weakly twisting, watched as a bib of blood grew down the front of
his shirt, soaked down the crotch of his pants, it was all too real. With one
final effort, his neck gaping open, the man kicked his right leg out to the side.
The soldier, still holding the man by the hair, heaved him back into the pit.
Richard heard the dead weight splash down heavily in the bottom.

Richard’s heart pounded against his chest wall so hard that he thought it
might burst. He felt sick. He thought he might vomit. He strained frantically
to wrench his hands free, but the leather only cut deeper into his flesh. The
rain was washing sweat into his eyes. The leather thongs had been in place
for so long that just moving against them burned painfully enough into the
raw wounds to bring fresh tears to his eyes. That didn’t stop him, though. He
grunted with effort, putting all his muscle into the struggle to break his bonds.
He could feel the leather rasping against the exposed tendons in his wrists.

And then Richard heard his name called out. He instantly recognized the
voice.

It was Kahlan.

His whole life hammered to a halt when he looked up, across the way and
into her dazzling green eyes. Every emotion he had ever had washed through
him in an instant, leaving behind a kind of weak and terrible agony that ached
all the way down to the marrow of his bones.

He had been separated from her for so long....

Seeing her, seeing every detail of her face, seeing the little arch in the
wrinkle in her brow that he had forgotten about, seeing the exact way her
back curved as she stood turned slightly, seeing the way her hair parted
naturally under the weight of the rain, seeing her eyes, her beautiful green
eyes, told him that he could not possibly be imagining it.

Kahlan stretched out an arm. “Richard!”

The sound of her voice paralyzed him. It had been so long since he had
heard her singular voice, a voice that from the first time he’d met her had
riveted him with its intelligence, its clarity, its grace, its bewitching charm.
But now there was none of that in her voice. All those qualities had been



stripped away until all that was left was anguish beyond bearing.

Matching the distress in her voice, Kahlan’s exquisite features twisted in
horror at seeing him kneeling in the mud. Her eyes were rimmed with red.
Tears streamed down her cheeks along with the rain.

Richard knelt frozen in terror, frozen at the sight of her, right there, so
close yet so far. Frozen to discover that she was there, in the middle of
thousands upon thousands of enemy troops.

“Richard!”

Her arm desperately stretching for him again. She was trying to get to
him, but she couldn’t.

She was being held back by a burly soldier with a shaved head.

Richard noticed for the first time that the buttons on Kahlan’s shirt were
gone, ripped off, so the shirt hung open, exposing her to the leers of the
soldiers.

But she didn’t care. She only wanted Richard to see her, as if that was all
that mattered in life, as if that single sight of him was her whole life. As if she
needed only that to live.

A painful knot swelled in his throat. Tears welled up. Richard whispered
her name, too shocked by the sight of her to bring forth more.

Frantic, Kahlan again reached out for him, straining against the restraint
of the soldier’s meaty hand. His tight grip left white prints of his fingers in
the flesh of her arm.

“Richard! Richard, I love you! Dear spirits, I love you!”

As she tried to tear away, to lunge toward him, the soldier circled a
powerful arm around her middle, inside her open shirt, holding her back. The
man reached around and, with a finger and thumb, seized Kahlan’s nipple,
twisting it as he glanced up, grinning with meaning, making sure that Richard
saw what he was doing.

A small cry of surprised pain escaped Kahlan’s throat, but otherwise she
ignored the soldier, instead screaming Richard’s name in abject terror.

Fired by rage, Richard furiously tried to get to his feet. He had to get to
her. The soldier laughed as he watched Richard struggle. There was no way
another chance would come along. This was it; this would be his only chance.

As he began to force his way to his feet, a guard rammed a boot into
Richard’s gut so hard that it doubled him over. Another soldier kicked him in
the side of the head for good measure, stunning him nearly senseless. The
world dimmed. Sound melted together into a dull drone. Richard struggled to



remain conscious. He didn’t want to lose sight of Kahlan. There was no sight
in the whole world that meant more to him than the sight of her.

He had to find a way to get her out of the middle of this nightmare.

As he fought to regain his breath, the big hand of a soldier seized his hair
and yanked him upright. Richard gasped, trying to draw a breath against the
stupefying pain of the blows. He felt warm blood running down the side of
his face, washing cold mud down his neck.

As his head was pulled upright, Richard’s gaze fell on Kahlan again, on
her long hair now tangled and matted by the rain. Her green eyes were so
beautiful that he thought his heart might burst with the pain of seeing her
again but not being able to hold her in his arms.

He wanted so badly to hold her in his arms, to comfort her, to protect her.

Instead, another man was holding her in his arms. She tried to squirm
away. He cupped her breast, squeezing until Richard could see that it was
hurting her. She beat at him with her fists, but he held her fast. He laughed at
her futile efforts as his gaze again slid to Richard.

Kahlan fought him, but at the same time ignored what he was doing,
ignored the distraction. What he was doing was not what mattered most to
her. Richard was what mattered most. Her arms frantically stretched out
toward him.

“Richard, I love you! I’ve missed you so much!” She was overcome with
sobs of sheer misery. “Dear spirits, help him! Please! Somebody help him!”

To his left, the next man in line tried with all his might to back away as
his throat was sliced deep. Richard could hear the man’s frantic gasps
gurgling through the gash that opened up his windpipe.

Richard felt faint with panic. He didn’t know what to do.

Magic. He should call his gift. But how was he to do that? He didn’t
know how to call forth magic. And yet, in the past he had been able to do it.

Rage.

In the past his gift had always worked through his anger.

Seeing the soldier holding Kahlan, hurting her, provided him with more
than enough anger. Seeing another of those monsters come in close to her,
leering down at her, touching her intimately, only fanned the wild flames of
his anger.

His world went red with rage.

With every fiber of his being Richard tried to ignite his gift with the
essence of that fury. He clenched his jaw, gritting his teeth with the



monumental concentration of his wrath. He shook with rage, expecting an
explosion of power to match that rage. He saw what he needed to do. It
seemed so close. He imagined it cutting down the soldiers. He held his breath
against the storm that was about to be unleashed.

It felt like falling unexpectedly, without any ground below him to catch
his fall.

The rain continued to plunge from the gray sky as if to drown his effort.
No magic arced through the empty space between Richard and the man who
held Kahlan. No conjured lightning erupted. No justice was at hand.

In all his life, if there was anything there, this was the moment it would
have come—that much he knew beyond any doubt. There could be no more
urgent need, no more desire, no more wrath for the woman he loved. But no
power was there, no redemption at hand.

He might as well have been born without the gift.

He had no gift. It was gone.

It felt to Richard as if the world was caving in around him. He wanted
everything to slow down, to give him time to find a solution, but everything
swirled in a terrible rush. It was all happening too fast. It was so unfair to
have to die like this. He hadn’t had a chance to live, to have a life with
Kahlan. He loved her so much and he hadn’t really been able to be with her,
just the two of them, living in peace. He wanted to smile and laugh with her,
to hold her, to go through life with her. Just to sit in front of a fire with her on
a cold, snowy night, holding her close to him, safe and warm, as they talked
about the things that mattered to them, about their future. They should have a
future.

It was so unfair. He wanted to live his life. Instead, it was to end in this
miserable place for no good reason. For nothing. He wasn’t even able to
make his death mean something, to die fighting for life. Instead, he was going
to die here in the rain and mud, surrounded by men who hated all that was
good in life, while Kahlan was forced to watch it happen.

He didn’t want her to see this. He knew that she would never be able to
get the sight of it out of her mind. He didn’t want to leave her with that last,
horrific memory of him struggling in the bloody throes of death.

He made another attempt to get up, as did most of the other men. The
soldier behind him stepped on his calves, bearing down with all his weight.
The pain felt distant. Richard was in a daze.

He wanted nothing in the world so much as to get Kahlan away from the



men who were holding her, groping her. Kahlan screamed in rage at them,
clawed at them, swung her fists at them, and at the same time cried in
helpless terror for Richard.

He twisted with all his might against the leather thongs binding his wrists
but, rather than part, they only cut deeper. He felt like an animal caught in a
trap. His hands had gone numb. He could no longer feel the warm blood
dripping off his fingertips.

He didn’t want to die. What was he to do? He had to stop this. Somehow,
he had to. But he didn’t know how. In the past, anger was the means to reach
his gift, to call forth its power. Now, there was nothing but a helpless
confusion.

“Kahlan!”

He couldn’t seem to help himself from being swept up in the terror of it,
in the blind panic of it. He couldn’t stop the headlong rush of it. Couldn’t
regain his sense of control over himself. He was being swept away in a river
of events he could not control or stop. It was all so senseless. It was all so
overwhelmingly pointless, so monumentally brutal.

“Kahlan!”

“Richard!” she cried as she again reached out for him. “Richard, I love
you more than life! I love you so much. You’re everything to me. You
always have been.”

Sobs caught her breath, turning them to gasps.

“Richard...I need you so badly.”

His heart was breaking. He felt that he was failing her.

A soldier seized Richard by the hair.

“No!” Kahlan screamed, holding out a hand. “No! Please no! Somebody
please help him! Dear spirits, somebody, please!”

The soldier leaned down, a cruel smile twisting his grime-streaked face.
“Don’t worry, I’ll see to her...personally.” He laughed in Richard’s ear.

“Please,” Richard heard himself say, “please...no.”

“Dear spirit, please, somebody help him!” Kahlan cried to those around
her.

She could do nothing and she knew it. There was no chance for him and
she knew it. She was reduced to begging for a miracle. That, in itself, fed the
flames of hot dread burning out of control within him. This was the end of
everything.

“She’s a real looker,” the soldier said as he leered across the way at



Kahlan, proving what Richard knew—that no miracle was at hand.

“Please...leave her be.”

The soldier behind him laughed. That was what he had wanted to hear.

Richard was choking on the sob welling up in his throat. He couldn’t
breathe past it. Tears ran down his face along with the rain. She was the only
woman he had ever loved, the one person who meant everything to him,
meant more than life itself to him.

Without Kahlan there was no life, there was only existence. She was his
world.

Without Kahlan life was empty.

Without him, he knew, Kahlan’s life would be just as empty.

He saw other women not far from Kahlan, all being held by soldiers, all
screaming for their men. He saw them saying things much like the things
Kahlan was saying, offering the same words of love, the same calls for
someone to save them. The soldiers taunted the men kneeling in the mud with
vile oaths.

Seeing the women in the hands of the soldiers, one of the kneeling men to
Richard’s right struggled hard enough to earn himself a lightning-quick stab
to the gut. It didn’t kill him, but it was enough to keep him from fighting
while he was made to wait his turn. As he knelt stiff and still, his wide eyes
stared down at his own pink, glistening insides slowly bulging out of the
gash. The screams of the man’s wife seemed like they could have split the
clouds above.

The man immediately to Richard’s left gasped his last breath, thrashing in
uncoordinated movements as the soldier holding up the man’s head sawed the
large knife back and forth across the victim’s exposed throat. When finished,
the soldier growled with the effort of heaving the dead weight back into the
open pit. Richard heard the body thud down in the bottom of the open grave
atop other bodies. He could hear gurgling gasps coming from the dark hole.

“Your turn,” the soldier holding Richard said as he stepped around
behind him to assume the role of executioner. The man leaned close. His
breath stank of ale and sausage. “I need to finish this. I’ve a meeting with
your lovely wife as soon as I’'m done with you. Kahlan, isn’t it? Yes, that’s
right—one of the other women confessed that your wife’s name was Kahlan.
Don’t you worry, lad, I won’t give Kahlan much of a chance to grieve,
reminiscing about you. I’ll have her full attention—I can promise you that.
After I’ve had my satisfaction from her, others will have their turn on her.”



Richard wanted to break the man’s neck.

