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Merrill watched the General warily as he made his way down the lane.  It was not 
surprising that he was here, or that he was finding his way to her tent.  They all did, 
sooner or later.  They spent their days seeing the sights, visiting the temples and, if they 
were lucky, an Oracle.  But nights were meant for other explorations. 
 
Drinking fulfilled a certain need, allowing the soldiers to forget, for a time, the horrors of 
war and the ruins they created with their Horde.  There were women to sample, narcotics 
to dull the senses, gambling to thrill them.  When all of that paled, there were the 
Weavers. 
 
Merrill was an old woman.  She had seen many conquerors arrive in the city, their 
shoulders draped with laurels and heavy with the weight of a burden they could never 
release.  They were all the same.  Small men who would force the world into the shape 
they desired, who could not rest so long as there was another challenge to be found.  With 
Rome gone, there were would-be emperors around every corner.  And they all came to 
her. 
 
He stopped, at last, by the opening of her tent and peered in.  “You are Merrill?” he 
asked, his accent thick, like a badge of his arrogant pride.  “You tell stories?” 
 
“I am Merrill,” she confirmed, exhaling a cloud of yellow smoke from her pipe.  “I am a 
Weaver.” 
 
The General nodded.  “Yah,” he grunted.  She could smell alcohol on him.  The fog it 
created in his mind would make her task easier.  He entered the tent and pulled the 
doorflaps closed behind him.  She smiled at him as he sat heavily on the small stool in 
front of her, looking down on her.  Merrill sat on her pillows, as was her wont.   
 
“You know who I am,” he stated flatly. 
 
“You are Thod, the Butcher,” she replied just as emotionlessly.  “You lead the Black 
Horde and have conquered all the kingdoms from the far sea to the stark mountains of 
Ozal.  There are few who could honestly claim not to know you, General.” 
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He grunted in satisfaction, allowing himself a thin smile.  “So much for traveling 
incognito,” he observed.   
 
“I think you have nothing to fear,” Merrill said, laughing.  “Your legend is much larger 
than your true stature.  I know you because I see with more than my eyes.  And yet you 
expected this, which is why, I am thinking, you have come.” 
 
Thod frowned, having lost his brief good humor.  “What is your price?” he demanded. 
 
“Five gold,” she told him. 
 
He gave her a hard stare but didn’t quibble.  He dug into the purse at his waist and fished 
out six coins, tossed them onto the carpet at Merrill’s feet.  “The price is only five,” she 
said softly. 
 
“The sixth is a bonus,” he told her.  “Make it a good story.” 
 
Merrill chuckled.  “The weave is often only as good as the quality of the thread,” she said 
enigmatically.  “Yet I can see you have a fine skein from which to draw.  Fear not, 
General.  I think you will get your money’s worth.”  Without rising she reached to one 
side and opened a small wooden chest.  Inside were dozens of tiny purple cones, 
seemingly identical, but she took her time choosing two carefully.  Chest closed once 
more, Merrill turned to the brazier on her other side and tossed the cones into the fire.  
There was a brief flash, a puff of fragrant smoke, and the fire fell to cinders.  Plunged 
suddenly into darkness, the General stirred uneasily.  He gripped the pommel of his 
sword tightly and looked back at the doorway leading back into the bazaar. 
 
“There is nothing to fear within these walls,” Merrill chided.  “Have you ever visited a 
Weaver before, General?” 
 
“No,” he said quickly.  “Are you a trafficker in the dark arts?  If so, tell me now.  I do not 
enjoy the balms and spellcraft of witches.” 
 
“I am no witch,” Merrill said.  “If it is a witch you seek, I can recommend several.  But I 
do not think that is why you have come to me.” 
 
The General snorted.  “What could you possibly know of what I desire?” he retorted. 
 
“A Weaver must know a great many things, General.”  She tapped out the contents of her 
pipe and laid it carefully aside.  “Learning to see into a person’s heart is a skill that takes 
a lifetime to perfect.  And I am very old, General.” 
 
He stirred uneasily again.  “Get on with it, woman,” he growled. 
 
“As you wish.”  Merrill reached for him faster than he thought possible for someone so 
ancient.  Her hand was cold as a band of steel and nearly as strong as it closed about his 
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wrist.  He flinched and jerked his arm free of her, rising to his feet and drawing his sword 
in one swift motion. 
 
“How dare you!” he roared, lifting the sword. 
 
