[version history]

Alissa never believed in magic. But then she went to the Hold, a legendary fortress where humaen
Keepers once learned magic from enigmetic Masters. Under the tutdlage of the lagt surviving Master,
Alissa discovered that she had inherited her father’s magicd ability.

But the Hold is ruled by Bailic, the renegade Keeper who seized the Firg Truth, a book of megic he will
use to harness the might of the dty of the dead and wreak a war of totd devastation. The book has
thwarted Balic's every attempt to access it, while it continudly cdls to Alisss—who must summon dl her
will to rest it. For, if she givesin to the Firg Truth's ultimate power and knowledge, she will be utterly
changed—and the man she loves could be logt to her forever...

Praisefor Dawn Cook’s Firs Truth

“In her beguiling debut, Cook has woven together magical threads...atae of courage and quest...aworld
richwith vivid detall...and characters, whether vaiant or villainous, impossibleto forget.”

—Deborah Chegter, author of The Sword, the Ring, and the Chalice trilogy

Praisefor Firs Truth

“A beautifully told, smple story that looks unblinkingly a how prgudice unnecessarily reinforces
misconceptions, misunderstandings, and hatred.”

— Booklist

“Dawn Cook’s First Truth is afun book, sure to apped to fans (like me) of Tamora Fierce or Robin
McKinley. With characters to cheer for, vicious villans and attack birds, First Truth has everything |
need in agood read. | look forward to Alissa's next adventure.”

—PatriciaBriggs, author of Dragon Bones

“In her beguiling debut, Cook has woven together magicd threads ... a tde of courage and quest... a
world rich with vivid detail... and characters, whether vaiant or villainous, impossible to forget.”

—Deborah Chester, author of
The Sword, the Ring, and the Chalice trilogy

“A refreshing, humorous take on the coming-of-age quest. The plot tightly builds empathy for the
characters even as it makes fun of their foibles”
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Chapter 1

contents - next

Alissa crept up the stairway, her skirts gripped tightly in her fists. Gaze fixed upon the landing, she felt
for the next step, easing hersdlf up in what she hoped looked like casud disinterest. This was not a good
idea, she thought. She had been making Bailic's medls dl winter and knew risking his atention was
asking for trouble. Teking a dow breath, she hestated, the opposing fedings of curiogty and common
sense teetering in her. Pulse quickening, she resumed her upward motion. Curiosity won. Not that that
was a surprise, she admitted.

She had woken as usud before dawn, pulled from her warm covers by a feding of discontent. There
was nothing different she could see about today than yesterday. The sparrows dill pecked on the
rooftops of the Hold, the ice mist rose as the sky brightened in a fdse dawn, the fires needed tending,
and the mice ran when she turned corners.

But an unexplained restlessness, an itching to do something, had filled her. Even worse, she was
unable to tdl what needed doing. It dmogt seemed she should have done it dready, and the feding of
having been remiss tugged at her. This morning, as her feet touched the floor, a strange need to find out
what Bailic wanted for breakfast filled her. It pulled her up the tower stairs when a hedthy measure of
caution urged her to go the other way, back down to the kitchen. Up until today, she hadn’'t cared if the
madmean liked what she made for his breskfast or not. And she said mad, for anyone who camed
ownership of the Hold, when it dlearly wasn't his had to be mad. The only reason she made Ballic's
meds was to keep him out of her kitchen. But now it seemed as if knowing what he wanted might end
her discontent.

Alissadrew to a stop as she redized her fingertips were tingling. She dropped her gathered skirts and
dtared at her hands, her disquiet growing. “By the Hounds of the Navigator,” she whispered, opening and
dodng her hands. Her fingers only tingled when she was near a dangerous ward, and then it was panful,
not thiswarm sensation. Thisfet more like ...

“When | hdd my book of First Truth,” she whispered in dismay, leening back againg the stone of
the gairwdl. A sound of sdf-disgust dipped from her. “Burn it to ash,” she muttered. “Sirel is going to
have to pen me up like a nanny goat.”

It was her book that had been filling her with this intolerable restlessness, enticing her to come and
ged it back, not caring that if she were caught, Bailic would kill her. Lagt fdl she had unknowingly
followed its slent pull from her foothills farm across the mountains to the legendary Hold. Never would
she have believed her papa's stories about the Hold were true and that her papa, Keeper Meson, had
been anything other than the foothills farmer he had pretended to be.

Though she had found the Hold empty but for Bailic, a fdlen Keeper, it had once been the home of
the Magters, a race of winged scholars skilled in magic, posing as savage beasts cdled rakus. In return
for amdl services and loydty, the Masters taught a sdlect group of people they caled Keepers how to
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use ther comparatively stunted megicd abilities. The book of First Truth hdd the Masters most
powerful secrets. Now that dl but one Master had been lured to their deaths by Ballic, the First Truth
was possibly the only way to become a Keeper. And Ballic had taken it the moment she found it in the
Hold' s well, where her papa hid it fourteen years past.

She would sooner die than let Balic keep it, but she wasn't going to sted it back today, and not
under the guise of finding out what Ballic wanted for breskfast. That the fdlen Keeper was going to use
her book to put the foathills and plains a war seemed far away and distant next to her Smple desire to
possess its knowledge for hersdlf. Her book was now resting in Bailic's chambers, as inaccessible asif it
were & the bottom of the sea. But having touched it once, its pull upon her seemed dl the stronger.

Alissaimpatiently pushed her hair out of her eyes as she looked up the stairway, torn between being
angry for not redizing why she was restless and being upset that she was so vulnerdble to its cdl.
“Maybe,” she breathed, denching her hands to try to drown out the tingling, “I'll ask Bailic what he
wants for breskfast anyway, just to look at my book.” She gathered her skirts and took a step, unable to
hdp hersdf. “I won't go in. Just look at it through the doorway.” The First Truth was rightfully hers.
How dare Ballic, Keeper or not, dam it for himsdlf. He couldn’t even open it.

A muffled twittering came from the stairway below her. Heart pounding, she spun, embarrassed for
having fdlen victim to the book’s cdl agan so easly. Her kestrel, Tdon, landed againg the rough wall,
gripping it awkwardly as the tight turn was too much to make in flight. Alissa's resolve faltered. Taon
hated Bailic, often hissng and threatening violence when he was within earshot. Carrying on a
conversation with Bailic, however gtilted and contrived, would be impossible with her tiny defender near.

Her shoulders shifted, and she resolutdy headed back to the kitchen. “Get off that wdl,” she sad
sourly as she passed the robin-sized bird, dill hanging by her claws. “You look glly like that.” The kestrel
twittered and, as if understanding, half jJumped to Alissa's shoulder. Alissa ran a finger over the bird's
markings, now faded with age. Together they wound their slent way down to the firg floor and the
Hold's great hdl. The room stretched high to make a cavernous space overlooked by the open ba conies
on the second, third, and fourth floors. Alissa's steps echoed againg the barren walls. Passng through
the empty, unused dining hdl, she entered the Hold's smdlest of two kitchens. It was 4ill larger than her
entire home in the foathills

As she leaned to tend the long-burning fire, Tdon jumped from her shoulder to land negtly on the
chanddier. The metd and chain swung dightly, and the bird's head shifted to keep Alissain focus. Alissa
went back to the sweet-roll dough she had started earlier. She pushed the dough down with a growing
feding of discouragement. Knowing her book had lured her into risking her life to try to take it did
nothing for her confidence. Even now, that same jittery feding had begun to nag a her, urging her to rise
back up the Sairs again.

Alissatucked a stray strand of hair back behind her ear as she glanced up at the kitchen's one narrow
window high overhead. Clodng her eyes, she took three dow bregaths as taught by her papa, willing her
restless emotions away. Her eyes opened. The gray patch of light was noticegbly brighter. The sun would
be up soon. She was going to be late to the practice room with Ballic's breskfast. Even worse, Strdl
hedn’'t come down for hismed yet and was going to be late as well.

Perhaps, she wondered, she ought to wake him? Hushing, she dusted the counter with flour and
began coaxing the dough into a rectangle. Going to wake Strell wasn't prudent. The one time she had,
she caught a glimpse of his uncovered feet. Bone and ash, she would have thought a well-bred plainsman
would have the grace to deep with his feet decently covered. She may as wel have caught him naked in
the rain. Perhaps it came from being a wandering piper for the last 9x years. But if he didn't come down
soon, he was going to miss breakfadt.

Dediding she couldn’'t wait any longer for Strdll, she cut adice of bread and et it over thefire to toast
for her own breakfast. Taon shifted her feathers in an dmogt inaudible swish. “Why don’t you go wake



Srel?” she whispered, hdf serious, and the bird jumped to the rafters.

Thoughts of Strell pulled Alissa's eyes to the mirror. There was flour on her nose, and knowing Strell
would tease her if he saw it, she hurriedly brushed it off. He had found the reflection glass weeks ago,
propping it up in the kitchen with the daim it added to the light. She hadn’t noticed any difference, but it
did give her a good view of the dining hdl when she was sanding by the hearth with her back to the
archway. The tal plangman seemed to have taken it upon himsdf to see to her safety, something she
ingsted she could see to hersdf.

Squinting at her reflection, fuzzy in the predawn gloom, she gathered her straight, far har and retied
the ribbon holding it back. Her hair was driving her to distraction as Strell refused to cut it, holding a true
lady had hair she could gt on. It was a plains tradition, one she didn’t subscribe to. She preferred it short,
as her foathills papa had liked it. Her mother, though, would be pleased with its length. It was brushing
the tops of her shoulders.

The smdl pouch hanging about her neck peeped from behind her shut, and she nervoudy tucked it
back, glancing behind her at the dining hdl. She wasn't sure, but she thought the dust the sack held was
her source, the sphere of power she found in her thoughts somewhere between her redity and
imaginaion. One day she would use it and the Slvery web she saw with her mind's eye to make wards. If
Ballic knew what the pouch contained, she was sure he would take it, killing her with no more thought
then he had killed her papa.

Alissatook a pained breath and resolutdy pushed the memory of her papa to the back of her mind.
He had died when she was five to prevent Balic from discovering she existed. Bailic Hill didn’'t know
whose daughter she was, and if he ever found out, her life wouldn't be worth the rolls she was making.
Turning back to her dough, she spread athin layer of honey across the even rectangle. Living with the
danger for so long seemed to have dulled her fear of it.

A fant scent of char dipped into her musings. But it wasn't until Taon chittered that Alissa looked up
from her dismd thoughts to find her breakfast burning. “By the Hounddl” she cried as she swung the
toadting fork from the fire and vainly tried to brush the black scorch from the toast with a towel. Tdon's
duttering sounded like laughter, and Alissa gave up. Plucking the dice from the toadting fork, she tossed
it cdattering onto the waiting plate. Ruined. She stared at it, wondering if she ought to eat it anyway. The
last time she refused to eat burnt toast, she was hdf a mountain avay from her home when the sun had
set. Omens were usdessif ignored.

“Omens,” she said with a soft scorn, glancing up and away from her bird. She didn’t believe in such
things Alissa eyed Ballic's haf-prepared breakfast tray, briefly entertaining the idea of giving the toast to
him. Knowing it would result in a series of degrading, half-breed durs, she rose to throw it away. She
hed the plate with its crusted char tipped over the dop bucket when Taon chittered a cheery greeting.

“Don't throw that out!” came Strel’s voice from the open archway, and she spun around,
embarrassed he had caught her throwing food away. His usud early morning, deepy countenance was
dirred to lifewith an indignant accusation.

“I burnt it,” she said, halding out the plate as proof. “We ve plenty of bread.”

Strel was plains born and looked it, being amost awkwardly tal and thin despite the volumes of food
he ate. His hair was dark and gently curling as was everyone' s from the desert, nearly as long as hers,
and pulled back with ametd dip. Clean shaven, his skin was as brown in the dead of winter as the sun
turned hers a the height of summer. They had met in the mountains. she following the pull from her book,
he running from the tragic demise of his family in an unprecedented desert flood. Ther different
backgrounds dictated they were to hate each other, but somewhere, in their joined efforts to remain dive,
she had forgotten how. Occasiondly, in the deep dillness of the night, she dared believe he might be
flaunting the wrath of both the foothills and plains and have grown to truly like her.



Srel came forward, his brown eyes faling to hide his amusement for having caught her in an
embarrassng moment. Saying nothing, he plucked the plate from her grasp. Strell never threw out food,
often spending inordinate amounts of time making her toss-outs into something edible. It was probably a
remnant from his chosen professon and never knowing where his next med was coming from. Settling
himsdf a his usud breakfast spot, he pulled the jam pot closer. He ladied a huge hdping onto the
blackened bread and took a bite. “ See? It'sfine” he said around an ash-ridden mouthful.

Alissa scrunched her eyes as she imagined the acrid taste. “You know, it would be less wagteful to
throw out a sngle dice of bread than to use hdf a pot of jam to make it edible.”

He gave her ahdf amile and arched his eyebrows. “Not nearly as tasty, though,” he said as he caught
adrip of jam with hisfinger.

Giving him a lagt, pained look, she cut a second dice of bread and st it close to the fire Strel
methodically devoured his breskfast, slent but for the obvious crunches. With a rush of ar and warning
chitter, Taon dropped from the rafters to Strell’ s hedtily raised fid.

“Morning, bird,” he said gruffly, not seeming to mind the pinch of her tdons as he offered her a
crumb. Alissa watched, amusement pulling up the corners of her mouth, as the kestrel predictably
refused. Seeing no meat forthcoming, the bird worried at his fingers, findly retreating back to the caling
with a hdpful toss from Strell. He rose to his feet as he finished his toast, clearly looking for something
more to eat. Giving Alissaady look, he dipped a spoon in a pot set to warm a the edge of the fire and
pulled out a thick, gligening strand of mdted sweet. “M-m-m. What' s this?’

“That'smy candied-apple syrup,” she blurted. It was supposed to have been a surprise for tonight's
dinner, and her brow pinched in feminine outrage as he stuck the spoon in his mouth. “ Stop thet!” she
protested, knowing he was teasing her but unable to stop.

Strel grinned as he licked the spoon clean. “You aren't supposed to know how to make candied
apples. It's aplains secret. Did your mother teach you her recipe? It's a good one.”

“Then keep your fingers out of it,” she said tartly but was too pleased he thought it good to be angry.
Going back to her dough, she rolled the rectangle into a squat log shape and began to cut dices. Strell
hovered over her shoulder, trying to snitch a bit of unattended dough. She killfully thwarted his attempts,
surprised when she was unable to find her usud contentment in their sllent, long-running game of thief and
guard.

She was tired of being slent. Tired of the pattern her days had fdlen into. Ballic knew one of them
hed come in search of the book of First Truth. Thanks to Strdl’s sillful acting and distractions, the man
hed been deceived into thinking Strell was the latent K eeper, not her. For the lagt four weeks, Bailic had
been trying to teach Strell enough magic so he could open the book for him. And though she had mended
dl her stockings and made a new skirt while eavesdropping on Strell’s lessons, she had learned little
about how to manipulate her hidden source and tracings. The idea had been that Usdless, the last Master,
would secretly teach her, and she would perform the magic for Strell without Bailic knowing, buying time
until the Master found a way to kill Bailic. But Usdless hadn’t returned to teach her anything, Strell was
running out of excuses, and Ballic was growing impeatient.

It was dl Usdess's fault, she thought, her lips pressng together in misplaced frudration as she
thunked the knife on the table to warn off Strell’s reaching fingers. The Master had introduced himsdf to
her last fdl with the pseudonym Usdless. She would just as soon keep usng it, seeing as it seemed to be
more gppropriate than his red name, Talo-Toecan. Usdless had flitted awvay on his raku, batlike wings
with only his whispered promise to return. He wasn't ever coming back. Counting on him was—usdless?
She should take things into her own hands. Soon.

“I"ve been thinking,” she said dowly, not sure how Strell would react. His cautious plansman nature
made him more inclined to follow a wait-and-see gpproach rather than her try-and-see philosophy. “The



snow ign't that deep yet. We could make it to the coast. Then we won't have to stay the winter here. It's
not too late”

Strel took the toast off the fire and set it on a plate for her. “There's snow on the ground. It's too
lae” he said shortly, dretching to reach the butter tin.

“Sill,” she said. “If we get enough blankets from the annexes—"

He looked up from buttering her toast, a wary, knowing look in his eyes. “You're thinking about
geding your book back, aren’'t you.” It wasn't a question, and Alissa flushed for Strdl having guessed
her plans. He leaned hdfway over the table towards her. “Just what are you going to do?’” he asked. “Go
up to hisrooms under some pretense and snatch it?’

“Usdessian't coming back,” she protested.

“What about the ward on Ballic's door?’ he asked. “You'd be trapped until he gave you permisson
to leave”

Her breath hissed out in vexation. He wasn't even ligening. Grinding her teeth, she continued to cut
theradlls “I can break any ward,” she grumbled.

“You cannot,” he said, shooting a glance at the open archway and the dining hal. “You have no idea
what you' re doing with your source and tracings.”

“I’'m not going to go into Ballic's room.” Turning from her dmogt lie, she settled a roll upon the baking
gone. “Today,” she finished softly.

“And even if you did manage to get out of his room, what's to stop him from teking it back? It's
winter, Alissa There's nowhere to go! The coast is a three-week trip from here in good westher. The
snow is up to my knees.”

Alissawouldn’t meet his eyes. “I'm tired of waiting,” she said plantively.

“But to risk your Me for it? It's just a book.”

“Itign't just a book!” Alissa shouted, unable to fathom hersdf just what kind of a hold it had on her.
Ever snce pulling it from its hiding spot, it seemed as if it contained something she needed. But she

wasn't mising anything. Confused and wanting to end the argument, she dusted her hands free of the
flour and picked up Ballic's hdf-empty tray.

Strel was right behind her. “Where are you going? We aren’'t done with thisyet.”

“Updtairs to the practice room,” she said with a forced brightness. “You're late, you know. Why
don't you take the tray up for me?’

“I will, and stop trying to change the subject.” He pulled the tray from her and set it down. Alissa
dumped where she stood. “Be reasonable, Alissa” he coaxed, his tone abruptly softening. “Ther€'s
nowhere to run, even if you could get your book. And if he catches you, hell kill you for it. He's killed
for it before.”

Miserable, she caught her breath. Reminding her of her papa' s death wasn't fair. “I know, Strell,” she
sad. “Jugt stop.” Her eyes flicked to his as he took her chin and gently turned her to him. The soft
concern in his expression surprised her. It dmost seemed he understood. Perhaps he did. He knew loss.
It was easy to forget, when he never let it show.

“I'm sorry,” he said gently. “But you had some plan to take it, didn’t you?’

She lowered her eyes. There was nothing she could say. If she ever found her book unattended, she
didn't know if she could stop hersdlf.

Strell let go of her and turned, seeming as frudtrated as she. “I don’'t know what to do anymore” he



sad with a quiet urgency, “except wait. Master Tado-Toecan knows what he's doing. He will come up
with an idea”
Tao-Toecan, she thought darkly. He was Usdless to her, now and forever.

An aggressive hiss came from the rafters, and she glanced up to see Taon's fegthers raised like the
hackles of a dog. She was glaing beyond them to the open archway to the dining hdl. A fant shout
echoed into the kitchen, and Alissa and Strell exchanged a worried look. “That’s Balic,” she sad, putting
her untouched toast on histray. Her appetite was gone.

“Wel, there's no one dse it could be, is there” Strdl had sad it as if meking a jest, but he
immediatdy picked up the tray and turned to go.

“I'll finish my rolls and be up in amoment,” Alissasaid, her earlier biuff and bluster evaporating in the
cold shock of redity. Balic had broken the conditioning that kept Keepers from usng ther wards to
harm, emptying the Hold of students and Keepers with his sdf-taught lessons of murder with magic. If
she couldn’t keep her desire for her book hidden, Bailic would redize he was being deceived. Anonymity
was her only defense until Useless tutored her on how to use the maze of tracings tha lay in her
UNCONSCious.

“Will you be dl right until | get there?’ she asked as he went into the dining hal.
“Yes I'vegot it.” Strell turned and gave her atired smile “1 won't forget my lines”

She returned his amile, but it vanished quickly. She had coached Strell endlesdy on what her source
and tracings looked like so he could answer Ballic's questions properly, but she worried when she
wasn't up there to catch any possible mistakes.

“I'll be fine” Strell gave her a solemn nod, clearly pleased to see her dip into the unaccustomed role
of meek and mild. The dight clattering of the dishes seemed loud as he l€ft.

She turned back to her ralls and blinked. One was missng. He had solen it right out from under her
nose. It was the second time this week! “Strdl!” she cdled loudly after him. “Burn you to ash!” But a
amile crossed her face as hislaugh came echoing back. Next time, she would catch him.

A sharp snap broke the slence, and she pulled her head up, wondering whét it was. The kitchen was
empty except for her and Tadon. But the smdl bird was daing a the narrow door leading to the
expansve kitchen garden. It was redly more of awalled-in dice of wood and field, but there were a few
herbs that had yet to go wild.

The tap came agan. She draightened, not in fear but curiosty. Glancing a Taon, she wiped her
hands free of flour. It had sounded amogt like the peck of a bird. She tip-toed to the door and held her
breath as she leaned closer, ligening. A third tap echoed thinly. This time she heard a amdl rattle as
something clattered againgt the stone Sl on the other Sde of the door.

Someone was throwing stones at the garden door.

Immediately she reached for the handle and pushed. It wasn't Ballic, and it wasn't Strell. That only
left one presence; Usdless.

A thrill of excitement tinged with rdlief went through her as she stepped outside into the cold, dasping
her ams around hersdlf. He hadn’t forgotten her. The postdawn chill seemed to catch in her nose, and
puffs of ar marked her breething. The sun was shining on the upper reaches of the Hold, but the ground
was dill in shadow. She looked across the slent lumps of snow the dormant vegetation made. Where
was he?

“Here)” alow, deep voice whispered, and her gaze darted to the tdl, undimbable wal surrounding
the garden. The wal stood higher than two man lengths, and perched upon it like an errant goat was
Usdess.



The raku was in his humen form, dressed in a ydlow shirt with overly expansve deeves and a
meatching pair of trousers. He had no coat, but he wore a deeveless vest so long it went down to cover
his unseen boots. It was bound tightly to his waist with a black scarf, the ends of which reached the top
of the frozen wdl. He let a handful of pebbles drop, and Alissa struggled to pull her eyes from his hands.
Hisfingers were long, looking asif they had four segments rather then three. His eyes, too, couldn’t hide
his raku nature and were a dartling gold. Though not seeming old, he clearly was far from youth, his short
cap of white hair and eyebrows making him appear older than his lightly wrinkled face would make him
look otherwise. Even standing atop the wall he possessed a quiet strength that Alissa envied. And he had
promised to teach her.

“Usdessl” she exclamed, knowing he wouldn't be here if Balic could see him from the practice
window. She gathered her skirts to step into the snow, but a rough sound stopped her.

“No,” he said, mationing her to stay. His eyes traveled up the Hold's tower, and his thin lips pressed
together asif in worry. “Tonight,” he whispered. “Wait up for me.”

“Tonight? she repeated, then caught her breath as the Master dissolved into agray mid. There was a
tug on her awareness, jolting her. “Usdess, wait,” she cried, stepping out into the snow as the mig grew
and solidified into the massive bulk of a raku.

She stopped dead in her tracks with an indinctive fear. He was as large as 9x horses put together,
with teeth as long as her am and eyes as hig as her head. She swalowed hard as the sinuous beast
turned his head to her and raised an impossbly long finger to his snout, dearly admonishing her to be
quiet. His muscles bunched under his golden hide, and Alissa stepped involuntarily back to the threshold
as, with one downward push of his wings, he became airborne. The Master headed east over the trees
towards the unseen, abandoned dity of Ess Nawoer, amorning'swak away.

Alissa bit back a cry of surprise as Tdon darted out over her head with a screech of outrage,
fallowing the huge raku asif driving it away. Tonight? Alissa thought as her toes turned cold and the chill
settled into her. He was coming back tonight?

Chapter 2

contents - previous | next

Anirregular drumming shifted the air as Ballic waited, his pae fingers tapping the am of the chair. It
was the only noise in the narrow practice room. “He will be late again,” Bailic said, not caring that he was
taking to himsdf. He rose to stand before the row of tal windows. Meson had once told him the roofs of
the long-abandoned city, Es2 Nawoer, were visble from here. For Bailic, though, the spectacular view
was a blur of blue, brown, and green in the summer, hifting to blue, brown, and white in the winter. Right
now it was gray with the unrisen sun.

His nearly pink eyes were dmost useless and abnormaly sengtive to light, but it was only in the strong
aun he could see much of anything. Even so, he avoided the sun as his transparent skin burned
frighteningly fast. His hair, too, was the color of faded straw instead of the dark brown dl plansmen had,
and S0 he kept it cut close to his skull to minimize its tendency to make him look old. Asif to make up for
hislack of color, he had taken to wearing black. Reluctant to abandon his solen Magter’s vest, he wore
it open over his treditiond Keeper garb of a gray, wide-deeved tunic and trousers. He had donned the
soft-soled shoes the Magters had indsted on behind the Hold's walls, not out of respect but for his
occasond need for stedth. A puckered scar ran from behind an ear, across his neck, and under his shirt.
It had been a parting gift from Tao-Toecan more than a decade ago, and it ill hurt when the air was
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damp. Raku score was long to hedl.

The windows here were large even by the Hold's standards, and if not for the wards on them, it
would be frigid.

Uniil the wards fdl with the first soring rain, the only thing to pass them would be the amber morming
light the Masters of the Hold had ddlighted in. Beneeth the openings was a wooden bench running the
entire length of the room. It lent the chamber the fed of a roofed balcony. This had once been a pleasant
spot in which to sudy or practice. Now it was empty and hollow looking, dl the amenities stripped

away.
WHll, almost all, Ballic thought as his eyes did to the soft char tucked by a distant window.

Pogtioned to caich the fird ray of sun, the chair was a Slent reminder of the girl. It had appeared the
second day of the piper’s ingruction amid much consideration and shifting.

Ballic's eyes narrowed—the only show of disgust he would alow himsdf—as he recalled the pathetic
digolay of the piper and girl discussing a great length the chair's find placement. It was her cursed bird
who findly settled the matter by swooping in to settle on the back of the chair and preen in the morning
un. So now it sat just beyond the limit where his Sght began to blur to inconsequentidity.

His chair was tucked into the darkest corner. A third seat sat done at the long, black table, scarred
from centuries of students abuses. It was the piper’s. Balic remembered it was as uncomfortable as it
looked, and dill the infuriating man kept fdling adeep init.

As he waited for the sun to rise, Balic sat ramrod draight on the edge of the long bench and fumed.
A short, white thread decorated his deeve, and he plucked it off, drawing it through his fingertips to
gauge its qudity. Fird rate, of course. There was nothing ese the girl could have found in the annexes to
work with.

Hisill temper softened as he let the thread fdl. The leavings from her ditching had been finding their
way to the hem of his deeve or sash for weeks now. It wasn't right for a commoner to ligen to the
indruction of a Keeper, but the Sght of her bowed head and flashing needle was a bittersweet reminder
of his sgters, a contented gaggle of consummate kill and gossip. He ignored her, as the one time he
commented on her work she hadn’t shown up the next morning. And the Sght of her domestic serenity
was a pan that served to temper his resolve further.

Her slent presence in the corner had become an unexpected reminder of dl he left behind, dl he
escaped, dl he couldn’'t return to. He was a planaman, but his pde skin and har ultimady forced his
expulson before reaching twelve summers, he looked too much like a foothills grubber to be accepted.
Reviled and shunned by his own parents, he fled to spare them the exorbitant bribe price necessary to
“quietly escort” him from the plains. One of hisfew regrets was that he had tried to get them to love him,
even as heran away.

Unwilling to live among the barbarous foothills people—as if they would have |l him—he had
wandered into the mountains. It was to have been a noble trek to his death. Instead, he found the Hold,
his maturing abilities drawing him as heavy skies draw rain. Here he met Meson, and after ganing a
broken nose and cracked rib, learned a grudging respect for the smdler but tenacious falk the foothills
produced. His resentment had lingered, hidden even to him until Meson showed his true, traitorous nature
by charming away the only woman Ballic could love: a dark, beautiful woman from the plains who didn't
care that his skin was paer than the moon and his hair was the color of straw.

Meson, the coward, had abandoned his responsbilities as a Keeper while Ballic stayed and became
more powerful under the tutelage of the Masgters. It was then that Ballic's idle thoughts began to saill from
his fantasy to his redity. He would take what the Magters taught him, bending it to rule the plains and
foothills so as to make a place for himsdf. But not until he taught them the meaning of pain, giving them
tenfold the hurt they caused him. They were desarving of it.



The two factions were wdl balanced for conflict; they hated each other dmost as much as he
despised them. But war never materidized. They were just clever enough to know where to draw the
line. Bailic needed something to tip the scales. The abandoned city of Ese Nawoer would do nicdy. He
was sure the book of First Truth was powerful enough to wake the cursed souls there, and then he
would demand their dlegiance as history claimed was his due.

He would send them into the foothills and plains, planting the seeds of madness. The souls of Ese
Nawoer would whisper ther fears and quilt into the thoughts of the unsuspecting, indting war. The
delicate balance between the plains and hills would crumble, and they would be a each others throats
by summer’s end. When their numbers were aufficdently reduced, he would save them. They would cdll
him the great peacemaker, and he would use his strength to drive the souls of desth back into the
mountains. But everything has a cost. He would have their dlegiance for their freedom from death’s
hounding, or they would return to their hell.

The book’s power, though, was merdly a promise when it was closed. Only someone it damed
could open it, and then only when enough lore was gained to insure its knowledge could be utilized. With
the exception of Talo-Toecan, the piper was the sole individud who could access the book, and the
piper was late—again.

Frustrated, Ballic ran his hand over the short bristles atop his head, ending with his fingers clenched a
the base of his skull. Progress the last four weeks had been thin. It should go faster now that the basics
were out of the way. Epecidly if Bailic continued to ignore the paingtaking philosophies the Masters had
pounded into their sudents dong with the more desirable skills

“Will he never get here?” he said as he willed his anger away. He wished he could send a sharp
thought to hurry the irritating man dong, but he hadn’t taught him wordless speech and wouldn't bother.
The Hold's ward of slence prevented Keepers from communicating this way unless one or both were
beyond the fortress's environs, a good morning’s walk in any direction. The ward had been a blessing
when the Hold was full, hdping to keep the sublimind background murmur of everyone's thoughts to a
minimum. Now the ward was a nuisance. It had never stopped the Masters from talking dlently amongst
themsdves, though.

A Master couldn't speak slently to a Keeper at dl, and Ballic thanked the Navigator and dl his
Wolves for that. Just imegining the voiceess threats and nightmares Talo-Toecan would inflict on him
made him uneasy.

The thought of Talo-Toecan pulled Ballic's gaze to the windows, and he wondered if he ought to
carry the book with him ingtead of leaving it hidden in his room. He knew the wily raku wouldn't break
his word, but meking a tight ded with him was difficult. That Balic was ill dive proved he had been
successtul. There was no loophole in this bargain. Bailic had made sure of it.

Tao-Toecan wouldn't attack Bailic as long as he remained in the Hold. This was a andl concession
on Ballic's part, seeing as it was winter and only an insane man would go out for anything other than
wood. Balic had dso forced the raku to agree to not sted the book back, as wdl as contact or
otherwise interfere with his tutoring the piper to open the book. The promise had been pulled from the
angry Master under the threat that Bailic would burn the book and the girl holding it at the time, to ash.
Tao-Toecan had bent to his every demand, not willing to cdl Ballic's biuff. It had been a saidfying
encounter with the usudly domineering Master.

In return, dl Ballic had to do was keep from wringing the piper’s neck while he struggled to suff
enough wisdom through his thick skull so that the man could open the book. It was clear the plaingman
knew he was rdaivey safe, as he had begun to find amdl ways to irritate Bailic. The piper’s companion
survived under the same protection. But once the book was open, the agreement would be ended, and
he could do what he wanted with them. In turn, Talo-Toecan could do what he might to Ballic. The
prospect didn’'t worry him. He would be privy to the Masters grestest lore. The student would become



the master, as it had been since time immemorid.

And s0 he spent his mornings with the piper. Eventudly the man would open the cursed book, and
Ballic's plan could move forward another dow step, but move forward it would. He had fird emptied the
Hold of itsinterfering Keepers, as messy and time consuming as that had been. Then he had persuaded
amog the entire dan of Masters to their deaths in a search of a logt colony, a feat he once would have
cdamed was impossible. Most recently he acquired the book, only to find he couldn’t open it.

Ballic rose to his feet as the sun's fird rays spilled into the room. Frustration washed into him as if
driven by the beams of light, and he strode to the door. “Piper-r-r-r-r!'” he bellowed into the hdl.
“Where, by the Hounds, are you?’ He lightly divided his thoughts to send his awareness to search the
Hold. Ballic fdt hislips curl as he sensed the plainsman’s presence on the stairs, dowly meking hisway to
the practice room. Ceasing his motion, Ballic took a pose with his back to the sun and his hands on his
hips, knowing he made a formidable shadow.

There was a amdl scuff, and the fuzzy imege of the plainsman hesitated at the doorway. He heard a
heavy dgh as the man entered and set the breskfast tray on the table. “You're late, Piper,” Balic sad,
not bothering to hide his contempt. It disgusted him that such a man as this was both the access and the
obstacle to his desires.

“Yes, | know.” Strell collapsed in his chair and dumped, dearly not caring.
“It' sthe third timein as many days,” Bailic continued.

“My gpologies.” It was just shy of bligerent, and Ballic seethed. The piper stretched to reach the
tray with the tea, and usng a dngle digit, Ballic dowly pulled it out of his reach. His eyebrows rose
mockingly as the piper diffened.

Ballic poured himsdf a lukewarm cup of tea, briefly entertaining the idea of warming it back to a
drinkable temperature. Reluctantly, he didn't. The piper might be quick enough to see the resonance of
the ward’'s creation on his own tracings, deep within his unconscious. In effect, he would have
inadvertently taught the man the easy ward. And Bailic would just as soon keep thisward to himsdf for a
time, if only to deny the piper one of the pleasures of being a Keeper.

“If you're ready?’ Bailic asked dryly as he set his cup on the amdl, round table next to his chair. It
would keep until after the lesson.

“Uh-h-h ...” Strel grunted, pouring out his own drink and swallowing hdf its contents.

“By now you should be able to find the network of tracings spread in your thoughts—with your eyes
open,” he added.

“Yes” Yawning, the annoying man stretched hislegs under the table.

“Perhaps we may begin to make some progress. | had expected that in four weeks you would be
further dong.” Ballic placed his pams on the table and looked down a Strell, anger trickling through him.
“Tao-Thecan islaughing a me. You will do better.”

The piper sat up with a dramatic Sgh.

From the pocket his deep deeve made, Ballic took a smdl, unadorned wooden box and placed it on
the table. The piper picked it up and thumbed the latch. “Don’t open it!” Ballic shouted. “Or I'll have to
ar out the room for aweek!”

Clearly unnerved, Strell set the box down and hid his hands below the table. “What isit?’

“It's the smdlest dusting of source” Squinting, Ballic turned to the windows, forcing his breeth to
come dow in the effort to keep his want from showing. It was hard to let even this smdl bit dip through
his fingers without daiming it for himsdf and adding to his strength. “It's not enough to do much with,”



Ballic continued. “It was dl | was &ble to find. Besdes,” he said mockingly as he turned back, “I won't
give you anything to increase your strength. It's enough to practice with. If a Master were your ingtructor,
you'd have none urtil your schooling was dl but complete, so consider yoursdf fortunate. It's yours urtil
| take it away.” Bailic smiled in anticipation. “And | will take it away.”

Theman looked a the box with awary curiosty. “What do | do with it?" he asked.

“Fick it up,” Ballic ingtructed, shaking his head as the piper cradled the box as if it were a
grasshopper that might bite him. “Now unfocus your attention—shut your eyes if it helps. You should be
able to see the source with your mind's eye beside your tracings. Try looking Sdeways for it, as if it is
around the corner. It will look asif it's—"

“A sphere of nothing, given shape by a glowing lace-work?” the man interrupted, his voice that of
wonder. “Wolves take me. It's beatiful...”

“You found it dready!” Ballic exclamed, shocked.
The piper jumped asif Sartled. “It'sgone,” he said, Saring up at Ballic in dismay.

Ballic adjusted his Master’ s vest to cover his surprise. Perhaps the piper had an ounce of tdent after
dl. It had taken him saverd hours to find his source the firg time. “It's il there,” he said. “As long as
you're anywhere near that box. Find it again.”

Srdl sat draighter, the box gripped tightly with an amost white-knuckled force. His eyes went
vacant; his face went dack. “Ah...” he breathed, his eyes distant and unseeing.

Not entirdy trusting this, Bailic eased forward. His sash hissed againg the floor as he circled to stand
behind him. “What does it look like? he asked, making his voice pleasant to Iul Srell into being
cooperative. “What's beyond the mat of threads that encase your source?’

“Nothing,” the man said. “I can't see past them. My focus seems to dide away. | don't think there's
anything redly there.” His eyes cleared, and he looked at Bailic. All trace of sullen student was gone, his
usud animogty probably logt in the near shock of finding a piece of glory in his thoughts. “But there is.
What isit?’

Encouraged that his student findly seemed to be meking progress, Ballic's frudraion eased. He
gathered himsdf to explain, then seeing his fingers steepled like his old ingtructor’s, put his hands behind
his back. “Force,” he said. “Energy. That'swhy you can't see it. No one can be sure where the threads
binding your source into that sphere shape come from. Someone once told me they were made of will,
your will, in an attempt to separate your mind from the damaging redity of infinity.”

A genuine wonder filled the piper’s eyes. “Infinity?” he whispered. “I didn't know that.”
Ballic's eyes narrowed. “Of course you didn’t. Find it again.”

The piper went ill, his eyes dosing and an odd gillness coming over him as he focused entirely on his
inner Sght. Ballic remembered how easy it was for a new Keeper to get lost in his own srength until he
took it for granted. He dmogt envied the piper for his naiveté. “Tdl me” Ballic said from over Strdl’s
shoulder, “what did you have for bregkfast?’

“Hm-m-m?” Strell looked up, his concentration clearly broken. “Burnt toast.”

“No!” Ballic shouted, punctuating his word with a hard blow to the table. “Don’'t drop your inner 9ght
while answering! How many times do | have to explain it?” Wolves, he thought. Just when it seemed the
piper was garting to understand. “Try again,” he said.

A glly, distracted grin spread across his student’ s face.

“Yes it'svey pretty, I'm sure,” Ballic said caudticdly. “Now, without logng it, tdl me what the girl is
wearing today.”



The grin vanished, and the man met his eyes. “Why do you want to know?’

Bailic's bresth escaped inalong hiss “You logt it again, didn't you?”

“Wedl, stop asking me questiond”

Leaning close, Bailic whispered with an exaggerated downess, “That's the whole point!”
Strdl’ s eyes narrowed.

“Once more,” Ballic said. “Find your source, and if you lose it again, | will make it seem as if you
have hot cods at your feet every time you St down.”

The man's glance shifted from Balic to the snowfield four stories below them. “And that is something
| want to avoid, yes?’

Ballic took a steedying breath, willing his fingers back to dillness, reminding himsdf he had promised
to not kill him, though the idea was becoming more attractive. But kill the piper, and he would kill his
chances at opening the book. “Find it,” he sad tightly, turning to pace dong the windows, usng the
moation to collect the scattered motes of his patience. For an indant, there had been respect.

He ligened as the piper took three dow breaths as he had taught him. Judging enough time had
passed, Balic hdted besde the piper, squinting to see the idiatic, haf-focused look Keepers were
aflicted with while learning how to successfully divide ther attention between redity and their thoughts.
“Wha is for dinner?’ Ballic asked. “That gl must have something specid planned if she sends you up
with toast.” Bailic shifted the diff bread with a finger, flicking it off the plate and onto the tray in an effort
to digtract the piper. He was margindly pleased to see the man's atention hold.

“Candied apples,” his sudent said distantly, his words dightly durred.

“What's that?’ Ballic said loudly, putting his mouth uncomfortably near the piper’s ear to try to dartle
him from his concentration. “Y ou sound like a beggar with no tegth.”

“Candied gpples,” the man repeated, his speech clearer thistime.

Bailic drew away, confident the piper had gained a measure of control. “Candied apples,” he mused
aoud. “Her mother mugt have been full plains for her to know how to make those. The woman ought to
be whipped for teaching it to her haf-breed daughter. Still, | haven't had a candied apple in years.”

“Then perhaps you ought not to have killed everyone in the Hold,” the piper said.

Ballic's breath caught in outrage. Anger gripped him, tenang his muscles and setting his thoughts to
form a savage ward to slence the piper. But the Sght of his sudent with his jaw clenched and an
unrepentant defiance dissolved Ballic' sfirg flash of anger into guile

A dow, patronizing amile did over him, becoming deeper and more stisfying a the piper’s obvious
aurprise a his lack of reaction. Ballic hadn't murdered an entire fortress of Keepers by magic done.
There were other ways to bring a wedthy upstart of a plansman to hed, and he thought he knew how.

The girl’s scandalous mix of plains and hills was obvious, but it seemed the piper had forgotten his
ganding and taken a fancy to her. Ballic could use this unsavory attachment. He wouldn't risk teaching
his sudent a powerful ward over alack of respect. He didn’t want the piper’s respect, anyway. He just
wanted him to hold his tongue.

Ballic stepped close. “I could burn you to ash where you sSt,” he sad lightly.
“Then why don't you?’ the piper said, dearly knowing he wouldn't.

Bailic nodded dowly, asif admitting the piper had a vaid point. There was redly nothing Ballic had to
say. The answer was Stting up in his chambers, hidden among the scores of other books he had gathered
over the years. “You'reright, | won't,” he said. “Y ou're worth something to me. But there are things you



might miss”

The plainsman looked a him from under lowered brows. “Ther€'s not much left to me, Ballic,” he
sad, a hatred gimmering behind his eyes. “I’ve nothing left. My name is worthless. Everything that went
dong with it is gone.”

“Oh. | see. Yes” Balic gathered his robelike vest to hdf gt on the table. He shifted his gaze, tilting his
head dowly in a confident pose, sending his eyesto the girl’s chair.

The piper’s face went white. “Y ou touch her, and I'll—"

“Youll what?’ Balic taunted, leaning close. “She is a bred-in-shame half-breed. Your father would
throw you into the street; your schism would stone you. Tdl me you aren’'t compromising your high,
plansman vaues but Smply usng her.”

The piper gritted his teeth, his neck turning red. Ballic leaned closer yet, daring him to say anything.
He held the man's gaze for Sx heartbeats, proving his dominance. “Go on,” he said, sraghtening to his
ful height and gesturing to the door. “I’m through with you today. Go find your dattern. Practice holding
aconversation and your inner aght smultaneoudy. If you show no improvement tomorrow, I'll repesat the
exercise with you mysdf.”

Strel’s chair grated harshly on the floor as he got to hisfeet. A look of controlled hatred suffused him,
and Ballic amiled in satisfaction. If he couldn’t have respect, he would have hate. After hate came fear.

“Take the tray with you,” Bailic said, nudging it. “I’'m not a chicken. | don't eat bread crumbs. I'll be
down momentarily to supervise her until she gets my breakfast right.”

The piper said nothing, his iff expresson giving clear indication he knew this unusua attention to the
gl was to punish his behavior. Ballic watched the plainaman take the tray and leave. He was pleased to
see the box of source gripped tightly in the piper’s hand. It, too, could be used to manipulate the man, for
a Keeper would rather die than give up a source once seen dlittering in his thoughts.

It was going to be a good morning, after al.

Chapter 3

contents - previous | next

A dippered foot nudged her ankle, and she jJumped awake, struggling not to grunt.
“You're not fdling adeep, are you, Alissa?” Strell said.

She shifted in her firesde chair to give hm an annoyed look. “Course not. He could be here any
“I"d wager you miss him because you fdl adeep.”

“Strel, there is no way I'm going to fdl adeep.” She pointed to the hdf-emptied pot of tea on the
hearth. “If you want to go on to bed, go. I'll bedl right.” She leaned to swat his foot as he threatened to
push her again.

“No. | promised I'd keep you awake, and | will.”

Alissagave him a amile as she tugged her blanket back up to her chin. The fire made an arc of light
just large enough to hold their chairs, leaving the rest of her amal room in shadow. It was in the Keepers
hdl on the eghth floor—her papa’s old room, actudly. The Keepers hdl was one of the few places
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Ballic hadn't stripped of belongingsin his decade-long search for the First Truth. He had been rightfully
concerned about running into alethd ward left by someone he had murdered. The room offered Alissa a
measure of protection, as Bailic wouldn't cross the doorframe. Strel had the room next door, but his
char sat before her hearth asit had ever since ther firg night in the Hold. Apart from this fal when with
weighted ropes Bailic covertly moved it back to Strell’s room to cause a rift between them, his chair had
remained there, indilling Alissawith a heavy feding of sability.