“Think about that as your wicked soul slides into the dark, eternal agony
of the underworld, as you fall into the cold, merciless grasp of the Keeper.
That’s where all your kind goes—to the justice of eternal suffering—and
that’s as it should be, seeing as how we’ve all sacrificed everything to come
up here to this forsaken land so we can bring divine Light and the law of the
Order to all you selfish heathens. Your sinful way of life, your mere
existence, offends the Creator—and it offends those of us who bow to Him.”

The man was working himself up into a righteous rage.

“Do you have any idea what I’ve sacrificed for the salvation of the souls
of your people? My family went hungry, went without—sacrificed—so that
they could send everything to our courageous troops. My brother and I gave
ourselves over to the fight for our cause and everything we believe in. We
both came north to do our duty to our emperor and our Creator. We both
devoted our lives to the cause of bringing goodness to you people. We fought
in countless bloody battles against those who resist our efforts on behalf of
what is right and just. We saw countless of our brethren die in those battles.

“I saw the glory of our army of the Order continue on in the fight for
salvation while your people sent the wicked gifted against us. Those gifted
conjured evil made of magic. My brother was blinded by some of that magic.
He screamed in agony as that magic bloodied his eyes and burned his lungs.
The infections that swiftly befell him made his whole head swell, his
sightless eyes bulge. He could only moan in agony. We left him to die alone,
so that we could move on in our noble struggle, as was only right.

“Your wife and those like her will now sacrifice themselves to give us a
small diversion in this miserable life as we labor in that noble struggle. It’s
her small payment on a debt of gratitude for what we have given over for our
fellow man in order to bring the word of the Order to those who would
otherwise turn away from their duty to faith.

“Someday your sinful wife will join you there in the darkness of the
underworld, but not until after we’re finished with her. Just don’t expect her
to be joining you any time soon, as I expect she’ll be whoring for the brave
soldiers of the Order for some time to come, what with how the men like to
get their hands on a good-looking woman like her in order to take their minds
off the drudgery of their honorable work. I expect she’ll be kept good and
busy, since there is so much honorable work to do”—he waggled his knife
before Richard’s eyes—*“like this business here. With the relief us men get



from her, we’ll have the strength to redouble our determination to eliminate
all those who will not submit to the ways of the Order.”

It was insanity. Richard could hardly believe that there were men this
irrational, this devoted to such mindless beliefs, but there were. They seemed
to emerge everywhere, multiplying like maggots, devoted to destroying
anything joyful and beneficial to life.

He choked back his words, his rage. Nothing angered men like this as
much as reason or truth or life or goodness. Such qualities only incited such
men to destroy. Because Richard knew that anything he said would only
provoke the man and make it worse for Kahlan, he kept quiet. That was all he
could do for her, now.

Seeing that he had not goaded Richard into an appeal, the soldier laughed
again and threw a kiss toward Kahlan. “Be with you shortly, love—soon as
I’m done divorcing you from your worthless husband, here.”

He was a monster, shortly to be headed for the woman Richard loved,
toward a defenseless, terrified woman who was only beginning to suffer at
the hands of these brutes.

Monster.

Could this be what Shota had meant?

The witch woman had once said that if Richard and Kahlan ever married
and lay together, she would conceive a monster. They had always assumed
that Shota had meant that if they conceived a child, then their child would be
a monster because that child would have Richard’s gift and Kahlan’s
Confessor power.

But maybe that was not at all the real meaning behind Shota’s foretelling,.

After all, nothing Shota warned them about ever turned out the way she
had made it seem, even the way she herself believed. Shota’s warnings and
predictions always seemed to come about in a completely unforeseen manner,
in a way that they had never even imagined, but at the same time Shota’s
predictions had always turned out to be true.

Was this what Shota’s prediction had really meant? Was this the complex
set of events finally reaching the climax of her prophecy? Shota had warned
them emphatically not to marry or Kahlan would bear a monster child. They
had married. Could this be how Shota’s prophecy unfolded? Could this have
all along been the real meaning behind her warning? Were these monsters to
sire a monster?

Richard was choking on his tears. His death would not be the worst of it.



Kahlan would suffer the worst of it, suffer a living death at the hands of those
brutes, mother their monster.

“Richard, you know I love you! That’s all that matters, Richard—that I
love you!”

“Kahlan, I love you, too!”

He couldn’t think of anything more to say—anything more meaningful.
He guessed that there was nothing more meaningful, nothing more important
to him. Those simple words spoke a whole life’s worth of meaning, a whole
universe of meaning.

“I know, my love,” she said with a brief spark of a smile that flashed for
an instant in her beautiful eyes. “I know.”

Richard saw a blade sweep around before his face. He instinctively
backed away. The man straddling his legs was ready and jammed a knee
between Richard’s shoulder blades, stopping him from falling back, then
pulled his head up by his hair.

Kahlan, seeing what was happening, screamed again, flailing at the men
holding her. “Don’t pay any attention to them, Richard! Just look at me!
Richard! Look at me! Think about me! Think of how much I love you!”

Richard knew what she was doing.

“Remember the day we were married? I remember it now, Richard. I
remember it always.”

She was trying to give him the last gift of a pleasant, loving thought.

“I remember the day you asked me to be your wife. I love you, Richard.
Remember our wedding? Remember the spirit house?”

She was also trying to distract him, to keep him from thinking about what
was happening. Instead, it only reminded him of Shota’s warning that if he
married her she would conceive a monster.

“Touching,” the soldier behind him said. “It’s the passionate ones like her
who are good in the sack, don’t you think?”

Richard wanted to rip the man’s head off, but he said nothing. The man
wanted him to say something, to beg, to protest, to wail in agony. As a last
act of defiance against such men, Richard denied him the satisfaction.

Kahlan cried out her love, and that she wanted him to remember the first
time she had kissed him.

Despite everything, that made him smile.

At the moment, she didn’t care what was going to happen to her, she just
wanted to distract him, to ease the pain and terror of his last moments of life.



His last moments.

It was all ending. It was all over. There was no more.

Life was over. His time with the woman he loved was over. There would
be no more.

The world was ending.

“Richard! Richard! I love you so much! Look at me, Richard! I love you!
Look at me! That’s right, look at me! You’re the only one I ever loved! Only
you, Richard! Only you! That’s all that matters—that I love you. Do you love
me? Tell me, please, Richard. Tell me. Tell me now.”

He felt the blade catch on the thin veneer of flesh covering his throat.

“I love you, Kahlan. You alone. Always.”

“Touching,” the soldier growled in his ear as he held the blade against
Richard’s throat. “While you’re down in the pit, bleeding out, I’ll have my
hands all over her. I’'m going to rape your pretty little wife. You’ll be dead by
then, but before you die, I want you to know exactly what I’m going to do to
her, and that there’s nothing you can do to stop it, because it’s the Creator’s
will being done.

“You should have long ago bowed to the ways of the Order, but instead
you’ve fought to keep to your sinful ways, your selfish ways, and turned
away from everything right and just. For your crimes against your fellow man
you will not only die, but you will suffer for all eternity at the hands of the
Keeper of the underworld. Suffer greatly.

“As you go to the dark afterlife, I want you to go there knowing that if
your precious Kahlan lives, it will only be as a whore for us. If she lives long
enough, and she has a boy child, he will grow up to be a great soldier of the
Order, and to hate your kind. We’ll see to it that he comes here someday to
spit on your grave, to spit on you and those like you who would have raised
him in your wicked ways, raised him to turn away from serving his fellow
man and the Creator.

“You think on that as your spirit is being sucked down into darkness. As
your body grows cold, I’ll be with the nice warm body of your love, giving it
to her good. I want to make sure you know that before you die.”

Richard was already dead inside. It was over, life and the world were
ended. So much lost. Everything lost. For nothing but a mindless hatred of
every value, of life itself, by those who chose instead to embrace the
emptiness of death.

“I love you now and always, with all my heart,” he said in a hoarse voice.



“You’ve made my life a joy.”

He saw Kahlan nodding that she’d heard him, and her lips mouthing her
love for him.

She was so beautiful.

More than anything, he hated to see her inconsolable grief.

They stared into one another’s eyes, frozen in that instant that would be
the last instant that the world existed.

Richard gasped in a cry of terror, anguish, and sudden sharp pain as he
felt the blade bite flesh, felt it slice mortally deep into his throat.

It was the end of everything.



Chapter 18

“Stop it,” Nicci growled.

Richard blinked. His mind reeled in confusion. Nicci had Shota’s wrist in
an iron grip, holding her hand away from him. But Shota still had an arm
around his waist.

“I don’t know what you’re doing,” Nicci said in a tone so dangerous he
thought that surely Shota would shrink back in fear, “but you will stop it.”

Shota did not shrink back, nor did she look the least bit fearful. “I am
doing what needs to be done.”

Nicci was having none of it. “Back away from him, or I will kill you
where you stand.”

Cara, Agiel in hand and looking even more displeased than Nicci, stood
close on the other side of the witch woman, blocking her in. Before Shota
could return the threat in kind, Richard collapsed heavily to the marble bench
surrounding the fountain.

He was panting, gasping, and in a state of ragged terror. In his mind’s eye
he could still see Kahlan in the hands of those thugs, still feel the sharp blade
slicing deep into him. His fingers lightly brushed across his throat, but there
was no gaping wound, no blood. He desperately didn’t want to let go of the
sight of Kahlan, but at the same time it was so horrifying a glimpse of her
hopeless dread that he wanted nothing so much as to forever wipe it from his
mind.

He wasn’t completely sure where he was. He wasn’t sure exactly what
was happening. It wasn’t at all clear to him what was real and what wasn’t.

He wondered if he was on the cusp of death and this was some confusing
death-dream before all his lifeblood drained out of him, some final delusion
to torture his mind as he passed from existence. He groped, trying to feel for
other bodies there with him in the pit.

While Cara stood protectively before him, shielding him from the witch
woman, Nicci immediately abandoned her altercation with Shota to sit beside
him. She circled an arm around his shoulders.



“Richard, are you all right?” she leaned down, looking into his eyes.
“You look like you’ve seen the walking dead.”

Ignoring Cara, Shota folded her arms as she stood over them, watching
Richard.

In his mind, the sound of Kahlan’s screams still echoed, the sight of her
as she cried out his name still tore at his heart. It had been so long since he
had seen her. To see her again so suddenly, and like that, was devastating.

“Richard, it’s all right,” Nicci said. “You’re right here, with me, with all
of us.”

Richard pressed a hand to his forehead. “How long was I gone?”

Nicci’s brow twitched. “Gone?”

“I think Shota did something. How long was she...doing whatever she
did?”

“I didn’t let her do anything—I stopped her before she could begin. The
instant she touched you under your chin I stopped her. She didn’t have
enough time to do anything.”

Richard could still see Kahlan in his mind’s eye, still see her screaming
for him as the grimy hands of Imperial Order soldiers held her back.

He ran his trembling fingers back through his hair. “She had enough
time.”

“I’m so sorry,” Nicci whispered. “I thought I stopped her soon enough.”

He didn’t think he could go on. He didn’t think he could summon the
strength to draw another breath. He didn’t think that he would ever again be
able to do anything but abandon himself to despair.

He could not hold back his anguish, his pain, his tears.

Nicci drew his face against her shoulder, wordlessly sheltering him in the
refuge of her embrace.

It all seemed so futile. It was all ending. It was all over. He’d always said
that they didn’t have a chance to defeat Jagang’s army. The Order was too
powerful. They were going to win the war. There was nothing Richard could
do about it, nothing left to live for but waiting for the horror of death to catch
them all.

Shota stepped up on the side of him, beside where he sat on the short
marble wall, opposite Nicci, and started to lay a hand on his shoulder. Cara
snatched the witch woman’s wrist, stopping her.