“Peace,” Merrill said, rocking back on her cushions and holding her hands up 
defensively.  “It was only necessary, to make your weave complete.” 
 
“Give me a better reason not to kill you now,” he hissed through clenched teeth.  “I do 
not suffer the touch of witches lightly.” 
 
“I told you, I am no witch,” she said, ignoring the raised sword.  She picked up her pipe 
again.  “Do you really fear an old woman so much?” 
 
The blade wavered.  Merrill kept her gaze focused on his face as she methodically refilled 
her pipe.  Moving slowly, she lit a taper from the coals of the brazier and put the flame to 
the bowl of her pipe.  More yellow smoke was soon puffing from her flaring nostrils.  
The General lowered the sword warily.  Merrill smiled at him, her eyes twinkling. 
 
“Tell your story,” he snapped.  “And be quick about it.  My patience grows thin.” 
 
“Tell me something first,” she replied.  “Who was it who sent you to me?” 
 
The General gritted his teeth.  “I don’t see what that has to do with…Marcus.  Marcus 
Lancastle, my second in command.  Why must you know that?” 
 
“I have a name in the back of my mind,” she said.  “It came to me when I was a youth, 
like a leaf fluttering down from a tree, and it tickles my thoughts from time to time.  One 
day, I will find the man the name belongs to, and then…well, I suppose I shall know what 
to do then.  It matters little, I suppose.” 
 
The General sat down slowly, laying the sword across his lap.  “Tell me exactly what a 
Weaver does,” he demanded. 
 
“I weave,” she said, then laughed at his angry expression.  “I tell stories.  Special stories, 
ones that have not been heard before.  Stories that might never be heard again lest you be 
the one telling it to others.” 
 
“It is true then,” he said leaning forward.  “You can tell the future?” 
 
“A future that is foretold is a future that can be changed,” she said.  “The only 
unavoidable fate is the fate you are ignorant of.  If I told you that tonight an assassin 
would kill you in your bed, why then you would not sleep tonight.  You would lay awake 
in wait for the killer.  Or you might simply sleep somewhere else and thus negate the 
prophecy.  Predicting the future is a charlatan’s game.  If the fortune comes to pass, then 
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it validates the seer, and if it does not it is simply because you somehow altered your 
path.” 
 
He grunted.  “That seems to make sense,” he conceded.  “I have never trusted the 
workers of the dark arts.” 
 
“And what of those who practice magick of a different sort?  The clerics and priests?” 
 
“They do not work magic.” 
 
“Then what is a miracle if not the magic of God?” 
 
“Enough banter,” he growled, hand tightening around the hilt of the sword.  “Tell your 
story so that I can be on my way.” 
 
“If you are that anxious to go, you should go,” she said haughtily.  She sucked on her 
pipe and blew a cloud of smoke in his direction.  “You don’t think your story has a 
beginning in my booth, do you?  Nor an ending either.  We are all threads in a greater 
tapestry.  Even you, mighty conqueror.  For what purpose do you fight?” 
 
He hesitated.  “For honor,” he said.  “For power.” 
 
“Ah,” she said, nodding as if that was the answer she had expected.  “That at least is a 
more honest response than most would give.  Very well, here is your story.”  She lowered 
here head and closed her eyes, and it seemed as though the booth became darker, the 
shadows grew thicker.  When the old woman spoke again, her voice had changed.  It was 
deeper, more resonant, vibrating with an ancient strength that gave the General pause. 
 
“There was once a General,” Merrill said.  “A man from humble roots.  A man of the 
mountains, born the son of a farmer.  His mother was a woman of the land, one who 
knew the old ways and practiced them in secret.  This man grew into his teen years torn 
between two worlds.  The practical world of his father, where crops had to be tended, 
livestock fed, the wolves kept at bay in the winter and the tax collectors evaded in the 
warmer seasons, that was a world he could see and believe in.  The world of his mother, a 
dimmer world where spirits walked unseen among the living, where spells could be 
spoken and magick squeezed from the air, that was the world he wanted to believe in.  
Yet he could not.  There was always work to do, always the misery of his dreary life 
pressing upon him, and there was no time for magick.” 
 
The General was stiff, mouth slightly agape.  “How…how could you know this…” he 
croaked.  Merrill ignored him, her half-closed eyes glazed as though by trance. 
 