Tdon wheezed in her deep from her nearby perch. The bird had returned from chasing Usdless with
haf her tal feathers gone. Most of her day had been spent in an exhausted deep, waking only to hiss
thinly at Bailic. He had found fault with Alissal's toast and invaded her kitchen. It wasn't until noon that he
findly left with a bowl of porridge in his pale hand: just enough honey, just enough milk, made with tea
ingdeed of water the way he indsted plaingmen took it. It sounded awful, but she tucked the knowledge
away to surprise Strell with some morning.

Ballic had Ieft her a wreck of shattered nerves and quick temper. It took Strell dl afternoon to bring
her back to her usud sdf, atask he took serioudy, actudly blaming himsdf for Ballic's unusud atention.
He eased her raw emotions away by playing her favorite songs on his pipe. The sun had set with her
feding very content, but she couldn’t deep now. Usdless was coming.

Strel leaned to dir the fire. He stood up, consdering the flames for a long, slent moment. “Here” he
sad suddenly, dipping a hand into a pocket to bring out a fold of ydlow cloth. “I've been meaning to
givethis to you. It was supposed to be for the solstice, but | forgot. Then it didn’t seem right...” His voice
traled to nothing. He had nearly died while freeing Usdless from the prison deep under the Hold thet day.
“You should haveit,” he added.

“For me?’ She beamed, not caring it was amonth late. “Y ou made me something?’
“Uh-huh.” He sat down on the edge of his chair and leaned close. “Open it”

He extended the fabric, and Alissatook it, her fingers touching hisfor an ingtant. She glanced to see if
he noticed, flushing at his knowing look. Wondering what he could have made that was so amdl, she
carefully opened the cloth. Nestled among the folds was a thumbnail-szed charm. It looked like it was
made from spun thread, the color of gold. “Oh, Strdl,” she breathed, entranced. “It’s beautiful!”

He smiled and looked to the floor, sseming embarrassed. “It's for luck,” he said as he glanced away.
“It saluck charm. | wove it from alock of your hair.”

“Mine?” Alissatouched her head, her eyes widein surprise. “When did you—"

“Ages ago,” he said with a rush, his brow creased in worry. “You were adeep. | wanted it to be a
aurprise, and if acharm isn't made out of hair—"

“It doesn't work,” she finished for him, amiling to show she didn’'t mind. It was done, and she didn’t
want him to think she didn't like his gift.

Marveing that such an exquidte thing existed, she undid the ribbon that bound her hair and pushed
the strands impatiently out of her way. She looped the ribbon through the charm and tied it loosdly about
her neck. The bit of gold rested wel above the pouch of dust she kept hidden. Alissa amiled as she
looked at the charm againg the dark blue of her dress. “Thank you,” she whispered, reaching out to
touch his shoulder for an ingant. “1 likeit.”

“Good,” he said as he kndt to poke needledy at the fire again.

Sidfied dl was right with the world, Alissa leaned back and watched the flanes She fdt her
breathing dow as she relaxed in the new warmth of the stirred coas. Strell returned to his chair, and they
kept a companionable slence until her head snapped back as she nodded off. Struggling to focus, she
looked to see if Strell had noticed. His eyes were shut; his breething was dow. It shifted his loosay
curling hair as he exhaled, and she fought the urge to arrangeit.



“Adesp,” she murmured, not surprised. Rigng, she pulled her shawl tightly about her shoulders. It
seemed Usdess wasn't coming. Disgppointed, she went to her shutters and pushed them open. They
sgueaked loudly, and she turned to seeif it had woken Strell, but he seemed dl the more settled. Taon,
though, fluffed hersdf in the sudden chill with a grumpy dissatisfaction.

Alissaleaned hdfway out her window and took a dow bregth, enjoying the chill that burned her lungs
only because afire was near. The ful moon on the snow made it bright, and the few stars were tiny. Hers
was the only window in the Hold without a ward to keep out the cold. She broke both hers and Strel’s
while removing the ward Usdless had put between her and her source. The ward had been for her
protection, but irked he would dare do such a thing, she had tried to remove it. Her attempt not only
shattered the window wards but her mind as well. The uncontrolled release of force had torn through her
thoughts, burning her tracings to what she had firg thought was an unusable ash. They had since hedled.
She and Strell had put the shutters up shortly theresfter. Deciding to ask Ballic to replace her ward as he
hed Strell’ s would be fodlish.

A gud of wind blew back her hair, and her head snapped up. Squinting into the brief gde, she saw a
raku’ s fearsome shadow ghost from behind the Hold's tower in ahiss of legthery black angles and sharp
teeth. She stared in awe as the house-sized raku turned againg the full moon and circled the tower.

Tdon darted out over her head. “Tdon. No!” she cried. She spun back to her fire. “Strell! Wake up.
Tdonisgoing to get hersdf killed!” But Strell didn't move. Torn between shaking him and watching the
demise of her bird, she stood frozen a the window as Tadon dove at the raku. A wickedly clawed hind
foot dowly reached out, black in the moonlight. Tdon gave a startled squawk and dropped. Usdess
followed with an dmost unheard rumble. Alissa's breath caught. Tdon. He was going to eat Taon!

Come back! she thought, a frantic shout nearly dipping from her, but she could do nothing. Shifting
suddenly, the bird darted for height, leaving the raku grasping ar. Usaless was too massve to keep up
with her lightning-quick maneuvers, but it would only be a matter of time.

Alissa s hand went to her mouth as the raku feinted a swoop to the left, flinging his tall— Wolves, it
was as long as the rest of him—into Taon's path. The bird dammed into it, faling neatly into a waiting
claw. Together they dropped to the forest beyond the garden wall.

Her heart pounding, Alissaflung hersdf back insde. “Strdl!” she cried, sheking him. “Burn you to
ash. Wake up!”

The plainsman frowned in his deep, saying nothing. Giving up, she grabbed her hat and coat and ran
downdtairs to the Hold's door in a terrified flurry of slence. The Navigator’s Wolves take that rakul
she thought as she shrugged into her coat. Usdess couldn’'t eat Taon. She was her friend.

Pushing open the thick doors of the fortress, she raced into the snow to stop a the edge of the
clearing. “Which way?’ she agonized, the night's slvery sllence hard upon her ears. Over her thudding
pulse and rasping bresth came a faint chitter. “Taon!” she cdled in rdief, oinning about only to hdt in
confuson.

Usdless, in his human guise, was griding out from under the distant trees. He had hidden his Magters
atire under an ill-fitting wool coat, and his tdl haght stood out sharply againg the snow and moonlight.
Grinning wildly, he waved a hand for Alissato stay where she was. On his other hand sat Tdon. The
bird's noise increased as she caught Sght of Alissa, but the kestredl made no move to leave her new
perch.

“Hush, little warrior,” Alissafantly heard Useless admonish as he drew close. “You'll wake the Hold.
All are adeep indde. Let’s keep it that way.” Tadon obediently ceased her caterwauling, but in no way
could Alissa say the bird grew any camer.

Usdess took Alissa's elbow as he came dongside, and without missng a step, began waking her
back to the Hold. Hushing, she dug in her heds and tugged her am free. “Wha are you doing? You



were chasing Tdon. | thought you were going to—"

“Eat her?” Usdless finished. He began to laugh, and Alissa siffened. “We were playing! She wouldn't
make a mouthful.”

“A mouthful!” Alissaydled. “Tdon ismy friend!”

His mirth vanished. “She's a bird. And don't shout a me. Here.” Taking Alissa's hat, he placed it
lopsidedly upon her head. “Put this on before you get cold.” Abnormaly long fingers encircled her upper
am, and she found hersdlf moving forward.

Alissa sumbled into motion, hdting in confusion before the formidable wal surrounding the Hold's
garden. Standing straight and unbowed, Usdless ran his eyes over the serile expanse. “This seems about
right,” he said, tossing Tdon into the air. The bird flew up, then down to land upon Alissa's shoulder.
Usdless frowned at them for along moment before turning to run his fingertips across the frosted stone.

Reaching up, Alissa touched Tadon's feet to reassure hersdf her bird was safe. “What are you
doing?’ she asked, her voice dill shaky from her recent fright.

“Looking for the door.”
“Oh.” Alissaturned to scan the blank stone for anything unusud.

“Thismay take amoment.” His eyes on the wall, Usdless shifted three steps to the right. “I usudly fly
into my garden, not crawl in like an insect.”

“Or a Keeper,” Alissa sad as she st her pdms firmly againg the uneven surface. There was a
familiar pull on her awareness followed by an inaudible dick as the lock disengaged and the stone swvung
out to reved the tangled remains of the long-fallow garden.

Usdess dtared at her. “How did you know?’

“Someone wrote ‘Here' on the wdl.” Pleased she had bested him in this amdl matter, Alissa pointed
out the thin scratchings.

“Humph!” He leaned forward, squinting to seeit in the moonlight. “Impudent students,” he grumbled.
“After you.” The Master gestured diffly, and she stepped insde. “We can tdk at the firepit. Do you
know where that is?’

Alissa nodded, looking up at the Hold's tower to place hersdf. Usdless shut the door to make it dl
but invisble The hem of his coat turned dark from the snow as he picked his careful way amongst the
dormant vegetation. Alissa followed, trying to memorize where in the rambling garden they were. It might
be ussful knowing a second way ouit.

“There” Usdess said softly, dmogt to himsdf.

Alissa nodded. Hiking up her skirt, she stepped down into the huge firepit and brushed the snow from
a bench. Strdl had served her dinner here lagt fdl to try to make up for having twisted his ankle and
leaving her with dl the work. His attentive behavior had left her flustered, not knowing what to think. All
that remained of ther evening under the stars was black, snow-dusted charcoa. That, and her memories.
Alissa hid a smile, remembering she had fdlen adeep on his shoulder, waking to the sound of his heart
and the warmth of his arms around her. It had been a most pleasant evening.

She gingerly settled hersdf on the cold bench. Usdess took the seat beside her, and Alissa's eyes
widened as she saw his hands. Hisfingers did have an extra joint. Seeming to redize she was saring, the
Master hid his hands in his deeves. As suddenly and unexpectedly as a sneeze, a fire burdt into existence
in the ashes of the old. Before she could comment, an ugly teapot appeared in the snow. Startled, Alissa
divided her attention to take a peek at the web of tracings that lay slent within her unconscious. Usdless
had made a ward, and the pattern of tracings he used would resonate upon her own, showing her a part



of how it was done.

A amiled eased over her as she examined her mind-scape. The faint resonance showed a multitude of
intertwining lines, joined at severa spots and gorawling in just as many directions. That doesn‘t look too
hard, she thought as the subtle luminescence faded. Perhaps, if |—

“Don’t even think to try it,” Usdless murmured as he filled the pot with snow and st it right in the
flanes “You're far from ready. Now,” he sad firmly. “I will be brief, as it's not prudent for me to be
here. Is Ballic trying to teach Strell enough lore to open the book as | hoped?’

Alissa nodded. “He gave him a source today. Not much. A pinch, perhaps.”

“Redly?’ Usdless sad, his eyebrows raised in surprise. “I wonder where he found even that much?
He held his hands ouit to the fire, his long fingers dmost amongdt the flames. “It can’t do the piper much
good, seeing as heis not Keeper stock, but commoner.”

Alissafrowned. Strell’ s tracings might be a usdless, defunct scramble of dead ends and tangled knots,
but to cal hm common was inaulting. Taon pinched her shoulder, responding to Alissa's ire, and she
moved the bird to a nearby lesfless shrub.

“Asit stlands,” he continued, “I’'m not actudly barred from my Hold, just from killing Bailic while he
hides here. | won't be staying, though. 1t wouldn’t be ... prudent.”

Alissa shifted on the cold stone. “Can't you just take the book and we dl leave?’

“No. | gave my word. It was ether that or he would have burned you to ash.”

“But it would be so easy,” she cgoled. “It'sjust up in hisroom.”

Usdless raised his eyebrows. “You're asking me to break my word?’

Though shamed, Alissa refused to drop her eyes. “Wel, | never said | wouldn't take it.”
“Go ahead,” he said, his disgust obvious. “ Save me the trouble of kegping you dive”
“Balic doesn't scare me,” she said boldly, and Usdless shook his head.

“Bailic murdered every last Keeper,” he said. “Killed or drove away the students, and destroyed
what remained of my kin. I'm sure you could manage, though.” Usdess rubbed his long-fingered hand
over hiseyes. “I’'m going to lose this one to outright Supidity,” he murmured.

Anger trickled through Alissa.

“You,” he demanded, “will lie low. Use your ears, not your tracings, which you have unimely
discovered. If you care to eavesdrop upon Strdl’s tutelage, Ballic can impart a least the basics of their
use to you, if not the reasonings behind them.” He turned severe. “But dong that same line of Sght, |
want no more tampering with your neurd net. | understand you managed to remove the ward | put about
your source. You mugt have burnt your tracings quite proper.”

She dropped her gaze with a flush of guilt. “How did you know?’

“Strel told me, but | had dready guessed. The entire Hold shook,” he accused. “You could have
taken out dl of the eighth floor with your unauthorized tinkering. It was luck Ballic thought it was Strell.
See that it doesn’'t happen agan.”

Alissalooked up, gifling a surge of irritation. 1t was difficult to lisen while he sat dictating orders as if
he had the right to. Seeing her scowl, Useless chuckled. “Get used to it,” he said shortly. “You're only a
student, one of many who have come and gone.”

“Likemy papa?’ she snapped, immediatdy regretting it.
“Yes, like your father.” Usdaless winced, his eyebrows bunching together. “Meson was an excdlent



sudent, dmogt a friend, but he couldn’t get past the wings, so to speak. Always with him, there was an
awe, or reverence. It gets tiresome.” Rearranging the fire, he watched her over the low flames he had
dirred up. “You, | see, didn't inherit that as you did his gray eyes. It’s fortunate Bailic is so nearsighted,
or he might guess you were Meson's daughter by the sght of them done” He hedtated, frowning.
“Yours are dmost blue, though. Not as diginctive as Meson's. Stll, | would advise you to keep to the
shadows.”

She couldn’'t help but be pleased he had noticed. It was her opinion, too, that her eyes were blue, but
her gaze dropped at the reminder of how eadily their deception could be broken.

“I wish | could have warned him of Ballic's treachery,” Useless continued. “But when he returned my
book, | was aready trapped under the Hold. And Keepers and Masters can't speak dlently between
each other as they can between themsdves”

“We did,” she sad bluntly, recaling his disastrous attempits to frighten her home before she reached
the Hold. Being able to tdl that someone was in her thoughts had shocked both of them, and she had
driven him from her mind with a surprisngly potent force.

“Yes” he sad. “It shouldn't be possible. Your thought patterns must be lad out... differently.”
Usdless drew back, blinking at her like an owl with a sudden thought. “How much did Meson tdl you of

being a Keeper?’
“Nothing,” she said. “But | was only five when—when he left.” Feding done, Alissa curled her feet
under her, cold and damp in their dippers.

“Yes, and Strd| told me your father taught you how to read.”
Alissa nodded. “Me and my mother both. Well, he started, but she finished it.”

“Why did he bother?’” Usdless said, more to himsdf than her. “He couldn’t have known that early you
hed inherited his neurd pattern and were bound to the Hold. He must have perceived something in you....
| don't know. You aren't like any other Keeper | have known.”

Embarrassed, Alissalooked down, but he continued, clearly not expecting her to answer.

“You don't let your fear dull your temper, and how, under my Master’s Hounds, did you find your
source and tracings in your thoughts when no one told you they existed? It's dmog as if... You remind
me of—’

Alissa raised her head. Usdess was regarding her with a peculiar mix of dismay and ddight. His
scrutiny continued as she leaned to fuss with the fire so as to have something to do. “Tdl me” he sad
abruptly. “You like Strel’s musc?’

“Yes,” she blurted, wondering at the sudden shift in topics.

“He says you fdl adeep.”

She shrugged. “His piping is very restful—usudly.”

Usdless nodded. “Growing up on a farm, you mugt have had alot of pets.”

Alissagtared a him. What kind of question is that? she thought. “No. We couldn’t even keep a cat
inthe barn. Everything that could, ran away.”

“And you like the cold, | see?’
“| adore it,” she said sarcadtically as she hunched into her coat.

“Yes, of course” Usdless' s thoughts were dearly somewhere else. “That book you found last month,
you seemed mogt reuctant to give it to Bailic when you pulled it from the well, despite knowing if you
didn’t, you would die right there in the woods.”



Alissa fidgeted with the hem of her deeve, trying to deny her stab of longing a the mere mention of it.
Giving the First Truth to Ballic had been the hardest thing she had ever done. “I’'m going to get it back,”
sesad. “It smine”

“It'smy book, not yours,” he said, a marked softnessin his gravelly voice.

“That's not what it said!” she shouted, then put a hand to her mouth, shocked at her outburst.

“Jud s0,” Usdess said mildly. “Perhaps my book did, at thet. It would explan many inconssencies.”
Asif taking on a heavy burden, he shook his head and sighed in resgnation. The ugly pot over the flames
began to steam, and much to Alissal s astonishment, Usdless pushed on the seat of the bench beside him.
The seat did off with a grinding sound to reved asmdl stone box within it. She eagerly leaned forward as
he took out the box and opened it, dumping back when she found it contained only tea leaves. Unaware
or uncaring of her disappointment, Usdess sat the pot to brew, shut the box, and replaced the seat.
There was a tug on her thoughts and a ward so quick she hadn’t a chance of memorizing the pattern
resonating in her unconscious. Two brown cups equd in ugliness to the pot appeared. “If | may, Aliss”
he said dowly, “I would like to look at your tracings. To see ... ah ... if the burn across your tracings that
you received while removing that ward has hedled properly.”

She narrowed her eyes, wondering at his shift in tone from domingting to amost respectful. “You'll
have to put your thoughts into mine?’” she asked warily. She didn't like that. Every time he did, it Ieft her
afrad he might see more than what she wanted him to.

He nodded. “The technique becomes easier with practice, a teaching tool, a common event between
ingtructor and student. But if you can’'t manage it...” He let the chalenge hang.

She took a deep breath, willing her unreasonable fear awvay. Usdless wasn't going to hurt her. “What
do | do?

Glanding up at the dark sky, Usdess drew his legs up under him. He eyed her tightly, grimaced, and
findly nodded. Cross-legged upon the bench, he hid his odd hands among the folds of his coat deeves.
“If you would find your tracings?’

“All right.” Her pulse quickened in anxiety, and she divided her attention to visudize her tracings with
her mind's eye. The thin, spiderweb-like lines seemed to mdt into existence in a fantagtic tangle,
fracturing off in every direction. The pathways were dark and ill as they were empty of power, bardy
visble againg the blue black of her consciousness by way of the thin streaks of gold that ran through
them, seeming to dlint where the tracings joined and crossed one ancther.

Close beside them, but sseming to be hdf an angle away, was her source. The sphere of power was
enveloped by a tight weave of shimmering threads. She couldn’t tdl what lay within the gold, amost
white, hollow ball. Alissa's breath dipped easly from her as she reveled that she was intact, her tracings
no longer burned to an unusable char by her own stupidity.

Usdless's eyebrows rose. “You have them?’ he accused. “Y our eyes are dill focused.”
“l can close them if you like”

“No, that'sfine” he said remotdy. “If you're ready, we can try.” He looked to the fire, and Alisa's
eyes dammed shut of their own accord as his presence materidized within her thoughts. Ingtantly, a wave
of affronted panic washed through her, and she found hersdf sruggling to keep from mentaly lashing out
a him. For a terrifying moment she kept her lethd response in check, then another. With a gasp, Alissa
fdt a surge of power around her source, an indinctive reaction to drive him out with a blast of mentd fire.

His thoughts vanished from hers, and she sagged in relief. She opened her eyesto find Usdess daing
back, his amber eyes round and unreadable, seeming to dlint in the firdight. “Thisisn't a good idea,” he
sad dowly. “I"ve never begun with someone as untutored as you.”



“No.” She gulped, her pulse beginning to dow. “I—I can do better. | dmost had it.”
“Better?’ he grumbled. “You mug be entirdy trustworthy, or | can't say.”

Trustworthy! Alissa thought, affronted. “Maybe if you didn’t sorm in so high and mighty, | might be
more accommodating!” she said, not wanting to admit she couldn’t control hersdlf.

The Magter’ s face tightened. “Again,” he demanded, goaded into trying once more.

Alissa closed her eyes and found her tracings, surprised to redize she was scared. If she couldn’t do
this Usdless would teach her nothing. She shivered as much from anticipation as the cold. Her breath
came fast, and she tensed. Burn her to ash. What if she couldn’t do it?

There was a 9gh, and a markedly cautious thought dipped between hers, a hint of presence that
dowly grew to awhisper. His unusudly submissive presence made it easier, and it took only a moment of
gruggle before she mastered hersdf. Sowly she exhded. “ See?” she thought, shoving her primitive
thoughts away. “| can do this.”

“You're sure?” Usdess asked into her mind, giving Alissa the impression of sdtling himsdf. “ Well,
let’s see what you can manage.”

Alissawas glent, trying not to squirm as she fdt hislight thought among hers. “1’m going to set up a
ward,” he explained. “If your tracings are fully... er... healed, there should be an echo of it
reflecting on your neural net. Do you see which circuit is resonating?”

“Yes,” shethought nervoudy as severa loops began to shimmer. They formed a convoluted pattern
sorawling in 9x directions whose end and beginning were the same.

The glow faded and was replaced with a more complex form. “ How about this one?”
“Uh-huh.”

“ Really? How about... m-mm... this?”

“Yes. What does it do?”

Immediately the glow vanished. “ Never mind that.” There was adight hesitation. “1 would say you
healed properly.”

“But what do the patterns do?’ she persisted, then brightened. “ That’s how you make a ward,
isn'tit!”
Clearly uncomfortable, Useless muttered into her thoughts, “ It's very complex.”

Alissa fdt a thrill of excitement. “Do | have to set up that crossed loop first?” she thought, then
pierced through the weave surrounding her source. A shimmering dart of force shot to her tracings in an
eegant S shape. It looped back in amirror image of itsdf to her source to make a glowing, twisted loop.

“ Sop! Shut it down!” Usdless exclamed, his thoughts damming into hers.

Frightened, Alissa broke the connection. The crossed loop faded as the force vanished back into her
source. He fled from her thoughts, leaving her with a unexpected sensation of loss. Alone again, she
looked up to see im with his head in his hands, muttering at the fire. Something had upset Tdon, and the
gamdl bird was grousing, dhifting in agitation from foot to foot.

“Old foal,” she heard Usdless grumble asif he had forgotten she was there. “I should have known by
the way she is yammering on about my book.”

“It ign't your book,” Alissa said with a sudden rush of dismay.
His head came up. “It most certainly is” he said, sounding affronted.
“It smind” she cried indarm. It was as she had feared. Now that Useless was free, he was going to



take it. She hadn't crossed the mountains and trapped hersdf with a madman for the winter so Useless
could damiit for himsdf!

“That will be enough, student,” he said camly to the fire. “It's my book.”

“You gaveit tomy papal” she cried, fear pulling her to a stand. “He gave it to me. It's ming! | won't
let you takeit.”

Usdlessturned to her. “What did you say?’

“l won't let you,” she repeated shakily, atinge of self-preservation lowering her voice.
He rosein a gngle, fluid motion, drawing himsdf up to hisfull height. “ St down.”

“No,” she whispered, feding her face go white. She wouldn't let him tel her whét to do.
“Youwill 9t down!” Useless said, taking an unnerving step closer.

“But it sming” she exclamed, past caring what happened next.

In a breath, he went dill. His arm dropped, and he dowly exhaed. Teribly afrad, Alissa stared at
him. “You will, sudent,” he said softly, dangeroudy. “If you look to me for ingtruction, you will do as |
say, or as| say not. | will teach you what | want, your indruction proceeding as fast or dow as | deem
fit. Thisisn't from mdice or dominance but to save ... your ... hide” He stepped back, crossng his ams
before him. “There will be no congraints or wards to stop you, only your word. But you will put yoursdf
under my discretion, or | will leave for good.”

He would leave me? Alissa thought, panicking. She would learn nothing, have nothing. Bone and
Adh, she cursed hersdf as she fdt her throat tighten and her shoulders dump. “I don’'t know if | can,” she
whispered, her fear washing from her in misary.

The Magter blinked, his anger vanishing in surprise. “Excuse me?’ he said, incredulous.

“l said,” she shouted, furious at hersdf, “I don't know if | can!” Alissa dumped on the cold bench.
There was a lump in her throat, and she angrily wiped a tear of frudration away with the back of her
hand. She had been so close, she thought bitterly. Now she would have nothing.

Usdess's brow furrowed, then he chuckled, eesing back to his seat. “M-m-m,” he said. “I imagine
any other answer from you would be false”

“Y ou mean you' re not angry?’ She wiped her eyes and stared at him increduloudly.

“No, just concerned.” He paused, congdering his next words. “You seg, it's a rather dangerous turn
for you. Y ou're sanding in a threshold, so to speak. It would be wise to push you through, and | would,
except for one thing.”

“Ballic?’ she guessed, darting a glance at the tower, dark above them.
Usdless resettled hisrobes. “No, heign't anissue. It's the present state of the Hold.”

Tha made no sense whatsoever, and Alissa patiently waited until he noticed her dlence and
continued. “I am one and aone. It’'s too risky. Someone should be here to help in case complications
arise, and from whet | have read, they dways do.”

“| thought you taught my papa,” she said, becoming more confused.
“Um ... | did,” Usdess sammered, “but each student has their own peculiarities”
“l see” Alissa eyed hm warily. There was something off about his words.

“And there was aways someone to seek counsd from,” he continued as if trying to convince himsdf.
He certainly wasn't convindng her. Usdess eyed her waily. “1 do beieve | have had enough of you
tonight. Expect my return on the extremes of the moon's drift; otherwise, I'll be searching. Someone



besides me may be left”

Alissapulled her coat tighter, not trusting his rapid shifts of emotion. “There is” she said hestantly. “I
saw araku jugt outside the foothills this fall. 1t was my third day out from home, and it scared me into a
puddie of pudding.”

“It mugt have been aferd beast,” Usdess said, his gaze going distant into the flames.
“A what?' she asked.

His eyes went sad as he leaned to rearrange the fire. “A ferd beast. Magters are subject to few ills
but one we share with men is that of madness. Whether by accident or punishment, sentience will
occasondly be lost. Unable to remember, they exig as any predator. We watch over them, trying to
keep them from the lands of men. It's of these unfortunates your conventiond idea of rakus being beasts
come from. But they’re not truly insane, just unaware.”

“They never recal themsdves?’ Alissa asked in asmdl voice, trying not to imagine Usdless' s strength
unbridled by wisdom.

“Never,” he asserted, sounding angry but not at her. “It's something we don't talk about, as they 4l
have names, though they don’t hear them anymore.”

“I'm sorry.” Useless seemed S0 sad, Alissawished she hadn’t asked for an explanation.
“Was he ayounger beast?’ he asked.
“I... | think s0.”

“It was probably Connen-Neute. He was an agonishing student, much potentid. Here” he said,
sketching a figure in the snow with his finger. “This is his name. It shouldn’t be forgotten, now that he
doesn’'t know it.” Usdless sighed. “1 wonder what drew him from the mountains and into the foothills?’

She leaned to dudy the smple figure, grateful he thought enough of her to teach it to her. Usdess's
fingers drummed a dow, intricate pattern on the stone. Unsure of what to say, she waited urtil he looked
up with afaint, mirthless amile. “Go,” he said. “It's cold.”

Alissa dutifully stood and gathered her skirts. With a find nod to Useless, she began to pick her way
aong the snow-covered path to the kitchen. She looked back before rounding the bend in the path and
saw him unawares in the bright moonlight. Chin in his hands, he was contemplaing his fire, the two
unused cups beside him. He looked worried. Without knowing how, she sent a wisp of an understanding
thought to him. He jumped but didn’t turn.

“ Go, young one. My troubles aren't your concern,” she sensed in her thoughts, light and sure as
pider dlk. It sartled her, and she hastened to the kitchen. Hestating at the door, Alissa unintentiondly
caught more of his thoughts which confused her even more.

“0Old fool,” she heard him complain. “ You know better than to jump into a novice's thoughts
like that. She had every right to char you proper— but she didn't. Where did she learn her
control?” Alissa fdt him sigh. “ Curse you, Keribdis. Convincing the Hold to chase your rainbows
to punish me has brought the Hold's downfall twice over. | wasn't trained for this. It would be
done perfectly if you were here. She guesses far too much. Totally out of control. I've never
worked with children before.” He hestated. “ Burn me to ash if that wasn’t fun, though.”

Then the faint touch was gone, and Alissa was left with her disconcerted thoughts, done once more in
the empty, Slent kitchen.

Chapter 4
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“Jud look &t it, Alissa It's perfect!”

Smiling thinly, Alissa levered hersdf up onto the long, black table and wrapped her arms about her
knees. It was frigid down in the Hold's second kitchen unless the sun was out. The large room was &t the
end of one of the short tunnds off the great hdl, unused for what looked like decades with its empty
hooks and cupboards. “It's cold,” she complained, her voice echoing off the flat stone wdls. “You won't
be able to work the clay. Y our fingerswill stiffen up.”

Plainamen lived or died by how skilled they were in their profession, and the chance to practice his
origind family craft of day work seemed to have become an obsession since Sirell found the large barrels
of day three days ago. Upon discovering the smdl jars of what he daimed were powdered glazes, setting
up a potter’s stead was a foregone conclusion. He needed good light to work by, a convenient water
source, and akiln, though he daimed he could make do with a smolder pit in the garden, whatever that
was.

Thelight was too dim in the upstairs kitchen. Any of the countless practice rooms had enough sun but
no water. The same went for the dining hdl. That left only the annex kitchen. Alissa just knew he was
going to spend dl histime down here. And as it was too cold for her to keep him company, her days
would soon stretch long and londly.

“Too cold? Maybe,” was his muffled reply. He had crawled partway into the largest oven to estimate
itssize, and his long legs stuck out, looking like a spider’s. “But | won't be down here unless the sun is
bright, and you know how warm it gets then.” Sowly he backed out of the oven, humming a child' s tune.

Alissa gave him a dour nod he couldn’'t possibly see as he had turned to the narrow windows high
overhead. “It’'s hard enough finding wood for our rooms, the kitchen, and the dining hdl,” she grumbled.
“If you use that oven as akiln, you're going to need alot of wood.”

He stood with his hands on his hips looking tal, confident, and happy. “1 won't need to have afire but
once every week or s0.” Snging softly, he peered down the kitchen’s well, ligening to his voice echo.

“There' s probably no water down there,” she predicted, hoping he would abandon his latest diverson
and come back with her to the warm upper rooms. Strell reached for the cracked bucket tied to an even
more ancient-looking coil of rope. Curious despite her gum mood, she hopped off the table, the thin
soles of her shoes making a hard landing. Ther heads nearly touched as she and Strell peered down into
the shadows of the wdl. “Careful,” she advised. “That rope looks thinin spots.”

“Nonsense,” he cried as the faint sound of the bucket finding water reached them. “It'Il hold. Besides,
I'm not going tofill it. I just want to see what's down there.” Ignoring the dubious arch of her eyebrows,
he turned the large crank, drawing the bucket up. The pulley’s piercing squesks seemed to go right
through her head, until there was an audible snap and an even louder splash.

“Ah ... oops.” Strel stared mournfully down into the depths as Alissa laughed, then covered her
mouth in embarrassment. It reglly wasn't funny.

“Oh, Strdl,” she said quickly. “I'm sorry.” But he was peering into the wdl, apparently not having
heard even her laugh.

Tdon left her perch to land upon Strell’s shoulder, crooning softly. “Sand and wind,” he sghed,
eyeing the frayed end of the rope. “Now I'll have to find a hook.”

Alissa dumped as she findly admitted how much this meant to him. She would be sdfish not to help.
“I know where there' s another bucket,” she offered.

“No. | should get that one out, or it's going to molder down there and contaminate the wel.” He
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sghed, peering into the black. “Hounds. | redly wanted to try to find a whed today. Now I'll have to
play fisherman.” A dark hand ran through his mop of brown tangles as he glanced at the caling to
edimate how much light was | ft.

“Tdl you what,” Alissasad cheerfully, “I'll find awhed for you, and a new rope, t00.”
“No, that's dl right,” he said. “I know it's too cold down here for you. I'll find everything dl right.
Why don’t you go have a cup of tea or something?’

Her eyebrows went up, and her mouth went down. She was't sure how she should take that. It
sounded patronizing. Strell glanced up at her silence, and recognizing the cast on her face he quickly
added, “To warm you up! You know the annexes better than | do. I'm sure you could find everything
faster, but you, Alissa” he leaned to lightly tap her nose, “look postivey chilled.”

Alissablinked in surprise, then amiled at the attention. “Why don’t we both go look?” she suggested.
“At least until we find a hook and rope.”

Pushing himsdf from the well, Strell headed for the tunnd archway. “ Castoffs?’

“Dry goods,” she sad confidently as they left. Tdon stayed behind, peering down into the well. Strell
was humming, and she amiled as the last of her ire & his attention being focused from her dipped away.
He hadn’t been in this good a mood since ... since ... She hesitated. She hadn’t ever seen him this happy
before. And who knew? Her mother had wanted a nested set of Hirdune bowls. Perhaps Alissa could
get them for her now.

Chapter 5

contents - previous | next

“Wait! Strdl?” she cdled, but he was gone, his rope and hook draped over his shoulder. She had
agreed to find a potter’s whed for im while he fished his bucket out from the kitchen well, but there was
one problem. “I don't know whet it looks like—exactly,” she finished softly. Alissa gazed at the empty
mouth of the runnd, debating if she should follow him and ask, but decided she would probably know
one when she saw one.

She did from her perch on a bae of linen and ran her eyes over one of the Hold's glorified closets.
There were four levels in the dry goods annex, their open balconies overlooking a centrd work area on
the ground floor. The tdl, narrow room was lit by the ditsin the digtant celling, angled to maximize the
light reflecting in. It was bright, if not necessarily warm, as there were no wards here on the windows.

Feding dightly put out, she wandered over to the Hold's stash of legther. She would look for Strell’s
whed, but firs she wanted to find a swath of lesther to make a new hat. She was blissully knee deep in
the supple sheets when there was a amd| scuff, and she knew Strdll had returned. Perhaps he had fished
his bucket out aready and had come back to hep her. “Srel?” she cdled loudly to the unseen floor.
“What exactly does a potter's whed look like?” But it was Bailic's voice that echoed up, and she
dtiffened.

“Don't you know?’ he said in a smooth, mocking voice. “Your lack of education is gppdling. But
even you should know it won't be with the fabric.”

Alissa s face warmed. She went to the railing and peered down to find Ballic gazing up in her generd
direction. His pale skin looked dl the more obvious againg his black Master's vest. “Good afternoon,
Ballic,” she sad warily. She steadied hersdf, hoping he would go away quickly. She fdt dmost naked
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without Strell beside her to serve as aready digtraction.

Using her voice to orient himsdlf, he focused on her and gave her a dow nod. Slently he turned and
wove hisway past the mesh screens and barrels of waste dloth towards the tal cupboards behind them.
“l can’'t imagine what you want with a potter’ s whed,” he said. “But if you hep me find what | need, I'll
tdl you where oneis”

Her refusd was hot on her tongue, but she hesitated as he turned his painful-looking eyes to her. They
were rimmed in red from the sun’s glare, and he was squinting. A dight feding of compassion whispered
through her. But it was the idea of not having to admit to Strell she didn’t know what a whed [ooked like
that prompted her to ask, “What are you looking for?’

Bailic rubbed his wet eyes and opened the cupboard to revea stacks of bound paper. “High-grade
paper. Theink dries fagter on it.” Touching a sheaf of paper in what dmost looked like a caress, he took
ashet, creased it sharply, then ripped it down the center. His eyes closed as he breathed deeply of the
cut. “Second grade,” he mused, hardly audible. “You can tdl by the amdl.” And the scraps fdl to the
floor in a whisper of sound.

“If I find some for you,” she said, “you'll tdl me where | can find a potter’s whed?’

“Yes” he drawled as he took a second sheet. It met the same fate as the firdt, and the twin pieces of
white drifted down.

Alissapulled her shawl closer as she descended to the firdt floor. “All right,” she agreed.

“Done and done,” Ballic said, pulling back from his reach for another stack. He stoicdly waited until
she was before him. “This shelf,” he tapped a finger on an empty one. “Thisis where | found it before.
Thereisasymbol etched upon the face. Do you see it?’

Alissa edged closer, rductant to get too near him. “Yes” she admitted. The fant tracings were too
light for Ballic to see and too samd| for hisfingers to discern. It read, “High-grade.”

“Do you think it within your cgpabilities to match that symbal to another just like it?’
“Yes” she sad shortly, not liking histone.
“Wewill seeif you're as clever as you would like to think,” he said. “Find it.”

Willing to play the game of ignorance, Alissa dutifully reingpected the high-grade samp and tried to
meatch it to the rest, ignoring that she could read that dl the remaining shelves were second and third
grade. “Nothing like that mark here” she sad and closed the cupboard with a dull thump. The next
cupboard was the same, as was the third. Balic, who had moved himsdf and his tender skin to a
shadow, was beginning to visbly chafe by the time she had been through dl the cupboards and hadn’t
found any. Shrugging, Alissamet Ballic's forbidding frown.

“l wasright,” he muttered. “Either you are haf-witted, or | have used it dl. I'll check again by hand
tonight.” He turned on a hed and headed for the archway.

Alissa stood waiting. “Where are the wheds, Bailic?’ she called.
“Hm-m-m?’ He didn’t even dow, and she fdt her face redden.
“The potter’swhed,” she prodded. “Y ou were going to tel me where one was.”

Ballic hestated in the mouth of the tunnd. “The agreement was that if you found the paper, | would
tdl you whereit is You didn't find any, so | don’t have to.”

Alisa's jaw dropped. “You know but won't tdl me? It's not my fault there’ s none herel”
“Even 0.” He plucked a thread from his deeve and dropped it with alook of annoyance.
“But that's not far!” she cried.



Ballic took three quick steps toward her. His face was red, and the scar tha ran from his ear and
across histhroat stood out sharp and obvious. “Bedill,” he snarled, and Alissa backed away, frightened.
“An agreement is an agreement. Because you don't like the outcome, it doesn't follow it will shift itsdf to
please you.” Turning, he strode away, hislong vest furling about his ankles.

“What a pile of sheep dung,” Alissa muttered as he disappeared, disgusted for having tried to hep
him. Snatching up the torn pages, she sniffed at the ragged edges. They smdled like paper. Ballic was
right, she thought sourly. A potter’s whed wouldn't be here. She would try the castoffs annex next door.
Alissa tucked the sheetsin one of the cupboards and followed Bailic's path back to the Hold proper.

As she stepped from the tunnd into the greet hdl, she heard the faint sound of Ballic's door damming.
“Maybe | should just tdl Strell | don't know what one looks like” she said with a Sgh, but remembering
Ballic'swords of scorn, she decided not to. “I can find it,” she said boldly, somping to the head of the
last tunnd and feding her way down its black, gently doping path. “1 know it has a whed on it.” With
that, she stepped into the chaos that was the castoffs.

She stood for a moment, her confident amile fading as her eyes went to the digtant calling. The narrow
storeroom was jam-packed with clutter. This was where Ballic piled everything that wasn't fastened
down, and the mess was atrocious. Even if she knew what she was looking for and somehow found it
they would never be able to get it out of here.

Pride kept her from admitting defeat. She yanked the tarp off the nearest pile to find footstools,
covered to keep ther embroidered colors from fading. Struggling dightly, she tucked the cover back.
The next revedled a mound of glorious tapestries, and she flipped through them until their weight
ovewhemed her curiogty. The third tarp was tied, and she peeked under it to find empty frames.
Wondering what Ballic had done with the pictures, she reached for the next.

Alissa continued toward the back of the annex, finding baskets, jars, chamber pots, curtains, shelves,
everything. It was nearly time to begin supper when she reached the cooling shade of the far wdl. Turning
about, she put her hands on her hips and blew a strand of hair from her eyes. Ashes, she thought. The
clutter was overwheming. She was making no headway at dl. Tired and disheartened, she pulled a badly
gouged end table from the mess, set it next to a battered trunk, and sat down. Her head thumped back
agang a stack of datted crates, and she watched the light Sft through the sill air.

It was cold in the shadows; no one could have been back here in ages. Alissa's eyes drifted across
the tower of trunks. It looked as if someone had packed up ther entire life and piled it away to be
forgotten. She leaned closer to the trunks, feding the beginnings of a frown. Something was written on
each and every one.

“Connen-Neute?’ she whispered, recdling the figure Usdless had shown her when he explained the
Master had gone ferd. Stiffening, she half turned and inspected the crates behind her. They were labeled
the same. She was stting among aferd Master’ s bdongingd

Alissa stood up, wiping her hands nervoudy on her skirt. The tower rooms where the Masters once
lived were full of possessions, but everything had been protected by panful wards that cramped her
fingers and snged her thoughts with even an accidentd touch. The day she had investigated the tower
hed ended with her incapacitated by an agonizing headache caused by the repeated jolts of power across
her tracings. She hadn’t been able to pick up athing. But here there were no wards & dl. Maybe.

She touched a trunk with a tentative finger and smiled. No ward—it wasn't even locked—and so she
lifted the lid to find it was full of books. Her amile softened as she breathed in the scent of paste, Snking
to her knees to run her fingers over the bindings. Books were rare, but her papa had aways brought her
one from his frequent trips. At least, that's where her mother said they had come from. Opening the
cover of the fird, Alissa found “Connen-Neute’ written in a childlike scravl. A feding of sad
remembrance filled her as she read thetitle



It was a book of short, humorous stories of a misguided squirrel and his efforts to remain cam in the
mogt trying of circumstances. Whenever the poor thing had logt his temper, he had ended up in a terrible
sew. Alissa remembered her papa reading to her from this. It had gone a long way in teaching her
four-year-old spirit the difficult art of sdlf-control. Her amile faded, and she closed the book with an
uneasy snap. What had her papa been doing with a copy of araku child's book that taught self-control?

Next was a book that compared the symmetry in nature to that in mathematics. This one, too, she had
gudied from, and beginning to frown, she dug deeper. There was a dim, unfamiliar volume about music,
an entire stack devoted to the movement of the stars, an enormoudy thick one concerned about the
dynamics of closed populations, and another on how to manipulate them to achieve a desired trait. Three
loose-leaf volumes were penned by Connen-Neute himsdf and seemed to consst entirdy of notes
refaring to the craft of paper production. Hdf the trunk contained book after book of dates,
accomplishments, and activities that she idly riffled through until redizing they were Connen-Neute's
private journals. Hushing, Alissa put everything away and shut the trunk with a thud.

“All right, then,” she whispered as she stood and tucked her hair back behind an ear. Her eyes did to
the crates, and spotting a familiar word peegping from between the dats, she bent closer. “High-grade?’
she breathed, her eyebrows risng. Not bdieving her luck could be that good, she cast about until she
found an easdl and used one of itslegs to pry open the crate.

“Paper.” Grinning, Alissagazed at the stacks bound with a thick gray ribbon. This would explain the
carefully written notes she had just found concerning its crafting. Clearly, Connen-Neute had mastered
the art of paper-making, and if a Master bothered to learn how to make something, it was going to be the
vary best.

Alissa teased out agngle sheet and toreit in two.

Taking a dow, deep bresth, she fancied she could smdl dmonds. “Odd,” she whispered, and tried it
agan. Once more the rich scent of stored sunshine mixed with the gray, cold smdl of forgotten memories.

The torn paper went into her pocket, and she lifted out a bundle. If Balic wanted more, he would
have to ask. Terribly pleased, Alissa clambered across the abandoned furniture and practicaly danced
her way to the great hdl and up the stairs to Ballic's room. Standing before his door, she smoothed her
har and knocked palitdly, if not smugly.

“A bargainisabargain,” came his muffled voice. Smirking, she knocked again.
“Go away!” Ballic shouted.

Thistime she pounded the door with afigt. “You don't ligen very wel,” she heard. “Perhaps if | box
your earsit will hdp.”

The door was yanked open, showing Ballic tight with anger. “Your paper,” Alissasad dryly as she
dropped the heavy package a his feet. It hit the floor in a loud thump, gartling even her. He quickly
stooped to pick it up and set it on a nearby table. His ink-stained fingers ran lightly across the gray ribbon
to untieit. Still having not said a word, he predictably tore a sheet in half.

“Thisis Connen-Neute' s work,” he breathed, his eyes digant. “Where did you find it?’
“Good enough?’ she sad, refusing to follow him past the one-way ward on his door.
“Yes. Yes, it'sfine but where wasiit? | thought the last had been used ages ago.”
“Where is the potter’ swhed?’ she demanded.

Ballic chuckled, and Alissafroze. “You learn fadt, girl.” He met her eyes. They looked dmost norma
inthe half-curtained darkness of hisroom. “I can see why the piper has dlowed himsdf to tolerate you,”
he said, arching his eyebrows in a way that made her decidedly uncomfortable. Drawing hersdf up, she
took acasua step back, tugging her shawl closer.