“I’m sorry to have to do that, Richard,” Shota said, ignoring the Mord-
Sith, “but you need to see, to understand, to—"



“Shut up,” Nicci said, “and keep your hands off him. Don’t you think
you’ve brought him enough pain? Does everything you do have to be
injurious? Can’t you ever help him without trying to hurt him or cause him
trouble at the same time?”

As Shota withdrew her hand, Nicci cupped hers to his face and with a
thumb wiped a tear from his cheek. “Richard...”

He nodded at her tender concern, unable to summon his voice. He could
still see Kahlan crying out for him as she tried to fight off the hands of those
men. As long as he lived he would be haunted by that sight. At that moment
he wanted more than anything to spare her the pain of seeing him executed
and of her being in the cruel clutches of the Order. He wanted to go back, to
do something, to save her from such inhuman abuse. He couldn’t bear her
world ending as she saw him murdered like that.

But it wasn’t real. He couldn’t have been there like that. Such a thing was
impossible. He could only have imagined it.

Relief began to seep into him.

It wasn’t real. It wasn’t. Kahlan wasn’t in the hands of the Order. She
wasn’t seeing him being executed. It was just a cruel trick by the witch
woman. Just another of her illusions.

Except it had been real for all those people in Galea as well as untold
other places where the Order had been. Even if it hadn’t been real for
Richard, it had been all too real for them. That was what it had been like.
Their worlds had ended in just that manner. He knew exactly what they had
suffered. He knew exactly what it felt like.

How many countless, unknown, unnamed, good people had lost their
chance at life in just that way, all for the otherworldly ambitions of those
from the Old World?

A new dread suddenly overwhelmed him. He had the gift. He was a war
wizard. For most of those with the gift, it manifested itself in one specific
area. But being a war wizard meant that he had elements of all the various
aspects of the gift, and one aspect of magic was prophecy. What if what he
had seen was really a prophecy? What if that was what was to happen? What
if what he had seen was really a vision of the future?

But he didn’t believe that the future was fixed. While some things, such
as death, were inevitable, that didn’t mean that everything was fixed or that
one couldn’t work toward worthy goals in life, couldn’t avert disasters,
couldn’t alter the course of events. If it was a prophecy, it only meant that he



had seen what was possible. It didn’t mean that he couldn’t try to stop it from
happening.

After all, Shota’s prophecies never seemed to come out the way she
presented them. And anyway, what he had seen, what he had just
experienced, was most likely Shota’s doing.

Richard squeezed Nicci’s hand in silent appreciation. Her other hand on
his shoulder returned the squeeze. Her concern melted a little under the
warmth of a small smile of relief at seeing him recovering his wits.

Richard rose up before Shota in a way that by all rights should have made
her take a step back. She stood her ground.

“How dare you do that to me? How dare you send me to that place?”

“I did not send you anywhere, Richard. Your own mind took you where it
would. I did nothing but release the thoughts you had suppressed. I spared
you what would have otherwise come out in nightmares.”

“I don’t remember my dreams.”

Shota nodded as she studied his eyes. “This one you would have
remembered. It would have been far worse than what you have just suffered.
It is better to face such visions when you can confront them for what they are,
and grasp what truth they contain.”

Richard could feel the blood heating his face. “Is that what you meant,
before, when you said that if I married Kahlan she would bear a monster? Is
that the real meaning hidden in your convoluted prophecy?”

Shota showed no emotion. “It means what it means.”

Richard could still hear the words of the Imperial Order soldier telling
him what he was going to do to Kahlan, telling him how she was going to be
treated, telling him how she would give birth to children who would grow up
to spit on the graves of those who had wanted to live their own lives for
themselves, those who believed in everything he held dear.

Richard abruptly lunged for Shota and in an instant had her by the throat.
The collision and his fierce determination to take her down carried them both
over the short wall and into the fountain. With Richard on top, grappling her,
their momentum drove them both under the water.

Richard hauled her up by her throat. “Is that what you meant!”

Water streamed from her face. She coughed it out.

He shook her. “Is that what you meant!”

Richard blinked. He was standing. He was dry. Shota stood before him.
She was dry. His hands were still at his sides.



“Get ahold of yourself, Richard.” Shota arched an eyebrow. “You are still
partly in your dreams.”

Richard looked around. It was true. He wasn’t wet and neither was Shota.
Not one wavy auburn hair on her head was out of place. Nicci’s brow
twitched when he glanced over at her. She looked puzzled by what could be
the cause of his confusion. It must be true; he was still dreaming. It really was
just a dream, just like his execution, just like seeing Kahlan. He’d only
imagined that he had Shota by the throat.

But he wanted to.

“Was that what you meant when you said that Kahlan would bear a
monster child?” Richard asked, a little more quietly, but with no less menace.

“I don’t know who this Kahlan is.”

Richard’s jaw flexed as he gritted his teeth, thinking of having her by the
throat for real. “Answer the question! Is it?”

Shota lifted a cautionary finger. “Believe me, Richard, you really don’t
want a witch angry with you.”

“And you don’t want me angry with you, so answer me. Is that what you
meant?”

She smoothed the sleeves of her dress as she chose her words carefully.
“In the first place, I have revealed to you at different times, in the various
things that I've told you, what I see of the flow of events in time. I don’t
remember this woman, Kahlan, nor do I remember anything having to do
with her. So, I don’t know what event or prediction you are talking about, as I
don’t remember it either.”

Shota’s face took on the kind of darkly dangerous look that reminded him
that he was talking to a witch woman whose very name inspired terrified
trembling among most of the people of the Midlands. “But you are venturing
into serious matters of grave peril in that flow of events forward in time.” Her
brow drew down in displeasure. “What, precisely, do you mean about a...
monster child?”

Richard turned to gaze into the still waters of the fountain as he thought
about the terrible things he’d seen. He couldn’t bear to say it aloud. Couldn’t
bear to say it in front of others, to even suggest aloud that Shota had once
made a prediction that he feared might actually mean that Kahlan would
conceive a child fathered by the monsters of the Imperial Order. It felt to him
as if saying it out loud might somehow make it true. It was so painful an idea
that he pushed the whole notion aside, and decided instead to ask another



question.

He turned back to her. “What does it mean that I couldn’t call my gift
through anger?”

Shota sighed heavily. “Richard, you must understand something. I did not
give you a vision. I did nothing more than help you to release hidden
thoughts that were your own. I did not give you a dream of my making, nor
did I plant any ideas in your mind. I merely made you aware of your own
intellection. I can’t tell you anything about what you saw because I don’t
know what you saw.”

“Then why would you—"

“I only know that you are the one who must stop the Order. I helped you
bring your own suppressed thoughts to the surface in order to help you to
better understand.”

“Understand what?”

“What you must understand. I no more know what that is than I know
what you saw within your own mind that so upset you. You might say that I
am merely the messenger. I have not read the message.”

“But you made me see things that—"

“No, I did not. I opened the curtain for you, Richard. I did not make the
rain you saw out of that window. You are trying to blame me for the rain,
instead of appreciating the fact that I did nothing but open the curtain so that
you could see it with your own eyes.”

Richard glanced over at Nicci. She said nothing. He looked up the steps
at his grandfather standing with his hands loosely clasped, silently watching.
Zedd had always taught him to deal with the reality of the way the world was,
taught him not to rail at what some believed was the invisible hand of fate
controlling and conjuring events. Was he doing that to Shota? Was he trying
to blame her for revealing things that he hadn’t seen, or hadn’t been willing
to see?

“I’m sorry, Shota,” he said in a quieter voice. “You’re right. You did
indeed show me the rain. I don’t have a clue as to what to do about it, but I
saw it. I shouldn’t blame you for what others are doing. I’'m sorry.”

Shota smiled in a small way. “That is part of the reason why you are the
one, Richard—the only one who can stop the madness. You are willing to see
the truth. That is why I brought Jebra with such terrible accounts of what is
happening at the hands of the Order. You need to know the truth of it.”

Richard nodded, only feeling worse, feeling even more despairing over



not having any idea of how to do what she thought he could.

He met Shota’s unflinching gaze. “You’ve made a great effort to bring
Jebra here. You’ve come a very long way. Your future, your very life,
depends on this no less than does my life or the lives of all free people, all
those with the gift. If the Order wins we all die, including you.

“Isn’t there anything you can tell me that will help me to do something to
stop this madness? I could use any help you can give me. Isn’t there anything
you can tell me?”

She stared at him a moment before speaking, stared as if her mind were in
other places. “Whenever I bring you information,” she said at last, “it angers
you—as if I were the one creating what is, rather than merely reporting it.”

“We’re all facing slavery, torture, and death, and you’re suddenly miffed
about getting your feelings hurt?”

In spite of herself, Shota smiled at his characterization. “You think that I
simply pluck revelations out of the air, as if [ were picking a pear.”

The smile faded as her gaze focused off into the distance. “You could not
begin to understand the personal cost of bringing forth such shrouded
knowledge. I do not wish to undertake such a formidable task if that dearly
gained knowledge is going to do nothing but feed a grudge.”

Richard shoved his hands in his back pockets. “All right, I get your point.
If you’re going to make such an effort, you expect me to consider it earnestly.
We all have everything at stake, Shota. I’d value whatever you can tell me.”

While Richard did honestly believe that Shota was telling him what she
saw of the flow of events in time, he didn’t believe that the meaning of such
tellings was necessarily straightforward or what Shota believed they meant.
Still, she had always offered him information that in some way had been
central to the issues at hand—Chainfire being only the latest. While her
revelation of the word Chainfire had been without an explanation that would
help him, that clue alone had sustained his effort to find the answer to what
had happened to Kahlan. Without that single word he would never have
recognized that particular book as the one holding the key to discovering the
truth.

Shota took a deep breath, finally letting it out in resignation. She leaned
toward him the slightest bit, as if to emphasize how serious she was.

“It is for your ears alone.”



Chapter 19

Richard glanced at Cara and Nicci. By their expressions there was no doubt
in his mind as to what they thought of the very idea of leaving him without
their protection. While he knew they were convinced of the necessity of their
being close at hand, he didn’t really believe that he would be any safer for
their watchful guard a step away rather than a few dozen—after all, Shota had
just demonstrated as much. It was obvious, though, that they didn’t share
such a view.

Richard thought that maybe he could find a solution that would satisfy
everyone. “They’re on the same side. What difference—"

“The difference is that it is my wish.” Shota turned to the fountain,
turning her back on him, and folded her arms. “If you want to hear what I
have to say, then you will honor my wishes.”

Richard didn’t know if she was merely being obstinate or not, but he did
know that this was not the time to test the point. If he was going to get any
help from Shota he needed to show her his trust. Likewise, Nicci and Cara
were just going to have to trust him.

He gestured toward the steps. “Please, both of you, go up there with Zedd
and wait.”

Nicci clearly didn’t like the idea any more than did Cara, but she
recognized by the look he gave her that he needed her to do as he asked. She
shot the back of Shota’s head a hot glare. “If for any reason I believe you are
about to harm him, I will reduce you to a charred cinder before you have a
chance to act.”

“Why would I harm him?” Shota looked back over her shoulder.
“Richard is the only one who has a chance to stop the Order.”

“Exactly.”

Richard watched as Nicci and Cara wordlessly turned and ascended the
steps. He had expected more of an argument from Cara, but was glad not to
have it.

He shared a long look with his grandfather. Zedd seemed to be



uncharacteristically quiet. For that matter, so did Nathan and Ann. All three
watched him as if studying a curiosity found under a rock. Zedd gave Richard
a slight nod, urging him to go on, to do what needed doing.

Richard heard the fountain behind him abruptly start to flow again. When
he turned back he saw the waters shooting up into the air at the pinnacle,
falling back, and streaming from the points of the bowls to dance at last in the
lower pool.

Shota sat on the short marble wall surrounding the pool, her back to him
as she leisurely trailed the fingers of one hand through the water. Something
about her body language made the hair at the back of Richard’s neck stand on
end.