“There came a terrible winter,” she went on.  “A winter when the cold fought its way past 
the protecting hearth fires and seized people in their beds.  When the starving wolves 
grew bold and attacked people in the street and the livestock left outside by necessity 
succumbed and died.  Then the man’s father called out for help to the lord of the village.  
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And he in turn called out to his lord for succor.  But there was no help forthcoming.  The 
mother did what she could, calling forth subtle spirits to safeguard her family, to give 
them strength to last, and they did last.  When spring returned at long last, the man and 
his father and his mother were among the only survivors.” 
 
She paused, and the room became darker still.  “There was no reason to celebrate their 
good fortune, however.  The lord of the village accused the mother of being a witch, a 
foul collaborator with the minions of the Dark One.  He, like most, could not tell the 
difference between a witch and a priestess.  So she was burned alive, and the boy turned 
his eyes and his heart from what was real, focusing only and forevermore on what could 
be perceived by his senses.” 
 
“Stop,” the General warned.  “That’s enough.  Who has told you to say these things to 
me?” 
 
“It is the story in your soul,” she told him.  “I see you, General.  I see the real you.  That 
is what a Weaver does.” 
 
He stood suddenly.  “You said you weren’t a witch,” he snarled.  “You’ve tricked me.” 
 
“There is no trick, General,” Merrill spoke quietly, calmly, unafraid.  “Have you no idea 
why you are always hungry for the next challenge?  Why it is you strive to excel above 
others?  There is an emptiness inside you that will never be filled by blood and conquest.  
You are only half a man, General.  Until you learn to see the world, the real world, you 
will forever be blind, a cripple who cannot see his own destiny.  It is why you sought me 
out, why you wish so desperately to see your future.  Because you don’t have one.” 
 
“Silence!” the General shouted.  He brandished the sword menacingly.  “Are you trying 
to frighten me, woman?  There is nothing on this earth that has power over me.   Least of 
all a prattling old woman out of her mind on hashish, spouting carefully planned sedition.  
I was foolish to come here.” 
 
“Before the next dawn, you will see things differently, General,” Merrill said.  “You will 
see the things that cannot be seen.  You will embrace your legacy.” 
 
“Enough,” he said, voice dropping an octave.  It was icy and chill, and he was no longer 
the curious man who had arrived.  Reacting to the threat implied by the woman’s words, 
he had returned to the safety of being a soldier.  “Speak again, and the words will be your 
last.” 
 
Merrill smiled displaying graying teeth.  “Cut if you will,” she said.  “You cannot silence 
the voice within.” 
 
The General grimaced.  The hesitation was brief, but the thrust was quick.  The sword 
penetrated the woman’s stomach smoothly, without hinderence.  Merrill’s face went 
instantly slack, the pipe fell from limp fingers onto the cushions beneath her, and she 
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toppled over.  Thod pulled the sword free and stepped back.  The Weaver’s  body struck 
the smoldering brazier as she fell,  scattering hot coals onto the cushions.  They were 
smoldering as the General turned away, his face betraying his inner turmoil.  He had not 
meant to kill the woman, but his arm had acted quicker than his thoughts.  His instinct 
was to kill, not to indulge in mercy.  Setting his expression into a grim mask, he pushed 
past the heavy curtains and strode firmly through the thinning crowd of the bazaar 
without looking back. 
 
He was out of the maze of stalls and shops and back in the dingy city streets before he 
realized he was still holding the sword.  The Weaver’s blood was black on the polished 
metal.  His fingers were stiff around the hilt and he had to force them to open.  Citizens 
who passed took one look at him and increased their pace, unwilling to be the focus of a 
crazed Hordesman’s attention.  Thod watched them in their haste, the terror written 
plainly on their faces.  This was a city accustomed to warfare.  The king Thod had killed 
with his own hands had been a usurper.  It wasn’t the fear of death that compelled these 
people to hurry past, it was something worse.  It was the demon that drove the Horde’s 
enigmatic leader, a voice from the whispering sands that spoke of utter and complete 
destruction.  They feared oblivion. 
 
“That makes two of us,” Thod said to no one.  He paused at a fountain to wash the sword 
before putting it back into its sheath.  The water he splashed onto his face was bracingly 
cold, and although he felt cleaner afterward, the water did nothing to erase the blot of 
gnawing discomfort that had begun to swell within him.  He made his way back to the 
palace and to the guardsmen he had left waiting there.  They closed in around him, 
shielding him with their bodies and their crimson uniforms as they ushered him back into 
the high walls of the city’s heart.  None of them spoke to him.  They were not, after all, 
his friends.  None of the Hordesmen working inside the palace paid any attention to the 
tight group of men or to the weary soldier at their center.  Thod was not consoled. 
 