“An agreement is an agreement,” he sighed, “and you seem to have gotten the better end of it—this
time” He rubbed gently &t the scar on his neck, and she fdt adirring of unease. “1 enjoy a good bargain.
| used to live for them, you might say, being a plaingman. Would you be interested in another?’

“No.” Not caring if Balic could tdl she was scared, she backed to the sairs.
“Indulge me” he said with a Ssmper. “At least hear me out.”
She nodded. If she didn’t humor him, he might not tdl her where the whed was.

“That was't so hard now, was it?" Ballic leaned confidently againgt his doorframe and crossed his
ams. “l can do much for you,” he said, “dmost as much as you can do for me. Your eyes are very keen.
The way you found the paper is dmost beyond bdief. | would never have been able to find it that
quickly. When the book is open, stay and be my eyes. | can guarantee your safety for the time you're in
my service. Think of it,” he said, leaning forward, and Alissa backed up another step. “There will be a
war. There will be a new order. | will indtigate it, and | will choose who will prosper and who will fal.
Wouldn't it be pleasant,” he murmured, “to have the ear of the one making such decisons?’

“l understand,” she whispered, fedingill.

Nodding, he smiled asif she had said yes. “Y ou will consider my offer?’

Thinking only of escape, Alissafixed her face into a careful neutrdity. “Yes”

“Good. | put the whedsin the stables” He hesitated. “Bring me your answer anytime.”

Quite sure that was an invitation she would never take up, she left, feding unclean. She wanted to tel
someone what had happened, a confession to purge hersdf, but she wouldn't tdl Strell, afraid he might
do something to antagonize the fdlen Keeper. Tdling Usdess would only gan her a lecture. Tdon
wouldn't care. This she decided, she would keep to hersdf. But a least she had found Strell’s potter’s
whedl.

Chapter 6

contents - previous | next

“Late again, Pipar?’ Balic stood aone in the practice room while the sun rose beyond the
surrounding hills He was't surprised. But that didn’'t mean he was going to accept the piper’s excuse.

Ballic forced his tenson away as he topped off his cup of tea from the cloth-covered pot. He had
found it here waiting for him aong with his breskfast: porridge made with tea instead of water. At lesst
the gil was up in atimdy fashion. He might keep her when dl was said and done. Someone who knew
him might be pleasant, when the world shifted to suit him. And the world was going to shift.

The steam from his cup drifted upward to obscure his dready fuzzy sght. Ballic hdd himsdf ill and
sent his thoughts out to find the girl and the piper. The kitchen was empty, as were the gairs. His eyes
narrowed as he found them in the Keeper's hdl. The riang sun warmed his back, and knowing his limit
hed been reached, he moved to his chair into the shadows. Sumped iniits rigid shape, he leaned to run a
caressing finger over the book of First Truth, resting on asmdl table besde him.

Wanting to jolt his student out of his complacency, Ballic had brought it down with him this morning.
It would serve as areminder to the piper as to why he was here and not burnt to ash. An extra incentive,
Ballic thought, for his pupil to work harder. His student clearly needed some encouragement.

There had been very little progress snce giving the piper that duding of source two weeks ago.
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Apathetic would be the appropriate word to describe him. The plansman seemed to understand; he
asked dl the expected questions, gave dl theright answers. But there had been no movement to actudly
do anything. Ballic's own ingruction had relied heavily upon Tolo-Toecan entering his thoughts and
showing him exactly what he wanted. As a Keeper, Ballic couldn't do this. It made things dl the more
difficult.

Frowning, Ballic set his tea beside the book. There would be improvement today, or he would take it
out on the girl. It was a cumbersome way to get things done, though. Perhaps he should go back to his
old techniques. He had broken stronger men than the piper. He couldn’t kill him, but there were lots of
permanent things that weren't fatd. The piper was too sure of his immunity. He needed a reminder of
how tenuous his Stuation was to encourage him to apply himsdf more gringently. It was likdy the men
was Smply prolonging his lessons until the snows melted and he had a chance to escape.

“But there is no escape,” Ballic said, running a finger over the ancient tome. “1 will open his mind to
wisdom as surdly as | will eventudly open your clasp.”

The book had thwarted his every attempt at entry. Upon first gaining possession, he had concentrated
his efforts upon the heavy clasp. After bloodying his fingertips, he had tried his knife. Now his blade lay
tucked under his pillow, shattered into three pieces by the book’s protective wards. He had been lucky.
It could have been him.

With that thought tight in his mind, he had cautioudy tried to open it with his own ward. His firg,
tentative attempts had been met with a mild resistance, but each succeeding ward he set provoked a
correspondingly more severe reaction until now even the smalest ward would result in a protective fidd.
Attempting to remove the fidd only caused the book to strengthen its protection. Trying to touch it before
the fidd dropped on its own would result in a sharp, panful dart of energy lanang through his tracings.
The mild Snge gave him a headache that could last for days.

“No matter,” he crooned. “You're mine” Bailic snatched his hand back as a slver-lined containment
fidd blossomed into existence about the book with a finger-cramping hum of warning. He hadn’t even set
award. It had responded to his unconscious desire aone. With a sharp cry of frudration, he rose and
strode to the hdl. “ Piper-r-r-r-r!” he bellowed.

He stormed back to the book, staring down & it in outrage. “Mine” he nearly spat. It might be as
long as sunset urtil the hateful thing let its protection drop and he could touch it again. Bailic began to
pace, oinning as he reached the windows to glare at the book glowing under its slvery fidd. “1 say you
aemine” hevowed.

Chapter 7

contents - previous | next

Alissa fidgeted outsde Strell’s door in worried indecison. The sun was shining on the Hold's tower
dready. Soon it would fill the practice room. A tray with asmdl pot of tea and sweet rall for Strel wasin
her hands. He hadn’t been down for breakfast, and it was too late for their usud med together. Either he
hed forgotten to get up or decided to skip hisfird med. The latter was a physicd impossbility.

“Strel?’ she called through the door. “Are you awake?’

She hdd her breath and listened, keeping the tray Sdeways so she could put her ear close to his
door. Nothing. She didn’'t want to be improper, but deciding she had no choice, she st the tray on the
floor and cracked the door open.
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“Srel?’ she said hestantly, making out the lump under the covers. The fire in the grate was banked,
and it was dark. “Strell. Get up. You're late”

“Lae?’ It was a deep-durred word.

Emboldened in that he seemed to be covered by his blanket, Alissa entered. There was atingle of a
ward left in the il by a long-gone Keeper, recognizing her and dismissng her as no threat. Her eyes
were inexorably drawn to the ominous crack in the wal running from the warded window to the celing.
The explosion caused by improperly removing the ward about her source had torn through their shared
chimney flue, cracking Strell’s wall and giving him a dight concussion. Hushing, she dropped her gaze
back to the lump on the bed. “Wake up,” she said.

“Balic said he would remove dl your har if you were late again.”
“He can't do that,” Strell said as he propped himsdf up on an ebow. “Can he?’

Her brow furrowed as she imagined Strdl with no hair. “I don't particularly want to find out.” His
face was dack from dumber, and he blinked as if sruggling to focus. “I'll wait for you in the hdl,” she
sad and ducked out, embarrassed. He looked charmingly defensdess while soft with deep.

Knowing he would be a while, she picked up her tray and went to wait at the landing, but a shout
from Ballic drew her to a stop before going three steps. Such a blatant show of emation from him wasn't
typicd, and worry flickered through her.

There was a sudden commoation behind Strell’s door, and he strode into the hal, unshaven and his
boots unlaced. He halted in surprise when she extended the tray to him. “I thought you would be hungry,”
she said.

“Yes Thanks” he sad as he took it. “1t's not Ballic' s?’
“No. You're late. He dready has histray.”

Grimacing, Strell took it, and they continued down the hdl. “Wolves” Strel complained. “He has
himsdf in a state this morning. | could hear him through the wals”

Alissa grabbed his dbow to steady him as he sumbled on the gtairs. “I think he's getting impatient
agan,” she guessed.

Srel nodded around a yawn. “I’ll become an expert today in fidds, at least the theory of them. That
should satisfy him for atime”

She returned his amile, but it faded quickly. There was only so much Strell could do, or pretend to
do. Usdless hadn't given her permisson to perform any wards or fiddsin Strdl’s stead, saying she hadn’t
enough control yet. She didn’'t understand why she had to be good. Even Bailic couldn’'t expect Strell to
get it right the fird time.

The dlence from the practice room was daunting as they reached the door. An amber light from the
risen sun was ailling out into the hdl, and Alissal's hopes that they might make it in time were dashed.
She hdd hersdf back a step, and Strell went in first. Eyes lowered, she moved to her accustomed spot in
the sun, not wanting to risk Ballic's attention by getting her usua cup of tea.

Ballic stood with his arms crossed before him, his shadow running hdfway up the opposing wall.
“You'relae” the man said. They were hisfird words, more often than not.

“Sorry,” Strell said. She watched his fingers fumble to straighten his collar in the probable hope that
Bailic would drop the subject if he at least looked contrite. Reaching for the pot, Strell poured himsdf a
cup of tea, pointedly ignoring Ballic's slence. Alissa settled hersdlf into the cold cushions and pulled her
ditching out from between them. The dress she was working on was primaily black linen, and when
done, she was going to make amatching scarf.



A fant pull, afamiliar jittery feding, drew her attention up, searching. Her eyes widened and her heart
seemed to stop. Her book. Bailic had brought down her book. It was on the smdl table beside his chair.
A containment fiedd was wrapped around it, so strong it was actudly visble as afant shimmer. What had
he done to her book to make it do that?

Her pulse raced with the thought it was so close, and with a strength she didn’t know she had, she
tore her eyes away. Desperate, she looked helplesdy to Strell. He gazed blankly at her until he followed
her darting eyes back to the book. His mouth opened dightly, and he stared at it. Burn me to ash, she
thought. How could she stop hersdf now? It was right in front of her.

Srel casudly rocked forward to a stand. Taking his cup of untasted tea, he brought it to her,
bresking her line of Sght with the book and kicking the leg of her chair. She gave him a tense amile as her
gaze weas jolted from the book, resolving to not look at it again. Should Ballic redize her desire for it, he
would know she was the Keeper, not Strell.

Fdling into his familiar role of distraction, Strell returned to the table, shifting from his usuad spot to
block her view of the book. A flash of indignation took her, quickly followed by rdief. She could do this.
If she didn’t look at it, she could do this. But as she picked up her ditching, the same restless feding took
her. Ashes, she thought as her foot started to jiggle. If she crossed the room, she could touch it. Ballic's
eyebrows rose a her erratic motion, and she dropped her head and focused on her itching.

“No excuse thismorning?’ Ballic said as he turned back to Strell. There was no emation in hisvoice,
“l sad | was sorry.”

Bailic eased across the practice room to lean over Strell as he dumped in his chair. “ Sorry won't do,
my piper,” he said, his anger dmaost hidden under his smooth voice.

“Hair grows back,” Strdl said as he met Ballic's eyes from under his lowered brow.

A benevolent smile came over Ballic, and Alissa's heart gave a hard thump. There was an eager
intendty to him that said he was up to something. “You're right,” the Keeper said. “ Fetch me my book.”

Alissa s gaze darted to Strell. If he touched the fidd, the ward it held would burn him. Ballic wanted
Srdl to Snge histracings—as if he had any that mattered. But it would dill hurt and probably give him a
nesty headache.

Strell glanced from Alissato the book, and then to Ballic. “Get it yoursdf,” he said.
“No.” Ballic sat on the long, black table. “You get it for me”
“It' sunder afidd,” he protested.

“It snot my fidd,” Ballic said gently, asif chiding a child for being afraid of the dark. “It's the book’s.
It's damed you. You ought to be safe” He hesitated. “I want to find out.”

Strel glanced past Ballic to the open door. “1 don’t know enough yet. It will burn me”

Ballic heaved a dramétic sgh. “Oh, very well. The girl will retrieve it for me. What does it maiter if a
commoner isburnt?” He amiled at her, and she shrank back. If she touched her book, she wouldn't be
able to put it back down. She knew without trying.

Immediatdy, Strdl stood, his chair grating on the smooth floor. His face was pae with the knowledge
of what was going to happen. Alissa shifted uneesly in her chair. It was her fault, she thought. She should
have gotten Strell up earlier. She shouldn’t have waited so long. What did it matter if she saw his bare
feet or that her mother would think it improper for her to be in his room while he was 4ill in bed? Strell
was going to ange histracings. And she could do nothing to stop it. Helpless, she clenched her gitching
in her lap and watched Strell move down the row of tall, sunfilled windows to where Bailic kept his chair
inthe shadows. Her pulse pounded as Strell squatted to bring his eyes levd with the shimmering fidd.



Ballic had spent along, boring week explaining fidds and how they could protect and defend either in
or out of one's thoughts. Strell couldn’t make afied, but Bailic had made sure he understood them. If he
violated the bubble of thought, the ward it contained would burn him.

Or would it? she wondered as Strel scrubbed his hand over his stubbled cheeks, deaying the
inevitable Strell didn't care what the book contained, and Bailic had explained over and over agan tha
intent was often more important than action when it came to triggering the ward afidd carried. Alissa had
found this to be true to a certain extent. The wards on the windows would burn her fingers and thoughts
even when touched by accident. But others, like the one on her doorsill |eft by her papa, didn't.

“Now, Piper!” Ballic exdamed impatiently.
Strell took a breath. Screwing up his face, he gingerly reached out.
“Please, no,” Alissathought, hoping the book could hear her and understand.

Like a snuffed candle flame, the fidd extinguished itsdf as he touched it. Strell jerked his hand back
and lurched to hisfeet. Clearly shocked, he darted his gaze to Alissa, then Ballic.

“Good,” Ballic said. It was a short sound, but heavy with emotion. He hdd himsdf darmingly ill.
Alissawaited, knowing it wasn't over. “Open it,” he said.

Strel shook his head and took a step back.

Balic sent a dy look toward Alissa in an ungpoken threat. “Open it,” he repeated, and Strell
grimaced. Resettling himsdf before the book, he wiped his pams on his pant legs and reached for the
clasp.

There was a sharp pop, and Alissa gasped. Strell snatched his hand back, gripping it protectively in
the other. The amdl of burnt lightning bit a her nose, and she fdt ill. What more could Ballic ask for?

“Get away from it,” Ballic said, and Strell backed up, putting space between himsdf and the book. A
hard eagerness had come over Balic's usudly closed face. “Ready yoursdf,” the Keeper sad as he
scooped up the book. “WEe re going out.”

Alisal s worry shifted to surprise. “Outsde? In the snow? What for?” she asked.

“My attempts to wedge wisdom into the piper’s skull may shortly become redundant. We' re going to
Ese' Nawoer. Now.”

“You can't leave the Hold. Tao-Toecan can kill you,” she said, then dropped her eyes as Balic
focused on her.

“Redly?’ he sad, his voice cold. “I'm taking both of you and the book with me. Tao-Toecan
wouldn't dare attack me the lagt time | held it. He won't thistime.” Ballic stepped to the door, seeming to
be taking more to himsdf than to them. “1 imagine we won't even see his shadow. He won't expect me
to go out in the snow.”

Strel had eased back to his seat. Eyes on his hand, he opened and closed it asif it wasn't his “That's
because it'sfodlish,” he said softly as Bailic left the room.

Ballic jerked to a hdt in the threshold, his head pulling up with an angry giffness. He turned, his jaw
clenched. Alissa shot a pained glance at Strell. Why couldn’t he hold his tongue?

“l believe the word you want to use is clever,” Balic sad tightly. “And you'd better pray to the
Navigator and dl his Hounds I'm not successtul. If | can bring the souls of the abandoned city awake, |
won't need you.” Ballic's eyes went digant as he gazed out the window towards Ese’ Nawoer. His
breath shook as he dowly exhded. “I’'ve waited long enough,” he whispered fiercdly. * Snow isn't going
to stop meif thereisachance | can start now. Y ou removed the ward from it. Perhaps you can open it if
you'reinthe city.”



“But—the snow is up to my knees!” Alissa protested.

Ballic's eyes cleared and his brow rose mockingly. “I'm not leaving you here done. You'll survive,
and if you don't, that’s one less half-breed to worry about.”

She froze in a nausesting mix of shock and betrayal.
“Ballic,” Strell said in sharp warning. He was glaring a him, his muscles tensed.

A sedate amile came over the fdlen Keeper. “But that's just what she is” he taunted, shifting her
book to his other arm, cradling it as if it were a child. “A bred-in-shame half-breed. We' ve been over
this before, plaingman.”

Alisa fdt her chest tighten in misary. Her mix of plains and hills was obvious, but to have the
reminder thrust upon her without warning was panful. It seemed Strell had found it in himsdf to ignore
her background, but the hatred for haf-breeds was so ingrained in both plains and foothills, she was sure
Strell would never see her as anything but that odd girl he had met on the way to a legendary fortress. It
hadn’'t seemed to matter before. Now it did. Miserable, she stared out the windows at the cloudless sky.

She heard the sound of Ballic's shoes as he left, and Srdll cdled after him, “Y ou might show some
tolerance. Looking the way you do.”

“Enough!” Ballic nearly spat, sorming back into the room.

A gasp dipped from Alissa as she fdt a sharp tug on her awareness. Balic was setting a ward. Strell
choked on his next words, meking a terrifying gurgle. He stiffened into immohility as his expression froze
into a mask of anger and frudration. Ballic had warded him to dillness, rendering him incgpable of
everything but the basic movements to keep dive.

As she sat in her chair in horrified indecison, Balic crouched to look him face-to-face across the
narrow table. “I’ ve been very patient with you,” he said softly.

Alissa tensed with fear. “You can't kill him,” she said, her voice quavering. “You can't. You won't be
able to open the book.”

Clearly ignoring her, Ballic rose. He set the book down on the table and crossed his arms. Cocking
his head, he eyed Strell, seeming to be deciding what he was going to do. Alissa bit her lip as a amdl
groan came from Strell as he tried to move. His face was turning red with the effort, and sweat had
started to bead on his forehead.

“You'reright,” Balic said, coming around the table to stand beside him. “Hair grows back. But there
mus be something.... Ah.” He bent down and whispered in his ear, “Which hand isit now that uses dl its
fingersto play your pipe? Theright one. Yes?’

Alissawent cold in a wash of panic. “Bailic, no!” she cried, ganding up. “He's a mingrd. He needs
hishands to play. It' s hislife”

There was a flash across her tracings, showing her the pattern the ward took in her consciousness,
then nothing. Her muscles froze and her pulse raced in fear. Ballic had warded her to gillnesd He hadn’t
even looked at her! How could she fight something that fast?

“Your life, piper?’ he said as he pulled Strell’ s right hand out from under the table and set it on top. It
was brown from the sun, made strong by his travel. “You don’t need dl these fingers to open a book.
That'swhy you are dive. To open a book. And do you know what I'm going to do when you open that
book?’ he whispered. “I’'m going to wake the dead. An entire city of death to dabble my fingersin.”

Alissa gruggled to move as Balic lifted Strell’s pinky. “Ese Nawoer was Sxteen thousand souls
when they built their walls to keep out the refugees from the plague of madness,” Ballic sad lightly.
“Women and children from both the plains and hills went there for hep. The mountain city turned a blind



eye, refusng them even as thar pleas for mercy turned to a savage rage under the throes of madness.
The quilt from weatching them tear themsdlves apart againg their gates has cursed Esg Nawoer. They will
serve the one who wakes them, and with the book, | can do it.”

The Keeper came around to the front of the table and crouched to look Strel in the eyes with a
mocking smile. “And do you know what I’'m going to do with my sixteen thousand souls? My desperate,
cursed, pathetic, guilt-ridden souls? I'm going to send them to the foothills and plains, by ones and twos
and threes, until the dty is empty. They will infuse their fedings of despair and misery into the minds of the
living. It will be asif the plague of madness has returned as they each blame the other and go to war. My
soulswill drive the living insane. Having Death’ s thoughts in your own will do that.”

Seemingly sdtisfied, Ballic sraightened and took a cleansing breath. “Now, Piper,” he sad shortly.
“I'm not good at this yet. Too much and I'll set your hand on fire, too little, and you will have a sump
thet will take weeks to fdl off. | don't like the stink of decay, so hold ill S0 | can get it right.”

The Navigator help me, Alissa thought. Ballic is jesting. He has to be. He won’t do this. This is
to scare Srell into obedience. That's all. Srell has to have all his fingers to play his pipe. His
hands are his life. Bailic knows that.

There was another desperate, hdf moan of a sound from Strell, and Alissa tried to move a foot,
anything, not knowing how to break the ward. A sheen of swesat gligened on Strell’s face, and he had
gone white. Thisis enough, she thought. Bailic should stop. Siop now.

Ballic kndt before Strdl with the narrow table between them, pulling Strdll’s hand into the air and
leaving it to hang. “The plains and hills need to suffer,” he said lightly as he arranged Sirdll’s fingers so
they werein hisunmoving line of sght. “As | suffered. They treated me as if | was nothing. They forced
me out. Showed me what | couldn’'t have, then laughed a me. What' s |eft after Ese' Nawoer has been a
them will beg me to save them. | expect there won't be many, but then, | don’t need alot.”

Without warning, there was a amdl pop and aflash againgt Alissa's thoughts.

A drangled groan dipped from Strell, and Alissa stared, horrified. The firg segment of Strel’s
gmdles finger was gone, asif it had never existed. The smdl of burnt hair came to her. There was a
grong pull upon her awareness, and she was free. Strll shuddered. A cry of pain seemed to tear from
him as Balic broke hisward. Curling in on himsdf, Strell clutched his hand to himsdf and took a rasping
breath. “Go away!” she cried, rushing to Strell. “Just go away!” Horrified, she wrapped an unsewn collar
around his hand, hdf covering Sirdl protectively with her body. There was no blood, but she had to
cover it, to hide it. To make it go away, asif it never happened.

Bailic blinked, dearly surprised. It was asif he had forgotten she was there, so enrgptured he had
been in his butchery. “He won't die of infection, my dear. It's cauterized. | think | did quite wel—for
being out of practice.” He rose from his crouch and did the book from the table and back into his arms.
“You have two, dmog entirdy whole hands,” he said to Strell. “You only need one to open a book.
Please. Fed free to give me your opinions any time you like”

Alissa dternated her shattered attention between Bailic and Strell. His hand, she thought. Bailic had
done worse than kill him. He had taken away Strell’s music, his livelihood, now that he wasn't a potter.
Her resolve thickened, tempered by a new hate. She rose to stand between Ballic and Strell. “The
Navigator’s Wolves will hunt you, Bailic,” she said softly, her voice shocking her initsintengty.

“I’ve been cursed by Keepers and Masters, girl. Your words don’'t mean anything.” Satifaction in his
every movement, Bailic headed for the door, dearly thinking his dominance had been reasserted. He was
wrong, Alissa thought.

At the threshold, he turned to Strell, huddled about his hand, and shaking in pain and shock. “We're
leaving as soon as | find my boots. Be ready, Piper, or you'll both walk it barefoot.” He paused. “I'm
going to have to start cdling you something else, aren't |7’



Alissa caught back a sob of hate and frugtration as Ballic vanished into the hdl. “Oh, Strell,” she said,
tuning to him. “I’'m sorry. I'm so sorry. | should have woken you. It's my fault.”

“Not your fault,” Strel said raggedly, il not looking up. “I pushed him too far,” he dmogt panted.
“My fault.” He took a shaky breeth, looking up a her. Alissa drew back, frightened at the hatred and
panin his eyes. “We have to get out of here”

Chapter 8

contents - previous | next

Her toes were cold, her nose was frozen, and her knees fdt like they would never thaw again. The
bright sun was decealving. It was frigid. With each labored bregth, the chill burned her nose and made her
lungs ache. Bailic was behind her; Strell was breaking a path. His broad back seemed to remain the same
distance away, no matter how fast she tried to wak through the knee-deep snow. “Strdl?” She puffed in
exhaudtion. “Can we stop for a moment?’

Srel pulled up sharp and turned, glandng over her shoulder to Bailic. Coming up aongdde, she
whispered, “We can do this for three weeks. We can make it to the coast.”

He gave her a long, searching look and shook his head. “A morning's walk on a road is not a
three-week trip into the wilds. And it would take us twice that in the snow,” he whispered back. “We
would only make it far enough out to the coast to not be able to make it back.”

Ballic came to a shaky hdt behind them. “Why are you stopping?’ he nearly barked.

“We need arest.” Strell looked pointedly at Alissa, and her eyes widened in understanding. Giving in
to her fatigue, she dumped heavily on hisarm.

The Keeper’s gaze jerked to the sky as Tdon landed noisly upon a nearby branch. She had been
fallowing them in short hops, undoubtedly making Ballic more irritable than he might otherwise be. He
was clearly worried about Usdless. “A few moments” the falen Keeper agreed, pushing his way off the
path to the nearest tree.

Leaning againg the frost-rimmed bark, he squinted up through the branches, his pae eyes watering
from the sun. His breasth made fast puffs of mist. Clearly he needed arest, too.

Ballic was dressed for the weather. A date-gray coat covered him to the tops of his boots, and a
wool scarf kept the wind from his neck. He had on a hat, its brim as wide as the one Alissa had given
Strell last fdl to replace the one Taon had shredded in a misguided attempt to protect her mistress.

The lump of her book showed from under his coat, and Alissa forced her eyes away. It would be so
easy to snatch it and run, but Ballic's threat to turn them to ash if they moved toward it or strayed from
hissght kept her from temptation. She thought she could fed the ward that would make good his threat
aready upon them, set into place as they had left the Hold.

“How isyour hand?” she quietly asked Strell, and he frowned.

“It hurts like the Navigator's Hounds are gnawing on it,” he said, his brow crinkled in pain. The
farther they went, the worse he looked. His coat hadn’t been made for deep winter, and his hands were
wrapped in doth as he hadn’t found a pair of mittensin time. His injured hand was clenched under his
am, meking him ungteady on his feet. She, at least, was prepared for snow. Strell wasn't, and the
thought that they would spend nearly afull day init left Alissa heartsick.

“Go,” Balic said as he pushed himsdf off the tree. “We re dmogt there.” He glanced mistrugingly up,
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obvioudy not as bold as his words had been this morning.

Strel and Alissa exchanged worried looks and lurched into mation. If only she could cal for Usdess
and tdl him Ballic was clear of the Hold and vulnerable to attack. But only when the Master put his
presence dongsde hers in her mind could she rdigbly hear and be heard. 1t seemed the Master was
elsawhere today. The skies were clear of clouds and raku dike.

The snow seemed to push a her, despite daying in the path Sirdl was bregking. She doicdly
followed him, her head lowered and her eyes upon her footing. Ballic kept close on her heds. It made
her nervous, but his eagerness to reach the dty was catching. And she, too, was anxious to see the
abandoned city. Her father had told her of Ese’ Nawoer as a frightening bedtime story. Only later, from
Ballic, had she found out it was a true higory.

“Sweet as potatoes,” Strell said, pulling her from her thoughts, and Alissa came to a hdt beside him.
Tdon quietly swooped down to land upon Alissa's shoulder, and together they stared out from under the
last of the trees a the gligening roofs of the city.

“How did we miss that on our way to the Hold?" she whispered, knowing it was from Strel’s
shortcut through the briars and thorns. It hadn’'t been a shortcut at dl, and they had passed the dty
without ever knowing it existed.

Before them stretched a wide, open plain surrounding the waled city, the sun glinting off the snowfidd
in a blinding glare. Dark, date roofs jutted up over the thick walls and Alissa hdf expected to see
someone waving a gregting from an upper story. Not a breath of smoke, hint of sound, or trace of amdl
marred the clear skies.

Bailic came up behind them, scanning the faultless blue of the sky for a long moment from under the
sdfety of the empty branches. “I was right,” he sad smugly as he squinted and rubbed a mittened hand
over his eyes. “Tao-Toecan ian't here. Come on.” He pulled his scarf up to his eyes and pushed past
them, heading for the set of fdlen gates.

Srel and Alissa dlently followed. Her eagerness to see the dity fatered as she eyed the ominous gap
the fdlen gates created. The wind kept most of the snow from the wide opening, giving the appearance
that people had been a work. The closer they came, the thicker and tdler the wal looked, and Alissa
difled a shudder. Her papa once told her dl greet cities had walls, but the danger must have been terrible
to hide behind awadl astdl asthis

Her gaze dropped from the sharp line the wall cut againg the sky to the stone dab of the gate il
upright. It leaned adant againg the wall, hanging from the lowest of its three hinges. Red dust sifted down
to gain the snow as Strell stretched to run his cloth-wrapped hand over the top of the middle hinge. It
was as thick as her am and bent at dmogt aright angle, looking asif it had been broken from the insgde.
The other hdf of the gate lay outsde the wals. There was no crossbar to lock them, and from the look of
the smooth stone, there never had been.

Beyond the wadls were empty streets and Slent houses. Alissa stopped at the gates, hestant to pass
them. The wind gusted to shift the snow from her boots, and she shivered. Tadon twittered encouragingly
from her shoulder.

“Look! There's writing,” Strdl said, pointing to the large paving stone that served as the city’s
threshold. Firgt with his foot, then crouching to use a cloth-wrapped hand, he brushed the snow from it.
Alissa's eyebrows rose as she recognized a word. It was in the script her papa had taught her, and she
bent to help.

“To Serve the Soul of the Mountain?’ she read when they finished, not liking thet &t dl.

“Come on,” Ballic shouted, and she jerked her head up, startled. He had dready entered the city, and
his black slhouette was sharp againg the snow. Hands upon his hips, he waited for them in the middle of



the road. “We re going to the center.”

Tdon left her to settle on one of the roofs, her excited cals echoing harshly. Alissa hdf jumped over
the engraved stone, not wanting to tread on the words for some odd reason. Strell took her elbow as she
dipped, and they hurried to catch up.

The street was nearly free of snow by some trick of the wind. Even more amazing was that the street
was paved. She had never seen such extravagance. The stone buildings rose up on both sides, coming
right up to the pavement, some two stories high. It looked as if the doors and shutters had been
purposely removed, leaving black, gaping holes. The snow eddied about the barren dlis, the sporadic
movement looking like the souls that were said to remain.

She watched in darm as Strell went to peek into a house. “Empty,” he said, his disgppointment
obvious.

“There' s nothing left,” Ballic caled over his shoulder. He stopped and turned, dearly chafing at ther
dow pace. “When boys, | and Mes—" He cut his thought short. “I explored much of the city on a dare.”
His jaw clenched, and he resumed his forward motion.

With her papa, Alissafinished slently for him, glancing up at the black roofs. She watched the vacant,
empty doorways and windows, shivering as she was struck by the feding of walking over her own grave.
“Strell,” she cdled as he crossed before her to look into the house across the street. “Don’'t.” The dty
hed her on edge, and she couldn’t say why.

“Oh, loosen your tent flap, Alissa” he said as he rejoined her. “No on€e' s It to care.”

Ballic turned, his posture iff with impatience. “Yes there is And keep yoursdves up with me” He
waited for them by a patch of snow-dumped vegetation. It was the firg they had seen snce entering the
aty, and it spread nearly two house widths. Woody vines as thick as her am waged a dow, vidous war
with what looked like fruit or nut trees, smothering them in a mass of twiding vegetation. It seemed the
untidy tangle had once been an orchard or public garden.

Ballic squinted a the sky as they came even with him, and with a frown, he started forward again.
Alissafound hersdlf lagging. Her enthusiasm was gone, leaving her reluctant to venture farther among the
gone buildings. The snow made it egrily slent. Even the expected birds were mising. The blocks of
vegetation interspersed between the buildings became more frequent as they continued until the houses
gave way to an immense fidld. Together, dl three stood and took in the vista,

The city enclosed a fidd so vast that the homes on the far Sde looked gray and smdl from the
distance. Near the center, a grove of frost-blackened trees marred the otherwise unbroken sght of even
whiteness. It was utterly ill, with only the sound of the wind over the snow murmuring of past seasons of
solitude. Looking &t the field, Alissa shivered and couldn’'t say why.

Bailic waded eagerly into the snow to force a path through it. “Quickly,” he cdled over his shoulder.
“We re dmog there”

“l don't want to go,” Alissa said softly, balking at the edge of the fidd.

Strel took her elbow, and she jumped. “It's dl right, Alissa” he said. “Tao-Toecan sad Ballic
couldn’t open the book, and | know | can't.”

“That’s not what's bothering me” she said in confuson as she reluctantly fdl into place behind him.
She was getting the oddest feding, and she couldn’t shake it off. A quick glance back at the empty
houses, and Alissa hastened to catch up.

It took longer to reach the grove than she expected, the trees being twice as large as she fird thought.
Ballic doggedly pushed through the snow ahead of them, moving faster when the snow thinned as they
neared the trees uncertain shadow. Alissa gazed up in wonder at the inverted bowl ther leaf-emptied



branches collectively made. She couldn’'t decide what kind of trees they were, but they were old, big,
and awe ingoiring. Three had fdlen to mar the perfect symmetry that once was, their trunks wider than
she was tdl. The surviving trees’ naked branches formed a black lacework that stretched nearly to the
ground, doing little to block the low, winter sun. Snow and ice outlined the horizontal branches. Alissa
could imagine that in summer, their tal shade encompassed the entire grove. Her tenson loosened for the
firg time 9nce passing the city’ s gates as the memory of cold stone was replaced by the promise of life,

“You say here” Ballic said sharply to her, and she diffened at the reminder of him. “Move from the
trees, and you'll be ash. Bother me, and you'll be ash. If Tdo-Toecan appears, youll be ash.
Understand?’ His eyes were wide and fever bright. Sowly she nodded. As tense and excited as he
appeared, she wouldn’'t give im any excuse.

“You,” he pointed to Strel with a trembling hand. “Y ou will come with me.”
Alissaand Strell gave each other a sick look.

“Gol” he shouted, gesturing. “Over to the center of the grove. It's the heart of the city, according to
the stories”

Strel placed one of his cloth-wrapped hands on her shoulder. “I'll be back in a moment. Everything
will be dl right.”

“l wouldn’t count on it,” Bailic said, gesturing impatiently for Strell to walk ahead of him.

Alissa managed a amile as Strell gave her shoulder a quick squeeze, and she wondered if a
disappointed Bailic might be worse than a Balic flush with success. Either way, it was going to be a
miserable walk back home. But what if he did manage to wake the city?

The two men walked from her, one tal and quick with anticipation, the other tal and plodding from
exhaugtion. Much as she didn't want to see what Ballic was going to do, she didn't want to be left done
among the trees, ether. The sense of presence, not of being watched but of an impending something, was
sdttling about her, making her jittery and anxious to be away.

Alissa ssomped a patch of snow fla and sat with her back againgt one of the fdlen trees. The grove
was quiet and hushed, giving her the impresson of amassve, open building: its floor was the even snow,
its caling was the interlaced branches high overhead, and its wals were the limbs bowing low nearly to
the ground. Even as restless as she had become, the grove was less nerve-racking than the city’s barren
streets. The solitude here was the naturd quiet of deep, not desth or abandonment.

The cold bit deep now that she had stopped moving, and Alissa hunched further into her coat to find
some warmth. Though the stark branches |ooked dead, she could sense the life beneath the smooth bark
and knew come spring, there would be flowers and tender new leaves. She could dmost see how it must
have been when the dity breathed with the myriad livesit had sheltered.

Ballic shouted at Strell, and she looked to see Bailic forcing him to stand such that she couldn’'t watch
what ether of them were doing. Resigning hersdf to wait, she leaned her head back againg the trunk.
“I"d wager this was a nice place in the soring once,” she said softly, feding the need to break the slence.
Brushing the edge of her boots through the snow, she found moss, black from the cold. “The moss was
soft and deep,” she said, “and the flowers gracing the branch tips were white” Smiling a her diverson,
she closed her eyes, trying to make her imaginings of the city’s past as red as the smooth bark behind her
head. It seemed asif her jittery feding had lessened in response to her words. Like whistling in the
dark, she thought.

“Ther intoxicating fragrance fills the field, sailling out into the city to dip among the streets like a cool
breeze” she said, stling hersdf further. “People cast open ther shutters, glad to know that winter is
findly put to rest. Children run into the fidd to play among the trees. Leaves, ddicady tranducent with
their newness, adorn every branch, forming a shifting shadow that is neither too bright nor too deep. A



cool breath. A ill point of rest. As the sun crests the clear sky, the young are joined by the dowly
moving old who tel exdting truths of a history so far removed from time as to appear as only a fable”
She amiled. She dmogt bdieved she could hear the murmur of an old woman's voice and the eager
whispers of attentive youngsters.

“Later...” She 9ghed as a breath of warmth seemed to infuse her and set her fingertips to tingle. “As
the light wanes, the children are lovingly gentled to deep, the moss and thar mother’s shawl as ther beds,
the earth’s warmth as their fire. The stories turn to logt loves and tragicdly forgotten promises until the
moon rises. Shadows shift and fdl, and the flowers dowly rain down to cover the young deepers with a
blanket of white.

“Exuberant dances celebrate the coming of anew year,” Alissasaid drowsly, completely involved her
daydream. “The music of pipes and drums weaves an ever-changing, never-ceasng meody. Gifts are
made of the fdling blossoms, exchanged between the as yet unpromised, a gentle query as to the
possibility of a future union of matrimony.”

In her thoughts Alissa saw an unremembered face with a lighthearted grace and an undeniable
expression of longing. He held a angle flower in his hands, a look of desire in his green eyes. Alissa
jerked her eyes open in surprise. Far above her, a solitary white shadow was drifting down. Frozen
where she sat, she watched it float fird one way, then another. She hdd out a trembling hand, and a
flower settled softly into it. A hauntingly familiar fragrance blossomed: the sweet, panful scent of
hard-won wisdom, and sacrifice, and love.

The unexplained ache of loss crashed over her, and her eyes closed againg a tear. She hed her
breath, trying to remember, left with the feding the memory hadn't yet been lived. Slumped with an
unknown grief, she opened her eyes to try to find a sense of what was red again. The sun hit the icicdes
rnmming the trees, and the glittery shimmer through her tears made it seem as if the branches were dive
with flowers.

A tingling began in her pams, seeming to come from the flower. As she sat in shocked indecison, the
tingling turned to a warmth that rose through her arms and filled her entire body, meking her as warm as if
it were summer. She couldn’t help but cry out at the sudden rdief from the cold.

A child laughed, and frightened, she scrambled to her feet before redizing it was a dump of snow and
iddesfdling to the ground. Her new warmth was gone. She fdt hersdf go pae as the west wind dipped
under the branches, seeming to tug at her. Slent and unnerved, she stood as the wind died and the hush
turned profound. What the Wolves was going on?

Magic? whispered a thought through her, and she shoved it away. But how else could she explain the
flower and the one who had given it to her. He wasn't from her imagination. Ashes, Alissa thought. He
hed fdt like a memory. Her memory. Her desire. Her loss. But recdling a memory you hadn't lived was
impossible. Alissa's gaze dropped to the white bloom cradled in her padm. Just as impossible as a flower
fdling from dormant branches.

She tucked her flower behind her coat front, and the sky darkened as the sun went behind a
developing cloud bank. Alarmed, she sent her gaze to Strell. He was looking at her across the distance,
his eyes wide in dread. Alissa's confuson shattered in a wash of panic as Ballic snatched the book from
Srell and cuffed him into motion. Unusudly docile, Strell took the abuse, lagging until Bailic pushed
ahead of him, frugtration in his every motion.

Alissahdd her breath as Balic stalked past her. “Home” he barked, never dowing.
Shefdl into step beside Strell. “What happened?’ she said in a hushed whisper.

“Didn't you see them?” Strdll said, his face ashen. It was the firg time she had seen him afraid, and
Alissa fdt the true beginnings of fear.



“See who?’

“Hedid it. The Navigator save us, Alissa. He woke the city.”

Shocked and confused, Alissa stopped. “But he—"

“He doesn’'t know,” Strell whispered, tugging her into motion. “He didn't see them.”
Alissa glanced forward to Ballic. “ See who?’

Srell shook hishead. “The city,” he said harshly as he pulled her into him and whispered in her ear.
“It was dive. | saw it when | held your book. Somehow he woke them. He's going to do it. HE's gaing
to destroy the foathills and plains, whether the book is open or not.”

Her heart gave afrightened thump. “What are you taking about? | didn't see anything.”

“Ghostd” Strell hissed. “I know one when | see one, and the grove was full of them. Dancing, playing
games, tdling stories. Ashes, Alissa. Tdl me you could at least hear the drums. | don’'t want to be the
only one to have seen them.”

Alissa shook her head, fear making a quick tremor go through her. She glanced at Ballic's diffly held
back ahead of them. “There's no such thing as ghodts” she said, dumbling as her pace broke from
Strell’s. “And Usdless said he couldn’t open the book; only | could.”

“Burnit to ash, Alissa” Strell said as helet her go. “Tao-Toecan never said Bailic couldn’t wake the
aty. I'mtdling you it's awake. And if Ballic finds out, we re both dead.”

Alissa said nothing, trying to find away to understand what Strell was saying and whét it meant to her.
She fdt her cheeks, diff with cold, grow even colder. Bailic couldn't have woken the city. He would
have known. Not saying anything, she numbly moved her feet, wondering how much worse it could get.

Chapter 9

contents - previous | next

“Ballic did what?" Usdless said, clearly shocked.

Alissa rubbed a hand under her nose. It was closer to sunrise than sunset, and the cold bit deep,
relieved little from the tiny fire in the center of the firepit. Tdon huddied close to her neck. The smooth
feathers pressed againg her seemed to make her dl the more cold. “He took off most of Strdll’s finger.
With award. To punish him.”

“Did you see it?" Usdless asked, his brow pinched. “The ward, | mean?’

“Theward!” she cried, shocked. “Ballic mutilated his hand, and you're worried |1 might have learned
how he did it? No. | didn’t!”

Clearly rdieved, he resettled his coat about him. “If dl the piper lost was a finger because of his
impertinence, he was fortunate. | warned you not to underestimate Bailic's abilities or the depth of his
depravity.” The Master frowned at her scowl. “Unfortunately, the loss of a finger is not enough to cal our
agreement ended. Is Strell dl right?’

“No,” she said, dmog sullen. “And then he made us go to Ese’ Nawoer.” She dropped her eyes,
feding like a child complaining about an older shling. “He wanted to see if he could use the book closed.
Strell says he woke up the city—"

Her ingtructor’s eyes went wide. “Wake Ese Nawoer? Ballic hasn't the finesse to wake the dead.”
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He harrumphed. “Nether do I. And if he had woken them, he wouldn't be degping in my room; he
would be planning his next move.”

“But Strell saw them,” she indsted. “He said the grove came dive with people! Bailic doesn’t know
he woke the dty because he didn’t see them.”

“Did you see them?’

Alissawinced, embarrassed. It was't that she didn't bdieve Strell, but it sounded so unred. “There
are no such thing as ghosts,” she said softly, and it was with no little rdlief that she saw the Master nod.
Last fdl, she had said there was no such thing as magic.

“| thought not,” he said. “Plansmen see ghogts when the wind blows the sand. It's ther nature. |
would be more indined to believe a fish can grow hair than Ballic can wake Es2 Nawoer. Perhaps we
will practice reaching my thoughts from a distance before we cdl it done, in case Balic is foolish enough
to leave the Hold again.”

Alissareached for the warmth of the fire, glad Useless supported her own beliefs that Strell had been
imegining things. The amdl sack of dust her mother gave her dipped from behind her coat, and she
tucked it back. “Ballic said leaving the Hold when the snow was so deep was clever,” she sad, her eyes
on the flames,

Usdless harrumphed again. “Trying it once and getting away with it is clever. Trying it twice and
getting caught is foolish. He won't do it again.”

An unessy slence descended as Usdless removed his box of tea from under the bench. He added a
hendful of leaves to the steaming pot and set it to brew. The pot and the two cups had come into
exigence somewhere between Usdess landing on her roof to wake her and her making her way down to
the firepit. “May | see that bag for a moment?’ he said casudly. Alissa heditated in confuson, and he
added, “The one you just tucked away.”

Startled, she took it from around her neck. Usdess held out his hand, and she rductantly let it dip
from her grasp, not understanding her unwillingness. “Ah, this ign't good,” he murmured, running a finger
delicatdy over her mother’s initids. He handed the bag back, frowning. “As soon as we have a large
enough space of time, I'll show you how to bind that source you have so untimdy acquired. Until then,
don't let Balic see it. If he takes it, | can't replace it. Such a large volume as you have is typicdly
generated from— ah—ashes. It's a careful secret. Even Keepers don’t know.”

Alissa settled the pouch back over her neck, tucking itinitsusud spot behind her shirt. The unsettled
feding that had gripped her when Usdless held the bag eased. “But you're tdling me?’ she said, glad to
know she had been right in whet it was.

“I like you,” he muttered. “Now,” he said, dearly changing the subject. “Let me see you set up the
fird crcuit.”
A sound of disgppointment dipped from her. Usdless might cdl her tracings a neurd net and the firg

loop the primary circuit, but manipulating them was 4ill something she dready knew how to do. “But |
know how to set up the fird circuit,” she complained.