When she turned to look back over her shoulder, Richard found himself
looking into the face of his mother.

His muscles locked stiff.

“Richard.” Her sad smile showed how much she loved and missed him.
She didn’t look to have aged a day from his last boyhood memory of her.

As Richard stood frozen in place she rose fluidly before him.

“Oh, Richard,” she said in voice as clear and liquid as the waters of the
fountain, “how I’ve missed you.” She slipped one arm around his waist as she
ran the fingers of her other hand tenderly through his hair. She gazed
longingly into his eyes. “How I’ve missed you so very much.”

Richard immediately choked off his emotions. He knew better than to be
lulled into believing it was really his mother.

The first time he’d met Shota she had appeared to him as his mother, who
had died in a fire when Richard had been but a boy. At the time, Richard had
wanted to take Shota’s head off with his sword for what he interpreted as a
cruel ruse. Shota had read the thought and reproached him for it, saying that
appearing as she had was an innocent gift of a living memory of his love for
his mother and her undying love for him. Shota had said that the kindness had
been at a cost to herself that he would never be able to understand or
appreciate.

Richard didn’t think that this time she was giving him a gift. He didn’t
know what she was doing, or why, but he decided to confront it calmly and
without jumping to conclusions.

“Shota, I thank you for the beautiful memory, but why is it necessary to
appear as my mother?”

Shota’s brow, in the likeness of his mother’s, wrinkled in thought. “Do



you know the name...Baraccus?”

The hairs at the back of Richard’s neck, that had only just begun to settle,
again stiffened. He gently placed his hands on her waist and with great care
backed her away.

“There was a man named Baraccus who was First Wizard back in the
time of the great war.” With one finger, Richard lifted the amulet hanging at
his chest. “This was his.”

His mother nodded. “He is the one. He was a great war wizard.”

“That’s right.”

“Like you.”

Richard felt himself blush at the idea of his mother calling him “great,”
even if it was Shota in her guise.

“He knew how to use his ability; I don’t.”

His mother nodded again, a slight smile curling the corners of her mouth
just as he remembered. His mother had smiled that way when she’d been
proud that he had grasped the point of a particularly difficult lesson. He
wondered if Shota meant that memory to have meaning.

“Do you know what happened to him, to Baraccus?”

Richard took a settling breath. “Yes, as a matter of fact, I do. There was
trouble with the Temple of the Winds. The Temple and its invaluable
contents had been sent to the safety of another world.”

“The underworld,” she amended.

“Yes. Baraccus went there to try to fix the trouble.”

His mother smiled as she again ran her fingers through his hair. “Just as
you did.”

“I suppose.”

When she finally finished fussing with his hair, her beautiful eyes turned
down, her gaze settling again on his. “He went there for you.”

“For me?” Richard looked at her askance. “What are you talking about?”

“Subtractive Magic had been locked away in the Temple, in the
underworld, withdrawn from the world of life so that no wizard would again
be born with it.”

Richard didn’t know if she was merely repeating what he had learned or
if she was giving him what she believed to be the facts. “From the accounts
of the time that I’ve studied, that’s what I’ve come to suspect. As a
consequence, people were no longer born with the Subtractive side of the
gift.”



She watched him with a kind of calm seriousness that he found disturbing
in the extreme. “But you were,” she finally said in a way that carried great
meaning concealed in simplicity.

Richard blinked. “Are you saying that he did something while he was at
the Temple of the Winds so that someone would again be born with
Subtractive Magic?”

“By ‘someone,’ I presume that you mean...you?” She arched an eyebrow
as if to underscore the sobriety of the question.

“What are you suggesting?”

“None has been born with Subtractive Magic and more, born a war
wizard, since then, since the Temple was sent from this world.”

“Look, I don’t know for sure if that’s true but even if it is that doesn’t
mean—"

“Do you know what war wizard Baraccus did upon his return from the
Temple of the Winds?”

Richard was taken aback by the question, wondering what relevance it
could have. “Well, yes. When he returned from the Temple of the Winds...he
committed suicide.” Richard gestured weakly to the vast complex above
them. “He threw himself off the side of the Wizard’s Keep, off the outer wall
overlooking the valley and the city of Aydindril below.”

His mother nodded sorrowfully. “Overlooking the place where the
Confessors’ Palace would eventually be built.”

“I suppose so.”

“But first, before he threw himself off that wall, he left something for
you.”

Richard stared down at her, not completely sure that he’d heard her
correctly. “For me? Are you sure?”

His mother nodded. “The account you read was not privy to everything.
You see, when he returned from the Temple of the Winds, before he threw
himself from the side of the Keep, he gave his wife a book and sent her with
it to his library.”

“His library?”

“Baraccus had a secret library.”

Richard felt like was was tiptoeing across fresh ice. “I didn’t even know
he had a wife.”

“But Richard, you know her.” His mother smiled in a way that made the
already stiff hair at the back of his neck stand out even more.



Richard could hardly breathe. “I know her? How is that possible?”

“Well,” his mother said with a one-shouldered shrug, “you know of her.
Do you know the wizard who created the first Confessor?”

“Yes,” Richard said, confused by her change of subject. “His name was
Merritt. The first Confessor was a woman named Magda Searus. There is a
painting of them across the ceiling down in the Confessors’ Palace.”

His mother nodded in a way that made his stomach knot. “That’s the
woman.”

“What woman?”

“Baraccus’s wife.”

“No...” Richard said as he touched his fingers to his forehead, trying to
think it through. “No, she was the wife of Merritt, the wizard who had made
her into a Confessor, not Baraccus.”

“That was later,” his mother said with a dismissive gesture. “Her first
husband was Baraccus.”

“Are you sure?”

She nodded firmly. “When Baraccus returned from the Temple of the
Winds, Magda Searus was waiting for him, where he had asked her to wait,
in the First Wizard’s enclave. For days she had waited, fearful that he would
never return to her. To her great relief he finally did. He kissed her, told her
of his undying love, and then, in confidence, and after securing her oath of
eternal silence, he sent her with a book to his hidden, private, secret library.

“After she had gone he left his outfit—the one you now wear, including
those leather-padded silver wristbands, the cape that looks as if it has been
spun from gold, and that amulet—in the First Wizard’s enclave, left them for
the wizard he had just insured would be born into the world of life...left them
for you, Richard.”

“For me? Are you sure that they were really meant for me, specifically?”

“Why do you think that there as so many prophecies that speak of you,
that wait for you, that name you—°‘the one born true,” ‘the pebble in the
pond,” ‘the bringer of death,” ‘the Caharin’? Why do you think those
prophecies that revolve around you came about? Why do you think that you
have been able to understand some of them when no one else for centuries,
for millennia, has been able to decipher them? Why do you think that you
have fulfilled others?”

“But that doesn’t mean that it was explicitly meant to be me.”

With an indifferent gesture, his mother declined to either support or deny



his assertion. “Who is to say what came first, the Subtractive side finally
finding a child to be born in, or it finally finding the specific child it was
meant to be born in. Prophecy needs a kernel to spark its growth. Something
must be there to engender what will be, even if it is merely the color of your
eyes that has been passed down to you. Something must make it come about.
In this case, is it chance or intent?”

“I would like to think a chance series of events.”

“If it pleases you. But at this point, Richard, does it really matter? You
are the one born with the ability that Baraccus released from its confinement
in another world. You are the one he intended to be born, either by chance or
specific intent. In the end, the only thing that matters is what is: you are the
one born with that ability.”

Richard supposed that she was right; exactly how it came to be didn’t
change what was.

His mother sighed as she went on with the story. “Anyway, it was only
then, after he had made his preparations for what he had insured would come
about, that Baraccus emerged from his enclave and leaped to his death. Those
who wrote the accounts did not know that he had already been back long
enough to send his wife on an urgent covert mission. She returned to discover
that he was dead.”

Richard’s head spun. He couldn’t believe what he was hearing. He felt
dizzy from the unexpected account of ancient events. He knew, though, from
having been to the Temple of the Winds, that such things were possible. He
had given up the knowledge that he had gained there as the price of returning
to the world of life. Even though he’d lost that knowledge, he was left with a
sense of how profound it had been. The one who had demanded the price of
leaving behind what he had learned in exchange for his return to Kahlan had
been the spirit of Darken Rabhl, his real father.

“In her grief, Magda Searus volunteered herself to be the subject of a
dangerous experiment that Merritt had come up with, volunteered to become
a Confessor. She knew there was a good chance that she would not live
through the unknown hazards of that conjuring, but in her grief, with her
beloved husband, the First Wizard, dead, her world had ended. She didn’t
think that there was anything for her to live for, other than finding out who
was responsible for the fateful events that had resulted in her husband’s
death, so she volunteered for what everyone expected might very well be a
fatal experiment.



“Yet she survived. It was only much later that she began to fall in love
with Merritt, and he with her. Her world came back to life with him. The
accounts of that time are in spots blurred, with pieces missing or misplaced in
the chronology of events, but the truth is that Merritt was her second
husband.”

Richard had to sit down on the marble bench. It was almost too much to
take in. The implications were staggering. He had trouble reconciling the
coincidences: that he had been the first in thousands of years to be born with
Subtractive Magic, that Baraccus had been the last one to go to the Temple of
the Winds until Richard himself, that Baraccus had been married to a woman
who became the first Confessor, that Richard had fallen in love with and
married a Confessor—the Mother Confessor herself, Kahlan.

“When Magda Searus used her newborn Confessor power on Lothain,
they discovered what he had done at the Temple of the Winds, what only
Baraccus had known.”

Richard looked up. “What did he do?”

His mother gazed into his eyes as if she were looking into his soul.
“Lothain betrayed them when he was at the Temple by seeing to it that a very
specific magic that had been locked away there would at some future point be
released into the world of life. Emperor Jagang was born with the power that
Lothain allowed to seep out of the safety of its confinement in another world.
That magic was the power of a dream walker.”

“But why would Lothain, the head prosecutor, do such a thing? After all,
he had seen to it that the Temple team was executed for the damage they had
done.”

“Lothain had probably come to believe, as did the enemy in the Old
World, that magic should be eliminated from the race of man. I guess his
zealotry found a new fixation: he imagined himself as savior of mankind. To
that end he insured the return of a dream walker to the world of life, to purge
the world of magic.

“For some reason, Baraccus was unable to seal the breach created by
Lothain, unable to undo the treason. He did the next best thing. He saw to it
that there would be a balance, a counter, to the damage done, someone to
fight against those forces bent on destroying those with the gift, someone
with the required ability.

“That would be you, Richard. Baraccus saw to it that you would be born
to counter what had been done by Lothain. That is why you, Richard Rahl,



are the only one who can stop the Order.”

Richard thought he might be sick. It all made him feel as if he were but a
cosmic pawn being used for a hidden purposes, a dupe doing nothing more
than playing out the plan for his life contrived by others, performing his
predetermined part in a battle across the sweep of millennia.

As if reading his mind, Shota, still looking and sounding for all the world
like his mother, laid a compassionate hand on his shoulder. “Baraccus saw to
it that there was a balance to counter this damage. He did not preordain how
that balance would function or how it would act. He did not take your free
will out of the equation, Richard.”

“You think not? It seems to me that I’m merely the final piece of this
game being put into play at long last. I don’t see my free will, my own life,
my choice, in any of it. It would seem others have determined my path.”

“I don’t think that is true, Richard. You might say that what they have
done is not unlike training a soldier to fight. That training creates the
possibility of accomplishing the goal of winning the battle should a battle
come to pass. It doesn’t mean that when the battle does comes the soldier
won’t run away, that he will instead stand and fight, or even that if he does
fight to the best of his ability and training that he will win. Baraccus saw to it
that you have the potential, Richard, the armor, the weapons, the ability, to
fight for your own life and your own world should the need arise, nothing
more. He was just giving you a helping hand.”