Crimson guards were replaced by scurrying servants once Thod was safely back in his 
luxurious quarters.  His armor was carefully removed and taken away to be cleaned.  
Slaves wearing nothing but their skin draped a loose white robe around his shoulders, 
smiling at him with bright eyes and heaving breasts, seemingly eager for his attention.  
Thod ignored their unspoken invitations and stepped out onto the wide stone balcony that 
looked out to the river and the dark sea beyond.  The last rays of the setting sun lanced 
through the cloudless sky, the bright orb of the Mad God’s chariot having already 
vanished below the sharp line of the horizon.  The women waited patiently just inside the 
doorway, perhaps genuinely hoping to be ravished by him at some point.  The gods only 
knew how many bastard offspring he had left behind on the long road he had traveled.  
That wasn’t the thought that consumed him as he leaned on the marble railing of the 
balcony and gazed down at the broken city.  It wasn’t his the sounds of the Horde’s 
revelry coming from the twisting streets, or the comforting light of several hundred 
thousand fires on the plains just outside the city walls, one for each soldier sworn by 
blood oath to his command. 
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If he could, he would have sent his sight flying over the ocean, skimming the choppy 
waves until it reached the high cliffs of his homeland.  He would scale those sheer 
heights until he reached the Pearl Gate of mighty Shrondokar.  He would look beyond its 
alabaster walls and deep into the Golden Palace, and he would gaze once again upon his 
beloved daughter.   
 
“Ialia,” he whispered to the gathering night breeze.  He drew the robe closer about him as 
a shiver rippled through his aging body.  How many years had it been since he had last 
seen his home?  Ialia would be nearing marrying age, though she was a mere child when 
he had set himself upon the long road that brought him here, so very far away from where 
his heart told him he belonged.   
 
He felt a presence at his shoulder and knew who it was without turning.  “Is there 
anything to report, Hama?” he asked, voice heavy.  “The men are having quite a bit of 
fun from what I can hear.” 
 
“There are no problems, my Lord,” Hama said, and Thod could feel the man bowing.  
“Gloating on the spoils is necessary to satisfy the troops.  Yet…” 
 
Thod turned to face his aide, leaning his rear on the railing.  “Out with it man,” he 
ordered. 
 
Hama drew himself up.  “The city is poor, my Lord,” he said.  “Not so poor that the men 
will complain, they’re still fat from our last conquest, but it is not as rich as we had 
expected.” 
 
“Is this a problem?”  He asked to satisfy Hama.  Thod already knew.   
 
“No, my Lord,” Hama said expectedly.  “Not a problem so far as the funding of our 
advancement is concerned.  But this kingdom borders two, much richer nations.  
Virillian, our last addition to your Empire, was one of those, and the sea kingdom of 
Trothwyn lies to the south.  As the go-between, this kingdom should be rich.  Or, at least, 
richer than it appears to be.” 
 
Thod laughed.  “You think there is hidden wealth?” he asked.  “I agree.  They had heard 
of the Horde here, and it was only King Yul’s stubborn pride that kept him from joining 
his family in exile in Trothwyn.  He would not have sent his riches away from himself.  
Tomorrow, have the men begin a thorough search of the palace and whatever lies beneath 
it.” 
 
“Yes, my lord,” Hama said, bowing low.  When he was again erect he swept his eyes 
over the city, sneering.  “Not much of a conquest, is it, my lord?” 
 
“One is the same as another,” Thod replied absently.  He was watching a glow becoming 
slowly brighter among the drab colored buildings to the west.  “Do you see that?” he 
asked, pointing. 
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Hama squinted.  “It appears to be a fire,” he said.  “I think that’s the marketplace.  The 
natives call it The Maze, I believe.” 
 
A chill touched Thod between the shoulder blades.  A fire in the Maze.  He knew where 
that had started, and the image of the dead Weaver suddenly filled his mind and made 
him cringe. 
 
“Are you all right, my lord?” Hama asked. 
 