“Then show me how fast you can do it,” he said with an infuriaing patience.

Alissa thumped her heds agang the firepit's bench. “Faster,” she said, thinking longingly of her
abandoned bed. It was hard to judiify leaving it for something she aready knew. Learning how to reach
Usdless' s thoughts at will would be far more useful than more practice in sgtting up her primary loop.
Eyeshdf vacant, hdf intent, she fussed with the fire. Maybe, she thought glumly, she could make a game
af it. The next snap of the fire, and she would go.

Alissa settled hersdf to wait, easing her thoughts with three dow breaths. The amdl fire collgpsed in



on itsdf with the sound of diding cods and she jumped, dipping her awareness into her source with a
quickness she hadn’'t found before. The first crossed loop flowed into existence before her heart had
finished its beat. She smiled. Holding hersalf cam had helped.

“Rlaying with fire?” Usdess said. His eyebrows were arched, and suddenly the night wasn't so cold
as she blushed. Tdon responded to her emotions by pinching her shoulder panfully. “Even s0,” he
continued, “that was excdlent.” His brow furrowed in thought. “You have permisson to practice this
aone. See how fagt you can become before we meet again.”

A grin edged over her. Seeing her amile, Usdless chuckled. “Actudly, it would be a good idea to
leave you with a few other exercises to keep you out of trouble.”

“That would be—wonderful,” she said, trying not to sound so blessedly eager. If he knew how
excited she was, he might reconsider.

“I’'ve something inmind,” he continued. “It would test your gbilities, stretch your endurance. It's not a
ward recommended so early in your career as a—student, but when done properly, it will offer you a
meeasure of protection from Ballic.”

Alissa's pulse grew fagt. Her firg ward. “Show me?’

He grimaced, clearly not convinced his idea was a good one. “Bailic’'s faulty decison to name Strell
the latent Keeper was undoubtedly due to seeing the destruction of your neurd net caused by improperly
removing my ward,” he said. “The layout of tracings are notably different between Keeper and
commoner, but being a Keeper himsdf, Bailic can only perceive another’s tracings when invited or the
subject is near to desth as you were.”

Alissa difled a tremor. The pain in her mind had sent her so deep into her unconscious, she never
would have found her way out but for Strell.

“l would like ...” He frowned. “... to give you a ward to overlay an illuson of scar tissue over your
tracings. Once you madter it, even if you should be injured to the point of profound unconsciousness
agan, Balic won't redize you' ve heded.” Turning to her, his golden eyes appeared to flicker edily in the
firdight. “Holding it in your thoughts would strengthen your stamina, give your eventud fields more Saying
power. It's difficult, but if the ward is beyond you, there's no harm done.” He hesitated. “Would you like

to try?’
“Hounds, yed” she exclamed, dropping her eyes as he laughed.

With afind glance up at the sar-filled sky, Usdess drew his legs up under him. Stting cross-legged
on the bench, he hid his odd hands among the folds of his deeves. “Thiswill be easier to explain if we
move our thoughts to your tracings.”

Seding hersdf, she nodded and closed her eyes. She heard his grunt of gpproval, and with a flash of
outrage that was surprisngly easy to suppress, she dlowed him among her uppermost thoughts. Alissa's
shoulders eased down. As Usdless had promised, sharing her mentd space was getting essier.

“Now,” Usdless thought, “ you have deduced how to form fields in your thoughts?”

She nodded, forgetting for a moment he couldn't see. “ Yes,” she afirmed, forming a bubble of
thought.

“ S fast,” he mused, then louder, “ That's it. For this ward, you need a three-dimensional field
large enough to encompass your entire neural net.”

“ The whole thing?” she asked, not sure what three-dimensiona was but very clear upon the length
and breadth of her thoughts.

“1t need not be much mass,” he thought. “ Imagine a hollow sphere of mist encompassing every



corner of your pattern.”
Willing to try, Alissafocused on the bubble, or fidd as he cdled it, expanding it.

“Good,” he encouraged. “ Next, set up the primary circuit while maintaining the field. It might
take several tries to find the balance of keeping both at once, so don’'t be discouraged.”

Alissa recdled her mornings when, while traveing to the Hold, she had practiced the art of seeing
both her red dght and that of her mind's eye smultaneoudy. To wak a stony path without tripping, yet
retain her vison of her source, had left her with stubbed toes and banged shins. Eventudly she gained the
il of it, but not before acquiring a reputation for being dumsy. Now the practice dlowed her to essly
hold her concentration as she manipulated the fidd and the pattern dl a the same time. She had the firg
crossed loop up and glowing as quickly as she could imagineit. Alissa knew she must be grinning like an
idiot by now, but she didn’t care.

“Um, very good,” came his thought, and she grinned dl the more. * If you would, show me what
your neural net looked like before your burn healed.”

Alissa hestated. “ How do | do that?”
“ From your memory,” he encouraged. “ Recall it. It will show itself.”

Steadying hersdlf, she cast her memory back to when she firs gazed in panic at the charred, twisted
remains of her tracings.

“Bone and Ash!” Usdess exclamed out loud, nearly jolting her attention from her tracings. His
horror-struck reaction dammed into her in a wave of revulsion, shocking in its honesty. She struggled to
hold the memory of the burn in place as he yanked his emotions back, smoothly hiding them. But she had
seen, and she now knew she hadn’t been a snivding weekling for nearly accepting Midtress Death's
invitation. Rather, it was a mirade that she had survived.

“Alissa,” he thought shakily. “1 had no idea. You escaped death from—rom this?”

She examined the holocaust spread before them with its ash and char andling of cold, twisted metd
and snow. After his response, it didn't bother her anymore. She had survived. “ Barely,” she thought
tightly. “ Strell convinced me to find a way back.”

“I didn’t realize)” Usdess seemed to whisper, apparently in awe of the degtruction. “ The pain
alone would have... Even |1—" Shuddering, he let his thoughts go unfinished. “ Everyone gets their
tracings burned badly at least once; perhaps now you'll be more careful.” Clearly unnerved,
Usdless seemed to gather himsdf back together. “ Well then, if you would turn your attention to your
— your tracings.” Alissa heard him take a deep breath. “1 have set up the relevant path in my own
network to ingtigate the proper ward. Do you see it resonating against yours?”

“Yes,” she thought. A smple, wide-flung pattern began to glow fantly, the blue black lines weaving
behind her mind's eye, giving off an even luminescence. The thin lines of gold that ran through the tracings
seemed to fade under the increased light.

“When properly set, the ward will bind to your neural net, giving it the look of unusable scar
tissue. Draw a trickle of energy from your primary loop to fill the paths I’ ve indicated.”

“Like this?” Alissa hdd everything as it was and dlowed a ribbon of force from the firg loop to
enter the resonating paths. Immediatdly the lines of gold burst into life, meking the larger paitern glow
from within. She fdt adight tug. It was unfamiliar, and she resisted it.

“No, don't hold it so tightly,” Useless advised. “ You ‘ve done it correctly. Let more energy
flow, and let the two attract each other.”

Alissa had no idea what he meant by the lagt part, but she did as he suggested. “ Oh!” she exdamed



as thefidd collapsed, binding loosdly through her tracings, carrying her vison of destruction withit.
“Marvelous,” Usdless praised.
She wrinkled her nose. Her tracings looked scarred and unusgble. “ It's ghastly.”

“Marvelously so. Marveloudy so,” he thought as he chuckled. “With practice and
concentration, the ward will remain after you disengage the circuit. Let both go right now. | want
to watch you set it up without me helping.”

“All right,” she said, casudly bresking the first loop. Her pathways returned to their origind, pristine
elegance as the ward fdl. Usdess promptly disappeared from her thoughts. Startled, she opened her
eyes.

“Set it up! Set it back up!” Usdess waved his arms, sending his coat deeves flapping. If she had
known him better, she would say he looked concerned, not pleased, as she would expect.

Alissa replaced the ward, surprised & the ease of it. It had taken longer to explain then it did to
repeat. Looking at her handiwork, she thought about what she had done. “Usdess?’

“Yes?' he sad worriedly. His fingers were dmogt in the flames as he poked at the fire,

“Did | neglect to fix the force into a state that was stable enough to withstand the change to redity?’
She was referring to her disaster that blew out the protection wards on her windows, shook the Hold to
its foundations, and put her and Migtress Degth on a firs-name basis.

“Probably.” He looked up, seemingly surprised at the direction of her thoughts.

Alissareached for the teapot and poured out two scading cups of tea. “Is that how you make your
cups and teapot?’ she asked as she hdld out one for him.

“Yes. It'salarge part of it.” This time he sounded wary. He took his cup and downed hdf of it, not
seeming to be bothered by its temperature.

Alissa nodded, her vison blurring dightly as she checked to see if the ward was dill holding. It was.
“Balic threatened to burn my book. Would he have formed a fied about it and a bit of energy and not
fixed it?’

“It's not your book; it's mine. And though that would probably work, no, he wouldn't.”

She hdd her tea gingaly, trying to warm her fingers without burning them. “How then?’ Alissa
glanced from the fire to him. For an ingtant, she thought she saw horror or perhaps fear in his eyes, but it
vanished before she could be sure.

“I'll tel you, but | want your word you won't try it.”
Slently, she nodded. Just to know would be enough.

“He would have formed a containment field about it and set the molecules within the fidd vibrating at
the proper frequency.”

“Why would he need the field?" she asked, wondering where one could find a molecule and what a
frequency was.

“So as to maintain a semblance of control,” was his uncomfortable answer.

“l see” Alissatook atentative Sp of her tea. “It doesn’'t sound difficult.”

“Itisn't.”

She took a dow breath. “ So why didn’t you fry Bailic when you had the chance?’
“My, aren’'t we blood-driven dl of a sudden,” Usdless scorned.



Shamed, Alissa dropped her eyes. “It would ve made things easier,” she sad defiantly.

Usdless harrumphed. “You think so? Your vison is dangeroudy shortsighted. Ballic had forged a
connection between himsdf, you, and the book. It was so subtle, | didn't see it until our haggling was dl
but complete. Had | not heeded his warning and fried him, as you suggested, my source's energy would
have flowed between the three of you. Y ou would have vanished as surdy as Strdll’ s finger, turned to ash
by my ignorance and lack of restraint.”

Alissa bit her lip, recdling having fdt such a connection when Balic forced them to go to Esef
Nawoer. “I'm sorry,” she gpologized in asmdl voice.

“No doubt.” Usdess fixed a vehement stare upon her, and she shrank back. “You cannot go about
shaitering everything that irks you, Alissa” he lectured. “What would become of us? Strength would
dominate over wisdom. Chaos would bloom as Keepers and Masters struggled for control. There would
be no time to progress in gaining knowledge, and so we would dip back to our beginnings, becoming as
ferd beasts, man and raku dike. That iswhy | practice restraint.”

“But there're no Keepers left,” she protested.

“That's exactly what | mean,” Usdless said. “Balic has emptied my Hold in his search for dominance.
What he lacks in strength, he more than makes up for in guile. Y ou continue to underestimate him. Watch
him, Alissa Be careful. He has emptied the skies of rakus. It's something no man has done in two
thousand years.”

Her brow furrowed, and she looked away, not liking what he was saying, but knowing better than to
disagree openly.
Usdless cast his eyes to the sharp stars above the wall. “It wasn't intended to happen like this” he

sad gpologeticdly. “You shouldn't even have a source to draw upon yet. It puts too much temptation
before you.”

Alissalooked up, startled at the sorrow in hisvoice.

“There' s much you should have gained fird,” he sad gently. “An entire philosophy of restraint and
control to help you tame the beast of power you're catdyzing.” Usdless turned away, his features tight
with concern. “You have to understand how dangerous that marve tucked away in your thoughts redly
is. It's capable of infinite possibilities and carries a correspondingly high price. Thetdll it exactsis paid by
not giving in to your desires, which may sound easy, but it isn't. Sow down. See the dark purpose your
amdl mirade of exigence can be set to. Your adilities can be used againgt you without you even redizing
it.” He sghed, watching his bresth steam over his cup.

A twig snapped, and Usdess jerked. A chill took Alissa as Tdon began to hiss, pinching her
shoulder.

“Aghes, Tdo-Toecan,” came a pleasant, masculine voice from the darkness. “Why do you dways
ingg on seeing the gloom in every Stuaion? Y ou' re worse than my grandmother!”

Her eyes wide, Alissa set her mug down and looked a Usdless. He looked as surprised as she.
“Who are you?" Usdess said coldly, “and how did you come into my garden a my unawares?’

“| thought | had a danding invitation,” came the unfamiliar voice with a familiar accent. It sounded
amused, asif privy to ajoke they weren't aware of. “But that was some time ago, even as rakus record
it.” A shadow at the edge of the firepit shifted, and an degantly cloaked man stepped to the edge of the

light

Chapter 10
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“Lodesh? Usdess took a hestant step forward.

He looks like Strell, Alissa thought as Tdon's hissing cut off with a sharp peep. But the more Alissa
looked, the less resemblance there was. Findly she decided it was more the cut of his coat than anything
else. His hat, too, was like Strell’s, or the one she had given him, rather, being large and floppy. There
was a flower embroidered upon the brim. In his hands was a q&ff tdler than he, planted solidly on the
frozen earth. His feet were encased in a pair of worn, snow-rimed lesther boots rigng to mid-caf into
which his trousers were nedtly tucked. The flower pattern was gitched with a siver thread upon the
collar of his ankle-length coat as well. She would wager it was adso on the heavy-looking ring he wore.

Only now did her eyes reach his face, and she stared, startled by the warm look of amusement and
what she thought might be hopeful recognition. His eyes were green, and they glinted roguishly under a
caefully arranged tangle of soft, blond waves. Clean shaven, his jawline was square and firm. It was a
young face, and she dropped her gaze as he winked at her. With his far hair and skin, Alissa would say
he was from the foothills, but he was too tdl for a farmer. Perhaps, like her, he had a parent from both
hills and plains. It might explain why his accent was identical to hers, something she had never heard
outsde her home before.

The man stepped close and clasped Usdless's proffered arm. There was a pleasant scent of apple
and pine about him. “You look old, Tao-Toecan,” he said. “Has it been that long?’ He grinned, looking
her teacher up and down.

Usdless frowned. “You look as you did as a boy, Lodesh, but your city is barren.” His face went
abruptly gill and sad. “It’s true, then,” he said, letting go of Lodesh's am and sepping back. “The

piper—

“ Sees ghogts when he ought not to, yes” the man interrupted. “But your fdlen Keeper had nothing to
do with it. Rest easy. I’'m here on other business” He gave Usdess a long, slent look, and her ingtructor
seemed to dump with relief.

“Strange days,” the Master said.
“Strange indeed, when a Keeper mugt try tofill the dippers of a Master,” the man replied.
Usdless drew back in surprise. “Beg your pardon?’

“Don't get that stubby tall of yours in a twid,” Lodesh said, amiling. “I’ve come to offer my
assstance,” and he glanced knowingly at her.

Alissa s eyes widened at theinsult. She knew she couldn’t get away with hdf the abuse Lodesh was
hegping upon her ingructor, but Useless appeared dmost pleased.

“Youwill hdp merid my Hold of Ballic?” he asked eagerly.
Lodesh shifted his eyes from her. “Ah ... not exactly. | meant the other maiter that stands before us”
Usdess tarted. “You know?’ he blurted. “How?’

Somber and dill, Lodesh nodded asingle, dow nod. “I’'m a gardener, old friend. | recognize a good
graft before the twig is budded, even when it’s unexpected.”

Alissafrowned. She didn’t like being ignored, whether it was by accident or not. Ddlicately, and with
much restraint, she cleared her throat. “Excuse me” she said, rigng. “1 don't believe we' ve met.”

Immediatdy, Usdess turned and extended a long hand to help her. “Oh, Ashes. Forgive me” He
grimaced, but it was clear he was peeved with himsdf, not her. “Alissa” he sad formdly. “This is


E:\Program Files\ABC Amber Text Converter\
E:\Program Files\ABC Amber Text Converter\
E:\Program Files\ABC Amber Text Converter\

Keeper Lodesh Stryska, ancient Warden of Ese Nawoer—and a dear friend.”

She lowered her eyes, wondering at the title of Keeper, then at the term ancient. He seemed young
to her. And what did Ese¢ Nawoer have to do with him? A faint unease drifted through her, compounded
by Tdon's odd croon from her shoulder, a mix of warning and contentment. Alissa looked up to find
Lodesh waiting, his eyes gazing interntly into hers. They were egily familiar. Somewhere she had seen
those eyes.... But how? There were no Keepers left. Perhaps Bailic missed one?

“Lodesh,” Usdless turned, “this is student Alissa Meson—my most eager of dl pupils” He sad the
ladt rather dryly, and Alissa couldn’t help her sgh.

A fresh scent of apples and pine came to her as Lodesh found her hand and took it in his own. It was
cdlused, a hand that knew work. “We ve met before, Tao-Toecan,” he said, his eyes fixed upon hers.
“She just doesn’t remember,” and then to Alissa, “It's good to see you again, milady.”

Her heart gave athump. “You,” she whispered. “Y ou gave me the flower.” Now she recognized him.
He was from her imagined thoughts of Ese’ Nawoer. It was him she had seen before she caught the
blossom that fdl from winter-emptied branches. Her knees went weak and she pulled away. Strell saw
the day she had described: the children, the dancers, the music. Ballic hadn’t woken the dead, she had!
And thiswasn't amen. Thiswasa. ... a...

“You've met?’ was Usdless' s sartled response. Then he stopped short, blinked twice, and turned to
Lodesh. “You gave her a mirth flower!”

Tdon made a surprised squawk at Usdess's loud voice. “There's no such thing as ghodts,” she
sammered, retregting until the back of her legs hit the bench. She looked frantically from one to the
other. “Thereisn't.”

Lodesh amiled. “1 don't bdievein them, ather.”

“If Bailic didn’t wake them, then you must havel” Useless shouted, clearly angry. “Burn it to ash, girl.
How did you manage that?’

“I—I don’t know, Usdess ...” she Sammered, more confused by the momernt.

“Usdess? Lodesh murmured, his smile degpening.

“By my Master’s Hounds! How did you do it?” Usdess said.

Lodesh snickered. “ She cdls you—Useless?’ he repeated.

Usdless shot a dark ook at the Warden. “Even | couldn’t fathom the way to wake them!”

Alissa's chest tightened. The Navigator's Wolves should hunt her. What had she done? It wasn't her
fault. “All | did was imagine what the city was like in the soring,” she pleaded, “when the trees were in
bloom.”

“How could you know what the grove would look like?" Usdless accused, his voice findly lowering.
“It's been barren for ages.”

“l guessed?’ she said, glanaing nervoudy from Lodesh to Usdless and back. He couldn’t be a ghost.
She had fdt the warmth of his hands.

Usdess dtared at her for a long moment, his golden eyes unreadable. “Was it redly that Smple?’ he
findly said, his temper seeming to subside.

“There was nothing Smple about it.” Lodesh took her hands again, exerting afirm pressure. The tangy
bite of tart apples and pinefilled her senses. “It was alovely day you returned to us. Thank you, milady.”

Alisd's breath caught, and her eyes grew round. Embarrassed, she pulled her hands from him.
Whatever Lodesh was, he wasn't a ghodt.



“Ah,” he breathed so that only she might hear. “I'm dready too late” His words were somber and
forlorn, and she was surprised to find what had to be heartache, true and grievous, in his expressve eyes.
“I will have to be patient and wait even longer.”

Apparently having missed dl of this, Usdless grumbled, “At least Ballic didn't wake you. And now
that you are awake, what will you do?’

L odesh straightened, seeming to hide his meancholy so deeply that Alissa wondered if she might have
imegined it. “Nothing,” he said.

“Nothing?" Usdless pressed.

“Theré snot much | can do, so | choose to wait.”

Usdless's brow furrowed. “I was under the impression that once woken—"

“l can act againg Ballic and possibly remove my curse” Lodesh said, cutting him off, “but my people
would sill be bound. They come before me. Y ou know that.”

The Magter shifted his shoulders, dearly not liking what he was hearing. “Aye. | remember,” he findly
sad, and the two eyed her asif she were afish they were conddering purchasing.

Not liking their scrutiny, Alissa glanced about the firepit for a distraction. “Would you like some tea?’
she asked, trying to find some normacy in her outside, nocturnad gathering in the snow with a raku who
wasn't a beast and a man who wasn't redly dive. She gestured to the bench, her forced amile fdtering as
she recdlled they had only two cups.

“Ahl” exdamed Lodesh, promptly brushing the snow from next to Alissa's vacant seat. “You have
hit upon my one weskness.”

“Only one, Lodesh?’ was her ingructor's dy comment, but he was amiling as he sad it, and they
arranged themsdves companionably before the fire.

Alissabit her lip, wondering if she should go ingde for athird cup. She took a bregth to rise, letting it
out in surprise as, with atug on her thoughts, a third cup melted into existence. It was bigger than the firg
two, and her brow wrinkled as she redlized Lodesh had created it. The tracings he had used were subtly
different, and the variaions gave her an idea of how the task of molding force to maiter might be
accomplished. “1 think | begin to see ...” she mused as she poured the last of the tea into Lodesh’s larger
cup. Hisfingers encircled his mug as she extended it, touching hers for an ingant, and she nearly spilled
histea as she jerked away.

“Watch yoursdf, Tdo-Toecan,” Lodesh mygterioudy warned, grinning a her confused blush. “The
beast will be very cunning.”

Usdless sighed. “I fear for it, Lodesh. Even with your help, | fear for it

Riddles again, Alissa thought in dismay. But they weren't deliberately trying to keep her out of the
conversation. Rather, it was like ligening to two craftsmen a market discussng the benefits and
drawbacks to a tool or technique. If one didn't have the proper background, they might as wel be
Spesking underwater.

Alissa sat and sipped her lukewarm teaiin a wide-eyed slence, hoping they would say something she
could follow. Obvioudy, Lodesh was a man of some importance, even if his cty was, as Usdess had
sad, barren. Usdless treated him as if he were one of his peers. Almog. Feding logt, Alissa reached up
and touched Talon's feet.

“That's alovey raptor you have, milady.” Lodesh leaned close, his elbows on his knees.

She looked up to find his green eyes waiting. “Thank you,” she said, curang hersdf as she fdt a blush.
“Her nameis Tdon.”



“RAtting.” Lodesh nodded sharply. “Will she hunt for you?’

“She does, Warden.”

“Pease, cdl me Lodesh,” he exdamed, absolutdly beaming.

On her left, Usdless muttered something dark and exasperated under his bresth.

“She does, Lodesh,” Alissa repeated, faintly returning hiswarm look. “She won't eat until | refuse her
caich,” Alissa added, and Tdon cluttered happily under their combined gaze.

Lodesh drew back in mock surprise. “ Such devotion.”
“It seems” Usdless interrupted, “my student has a knack for acquiring staunch defenders.”

“l can see how that could happen.” Lodesh took alast pull on his cup, draining it. It hit the bench with
adull dink. “1 redly ought not be here,” he said. “It wouldn't do for Balic to find me. | came to pay my
respects, but before | go, | have something for you.” He reached beside him and took his gtaff. Indining
his head formally, he presented it to her.

Alissalooked to Usdless before she accepted it, waiting until he nodded. The subtle action wasn't lost
on Lodesh, and he grunted in what sounded eerily like one of Strdl’s comments. “Thank you,” she sad
as she took the smooth, reddish length of wood in hand. Its color was reminiscent of the pipe Strel
broke a few months ago, the one that had belonged to his grandfather. “My saff was broken recently.”

“Thisone is made of stronger duff,” Lodesh promised, rdeasing it to her care.

It was heavier than she expected, with an dmost dippery fed. The same scent of apples and pine
dung to it that Alissa was beginning to identify with Lodesh himsdf. “1t's a wdl-thought gift,” she said,
marvding a its Smple, understated beauty. “But why?’

He shrugged, and for the firg time he seemed discomforted. “You learn Keeper ways, you should
have a piece of the mirth trees to show your ties to the city—whether it's abandoned or not. | would
uggest keeping it from Bailic's Sght. 1t may bring you luck,” he said dyly, his eyes lingering upon the
charm that Strell had given her about her neck. “One can never have enough of it.”

“Mirth trees?’ she mused, her attention on the Staff.

“They bloomed for you, milady,” he said ardently, “in the snow-swept fidds of my city.”

Alissalooked up, gtartled. She couldn’t tdll if he was serious or not.

Usdess cleared his throat. “Ren yoursdf in, Lodesh,” he grumbled. “She's not meant for the likes of
you.”

“Yes | know.” Lodesh leaned back, closed his eyes, and put an overdone dramaic hand to his
forehead. “But one can dream, can one not?’

Her eyes widening, Alissa sat, wishing she could disappear into the frozen earth.

“No,” Lodesh lamented. “It's far too late for me— this time. Even | can tdl her heart has dready
been logt to someone else and won't be turned by, as you say, the likes of me” Pretending to be
crushed, he hdd his head in his hands and sniffed mournfully.

Usdless turned to her, his eyebrows raised in question. Alissa would have liked to have died right
there in the garden. She had barely begun to admit the possbility of something between her and Strell to
hersdf. She didn’t want the world to know.

All of Lodesh's pretense at sorrow vanished in a amdl chuckle. “You, old beast, have been too long
from the minds of mankind,” he said conspiratoridly. Apparently satisfied the damage had been done, he
stood. “Well, I'll be going,” he said cheerily. “Be assured I'll be present when needed.” He smiled &t her.
“Perhaps you might grace my city with your presence again this soring? Remember, you have a sanding



invitation.”
“Good-bye, Lodesh,” she said from her seat as he crossed her proffered hand with his own. She was
blushing again, hating hersdf for it. Lodesh seemed inexcusably pleased to seeit.

He turned to Usdless. “And clear skies to you, Tao-Toecan. Or is it Usdess now?’ he asked, his
face deadpan. “1’ ve been gone so long. Have you taken a new name?’

“She has my permission. You do not,” Useless sad darkly. “Keep this to yoursdf.”

“Who would | tdl?’ Lodesh said. “Join me for breskfast? There are things we should discuss”
Lodesh bowed with an exquisite flourish, and showing a dancer’s grace, he stepped out of the firepit and
into the darkness. There was the fresh scent of apples and pine, and the sound of snow beneath boots,
and he was gone. Sowly the snow that had been threstening dl evening began to fall.

Sand and wind! Alissathought, straining to catch the last of his whigled tune. She turned to Usdess
for an explanation, but he was deep in thought, dhifting the coals. Lodesh had Ieft his cup behind, and she
picked it up. It was s0 large she needed two hands. Etched upon it was the same pattern that was on his
coat, hat, and ring. Now she recognized it as adim representation of the flower he had given her. The fire
settled, and Usdless added a good-sized tick to it. It appeared they would be awhile longer. “ Strange
days, indeed,” the Master said to the flames.

“Usdess?’ Alissa set the formidable cup down. “Who was that?’
His eyebrows rose in surprise. “That was Lodesh.”
“Yes, but who is he?’

“Ah, | forgot,” he exdamed softly. “You lack much of the hisory surrounding your heritage”
Resdtling his coat, his eyes went digant into the past, saring at the fire. “Lodesh is the last Warden of
Ese Nawoer, or rather, he was—a long time ago. He ranked among the inhabitants of the Hold as
second only to the Masters, privy to dl our secrets, yet bound only by the laws of man.”

She sipped her tea, watching the new snow mdt asiit hit the surface. The cup had gone cold, and she
&t it asde, hiding her handsin her coat deeves as the snow continued to Sft down. “But who is he?” she
persisted.

Taking a tentative look at the snow-filled heavens, Usdless settled back. He added two more gticks
to the fire, shaking his head a some private thought. “Did your father ever tdl you the tale of the greet
madness that took the world and of Ese Nawoer’s wals?” Seeing her nod, he took a dow breath.
“Wdl, Lodesh, the unlucky scoundrd, gave the order to build them.”

“No,” she protested. “That was—"
“Three hundred, and, oh, eighty-four seasons past, yes,” Usdless finished.

“Thenheisa...” she began, then stopped. She couldn’t bring hersdf to say he was a ghost. She had
seen Lodesh, touched him. Hounds, the warmith in his eyes had made her blush!

“A ghost?” Usdless shrugged. “1 don't rightly know what heis. Thelagt time | saw him, he was a the
end of along, productive life. | didn’t expect to see him again, much less as a young man, at least not until
| breathed no more. A ghost, while assuredly not correct, may be the easiest concept to accept until we
know more.”

“But he's so divel” Alissa exclamed.

“Yes” he accused. “Y our visoning must have been vivid to give im so much substance.”

“But | didn't do anything!” she protested.

Usdess glently waited until Alissalooked up. “You most assuredly did something,” he said. “What its



eventud outcomewill be, | can't guess. If Balic redizes the city is awake, he will force you to do his will,
and the result will be the same as if he woke them himsdf. The souls of Ese® Nawoer would do much
damage” he whispered, saring into the fire, dearly worried. “This is not good. Lodesh has suffered

enough, as have his people.”
“l didn’t mean to wake them,” Alissa began plaintively.

Usdless raised a comforting hand. “Hush. | don’t know how you managed it, but it can’t be changed.
Perhaps some good may come of it someday. They're bound to you until you find away to set them free
from ther guilt”

“They serve me?’ she sammered.

Usdless gave a dry cough. “Not redly. It's the other way around. There are Sxteen thousand souls
now depending upon you to find a way to set them free” He looked at her with what she thought might
be pity. “It's a fearsome task you have undertaken.”

“I didn’'t know, Usdless. | don't want them!”

“It'stoo late. Be dill,” he admonished. “They have dept for centuries. They will easly wait a lifetime
more until away can be found to free them.” He turned to the fire, and another stick followed its brothers

dready burning.

Alissa sat and worried. Usdless was dlent, watching the snowflakes meet ther end in the flames,
seeming to know she would have more questions. “Usdess?’ she said softly.

I‘YS?1

“You asked Lodesh if he would do anything, and he said no. If | asked him, would he—could he best
Bailic?

Usdless shifted and frowned. “If you asked him, he would try. | don’t rightly know if he could. All
things being equdl, | think so, but things aren’t equa. Harming, much less killing with one's thoughts, is
something K eepers were conditioned to avoid. An entire generation of Keepers have been logt as Balic

honed his skills. Though Lodesh has more wards at his disposad, he would be a a great disadvantage,
unaware of what kills outright, what Smply maims, what—"

“l underdtand,” she interrupted, shuddering as she remembered Bailic's easy voice as he casudly
snipped off Strell’ s finger.

Usdless nodded. “Lodesh wouldn't be fast enough to best Ballic's indinctive reactions. | wouldn't
ask him to do anything” He hestated. “The Warden seems to be working under his own agenda. As
usud,” he added, sounding worried.

Alissathought this over, her hopes of ending her difficulties so easily, dashed. “Usdess?’

“Yes, young one?’ Thistime he sounded tired.

“Lodesh knows you, yet you said you never expected to see him again.”

“Yes” he offered cautioudy, seeming unsure where this was headed.

“How,” she said, then hesitated. It was rather persond. “How old are you?' she blurted.

“I've logt count.”

“Please...”

He sghed. “Let me see. | was young when | built the Hold, and old when | met you.”

“When was that?’ Alissa asked quietly.

“Offiadly? Y our second summer. Don't you remember? Y ou turned red and cried until | tickled your



nose with a tuft of grass”

“Usdess” Alissa cgjoled, but she was relieved to see his good humor returning. He had grown so
digant when taking of Ese Nawoer.

“Veay wdl, ashort history lesson.”

“Your higory,” she demanded.

“My higtory,” he affirmed, taking a gp of tea. “1 completed the Hold long ago.”
Slently, Alissawaited.

“Hve hundred forty-nine seasons past, minus afew days.”

Stunned, Alissafdt her mouth drop open.

“Long, long, ago,” he said, an amused dlint in his eye.

Her jaw snapped shut. “Do you live forever?’ she asked, hdf expecting he did.
“No, of course not.” He amiled. “But changeisdow. | have & least a century left.”
“A century?’ she whispered.

“Maybe more,” he admitted, sounding dmost guilty.

“Maybe more ...” Alissa shook her head as she tried to wrap her thoughts around the concept of so
long a span. She couldn’'t do it. The snow filtered softly down in a quig dillness, daming in its
opposition to her reding thoughts. It was too fantagtic to accept. She had a raku for a teacher who was,
a the vary leadt, 9x centuries old. He was acquainted with a ghost who lived roughly 400 years ago.
That ghogt, dong with 16,000 of his people, expected her to free their souls from a 384-year-old

tragedy.
“l can't doit, Usdess,” she whispered, feding her breath quicken. “I can't.”
“No one is expecting you to do anything, child,” Usdess said asif knowing where her thoughts lay.

She looked up with a wide-eyed panic. “But | can't. | can hardly keep mysdf intact. | can’'t save the
world.”

Usdless smiled softly. “You only need to save yoursdlf. Ignore the rest until you can do something
about it.”

“Ignore them!” she cried out in dishdlief. “All those people? How?’
“May | see your Saff?” he asked mildly.

Astounded at his callousness, Alissa snatched it up and held it iffly out. He took it, examined it for a
moment, then cracked it across her shins.

“Ow!” she shouted as pain raced through her. “What did you do that for!”

“Didraction,” he said, a amile quirking the corners of his mouth. “You aren’t worrying about things
you can't control anymore, are you?’ Sumping, he turned to the fire. “It's surprisng how quickly one
forgets when distracted,” he said. “At least while the sunisup.” He handed her saff back. “Fed better?’

“ NO!H

“You will,” he said. “Lodesh is correct,” he said louder. “Your new stick won't break eedly. Mirth
wood is extremely dense.”

Alissa pulled up her skirt to find her shins swdling aready. “I cantdl,” she snapped.
Useless looked away. “Onething | am certain of is that Lodesh never gave away so large a piece of



his precious trees before, a least not to my knowledge. It was a thoughtful gift. It's served you well
dready,” he sad dryly.

“It'stoo long,” she said, tugging her skirt back down.

“Isit?’ He shifted uncomfortably and glanced up into the faling snow.

Usdess didn't say a word, but Alissa knew when he started looking at the sky, their meeting was
over. She sent her hed's to thump againgt the hard stone bench. “So, you'll tdl me how to cdl you with
my thoughts, now?” she said, knowing he wasn't gaing to.

He shifted uneaslly. “It's cold. Why don't we cdl it done?’

“I'mfing” Alissasad, forang her arms to undench about her. He was trying to get out of it, and she
wouldn't let it go without afight.

Usdess stood and adjusted his coat. “I'm not. Get yoursdf back indde before you freeze to the
stone. Replace that ward of disguise every time you notice it's falen. When you can hold it in your deep,
you will have mastered the technique. I'll be back on the full moon.” He stepped from the firepit and
dissolved in a swirl of gray fog and atug on her thoughts.

Alissa's eyes widened. He had never shifted form that close to her before. Within a heartbest, the fog
grew to the sze of a andl barn, lidifying into the massve shape of a raku. Usdess swivded his
arrow-shaped head to her with a gartling quickness. She gasped, nearly scrambling back in sudden fear,
sopping only as she met his eyes. They were ssemingly ten times larger, but the soul behind them was
unchanged. Her pulse dowed as he waited, undoubtedly seeing how she would react to this sudden, very
red reminder of who and what he was. Letting out her breath, she unclenched her fids

Just s0, hisamused look seemed to say. He legpt into the air, and with a rush of wind he was gone
and among the stars, leaving her to put the fire out and find her unsettled way back to her bed.

Chapter 11

contents - previous | next

Lodesh squinted up into the low sun as the frightening sithouette of a raku ran slently across the snow.
It was gartling, even when expected, pulling forth primitive fears and reactions that had to be carefully
soothed. Letting his amful of wood clatter to the ground, he brushed his ams clean of the bark and
moss, waiting for hisfriend to land and shift to his more familiar form.

Theredity of sharp eyes for detecting prey and claws meant for tearing flesh meted into a gray mig,
swirling down to coalesce into a tired man dressed in a gold-colored, floor-length vest tied tight about his
was with a black sash. From behind the deeveless vest showed ydlow trousers and a matching shirt, the
deeves of which were wide and expansve. “Lodesh!” came Tdo-Toecan's cdl. “I'm surprised. |
expected you would have stuated yoursdf in your family's holdings in the citadd, not out here on the
fidd.

Smiling fantly, Lodesh waited for Tdo-Toecan to come even with him. “These are my family’'s
holdings” he said softly.

Tao-Toecan paused, his golden eyes drifting over Lodesh’s shoulder to the ring of impressve mirth
trees, wdl within haling distance of the sod-covered house. “Yes, of course” he admitted, dearly
uncomfortable. “Forgive me. But ill, with an entire city to choose from, why Reeve' s cottage? Bone and
ash. It sadmog ahovd.”
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With a subtle gesture, Lodesh moved them ingde before Tao-Toecan's dippers could become any
more damp. Shortly after his mother died, Lodesh had been apprenticed to the grove' s caretaker. It was
amodest occupation for one of the younger nephews of the current Warden. The samdl house was the
only dweling besides the Hold that L odesh thought of as home. They entered in a somping of boots and
soft scraping of dippers.

“It's easer to heet,” Lodesh sad as he went to build up the fire. “Besides, there re more pleasant
memories here than at my first and find house, regardiess of how tdl the calings are or how smooth the
floor was worked.”

From the corner of his 9ght, Lodesh watched Talo-Toecan's gaze run over the comfortably but
sparsdy furnished room. The warmth and scent of cooking sausages vishly relaxed the Master even as
he stood there, his head nearly brushing the low celling. Smdl, numerous windows had their shutters open
to let in the light; the cold was kept a bay with wards now insteed of wood and cloth. Propped in a
cormner was a par of caefully preserved pruning shears, shining fantly under a new coat of ail.
Tao-Toecan diffened and turned away upon seeing them, undoubtedly uncomfortable with the thought of
the man who once worked them.

Lodesh hid his amile as he shook out his coat and carefully hung it by the fire. “1 don't think you were
ever invited into Reeve' s sronghold,” he said, draping arag over hisarm to keep it free of splatters as he
shifted the sausages.

“No,” was Tao-Toecan's dilted reply. “He never forgave me for geding you away from him, as it
were. Once your potentid as a Keeper began to show, he knew it was a foregone conclusion. But | think
Reeve dung to the hope you would return regardless, even after you left.”

Lodesh took a dow breath, keeping his back safdy turned. “1 would have come back,” he sad
fantly. “I was ready to, but my city needed me more than the trees he taught me to care for.” Depressed
a the reminder of opportunities that never redly existed, he turned to see Talo-Toecan's eyebrows
rased in question.

“I'm not complaining,” Lodesh said with athin smile. “The path | chose had its own joys.”

The Master gave a soft harrumph and sat a the amdl table under the window. His elbows nearly
dipped off its narrow width. It was as large as the room would alow, and that was't much.

There was atug upon Lodesh's thoughts, and he was't surprised to see the plain teapot appear on
the hearth. He accepted its arriva without comment, knowing it would be asking too much of the raku’s
dignity to use the pink, rose-covered pot that had belonged to his adoptive mother. “I can't believe you
never took the time to learn to craft anything better than this horrible pot,” Lodesh sad, filling
Tao-Toecan's tegpot and setting it to boil.

“It's aufficent,” was his short, dry answer. Talo-Toecan held his deeve tightly to his am to keep it
from dragging as he reached to ladle a portion of the strawberry preserves onto his plate. Lodesh pulled
the sausages from the fire, watching Tao-Toecan's gaze dray to the full pantry shelves, then out the
window to the tdl woodpile just outside the door. “You seem wel stocked for only having been among
the living Since yesterday,” the Master said. “ One might think you knew you would return.”

Lodesh bit back a muffled curse, sicking his knuckle in his mouth to feign having burned it. This
wasn't where he wanted the conversation to go. Slently he did two plates upon the table, his eyes
lowered. They were glazed a pde pink to match his mother’s teapot and looked extremdy out of place.
“I'm not a shaduf to know the future,” he said guardedly.

“But ill...” the Magter persisted. “When the city was abandoned, they took everything down to the
last spoon. Here you have an entire winter’ s supply of food and fud safe under protection wards for how
long? Nearly four hundred years?’



Lodesh set two danty but badly tarnished spoons beside the plates. “Reeve made me promise to
keep Mother’s home as she It it,” he sad rductantly. He retrieved the brown sausages, and with his
back to Tao-Toecan, he muttered, “1I’d rather not talk about it. Reeve and | didn't part on the best of
terms”

“Of course.” Talo-Toecan leaned back as the cooked links hit his plate in a series of ralling plops.
The squat, dmost-burnt bread soon followed. The raku’s dlence told Lodesh more clearly than words
thet he was unconvinced; Talo-Toecan was just too polite to say anything.

They ate with only the sound of forks and knives to break the guilty silence until Lodesh set his knife
down and sghed heavily. “Are you going to tdl her?’ he asked.

“What, that she is more than she thinks?” Tao-Toecan frowned. “No. Absolutdy not. She might
beieve she was capable of more than she is and bring about her downfdl that much faster.” He rose,
grimacing as he nearly knocked his head on the low support beams. Retrieving the seaming tegpot from
the hearth, he set it upon the cloth embroidered with hummingbirds and bees. Lodesh's gaze traveled up
from Tao-Toecan's hands, conspicuoudy clenched at hisside.

“Thisisdl wrong!” the Master exploded suddenly. “I'll admit | don’t know much about how she is to
be handled, but | do know this wasn't how it was done in the past. I'm one and done, Lodesh. | don’t
know what I’'m doing.”

Lodesh dipped the tea leaves in to steep, tactfully dlowing Talo-Toecan to shout and fuss. Arguing
with a raku was never wise. “Things have away of working out,” he offered dowly.

“Perhgps.” Talo-Toecan collgpsed into his chair, his eyes distant. “But | think | will have to rid my
Hold of Bailic soon. If this morning's indruction is any indication, her abilities will proceed quickly to the
point where the book’ s lessons mugt be absorbed, long before Bailic's miserable life proceeds naturdly
to its foregone concluson. Burn me to ash, Lodesh. | don't even know what she did to bring you back. |
can't keep treating her asif she were a smple sudent!”

“M-m-m.” Lodesh’s eyebrows rose as he watched Tao-Toecan's long fingers diffly tap the table. It
was unusud his friend would show this much of his worry. The dlence siretched, and he let it grow,
knowing there would be more.

“Do you know what | did her firg lesson?” Talo-Toecan findly said. “I nearly got my tracings singed.
| was a fool.” He laughed bitterly. “No, 1 was lucky. She is so blessedly quick, holding an innate
understanding of the most complex tasks, but with the defenses of a nurding. | would expect her to be ...
Ashes, Lodesh, she carries the cunning and quickness of a walf, hidden by the daft helplessness of a
sheep.”

“A wolf raised by sheep,” Lodesh breathed, thoughts of the young woman swirling through his mind.
She hadn't redly recognized him. He hadn't thought she would. To expect her to remember something
only one of them had lived as of yet was untenable. But it had cut him to the quick, her wide, darmed
dare a his hopeful look of recognition. He was dready too late. Reeve had been right. He was a
green-eyed fool. The piper had gained her heart before knowing it was in contention. But that didn't
mean the plansman would be permitted to keep it.

Lodesh jerked from his thoughts as he fet Talo-Toecan’s eyesfdl suspicioudy upon him. The Master
hed crossed his arms before him, and a scowl creased his brow. “You gill maintain your podtion of wait
and see?’ he dmogt accused. “Wolves, it wouldn't take much. Why can't you just shove him out a
window for me?’

“Balic is your problem, old friend,” Lodesh said with a chuckle. “1 have my city to adminigter to. It
hasits own price, coming long before my dlegiance to the Hold. If | abandon my people by atempting to
end Ballic' s life, who will guide them to their own rest? Besides, | don’t know if | can best Bailic, and I'm
not going to risk dying again. Not so soon.”



Without getting up, Lodesh moved the empty plates to the windowsll. “A spirit can do very little—the
odd bad dream, perhaps a book faling off a shef, souring milk, smdl things—but one with flesh on it?’
He flushed. “Can do so much more” He looked out the window. “I will wait.” Tao-Toecan's chair
creaked as he leaned back. The sound drew Lodesh's attention. “Fear not, my long-lived friend.” He
amiled thinly. “Y ou will find away around your promises. Y ou dways do.”

“If you refuse to help me, that's your choice”

It was cdlearly an accusation, and Lodesh's eyes grew hard. “1 said Ballic wasn't my responghility. |
never said | wouldn't hdp,” he said sharply.

The Master’s breath hissed out and he gtiffened. Lodesh met his glare with a mocking, questioning
look until Talo-Toecan relaxed, recdling hisunusud circumstance of having his hat in his hand. “Anything
you would see fit to do would be appreciated,” he said. “1 would spend my time seeking help. | have
searched from my prison hoping to find another Master to free me. Now that I'm loose, my range has
expanded to incdlude the plains and much of the western sea.”