A helping hand sent across the gulf of time. Richard felt drained and
confused. He almost felt as if he no longer knew himself, knew who he really
was, or how much of his own life was of his own making.

It felt to him as if Baraccus had suddenly materialized out of the dust of
ancient bones, a phantom come to haunt Richard’s life.



Chapter 20

There was one thing that still nagged at him, one other bit that still didn’t
make sense. How could the head prosecutor, Lothain, turn on his beliefs, turn
on everyone in the New World? It struck Richard as too convenient an
explanation that he fell under the power, the allure, of the beliefs of the Old
World.

And then it came to him—realization welling up through him in a rush
with the power of floodwaters. The substance of it nearly took his breath.
Something about the ancient accounts had always bothered him. Shota had
stirred his memory of the things that had happened and in so doing all the
existing pieces suddenly fell into place. Now he understood what was wrong
with the story, what had always bothered him about it. Once he understood,
he didn’t know why he hadn’t realized it long before.

“Lothain was a zealous prosecutor,” Richard said, half to himself. It all
came out in a rush as he spoke, his eyes wide and unblinking. “He didn’t find
a new fixation for his zealotry. He didn’t turn on them.

“He wasn’t a traitor. He was a spy.

“He had always been a spy. He was like a mole, tunneling ever closer to
his objective. Over a long period of time he worked himself into a position of
power. He also had accomplices covertly working under him.

“Lothain was a wizard who had become not just widely respected but
powerful. With his political power he had access to the highest places. When
the opportunity finally presented itself, an opportunity that he had helped
engineer, he acted. He saw to it that his co-conspirators were assigned to the
Temple team. Just like the Order today, Lothain and his men had a strong
faith in their cause. They were the ones who corrupted the mission. It wasn’t
a change of heart, a misguided act of conscience. It had been planned all
along. It was deliberate.

“They were all willing to sacrifice themselves, to die for what they
believed was a higher cause. I don’t know how many of the team were
actually spies, or if all of them were, but the fact is that enough were that they



accomplished their goal. It could even be that they convinced the others to go
along with them out of a confused sense of moral obligation.

“It was inevitable, of course, that the other wizards at the Keep would
soon enough realize that the Temple of the Winds project had been
compromised. When they did, Lothain was only too ready to prosecute the
entire Temple team, and saw to it that they were all executed. He didn’t want
anyone left alive who could betray the extent of what they had actually done.

“Lothain had intended all along for their precise actions to be kept secret
so that successful countermeasures could not be undertaken. Those spies
whom Lothain had assigned to the Temple team went to their graves
willingly, taking their secrets with them. By prosecuting and sentencing the
entire Temple team, Lothain was able to bury the entire conspiracy that he
had devised. He eliminated everyone who had any knowledge of the true
damage that had been done. He was confident in the knowledge that one day
his cause would sweep aside all opposition and they would rule the world.
When that happened, he would be the greatest hero of the war.

“There was only one minor problem remaining. After the trial, those in
charge insisted that someone must go to the Temple of the Winds to repair
the damage. Lothain couldn’t allow anyone else to go, of course, because
they would find out the true extent of the sabotage and might possibly be able
to undo it, so he volunteered to go himself. That had been his plan all along—
to follow up on the team himself, if need be, and cover up the truth.

“Because he was the head prosecutor, everyone believed that he had the
absolute conviction to set matters right. When Lothain finally reached the
Temple of the Winds, he not only saw to it that the damage could not be
repaired, he used the knowledge he gained there to make it worse, to make
sure that no one would find and fix the breach. He then covered up what he
had done, intending to make it appear as if all had been set right.

“There was only one problem: the alterations he made, using the
knowledge of the Temple itself, turned out to be enough to set off the
Temple’s protective alarms. From the Temple, in that other world, Lothain
was unaware of the red moons the Temple had awakened in this world, and
when he returned he was caught. Even so, he didn’t care; he looked forward
to dying, to gaining eternal glory in the afterlife for all that he had
accomplished, just as Nicci explained about the way the people of the Old
World think.

“The wizards at the Keep needed to know the extent of the damage



Lothain had caused. Even though he was tortured, Lothain did not reveal the
extent of the plan. To discover the truth of what had happened, Magda Searus
became a Confessor. But she was inexperienced at the task and still learning
as she went. Even though she used her Confessor power, she didn’t realize, at
the time, the importance of asking the right questions.”

Richard looked up at the face of his mother. “Kahlan told me once that
just getting a confession was easy. The hard part was understanding how to
ask the right questions to get the truth. Merritt had only just devised the
powers of a Confessor. No one yet understood the way those powers
functioned.

“Kahlan was trained her whole life to be able to do it properly, but back
then, thousands of years ago, Magda Searus didn’t yet grasp how to ask all
the right questions, in the right order. Even though she believed she had
gotten Lothain to confess to what he had done, she failed to uncover the true
extent of his treachery. He was a spy, and despite the use of the first
Confessor, they failed to discover it. As a result, they never knew the full
extent of the subversion carried out by Lothain’s men on the Temple team.”

His mother studied him from under a brow set in concentration. “Are you
sure of this, Richard?”

He nodded. “It finally all makes sense to me. With what you’ve added to
the story, all the pieces that I could never before fit in place now fit. Lothain
was a spy and he went to his death never revealing who he really was, or that
he had placed his own men on the Temple team. They all died without ever
revealing the true extent of the damage they had done. No one, not even
Baraccus, realized the full extent of it.”

His mother sighed as she stared off. “That certainly explains some of the
missing gaps in what came to me.” She looked back at him as if in a new
light. “Very good, Richard. Very good indeed.”

Richard wiped a hand across his weary eyes. He didn’t feel any great
sense of pride in reaching down into the dark muck of history and pulling up
such despicable deeds, deeds that were still slipping across time to haunt him.

“You said that Baraccus left a book for me?”

She nodded. “He sent it away with his wife for safekeeping. It was meant
for you.”

Richard sighed. “Are you sure?”

“Yes.” His mother carefully folded her fingers together. “While still at
the Temple of the Winds, Baraccus wrote the book with the aid of knowledge



that he gathered there. No eyes but his have ever read it. No living person has
so much as opened the cover since Baraccus finished writing it and closed the
cover himself. It has, since that time, been lying untouched in his secret
library.”

The idea of such a thing gave Richard a chill. He had no idea where such
a library could be, but even if he found the right library that would not tell
him what he needed to know. He didn’t suppose that there was a chance, but
he asked anyway.

“Do you have any idea what this book is called? Or maybe what it’s
about?”

His mother nodded solemnly. “It is titled Secrets of a War Wizard’s
Power.”

“Dear spirits,” Richard whispered as he looked up at her.

Elbows on his knees, his face sank into his hands. He was so
overwhelmed that he couldn’t seem to take it all in. The last man who had
visited the Temple of the Winds, three thousand years before Richard had,
had somehow, while there, seen to it that the Temple would release
Subtractive Magic, which Richard had been born with, in part, so that he
could get into the Temple of the Winds to stop a plague started by a dream
walker who had been born because a wizard, Lothain, had been there first and
seen to it that a dream walker would be born in order to rule the world and
destroy magic. And further, that same man who had seen to it that Richard
would be born with Subtractive Magic had left Richard a book of instruction
on the very magic it seemed he had bestowed on Richard in order to defeat
the dream walker.

After Baraccus returned and committed suicide, the wizards had
abandoned any further attempts to get into the Temple of the Winds to
answer the call of the red moons, or for any other reason, as impossible. They
were never able to get in to undo the damage the Temple team and then
Lothain had done. Only Baraccus had been able to take action to counter the
threat.

Very possibly, Baraccus himself had insured that no one else could get
into the Temple of the Winds, probably so that there would be no chance that
any other spy could ruin what Baraccus had done to insure that there would
be a balance to the threat, namely, Richard’s birth.

Richard looked up. His mother was no longer there. In her place stood
Shota, the loose points of her dress floating gently as if in a breeze. Richard



was sad to see his mother gone but at the same time it was a relief since it
was so disorienting to try to speak to Shota through the specter of his mother.

“This library where Baraccus sent his wife with the book Secrets of a
War Wizard’s Power, where is it?”

Shota shook her head sadly. “I’m afraid that I don’t know. I don’t think
that anyone but Baraccus and his wife, Magda Searus, knew.”

Richard wore the war wizard outfit last worn by Baraccus, wore the
amulet worn by Baraccus, carried the gift for Subtractive Magic very likely
because of Baraccus. And Baraccus had left him what sounded like an
instruction book on how to use the power he had seen to it that Richard had
been born with.

“There are so many libraries. Baraccus’s private library could be among
any of them. Do you have idea at all which one it could be?”

“I know only that it is not among any other library, as you suggest. The
library Baraccus created was his alone. Every book there is his alone. He hid
them well. They remain undiscovered to this day.”

“And for some reason he saw fit not to leave those books in the safety of
the First Wizard’s enclave?”

“Safety? Not long ago, Sisters of the Dark, sent by Jagang, violated this
place. They took books, among other things, to the emperor. Jagang hunts
books because they contain knowledge that helps him in his struggle to rule
the world for the Order. Had the book Baraccus wrote for you been left here
at the Keep, it very well might now be in Jagang’s hands. Baraccus was wise
not to leave such power here, where anyone could find it, where every First
Wizard to come after him might have discovered it and tampered with it, or
even destroyed it lest it fall into the wrong hands.”

That was what had happened to The Book of Counted Shadows. Ann and
Nathan, because of prophecy, had helped George Cypher bring it back to
Westland with the intent that when he was old enough, Richard would
memorize that book and then destroy it lest it fall into the wrong hands. It
turned out that Darken Rahl would eventually need to get his hands on that
book in order to open the boxes of Orden—the same boxes that were now in
play because of Ann’s former Sisters, who now had Kahlan, the last
Confessor, who, because of what was written in that book, had helped him
defeat Darken Rahl.

Richard lifted out the amulet he wore, which had once belonged to
Baraccus. He stared at the symbols making up the dance with death. There



was just too much for it all to be coincidence.

He peered up at Shota. “Are you saying that Baraccus foresaw what
would happen and put the book in a place of greater safety?”

Shota shrugged. “I’m sorry, Richard, I don’t know. It may be that he was
simply being cautious. Considering his reasons, and what is at stake, such
caution certainly seems not only to have been warranted, but wise.

“I’ve told you everything I can. You know all the pieces of the puzzle, of
the history, that I’m unaware of. That doesn’t mean that this is all there is to
it, but from other sources you also know additional parts of the history, so
you now know more of the story than I do. For that matter, you probably now
know more of it than any person alive since war wizard Baraccus was the
First Wizard.”

Out of all she had told him, nothing would do him any good unless he
could find the book Baraccus had meant for him to have. Without that book,
Richard’s war wizard powers were a mystery to him and next to useless.
Without that book, it seemed that there was no hope of defeating the army
that had come up from the Old World. The Order would rule the world and
magic would be eradicated from the world of life, just as Lothain had
planned. Without the book, Baraccus’s plan was a failure, and Jagang was
going to win.

Richard gazed up at the glassed roof a hundred feet overhead, which let
in some of the somber, late-day light to balance the glow of the lamps down
in the heart of the room. He wondered when the lamps had been lit. He didn’t
recall it happening.

“Shota, there could be no greater need for such knowledge. How am I
supposed to succeed in stopping the Order if I can’t use my ability as a war
wizard? Can’t you give me anything, any idea at all, of how to find this
book? If I don’t find some answers, and soon, I’'m dead. We all are.”

She cupped his chin as she looked down into his eyes. “I hope you know,
Richard, that if I knew how to get that book for you, I would do it. You know
how much I want to stop the Imperial Order.”

“Well, why do you get specific information. Where does it come from?
Why is it that it comes to you at specific times, like now? Why not the first
time I met you? Or when I was trying to get into the Temple of the Winds to
stop the plague?”