“I’m fine,” Thod said gruffly.  “Leave me for now, old friend.  I have much to think 
upon.”  He made a dismissive gesture with his hand and momentarily he was again alone.  
The sounds from the city continued unabated.  Thod sighed heavily and turned his back 
on the revelry.  It gave him a start to see someone had been standing just behind him.  He 
grabbed for the sword at his waist that wasn’t there.  The figure smiled at him, then 
shimmered and vanished.  Thod cursed and drew back several paces until the stone 
railing pressed into his back.   
 
A ghost?  No.  He had recognized that face in the last moment before it had disappeared.  
And there was no possibility that he could accept that the one he had seen was dead.  
Otherwise, all he was doing was false and empty, and there would be no point in going 
on. 
 
“Kanna,” he said, calling to the wraith.  It did not return.  He put his hand into the air 
where the image had been.  Then he whipped his head around to stare again at the sea, 
only a dull blackness now as night closed in.  Was it a premonition?  A visitation?  Could 
she… 
 
He clenched his fists angrily.  “It’s a trick,” he said, speaking to the night and to whatever 
dark god had chosen to torment him.  “I won’t be toyed with.  You show me an image of 
someone I know can not possibly be dead.  Do you fear me?  Am I close to your master’s 
lair at last?” 
 
Thunder rippled across the empty sky as if in answer.  A plume of dust and smoke 
swirled into the air from the direction of the fire.  Thod leaned over the railing and stared 
as he gripped the stone until his knuckles whitened.  Another building collapsed and 
disappeared.  The revelry was at last ending as soldiers raced through the streets, 
gathering without having to be called.  Thod stood where he was, watching.  The fire had 
damaged something underground, something that was meant to be hidden, and the streets 
themselves were opening as the substructure collapsed.  Another building canted to one 
side and began a slow descent. 
 
“Thod!” Hama cried from the bedroom, rushing through it to the balcony in a panicked 
rush.  “Have you seen it?” 
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“I’m watching it now,” Thod said, grinning.  Hama joined him at the railing to stare out 
at the destruction.    “I think we know where to look for that hidden treasure now.  Don’t 
you?” 
 
Slowly, the look of concern on the other man’s face faded, replaced by one of sly 
understanding.  A brown plume of mixed smoke and dust rose steadily into the evening 
sky blotting out the stars.  There were screams on the air by then, and there would be 
more before the night ended.  Thod had no need to pass orders to Hama.  The course of 
action was plain to them both.  The General wasn’t even aware when the other man had 
left.  When he turned away from the railing once more the balcony was empty.  He 
started back toward the bedroom, having decided to get his armor back on after all, but he 
hesitated.  No apparition arose from the stone beneath his feet to bar his way this time, 
but the lingering memory haunted him, and he found himself wishing the ghost or 
whatever it was would return. 
 
It had been a long time since he had seen his wife in the flesh, and he savored the brief 
glimpse he held at the edge of his thoughts.  He called for the servants as he entered the 
bedroom and sent them scurrying away to fetch his sword and armor.  Alone again 
briefly, he sat on the edge of the soft bed and allowed his shoulders to sag.  There were 
no witnesses to see his moment of weakness, to see that the mighty conqueror was indeed 
only human and suffered just as much from the strain of conquest as did those he 
subjugated.  The silken covers moved beside him, causing him to turn with a start. 
 
A woman sat up in the bed, holding the sheet demurely to her chest.  “Are you finally 
coming to bed?” she asked in that voice he remembered so well. 
 
Thod felt his heart skip a beat.  “Kanna,” he hissed, the breath choking him.  
“How…You’re here.” 
 
“Of course I am, silly,” she said, grinning, lowering her head to bat her thick eyelashes at 
him in the way that had first won him over so long ago.  “You’ve been away so long.  I 
need you to hold me.” 
 
He reached for her and jerked back his hand before touching her face.  “No,” he said 
firmly.  “You’re not real.  You can’t be.”  He stood and gazed out the window, over the 
balcony to the trembling cityscape beyond.   
 
“I’m real, Thod,” Kanna said, allowing the sheet to fall, revealing her pale bosom to his 
hungry eyes.  “I’ve been waiting so long.  Why do you make me wait, my love?” 
 
Thod took a stumbling step back, nearly sobbing.  “You know why I went away,” he said.  
“The prophecy.” 
 
“But you don’t believe in the gods,” Kanna insisted.  She pulled the sheet aside and 
swung her lithe legs over the edge of the bed.  Thod’s eyes swept up and down her body.  
Illusion or not, his body was reacting. 
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He became suddenly angry.  “This is foul magic,” he hissed.  “Someone will pay with a 
long tortuous death for this.”  He turned away from her nudity, putting a hand to his eyes 
to shield himself from what he did not want to hide from, and took a deep breath to shout 
for the guards, for the servants, for anyone who could come and by their presence dispel 
this unholy apparition. 
 