Lodesh grew 4ill, refusing to return Tao-Toecan’s hopeful 1ook. “Wouldn't someone have returned
by now had they been dive? he asked, swirling the pot to brew it faster.

“A Magter? Tao-Toecan frowned. “No, an absence from the Hold for twenty years isn't
uncommon. But | fear Ballic's plan to kill them by enticing them to search for amythicd idand succeeded
admirably. If any were dive, | should have reached at least their thoughts by now. But I'm dill going to
search.”

Silence wedged gedthily between them, rdieved by the hissng fire and the cdll of a jay sounding fant
and unred through the warded window. Lodesh stirred uncomfortably. “They're gone. Let them go,” he
sad into the dismd hush.

“l can't,” came Tao-Toecan's digant voice, his eyes on the Hold's tower. “I'm a foolish old raku,
Lodesh, dinging to maybes and somedays as tightly as a smdl child does.” Avoiding Lodesh’s eyes, he
reached for the tea and filled both their cups. “ Sometimes, in the ill point of the night, | can dmost hear
her.”

“Keribdis?’
His eyes on hislong fingers endirdling his cup, Talo-Toecan nodded dowly.
Lodesh cleared his throat. “Ah, wel,” he said overly loud. “You must continue to ligen.”

The Master glanced up sharply, seeming embarrassed by his admisson. “Did Redal-Stan ever tdl you
of his one and only prophecy?’ he said, pointedly changing the subject.

Lodesh's eyebrows rose. Redal-Stan had been both their teacher, dthough admittedly not in the
same century, and the cranky Master had never mentioned such athing to him.

Tao-Toecan amiled with a dry humor. “He once spoke to me of a greeat friendship that would arise
behind the wdls of the Hold, destined to end at the hands of awoman. It would be a lover’s triangle, the
fdlout of which would change the very course the Hold would follow.” He paused and sipped a his tea
“Thetwo menfdl into contention over her favors. One ultimatdy betrays his friend, giving him a burden
he cannot surmount.”

The Magter took a dow breath. “Reda-Stan told me to watch for this triangle, daming it would be
the tumning point of the Hold. He said the Hold would prosper as the triangle does, or die as the triangle
does. | fear, old friend, | have falled in heeding his warning.”

“How s0?7’
Reeching to clean the lip of the jar of preserves with a cloth, Tao-Toecan frowned. “Ballic and



Alisa s parents were such atriangle. | was there when it both began and ended, and though | strove to
avoid ther ineviteble conflict, my efforts only worked to worsen it” Having only tasted his teg,
Tao-Toecan pushed the cup away. “1 imagine the worst has fdlen, that the Hold has dipped to the point
where it can no longer stand. I'm the only one left,” he agonized, his sharp features suddenly creased with
emotion. “Alissa s potentia will be logt.”

“Shewon't be logt,” Lodesh said with an undying certainty. “You aready have my help.”
Tao-Toecan met his eyes briefly. “What can you do, Warden? Y ou have no wings”
“No wings” Lodesh agreed, “but | can bring something no other could.”

The Magter shifted with an obvious embarrassment. “It won't be easy. | broke the holden after |
escaped. It wasn't built to imprison a sane Master, and | couldn’t dlow it to remain intact if | was the
only one left.”

Lodesh shrugged. He hadn’t planned on usng the Hold' s cdllar anyway. “Will you accept my hep or
not?” he asked.

“Of course. | have no choice”

“There is dways a choice” Lodesh sad, tendng at the wash of pain that came and went, no less
intense for its short duration. Again Tao-Toecan fixed him with a sharp look, and Lodesh managed a
gmdl chuckle “Redd-Stan was many things” he softly quipped, “but a shaduf wasn't among them.
Alissa in't logt yet. And besides” he cgoled, “shadufs can't see into the future your long-lived
existences cast. Redal-Stan has no way of knowing what may or may not happen. He was just giving you
something to worry over after he was gone from this earth.”

Tado-Toecan settled back with a grimace, his knees hitting the undersde of the table to rattle the
cups. “Maybe,” he grumbled, blatting at the tea that dopped over. “But he seemed most adamant about
it”

Giving him a sharp nod, Lodesh drained his cup. “How often will you be checking up on them?’

Tao-Toecan settled himsdf. “I have promised Alissa to return upon the ful and new moon to repair
any damaging ideas Ballic imparts to her through his indruction of Strell. | dare not come any more
frequently than that. Not until | devise away to get rid of Ballic.”

Trying to appear disinterested, Lodesh took up the tegpot and refilled his cup. “Would you like me to
check up on her on a more regular basis? To dlow you the opportunity to range farther &fidd in your
searching—of course.”

Asif recognizing that more was being said than what actudly was, Tao-Toecan leaned back with a
wary look. “Just how subgtantia are you, Lodesh?’

Lodesh immediady rose to tend the fire. This wasn't a topic he cared to explore just yet, and most
assuredly not with Talo-Toecan. Alissa, perhaps, when she findly remembered him. If she remembered
him.

Behind him, he heard Tao-Toecan’s fingers tapping on the table. Then they stopped. “Yes” the

Master said guardedly. “Check on them both, if you would. Every third day or so. I'll deep better, if
nothing else. Just don't get caught. Bailic might—misunderstand.”

Relieved, Lodesh turned. He would have checked upon Alissa regardless, but now he had an excuse,
should Ballic spy him. “I will run up aflag if your presence would be an asset.”

“l know you, Lodesh,” Tao-Toecan sad with a watchful tone. “I would think twice about letting
Alissa know of your vists”

“Not tdl Alissa when I'm there?’ Lodesh froze indignantly. “You want me to skulk about like a



thief?’

Tao-Toecan made a scoffing sound of amusement. “ She would want you to stay, and Ballic would
ferret you out, even within the span of an afternoon. The less she knows about you right now, the better.
Strl, too. If Ballic guesses you're awake, hewill undoubtedly find a way to use that information against
Alissa” He grimaced. “You and your city.”

Lodesh's brow furrowed, and he exhded dowly. His citizens. They were as vulnerable as Alissa and
hed just as much potentid. “Yes. Yes you're right,” he said softly, not liking it. “I'll be as subtle as a
Mouse upon My vists”

“Good.” Tao-Toecan stood with asmile “Thank you for breakfast, Lodesh. Next time, I'll bring the
sausages”

Lodesh dlowed himsdf a amdl laugh as he escorted Tao-Toecan to the door. “That would be fine”

he said. “But make sure the pig istruly dead and not just sunned. It took me three days to get the mess
cleared up last time, and | don’t think Nis ever truly forgave me”

Chapter 12

contents - previous | next

“Come on, Alissa” Strell pleaded. “You've been a it dl afternoon. It’ s time to quit.”

Alissa blew the mud-clotted strand of har from her eyes in frudration and glanced up from the
misshapen lump of day that was spinning before her. “Almos done,” she grumbled.

“That's what you said before,” he said gently, and her jaw clenched. She was determined she should
have at least one something worth going into the kiln by sunset.

Srl shifted awkwardly from foot to foot. “I’m going up to get the water. 1t should be warm by now.
Remember, you promised you would stop when the sun was off the wal.”

Seaing her tight nod, he left. She listened to the scuff of his steps fade, then raised her eyes to the
band of sun. It was cregping far too fast. She bent back over her work and logt hersdf in the dlay. It
could be considered a bowl in the loosest of terms. It was round, in a warped sort of way. It could hold
water, in theory. She supposed it might be suitable for, say, a dop dish? But it looked nothing like the
ample, eegant forms that Stirdll had produced earner today, one right after the other, dl disgudingly
perfect, dl disgusingly dike. Lacking aful pinky hadn’'t diminished his talents as a potter &t dl.

There was a smdl scuff in the tunnd, and she acknowledged his appearance with a heavy sgh. He
had a tegpot in each hand. Giving her a amile, he poured the seaming water into a bucket, warming the
frigid water from the annex kitchen’swell to a bearable temperature. Strdl had cleaned up ages ago usng
the cold water. It was his unspoken hope the promise of a warm wash would entice her away from his
whed.

She cartainly needed a wash; she was a mess. There were splatters of dried day in her hair. Her skirt,
once avibrant blue, so fine as to be worn only on market day, was now a dingy gray in most places. It
hed grown distressngly damp. The hem was dragging againg the spinning flywhed, long since ragged
from its continua contact with the rough stone. Her knee was sore from congtantly kicking the whed up
to speed, and her hands were cramped and Hiiff as was her neck. And, yes, she was cold, too.

“Thereyou go!” he caled chedily as the last of the water went into the bucket. Alissa hunched into
hersdf and gave the flywhed a iff kick, ignoring him. The didtinctive churrch of an gpple pulled her
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head up, and she stared a Strdl; he was ddiberady ignoring her. She hadn’t eaten snce breakfast,
skipping her noon medl because deaning up was so much a bother. Only now did she redlize how hungry
she was, and her somach rumbled.

“Got one for you, too.” Strell hdd it up. She smiled her thanks and extended a mud-dicked hand, but
he grinned, placing it out of her reach. “I want you away from that whed fir. You've hardly left it done
the last three days.”

Alissa s amile vanished as she weighed her options. Warm water and food, or more cramped fingers
and cold, gritty clay. Shaking her head, she shifted on the hard stool and leaned back over her bowil.
“You're going to have to do better then that,” she said.

He sighed. “How about you choose the firg three tunes | play tonight?’

Shocked at his offer, Alissa glanced up. His face was twisted with a sudden pain, and she looked
away before he redlized she had seen it. Strell couldn’t play anymore. The stub Bailic had left of his finger
was too short to reach the pipe without contorting his entire hand. It misdigned everything, preventing the
easy flow of musc Strel had worked so hard to achieve. She had heard him trying late one night. His
abrupt wrong notes and awkward hestations had filtered through their shared chimney flue. She had
listened, heplesdy denching a pillow to hersdf in misery. He hadn’t played a note since.

“No,” she said casudly, not wanting him to know she knew he couldn’t play. Clearly his hurt was too
raw for his pride to accept her concern. He would probably cdl it pity.

His breeth came in a quick heave, and he bused himsdf with his back to her. “How about 1 make
you dinner in the garden again?’ he offered.

“Tempting, but it'stoo cold,” she said, not looking up. One side of the bowl was definitely higher than
the other, and she took a wooden knife to trim it away. “Why do yours dways turn out so nice?’ she
grumbled, eyeing the apple core he had Ieft behind on the table. Burn him to ash. She could amdl its
sweetness from here.

He squatted to wipe a piece of imaginary dust from one of his bowls. “I started learning to throw a
pot when | was two.”

Alissa nodded her acceptance of that and turned back to her disaster. One sde of the bowl’s wal
was thicker than the other. Her lower lip between her teeth, she tried to even it out. That only made the
bottom lopsided. “But ill,” she accused, hoping there was a Smple secret she only needed to worm out
of him, “it's been years snce you left home. When you sat down the other day, it looked as if you had
been practicing dl week! The clay took shape asif it wanted to please you.”

Srel came back and reclaimed his apple core. “Working clay isn't anything you can forget how to
do. Tha is, once you know how, and besides,” he paused, nibbling the apple down to nothing, “I was
the best of my sblings”

She gave him a dubious look. “The best?’
He bobbed his head, amiling with an obvious pride.
“Why did you bother?” she asked. “You knew you couldn’t stay.”

Frowning, Strdll tossed his core into an empty bucket. The soft thump as it hit ssemed unnaurdly
loud for the tiny bit he hadn’t eaten. “Yes,” he said hestantly. “1 had known | was going to leave ever
since my eghth year, dthough | didn’t know why.” His eyes went digtant in thought. “I can’t blame my
parents for not tdling me. Bang expdled from the family craft to fulfill a pact made decades ago is
shameful, even if the agreement was made with a shaduf. | think the only reason my parents respected my
grandfather’ s promise was to ensure the shaduf’ s forecasting wouldn't change and cause my family name
to become forgotten again.” His distant look cleared. “But,” he continued lightly, “my brothers and ssters



didn't know | was leaving until the summer | left.”

He sat on the table to waich her. She was dlent, knowing he wasn't done yet. The creak of the
oinning potter’s whed was the only sound, that, and the occasona muttered curse. She could tdl he
was having a difficult time watching her. His hands twitched, and his thumbs locked together as they had
been when he worked the day earlier. Wondering if it might work better that way, Alissa linked her
thumbs and he vighly relaxed, not aware he had given her the subtle pointer.

“The reason | wanted to be the best,” he continued, “was so | could take my grandfather’ s pipe when
| left”

“That was the one you broke, right?’ she said, and Strdl winced as he nodded. Alissa pulled her jar
of water closer. It had been a marvelous pipe, possessing a tone she had never heard before. Strdl had
broken it in afit of temper and |eft it for scrap. She hadn't been able to burn it, and now it lay on her
mantd next to her flower from Ese® Nawoer. “Your parents wouldn't just give it to you?' she asked,
recaling him once saying he was the only one who ever played it.

“Oh, no!” He reached to hdt her hand’'s mation as she dipped her leather rag into the jar of water to
dampen her clay. “I had to earn it, just as my father and his before that—and if you add any more water,
your bowl will fal completely apart.”

“Thanks” she said, squeezing the water back into the jar.

“Sarmont wanted it as well.” Strell sghed and rubbed his nose. “He thought he would get it, too,
seding as he was the eldest. But he didn’'t know | had been practicing in secret.”

“Secret?’ she mumbled, trying to even out the top again.
“Yes. That way Shay wouldn't break my fingers as she did Sarmont’s.”
Alissalooked up, shocked. “Your Sgter broke your brother’ s fingers over aslly pipe!”

Strel chuckled and leaned back. “Yes, indeed. But we could never prove it was anything more than
an accident. Backed a wagon right into his hand as he was shuitting a gate.”

Alissa arched her shoulders panfully. “Why? Y ou said no one but you could play.”

“It snot just apipe, Alissa” he said softly, his eyes intent upon hers. “It' s theright to dam the prafits
of my entire family's efforts, so don't lose it, dl right?’

Her mouth opened, but nothing came out. “Y ou want it back?’ she findly managed.

“Keep it” Strel dropped his gaze. “It doesn't mean anything now that they’re—gone.” His eyes
flicked to hers and away. “It may sound an odd way to choose who will run the clan’'s affars for the next

generation, but it does ensure the qudity of work continues. And it's safer than the way a lot of houses
decide who assumes the leadership.”

“It saproblem?’ she asked. Mot hills children set up afarm next to ther parents in the rare instance
it was necessary.

“It can be avery large problem.” Strell Sghed. “There are many family names that have disappeared
from treacherous schemes and betrayas.”

“You'rejesing,” she said, and he shook his head. “Why?’

Unable to meet her eyes, Strdl turned away. “1 have noticed,” he sad dowly, “that you prefer your
apples skinned when you have a choice”

Startled a the shift of topics, she nodded.
Strel rubbed the back of his neck. “Even the wedthiest plainsman leaves the skin on.”



“Meaning ...” she prompted.

He took a careful breath. “We would starve if we made a habit of throwing a perfectly edible rind
a,vw.”
Alissa went cold. The whed spun, dl but forgotten. Food was plentiful in the foothills Scraps, or

even the dightly imperfect parts, went to the sheep. She had never imagined it was that much different
anywhere dse.

“Carrying a chartered name, | never went hungry,” he said, “even in early spring. Being able to trace
one's lineage back to one of the origind families to settle the plains does have advantages. But many
aren't so killed as to meet the cost of grain a market.”

“I'm sorry,” she gpologized in asmdl voice. Hounds, she must have looked so arrogant.

“Oh, Alissa” Strdll said as he leaned to tuck awisp of har behind her ear. “1 didn’t tdl you to make
you fed guilty but so you would understand why Shay would find cause to break our brother’s fingers.
Sarmont was a better potter than her, but he was loose with his money. He would' ve gambled the
family’'s assets away. | think Father asked him to throw the contest, and when Sarmont refused, Shay
‘explained’ it to hm.”

“So what happened when you won?’ Alissa asked meekly.

Strel rubbed his nose. “ Shay had Sarmont beat me to a paste until | granted her the power to act in
my stead while | was gone—had a paper drawn up and everything—but if 1 was gaying, | think she
would have accepted it.”

“Oh.” Alissafdtill. She would have never guessed the plains were that bad. “All the plansmen | have
seen were thin,” she said hestantly. “None looked garving.”

He nodded sharply. “Only the wedthier families are dlowed to trade directly with the foothills. A
darving man has a very short temper, epecidly when surrounded by food.” His eyes dropped. “It would
create too many problems. If you get thin, your name loses its chartered gtatus. It's very rare you get it
back.”

Alissawas dlent, only now understanding why Strell put so much pridein his name.

“Don’t think too badly of Shay or my family,” he said in a rush. “ She was only doing what she thought
best. There were the rest of my ssters, and aunts, and dl the children to think about. It's difficult,” he
sad, his eyes downcast, “living on the edge of abundance, never being dlowed in. A bad decison can
often mean the loss of an entire season’ s work.”

“I'm sorry, Strdll,” she gpologized again. “1 had no idea”

“Don’'t be. Not many from the foothills know.” He amiled faintly. “Y our innocence of the true state of
afars was intentiond, and now that you know, you will keep it to yoursef.”

Astonished, she blinked. “Beg your pardon?’

Srdl hesitated, then dowly exhaded. “What do you think would happen if it was widdy known the
plans are, at times, full of famine and want?’

“There would be an outpouring of goods!” Alissa asserted.
He shook his head. “The price of grain would go up.”
“No,” she demanded.

“Yes” he whispered, his gaze digtant. “The hills would band together and boycott our goods, trying
to starve us out. Not willing to dlow our children to go hungry, we would undoubtedly sted what we
needed, laying waste to what we couldn’'t carry away.”



“Hounds,” she said, knowing he was right. It was dl she could manage.

“Hush.” Strell stood up, dearly wanting to end the discusson. “The plains and foothills have been
bartering for years. They won't stop now.”

He went back to his bowls, and knowing how hard it was for him to tak about his family, Alissa bent
back over her work to give im some privacy. The whed had dmost stopped, and she kicked it back up
to speed. Her bowl was the furthest thing from her mind, and so she promptly bumped it, gasping as it
collapsed in the quick sound of dgpping clay. “Oh, no,” she moaned. “Now | have to dart dl over.”
Alissa s eyes went miserably to the wall. The sun was gone.

Srel dlently cocked his head a the cdling and the disgppearing light. He amiled and turned away,
pretending he didn't see.

“Thanks” she sad shyly. Still not meding her eyes, he made a smdl noise. Alissa thought he was
pleased she was showing so much interest in his firg craft, despite his efforts to get her awvay from his
whed. He did have a point though. It had been three days, but she was as bad now as when she started.
She was cold and hungry, and the daft thing was never going to look the way she wanted it. “Strdl?” Her
whisper broke the quiet, and he turned. “Will you show me how?’

He broke into a soft grin and nodded. Alissa began to rise so he could take her place, but he
motioned her to stay. Much to her surprise, he pulled a sool up across from her and sat down. His long
leg went out, and with afew practiced kicks, the whed was spinning. “Here” he said as he reached out
and took her hands into his own. Her eyes widened a his touch, and together, with her fingers between
the day and his, they gathered the mangled bits of day into asmdl hill.

“Do you fed it humming?’ he asked. She nodded, not sure what to make of his casud contact. But it
did seem asif the day under her pdms was humming. “That means it's centered,” he said. “Now, notice
the continuous pressure needed to changeits shape.” Thar hands shifted, and she started as the edge of
her pam found the gritty, soinning whed. “As with any endeavor, it's aways best to lure changes from
the bottom,” he said softly, his eyes fixed upon the clay. “Starting in the middle only ruins the beginning
and the end, much asit does a good story.”

He leaned closer, his head dmost touching hers, and she diffened. Strdl nodded. “Yes. That's better.
If you're hegitant, it will rebel and run away from you. But if you're too bold, it will do the same. Clay
requires more of—an enticement?’

Under their combined pressure, the hill turned into a perfectly circular, squat column. Her eyes were
drawn to his mutilated hand. Their fingers were intertwined, meking his pinky difficult to find. Up to now
he had tried to hide it, refusng even to let her see it dosdy and make sure it was heding properly, but
here, trying to teach her his firs craft, he had dlowed himsdf to forget. A amdl knot of worry in her

began to ease.

“But if you have a gentle firmness” he continued, “and know exactly the limits of your mastery, it will
respond willingly to anything you ask.” Their joined thumbs sank into the clay to make awell. Benegth his
fingers gray with mud, the hollow cylinder thinned and rose to become a ddlicate vase. She watched,
enthrdled with how easy he made it seem. It was more like magic than a skill. “And perhaps,” he sad,
preoccupied with his task, “create something you might never expect.”

His other foot went out, and usng his hed, he dowed the flywhed until it was barely moving. Taking
her finger, he traced a close spird from the bottom up. She dlowed him to dhift her hand, letting him do
as he wished, wanting him to know she didn’t mind.

“My father,” he said Softly, “maintained much as a fiery-tempered woman, clay had to be forced into
obedience.” He paused, eyeing the gently moving spird. “1 disagree. | believe day must be charmed,
thereby not forfeiting any of its own temperamental spirit, but rather lending it to the potter’s skills,
supplementing it, dlowing him to craft far more that he could make done.”



The whed stopped. In the new hush, Alissa look questioningly at Strell. He was contemplating their
work, more content than she had ever seen him. Her heart went out to him, knowing his music had been
alarge part of him and now it was gone. Perhaps he could find solace in being a potter again. A dgh
dipped from him. His lips parted and he blinked, cdearly only now redizing thar hands were yet
intertwined. Still, she smiled, and seeing it, he relaxed.

“You see?’ he said, his voice pitched lower. “It's amatter of gentle firmness joined with a willingness
to let the clay show you its own desires, and the ability to meld those desires with your own.”

She nodded, her pulse quickening with the question of what would happen next.

“l think we should keep this one” Strdl asserted softly, and she nodded agan, waiting. His head
tilted, and he leaned closer to her over the clay. Her breath caught.

But then Tdon winged in, landing on the table before them in a backwash of unmitigeted hodility.
Feathers raised like the hackles of an angry dog, she stalked diffly forward, growing more and more
agitated. Smdl sounds resembling cracking ice came from her, and Alissa's eyes widened. It was her
bird stiny nals, sngpping on the table.

A flash of ire flickered behind Strell’s eyes, and he sghed in resgnation. “All right, old bird,” he
grumbled as he disentangled ther fingers and rductantly stood. “I was just showing your mistress the finer
points of throwing a pot.” Still hissng, Tdon fluttered up to the rafters. Her shadow lay upon the table
like a cold warning, watching.

Srl ran a length of twine under ther vase to loosen it from the whed. Fingers carefully spaced, he
gently shifted it free and moved it to the drying table, covering it with a light piece of damp doth o it
wouldn't dry too quickly and perhaps crack.

Alissa remained where she was, disgusted with her bird's bad timing. It wasn't until Strell began to
wagh the clay from hisfingers that she rose, Hiff, sore, and muddy. Ignoring Taon's muttered comments,
Alissa cleaned what she could of hersdf, resolving to do a better job later. She was logt in a mix of
embarrassment and frudration when she turned to see Strel crouched by the vase, knife in hand.
“There)” he said, and extended the knife to her. “Your turn.”

“My turn?’ she said, coughing to clear her throat as her voice cracked.

“Your name,” he prompted. “I can tdl dready this piece isworth keeping. It will withstand the hest of
the fire. Y ou have to put your name upon it before it dries”

“Doesn’'t that go on the undersde?’ she asked, sure that was were she had seen such marks in the
past.

“Yes. But as we're not going to sl it, it can go anywhere we want. And | do want both our names
upon this”” he said, glancing nervoudy to the rafters.

“Oh.” Alissatook the knife, glancing at him as ther fingers seemed to touch intentiondly. Down &t the
narrow footing were a series of subtle scratches that she recognized as Strell’s name. Crouching, she
carefully traced hers next to his “Done” she said firmly, straightening her back with awince.

Strel bent low, examining her handiwork. He looked at her, then back down.

“Is there something wrong with the way | write my name?’ Alissa asked. He had shown her how to
write her name in his script on their way to the Hold. She had returned the favor, giving his name the
symbol for stone, as in dense, after spending three extra days dogging through briars because of his
“short cut.” But his script looked so giff and boring. She had Sgned the vase as her papa taught her, in a
graceful character congdting of a continuous swoop and swirl. 1t was amdl, but dearly enough written
usng the symbal for luck.

“No,” he said softly. “It's just that—" He stopped, shaking his head.



“Just whet?’
“Y our name has the same pattern as your luck charm,” he finished apologeticaly.

Alisa s eyebrows went up, and her gaze went down. Crouching again, she pulled her charm out from
a pocket, unwrapped it, and compared the two. “You're right!” she exclamed quietly, and a chill ran
through her. How had the Masters jedlousy guarded script made it into the plains in such a blatant
disdlay as aluck charm?

Tdon, up in the rafters, findly went Hill.

Chapter 13

contents - previous | next

“Seep wdl, Alissa” Strell whigpered. Shutting her door behind him, he dumped back againg the wall
with a contented dgh, amiling in the darkness that engulfed the hal. It was the middle of the night, but he
was wide awake. Alissa's restless deep had woken him not long ago, and he had gone to quiet her as
usud. It was the third timein the last four days. He didn’t mind, though it made his early mornings dl the
more difficult. She never woke fully, and so he was free to treat her as he would like. All it had taken was
a ftly sung lulldby and a gentle kiss on her fingertips, gill rough and gritty from her vaiant efforts this
afternoon.

He grinned as he levered himsdf into mation, recaling her pathetic attempts at throwing a pot. They
hed been agonishingly terrible. Her persistence, though, was marvelous. Imagine, he chuckled, suffering
three entire days before asking for hep! It had been ared test of his willpower, watching her missteps
and not offering to show her what to do, but she needed to ask, or his advice would have been
disregarded.

Bypassng his door, Strell continued to the dtairs, running a hand adong the wadl to find his way.
Something needed his immediate attention, something that required the night's clandestine shadow, an
urfulfilled desire.

Desre. Strel’s amile deepened as theimage of Alissaa his whed flashed through his mind. Hounds,
he had dmost managed to sted a kiss. She had looked grand, mud-splattered and cranky, her eyes
bright in frudration. And she had asked for help. And he had obliged. And then there had been tha
warm, inviting look in her eyes, both shocking and ddighting him. Burn that bird of hers to ash for
interrupting.

He didn't care tha her background was mixed. His years of travd had expunged his ingraned
prgjudice of anyone not from the plains. But the harsh redlity was, a plainaman joining with a “foothills
whore’ might result in the loss of therr lives; the hate between ther two cultures ran that deep. His family,
though, was dead, and Alisa's parents had survived being a mixed union. He was sure her father
wouldn't have disapproved s0ldy because he was plains, and Alissa's mother would probably be
pleased, knowing he came from a chartered name. They could live without recrimination on the coast.
Everyone looked different there.

Alissa balanced againg him better than any other he had cared to spend time with, and there had, he
admitted, been a few. At least one every winter snce leaving home. But he liked Alissa He didn't care
whet the rest of the world thought.

Hesitating in the lighter darkness at the landing, Strell gingerly fdt for the firg step. He eased himsdf
down, finding the stair's pattern. Upon reaching the ground floor, he dipped into the dining hdll.
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Something was cdling him, drawing him from hiswarm bed, and he could do nothing but submit.

The light was dmost nonexistent as the moon was a thin arc that wouldn't show until nearly dawn.
Shadows were thick where none should exid. It was absolutdly slent. Even the mice were adeep. Strel
skulked through the cold dining hall, his pace quickening in time with his pulse as he went into the kitchen.
Ghogting past the banked hearth, he dunk to a cloth-covered plate. There was a sngle, furtive look
behind him, and then, Sghing in anticipation, he gently lifted the cloth to reved two candied apples. “Ah,”
he whispered lovingly. “There you are” With a quick snatch, he had the plate and was hdfway across
the room, fleang his misdeed. Alissa would assume Ballic had eaten them. He would do nothing to
change her bdidf.

Inexcusably plessed, he sniffed deeply, feding his mouth begin to water as he passed through the
dining room to St upon the lowest gair in the great hdl. The first, deep bite of the sugared delicacy filled
his mouth, and a dight moan escaped him. His eyes closed in bliss as the juice dripped sticky from him.
Ashes. They were perfect.

Apart from Alissa's cooking, he hadn’t seen a candied gpple since leaving hishomeland. They were a
plains delicacy. Alissa's mother would ve taught her the vigilantly guarded secret. Wolves, but Alissa's
recipe was a good one. Worth every gitch of her bride price.

Sowly, the faint aroma of pine came to him, mixing with the apple spice in an unsettlingly familiar
scent. Strell’s head came up, and he set the plate with the remaning apple on the step and licked his
fingers as he tried to shake the sensation of being watched. It was ludicrous, but he was beginning to
think the digtinctive aroma was the tdltale Sgn of Lodesh.

Stredl’s mood shifted to a wary watchfulness. He wasn't quite sure what to think of Lodesh, the
supposed Warden of the abandoned city. Alissa had shown him the handsome daff he had given
her—she had snce hidden it in the kitchen behind the apples—and told him about her midnight tea party
with Tao-Toecan and the Warden. Part of him was relieved he hadn’t been seeing things in the grove of
ancent trees and that Alissa, not Ballic, had woken the city, but he didn’t like ghosts. The plains were full
of them, making his skin crawl and his head hurt.

Even worse, every time he asked Alissa about Lodesh, she blushed and changed the subject. He
couldn’'t help the sharp, surprising flash of jedlousy a the thought of someone other than himsdf charming
Alissa, and Lodesh sounded too subgtantid to be a true ghost.

From the dark came a faint sound, pulling his gaze up and around behind him. He listened, frowning
with the effort. It was the whisper of fabric againgt stone. Thinking Alissawas up and about, he franticaly
looked for a place to gtash the plate. But his guilt turned to astonishment as Bailic's outline hesitated a
the top of the gtair. “Ballic,”

Strel muttered, brushing his shirt free of the brown of wayward spice. “I should have known.”
“Piper?’ Ballic seemed uncharacteridicaly surprised as well. “1 wasn't seeking you.”

Unwilling to let Bailic loom over him, Strell gripped the banister and pulled himsdf to a stand. Ballic
made his dow way down to hdt on the last step. Strell eyed the fadlen Keeper suspicioudy, denching his
hend to hide his weakness.

“Your night is restless?’ Ballic said, no hint to his emation in his tone,

“Yes” With a fdse impassvity, Sirell stood before Bailic. None of his growing hatred showed,
hidden behind years of deding with contrary landowners and balky innkeepers. Balic had taken his
finger, hismusc, his chosen way of life, but he would not take his pride.

“My night is retless, t00.” Bailic's gaze did to the plate on the stair, and a whisper of a amile drifted
over him. “ She makes a wicked sugared apple, doesn’t she?”’



“She does.”

Ballic adjusted the long vest he wore open over his shirt and trousers. “ She might make them for me,
someday,” he said dyly, “if she agrees to act asmy eyes”

“She hates you. Ballic,” Strdll said, hisvoice flat. “She won't.”

Ballic's eyes rolled to the far cdling, an inquting Sgh escaping him. “She didn’t tdl you of our
conversation in the hadl?’ Ballic stepped closer, a taunt eagerness in him that Strell didn’t trust. “1 asked
her to stay and be my eyes when the book is open. She agreed to consider it.”

Srdl drew back, and Ballic laughed, a soft murmur of sound. “Don’'t hold it againg her,” he said.
“She’'s only looking out for her well-being. She knows I’'m going to bring the foothills and plains to war. |
can protect her.” Hislips curved into asmile “You can't.”

Hisjaw clenched, and Strell’ s grip on the banister grew to a white-knuckled strength. He wondered if
the conversation had redly taken place or if Bailic was goading him, trying to make him react so he could
judtify taking off another finger. 1t wouldn't work. He wasn't a child to be manipulated that eeslly. “She
won't agreeto it,” he said. “ She hates you more than | do.”

The fdlen Keeper's shoulders shifted, and he leaned confidently againg the banister. His amiled
deepened. “Redly? Stooping low, he retrieved the plate with the remaining apple. “I'm glad to have
found you tonight. There isthe smdl matter of your studies we need to tak about.”

Strel tried to make his step backward look casual. His missng digit throbbed in remembered hurt,
and he pulled his hand close. Frudtration burned as Ballic noticed and raised his eyebrows. Strell would
nealy give his soul for five minutes with Ballic as hisequal.

“Your skills seem to have reached another unfortunate plateau,” the Keeper said, his voice light as he
took a hite of the gpple. “You haven't shown any progress this last week. What are you going to do
about it?’

“I'm trying very hard,” Strel said oftly, his breasthing shdlow. “You sad yoursdf | was doing
third-year tasks. | can't learn everything overnight.”

“Mind your tone,” Ballic warned as he brushed his vest free of the fdlen sugar crystds with a free
hand. “1t's up to you how fast you learn. The tasks are third-year only because the Magters were jealous
with their secrets. I'm not.” He amiled benevolently. “I'm very generous. And | won't wait twenty years
for you. Y ou will have that book open by summer.”

“Summer!” Strdl said, aghast. “That'simpossble”
“l hope not, my piper, for your sake.” Ballic took another bite with a mocking downess.

A thick feding of helplessness, of being trapped, welled up in him. It was a feding Strell wasn't used
to, and he nearly panicked at the unfamiliar tightness about his thoughts. He backed away, remembering
the humiliation of being under Bailic's ward, unable to do anything but watch as the Keeper removed the
fird joint of hisfinger as eadlly as Strdl might a danddion head.

But pain came to pass, and hismusic was dready dead, killed in his effort to keep Alissa safe. It was
asacrifice he didn’'t regret. What did it matter now if he had nine usable fingers or eight? Ballic's threats
of more mutilaions were empty. Strdl drew himsdf up with a new courage. “You've taken away
evaything | cared about dready,” he said, his voice harsh.

Seaming unruffled, Bailic took another bite of the apple, his atention focused entirdly on the swest.
“Not quite everything,” he said. “It's foolish to become attached to anything, especidly that gl you
brought with you.” He placed the lagt bite of apple in his mouth and chewed reflectivey. “I do believe
I’'m going to keep her.”



Srdl’s eyes widened. “She won't stay once the book is open,” he said, as much to assure himsdf as
deny Balic sdam.

Ballic pushed the plate at Strdll until he took it. “I never said she was going to like the Stuation. | only
sad I'm going to keep her.” He turned asif the conversation were over and took a step upward.

“You agreed to leave her done,” Strell said as he fallowed him. “Y ou got the cursed book. Leave her
dond” he shouted, not caring if he tempted Bailic's anger or not. The Keeper paused, and Strell came to
an abrupt hat below him.

“The agreement with Talo-Toecan ends when the book is opened,” Ballic said. “I'm not going to
break my word.” Leaning over him, Ballic whispered, “I don't need to. But what if she should knock on
my door—again? Who am | to coldly turn such an innocent from my chambers—a second time?” A
white eyebrow rose. “I'll not be accused of being rude.”

Strell’s throat tightened. He couldn't attack Bailic. The man would take his entire hand off. But his
guile and digtractions weren't working anymore. He couldn’t protect Alissa from thid Strell’s blood
pounded in histemple, and he took aragged breath. He couldn’t do anything! “1 won't let you keep her,”
he gasped out, and Ballic shook his head.

“Slly man,” Bailic taunted. “You'll probably be dead. It depends entirdy on how fast you open the
book.”

“Thregtening her won't encourage me to open it,” he said, the hurt from his nails digging into his pam
bresking into his awareness.

“I think it will. Open it fast enough, and | may reconsider. The longer it takes, the more—fond—I’ll
become of her.” Ballic smiled. “Study hard, Piper.”

The taste of falure was as dry and hitter as ash. Ballic's eyes were upon him as he trembled from
frudration and helpless anger. His body demanded he rise up and fight, but the memory of pain and the
promise of Ballic doing worse to Alissa kept him unmoving.

Appearing amug and content, Bailic watched him struggle with his emotions, dearly aware that Strell
was just sirong enough of will to keep from aitacking him. The mad Keeper stepped close, and Strdl’s
heart pounded as he kept himsdf from moving. “One lagt thing,” Ballic whispered. “It's true | never
break my word, but somehow | dways get what | want.” He leaned forward until he was a finger's width
from Strell’s ear. “ Somehow ...” he breathed, and the rich scent of spice washed over Strell. Snickering,
Ballic spun about and continued up the stairs, leaving only hislast, condescending look to linger in Strell’s
memory, taunting and ridiculing him.

Standing done in the moonlight, Strell took a quick, ragged breath and tried to gather his scattered
soul. He could do nothing. Ballic would take everything from him, and he could do nothing to stop it. He
knew he could make it to the coast, but Alissawouldn’t. He could leave to save his life, but he wouldn't
abandon Alissa. Only now did he understand. He wouldn't risk his life for Alissaif his emotions stopped
a smple affection. With an emation that struck him deep, Strell admitted it was for love.

Chapter 14

contents - previous | next

“Ouch,” Alissa whispered as her needle dipped. She glanced at Strell kneding beside the fire and
stuck the side of her finger in her mouth. Trying to disguise that she had pricked her finger again, she
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reached for the tegpot on the hearth.
“Youdl right?” he asked, not looking up from the pot of glaze he was dirring.

“Umhum,” she murmured. Topping off her cup, she hid her embarrassment by teking a quick sip.
They were spending their evening in the dining hal, and the amdl arc of firdight did little to illuminete the
empty walls. Ballic'stray had been delivered, and as long as they were quiet, they would have the Hold
to themsdves for the rest of the night. A pile of green faoric lay on her lap- She was making Strell
another shirt, as she had nearly two new outfits for hersdlf in her room. Tdon wasin the kitchen waiching
for mice. Kestrels generdly didn’'t hunt after dark, but no one had told Tdon that.

Alissa leaned to set her cup down on the floor, wondering if her finger was going to stop blesding
anytime soon. Her gaze drifted past the darkness to the stark wals. The long tables made the room seem
dl the more barren. There were no rugs, no wal hangings, nothing. She hated the emptiness. Ballic had
gripped this room aong with most of the Hold. She thought he had left the curtains covering the
expansve windows to block the morning sun rather than any desire to soften the wals. Wards kept out
the wind and cold. When not covered, the windows showed a wonderful corner of the snowy garden.

“You know,” she said, bresking ther companionable silence. “This would be a nice room if we
brought up a rug or two from the annexes. We could even bring up a couple of more comfortable
chars”

Frowning, Strel met her eyes. “Bailic wants the Hold empty. He likes it that way.”

A amile crept over her as she imagined the dining hdl as it could be. “A little table would be nice for
setting the teaon,” she said. “And a footrest.”

“Not agood idea,” he warned, continuing to gir the glaze.

Alissa examined her finger and resumed her gtitching. “Ballic doesn’t come in here anymore. He only
took everything out to try to find my book. He won't care.”

Strdl said nothing, but he shook his head and settled further on the backs of his hedls.

Mildly peeved, Alissa decided she would bring up at least a chair from the annexes, even if she had to
do it hersdf. Stting on these mongrosties of hard wood was becoming painful. They were dl
straight-backed, with no cushion at dl.

Strel exchanged his pot of glaze for another, mixing it gently to gauge the consistency as it thickened.
Alissa watched him with a faint sense of sorrow. Ther nights had become decidedly quiet since Bailic
removed hdf of Sirdl’sfinger. Strdl had replaced his practice of mugc with the occasond retdling of a
gory or working on his paints and brushes. Once constant and exasperating, his jests were now few and
far between. She would give anything to hear a bawdy tavern tune, sung with the sole purpose to
embarrass her.

Strell was being foolish, she thought. There was no red reason he couldn’t play something. He could
shift the music up the scae and work around that note completdly. It had been dmogt two weeks. He
was being a stubborn plainsman, thinking the lack of a segment of finger made him less. He hadn't even
let her see hisfinger, except the one time with the clay. She lowered her head and amiled privatey. While
teaching her, he had set his pride aside.

She laced another gtitch and paused. Perhaps dl he needed was a push? Setting her ditching down,
she rose and gstarted for the kitchen. Her pipe wasin the pantry where she had Ift it after her and Strell’s
dinner out in the firepit last fdl. She never played it anymore. Next to Strell, she sounded pathetic.

Strell looked up as she reached the black archway. “Where are you going?’
“I'll be right back,” she said mysterioudy.



Tdon blinked a her in what looked like annoyance as she entered the dark kitchen in a scuff of
shoes. There was a sKitter of noise as the mouse Taon had been weatching for scurried into hiding. “The
mice will be back soon,” she promised, finding her pipe right where she had I€ft it, tucked behind the
apples with her gaff. Not sure what his reaction would be, she hdf hid the pipe with her body as she
returned to the fire.

Strell glanced up as she settled hersdf back in her chair. She knew he had seen it as his jaw clenched
and his brow furrowed. A splash of glaze dopped over the edge of the amdl pot as he stirred it too hard.
“I'll get that,” Alissa offered, snatching up the rag she used to protect her hands from the hot teapot and
kneding beside him. “Hold thisfor me” she said, extending her pipe to Strell.

He froze, and she looked up from the flagstones. “Take it,” she indsted, and he lurched to a stand,
the pot of glaze clutched in his hand like an excuse.

] NO_”

The harsh denid surprised her, and she fdt a touch of anger. “You're being slly,” she said. “Not
every song uses that note.”

Strell’ s face went hard. “You have no cdl to say anything about this” he said, his voice so cold, she
was afraid she had gone too far.

“But your finger dmogt reaches,” she pleaded from the flagstones.
“Almog isn't close enough.”

“Look.” Alissawiped up the glaze before it could stain and got to her feet. “Jugt hold it for a moment.
Show me how close it comes.”

Hisjaw gritted as she stood before him, but he didn’t back away.

“Burn you to ash, Strdll,” she cried, frustrated. “Y our finger is hdf gone. Hiding it or ignoring it isn't
going to make it come back! | just want to help. It's my fault Ballic did that to you.”

She caught her breath and turned away. “It's my fault, and you won't even let me look at it. You
won't let metry to hep,” she whispered, redizing why she was so adamant he play again. It was because
of her that he lost hismusic. She would get it back for him.

Srdl shifted his balance. “It's not your fault | can't play,” he said diffly. “I’'m not a piper anymore.
There's no reason for you to look at it. It heded fine”

A flash of misplaced anger went through her. She spun back and grabbed his hand. “You're acting
likeachild,” she accused. “Let melook at it.” Strdl pulled his hand away, making her more upset. “Let
me see!” she shouted, taking his arm and pinning it between her arm and her body.

Srdl started to pull away, and she gripped his am dl the tighter. She gave him a severe look over
her shoulder before turning her atention to his hand. It was as srong as she remembered, brown from
the sun with knuckles thicker than hers. His fingernails were cut close and had arim of day under them.
His skin was warm, rough with caluses. It reminded her of her papa s hand.

Her anger dowed as she leaned to inspect his smdlest finger. Only the firgt joint had been removed. It
wasn't much, but it was enough. It had hedled wel and clean. Strell could have done worse, she thought,
loosening her grip as he pulled gently away.

She put the pipein his hand with a firm determination. “ Show me where your finger hits the pipe,” she
demanded.

Strell dropped his head, the pipein hisleft hand. “Alissa” he said softly. “Let thewind take it and go.
I'vetried to play. | can't”

“I know. | heard. It wasn't that bad.”



The look he gave her was dmost frightened. “You heard?’
She nodded. “ Show me”
His head shook and he backed up a step. “I'm not gaing to play.”

“I’'m not asking you to,” she said, feding her pulse race. She would hear him play, even if it took until
sunup.

Strel glanced down at the pipe and licked hislips.
“Show me how short that finger is” she said.

He frowned, his brow creasing in a defiant pull. Immediady she softened. “ Do this once for me,” she
sad, “and I'll say nothing more about it, even if the Navigator brings his Hounds to earth.”

Strel rubbed a hand across his head. He glanced a her suspicioudy, moving to St upon the
flagstones. Swalowing hard, he grasped the pipe properly, holding it so it was clear he wouldn't play it.

Alissa sank down beside him. He started to pull the pipe away, and she grasped his arm, shifting until
she was 50 close her leg touched his “Hold 4ill,” she said, leening over his hands. Her gaze intent, she
examined his comfortable grip on the pipe. His fingers curved naturdly, leaving a definite gap between his
gndles finger and the lagt hole. The samdl of desert was on him even though it was midwinter. Her
shoulders eased in the reminder of the summer’s warmth. “1t’s not that much too short,” she said Softly.

Immediatly Strell pulled from her loose grip. “It's enough.” He extended the pipe, and when she
ignored it, he st it between them.

“Y our finger would reach if the hole was on the side instead of the top,” she insisted.

“Butit isn't, isit,” he sad bitterly, taking up the fireirons and jabbing at the fire.

A wave of heat billowed out. “So make anew pipe” Alissasaid, tired of his sulky mood.

Strel put the irons back with more force than necessary. “Do you know how long that would take?’
“Do you have anything better to do?’ she shot back.

Strel frowned, clearly taken aback. “I don’'t have the proper tools.”