“I suppose that it comes from the same place you get answers or
inspiration when you mull over a problem. Why do you come up with



answers to problems when you do? I think about a situation and sometimes
the answers come to me. Fundamentally, it’s no different, I suppose, than
how anyone comes up with ideas. It’s just that my ideas are unique to a witch
woman’s mind and they involve events in the flow of time. I suppose that it’s
much the same as how you suddenly came to know the truth about what
Lothain had done. How did that come to you? I suppose that it works much
the same for me.

“If I knew where the book Secrets of a War Wizard’s Power was, or had
any idea of how to find it, I wouldn’t hesitate to tell you.”

Richard heaved a sigh and stood. “I know, Shota. Thank you for all
you’ve done. I’ll try to find a way for what you’ve told me to be of help.”

Shota squeezed his shoulder. “I must go. I have a witch woman to find.
At least, thanks to Nicci, I now know her name.”

A thought struck him. “I wonder why she’s named Six?”

Shota’s countenance darkened. “It’s a derogatory name. A witch woman
sees many things in the flow of time, especially those things having to do
with any daughters she might bear. For a witch woman, the seventh child is
special. To name a child Six is to say that she falls short, that she is less than
perfect. It’s an open insult, from birth, for what a witch woman foresees of
her daughter’s character. It’s a pronouncement that her daughter is flawed.

“Naming her Six probably earned the mother her own murder at the
hands of that daughter.”

“Then why would the mother so openly declare such a thing? Why not
name the daughter something else and avoid the probability of her own
murder.”

Shota regarded him with a sad smile. “Because there are witch women
who are believers in the truth, because truth will help others avoid danger. To
such women, a lie would be the bud of much larger trouble that would grow
from it. To us, truth is the only hope for the future. To us, the future is life.”

“Well, it sounds like the name fits the trouble this one is causing.”

Shota’s smile, sad though it had been, vanished. Her brow tightened with
a dark look. She lifted a finger in warning. “Such a woman could easily
conceal her name. This one, instead, reveals it the way a snake bares its
fangs. You worry about everything else, and leave her to me. A witch woman
is profoundly dangerous.”

Richard smiled a little. “Like you?”

Shota didn’t return the smile. “Like me.”



Richard stood alone by the fountain as he watched Shota ascend the steps.
Nicci, Cara, Zedd, Nathan, Ann, and Jebra were huddled off to the side,
engaged in whispered conversation among themselves. They didn’t pay any
heed to Shota as she passed, like an unseen apparition.

Richard followed her up the steps. In the doorway, silhouetted by the
light, Shota turned back, almost as if she had seen an apparition herself. She
reached out and for a time rested a hand on the doorframe.

“One other thing, Richard.” Shota studied his eyes for a moment. “When
you were young, your mother died in a fire.”

Richard nodded. “That’s right. A man got in a fight with George Cypher,
the man who raised me, the man I thought at the time was my father. This
man who started the fight with my father knocked a lamp off the table, setting
the house on fire. My brother and I were asleep in the back bedroom at the
time. While the man dragged my father outside and was beating him, my
mother raced in and pulled my brother and me from the burning house.”

Richard cleared his throat with the pain that still haunted him. He
remembered the quick smile of her relief that they were safe, and the last
quick kiss she had given him on his forehead.

“After my mother was sure that we were safe, she ran back inside to save
something—we never knew what. Her screams brought the man to his senses
and he and my father tried to save her, but they couldn’t...it was too late.
They were driven back by the heat of the flames and could do nothing for
her. Filled with guilt and revulsion at what he had caused, the man ran off
sobbing that he was sorry.

“It was a terrible tragedy, especially because there was no one else in the
house and nothing worth saving, nothing worth her life. My mother died for
nothing.”

Shota, standing silhouetted in the doorway, one hand resting against the
doorframe, stared at him for what seemed an eternity. Richard waited silently.
There was some kind of terrible significance evident in her posture, in her
almond eyes. She finally spoke in a soft voice.

“Y our mother was not the only one to die in that fire.”

Richard felt goose bumps race up his legs and arms. Everything he had
known for nearly his whole life seemed to be vaporized in an instant by the
lightning strike of those words.

“What are you talking about? What do you mean?”

Shota shook her head sadly. “I swear on my life, Richard, I don’t know



anything else.”

He stepped closer and grasped her arm, being careful not to grip it as hard
as he easily could have under the sudden power of his burning need to
understand why she would say such a thing.

“What do you mean, you don’t know anything else? How can you say
something so inconceivable and then just say that you don’t know anything
else? How can you say something like that about the death of my mother—
and then just not know any more. That doesn’t make sense. You must know
something more.”

Shota cupped a hand to the side of his face. “You did something for me
the last time you came to Agaden Reach. You turned down my offer and said
that I was worth more than to have someone against their will. You said that I
deserved to have someone who would value me for who I am.

“As angry as I was with you at that moment, it made me think. No one
has ever turned me down before, and you did it for the right reasons—
because you cared about me, cared that I have what will make my life
worthwhile. You cared enough to risk my wrath.

“When I assumed the likeness of your mother, that gift in some way
influenced the flow of information coming to me. Because of that, just now
as I was about to leave, that single thought came into my awareness: Your
mother was not the only one to die in that fire.

“Like all things that I glean from the flow of events in time, it came to me
as a kind of intuitive vision. I don’t know what it means, and I don’t know
any more about it. I swear, Richard, I don’t.

“Under ordinary circumstances I would not have revealed that small bit
of information because it is so charged with possibilities and questions, but
these are hardly ordinary circumstances. I thought you should know what
came to me. I thought you should know every scrap of everything I know.
Not all of what I learn from the flow of time is useful—that’s why I don’t
always reveal to people isolated things like this. In this instance, however, I
thought you should know it in case it comes to mean something to you, in
case it might come to help you somehow.”

Richard felt numb and confused. He wasn’t sure that he believed it really
meant what it sounded like it meant.

“Could it mean that she wasn’t the only one to die because a part of us
died with her that day? That our hearts would never be the same? Could it
mean that she was not the only one to die in that fire in that sense?”



“I don’t know, Richard, I really don’t, but it could be. It may in that way
be insignificant as far as being something that would actually help you now. I
don’t always know everything about what the flow of time reveals or if it is
meaningful. It could be as you say and nothing more.

“I can only be a help if I relay information accurately, and so that is what
I did. That is the exact way it came to me and in that precise concept: Your
mother was not the only one to die in that fire.”

Richard felt a tear run down his cheek. “Shota, I feel so alone. You
brought Jebra to tell me things that gave me nightmares. I don’t know what to
do next. I don’t. So many people believe in me, depend on me. Isn’t there
something you can tell me that will at least point me in the right direction
before we’re all lost?”

With a finger, Shota lifted the tear from his cheek. That simple act
somehow lifted his heart in a small way.

“I am sorry, Richard. I don’t know the answers that would save you. If I
did, please believe that I would give them eagerly. But I know the good in
you. I believe in you. I do know that you have within you what you must to
succeed. There will be times when you doubt yourself. Do not give up.
Remember then that I believe in you, that I know you can accomplish what
you must. You are a rare person, Richard. Believe in yourself.

“Know that I believe you are the one who can do it.”

Outside, before starting down the granite steps, she turned back, a black
shape against the fading light.

“If Kahlan was ever real or not no longer matters. The entire world of
life, everyone’s life, is now at stake. You must forget this one life, Richard,
and think of all the rest.”

“Prophecy, Shota?” Richard felt too heavyhearted to raise his voice.
“Something from the flow of time?”

Shota shook her head. “Simply the advice of a witch woman.” She started
for the paddock to collect her horse. “Too much is at stake, Richard. You
must stop chasing this phantom.”

When Richard went back inside everyone was crowded around Jebra,
engaged in hushed conversation filled with sympathy for her ordeal.

Zedd paused in the middle of what he was saying as Richard joined them.
“Rather odd, don’t you think, my boy?”



Richard glanced around at the perplexed expressions. “What’s odd?”

Zedd spread his hands. “That somewhere in the middle of Jebra telling
her story Shota simply up and vanished.”

“Vanished,” Richard repeated, cautiously.

Nicci nodded. “We thought she would stick around and have something
to say after Jebra finished.”

“Maybe she had to go find someone to intimidate,” Cara said.

Ann sighed. “Maybe she wanted to be on her way after that other witch
woman.”

“Maybe, being a witch woman, she isn’t much for good-byes,” Nathan
suggested.

Richard didn’t say anything. He had seen Shota do this before, like when
she had shown up at his and Kahlan’s wedding and given Kahlan the
necklace. No one had heard her then, either, when she had spoken to Richard
and Kahlan. No one had seen her leave.

Everyone went back to their conversation, except for his grandfather.
Zedd looked distant and distracted.

“What is it?” Richard asked.

Zedd shook his head as he laid his arm around Richard’s shoulders,
leaning closer as he spoke intimately. “For some reason, I find my mind
wandering to thoughts of your mother.”

“My mother.”

Zedd nodded. “I really miss her.”

“Me too,” Richard said. “Now that you mention it, I guess I’ve had her on
my mind as well.”

Zedd stared off into the distance. “Part of me died with her that day.”

It took Richard a moment to find his voice. “Do you have any idea why
she went back into the burning house? Do you think there was anything
important in there? Maybe someone we didn’t know about?”

Zedd shook his head insistently. “I felt sure that there had to have been
some good reason, but I went through the ashes myself.” His eyes welled up
with tears. “There was nothing in there but her bones.”

Richard glanced out the door and saw the spectral shadow of Shota atop
her horse start down the road without looking back.



Chapter 21

Rachel hesitated deep within the dark entrance. It was becoming difficult to
see. She wished she couldn’t make out what was drawn on the walls, but the
fact was she could. All the way into the cave she had tried not to look too
closely at the strange scenes covering the stone walls all around her. Some of
the images made goose bumps rise on her arms. She could not imagine why
anyone would want to draw such horrible, cruel things, but she certainly
could understand why they would put them down in the cave, why they
would want to hide such dark thoughts from the light of day.

The man unexpectedly shoved her. Rachel stumbled forward and fell flat
on her face. She gasped a breath to regain the wind that had been so abruptly
knocked out of her. She spit out dirt as she pushed herself up on her arms.
She was too angry to cry.

When she peeked back over her shoulder she saw that, instead of
watching her, he was gazing ahead into the darkness with those unsettling
golden eyes of his, as if his mind had wandered and he’d forgotten all about
her. Rachel glanced back toward the light, wondering if she could make it
past his long legs. She reasoned that she could feign going one way and then
dodge the other. That might work. But he was a lot bigger than she was and
could no doubt run faster even if her legs hadn’t been all wobbly from having
been tied for so long. If only he hadn’t taken her knives away from her. Still,
if she was quick, she thought she might possibly be able to get enough of a
start to make it.

Before she had a chance to try, the man noticed her again. He seized her
by the collar and hoisted her to her feet, then shoved her on ahead, deeper
into the black maw of the cave. Rachel struggled to find her footing over rock
outcroppings and to jump fissures. Seeing some kind of movement ahead, she
paused.

“Well, well...” came a razor-thin voice from back in the darkness.
“Visitors.”

The last word had been drawn out so that it almost sounded like the hiss



of a snake.

Rachel’s skin went icy cold as she stared, wide-eyed, into the darkness,
fearing who could be the owner of such a voice.

Out of that darkness, as if from out of the underworld itself, a shadow
materialized, gliding forward into the dim light.

Shadows didn’t smile, though, Rachel realized. This was a woman, a tall
woman in long black robes. Her long, wiry hair, too, was black. In contrast,
her skin was so pale that it made her face almost appear to be floating all by
itself in the darkness. It reminded Rachel of the skin of an albino salamander
that hid under leaves on the forest floor during the day, never touched by the
sunlight. All of her, from the coarse black cloth of her dress to her parched
flesh stretched tightly over her knuckles to her stiff hair, seemed as dry as a
sunbaked carcass.