The sound died in his throat as he felt her soft hand upon his forearm.  “There is no need 
to fear,” Kanna said, folding her body against his.  She caressed his face, pulling his head 
around gently until their eyes met once more.  “I am only your wife.  Don’t you love me 
anymore, Thod?” 
 
He sobbed, a quick spasm that betrayed his upwelling emotion.  “Of course I love my 
wife,” he said.  He willed himself to pull away, but his muscles betrayed him and did not 
respond.  And he realized that he truly did not wish to be free of this delusion.  This 
moment was more precious to him than all the battles he had fought.   
 
“I have always loved you,” Kanna said to him, whispering the words into his ear.  “Since 
that day we met in front of the temple of the Scarlet Priests, I have known it was my 
destiny to be by your side.  The years you have been away have been hard on me.  I 
should not have let you go.  I should have insisted that you follow your instinct and slay 
the Oracle.  It is my fault that you left.” 
 
“No, it isn’t,” Thod said, allowing his arms to enfold her.  “I made the choice.  The 
people wanted to believe what the Oracle had to say, that our salvation would only lay in 
the spilled blood of the southern kingdoms.  I only did what was required of me.” 
 
“You obeyed the Oracle because you knew I believed,” Kanna insisted.  “I know you, 
Thod, better than any other mortal.  Tell me now that I am not the reason for your heart’s 
contentment, and I will not question you again.” 
 
Thod took a deep, shuddering breath.  “You know I can not,” he said. 
 
She smiled.  “I know,” was her reply.  She pressed her lips to his, and he felt the last of 
his resistance crumble at that soft touch.  He crushed her to him, drinking her in, 
momentarily lost in the raging flood of his own desire. 
 
It was she who finally pulled away.  “If you love me,” she said, her hot breath washing 
over his shining face, “if you love me truly, then you will slay the Oracle as you wanted 
to from the beginning.  You will resume your rightful place on the throne and be king of 
your own country, forever the king of my heart.  You have gained much wealth and fame 
and power in your conquest, yet I fear you will lose something far more valuable.” 
 
He thrust her away from him, holding her shoulders tightly.  “What are you saying, 
woman?” he demanded. 
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“You know what my words mean,” she replied evenly, her dark eyes boring into his.  
“The accolades of triumph will not return to you the years lost by your absence.  You are 
a good man, Thod.  The world may see you as a mighty general, the leader of the Horde, 
or a dark and terrible king, but I have seen your heart.  I know you for what you are.  It’s 
time you saw it too.  Tell me, my dearest love, what is it that you most desire?” 
 
“You speak out of place, woman,” he growled.  “Be you a ghost or my own madness, you 
will not question me that way.” 
 
Kanna sagged and let her head drop so that her chin touched her chest.  She closed her 
eyes and sighed forlornly.  “If you refuse to see what lurks in your own breast, then you 
are already lost to me,” she said.  She pulled away from him, covering her face with her 
hands as she threw herself onto the bed.  He took a step toward her as he felt something 
wrench and tear in his chest.   
 
“Kanna,” he began as a tear rolled over his cheek.  He stopped to brush it away, ashamed 
of himself for such a display of weakness.  But in his heart he knew she was right.  This 
was what he had been doing wrong.  He had never stopped to question himself, and in so 
doing had been blind to the truth that he should have seen plainly from the beginning.  “I 
love you, Kanna,” he said to her. 
 
A servant entered carrying his armor.  “Get out!” Thod roared at the man who promptly 
turned about and scurried away fearfully.  When he turned again to the bed, it was empty.  
Thod was not surprised. 
 
He lowered his head sadly and when another tear found its way from the corner of his eye 
to trek slowly down his face, he did not wipe it away.  “I’ve been a fool,” he said to the 
air.  “You were right, Kanna, my love.  I thought I was being the strong King by riding 
off to war, by being a powerful tyrant and a terrible conqueror.  I left you behind, but I 
will make it right again.  This I swear.” 
 