“They'rein the annexes. | saw them.”

“l don’'t have the right wood.”

“Annexes,” she said again.

Strell shook his head, a wigp of a amile pulling the farthest corners of his mouth. “You have this dl
figured out, don’t you.”

She grinned, but it faded quickly. “I can't et Ballic do this to you,” she said. “I can't let hm take
away your music, your livelinood. Please,” she said, taking the pipe and pressing it into his hands. “I want
to hear you play. | know you will be good again. It will only take time to figure out the new fingering or
make a new pipe so you don’'t have to.”

A wash of reief went through her as she saw his grip tighten on the pipe. “What if it doesn’t work?’
he asked, sounding afraid.

“Then you haven't logt anything but the time spent.”

“But whet if it does work?’ he said, dmogt whispering. “What if 1 can play? | will have given Ballic a
way to control me again. | can't let im do that. He might do worse.”

Alissa dropped her eyes. “Don't let Ballic take away what you love because of fear. Your finger
means nothing. Its loss is a fase weakness that only you can make true.”



He was dlent, his eyes on the indrument. His eyes closed in a long blink, and his fingers, where they
rested upon the wood, trembled. “All right,” he said, his eyes opening. “I'll try.”

Rdief so drong it made tears threaten her vison swept her. She amiled up a him. “Play me
something?’ she said, and he nodded, not meeting her eyes.

He settled himsdf cross-legged before the hearth as she had seen him hundreds of times before. Not
wanting to leave the warm circle of light for the hard chair, Alissa remained where she was, stting quietly
beside him with her handsin her Igp. Strell flicked a Sdeways glance at her and focused upon the pipein
his hands. There was a moment of thought, then he played three notes. Hestating, he started over,
playing them higher. Alissa amiled as she recognized the tune. It was the lullaby they had shared on their
way to the Hold, the one she taught him even before they met, camped on opposite sides of a amdll
valey. She had played it to ease her pain of leaving home, and Strell had heard, scaring her when he
mimicked it back.

The lagt of her worry loosened as his fird hestant, unsure notes eased into a smoother pace. Her
shoulders dumped, and she closed her eyes before they could fill. He was going to be dl right. Strell was
going to be dl right. Ballic hadn’t broken hiswill.

Sowly the tune became stronger with emotion, the way he used to play for her. His awkward
indecisons eased, and the flow became certain. Alissa amiled, curling her legs up under her to be more
comfortable. She leaned forward to rearrange the fire, and when she leaned back, she found Strell had
shifted to offer her the front of his shoulder to lean up againg.

Syly, hestantly, she accepted his support, leaning into him as he played, not knowing how much
weight he could hold without becoming unbalanced. She dropped her head to rest againg him, amiling as
he bobbled the mdody from surprise. The scent of desert filled her senses again, and she breathed
deeply, her eyes dosing as sheimagined that the warmth of the fire was that of the sun, and she was far
from the Hold and the snow and the cold, back in the fidds where she had played as a child. Safe.

Hismusc lured her into a deep state of ease asit often did. Sumped againgt him, she drowsed to the
sound of Strell’s heartbeat and his music, gentle and dow, never redizing when the musc stopped, not
caing that it had, and that Strel’s arms were now around her. “Alissa” he said, and she fdt his breath
hift the top of her hair.

“Hum...” she said degpily, not knowing if she said it aloud.
“Areyou awvake?’

“No,” she murmured, uncaring if she was. There was the sound of dry coas diding and a brief flush of
hegt.

“Thank you,” he whispered, his words accompanied by the lightest touch and breath on her forehead.

Chapter 15

contents - previous | next

Alissa searched the rafters as she put the tea leaves in the teapot. She hadn’'t seen Tadon since Sirell
delivered Ballic's noon tray. It was unlike the amdl bird to accompany Strel when he took Balic his
meds, and even more unusud for Tdon to stay with him afterward. But Strell was ready to fire his
pottery and had probably gone directly to his potter’s stead from the tower. If he had the fire going, her
bird would undoubtedly be with him, basking in the warmth.
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Which was exactly where she wanted to be, she thought as she took the copper teapot in one hand
and two cups in the other. She could do with a good soak in some warm ar. The window wards were
wonderful at keeping the Hold from getting cold, but she hadn’t been warm, truly warm, in ages.

Her amile deepened as she passed through the dining hdl. It was barren no longer. Though Strell had
dragged his feet and given her warning glances from under lowered brows, he had helped bring up two
lovdy chairs from storage. There was a smdl table between them, and a rug to keep her feet from the
cold floor. She was longing to do more but prudently paced hersdf. Should she push Strell too fast he
might not help her, or even worse, Ballic might notice.

The scuff of her shoes seemed loud as she entered the great hdl and hegitated, frowning at a smdl
object on the otherwise prisiine floor. Curious, she went to invesigate. “A nut?’” she whispered. She
shifted the two cups to her hand with the teapot and bent to pick it up. Seeing another a few steps away,
she dipped the fird into her pocket and picked that one up, too. A third rested againg the tunnd leading
to the abandoned stables. There was a fourth lying just beyond where the shadow of the tunnd took over
the light. Her eyebrows rose as she spotted yet another farther down the tunnd.

A wisp of agmile quirked the corners of her mouth. What was Strell up to? She let the rest of the nuts
lay and followed the trall. It became darker as the tunnd opened up into the long-abandoned stables.
Wood replaced the stone underfoot, and the amdl of straw long gone bad mixed with the scent of leather
soaked in horse swesat. She didn't like horses. And though there hadn’'t been a horse down here in what
looked like decades, she could dmogt hear the frightened blowing and angry omping of hooves in her
imagination.

Jud as she had decided to go back for a candle, her dark-adjusted eyes made out a fant light. She
went ahead on tiptoe, curious to see what Strell had lured her down here for. Her dight tenson eased as
she heard the chitter of her bird and the sharp crack of a nut being broken. The glow of light became
obvious as she turned a corner and entered a row of box gdls. From within one came a steady, white
light, reflecting off the dark wood of the caling and surrounding walls. A faint resonance had set her
tracings to shimmer fantly, tdling her it was a ward of some kind. It looked horribly complicated.
Usaless? she wondered. The scent of apples and pine eased into her awareness. She reached the gdll
and hdted in surprise as she looked insde. “Lodesh?’

The Warden glanced up so quickly, he nearly fdl off the bale of straw he was redining on. “Alissal”
He jumped to his feet and brushed the shels from him. His green eyes were wide, and he looked
chamingly surprised. The brilliant light came from a fist-sized globe hanging in midair. Usdless had never
told her that was possible!

Before she could comment, the light vanished. She gasped and froze, but then with a familiar tweak
on her tracings, a smdl flame flickered. Lodesh's face was abruptly illuminated by candldight. Silently he
lit several more until the large box gal was warm with a ydlow glow. “I, uh, wasn't expecting to see
you,” he said. “Here. Let me take that.”

He reached for the heavy tegpot and cups, setting them on a datted box covered by a fine cloth.
Eyebrows raised, she dropped the nuts she had collected into the haf-empty bowl beside the plate of
candles.

“l wasn't expecting you so soon,” he amended, not a trace of guilt showing. “It's good to see you
agan,” he sad as he took her hand and drew her forward into the light. Immediately her bravado
vanished in a flush of saf-consciousness and she put a hand to her neckline. She wasn't used to being
treated with this much grace.

Tdon chittered merily from the short wal, and Alissa ran her fingers over the smdl bird's feathersin
gredting, surprised to find her with Lodesh. “What are you doing down here?’ she asked Lodesh as she
st her cups beside the tegpot and ran her eyes over the amdl hidey-hole. He had strewn faoric over



everything to disguise the rough timbers and old dust, enough good materid to make an entire dress and
underskirt. He must have gotten it from the annexes. It reminded her of a child's playhouse, only made
from dlk and linen instead of rough woolen sheets. “Is Tao-Toecan here, too?’

Lodesh shook his head, pulling her farther in. “No. Just me, miledy.”

Feding afant wash of caution, Alissatook her hands from him. He hadn’t answered her question. “I
was taking Strdl some teg,” she said. “He's next door in the kitchen annex. Come with me and meet
him? We could have tea together.”

“No.” His eyes met hers, his look sending a pang of emotion through her. Her pulse quickened, and
she looked toward the unseen runnd. That feding of forgotten memory coursed through her, the same
shefdt at the grove, and her heart seemed to clench in an unnamed grief. Her face went cold. Frightened
by fedings that couldn’t be hers, she stepped back.

“Alissa” Lodesh said, his eyes carinkling from worry. “Don’'t go. Not just yet. I'm sorry. | didn’t mean
to make you uncomfortable. It's just—"

“It'snot you. It'sthe stables.” Alissa looked away from the hdf lie, glanding a the forgotten brushes
and shoves. Horses made her uneasy, but the paradoxical emaotions Lodesh stirred in her were far more
troubling. But to be frightened by a feding was childish. And the emotions were gone now.

Hisworried look shifted to dismay. “1 forgot. You don't like horses, do you.”

Taon chattered awarning and hopped to her shoulder. Wincing from the claws, Alissa wrapped her
hand in the tea towd and moved the kestrel back to the short, rug-draped wal. “No, | don't,” she said.
Her brow furrowed. “How did you know—"

“Oh. Wdl.” Lodesh turned to rdight one of the candles that had gone out. “You were raised foothills,
yes? All foathillsfolk didike horses, don’t they?’

“No,” she said. “My mother used to have one, but she told me it broke the fence and ran away
shortly after | was born. We never had the need to get another.” She scuffed her dipper over a rug.
“Horses don't like me” shefinished, feding adiver of childhood feer.

“My midake,” he sad. “ St with me?’ He dipped an am about her waist and eased her forward to St
on abae of straw covered in awarm red linen. “Jugt for a moment? | promise, | won't... embarrass you

agan.”

Her brows rose as she sdttled hersdf. It sounded like a chdlenge. “You haven't,” she sad with a
confidence she didn’t fed. “But why don’t you come up with me? Strdll has a fire going. | don't think he
believes me that you exis.”

Lodesh shook his head as he sat down across from her. His high manneriams had fdlen from him,
leaving him, Alissa thought, dl the more charming. 1 ought not to be here a dl,” he said. “I'm pushing
my luck asit is. If Ballic should run a generd search of the Hold rather than a specific one for you or
Srel, hell find me. My presence might be difficult to explain.”

“l didn't know he could do that,” she said oftly, now redizing how Ballic found them so quickly
whenever they were noisy.

“The gtables offer a modicum of protection,” Lodesh continued. “Horses are sendtive beasts. Can't
even run award to keep out the dust. The walls are partidly shielded here, but a concentrated effort, or if
Ballic knows who he's looking for, would reved me. I'll stay here until the afternoon snow is heavy
enough to cover my tracks on my way back home.”

She gmiled. Home must be Es2 Nawoer. It was quite a trek. But then a frown pinched her brow.
What was he doing here, gtting in the dark, eding nuts? “Y ou’'ve been here before,” she sad, feding a
dir of ire. “Y ou’ ve been checking up on me between my lessons, haven't you.”



Lodesh seemed to wince. “Please, Alissa Don't tdl Talo-Toecan | let you find me”

He had been here before? she thought angrily. “Let me find you?' she said, her voice rigng. “Did
Usdless send you to spy on me between his vigts?’

Lodesh straightened. “Um, no, not redly, well. Mayhap.” His eyes pleaded with her. “Don't tdl him
you caught me. He would outright tel me to stay away, and | would be bound to lisen to himif he makes
his request flat out.” Lodesh reached across the smdl space to take her hands, and she pulled away,
angry he would try to soothe her like that.

“Y ou have been spying on me!” she shouted.

Tdon chittered again from her perch, responding to Alissa's voice. Chagrined, Lodesh sat upon his
cloth-covered straw and dropped his head. When he looked up, there was true regret in hiseyes. “Yes. |
have. It was wrong of me. | promise I'll let you know every time I’'m here from now on.” He reached
out, drawing back as she raised her chin. “Please, Alissa. | only wanted to see you. And | did tdl you this
time”

Her lips pursed, but he wasn't arguing back, and it wasn't much fun. She brushed needlessly a her
skirt, trying to soothe her anger. Usdless was only looking out for her, but it ill rankled her.

Lodesh shifted uncomfortably. “Here. Let me pour you some tea.” She slently waited as he took the
pot she had meant for Strdll and poured out two cups. He handed her the fird, and she met his eyes as
his fingers touched hers. She didn't jerk away, her usud embarrassment overwhelmed by the traces of

her disappearing anger.
“S0-0-0,” Lodesh drawled as he eased back to his seat. “How are your lessons going?’

Thelagt of her anger vanished as she saw the comicd arch to his eyebrows. Forgiving him, she took a
gpof her drink. “Sow.”

Lodesh laughed, the sound seeming to fill the smdl space. “lan't that the way of it? My ingtructor,
Reda-Stan, once accused me of ligening a doors to catch resonances.”

“That'sawful,” she said, amiling a the mentd picture of Lodesh crouched at a door.
Lodesh shrugged and took a swalow of tea. “1 was.”

“Usdess gave me award of disguise” she said, proud of her fird, red accomplishment.
“Can you hold it yet when you deep?’

She nodded, feding warm as Lodesh bobbed his head in approval. It was nice to have someone tel
her she had done wdl. “Tdl me of Ese Nawoer?’ she asked. “It must have been a grand city, with its
orchards and paved streets. Did you ever have fedivas out in the grove?’

L odesh went dill. “Fedtivals?’ he said softly. “ Such as with music and drums?’
Alissa amiled. “And dancing, with the moon high.”

“And the mirth trees blooming?’ he said wigfully.

“And the wind, tugging at you to join with it?" Alissd's eyes closed as sheimagined it.

“Yes” Lodesh said, and her eyes flashed open a the flat sound of his voice. “Exactly like that.” His
eyes seemed to grow dusky in the candldight.

She shifted her shoulders, unessy at the depth in his voice. “Tdl me of one?’ she sad as she took
another swallow of tea

“No.” Lodesh looked away, refusing to meet her eyes. “Not now. Maybe later.”
He looked genuindy distressed, and Alissa reached across the space between them to touch his



shoulder. “I'm sorry. | didn’t meen to upset you.”

His eyes were clear as he looked up at her light pressure. “You didn't,” he sad as he ran a finger
across her cheek. “Even painful memories can bring a moment of contentment.”

Her pulse quickened, and not knowing what to say, Alissa leaned back and hid behind her tea “I
should go,” she said, setting her nearly full cup down beside the plate of candles.

“I know.”

His voice was tired, and she fdt bad for leaving him. “It's been nice” she said as she stood up.
“Tdking with you, | mean. Strdll doesn’t understand—about K eeper things”

Lodesh smiled at her, but it looked forced, as if he was hiding something. “To share, and know
another understands completely, is worth more than gold.”

Alissa nodded, feding as if something more was being said than she understood. Taking the teapot,
Lodesh refilled it from a jug he had tucked under a fabric-draped box. “You had better go,” he sad. “If
you promise not to look at your tracings, I'll heet your water back to bailing for you.”

She nodded again, not knowing that was possible. Usdess dways let the fire warm their tea water.
There was a brief tug upon her awareness, and he handed her the pot, heavy and warm. “Thank you,
Lodesh,” she said, pausnginthe aide. “You'll makeit back dl right? It's getting cold.”

His amile grew true. “The longest night couldn’t take the warmth from me right now, Alissa I'll be
fine”
Agan she hesitated. “Promise you' Il tdl me every time you come back?’

Beaming, he took her hand and brought it close to his lips. “Every time” he breathed upon her skin.
He held her eyes for a moment, and she struggled not to shiver at the dark, serious tone in his voice. He
leaned close. The scent of mirth wood filled her. Before she redized his intent, he had touched his lips to
hers. Shock shifted to curiogty as awarm feding rose within her. Denying her fird reaction to pull away,
she leaned into the kiss, prolonging it. An image of her and Lodesh fdl through the layers of her thoughts:
avigon of them under the mirth trees, the sound of drums and pipes, her pulse pounding from more than
the dance, and an urgency tha she had to leave but that she didn’t want to.

Her fingers dipped from the handle of the teapot, and it crashed to the floor.

Startled, Alissajerked away. Her face burned as she dropped her eyes to the rocking teapot. There
was awarm coolness to her lips.

“Let me get that for you,” Lodesh said, retrieving the copper pot as if nothing had happened.

“Yes. Thank you,” she sammered. She took it without looking a him as he proffered it. “I—I have to
take thisto Strell.” She took a step back. “Um, he wants to meet you. It won't take a moment for me to
get him. I'll be right back.” Heeing, she nearly ran back to the greet hdl before he could respond.

Her pulse thudded in her chest as she made her flustered way to Strell’s porter’s stead, her feet
fallowing the familiar path by rote. She held her cooling pot of tea in one hand, gripping it as if it was the
only thing that made any sense, only now redizing she had left the cups in the stables. The heavy
confusion from Lodesh's kiss dill swirled highin her as she reached the annex kitchen and stood blinking
in the threshold, watching Strell working the dlay at hiswhed!.

Thekiln fire was hot, and he had taken off his shirt. The muscles between his shoulders bunched and
shifted as he manipulated the day with a deft gentleness. He didn’'t know she was there, and she watched
trandfixed. The sun glinted on his skin, most making it seem to glow. Her foot shifted, and he looked up
a thegmdl noise.

“Alissa” he said, amiling. Then his brow bunched and he pulled back from his clay. “What's the



matter? Y ou look like you' ve seen a ghost.”

She took a quick breath, sruggling to remember why she was down here. “Lodesh,” she said, giving
herdf alittle shake. “He sin the stables. 'Y ou should come meet him.”

“He's here?” Strel jumped to his feet, snatching a towe and deaning his hands. “Show me”
Grabbing his shirt draped on an unused table, he suffed hisarmsin the deeves. He took the tegpot from
her sensdless fingers and st it down. Grasping her hand, he pulled her back up the annex tunnd. She
sumbled dong behind him, wondering why he had never kissed her like that.

It wasn't until they were in the stables that she shook off her befuddied shock and eased her hand
from Strell’s. “Lodesh?’ she cdled hestantly as they fdt their way in the dark, following the faint glow of
candidight.

There was no answer, and her embarrassment was tinged with rdief as they came upon the lavish box
ddl and found it empty but for asngle, lit candle, two cups, and Tdon. Strell diffened as he took in the
cloth-draped straw and the plate of candles, dl extinguished but for one. He went to investigete, fingering
the nut lying on the plate before he set it back down with a harsh clatter. “He hasn't been gone long,”
Strell said. “Thewax hasn't set on the candles that have gone out.”

She sad nothing. He mugt have left as soon as she had. She wasn't sure what that meant. “He was
here)” shefindly said. “He was right here. We had tea and we talked.”

“Ted? Strell said, and she looked up at the dead sound in his voice. His jaw was clenched, and he
hed alook about him that she had never seen before.

Cluttering, Tdon hopped to Alissa's shoulder, and she suffered the amdl bite of her claws. “Come
on,” Strell said, taking her ebow and pulling her back up the ade and to the great hdl. “He s not here
now. Let’s go back whereit'swarm.”

Chapter 16

contents - previous | next

“Not alone. Not the last. Keribdis. Anyone. Hear me!”

Alissawoke with a gasp, the last words from her dream resounding in her thoughts. It was dark, and
for an ingant she couldn’t place hersdf. The dream had been dmost more genuine than redity. There had
been an icy, dark shore, siver under the setting full moon, the raitle of pebbles washing in the water, and
the amdl of sdt, heavy inthe air. It had been so vivid, she fdt she would recognize the exact spot in the
unlikdy event she ever made the journey to the ocean. A feding of aching londiness, of a promise
ignored, roared within her. It wasn't her emotion, and Alissa studied it carefully before it dipped away.
The odd sensation of fedings that clearly weren’t her own was confusing, and she sat up.

She was in her room in her char before her banked fire. The thin light through the cracks in her
shutters said dawn was gill some time away, but deep would be impossible now. Besides, Usdless was
coming tonight, and she was anxious to speak to him. She had afavor to ask.

With an excitement tempered by dread, Alissa rose and put on layer upon layer of dothing, her
fingers dow and fumbding from the cold. Irate thoughts of scissors and Strell ran through her mind as she
tied her hair back with alength of green ribbon. He gill wouldn't cut it for her. Shivering, she folded her
luck charm into a length of cloth and tucked it into a pocket.

She went to peek out her shutters, and they groaned in complaint as she leaned out. Dim and fairt,
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the light from the moon setting behind the Hold did little to light the early morning. The frost dipped in to
pool about her ankles like water in a snow-melt siream. Taon fluffed hersdlf in the sudden draft, fixing a
sharp eye upon Alissa “Your playmate is coming,” Alissa whispered, ariling as the bird began to preen
inanticipation of aterrifying game of tag.

As much as it unnerved Alissa, Usdess and Tdon's predawn diverson had become something of a
ritud. Useless was generdly it, and their murderoudy slent, aerid acrobatics left Alissa breathless. Tdon
hed become increasngly inventive in trying to remain out of the raku's grip. It was obvious they spent
more time at their play than she witnessed.

Alissa took Tdon in hand and crept down to the kitchen without bothering with a candle. The way
was as familiar as the old trails about her mother’s faam by now. The bird fussed as they entered the
kitchen, and Alissa let her out through the garden door before going to raise the fire and start the tea. Her
dream had woken her unusudly early, and she found hersalf waiting done &t the firepit with a cooling pot
before Usdess arrived.

Huddled before the snow-covered ashes, Alissa managed to start the fire with her candle, despite the
dampness of the wood. Usdless usually did this with a lot less effort, she thought sourly as she dipped
her mittens back on. Despite her pleading, he stubbornly refused to grant her permission to try it with a
ward. Lodesh knew how to gtart a fire with his thoughts, but usng that information to convince Usdless
would only get the Warden in trouble.

“Where are you, Usdless?’ Alissa whispered, scanning the purple sky. It was breathlesdy dill, the icy
sharpness sseming cold enough to crack the last of the stars. A few scattered clouds showed gray above
the neglected garden’swal, but no Usdless. She ran a nervous hand under her nose. Perhaps she had the
wrong morning. It was difficult to tdl a perfect moon from one just shy of full, and she hadn’t seen it a 4l
last night due to snow. But then his slhouette ghosted over the Hold, cutting a familiar swath through the
brightening sky.

Ignaring Tadon's vdiant efforts to distract him, Useless refused their usud game, landing nearby to
ghift to his human form in a swirl of gray and a tug on Alissa's thoughts. He held up an impossibly long
hand for Tdon, and together they made ther way to the fire Alissa rose to her fegt and waited.
Something was bothering Usdless; it showed in his step and his dumped shoulders. She watched the play
of emotions over his face as he whispered something to Tdon and launched her into the predawn sky.
Tdon disgppeared soundlessy over the garden wall.

“Good morning, Alissa” He amiled in gresting.
“Morning,” she returned guardedly.

Usdless arranged himsdf in his usud fashion before the fire, pouring out a share of the dark brew. He
sghed contentedly as he breathed deeply of its steam. “You make splendid tea, young one. For this I'd
gladly travel hdf a continent.” Tuming to his cup, he lost himsdf in the steam and took a sedate draught of
the scalding liquid.

Alissa shifted uneagily. This wasn't the Usdless she had come to know. He said dl the right words but
seemed preoccupied, as if he were repeeting a lesson, not ligening to what he said. Seeming to redize
she was dill stlanding, he smiled faintly. “Don’t worry about me, Alissa I've had a trying night is al. How
goes Strell’ s tutelage?”’

She abruptly sat down, ready to forget his mood. “It's been fidds again dl week. Internd, exterior...
He s been over the same things before.”

“He goes too fast.”
“I'm keeping up,” she said and poured hersdf a cup of tea
“Yes..” Usdess drawled. “But you have ared teacher.”



Shrugging, she took a gp, windng as she burnt her tongue. The slence grew awkward as she
pondered how to bring up her request. 1t seemed Useless was content to Smply savor her tea, reluctant
to mar the serenity with his teachings quite yet. “I have a question,” shefindly said.

His cup met the stone bench with a smal dink. Eyebrows raised, he gave Alissa his full atention. She
looked down, embarrassed. Determined to be out with it, she took a resolute bresth. “I'm concerned for
Srel,” she said boldly, her eyesflicking to his. “Ever ance Ballic gave him that dugting of source, he has
been pushing him. Soon Strdll will have to show some tangible results. His acting is wonderful,” Alissa
pleaded, “but he can’'t make afied. He can't even see the source Ballic gave him.”

“Can you?’
“l—I don't know. | never tried.”

Usdless reached across her for the teapot, topping off his cup. “You might be able to see it in your
thoughts until it's bound into someone's being. It's good to know you're not greedy. Many Keepers
would have jumped a the chance to snatch even a dudting of unbound source. In the past, a few
unfortunates were killed for it, thar murderers not redizing its power was tied to them and them
aone—once bound. It's one of the reasons the arigin of source is so wdl guarded. Actudly, I'm
aurprised Ballic managed to give some away.”

Alisa's somach gave a flip-flop. Her own source dill lay hidden around her neck, unbound and
goparently vulnerable. Content to let things St as they were, Usdless hadn’t seen fit to show her how yet.
She hadn’t known it was so desirable. Againg her will, Alissa's hand found the amdl bag and clutched it
possessively. Bailic couldn’t take this, she thought.

Suddenly she redlized she had a nasty choice to make. Asking two favors of Usdless in one night
wasn't an option. She had worked extensvdy with externd fidds during his last vigt but had been
expresdy forbidden to practice on her own, especidly in front of Ballic. She could ask to be dlowed to
manipulae fidds done to cover for Strell, or she could ask how to bind her source to dly her newest,
desperate fear. Her decison was absurdly smple.

“Please” she whispered, her eyes nailed to the cup in her hands, “1 would ask to be dlowed to
manipulate internd and externd containment fidds unchaperoned.” She looked up into his unreadable
eyes. “For Strel,” she quavered. “If he doesn't produce a field soon, Ballic will do something terrible to
him”

“Wdl done, Alissa. Very wdl done!” Usdless shouted, clgpping her across the shoulders.

Her tea went flying, and she blankly watched her cup sal into the dark to find the frozen ground with
adull crack. Confounded, she stared a him.

“Here, let me,” and he made a new cup from ssemingly nothing. It was identicd in its brown ugliness
to her origind, and she held it loosdly, not sure what to do. Looking annoyingly pleased with himsdf,
Usdessfilled it, adjusted his coat, and turned to her, his eyes dancing.

“What?' shefindly got out.
“You asked, young one. You asked.”
“But | thought... All I needed to do was ask?’ she sputtered.

“No.” He grinned. “Asking wasn't enough. Y ou were willing to forgo the safety of your own source
for that of someone ese. You're garting to think. That,” he said firmly, “is why | will dlow you to do as
you want.”

Feding like she had been tricked, Alissa sullenly held her cup to try to warm her hands through her
mittens. “ Strell means more than a ginky bag of dugt.”



“Redly?” Somehow he managed to sound worried and incredulous a the same time,
“Wdl, anyone would,” she added, so it wouldn't seem like she cared.

“M-m-m-m.” Usdless became very 4ill. His eyes went to the ground, and he dumped his shoulders
passvey. “So ..." he said softly. “You wouldn't mind if | took your source back?’

Alissa's cup of untasted tea pilled across the packed snow as she stood. “Don’t you dare,” she spat,
shocked at the vehemence in her voice. She scowled down at him, dutching her amdl bag of source. It
was hers. He wouldn't dare. Ingtructor or not, it was hers!

He chuckled, his docile posture vanishing. “Alissa, St down. | was jesting.”
“It was't funny,” she said tightly.

“No, it wasn't. I'm sorry. Sit down.” He seemed pleased by her temper, meking Alissa angrier ill.
But she sat, and with sharp, abrupt motions, refilled her cup. “I apologized, Alissa” he said. “I Smply
wanted to seeif you understood the vaue of your source.”

“Do|?" she asked hitterly.

“Offhand, | would say ... m-m-m... yes”

Alissa glared into the dark, ignoring him.

“We should get started if you're going to accomplish anything tonight,” he said brightly.
Knowing her temper would do her no good, Alissa set her cup aside and settled hersdif.

“Weatch,” he rumbled, making a dramatic and absolutely needless gesture toward the fire. The flames
flickered and died. There was no pull on her awareness or resonance upon her tracings. It had been done
entirdy with afidd, without the aid of his source and tracings. She might not have noticed his fidd at dl
but for his warning he was going to do something.

“You used no ward for that,” she said into the sudden dark.

“Correct. It was an impervious fidd. A permesble fidd has no effect on fire”
Alissapulled her coat tighter, chilled. “Ballic never mentioned impervious fidds”
“He wouldn't. Keepers are generdly taught only permeable ones.”

“But you're tdling me.”

He grinned, his teeth gartling white in the darkness. “I like you.” His amile quickly turned into a laugh,
and the sound of it rolled out into the garden to fill the broken space with the warmth of his good humor.
From somewhere, Tdon answered him.

“That'snice” She amiled thinly. “But what's the point?’

“The point is, | snuffed the life from the fire, and because | didn’t use my source and neurd net, there
Was No resonance upon yours to give me away. My actions were harder to sense. It gave me a measure
of sedth. Use an impervious fidd carefully, if you useit a dl,” he warned, his features grim with shadow.
“It will take the life from anything without the skill to break it.”

“Oh...” Alisa's eyes widened as she redized what a powerful weapon Usdless had given her. It had
fdt like every other fidd she had made, only tighter in concentration, thicker. No wonder Ballic had never
been told. They were potentialy deadly.

“Good,” Usdess sad, seang her underdanding. “Now, Balic knows, as dl Keepers do,
or—ah—did, of permesble fidds. It's dl they're taught. An impervious fidd takes more concentration,
but it's by no means beyond their capabilities. Don't make one when he is close enough to sense it. If
Ballic sees one, he will redize they're possble. That knowledge is something | wouldn't wish him to



have. Permeable fidds are adequate for anyone.”
“What if a Keeper figured impervious fidds out for hersdf?” she interrupted.

“She was asked to forget.” Usdess frowned urtil she looked away. “ Permegble fidds are sufficent to
contain even the more wild reactions such as this” With a tweak upon her tracings, the fire blossomed
into exigence. She shifted closer to the flamesin gratitude.

“And, as you have dso guessed,” he continued dryly, “a permeable containment fidd is used to carry
meaiter or energy from your thoughts to redlity.”

“Like the cups you make?’
“M-m-m, or that wonderful exploson of yourslast fdl,” he finished dyly.

Chagrined, Alissa shut her mouth and found greet interest in the fire, but not for long. “The energy
used to create something—once it's fixed into an object, can it ever be returned to your source?’ she
asked.

Usdless bobbed his head, swdlowing a gulp of tea. “Yes. The task uses an impervious fidd so
Keepers genadly don't know it. But by far,” he sad, pointedly changing the subject, “a fidd's most
popular use is sarving as a stepping-stone from one' s thoughts to one' s redlity.”

“To create award,” Alissa asserted.

“Yes” Usdess rubbed his smooth chin in thought. “A fidd gives a ward a place in which to act.”
Seaing her dubious look, he added, “It's much easer than it sounds.”

She caught her breath. “Show me?’ she asked eagerly.

His eyes narrowed, congdering it. “Y ou’ ve seen the pattern of tracingsin your thoughts required for a
ward of dillness from Bailic, no doubt?’

Alissa fdt her pulse quicken as she nodded, remembering the horrible morning Ballic had removed
Strel’ sfinger. It was a pattern she would never forget.

Usdless grimaced. “ Set up the ward by dlowing athin trace of your source to enter the proper paths.
If you have it correctly, the pattern will resonate upon my own tracings”

Immediately Alissa sent a smdl thought to pierce her source to set up the fird loop, or drcuit as
Usdess cdled it. From there, she directed the flow to the proper tracings. Her network glowed with a
sdintillating pattern, and she held it as her ingtructor’ s eyes went distant and unseaing as he looked for any
mistakes. His eyes cleared and he grimaced, dumping asif in defeat. “All right,” he agreed. “You have it

properly.”
Alissagrinned. She knew she had.

“Let me see” Usdess gazed about the garden. With a pleased sound, he rose and went to a stand of
milkweed plants gone to seed. Bresking off one of the haf-open pods, he returned and sat down. “Your
fether and Ballic loved to play this” he murmured, opening the brittle case farther. A few tufted seeds
were dill within its embrace, and Usdless teased them forth. With a breeth of air, he sent them doft. They
dowly began to fdl, drifting on the draft from the fire.

“Catch them,” he whispered intently.

Grinning, Alissa stood and plucked them from the air with her fingers.

“Vey amuang, Alissa” he said sourly. “Next time, use the ward.”

“l don't need award to catch them. A fidd done would do it

Usdlessindined his head in agreement. “True. A ward of dillnessis only effective upon creatures who



can move, but as there ign't even an insect to practice upon, you will pretend and use the ward as wel as
thefidd.”

“How will I know if | get it right?’ she pressed.
“I will tell you,” he dl but growled.

A sgh dipped from her as she released the two bits of down, watching them drift closer to the flames.
Sill standing, she focused her awareness around firg one, and then the other, encasng them each in a
tidy field. Holding them thus, she set her tracings glowing and directed the flow of energy into the proper
channds to set up the ward. As soon as the pattern was full, there was a pulling sensation. Yidding to it
Alissafdt an eerie disorientation as the pattern she set seemed to exid in three places. her thoughts and
the two fidds. With a snap that thrummed through her existence, her pathways went dark, leaving only
the first loop glowing brightly.

“l did it"” Alissacried in ddlight. It had been dmost absurdly smple. The tufts of fluff hung motionless,
an arm’' s length from the fire.

“If this waan't practice,” came Usdess's voice, “you could loose the fidd, and the ward will remain
upon the person, or inthis case, the seeds.”

Eager to try, she eased her concentration urntil the field vanished. The fluff fdl with her ward. After dl,
it was only the fidd that had stopped them. The wards were just for exercise.

“l sad *if, student, and the seeds froze, stopped by his field.” Catch them again before they get too
close to the flames.

“Hedds are temporary,” he continued as she did jugst that. “They fade as does your attention.
Implemented properly, the wards are permanent until removed by someone skilled in such things Now
agan, please” His eyes closed, but Alissa knew from panful experience he was aware of everything
around him.

She set the seeds drifting with a puff of breath. Before they had moved a hand's width, they were
frozen, caught by fidd and ward.

“Excdlent,” was his response. “Try going for the one nearest you fird, then the other in separate
atempts”

Thiswas harder as she had to set the pattern up anew after the firs was away, but soon she had it. It
was fun, and she continued practicing, enjoying the novelty. Alissafdt his eyes upon her for a long, quiet
moment; then he reached out a thought and snatched the tuffs with his own fidd and ward. “Hey!” she
shouted, more than alittle miffed.

“It'sacontest,” he said amugly. “He who catches both, wins”

“Oh.” Alissaamiled. A game, she thought. Two breaths later, and five losses down, she changed her
mind. Usdless was fast. Wickedly so.

Almog asif he were reading her mind, he arched his eyebrows. “Yes, it's easy, but it takes practice
to become proficient. Don't make the mistake of imagining you're anywhere near Ballic's ills He
would retdiate before your ward was even finished. You can be sure” he warned, “the result would be
unpleasant. Move againg him, and dl previous agreements would be dissolved. He would be free to act
in self-defense.” Usdless scowled. “Such asitis. Y ou would not be granted a second opportunity.”

Gulping, Alissa looked at her shoes. The fluffs reached the flames, and in a flash of brilliance they
were gone.

Usdless nodded. “Just 0,” he said quietly. “Shal we move on to your source?’
“My source?’ AlisaA's head came up. She had thought she would have to wait for another two



weeks.

“Course” he said gruffly. “I'm not going to let you run about my Hold any longer with a city’s ransom
around your neck. You seem to have the barest whisper of control. We will bend the rules a hit.” His
hend went out expectantly, and Alissa's elated look froze. She stared at him, afrad of what he wanted.
“Mease” he demanded gently, “I would see it for a moment?’

She rductantly lifted the amdl bag over her head, snagging her wretchedly long har in passng. The
cord had become gray and thin from use. The sack itsdf wasn't much better. His earlier jest hadn’t been
appreciated, but the worst part was she didn’t understand why she was so adamant about it remaning in
her possession. The bag clenched in atight fig, she diffened, her eyes narrowing suspicioudy, distressed
and confused at her unusud mistrudt.

“Pease, Alissa” he said reassuringly. “I only wish to ascertain if theré's enough to warrant your
potential. Upon his leaving the Hold, | gave your father additiond source to protect my book if
necessary. | assumed he would bind it, but apparently he didn’t, as it's in your possession. But if you
would rather not dlow me . ..” Usdless let his words trall off into nothing. His hand closed upon ar and
dropped. It was a well-taken, unspoken, threst.

Alissa had to trust im impliaitly; she fdt her life might depend upon it. Just the hint of suspicion could
poison her thoughts againg him, beginning the long spird down to the midrust and paranoia that Ballic
wallowed in. Her pulse pounding, Alissa forced open her mittened fingers, and the amdl bag fdl into his
waiting grasp. As his hand closed about it, a feding of loss rose black and thick, shocking her with its
crushing potency. She clenched her eyes shut againgt a wave of vertigo. Stifling an urge to strike him, she
forced her eyes open, sruggling to suppress any and al emotion. She would get it back.

“Thank you,” he said softly, his eyes locked upon her wide eyes. He shifted his gaze and focused
entirdy upon her source.

Aching for it to be over, Alissa clasped her arms about her knees and tried to keep her breath even
as his brows furrowed and he sent the smdlest tendril of thought around the bag. His golden brown eyes
widened, and Alissa reached out to grip hisarm tightly.

“What isit?" she demanded, dizzy with the sudden mation. She couldn’'t seem to take a deep enough
breath, and she trembled with the effort to do nothing. The want to rise and tear her source from his
grasp was so strong she could dmodt tagte it, bitter on her tongue. Her trust in Useless was the only thing
that stopped her.

“Nothing. It's fine You're fine It's jugt that...” Usdess broke his concentration and turned to her.
“It sdl there” he whispered, “and nearly bound. Y ou've taken the firg steps unknowingly.” His amber
eyes opened wide in what looked like absolute horror. “Here!l Take it. Take it back!” he shouted,
shoving the pouch into her hands.

Alissa clutched for it, nearly dropping it in her frenzied haste. The teeth of mistrust that had been
Seadily worrying her, urging her to lash out, findly loosened. She sat curled up about her source,
trembling, not daring to look at Usdless, wating for the pounding in her skull to dow. When she findly
looked up, he had his head in his hands and was muttering to himsdf. Alissa caught the name “Keribdis”
and what she thought was “recklessy trusting,” and what might have been “ancient cretin.”

“Excuse me?’ she rasped, thrusting a hand out to catch hersdf againgt the bench as she nearly tipped
over.

Usdless shook his head. His eyes were weary, and he looked old stting on the stone bench in the
fires light. “I beg your pardon, Alissa” he whispered. “I wouldn't have asked had | known. Your
redrant is... quite consderable, congdering your few years, and very appreciated.”

She managed a deep bregth, her vertigo easing into memory. “I don’t understand.”



His brow pinched in embarrassment, Usdless cast about asif for something to do. With a amdl sound
of relief, he grabbed the teapot, draining it into his cup. “Your source is nearly bound,” he mumbled
around hismug asif that would explainit dl.

“You dready sad that.” She sghed, wondering if a Straight answer was impossible.
“l shouldn’'t have asked to see it, much less gauge itsvaue,” he sad. “I’'m truly sorry.”

I‘WM’
“Because” he said patiently, “your soul is intertwined about it. To lose it would be to become hdlf,

lesseven.” Usdess turned away. More to himsdf then to her, he added, “How you could stand its loss
for even that moment, | don’t understand. | couldn’t. I'm sorry.”

“I've been logt before,” Alissa said in a distant voice, and he turned to stare a her. “Midress Degth
has put her mark on me. I've seen her, recognized her. You, Usdess,” she amiled thinly, “look nathing
like her. Forget it.”

His head drooped. “Logt before,” he breathed into his cup. “Tha might explain it.”

Alissa looked to the sky. Dawn was only moments away. Breskfast would be late to the practice
room. She didn’t care. “Do you suppose you might tl me how to finish the task?’ she asked, sure now
the answer would be yes.

Usdess blinked. “Er—make a fidd around it. That's dl that’s needful a this point. The rest is
indinctive—I think. But, Alissa? Use an impervious field. Y ou will want al of your source, not just what a
permesble fidd will retain.”

“But Keepers don't know them,” Alissa said, beginning to form the complex containment fidd. “How
would they properly bind their source if they ... they ...” Her thought mdted to nothing as her fidd
became complete. The exterior world grayed to an absolute as she plunged deep into her thoughts,
feding out of control, but knowing she was more aware than she had ever been before. All that remained
was her glittering source. As irreversble as two drops of water coming together, it merged with her
unconscious sdf, humming into every corner, backwashing a every turn, defining the edges of her
exigence with the tang of dlittering tingles. She had thought it hers before. It hadn’t been, but it was now.

With a frightening wrench, her source collapsed back into its more familiar vison of a shimmering
phere set somewhere between her thoughts and redlity. 1t was postively the most glorious sght, and it
could never be taken away. Ever.

Alissa opened her eyes, sruggling to focus. Usdess was gtting before the fire, his long fingers laced
about his cup, hiding it. As she straightened from her dump, he turned to her. “How—how long was |
out?” she mumbled, seeing the day was noticegbly closer.

“Not long,” he reassured her. “Fed better?’ His gaze went distant to the horizon, tactfully giving her
time to find her bearings with a modicum of privecy.

“Rather,” she answered wisdy, shaking off her daze. Sowly, she loosened her cramped and diff
fingers from around the empty bag, looping it over her head from long habit.

“Alissa? There was deep concern in his voice. “Be careful. What you have accomplished this
morning was needful, but it also put you into greater peril. You have my permisson to explore permesble
fiddsfredy on your own. Bailic moves too quickly, but you may try what he requests of Strdll concerning
fidds and wards.” His eyebrows rose. “1 expect you will be most careful. I'm sure the wards won't be
anything to give Strdl much srength and so will be innocuous enough.”

Alissa's eyes widened, and the last of her contented daze vanished in surprise. This was the most
leeway he had ever given her. And she hadn’'t even had to ask!



“Be sure to keep a least a raku’'s length between you and Ballic when practicing done” he
continued. “Hewill fed you create a ward if heis closer than that, and unless Sirdll is nearby to take the
blame, Bailic will redize it’s you. Think up and down as wdl as horizonta,” he admonished. “You can st
afidd and ward in place anywhere within a raku length of your person. When performing in the piper’s
stead, be sure you remain a least that close to them both. That way Bailic will sense the creation of your
wards and assume it's Strell.”

She nodded, hearing in his words his desire to be gone.

“Vey wel,” he sad firmly, “where isthat bird? | want to play.” Usdless scanned the skies. He gave a
little jump and turned to the thick shrubbery and the unseen door of the kitchen beyond. His eyebrows
rose, and he took a breath to say something but then shook his head and smiled. “Behave yoursdf,” he
sad as he stepped out of the firepit. In aswirl of gray, he shifted to the form he had been sred as.

“Walit!” Alissacried, and ran up to him, stopping short a his feet, shocked again a how big he was
as a winged mongrosity. She couldn’'t help her gasp as he dropped his head to see her better. His
fathomless, golden eyes were as large as her head, gunning in thelr depth. Alissa could dmogt forget his
sharp teeth and creased hide. “Thanks” she mumbled, feding her face redden as she gave his neck a
quick, embarrassed hug.

He arched his neck back, blinking in an obvious surprise, and she added, “For—for coming back that
firg night. For teaching me,” she fumbled. “For not...” Alissa paused, thoroughly miserable in her lack of
finesse. How do you thank someone who not only opens the door to your potentia but then rips it from
its hinges so it can never be shut again®?

Usdless dropped his head, filling her senses with the warm scent of wood smoke. He couldn’t speak
doud in his present form, which was probably just as wdl. His teeth showing in what was undoubtedly a
amile, he pointed a wicked-looking talon to the firepit, and she obediently backed up. There was a la,
long, unfathomable ook, then Usdless departed, rasing twin maglstroms of snow and ice and last year's
leaves.

She was Ieft behind, nailed to the earth among the weeds, waiching as Taon screeched defiantly and
dove a him. Beating his wings furioudy, Usdess struggled for height, lashing his hind foot out when
Alissa stiny defender got near. He rose above the Hold, turning aluminescent gold from the sun that had
yet to reach the tower.

Alissa digmdly turned away and dowly knocked the fire gpart usng the dick she kept for the
purpose. True, an impervious fidd would have put it out faster, but, as Usdess would have said, not
needful. Grabbing the empty pot, three cups, and her extinguished candle, she made her somber way to
the kitchen. Behind her was the whoosh of Usdless's passage and the screams of her bird. They were
being noisy today, dmog as if they didn't care if they were noticed. Alissa just hoped Bailic didn't see
Usdess. Thefdlen Keeper wasn't blind after dll, just ill of sght.