She wore the kind of smile that Rachel imagined a wolf wore when
dinner dropped in unexpectedly.

Although her eyes were blue, it was a blue that was as blanched as her
skin, so that it almost seemed that she might be blind. But the way those eyes
deliberately took Rachel in left no doubt that this was a woman who could
not only see just fine in the light, but probably in pitch darkness as well.

“This had better be worth it,” the man behind Rachel said. “The little brat
stabbed me in my leg.”

Rachel glared back over her shoulder. She didn’t know the man’s name.
He had never bothered to tell her. Ever since capturing her he’d spoken very
little, in fact, as if she were not someone but something—an inanimate object
—that he had merely collected. The way he’d treated her made her feel like
she was nothing more than a sack of grain thrown over the back of his saddle.
But, at that moment, the grief, fear, thirst, and hunger during the long journey
were only dim annoyances in the back of her mind.

“You killed Chase,” she said. “You deserve more than I did.”

The woman frowned. “Who?”

“The man with her.”

“Ah, him,” the woman in black said. “And you killed him?” She sounded
only mildly curious. “Are you certain? Did you bury him?”

He shrugged. “I guess he’s dead—men don’t recover from such wounds.
The spell concealed me well enough, just as you promised it would, so he
never even noticed I was there. I didn’t take the time to stop and bury him,
though, since I knew you wanted me back as soon as possible.”



Her thin smile widened. Coming ever closer, she finally reached out and
ran her long, bony fingers back through his thick hair. Her ghostly blue eyes
studied him intently.

“Very good, Samuel,” she cooed. “Very good.”

Samuel looked like a hound that was getting scratched behind the ears.
“Thank you, Mistress.”

“And you brought the rest of it?”

He nodded eagerly. A smile warmed his face. Rachel had thought him a
cold-looking man, maybe because of his strange, golden eyes, but when he
smiled it seemed to mask his nature. With that smile he was a better-looking
man than most, although to Rachel he was, and always would be, a monster.
A warm smile wasn’t going to change what he had done.

Samuel seemed suddenly in a good mood. Rachel hadn’t ever seen him
this happy. Although much of the time she’d been in a sack, tied over the
back of his horse, so she supposed that she didn’t really know if he’d been in
a good mood or not. She didn’t really care.

She just wanted him dead. He had killed Chase, the best thing that had
ever happened in Rachel’s entire life. Chase was the best man who had ever
lived. Chase had taken her in after she’d escaped from Queen Milena, the
castle at Tamarang, and that terrible Princess Violet. Chase had loved her and
had taken care of her. He taught her things about taking care of herself. He
had a family he loved and who loved and needed him.

But now they had all lost him.

Chase was so big and so good with his weapons that Rachel hadn’t
thought that anyone could ever defeat him, especially not a man by himself.
But Samuel had appeared like a ghost and run Chase through while he slept,
run him through with that beautiful sword that Rachel just knew couldn’t
belong to him. She hated to think of how he had gotten that sword and who
else he’d hurt with it.

Samuel stood looking like an idiot, his arms hanging, his shoulders
slumped, as the woman ran her fingers back through his hair, whispering
comforting, fawning words. It seemed completely unlike him. Up until then
Samuel had always seemed confident and sure of himself. He always made it
clear to Rachel that he was in charge. He always knew exactly what he
wanted. In the presence of this woman, though, he was different. Rachel half
expected his tongue to hang out and for him to start drooling.

“You said you brought the rest of it, Samuel,” she said in her hissy voice.



“Yes.” He lifted an arm back toward the light. “It’s on the horse.”

“Well, don’t leave it out there,” the woman said, her voice taking on an
impatient edge. “Go and get it.”

“Yes...yes, right away.” He seemed only too eager to do her bidding and
scurried off.

Rachel watched him rushing back through the cave, making his way over
rocks that lay in his path, sometimes using his hands on the ground for
balance, hurrying past the creepy gallery of drawings and toward the cave
entrance. She noticed then light flickering on the dark walls. When she heard
the sputtering sizzle she realized that it was light from a torch. She turned
back around to see someone else, carrying a torch, appearing out of the
darkness.

Rachel’s jaw dropped.

It was Princess Violet.

“Well, well, if it isn’t the orphan Rachel come back to us,” Violet said as
she stuck the torch in a bracket on the rock wall before taking up a place
beside the woman in black.

Rachel’s eyes felt like they might pop out of her head. She couldn’t seem
to make her mouth close. Her voice had fled down into the pit of her
stomach.

“Why, Violet, dear, I do believe you’ve scared the little thing witless.
Lose your tongue, little one?”

Princess Violet was the one who had lost her tongue. But now it was
back. Somehow, as impossible as it seemed, it was back.

“Princess Violet...”

Violet’s back stiffened as she straightened her broad shoulders. She
seemed to be half again as big as the last time Rachel had seen her. She was
meatier-looking. Older-looking.

“Queen Violet, now.”

Rachel blinked in astonishment. “Queen...?”

Violet smiled in a way that could have frozen a bonfire.

“Yes, that’s right. Queen. My mother, you see, was murdered when that
man, Richard, escaped. It was his doing. He is responsible for my mother’s
death, for the death of our beloved former queen. He brought us all nothing
but grief and terrible times.” She heaved a sigh. “Things have changed. I am
queen now.”

Rachel couldn’t make it work in her head. Queen. It all seemed



impossible. Mostly, though, it was dumbfounding that Violet could again
speak after having lost her tongue.

A humorless smile spread on Violet’s lips as her brow drew down.
“Kneel before your queen.”

Rachel couldn’t seem to make sense of the words.

Violet’s hand came out of nowhere, striking Rachel so hard that it
knocked her sprawling.

“Kneel before your queen!”

Violet’s shriek echoed back and forth in blackness.

Gasping in pain and shock, Rachel held one hand to the side of her face
as she struggled to her knees. She felt warm blood running down her chin.
Violet was a lot stronger than before.

The painful slap was like her past slamming right back down on her, as if
everything had been a dream and she was waking again to the nightmare of
her former life. She was all alone again, with no Giller, no Richard, no Chase
to help her. She was again helpless before Violet without a friend in the
world.

Violet’s smile had vanished. As she stared down at Rachel kneeling
before her, her eyes narrowed in a way that made Rachel have to swallow.

“He attacked me, you know. Back when he was Seeker, Richard attacked
me, hurt me, for no reason.” She planted her fists on her hips. “He hurt me
bad. Attacked and hurt a child! My jaw was broken. My teeth were shattered.
My tongue was severed, just as he had once promised to do. I was left mute.”

Her voice lowered into a growl that chilled Rachel to the bone. “But that
was the least of my suffering.”

Violet took a breath to calm herself. With the palms of her hands she
smoothed down her pink satin dress at the hips.

“None of my mother’s advisors were any help. They were bumbling fools
when it came down to doing anything worthwhile. They offered endless
potions and poultices and aromas and incantations. They said prayers and
made offerings to the good spirits. They applied leeches and hot jars. None of
it worked. My mother was buried without me there. I was unconscious at the
time.

“Not even the stars had anything to say about my condition or chances.
The advisors mostly stood around wringing their hands—and probably
plotting who would steal the crown when I finally died. I suspect that if it
wasn’t soon then one of them would have helped me along into the afterlife



with my mother. I heard their worried whispers about me becoming queen.”

Violet took another calming breath. “In the middle of my nightmare of
pain and suffering, of anguish and grief, of my growing concern about being
murdered, Six arrived and helped me.” She gestured up at the woman
standing beside her. “Just when I needed it most, Six came along and helped
save me, helped save the crown and Tamarang itself, when no one else could
or would.”

“But, but,” Rachel stammered, “you’re not old enough to be a queen.”

She knew it was a mistake the instant the words had left her tongue,
before her better judgment had time to stop them. Violet’s other hand
whipped around, slapping Rachel across the other cheek. Violet seized her by
the hair and roughly pulled her back up onto her knees. Rachel cupped a hand
to the new throbbing ache and with the other hand wiped blood from her
mouth.

Violet shrugged, indifferent to the pain and blood she had caused.
“Anyway, I grew up in the last few years. I’'m no longer the child I was back
then, the child you still think of me being, back when you lived here,
enjoying our kindness and generosity.”

Rachel didn’t think that Violet had grown up enough to be a queen, but
she knew better than to say so again. She also knew better than to think of
enslavement as “kindness.”

“Six helped me as I recovered. She saved me.”

Rachel stared up at the pale, smiling face. “I offered my services. Violet
welcomed me into the castle. Her mother’s advisors certainly weren’t doing
her any good.

“Six used her power to heal my broken and grossly infected jaw. I had
grown weak from only being able to sip a thin broth. With Six’s help I was at
last able to begin to eat again and recover my strength. New teeth even came
in. I don’t suppose that anyone ever grew a third set of teeth before, yet I did.

“But still I could not speak, so when I was well enough, strong enough,
Six used her remarkable powers to grow me a new tongue.” Her fists
tightened at her sides. “The tongue that I lost because of the Seeker.”

“The former Seeker,” Six corrected, under her breath.

“The former Seeker,” Violet acknowledged, considerably calmer.

A smug smile returned to Violet’s plump face. It was a smile that Rachel
knew all too well. “And now you have been brought back.” Her tone
expressed a threat that her words hadn’t named.



“What about all the others?” Rachel asked, trying to buy time to think.
“All the queen’s advisors?”

“I am the queen!” It seemed that, along with the rest of her, Violet’s
temper had gotten bigger as well.

A gentle touch on the back from Six brought a brief glance up and a smile
to Violet’s face. She again took a calming breath, almost as if she had been
reminded to watch her manners.

She finally answered Rachel’s question. “I have no need for my mother’s
advisors. They were, after all, worthless. Six fills that role now, and does so
much better than any of those fools.

“After all, none of them could grow me a new tongue, now could they?”

Rachel glanced up at Six. The wolf’s grin was back. The ghostly blue
eyes seemed to be staring right into Rachel’s naked soul.

“Such a thing was far beyond their abilities,” the woman said in a quiet
voice, but one that carried the undertone of profound power. “However, it
was well within mine.”

Rachel wondered if Violet had ordered all the advisors put to death. The
last time Rachel had been at the castle, Violet, at her mother’s side, was just
beginning to order executions. Now that she was queen, with Six to back her,
there would be nothing to restrain Violet’s whims.

“Six gave me my tongue back. Gave me my voice back. The Seeker
thought he had taken all of that from me, but now I have it back. Tamarang is
safely in my hands.”

Had it not been so frightening a thought, so horrifying a concept, Rachel
might have laughed at the very idea of Violet being queen. Rachel had been
Violet’s playmate, her companion—really nothing more than her personal
slave. Violet’s mother, Queen Milena, had gotten Rachel from an orphanage,
intending her to be someone upon whom Violet could practice leadership,
someone younger whom Violet could easily handle, and abuse.

Rachel had not only escaped, she taken Queen Milena’s precious box of
Orden with her, eventually giving it over to Richard and Zedd and Chase.

That had been a long time back. Violet looked to be about in her middle
teens by now, although Rachel wasn’t good at guessing older people’s ages.
She was a lot bigger than the last time Rachel had seen her, that much was for
sure. Her dull hair was even longer. Her bones had gotten heavier, thicker.
Like the rest of her, her face was still plump, but with those small, dark,
calculating eyes, it had lost its childlike quality. Her chest was no longer flat,



either, but had grown womanly. She looked like an adult just about to emerge
from her cocoon. She had always been much older than Rachel, but now she
seemed to have spurted up and widened the gap.

Even so, she didn’t seem anywhere near old enough to be a queen.

But queen she was.

Rachel’s knees, naked against the rock, were hurting something fierce.
She didn’t dare to ask to get up, though. Instead, she asked a question.