The room trembled.  There was a crash and roar from outside followed by hoarse cries 
from many men.  Thod steadied himself and rushed out onto the balcony.  The 
destruction had spread rapidly, gaining speed as it spread outward from its epicenter in a 
rough circle.  Half the city was gone, collapsed into broken ruin down the long slope of a 
growing depression that touched the bottom of the palace itself.  He had no time to 
wonder how it could have happened, why a city would be constructed above such a weak 
and dangerous foundation, or what might have happened to his men who had been 
hurrying through the streets only moments before.  The balcony tilted sharply beneath 
him, pitching him against the stone railing.  The courtyard below fell away into darkness 
and a cloud of choking dust swelled up to envelope him.  The railing broke and Thod felt 
himself slipping into that dim oblivion, managing not to cry out his terror only by sheer 
brute will. 
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“Take me then, you dark devils,” he shouted.  “I’ll not waste a moment begging for my 
life.  I’ve wasted enough energy on fruitless quests already.  To hell with you!”  The 
railing snapped and Thod fell.  He flung out his arms and shouted. 
 
His hand crashed into hot iron, tipping over the smoldering brazier onto Merrill’s pillows.  
The old woman jerked her hand back, releasing his wrist.  Thod fell back, toppling off his 
stool to land on his hands, mute with shock.  Merrill smiled at him as she lifted her pipe 
to her thin, cracked lips.  She lifted a taper from the spilled coals, lit the pipe, puffed a 
cloud of smoke, and dropped the taper back into the ashes.  Thod tore his eyes from her 
and gazed instead at the interior of her tent.  He heard the old woman chuckle, but he felt 
no rush of imperious pride at the insult.  She pushed aside several cushions and lifted a 
clay ewer.  The coals hissed as the water touched them, turning smoke into gray steam. 
 
She held the ewer toward him.  “Do you need a drink, General?” she asked. 
 
His eyes returned to her face, and it all fell into focus.  “You bewitched me,” he accused, 
but his voice held no hint of animosity. 
 
“Yes,” she admitted, still holding out the ewer.  “I trust you feel you got your money’s 
worth?” 
 
Thod laughed suddenly and pushed himself upright.  He took the ewer from Merrill’s 
hands and drank deeply before handing it back to her.  “Your reputation is well earned,” 
he said, wiping his mouth with the back of his hand.  “But tell me, how can I know that 
I’m not still under your spell?” 
 
Merrill shrugged.  “I suppose you can’t,” she said.  “But even I can not hold someone 
forever.  It was not I who released you from the Weave, Thod.  You did that yourself.” 
 
He considered that.  “Do you know what I saw?” he asked. 
 
She hesitated before nodding.  “Do you intend to kill me for it?” 
 
“No,” he said promptly.  “But how could you know so much about me?  About my 
wife?” 
 
“I didn’t.” 
 
“But…” 
 
Merrill shook her head.  “You are a wise man, Thod.  You already know where your 
vision was born.”  She tapped the center of her chest. 
 
“My heart,” Thod said, nodding.  “But what of the city’s collapse?  Is there really 
something underneath us?” 
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Again Merrill shrugged.  “Do you want there to be?” she asked, grinning.  Thod began to 
laugh. 
 
“This is a wicked game, old woman.  I think I’ve had enough.”  He pushed himself to his 
feet.  “I am tempted to believe that you put thoughts into my head.  That you used your 
magic to influence me to turn back my army and leave your city.  If that was your 
purpose, you should know you’ve succeeded.  I’m going home.  But I believe I make that 
decision for my own reasons.” 
 
Merrill smiled broadly.  “We all believe what we wish to believe,” she said to him.  
“There is no other truth than that.” 
 
Thod stared down at the old woman a moment longer, but whatever thoughts he had or 
response he might have made remained locked tightly away, unrevealed.  He fished out 
another gold coin and tossed it to her.  She caught it deftly and gave him a silent, 
questioning look. 
 
“For the damage,” he said.  “And for the lesson.  You earned it.”  He spun on his heel and 
vanished through the tent’s doorway, swallowed by the advancing twilight shadows.  
Merrill leaned back on her soft pillows, smoking her pipe, and laughed softly to herself.  
The news would circulate in the morning that the Horde was leaving.  Thod’s bloody 
advance was at an end.  Like all those before him who sought conquest of others, he had 
never before thought to conquer his own soul.  Having done that, all else was ghosts and 
ashes.   
 
Merrill would know that better than any other.  The smile on her face dissolved into a 
weary frown as she shoved the gold coin into her purse.  The metal felt cold.  Very cold, 
and hollow. 
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