Rounding a turn in the path, Alissa dmog ran into the suspicious man himsdf. “What?' she
stammered, gazing in shock at his tal figure, thin and black againgt the snow. “What are you doing out
here?’

Chapter 17

contents - previous | next

“What was what | was going to ask you, my dear.” Balic A squinted into the sky, bright with the
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newly risen sun, tracking Useless and Tdon’'s mation through the air behind her.

Chilled, Alissa clasped her coat closer, desperately glad she had heeded Usdless' s warning to behave
and extinguished her fire mundandy. It would have been over right then had she gone back on her
promise and Bailic noticed. Restraint and self-control, she thought fervently. Such a small thing
between success and failure, life and death.

She winced a Tdon's screams and wondered if Ballic had seen anything. Then her resolve firmed.
She had done nothing wrong. She could be in the garden if she wanted. It might look questionable, but he
couldn’'t prove a thing— could he?

“We were worried,” Balic sad tightly. “Let me help you into the kitchen with your—tea.”

She extended the empty pot, and his watering eyes flicked to the three cupsin her hand, one cracked
from its impromptu flight. “Those are Talo-Toecan's cups,” he said, drawing back in amix of anger and
dam. “He was with you?’

Tossng her head, she brushed past him, her eyes on the kitchen door. “He likes my tea,” she said
over her shoulder. “He sports with Tdon. We tak.”

Ballic hastened after her. “Y ou give im messages?”’

Alissa nervoudy kicked open the door. “Tao-Toecan wouldn't break his word.” The proper name
for her indructor fdt odd upon her lips, but she couldn't cdl him Usdless before Balic. It was s0
undignified.

Seaming to regain his confidence, Ballic followed her in. “He generdly finds a way to circumvert it,
regardless” With afind glance outsde, he pulled the door shut, seding out the morning light and setting
them in the twilight of the cooking fire. Alissals last Sght was of Usdless, spinning meadly in an attempt to
outmaneuver Taon. Her bird was getting quite good, she mused, until a harsh sound from Bailic brought
her back to earth. She, too, would have to do some quick maneuvering to get out of her latest spot.

She knew she should be worried but couldn’t find it in hersdlf to be. Usdess had known Balic was
there on the path. That's what his surprised look toward the kitchen had been, and why he told her to
behave, and why he was so obvious in his cavortings this morning. Still, caution was warranted, and
Alissafrowned as she hung her coat and ha by the hearth.

Deciding to volunteer nothing, she swiftly prepared atray for three. Ballic leaned upon the mantd and
watched her, making her fingers dip and drop things. “Here, dlow me” he said, intercepting her reach
for afresh pot of tea. “You have had a busy morning dready, my dear.”

Unease settled over her as Ballic carried the tray up to the narrow practice room. She waked beside
him, empty-handed, beginning to worry that Useless's confidence had been misplaced. Ballic had dl but
ignored her for the better part of three months. Ever snce ganing possession of her book, it was as if she
didn't exist. Whenever they did exchange words, it was, “You there,” or, “Girl.” Now she was back to,
“My dear,” and she could dmost smdl the ‘ware fires burning.

Her fears were confirmed when, upon reaching the fourth-floor landing, he needlesdy stopped to rest
a the window there. She couldn't very wdl leave him, and so she was forced to wait. “Wha an
interegting pouch,” he said. “Odd. | never noticed it before.”

Before she could stop hersdlf, Alissa's hand rose to duitch it possessvely. She had forgotten to tuck it
out of ght. Mentdly kicking hersdf, she tried to make her actions more naturd and changed the motion
to that of removing the sack from around her neck. It was empty. What harm could it do to let him see it
now? “It was agift,” she said. “Want to see it?

“Yes” He et the tray on the sl with a dattering of dishes and hed out hiswhite hand. It was hard to
let the ratty cord dip from her fingers and drop the bag into Ballic's grasp. It had held her source, her will



amog, for so long it was hard to accept that it was redly empty. “A gift, you say?’ Bailic murmured, his
gnile going wise. “But it's empty.” He traced her mother’s initids with a thin finger, his manner digtant
and knowing.

An unessy feding did through Alissa as he handed the bag back. She could hear Tdon screeching,
sounding loud even through the ward on the window. Ballic turned and picked up the tray. Feding as if
she had let something dip, Alissa followed, holding hersdf a step behind him.

“Here she is, Piper,” Ballic cdled, blinking at the glare of the sunfilled chamber. “Safe and sound,
just as| predicted.”

“Safe and sound?” Strell jumped up from afar window, rdief flashing across him. “You sad she had
probably tripped over her feet and fdlen hdfway to the kitchen!”

“A jet, my dear.” Ballic smpered as he placed the tray on the empty table.

Strel choked back his next outburst, probably recognizing how Ballic had addressed her. She
shrugged helplesdy as Strell met her worried eyes. Ballic was too confident. He was up to something.

“She was downgtairs ddlying the moring away,” Ballic continued. “But here she is. And with teal”
Showing a meticulous care, Ballic poured the strong brew into dl three cups. Feding ill, Alissa sat iffly
inher chair. Strdll, grim and wary, sat in his. Ballic sat on the window bench with his back to the sun and
watched them both with an expectant arch to his eyebrows.

“You forgot your cup!” Ballic exclamed, and he legpt up to play the congenid hogt. Alissa's eyes
lowered as he drew close, and the amdl dlick of the cup touching the bench beside her made her tense.
“Or have you had enough tea dready?’ he finished dryly.

With aroar that shivered the tea in the cups, Usdess skimmed past the windows. Ballic dropped to
the floor with a haf-recognized curse. Strdl’s cup dipped from him, tea Sailling in a fantagtic pattern. He
lunged after it, missing. The cup fdl off the table. There was no crash of pottery.

For a moment, no one moved. Sowly, Alissa leaned to look under the table. Strel did the same.
Ballic was dready on the floor. All three of them gazed in wonder at the cup, hanging in midair as if, well,
by magic, or inthis case, a containment fidd. It wasn't her, it couldn’'t be Strell, and obvioudy it wasn't
Ballic. That Ieft only one presence.

“Tdo-Toecan!” Ballic got to his feet and stared at the caling. “Leave. Or our agreement is ended!”
There was a snort of amusement from the roof, and the cup hit the floor to crack in two. “What has
gotten into him, buzzing the tower like a demented bat,” Balic snarled, tugging his gray shirt sraight.

“It was't agreed he had to shun the Hold, only Strell,” Alissa said sharply. Ballic whipped about, his
eyes glinting dangeroudy. Wolves, she thought, a breath too late. When would she learn to keep her
mouth shut?

Bailic pointed a shaky finger a her. “You'reright.”

Strell, who had been kneding on the floor, slently sopping up the tea, cleared his throat in warning.
At that ingant, there was a tug on Alissa's thoughts as someone nearby used ther tracings. A fourth cup
materidized slently next to the pot. Almogt, Alissa could hear Usdless laughing in her thoughts. Then his
shadow raced across the snow, and he was gone.

Ballic must have fdt the pull on his tracings as well, for hislips curled in disgust as he noticed the new
addition, but with a shuddering breath, he caught his temper, hiding it.

Not sure wha to think, Alissatook up her mending left yesterday between the cushions. There was a
clatter of broken pottery on the tray followed by the creak of a chair, and Strell, too, was in his place.
Ballic began to pace before the windows, speaking in his best lecturing voice as if nothing had happened.
“Asyou have been told uncountable times, Piper, fidds can serve three purposes.”



Alissatried to ignore him. Ballic was as interesting as an argument on the proper weether in which to
plant beets. As her fingers shifted her needle in the rhythmic, soothing dance of repair, her thoughts
drifted, predictably settling on her lesson this morning and her success in gaining permisson to manipulae
fidds unchaperoned. It was an odd feding, asking leave to do something that was so much a part of her,
but over the past weeks, Usdess had impressed her quite thoroughly about the dangers of experimenting
on her own. Her disastrous attempt to remove Usdess's ward last fdl had darified his arguments, and
she was quite prepared to listen. She trusted him impliatly, dmost more than she trusted hersdlf.

The only thing they continually disagreed upon was the speed of her progress, or in her eyes, the lack
thereof. Useless countered each of her arguments with kill and finesse, leaving her wondering why she
hadn't seen it hisway in the firg place. For Usdless, she would be patient, polite, and well mannered. But
her newfound reasonableness, as Strell called it, sddom extended any farther than the shdlow pit in the
garden. Try as she might, her temper dill got the better of her. Strell, though, took it in stride. In fact, she
swore he sometimes riled her on purpose.

Log as she was in her sawing and thoughts, she was ill prepared when Ballic's hand dammed the
table. Alissajumped, painfully stabbing her finger.

“Come now, Piper,” Bailic nearly snarled in frugtration. “I1t's not that difficult!”

FHnger in her mouth, she looked a Strell. He had hidden his clenched figs under the table, trying to
hide his repressed anger. Alissa glanced at his mutilaied right hand, thinking there might be some fright
mixed in as wdl. “I'm trying,” Strdl grated. “Perhaps if you showed me what you want | would
understand.”

Bailic rubbed a hand through hisrigidly short hair. Abruptly he spun and strode to the table where he
kept her book, maddeningly near. Ignoring it, he opened a drawer and took out asmdl box. Three sharp
steps later he had it on the window seat and was lifting the lid.

Alissa put her needle down and leaned forward to see. Dugt? she thought in astonishment. It was
dugt, the same suff domesticsfight dl their lives to eradicate. Apart from the stables, it was the firg she
had seen since she left home. The common areas of the Hold were kept blessedly dust free under a
nightly sweep of a dill-functioning ward. Y et, here was a box of it.

Ballic took a hedthy pinch, shut the lid, and much to her amazement, blew the dust into the air. The
aun dreaming in through the tal windows was suddenly full of breathtaking sparkles. “Pay atention,”
Ballic snapped, a harsh counterpoint to the visud ddight he had created. With no warning, a section of
sunbeam coalesced into a samdl sphere as the dust insde was packed closer under the obvious influence
of afidd. Abruptly it was released; the motes were again free. “Now you,” he commanded as he sat
diffly on the bench, pointedly watching them both.

Strel sghed and stared at the shimmering blocks of sun.

A flash of excitement went through Alissa. She had permission; she could hep Strell. For a moment
she considered the hows and whys. It was only a fidd. It was different from catching a milkweed puff,
but not that different. Trying to look interested but not intense, she focused her awareness around a smdl
section of sunbeam. Her fidd shrank and gained definition. A globe of shimmering dust hung in the air,
looking like a spot of sun. “Strel!” she shouted, Smultaneoudy dropping the fied. “Y ou did it!”

“l did"” he said, hiseyes wide. “| redly did!” He smiled, and Alissa beamed proudly.
Bailic shifted on the hard bench. “So it would appear.”

He opened the box again, and taking a handful of dust, he flung it into the ar. The sunlight glinted,
thick with the fine powder. Too light to settle directly, it eddied and swirled, making the room seem to
glow. A fidd went up, larger than any Alissa had held before, dmost encompassing the room. It quickly
shrank, and Alissa shivered as she imagined she fdt an eerie sensation as it passed through her. Soon it



was the gze of a pumpkin. She thought Ballic was done, but the fidd began to shift and change.

Strel’s mouth dropped open, and Alissa blinked in surprise. A face was teking shape in the dust.
Alissa looked a Ballic, not bdieving he was the cause of it, only to be stunned by his expression of
entrancement. The lines of anger were gone. A wigful ook was in his pae eyes. Grace and refinement,
dignity and ease; this was the man he could have been had his revenge not led him to empty the Hold.

Rductantly, Alissa returned her atention to his sculpture. It was a woman, she decided as it gained
definition. Y oung, amost agirl, with asngle long braid. She had a narrow chin and alaughing mouth. She
looked familiar, and Alissa leaned forward. It was her—her mother!

“Who is she?’ Strell asked, jerking Alissa back to hersdlf. Her face went cold, and she dhrank into
the cushions. She had been a heartbeat away from tdling Bailic exactly whose child she was. Strell had
saved her again, but how did Ballic know what her mother looked like? Alissa's thoughts returned to
Ballic's dy manner in the hdl and his finger tracing the initids on her bag. Balic knew her mother?
Shocked, Alissaput her hand to her middle.

“She's no one” Ballic sad through a dow exhdation. His amile was gentle as he raised his hand to
touch his vison. Just before contact, his eyes went hard, and his am dropped. The containment fied
collgpsed, and the dugt diffused into a shimmering pool of shattered desire.

“Now,” Balic sad hitterly, “I will eat, and you,” he pointed a Strell, “will practice” Snatching a roll
of bread, he settled into his chair and watched Strell with intent eyes.

Feding shaken and ill, Alissa tentativdly began meking fidds, Ietting each one dissolve before
beginning the next. Strell had his eyes fixed to the sunbeam, playing his part well. Whether his fascinated
look was contrived or not, she couldn’t tdl; it was a curious dght. Alissa was watching, too, as any
interested observer might. It was monotonous though, and after a time she picked up her stockings and
began to ditch, one eye on her fingers, one eye on Strell. Her fidds needed no chaperoning; she knew
what they were doing.

As she worked, a whisper of presence dipped dedthily into her uppermost thoughts, admost
unrecognizable. The dight pressure was easy to ignore, but it increased to a nigging tickle. Perhaps
Usdess had returned and was cdling her. Frowning, she set her gitching aside to look out the window.
The eerie feding vanished, leaving her unessy.

Too much going on this morning, she thought, rubbing her hand over her eyes and gazing out over
the wooded vdley below. Ese Nawoer’s rooftops glinted in the sun, barely visble behind the trees at
this low height. A cloud bank was building, and she wondered if it was going to snow again. It never
seemed to stop. The sun, though, was warm and comforting, so she resettled hersdf and resumed her
work.

But the feding dowly crept back. With a sudden revulson, Alissa recognized the dusky diver of
thought as Ballic's. She froze for a horrified ingant, then forced her fingers to resume their work. It was a
druggle not to react, to drive him from her with a blistering thought. If Bailic reglized she could sense him,
he would know she was the Keeper. Apparently he wasn't satisfied with Strell’s latest performance and
was trying to reach her thoughts.

What the Wolves is Bailic doing? she thought. Useless assured her Bailic couldn’t see her tracings
or hear her thoughts. With a dow, even breath, she recdled her mother’ s teachings and relaxed, but he
was as hard to ignore as a spider on her arm. Her eyes fixed upon on her sawing, she continued making
and collgpsing the fidds,

Easy, she thought. Find that calm, still point. If Balic saw her insulted anger, it would be over.

Findly, he withdrew. None to soon, ether, for the longer he stayed, the harder it was not to drive him
out. She disguised her shudder by dretching. But then she got to thinking. Perhaps she could send a



queding thought out, too? If Ballic noticed, he would assume it was Strell. Usdess hadn't sad she
couldn’t. What harm could it do?

Alissa gave awarning cough to Strell to let him know she was going to try something. His foot tapped
out the beat to a song she recognized, and she bit her lip in an effort not to amile It was from a child's
jumping rhyme caled, “I'm Ready If You Are.” Mindful of her dud role, Alissa continued her mending as
her thoughts went out, a whisper of awareness barely recognizable even to her. Curious as to her limits,
shefirg went to Strell.

That's interesting, she mused, for she couldn't make any sense of the emotion she found. She
lingered, trying to sort through the confuson of conflicting sensations, puzzing until her perceptions
seemed to shift ninety degrees and fdl into place. With a jolt, Alissa redized Strel was worried to the
point of distraction.

She glanced a him, startled by his casua douch. It was as if his only care was the amdl spheres of
dust, himmering in the sun. His toe, however, was moving ever so dowly, tracing a amdl arc on the
floor. It was the only show of his worry. Frowning, she looked deeper. Beneath that was a darker
emotion. This one she recognized eadly. It was fear, but not for him, no. It was for her and what she

might be planning!

Face scarlet, she withdrew, bending her attention back to her stockings. She had no business poking
about Strell’s emotions asif they were wares on display. His turmail was anything but obvious, but Alissa
could see it now that she knew it was there.

She couldn’'t do this she thought teking a chill. Strdl didn't even know what she planned, yet had
agreed to suffer the consequences if anything went wrong. She had never redized what fallure might
mean until she saw his near panic. And it wasn't even for him. He was more concerned about her after
Bailic killed him, than about himsdlf being killed. Ashes! What the Wolves had she been thinking!

Alissa forced hersdf to take a deep breath, trying to keep her fingers steady as she laced another
shaky ditch into her stockings. Her curiosty was going to be the death of them both. Immediatdy, she
yawned to tdl Strell she had changed her mind. His foot became dill. Sowly his posture changed urntil he
was truly relaxed. He actudly sighed, seeming to droop. Alissa glanced a her work, windng as she
redlized she would have to takeit dl out and start over.

“Piper,” Ballic shouted, cauang them both to jump. Alissa dlowed the fidd she was holding to
collgpse asif in surprise. “You aren't thinking of fdling adeep again, are you?' he drawled in his most
ingulting voice.

“No,” Strel said darkly, hiding his right hand under his l€ft.

Ballic sauntered closer, his gold sash furling about his ankles. “Once more,” he demanded, hands
aggressively on the table.

Alissa couldn’t hep but form atiny fidd, just before his nose.

“Enough!” he snapped, squashing her fidd with his own. It disappeared with a sharp pop. The sudden
emptiness hurt. She gasped, quickly tuming it into a sneeze. It was, after dl, rather dusty. Hiding her face,
ghe fumbled for a cloth.

“That wasn't necessary, Ballic,” Strdl croaked hoarsely, recognizing her sneeze for what it was and
feigning to be hurt.

Ballic's atention went back to Strell, and the fdlen Keeper leaned across the table until he was a
hand's breath from Strell. The dust glowed and danced about them, adding an unred fed to the frozen
tableau. Alissa sneezed again, ared one this time, and the dust vanished. All three froze in the sudden
change. Thinking she had unintentiondly done something, she panicked.



“Theaunisgone” Balic sad irately as he straightened. “Y our lesson isdmost done.”

She sagged in rdlief as she redlized what happened. The massng snow clouds had findly caught the
aun. Asitslight was logt, so was the dust.

Ballic sneered at Strell. “The lesson is ended when you get the dust back in its box.” He shook his
head in disgust and Ieft.

“Thelesson is ended,” Strell mimicked softly, “when you get the dust back in its box.”
“Quigt,” Alissaadmonished. “Hel hear you.”

Leaning the chair back on two legs, Strell looked out the open door. “I don't care.”
“Please, Strell,” she pleaded. “My morning has been hard enough aready.”

“Oh, right.” Strell’s chair thunked back to anorma position. He looked at his hands and took a deep
breath asif settling himsdf. “What kept you thismorning?’ he asked as he reached for the breakfast tray
and took a hunk of cheese.

Her worry vanished, and she grinned. “I have permisson to manipulate fidds on my own,” she sad.
With a casuaness she didn't fed, Alissa went to the table to retrieve a hdping for her own breskfast. If
she didn’t, Strel might forget and et it dl. He had before.

“| gathered that. Hightime” he grumbled.
“And,” she continued, terribly pleased, “1 have bound my source!”

“That's nice” He pulled the tray closer. It appeared he was far more interested in his breskfast than
her news. “Do we have any of those sweet ralls left downgtairs?’

“Strdl!” she cried. “Don’'t you care?’

Tuming a brown eye to hers, he raised his eyebrows. “Course,” he mumbled, making a decorative
pattern on his bread with the jdly. “Good for you.”

Alissa pouted. Strell didn’'t seem to care at dl. “Good? It was glorious”
“If you say 0.” He took alarge bite. “M-m-m-m. Would you pass me the tea, please.”

“Urrg ..." Alissa stormed to the window and watched the firs snowflakes, gritting her teeth at his
casud disregard. Lodesh would' ve understood. Lodesh would' ve been happy for her.

There was the sound of liquid filling a cup followed by anoisy durp. “Cold,” he muttered.

“Wel, don't expect me to warm it for you,” she said. “I don't know how yet.” She spun about,
caching his sartled look. Anything was better than his indifference, and she frowned.

“You could do that?’

“Probably, but you'll never know.” Deciding to ignore him, Alissa sat a the long window bench and
watched the snow put a fresh layer of white on the black branches. Down below was the wel where she
had found her papa' s book, its mouth dark and perfect amid the dearing Usdless had torn in order to
land. The raw gashes of earth were softened by weeks of snow, but she could tdl by the depressions
where trees had once stood. It was her opinion she had made very little progress since they had been
uprooted. Usdaless seemed pleased a her snall’s pace, but she wasn't. Ingsting theory was harder than
practice, he had severdy curtalled dl her attempts at wheedling any practical information from him.

She would take Usdess at his word, she vowed slently, and figure out dl there was to know about
fidds That trick Ballic did, sculpting the dust, had been incredible. It must have taken years to mader.
Clearly, fidds were alot more versatile than Usdless had led her to believe,

And how, she wondered, did Bailic know her mother? It seemed the world knew her.



“I'm sorry,” Strell whispered in her ear, and she jumped, not having heard him come up behind her.
Tuming round, she could tdl he was, and her anger started to subside. It wasn't his fault he didn't
understand. He handed her a cup and sat down before her. “I'm redly glad you got permisson to do
fiddsdone” He sipped his drink and grimaced. “You've no idea”

Rdenting, Alissa smiled. “1 don't think Ballic would have waited another two weeks for you to
produce afidd.”

“No.” Strdl looked at the view, lost in thought. “He wouldn't have.”

They sat and watched the day grow darker as the snow swirled down thicker and more violently. It
was an odd sensation, watching the cold and not feding it, one she had grown to appreciate in the short
time she had been behind the Hold' s walls

“You were going to try something,” Strell asked. “What was it?’

“Nothing.” Alissafdt her face warm. She could have gotten them both killed. The only good to come
from it was knowing Strell cared about her. That pleased her to no end, and she couldn’t help her fant
qmile

“Come on,” Strel cgoled, cdearly misunderstanding her look. “What were you going to do? You
know I'll get it out of you eventudly. Y ou may as wdl tdl me now.”

“Wdl,” she hedged, “Bailic was trying to reach my thoughts”

Strdl’slip curled in distaste. “Past the Hold's ward of slence? He can't do that.”

“Yes, | know.” She flushed again. “I thought he might be catching on to our ruse, so, um.” She
hesitated, not sure how he would react. “So | thought | might try to see—"

“What?" Strell shouted. His cup hit the bench. “ Are you moonstruck?’

Alissalooked up. He had stood and was saring down at her, his face aghast. “Wel,” she sad in her
own defense, “if Bailic thought he could see my tracings, | was going to try to see his”

Strell’s eyes widened. “You are moonstruck!”

Her shoulders dumped. There was no graceful way out of this. Her idea had about as much merit asa
dip in an iced pond. And if ydling & her made him fed better, she probably deserved it. Besdes, the
stronger his reaction, the more he probably liked her, and she wondered how upset he would get. “Well,
| didn’t try it,” she said, sheezing.

“l can't believe Tao-Toecan gave you the go-ahead for that. Maybe | should have a cha with him!”
Strdl paced to the far end of the room in long, agitated steps.

Alissa amiled as she pictured Strel confronting Useless over her tutdlage. “He didn't give me
permisson,” she said softly.

“Hedidn't?’ Strdl said, aghast. “What under the Eight Wolves were you thinking?’

“l wasn't,” and she sneezed again. This was getting ridiculous, and she formed a field encompassing
mogt of the room. She was going to finish the lesson right now.

“She waan't!” Strell cried to the calling, arms upraised. “ She admitsit! What the Wolves brought you
to your senses?”’

Srell had worked himsdf up to an dmogs comicd state. He mudt redly like her, she thought,
ddighting in the knowledge. Wanting to avoid the higher concentration of dust she was about to creste,
she stepped to the end of the room, planning on letting the fidd dip over her as soon as possible. Sowly,
she began to contract it. Oddly enough, she fdt no sensation as it passed through her. She had expected
something and was disappointed. Sill, her air was now dust free, and she took a deep, deansing bresth.



“Wdl?' Srdl shouted from the far end of the room.

She beamed hugdy at him. His hair was wild, and his eyes were dark with emotion. Tal and lanky, he
looked absolutdy splendid in the dark green, dmogt black, clothes she had ditched for him. “Wel
what?’ she asked pleasantly. She honestly couldn’t remember what his question had been. Somehow it
hed dipped her mind when she met hisfervent stare.

“What brought you to your senses?’ he asked again.

“It was you, Strell,” she said, remembering the sform of emotion she had witnessed. He cares, she
thought, and her entire being seemed to resonate with the knowledge. He cares, perhaps as much as |
do for him.

“Mé” he exclamed, and then Alissa sfidd passed through him.

Strdl shivered, blinked, and reached out to steady himsdf againgt the wall. His eyes went blank, and
he struggled to focus. Concerned, Alissa quickly shrank the containment fied to the Sze of her hand.
Leaving it to float in midar, she went to Strel as he leaned heavily agang the wadl. “Wha,” he
whispered, his eyes soft and digtant, “was that?’

“My fidd,” she said, hestating in her reach for him. She had fet nothing when her fidd passed over
her, but obvioudy this wasn't the case with Strell. He was postively shaken.

“For amoment | thought...” He swalowed. “Never mind,” he mumbled, turning away. “I have to go.
|—I"ll see you later—to help with the noon med.” Still not mesting her eyes, he left.

Alissa remained aone in the once-bright room. Her eyes went to the gray globe of dust hanging
forgotten inthe air. Tentetively cupping her hands around the faintly swirling sphere, she moved it to the
box. She looked insde, not redly seeing what it contained, and shut the lid with a loud snap. Only now
did she collapse her fidd.

The snow swirled and eddied, faling so thick as to hide the nearby woods from view. Its insulaing
layer only added to her feding of uncertainty, and she began to gather the cups on the tray to return them
to the kitchen.

The lesson, apparently, was over.

Chapter 18

contents - previous | next

Strl lay inhis bed, garing a his caling. He had been in peaceful dumber for hours, but now he was
wide awake. Always, a about this time, Alissa would stir, and he would go to quiet her. His body had
come to expect the nightly interruption and had woken him in anticipation.

He contorted in a quick spasm as he tried to difle a cough. Ever since this morning in the practice
room with the dust, he had been fighing a cold. Alissa had plied him with concoction after
concoction—some tasty, some not— in her effort to make him fed better. He had stoicdly accepted her
fussng, growing more and more despondent. Findly redizing she was making things worse, though she
didn't understand why, she quit. They spent the rest of their evening before the dining hall fire, talking of
nothing, until Alissa's eyes drooped.

Having since admitted to himsdf that he saw Alissa as far more than a friend, he had, over the last
month, subtly shifted their evenings together out of her room as was proper. Mogt of ther free time was
gpent in the dining hdl. It was more of a pleasant workroom now, with her needles and thread and his


E:\Program Files\ABC Amber Text Converter\
E:\Program Files\ABC Amber Text Converter\
E:\Program Files\ABC Amber Text Converter\

wood shavings.

A fant smile eased over him as he recalled having found the long, black tables shoved up againg the
far wdl. Alissa had shifted them from ther accustomed position while he had been busy in his potter’s
stead, covering them with her scraps of lesther and cloth. He had quickly moved his own dice of chaos
out of the kitchen to join hers.

He was crafting a new ingrument. The debt he owed Alissafor returning hismusic to him could never
be repaid, but making himsdf a new pipe with which to play for her was a start. One corner of the room
was littered with his chips of wood and discarded tries. There were the beginnings of severd fine
indruments tucked away in a basket under the table, but he hadn’'t quite got the pogtioning of the last
hole correct. He didn’'t mind. Half the pleasure of his work was knowing Alissa was busy beside him.

With her sewing to keep her occupied, the kitchen nearby, and her overindulgent chair before the fire,
it was awonder Alissa ever went to her room. Everything she could ever want was right there. Strell fet
himsdf droop as his depression returned. Right here at the Hold.

Strel diamdly tugged his blanket free of his bed and wrapped it about himsdf. He went to awaken his
fire, settling wearily upon the warm flagstones. All day and evening his thoughts had revolved around one
thing. Could he, or rather, should he, tdl Alissa how much he cared for her?

Wiping his nose and suffing, Strel dumped as he recdled the heavy wave of emation that had
crashed through him in the practice room as her fidd went over him. It had been as if her entire being
dipped into him, warm and comforting as his beloved desert. He knew without question Alissa would
reciprocate his love, she only needed to recognize her fedings for what they were. It was only the shock
that had kept him from prodaming hislove for her right then and there, and he had fled, trying to sort out
his confuson.

He had spent the rest of his morning sweeping his courage into one moment of truth. Full of hope and
promise, he sought her out, determined to tdl her. But then he found her stting cross-legged upon her
worktable in the dining hdl practicing her new game of fidds, and his resolve scattered with a feding of
hopel essness. She looked so right there, so happy and content, enjoying the skills that he couldn’t ever
hope to match. It was then he knew he had no right to tdl her of hislove. And the redlization tore at him.

She beonged here. Here at the Hold she would be a Keeper. Born to it, she now could live it,
reeching her full potentid under Tao-Toecan's tutdage. Someone, probably the old Master himsdf,
would make an end of Ballic. The Hold would return to life, and she would remain, while Strell would
leave. He knew he wasn't a Keeper. Either of his crafts needed people, and he wouldn't ask her to
abandon her place here for the uncertain life behind a wandering mingrd. He couldn’t do it, not after
what he had seen and experienced this morning. Her gift was too strong to dlow her to shackle hersdf to
him.

Twiding avkwardly, Strell withdrew from a pocket a fold of cloth. His fingers iff with the cold, he
opened it to reved the fragile charm he had crafted from the leftover soun gold of Alissa's hair. It
meatched the charm he made for her in every way but one. His wasn't of luck but of something vastly
more precious. love. He amiled faintly. Alissa's eyes had glowed in pleasure when he had given her the
luck charm. Eyeing his own verson, he wondered if he had been wise to have made such a thing, old
woman's fantasy or not. Carefully, he folded it back inits cream-colored cloth and shoved it back into a
pocket.

Ashes, he thought miserably. What was he going to do? He had overcome the prgudice of two
worlds for nothing. He was born to a chartered name, able to trace hislineage back to the firg families to
settle the plains, and Hill he wasn't good enough for her. Not if she was a Keeper.

If it wasn't for Bailic, he would leave with the spring thaw, before things became more complicated.
But he had to wait until Ballic was dead. He would see his Alissa safe from the insane man or die in the



attempt. And death was beginning to look like a distinct probakility. It was ludicrous to expect their farce
to continue much longer. It was luck that had gotten them this far, and when tha ran out, it would be
over.

Strell closed his eyes. He would lose a@ther way. If Ballic prevailed, his crazed, mixed-up life would
be over. If Alissa succeeded, his reason for living would be forever out of reach. It was a difficult position
to be in but one he was willing to endure. After having seen her ddight yesterday as she practiced her
fidds, catching one of Taon's fegthers as it drifted, he couldn’'t bring himsdf to ever tdl her of his
fedings. It would only make things worse, however things turned ot.

His room darkened as the moon was eclipsed by a cloud, and in the sudden blackness, Strell sat on
his hearth and brooded. He was accustomed to marriages of convenience. In the plains, agirl married the
best she could to help insure she and her children wouldn't go hungry during the long, cold winter.
Starvation was too common to exchange safety for desire. It was what he was raised upon, and he
accepted it, but that didn’t mean he liked it. Lodesh would probably step in when he stepped out.

Srel frowned, unable to stop atight feding of rivary. He had been keegping a close eye upon the
dables lady, having sprinkled sand on the floor to know if the Warden ever returned. But there had
been no sgn of the man, and for that, Strell was glad. He hadn't liked it as Alissa stared into the dark
box gdl covered in rugs and fabric to make a cozy nest, looking asif she had been deserted.

It was obvious that Lodesh was protecting Alissain away that Strdl couldn’t. The thought made him
envious and angry dl at the same time. Strdl ought to be able to protect her. Otherwise, he didn't
deserve her.

He dumped, pulling his blanket tighter. There was the wind behind the storm, he thought dismdly. He
didn’'t deserve her. And what could he offer Alissa? Nothing. Even his name had logt its worth.

Faint through their shared chimney flue, he heard Alissal s muffled noise, right on time.

“There you are,” Strdl said through a sigh, risng from his huddled position. Not bothering with his
boots, he crept through the darkness to her room. Lulling Alissa back to deep was a pleasure. She never
woke up, and s0 he was free to treat her as he wished he could openly. It was a dangerous game he
played, but this he wouldn’t change.

Strel cautioudy opened her door, catching the faint scent of pine and apples. Poking his head past the
frame, he darted his gaze to the corners of the room for a glimpse of Lodesh. There was no one, and he
findly decided the amdl was from the flower Alissa had found a the wdled cty of Ese Nawoer. The
frall-seeming thing was in remarkably fine condition. Alissa had flaly refused to throw it away, and so it
sat next to his grandfather’s broken pipe on the mantd. Hushing a the memory of the night he broke it,
he tiptoed over the threshold to meet Tdon'sicy stare. “Be dill, old bird,” Strdl admonished. “I'm here.”

Tdon settled her ruffled feathers, satisfied now that Strell was present. Still, she never took her eyes
from him as he gently placed a forgotten blanket over Alissa's rumpled form.

“Alone” she mumbled, thrashing her am to undo Strell’s work.

“Hush, you aren't done,” he said, tucking the blanket back. He cringed, hoping she wasn't going to
wake up. He didn’'t have on any stockings. It might be hard to explain.

“No.... HE sdone, dl done” Alissafrowned, deeply adeep.

He? Strell thought. “Who?’ he asked, bending low to catch her words. She was tossing forlornly, her
hair covering her face, and he kndt next to the char she dways dept in. He gently put his arms around
her, as he had vowed he wouldn't any longer while she was awake. Breething deeply, he closed his eyes
a the amdl of sun and meadow, wishing he didn’t have to go back to his cold room.

“Alone” she whispered, her voice taking on Talo-Toecan’'s odd accent. “I cannot do it done”



Anicy dread dipped through him, and he drew away. In dl the nights he had gentled Alissa back to
deep, this had never happened. Her hands shifted restlesdy, and he took them into his own. They were
cold. She grew 4ill, but her brow was furrowed, and he daren’t leave yet.

“I will lose her. It's beyond me” Alissa Sghed. “The Hold is empty; the holden is broken. | can’t
hope to catch the beast done, much less break it. There must be someone!”

Her eyes flew open a her shout. Unseeing, they stared, dmaogt black in the dim light. Sowly they
closed. “Hush, you're not done,” Strell repeated nervoudy. He knew now it was Tao-Toecan cdling his
logt companions, but the Master probably didn't redize Alissa was responding. It would explain her
restless deep the past months. Talo-Toecan mug be very close tonight for her to be reacting so srongly.

Strell’s brow furrowed as he stood and gazed down at the peacefully degping young woman. He was
farly certain that Alissawasthe “he” in, “1 will lose her,” and thet Ieft im afraid in a way Ballic's threats
never could.

The beast Talo-Toecan spoke of might be Ballic, but it lacked the usud accompaniment of death
threats, and Strdl was uncertain. Perhaps he should seek Talo-Toecan out and ask, the bargain with
Bailic be cursed. Strell dropped his eyesin frudration. He knew it would only make matters worse, and a
knot of worry settled about him. There was little he could do to hep Alissa. He knew dl too well that the
purpose he served was 0lely one of digtraction, and even that was becoming ineffective.

Reuctant to leave her, he peeked out at the night through her shutters. The moon shadow cast by the
mountain behind him stretched long over the woods as if protecting the land between it and the unseen
caty. In agartling smack of feathers, Tadon streaked over his head into the bitter night. Sirell sumbled in,
biting back a curse. He couldn’t believe the bird would be able to navigete in the dark, much less be in
such ahurry to do so.

Squinting after her, Strell fdt his chest tighten as suddenly a much larger patch of stars was eclipsed
by a dark shadow. It was Tao-Toecan, swooping Slently over the Hold to land a the edge of the
woods. Tadon hovered, looking like a gnat next to his mongtrous form, findly landing out of sght among
the trees. The raku’ s Slhouette showed wel againg the snow despite the distance. His greet eyes seemed
to glow, reflecting the unseen moon, and Strell shivered as the Master turned his gaze upon the Hold.
Bird and raku kept a slent watch.

Strel flushed. His presence in Alissa's room was terribly improper, made more so by the late hour.
Assuring himsdf his intentions had been honorable, Strdl shut and latched the shutters. He returned to
her, degping soundly in her chair before her fire. “Seep wel, my love,” he whispered, but he dared not
touch her, not with Talo-Toecan sanding so near. “You have stronger guardians then 1.” For a long
moment he gazed at her as if he were never to see her again. Findly he turned and left, dutching his
blanket about him, dumped with loss.

When he was no longer necessary, he would go.

Chapter 19

contents - previous | next

“Bye, Papa,” Alissa whispered. She turned away, the tears brimming, but too much a part of her to
fal. With feet dow and heavy, she made her way from the ice-and thorn-covered pile of rock at the base
of the Hold' s tower that marked his grave. Balic had never cleared the rubble of his falen balcony. Her
papa was under it. The snow was thick and would soon obscure that she had been here. Ballic would
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never know; she would just as soon keep it that way.

She tugged her coat tight about her neck and peered up a the tower, gray in the diffuse light. Icy
pinpricks mdted into cold drops as the snow fdl upon her upturned face. It was hard to tdl in late winter,
but she thought the tangle of canes was a wild rose. Papa would have liked that, she thought as she
turned to find her way back ingde.

It was seldom she could dip completely away from Strdll, but he had stormed down to his potter’s
stead shortly after his morning lesson. Balic had been especidly brutd in his sarcasms, and Strdl was
undoubtedly working his frugtrations out on the clay. He had become markedly more careful with Bailic,
and holding his tongue clearly grated on Strell’ s independent plainsman upbringing.

Sumped with more than her feding of sad remembrance, she hdfheartedly tugged the Hold's black,
inner set of doors open and dipped ingde. Tdon landed upon Alissa's shoulder in a flurry of wings and
noise, scolding her. Although it had been more difficult, Alissa managed to avoid her bird as well. “Hudh,”
she murmured, ignoring the nonstop harangue. Tadon gave a find chitter and flew to the rafters as Alissa
entered the kitchen, apparently convinced her scolding had done some good. Alissa somped the snow
from her boots and filled her copper tegpot. She put it over thefire, too dejected to bother taking off her
coat. Souching on a stool, she traced a dow arc on the floor with her foot, waiting for the water to hest.

It seemed something more than Bailic had been bothering Strell lately. She thought the beginnings of
his mood could be traced to the afternoon she had found Lodesh in the stables. Though she had
immediatdy taken Strell to meet him, they found the stables empty. Strll hadn’t been the same since.

And Lodesh was avoiding her. True to his promise, he let her know when he came by leaving an
acorn for her to find. She uncovered a new one every third day or so in the oddest of places: tucked in
her shoe, behind the ralling pin, jammed in her thimble. The stables were empty whenever she |ooked,
and she hoped she hadn’'t said anything to offend the Warden. She loved secrets, and at fird, finding a
nut was like sharing in a mystery. Now she was tired of the game and wanted to talk to someone.

As ghe sat in the warm, comforting quiet of the kitchen, Alissa wished she didn’'t have to sneak out
beyond the garden’s walls to her papa's grave. Having only a pile of rubble to remember him by was
depressing. There was his pack, but that was in the closat under the stepsiin the great hdl. The door was
warded shut, and had been snce they arrived.

Alissa s foot went ill. Sowly, she straightened. Strell had gotten past the ward by jamming the door
behind Ballic, preventing it from locking. Perhaps the door was il open?

A dy, casud glance to the caling told her Tdon was preening, apparently satisfied Alissa would be
doing nothing of interest as there was a pot of water over the fire. Very quietly, Alissa stood and |eft.
Tdon, she was sure, wouldn't approve.

Her pulse quickened as she made her sedthy way to the great hdl to stand before the door to the
closet under the stairs. She eyed the thin cracks in the wal, a amdl grin easing over her as she spied a hit
of green fabric peeping from between the stones. Apparently Bailic hadn’t bothered to invedtigate the
door after Usdless had escaped, ether. With a lagt, furtive glance toward the kitchen, Alissa pried the
door open and cautioudy peered indde. There, lying in the dust by a stack of torches, was her papa’s

pack.

Pleased but rather depressed, Alissa dipped into the hdf-light under the stairs and kndlt before it. She
tugged at the knots halding the pack shut, findly running to the dining room for a knife. There was a dight
cramping of her fingers as she cut the knots free, and she jerked her hands away. Her papa had warded
it. That was why Bailic hadn’t touched it. Then she shrugged—her papa would never make anything that
could hurt her—and she confidently opened the pack to pull out a familiar pair of cream-colored boots.
Smiling fantly, she set them aside. It was no wonder she had prized hers so grealy. She hadn't
conscioudy known it, but before Strell turned her boots that horrid brown with his waterproofing grease



on thelr way to the Hold, they had been identicd in color to her papa’s. Next came a thick blanket. She
brought it to her nose and breathed deeply. The tears pricked as it andled of home even now. Taking a
dow breath to keep from crying, she set it down and continued.

All told there were a spare st of clothes—eerily identicd to the firgt outfit she had stitched for
Strell—a cup and bowl crafted out of stone as was her mortar, a length of rope with severd immovable
knots, and myriad minor objects. It was dl farly typicd, mirroring her own abandoned pack. Near the
bottom she found afold of paper, and after reading the salutation, she tucked it in her pocket with a rush
of grief. It was for her mother. As she sat in the dust becoming depressed, Taon found her.

Hissng and flgpping like a fear-maddened beast, Tdon dove at her from the great hdl. Alissa's eyes
widened in shock. “Tadon! No!” she shouted, hunching into hersdlf. The bird's claws reached skin when
Alissa snapped out of her astonishment and shoved her out of the closet. Tdon sprawled awkwardly on
the smooth, polished floor, squawking indignantly as she struggled to regain her wings. Alissa lunged to
the door and pulled upon the handle. The sounds of her kestrel’s fury cut off abruptly as the door grated
shut.

“Houndd” Alissa whispered, saring through the new darkness a the unseen door. Her heart was
pounding, and she fdt queasy. Taon had never done that before! What demon had whispered into her
ea?

Fumbling in the black for her papa’s fire kit, she lit one of the torches. The light jumped, responding
to a draft she hadn’t noticed before. With afant dirring of excitement, she peered down a square hole in
the floor. This had to be the passage Strdll told her about that led to Usdess's cdl. Usdless had been his
typicd, closed-mouthed sdf when she asked him how Strell had freed him. Strell, though, had been free
inhis account, so much so she sometimes questioned the truth of it. One thing he had mentioned was this
dairway. “And pillars engraved with the script | can read,” she whispered, curiogity pulling at her.

The breeze hifting her hair andled of snow, and she wondered how long it would take to find the
dar's end. It might be useful knowing a third way out of the fortress. The cramped Sarway seemed
anfully dark and wet, but the thought of something to read was irresdtible. Taking a resolute breath,
Alissa prudently tucked the knife in her pocket and started down.

The ar in the dairwdl was cold and damp above her boots, and she shivered, glad she 4ill had on
her coat. She began to shiver, and just as she decided to forget the entire thing and return to the upper
rooms, the steps ended and a narrow, cramped tunnd began. Holding her torch before her, she followed
it until it opened up into a amdl room, one end blocked by an enormous gate. The bars were set so far
apart, it would be easy to dip between them. There was the sound of dripping water, and the smdl of
outsde was thick in the chill air. Alissa went to put her torch into the wal holder, but the last one had
been jammed and she couldn't free it. Resgning hersdf to halding it, she stepped closer to the gate.

Beyond was an echoing blackness relieved by the hint of huge pillars. Her light stretching over the
smooth stone floor didn’t reach far, smothered by the dark. She hesitated, biting her lip as she looked a
the metd rods. Sowly she reached out to touch one. There was a flash of unseen power, and she nearly
jumped out of her skin. They were warded, she thought dryly, her finger in her mouth.

Grimading, Alissa eyed the digant glow of sunlight behind the pillars. She could tdl they were
engraved, but she was too far awvay to see what even the closest said. It irritated her, the not knowing,
and she eyed the rods with awary distrust. Strdll said he had passed between them, not just in, but out as
wel on the western gate. He said they were warded for Usdless only.

“Maybe if | don’'t actudly touch them,” she whispered, and she carefully sent a finger dead center
between two. There was a tingle of warning but no pain, and so she stuck more of her am behind the
gate. Wigdling her fingers, she withdrew her hand and sent her foot to try the same. Still only the warning.
Her breath hissed out in exasperation as she looked at her torch. It was burning well. There should be



plenty of time to see what some of the pillars said and make it back upstairs before it went out—if she
could get past the bars.

Lips pursed, she took a wary step back. Her finger was singed, but not badly. It didn't even hurt
anymore. She flexed it, eyeing it in the dm light. Strell had passed through the gate, so she should be adle
to as wdl. Nodding sharply, Alissa boldly stepped between the bars. A strong wash of caution coursed
through her, shocking in its intendty. She shivered, but once through, she looked about the gigantic
cavern with a growing feding of awe.