“Violet—"

Smack.

Before she had time to think, Violet had struck, seemingly out of
nowhere, as if she had been waiting for an excuse. Rachel’s vision swam
sickeningly. It felt like the blow might have knocked teeth loose. Rachel
gingerly felt with her tongue before she was sure they were all still in place.

“Queen Violet,” Violet growled. “Don’t make that mistake again or you
will be put to torture as an instigator of treason.”

Rachel swallowed back the lump of terror. “Yes, Queen Violet.”

Violet smiled at the triumph. She was indeed the queen.

Rachel knew that Violet had a taste for only the most exquisite things, the
most elaborate decoration, whether it be draperies or dishes, the most
beautiful dresses, and the the most precious jewels. She insisted on
surrounding herself with the best of everything—and that had been back
when she’d only been a princess. That made it seem all the stranger that she
would be in a cave.

“Queen Violet, what are you doing in this awful place?”

Violet stared down at her a moment, then waggled what looked like a
piece of chalk before Rachel’s face. “My heritage, my inheritance.”

Rachel didn’t understand. “Y our what?”

“My gift.” She shrugged offhandedly. “Well, not exactly the gift, but
something akin to it. You see, I come from a long line of artists. You
remember James? The court artist?”

Rachel nodded. “He had only one hand.”

“Yes,” Violet drawled. “A man a little too forward for his own good. Just
because he was a relative of the queen he thought that he could get away with
certain indiscretions. He was wrong.”

Rachel blinked. “Relative?”

“Distant cousin, or something like that. He shared some little trace of the
royal bloodline. That exceptional bloodline carries a unique gift for...artistry.



The family of the rulers of Tamarang still carry the thread of that ancient
talent. My mother didn’t have the ability, but through that bloodline, it turns
out that she did pass it along to me. At the time, though, the only one we
knew of who still had that rare talent was James. Thus it came to be that he
served as the court artist, served the crown, my mother, Queen Milena.

“The Seeker, the previous Seeker, Richard, before he caused the trouble
that resulted in the murder of my mother, also murdered James. Our land was
for the first time in history without the services of an artist to protect the
Crown.

“At the time we weren’t aware that I, in fact, carry the ancient talent.”
She gestured to the tall woman beside her. “Six saw it in me, though. She told
me of my remarkable ability. She has been helping me learn to use it, guiding
me in my...art lessons.

“A lot of people were opposed to me becoming queen—some, even,
among the crown’s highest advisors. Fortunately, Six told me of the covert
plots.” She lifted the chalk before Rachel’s face. “The traitors found drawings
of themselves down here on these walls. I made sure that everyone knows
what happens to traitors. With that, and with Six’s help and counsel, I
became queen. People no longer dare oppose me.”

When she had lived at the castle before, Rachel had thought that Violet
was dangerous in the extreme. She’d had no idea at the time just how much
more dangerous she would become. Rachel felt a sense of crushing
hopelessness.

Violet and Six glanced up when they heard Samuel rushing back in.
Fearing that Violet was liable to whack her again, Rachel decided not to turn
and look. She could hear Samuel panting, though, as he got close.

Violet swished her hand, commanding Rachel aside and out of the way.
Rachel immediately scrambled to comply, only too happy to be out of the
reach of Violet’s arm, if not her authority.

Samuel had a leather bag held closed with a drawstring. He set the bag
down carefully and opened it. He looked up at Six. She rolled her hand,
urging him to get on with it.

It appeared to be a box of some kind. When it came out of the bag,
Rachel saw that it was as black as doom itself. She thought that they all very
well might be sucked into that black void and vanish into the underworld.

With one hand, Samuel held the sinister thing up to Six. Smiling, she
lifted it out of his hand.



“As promised,” she said to Violet, “I present you with Queen Violet’s
box of Orden.”

Rachel remembered Queen Milena lifting that same box with the same
kind of awed reverence. Except that now it wasn’t all covered in the silver,
gold, and jewels. Zedd had told Rachel that the real box of Orden had been
under those jewels. This had to be that box that had all along been inside
when Rachel had spirited it away from the castle just as Wizard Giller had
asked her to do.

Now Giller was dead, Richard no longer had his sword, and Rachel was
back in the clutches of Violet. And now Violet had herself a precious box of
Orden, just as her mother had.

Violet smirked. “You see, Rachel? What need have I of those old, useless
advisors? Could they have accomplished any of what I have accomplished?
You see, unlike those weak people you threw in with, I always persevere
until I succeed. That’s what it takes to be a queen.

“I have the box of Orden back. I have you back.” She waggled the chalk
again. “And I will have Richard back to face his punishment.”

Six sighed. “Enough of this happy reunion. You have what you asked for.
Samuel and I need to go have a talk about his next assignment, and you need
to get back to your ‘art’ lesson.”

Violet smiled conspiratorially. “Yes, my lesson.” She glared down at
Rachel. “There is an iron box waiting for you back at the castle. And then
there is the matter of your punishment.”

Six bowed her head. “I will be off, then, my queen.”

Violet flicked her hand in a gesture of dismissal. Six grasped Samuel’s
upper arm and started away with him. He had to watch his balance to keep
his footing as he stepped over and around rocks. Six seemed to glide through
the dim light without any trouble at all.

“Come along,” Violet said in the kind of pretend cheerful tone that made
Rachel’s blood run cold. “You can watch me draw.”

As Violet grabbed the torch Rachel stood on wobbly legs, then followed
her queen, the light of the flagging flame illuminating walls covered with
endless drawings of terrible things being done to people. There was not a spot
on the walls that didn’t have some sort of horrific scene. Rachel missed
Chase something fierce, missed his reassurance, his smile when she had done
a lesson well, his comforting hand on her shoulder. She loved him so much.
And Samuel had killed him, killed all her hopes and dreams. She felt numb



despair as she followed Violet deeper into the darkness, deeper into the
madness.



Chapter 22

Nicci spotted Richard far off down the long rampart, standing at the
crenellated outer wall not far from the base of a soaring tower, gazing out
over the deserted city far below. Twilight had muted the colors of the dying
day, turning the distant rolling summer-green fields to gray. Cara stood not
far from his side, silent but watchful.

Nicci knew Richard well enough that she could easily read the heightened
tension in his body. She knew Cara well enough to see the reflection of that
stress lurking in her intently calm appearance. Nicci pressed a fist over the
knot of anxiety tightening in her middle.

Overhead the slate gray clouds roiled, spitting an occasional fat drop of
rain. Distant thunder rumbled through the mountain passes, promising a
tempestuous night to come. Despite the dark, seething clouds, the air was
strangely still. The heat of the day had abruptly vanished, as if fleeing before
the storm that was about to break.

As she came to a stop, Nicci rested a hand on the crenellated wall and
took a deep breath of the humid air.

“Rikka said that you needed to see me. She said it was urgent.”

Richard looked the match for the brewing storm. “I have to leave. At
once.”

Nicci had somehow expected just that. She glanced past Richard, to Cara,
but the Mord-Sith showed no reaction. Richard had been brooding for days.
He’d been quietly distant as he considered everything he had learned from
Jebra and Shota. Zedd had advised Nicci to leave him to his deliberation.
Nicci had not needed such advise; she probably knew his darker moods better
than anyone.

“I’m going with you,” she said, making it clear that she was leaving no
room for discussion.

He nodded absently. “It will be good to have you with me. Especially for
this.”

Nicci was relieved not to have him argue, but the knot of anxiety



tightened over the last part of what he’d said. There was a palpable sense of
danger in the air. At that moment her concern was to insure that—whatever
he was about to do—he was as well protected as she could manage.

“And Cara is going too.”

Still, he gazed off into the distance. “Of course.”

She realized that he was looking south. “Now that Tom and Friedrich are
back, Tom will insist on coming along as well. His talents will be valuable.”

Tom was a member of an elite corps of protectors to the Lord Rahl.
Despite his amiable appearance, Tom was more than formidable in his duty.
Men like him were not advanced to such trusted positions of protection to the
Lord Rahl because they had nice smiles. Like other D’Haran protectors to the
Lord Rahl, Tom had come to feel passionately about his duty to protect
Richard.

“He can’t come with us,” Richard said. “We’re going in the sliph. Only
Cara, you, and me are able to travel in the sliph.”

Nicci swallowed at the thought of such a journey. “And where are we
going, Richard?”

At long last, his gray eyes turned to her. He gazed into her eyes with that
way he had about him, as if he was looking into her soul.

“I’ve figured it out,” he said.

“You’ve figured what out?”

“What I must do.”

Nicci could feel her fingers tingling with a shapeless dread. The look of
terrible resolve in his gray eyes made her knees weak.

“And what is that you must do, Richard?”

He puzzled a moment. “Did I ever tell you thanks for stopping Shota
when you did, when she was touching me?”

Nicci was not disconcerted by Richard’s abrupt change of topic. She had
learned that it was Richard’s way. It was especially characteristic when he
was greatly troubled. The more agitated he was, it seemed that there were all
the more things going on in his head at the same time, as if his thoughts were
in a whirlwind of inner activity that pulled everything up into that tumultuous
rush of deliberation.

“You told me, Richard.”

About a hundred times.

He nodded slightly. “Well, thanks.”

His voice had turned absent, distant, as he descended back into the dark



depths of some inner equation upon which the future hinged.

“She was doing something painful to you, wasn’t she.”

It was not a question, but a statement that Nicci had come to believe more
and more in the days following Shota’s visit. Nicci didn’t know what Shota
had done, but she wished she had not allowed even that brief touch. There
was no telling how much the witch woman could have conveyed in that
touch, even as abbreviated as it had been. Lightning, after all, was brief as
well. Richard had never said what Shota had shown him, but it was ground
that Nicci, for some reason, feared to tread upon.

Richard heaved a sigh. “Yes, she was. She was showing me the truth.
That truth is in part how I’ve come to understand at last what it is I must do.
As much as I dread it...”

When he drifted into silence, Nicci patiently prodded him. “So, what
have you figured out you must do?”

Richard’s fingers tightened on the stone as he looked out again over the
darkening countryside far below, and then to the somber jumble of mountains
rising up beyond.

“I was right in the beginning.” His gaze turned to Cara. “Right when I
took you and Kahlan away to the mountains far back in Westland.”

Cara frowned. “I remember you saying that we were going back into
those deserted mountains because you had come to understand that we could
not win the war by fighting the army of the Imperial Order. You said that you
could not lead them in such a battle that they were sure to lose.”

Richard nodded. “And I was right. I know that now. We can’t win against
their army. Shota helped me to see that. She may have been trying to
convince me that I must fight that battle, but in part because of all that she
and Jebra showed me, I know now that we can’t win it.

“Now, I know what I must do.”

“And what would that be?” Nicci pressed.

Richard finally pushed away from the stone merlon. “We have to go. I
don’t have time to lay it all out right now.”

Nicci started after him. “I threw some things together. They’re ready.
Richard, why can’t you tell me what you’ve decided?”

“I will,” he said, “later.”

“You’re wasting your time,” Cara said under her breath to Nicci as she
fell in with her behind Richard. “I’ve already paddled up that creek until I got
too tired to paddle anymore.”



Richard, hearing Cara’s remark, took Nicci by the arm and pulled her
forward. “I’m not finished thinking it all through. I need to finish putting it
all together. I’ll explain it when we get there, explain it to everyone—but
right now we don’t have the time. All right?”

“Get where?” Nicci asked.

“To the D’Haran army. Jagang’s main force will soon be heading up into
D’Hara. I have to tell our army that we have no chance to win the battle that
is coming for them.”

“That ought to cheer their day,” Cara said. “Nothing makes a soldier feel
better on the eve of battle than their leader telling them that they are about to
lose the battle and die.”

“You want me to tell them a lie, instead?” he asked.

Cara’s onl