Her eyes rose to the distant ceiling, decorated with myriad muted colors and soft shapes. The pillars,
though, were far more interesting. Holding her torch high, she squinted to read the firs. A amile lifted the
corners of her mouth as she redized they were books, sretching to the heavens. Before her satisfied eyes
were the comforting whispers of stories and adventures she had heard dl her life. She dmogt turned
around to get Strell. But the light beckoned, and Alissa headed for it, reading snippets of well-known and
new sories as she went. The pillars, rigng like some srangdy symmetrica forest, were both eerie and
comfortable. She hdted in wonder as the last dipped behind her. It was as if she could see the entire
world.

It wasn't snowing on this Sde of the mountain, and the clear skies reveded the distant horizon. It was
nearly flat. She had never seen such athing before, and it looked wrong. In great undulaing waves, the
land flowed away, the hills between her and the unseen sea dwarfed by the one she now stared in
wonder from. The ocean was logt in the gray, but she could sense it was there, just out of sight. Then
Alissalooked down, and gulping, took three steps back. It took dl her courage to cautioudy peek over
the edge again. There were clouds between her and the ground. Her knees went weak, and her hand
went to her ssomach. The floor at the opening was ragged, showing where the hinges holding the gate
agang the mountain had once been. The thought that Strell had actudly cimbed out onto the surrounding
rock made her ill. Unnerved, she turned to the sound of moving water, her eyes dowly adjugting back to
the torch-lit darkness.

The icy plinking led her to a tremendous cistern behind a retaining wall thicker than she was wide,
Steady drops plunked into it, shifting the surface to look like rhythmic echoes of sound. Her gaze rose to
the source of the water, and her mouth opened in astonishment. Hanging high above the pool was a
fantadtic array of worked stone in the shape of a cone. There was the fant whisle of wind through its
honeycombed channds, and with a feding of wonder, she redized the structure had been designed to
capture water from the very ar itsdf!

Amazed at the ill necessary to craft such athing, she dipped her hand and took a taste of its result.
The water was warm, and she shivered. The surface disturbed by her fingers rippled gently againg the
creular walls, looking more like mig then liquid in the soft dusk. Drying her hand nervoudy upon her
coat, she gazed at the celing, squinting to make out the swirls of color.

She st her torch down to lever hersalf up onto the retaining wall to get a closer look &t the calling,
but hesitated as her torchlight fdl upon the cistern’s wal and the thin tracings of words chisded there.
Immediady she crouched to read them, having to pull her torch so close, the smoke sung her eyes. Her
brow rose as she redlized it was't a story or tale, but names! Her unease forgotten, Alissa circled the
pool, holding her torch before her.

“Dom-Crawen,” she whispered. “Reda-Stan.” She continued with a growing excitement, recognizing
the names Usdless had scratched in the snow and made her memorize her last lesson. “Soegar,” she
mused, wondering why they were aoruptly singular, not hyphenated. The names spirded around the
cigern in overlgpping rows. Alissa followed, her finger tracing lightly down through the ages. Almogt to
the end, she paused. “Keribdis” she breathed, taking a chill as she recognized another. The mae names
were hyphenated, the femae names were not.

Immediatdly she went to the masculine rows to find Usdless s name. “Tao-Toecan,” she said, gmiling.



There was a good handful after his but it was the lagt that caught her atention. “Connen-Neute,” she
sad, frowning. Useless had told her he had gone ferd, and there was a shdlow circle etched around his
name that most lacked. Alissa frowned, thinking it must be a designation of some sort.

His was the last on the masculine ligt, and she pondered it for a time before Stting down to put it at
eyelevd. It didn't seem right that the last Master named upon the wal would be recorded as ferd. Beng
contrary, she used the knife to scratch the name, “Usdless” dfter it.

Peased a the result, she awkwardly went to stand upon the wall. Holding her torch high, she craned
her neck to stare at the ceiling. The additiona height seemed to make the difference, and she could see
now that it was decorated with pictures of rakus. One had brown eyes instead of the usud gold, and she
pondered the incongruity as she circled the pool from atop the thick wall. Her feet made a smdl scuffing
hiss againg the pillars and floor. On impulse, she looked up, breathing a soft, “Hello-0-0-0.” She amiled
as her echo whispered back. Taking a deeper breath, she called again, louder. She set the torch down
and clapped once to try and gauge the echo’s intervd. Her papa had once taken her to a diff, showing
her how, if she paced it right, it would sound as if the mountains were anging with her. Smiling a the
memory, she started to sng, her voice bouncing wildly among the pillars and caling. She chose a tavern
song, easy to sng and not required to adhere to any particular tone to sound good. It was known by
farmers and plansmen dike, thought they each had their own versgons. Regardless if it was sung in the
plains or foothills it dways revolved around an addle-brained man out to make his fortune and his
continuous predicaments.

“Taykdl was a good lad,

He had a hat and horse.

He aso had sx brothers,

The youngest one of course.
Hisfather said, ‘Alas, my boy.

I’ve nothing more to give ye.

His name forsook, the path he took,
To go to find the blue sea”

Alissa's eyebrows rose and she turned to the darkness, hearing in the echo of her voice, the deep
tone of another Snger.

“Taykdl sought a treasure,

To give his name some worth.

The one that he/ d been born with,
Now stood with a huge dearth.

Told of one that he might find,

He searched the totd land.

Was found, but logt, to pay the cost,



To forge a copper band.”

Someone else is down here? she thought. And it sounded like Strell!

Chapter 20

contents - previous | next

Lodesh pushed aside the thin, lacy curtain on the window with a angle finger. “Good,” he breathed
upon seaing the morning snow swirling down in amuffling, gray stiliness. He had been hoping to get to the
Hold today, and the snow would help cover his tracks. Deciding to et later, he quickly packed a amdl
sack of whatever was handy. He dropped an acorn to leave for Alissainto his pocket, and after a hurried
check on the fire to assure hmsdf his guardian’s dweling wouldn't go up in smoke in his absence, he left,
warding the door from long habit.

Looking to the center of the fidd, he whistled. The sharp sound died quickly in the gfting snow.
Lodesh grimaced, turned, and stomped towards the western edge of the city. He didn't like it when he
forgot he was done. He d have to make the journey on foot. His horse was long gone, and the wild herd
hed abandoned the fidd when the firgt stone for his cursed wal was laid. They hadn't been seen since.

He walked west through his empty city, soicdly ignoring the black windows and barren shop fronts,
unable to prevent the names and faces that once went with them from svimming up from his thoughts. He
should have stopped the wal’s congtruction right then, he thought dismdly. But he had been young and
inexperienced, rdying heavily upon the whispered counsd of frightened men and women. Wishing thet his
foresght could have been as clear then as it was now, Lodesh passed through the broken west gate and
continued through the hushed woods uniil the tower materidized, appearing as if by magic from the
swirling snow.

The amdl prints of Alissa's boots decorated the steps, and he amiled, feding the diffness of his
haf-frozen cheeks. Apparently he wasn't the only one usng the snow to their advantage today. A quick
mental sweep of the great hdl, kitchen, and the Keepers' dining room told him the firg floor was empty.
Sidfied, he knocked the snow from his boots and dipped insde.

The dtillness that gripped the Hold was absolute. A hot, metdlic scent hung like a pdl in the air, and
he wondered what Ballic was up to. There was a sudden rush of wings. Alissa's bird landed on his wrig,
having dropped from one of the baconies overlooking the great hdl. “Hush,” he soothed the agitated
bird, hoping she wouldn't pierce his coat with her talons. He wasn't surprised to see her. The bird had an
uncanny knack for finding him, serving as a slent witness as he made his hurried checks upon Alissa

With the amd| bird perched on his arm, Lodesh followed the stench of burning metd into the kitchen.
His eyebrows rose as he saw the copper teapot, black and tarnished from going dry over the flames.
Hinging Tdon to the rafters, he pulled the pot from the fire. Alissa would be furious. It was made from
enough copper to forge a score of wedding bands, and she was meticulous in its care. Smiling for having
caught her in a forgetful moment, Lodesh dropped the acorn into the pot. She would be embarrassed for
him knowing she had scorched it, and he loved to make her blush, even if he wouldn't be there to seeit.

His promise fulfilled, he sent his thoughts through the Hold to find her. Her room was empty, and so
he moved his thoughts to the dry goods. Alissa liked the amdl of lesther and was forever poking about
for the odd bit of adornment for her new clothes or her room. She wasn't there, ether. Feding cold,
Lodesh sent his thoughts to Talo-Toecan’s old rooms. With a sigh of rdlief, he found only Bailic.
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Concerned, Lodesh returned to the great hdl and did an entire sweep of the fortress. Starting in the
uppermost chambersin the tower, he worked his thoughts down through the rooms and hdls to finishin
the annexes. He found the piper in the students kitchen a his potter’s whed, but no Alissa She wasn't
inthe Hold.

Tdon had followed him out, and frowning, he soothed the bird on his am as he recdled Alissa's
footprints had been leading into the great hdl, not out. Nevertheless, he sent his thoughts to the garden
and the surrounding environs. Perhaps she had decided to take a wak in the snow, unlikdy as the
prospect was—AlissA's averson to the cold was like none he had ever seen—but the garden and
overgrown fidds and pastures were empty. She was nowhere. Nowhere a dl.

Lodesh's unease grew as he recalled the forgotten tegpot. “Where is she?’ he whispered, and Taon
took flight to land on the floor at the foot of the stairs. She hopped around behind it, duttering as if urging
him to accompany her. Not sure he quite believed what the bird must be doing, Lodesh followed. With
an increasingly tight feding, he watched the bird flutter rluctantly to the closet under the gtairs and peck
a the nearly invisble seam.

“No,” he whigpered, feding his face pale. Immediatdly he unlocked the door and swung it open to
find an empty pack, its contents set aside in severd piles. Lodesh sent his thoughts to the holden and
found, to his dismay, that she was aready behind itsimprisoning bars. “Oh, Alissa” he breathed, his eyes
flicking to the holein the floor. “ Y our curiosity will be the end of usal.”

“Alissa?' came Strdl’ sfaint cdl from the students' kitchen.

Lodesh took aquick breath. Stepping into the closet, he shut the door behind him, sediing himsdf in
the darkness. There was no need to involve the piper just yet. Sowing his thoughts back to cam, he set
them to form a soft glow of light, cupping a hand about the luminescence so as to keep it with him. The
dairs were dick, and as he peered uneasly down into the damp, he wondered what he would find at the
bottom. He had been told of this passage as part of his Wardenship but had never been invited into the
holden, thick with tradition and stately ceremony.

He began his descent with a resolute grimace. The way was tight, damp, and very uncomfortable. His
imagination put the wadls closer and the caling lower with every step, but he continued, keeping his
thoughts on Alissa ingtead of his mild claustrophobia. Soon the sound of water came to him, and dill
unsure as to how he would handle the situation, he dipped around the last turn and peeked into the smdl
anteroom he had been told was there.

Blackness upon blackness soaked up the thin glow from his light. He listened, a amile coming over
him as he heard Alissa s faint Snging. Being careful not to touch the bars, he dipped between them. As a
Keeper, the bars couldn’t prevent him from passing back through, but they would stop Alissa No need
for her to know that, though.

He didn't agree with Talo-Toecan's wishes for im to stay away from Alissa—Lodesh would do
whet he wanted when it concerned her—but laiely he had been avoiding her for his own peace of mind.
There, in the gtables, it had dmost seemed as if she remembered, spesking of his mirth trees and
moonlight. Her words had torn a him worse than the winter’s cold. He hadn’'t expected that when he
hed lured her down to the stables. Like a fool, he had hoped her casud acceptance would shift to true
recognition if she only taked with him. But her gentle speech and innocent touch only left him
despondent. She was her, but not.

Lodesh shifted his pack higher as he strode to the square of light that was the western gate. Leaving
acorns for her to find was his cowardly way to keep his sanity. Now, though, she had gone and gotten
hersdf stuck behind a warded gate. He had to make sure she was dl right, and if he kept their
conversaions to mundane topics, he could pretend she knew him.

Anticipation quickened his steps as he followed the sound of her voice to the far end of the spacious



cdl. A gamile crossed him as he recognized her song. Thinking to surprise her, he joined his voice to hers,
sending it to echo among the thick pillars like a forgotten memory.

Chapter 21

contents - previous | next

“Srel?” Alissa said in astonishment. She spun towards the eastern gate. Her foot rolled on the
discarded torch. She dipped, and with a smdl shriek, she toppled into the water. Just before she hit, she
heard, “Alissa” Then there was only the rush of bubbles as she sank. Her skirt and coat weighed her
down. After a brief sruggle, she redized her only chance was to ether get out of them or push off from
the bottom. “ Usaless!” she shrieked with her thoughts, praying her teacher might hear her, not knowing
if he had or not. Reaching him from a distance was not a certainty, despite their practice, but possible.
Lungs aching, she struggled with her coat tie. Her feet hit bottom. Rdief flooded her—she hdf expected
the pool to be bottomless—and she kicked off, angling to the edge.

She reached the surface and gasped in alungful of air and water. Choking, she fdt the water thresten
to dip over her head. She grasped for the edge. A strong hand fumbled into hers. Another tight grip
fastened on her arm, and she was pulled to the side. Hacking and coughing, she was dragged to hang
over the cigern’swal. Alissa struggled to breathe, trying to clear her eyes. The hand upon her shoulder
hed dl itsfingers. It wasn't Strell.

Sill choking, she pulled away.

“It' sme, Alissa” aresonant, clear voice said, and she dumped in rdief.
“Lodesh?’ she wheezed. “What are you doing down here?’

“Watching out for you,” he said, a curious softness to his voice.

Water dripped from her to puddle as she righted hersdf and did her feet to the floor. Her rdief turned
to embarrassment. “I don’'t need anyone to watch over me” she said, even as she tried to take her firg,
good bregth.

Lodesh took a step back. He ran his gaze over her as she dumped againg the cisern wal. A hint of a
amile drifted over him. “Yes, milady. Y ou do, or you wouldn't be soaking wet.”

For a moment, she could say nothing. Frowning, she pulled her hand from his. She hadn't even
known he had taken it. Her pulse was racing, but if it was from Lodesh or her efforts to keep from
drowning, she didn't know. Tugging her coat and skirt free of the wal, she lurched to a stand,
unbaanced from the waght of her soaking clothes.

Lodesh picked her torch from the floor. She had dripped over it, and it was out. “I don't think | can
make this burn,” he said. “Why don’t we go to the western gate and consider your options. It will be
warmer inthe sun.”

Alissaran her eyes over hersdf disparagingly. “Yes. I'm rather wet, aren’'t |. But | think | should go
upstairs and hope Ballic and Strell don’t catch me on the way.”

“You can't, Alissa The gate won't let you back through.”

Surprise shocked through her. “Strell made it past the bars on the western gate” she said. “Before
Tao-Toecan ripped it from its hinges, Strell climbed out and opened the latch. He told me”

“Yes, wdl, he's a commoner.”
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Her eyes narrowed. Warden or not, he need not be insulting. “Strell is the last of a great house of
atisans. He comes from a chartered name,” she said. “He' s not a—a— commoner!”

“He is, milady,” Lodesh sad as if it gave him pleasure. “I meant it as no disrespect, Smply a
classfication. The wards on the gate respond to the complexity of one's tracings.”

His camly spoken words stood in sharp contrast to hers, and she dropped her eyes, flustered. She
had no right to ydl a Lodesh. “I'm sorry,” she said. “I redly ought to learn not to shout a my rescuers.”

Smiling, Lodesh took asmdl step closer. “Let’sgo to the sun. You'll dry faster.”
Alissadidn’'t move, adrift of worry building within her. “Can’t you unward them?’

He shook his head, regret in his eyes. “Only Tao-Toecan can do that. I'm sure he is close about and
will get you where you belong. If not, perhaps we can dimb out of here”

Alissafdt hersdf go white. “He s going to be so angry with me.”
“Probably. But we have to get you dry before we do anything.”

He took her dripping am and gingerly set it across his own, leading her to the drop-off as if she were
a grand lady, not hdf drowned. “Yes, thank you,” she mumbled. She numbly followed his lead, her
thoughts on what Usdless was going to say. Her coat was a soggy, dimy mass of wool and lesther,
weighing heavily on her, and as they found the patch of sun, she took it off. It was going to dry to an
unussble stiffness. She just knew it.

The opening that faced the sky was warmer than it looked as the wind was directed past the cavern
rather than through it. Settling hersdf on the sun-warmed stone, she was struck by a sudden thought.
“Lodesn? Y ou followed me down here, knowing you would be stuck behind the gates, too?’

He took a bregth asif to speak. Sowly helet it out. “Yes. | guess| did.”

“Thanks” she said shyly as she untied her hair ribbon and tried to shake her har out.
He sank down beside her, gtting in the sun. “I’'m sorry for making you fdl in.”

“It wasn't your fault,” she said, grimacing as she squeezed the water from her deeve.

Giving her a quick amile, he took the pack off his back and removed his coat. He leaned close and
gdlantly draped it over her shoulders. It smdled like mirth wood, and she breathed deeply. “Would you
be interested in joining me for my noon med?’ he asked lightly.

It was obvioudy a ploy to distract her, but Alissa's looked up, intrigued. “You have something to
eat?

Clearly pleased, Lodesh opened his pack and spread a amdl kerchief between them. From his pack
he produced a large wedge of cheese, a greasy-looking sausage, and a battered biscuit beginning to
crumble. He handed Alissa the cheese and hdf the biscuit.

Alissawent for the cheese firgt, wrinkling her nose at the fant smdl of sausage on it. She was raised
foathills and had never eaten meset. Foothills farmers kept sheep, pigs, and goats, but they sold them to
the plains. That the plains ate them only proved they were hard up for food. She had never eaten anything
with feet, and she wasn't going to start now. Sightly queasy at the lingering amel, she sat the cheese
adde to concentrate on the biscuit. Lodesh saw her distaste and chuckled. “1 make no gpologies for my
diet,” he sad, his pleasure in consuming the nagty little morsd obvious.

Trying to ignore him, Alissa sent her eyes to the view. She could dmost imegine she could see the
sparkle of water on the horizon. “Have you ever been there?’ she asked widfully as she blotted a crumb
off her soggy knee.

“Sorry?’ came Lodesh's confused voice.



Alissa blinked and turned to him. Strell would have known what she meant by the tone in her voice
and the direction of her eyes. “The sea,” she repeated. “Have you ever been there?’

“Ah, yes. Once or twice.”
“What'sit like?” She sent her eyes to the distant horizon, waiting.

He shrugged. “People are born there, they live, they work, they laugh and cry. And when they die,
those they leave behind mourn their passing. It's much the same as anyplace.”

“Oh.” It wasn't quite what she was looking for, and unsure what to think, Alissa picked up the cheese
and took a hite. “It's a shame you can't make tea appear with those cups of yours” she said, hdf jesting.

Lodesh surreptitioudy cleaned his fingers of grease on the kerchief between them. “Wdl, even the
mogt skilled Master can’t make food or drink.”

Creeting things from one's thoughts was a topic Talo-Toecan avoided like the plague. Alissa fdt a
gnile come over her as she redlized Lodesh might be a font of information if handled correctly. “Why
not?’ she asked, forcing her voice to be casual.

Lodesh heditated. “You won't try it?’
“No,” she agreed lightly, athrill of anticipation going through her.

“To craft an object with your tracings,” he said, “you mug firsd master its creation with your hands.
And since only a tree can make an gpple, you can't craft one with your thoughts”

Alissafrowned. “I make bread. Why couldn’'t | make aloaf of it with my tracings?’

“No, you misunderstand.” He met her gaze, and she flushed. The devious light in his eyes made it
clear that, not only did he know she was charming information from him, but that he didn’t mind. “When |
was learning to craft a cup using my tracings, | fird made innumerable cups on a potter’s whed. Then,
when | was satidfied | could make them in my deep, so to speak, | secluded mysdf from dl possble
digtractions and crafted afind one. | was focused solely upon its cregtion to such a degree that it became
my entire world for the space of time it took.”

“But it takes weeks to make a cup,” Alissa protested, nibbling the cheese to nothing.

“True” he admitted. “But since time is what you make of it, you can dring the pertinent memories
together, skipping the space where you're smply waiting. Now, when | go to create a cup, | Smply
reive those memories. The ward harnesses my thoughts and gives them substance. The result is what you
see before you.” With atweak on her awareness so quick she hadn’t a hope of seeing a pattern mirrored
in her tracings, a cup maeridized on the smooth floor.

“Sointheory | could make aloaf of bread,” she asserted doubtfully as she picked it up.

“Probably not. The more components an object has, the less likdy you will be successful. A cup is
made of clay, glaze, heat, and lots of effort. True, the glaze is often formed of many things, as is the clay,
but in your thoughts, they’re one thing. Bread is flour, lard, yeast, milk, and any number of things. They
exig in your mind as separate identities, no matter how much you would like to bdieve it otherwise. It
would be too difficult. Most Keepers only manage one or two objects,” he said. “Masters have more
time and so generdly have a lots of things they can make. But if you observe closdly, you will note they
gpecidize in only one medium. One may craft things of wood, another of clay, a third of fabric. It's
esser.”

“Tao-Toecan seems to exce in everything,” Alissa said, sure he had an answer for that.

“Yes, well, he doesn’t care what anything looks like and skimps on the time spent perfecting each
object. His bench has splinters, the gitching on his cushion is loose. He glazed his cups that ugly brown
because he was too impatient to find anything better.”



“M-m-m-m.” Alissa thoughtfully turned Lodesh’s cup over in her grip. “So every cup you make is
identicd to the last one you crafted by hand?’

“Exadtly right,” he agreed. “That’s why you don’'t imprint a form upon your consciousness until you're
sure you can make it the way you want. Once you have aform, you can't replace it with anything smilar,
or it fals apart because your thoughts weren't decisve enough.”

“Oh!” she teased. “ So every cup you make will have that spot of glaze missng from the underside of
the handle?’

“Missng!” Lodesh shouted. “Where?” He took the cup from her, and his shoulders dumped. “Oh
no,” he moaned, and Alissa's eyes widened as he threw the cup out the window. “I never noticed it
before. Now I'll seeit every sngletime.”

“The ward,” she said, ignaring his distress, “draws from your source, uses your memory to fix the
energy into your idea of a cup, then turns your thoughts to redity.”

“Ah—yes” he sammered. “But please, Alissa, don't try it. It's very complex and draws upon many
diverse areas of practice you have yet to be introduced to.”

“Doesn't it use up alot of source?’ she asked.

His head bobbed. “Yes, as a matter of fact, it does. But as Warden, I've been instructed how to
crcumvent that problem.”

“How?’

Tdon streaked into the cavern, chattering wildly. They turned to see a dark shadow cover the
opening. “Look out!” Lodesh shouted. He lunged, grasping her around the waist and pulling her into the
shadow at the edge of the opening.

A huge gugt of wind buffeted them. Alissa impatiently brushed the hair out of her eyes, gagping as a
raku was suddenly standing where she had been only a moment ago. “Usdess” she cried as she
disentangled hersdlf from Lodesh and struggled to her feet. “You heard me!”

He shifted to his human shape in a tight swirl of gray migt, olidifying with his ams crossed
disgpprovingly. “Why are you wet?’ he snapped, glowering down at her.

“| fdl into the water,” was her soft response, and Lodesh snickered.

“Into the cistern!” he cried, looking aghast, and Alissa winced, resgning hersdf to a lecture. Taon
took refuge upon her shoulder but slently winged out as Usdless gave the bird a black look. “What are
you doing down herein the firs place?’

She shrugged. “I saw a hole in the floor; | went down it.” His eyes grew dark, and his lips pressed
together. “You never said | couldn’'t!” she said defiantly.

“Didn’'t you fed the warning on the bars?’ he demanded.
“Yes” Alissa protested, “but they didn’t hurt me”

Lodesh came even with her, brushing his clothes free of imaginary dirt. “She was unaware the
warnings were for her,” he said mildly.

“Stay out of this Warden,” Usdess sad coldly, and Lodesh raised a placating hand and took a
symbalic step backwards. Alissa blinked in surprise but became dl the more determined the day
wouldn't end with them looking like errant children.

“Your curiogty,” Usdess said, “hasn't only endangered you, but Strell and the Warden.”

Lodesh cleared his throat. “I was never in danger. And you did ask me to keep an eye on her,” he
sad, then diffened a Talo-Toecan’s warning finger.



“Lodesh pulled me out,” Alissa said, beginning to become angry. “1 would have drowned if not for
him.”
Usdless turned to her, his eyes carying an anger she had never seen before. “I heard you taking
ingruction from him,” he accused, and Alissafdt hersdf go pale, suddenly afraid.
“He, um... |—" she sammered, redizing her misake. “I'm sorry,” she said, honestly contrite. “I
wasn't thinking.”

Lodesh drew himsdf up. Placing one arm before him, one behind, he executed a formd bow. His
eyes never |eft her teacher’s. “My apologies, Master Talo-Toecan. It was harmless information, weighted
to pass the time. | accept the pendty you see fit for my—choice.”

“There is no such thing as harmless information, Warden,” Usdess said, and Alissa hdd her breath.
“Sheis my student.” Leaning close to Lodesh, he barely breathed his next words. “Respect my authority
inthis metter.”

Lodesh's green eyes went ill. “Of course, Master Talo-Toecan.”

Usdless made a sound of dissatisfaction. He turned away, took a breath, and straightened, seeming to
have put the matter behind him. “I'll take you both out by ar,” he said softly. “I’'m not going to remove
the ward on the eastern gate. Y ou will not come down here again. And if you do, you won't be able to
get out without my help. Understand?’

“Air?’ came Lodesh's fant whisper. “Er, Tao-Toecan? | would be the fird to admit you are a strong
flyer, and the largest beast the skies have seen, but ether one of uswill be too much for you to carry.”

Usdless raised his eyebrows and eyed Lodesh. “1 managed the piper,” hefindly said. “And | will have
built up a great ded of momentum by thetime | catch you.”

“C-catch?’ Lodesh sammered.

Alissa pulled her contrite eyes from the floor and was shocked a Lodesh's paeness. As she
watched, the self-assured man went whiter dill, teking a step back. “Er— thanks, Tao-Toecan, but I'll
go back theway | came”

Usdless turned to him, a savage humor in his eyes. “How?’ he questioned harshly. “You can't pass
the gate. Correct?’ The Master leaned close and looked at Lodesh asif he were going to strike him if he
disagreed.

Lodesh glanced at the drop-off franticdly. “Ah, yes. Right.”
Usdless eased back and adjusted his sash. “Just s0. You will both go by ar.”

Lodesh shot afurtive look behind him. “If you must punish someone, punish me. But don’t do this to
Alissa She'sonly achild”

“I am not!” she said loudly.

“Ther€ s no other way,” was Usdess sfirm decision, and Lodesh cringed. “1 will take Alissafird, as
is proper for the lady she deems hersdf.”

“Alissa” Lodesh gpologized. His hands taking hers tightened spasmodicdly. “I'm sorry. | didn’t think
hewould get thisangry.”

Alissa gtared a himin confusion. “What?’
“He sgoing to take you by air....”

“So what?’

“Jump,” said Usdless.



Sowly, Alissa blinked. “1 beg your pardon?’
“Jump,” he repeated.

Her eyes went to the drop-off. White in the bright light of the afternoon, she could see clouds, big
puffy ones, looking smal as sheep between her and the unseen ground. Only now understanding, she
took a step backwards and shook her head. “No.”

“l don't have timefor this” Usdless growled, and saying no more, he picked her up and threw her out
inaflury of skirts and kicking ankles.

Her somach dropped. Alissatried to scream, but the force of the damp wind in her face forbade it.
Her ears hurt, and for the firg time she was thankful for her wretchedly long harr as it covered her eyes.
She could see nothing. Useless, she thought franticaly, he will catch me. On that thin cord, her sanity
hung, but he didn’t, and just as she was beginning to bdieve he had, in his anger, decided to let her
perish, there was a terrible snap. Now she screamed, her surprise, prohibiting any other response. The
wind blew back her hair. Redizing how close he had let her come to the ground, she shrieked again.

The trees were a bare wing' s length below her.

Usdless dimbed furioudy, and her ears popped. He began to dip and swoop in a horrendous
example of the worst drunk at the best of markets. Alissa's bely rolled. As the Hold came undernesth
them, he dropped like a stone, pulling up at the last moment to lurch to a landing a the uppermost
ba cony in the tower. There was atug on her thoughts as the ward was disengaged from the window, and
then they were through.

Breathless, Alissanearly collapsed as his grip about her middle loosened. She staggered to a stand on
the wide bacony. Usdess dropped her wet coat from between two taons before dhifting to his man
guise. His expression was decidedly smug. “Oh, Usdesd” Alissa cried. “Can we do it agan?’

He dtiffened, his satisfied air evaporating, scowling in disgust.

She leaned over the raling to estimate the drop. “If 1 jump from here, can you catch me?” Turming,
her elated amile vanished at the anger in his face.

“Get yoursdf out of thistower,” he said darkly as he proffered her coat. “Don’'t ever go back down
there again. Do | make mysdf clear?’

“Why?" she asked, her curiosty stronger then her darm at his obvious anger. “What's down there |
shouldn’'t see?’

Usdless took a wrahful breath, then seemed to dowly collgpse. “Nothing,” he said softly. “There's
nothing down there you shouldn't see” Sheking his head, he dumped further into himsdf. “You
frightened me out of a hundred years with your cal. Why didn’'t you answer me?’

Her eyes widened. His anger was from his fright. She had worried him. “I couldn’t hear you,” she
sad. “I wasn't sure you even heard me”

“Hm-m-m. We wiill take care of that directly. Meet me at the firepit tonight. Y ou will practice until we
get it right every time”

Alissa started to gmile but then squashed it. She was in disgrace. Her extra lesson wasn't a reward.
“Yes, Usdless” she said meekly. She wiggled out of Lodesh's coat and handed it to Useless, shivering in
the sudden chill.

Apparently satisfied, he turned to leave but hedtated, looking at her with pleading eyes. “Did you
redly fdl into the cigern?’

She nodded, and he passed a worried hand over his eyes.
“Don't tdl anyone, dl right?’



Mydtified, she nodded again, guessng she had violated some raku taboo. Lodesh, though, hadn’t
seemed to think it was a problem. Besides, who would she tdl?

“I'm going to get that Warden out,” he grumbled. “You would do wdl to leave hm done. You
showed a horrible lack of discretion in dlowing him to ingtruct you on the theory of wards of creation.”
He amiled faintly, asif in amemory. “Not that | can truly blame you.” He stepped lightly to the top of the
thick raling of the bacony, and Alissa gasped, reaching out for him before he turned and smiled
resssuringly. There was a srong tug on her tracings as he shifted. As a raku, he dropped into space.
Feding left behind, she stood and watched as he circled the tower, thoughtfully replacing the ward on the
window before he |eft.

Chapter 22

contents - previous | next

“Wake, child.”
It was a soft whisper in her thoughts, but Alissawas warm, so she ignored it.
“Wake. I'm here,” it came agan.

“No,” she mumbled, burrowing down among her blankets, determined to reman adeep. She was
having such a nice dream, about awarm sea. It was the third such dream this week.

“Alissa.” It was loud and impatient. * Wake up.”
“Go away, Strel. I'mfing” she said around a Sgh.
“Srell?” the voice thought increduloudy. “ I’'m not Srell. Wake up!”

The last word was a veritable shout in her mind, and Alissa jumped. Her room was empty except for
Tdon, blinking a her from her perch. From habit, Alissalooked to seeif her ward of disguise was ill in
place. It was. It had been weeks since waking to find it gone. Pleased, Alissatugged her blanket over her
shoulders and rose. “Looks like | have another lesson,” she whispered to Taon as she minced barefoot
to her shutters.

The cold pricked a her nose and dipped under her blanket as she leaned out into the night, or
perhaps it was early morning. It was hard to tdl. By the waxing, crescent moon rising, she thought
morning. The stars that did show were few and becoming fewer as the snow clouds that threatened dl of
yesterday findly reached the Hold.

She took a deep breath and exhded, watching her breaeth steam as it met the cold air. Though spring
was offiddly two weeks away, the dampness held ahint of it, filling her with a thrill of expectation. Spring
hed dways been her favorite time of the yeer.

“When you're through tasting the night, come to the garden,” arose Usdless's dry thought.

“ A moment,” she thought back. Once intermittent and not under conscious control, her kills at
voiceess speech at a distance were improving. She could now hear Usdless and be heard as she wished
despite the Hold's ward of silence. When she had asked Usdless about thisincongruity during her intense
lesson on nonverba speech, he had abruptly changed the subject, saying only that Bailic ought not to be
able to hear her, evenif she should go past the ward’ s boundaries, and not to worry about it. His put-offs
were happening alot lately, and she was tiring of them.

Latdy, therr meatings were sporadic and unpredictable, as Usdess had begun holding class whenever
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the mood struck him. Her lessons were ddightfully more frequent, but they invariadly occurred in the
dead of night. Alissa didn't care when they met as long as they did. Judging by the lack of acorns,
Lodesh’ s vists had stopped completely, and she hoped she hadn’t gotten the Warden in trouble.

She dressed for the cold with as much haste as she could. Usdless would let her light the fire if she
hurried. “Coming?’ she asked Tdon. The bird fluffed her feathers and sank down, her bright eyes
cosng. “Lagt chance,” Alissawarned as she dipped her luck charm into her pocket and her feet into her
boots. Apparently it was too early for agame of chase, and so Alissaleft. If Tdon wanted, she could il
leave by the hole Alissa had notched out in her shutters.

Ghodting down the hdl, Alissaran afinger over Strdl’s door in passing, wishing him peaceful dreams.
He looked so tired lately, blaming it upon restless deep. The Hold was slent; only the smal sounds of her
boots disturbed the darkness as she made her confident way. She caught sight of hersdf in the mirror a
the landing and paused, having to lean close to see in the dark.

“Mother would never recognize me,” Alissa said, feding a stab of homesickness. Dressed as she was
in such fine clothes, she looked far from the foothills-raised girl she was. Practicaly everything she had on
was new, crafted from materids of an dmost unred qudlity. There was no second-rate fabric to be found
inthe annexes. As areault, her clothes had none of the usud tdltae sgns of foathill frugdity. They were
extravagant, making her a least look like a well-mannered lady. Only her ugly boots, her coat, and
Srdl’s dilgpidated hat remained of her old clothes, and eyeing the hat sourly, she resolved to do
something about it—someday .

“Sudent...” Usdless called wearily.

“I"'m coming!” Alissaran down the remaining stairs. Sipping into the dark kitchen, shefilled a tegpot
with water. Two cups were next, and she skidded out into the darkness, her coat flgpping loose about
her ankles. Usdless could supply either piece of crockery, but the kitchen was ful of them, Al
digressngly dike. They didn’'t need any more.

The night was margindly lighter than the hdls, and it was bitterly cold. Alissa hurried down the path’'s
frozen turns until she was before Usdless. The fire was yet unlit. She had madeitintime.

“Good morning, student,” Useless intoned serioudy, his voice rumbling through the dark. “Would you
care to light the fire?’

“Good morning, Usdess. Yes, | would, thank you.” Grinning like an idiot, Alissa formed a
contanment fidd about the wood. An immeasurable moment later, energy dipped coolly through her
thoughts, cregting a ward that set the very molecules of the wood vibrating so rapidly they ignited. Well,
that's what Usdess said; she only knew it worked. The firg time she had tried it, the wood was
consumed in agartling ingant. Usdless had harrumphed, thrown more wood on the ash, and told her to
try again. Her control was improving, though, and tonight her fire began with a stisfying whoosh.
Pleased, Alissawaited until the blue-hot flame shifted to its more norma orange before she set the pot to
boail.

“Quite nice” Usdess edged closer to the flames. “Very efficent use of your resources. Just enough
and no more. Have you been practicing?’

She nodded.
Usdless sat and closed his eyes. “It shows.”

Glowing from the praise, Alissa sat as wdl. She kept her eyes open, however, eager for whatever
tonight's lesson might entail. Each midnight sesson brought her closer to what she imagined a Keeper
was capable of. It seemed the more she knew, the easier everything became. But it was never enough.
She dways left hungry for more of Useless's teachings.

The water dowly warmed, and Alissa waited, knowing there would be no indruction until Usdless



had a cup of tea in his long fingers. She could have made the water boil now as quickly as Lodesh, but
ghe didn't. Patience, Usdess would say. Use the time given you. Instant gratification teaches
nothing and cheats yourself. So she sat, trying not to watch the pot. Instead, Alissa gazed up at the star
aotly named after the Navigator, the hub of the night sky. It was disgppearing behind the thickening
clouds, and she held her breath to seeif it would show itsdf before she needed to breathe again.

Much to her rdief, Usdess hadn’'t ever brought up her “error in judgment” in dlowing Lodesh to
impart the theory behind wards of creation. Her teacher’s attempt a punishment had failed miserably,
and Alissa thought he was reluctant to discuss the incident at dl, preferring to let degping rakus lie. If the
truth be told, he hadn’t answered any of her questions concerning what she had seen down in the Hold's
cdlar, spouting a dazzling plenitude of double-talk and jargon thet Ieft her blinking in shock. Alissa had
been hestant to ask again, not wanting to subject hersdf to such a disgraceful display of twaddle a
second time, but she had one burning question she hoped he'd explain.

“Usdess?’ Alissd's breath dipped out to obscure the now-visible star.

“Yes Alissa?’

“Down in the cavern,” she lowered her gaze, “that pool of water...”

“The cigtern, yes” he prompted warily, opening his eyes.

Alissa straightened, encouraged. “ There were names engraved upon it?’

“Yes. The names of Magters.” Useless s golden brown eyes went softly into the past.

“There weren't very many,” she said. “Rakus have been around since mankind can remember. |
would have thought there would be uncountable more.”

Usdless amiled faintly. “They are names of Masters, not rakus.”
“They aren’'t the same?”’

“They are, and they aren't.”

Patiently she waited.

“The names inscribed on the cistern are only the last saven generations of rakus” he said. “Before
that, we couldn’t read or write.”

“You were dl ferd?” she said with a gasp.

Usdless chuckled. “By my Master's Wolves, nol We have been sentient for as long as mankind,
perhaps more. But it has only been the lagt few generations we acquired the wisdom to shift to a form
that can hold a pen and focus upon paper. Our weaker kin has given us a greet gift, and we have driven
to repay it by indructing those who possess a partidly functiond neura net on the use of it. The names
you saw are Masters, not rakus. They're inscribed only after the fird shift to a human form has been
accomplished. Until then, their names are only a promise.”

“Sill, there were so few....” she pressed.
“Sentient or not, we' re dill carnivores, and large ones at that. The surrounding land can only support
O many of us”

She thought about that, recdling her mother's smdl flock of sheep and the congant threat of
inbreeding it posed. “Doean't that,” she sammered, feding congtrained, but needing to know. “Doean’t
thet pose a problem, with— with who you may join with?’

Usdless politdy ignored her blush. “Yes” he said with a Sgh. “It does. We keep a close record of
ancedrd ties, and there is the occasona new bloodline that usudly results in a dight population
exploson.”



“New bloodline?”
“Yes” Only now did he seem uncomfortable.
“Theferd beasts?’ she asked, remembering Connen-Neute.

“Ah—no0,” he muttered. “Unions between Masters are often prearranged far before maturity is
reached,” he said, clearly changing the subject.

“Marriages of convenience are barbaric,” Alissa interrupted. Sirdl held a amilar belief, and she
wondered if the plains tradition semmed from here.

Usdess eyed her warily. “Be that as it may, it's a necessty. No one has complained yet. The two
intended are schooled together. They’re usudly pleased with the Stuation. If not, changes are made. Our
populdionis ... ah ... wasn't so amdl that mohbility was nonexigtent.”

Alissa nodded, surprised he had explained it so fully. It wasn't often he imparted anything concerning
his background. She had one last question though, and she stirred uncomfortably.

Usdess sghed. “Yes, Alissa?’

“The circled names?’ she asked, her eyes on the ground.
“They went ferd. Yes”

“I'm sorry,” she whispered, wishing she hadn’t asked.

Agan dlencefdl. The water began to steam, and seeming ready to forget the matter, Usdess reached
for the pot and asked pleasantly, “How goes Strell’ s tutdlage?”

“Very well, as you probably guessed.” Relieved he hadn’t turned despondent as he usudly did upon
recaling hisferd kin, Alissa drew her legs up under her and arranged her coat so more of her was under
its conceding warmth. “Balic has covered myriad minor wards in quick succession as you predicted.”

Usdless gave her a curious, sddong glance. “His indruction fallows his own training, but he goes
dangeroudy fast, seeking to find what triggers my book. He incorrectly imagines if Strell knows enough,
the book will open to him, dlowing access to its lessons.”

The mention of her book sent a thrill through her. It was rare she could pry any information from
Usdless about it. She forced her festures to be casud, fearing he would say no more if he knew how
interested she was. “So, what does open it?’ she asked, poking at the fire in a vain attempt to appear
nonchaant.

“Right now, it's you,” he said softly. “You could have opened it the day you found it.” Reaching for
the stone box of tea he kept secreted in the bench, he added a generous handful to the geaming water.
“Knowledge,” he said regretfully, “means nothing to it, only potentid.” He sat back and closed his eyes,
unaware of or more likdy disregarding the effect his words had.

Confused and hurt, she frowned. She had thought it closed to her. She could have snitched
uncountable times. Ballic had it out dmogt every morning, tantdizingly near on that smdl table by his
diff-looking chair. “Why didn’t you tdl me before?’ she asked in asmdl voice.

“You hadn’t the willpower to resist, had you known.” Usdless amiled. “You do now.”

Alissawent to protest, then closed her mouth. He was right. She would have snatched it. Ballic would
have redized she was the latent Keeper. They would have ended up dead. Still, being second-guessed
was infuriaing.

Ignoring her sour expression, Usdless poured out the tea. His eyes medting hers over his cup were
dinting in amusement. He settled back, hislong fingers laced about the cup. A few flakes of snow began
to gft down. “I'll teach you a smdl oddity tonight,” he said suddenly. “You may find it of interest as you



creep dong a Ballic's pace. Mayhap it will come in handy.” His eyebrows furrowed in warning. “Just
don't rdy oniit”

“| thought you said Balic goes too fast,” Alissa said as an obscure portion of her tracings began to
resonate in response to his ward. Quickly, she memorized the pattern.

“He does,” was his short answer. “Now this” he continued, “is a ward of obscurity, and it helps to
keep you from notice. It ign't a certainty. A keen eye will spot you every time”

Alissa's eyebrows rose, and she stared at him. He looked the same except for the few flakes of snow
now resting upon his shoulders and knees. “I can dill see you,” shefindly said.

“| said it was of obscurity, not invishility, child.”
Hushing, Alissa set her firgt loop glowing and filled the proper channds. “Like this?’

There was a faint touch on her thoughts as Usdless dropped his ward. Now that his tracings were
empty, they would resonate to show what lines she was usng. His eyes grew distant as he examined the
pattern for any mistakes. “Exactly,” he said, his gaze agan sharp and clear. “You have it correct, as

Unreasonably pleased, she reached for her abandoned tea. Cold, she thought and warmed it with a
second ward. The two patterns used some of the same lines, and so it was possible to set up the second
without disengaging the fird.

Usdless raised an eyebrow a her seaming cup and hid a amile. “Has Ballic mentioned the ward of
illumination | showed you?’ She shook her head, and he frowned. “I’'m surprised.” Running a free hand
over his short-cropped hair, he glanced into the snow beginning to fdl in earnest. “It's just within his
grasp. I'm certain he will soon. Fed free to perform as he asks. The wards he gives Strell are smple
enough.”

“He ignores mogt of the wards you have taught me” Alissa said. “I think he's &raid to give Strel
more than he himsdf can easly overcome.”

“Yes, wdl. A lot of them Bailic doesn't know.”
She blinked in dishdlief. “They aren’t that hard.”

Usdless gave her a long, unnerving look until she dropped her gaze. “Not everyone has a complete
pattern, Aliss” he admonished gently. “There s much diversity among Keepers, many gaps and severed
connections. A pattern won't resonate in one's thoughts if it's not complete, so it remains unseen and
unknown. The one | just gave you islike that, so you may use it fredy, even when Ballic is within a raku
length. A angle misconnection keeps that pattern from completion in him.” Usdless shook his head. “So
cose”

“But | can doit,” Alissa pressed.

“Obvioudy. That's why | like you.” Grinning, he topped off her cup. “Paiterns that aren’t beyond
K eepers that we wish to keep to ourselves mugt be implemented with care, lest a Keeper pick them up
by accident,” Usdess said. “It's anecessary hit of deception for everyone's safety, but most of dl, their
own. You can't learn what you don’t know is possible.”

She did, Alissa thought as she took a warming gulp of tea “It mug be frudrating,” she said doud,
thinking of her own stymied desires for knowledge.

“They never know they lack,” Usdess said. “But their children stand a fair chance to be as they, or
much more rarely, a touch more complete in their tracings.”

“Redly?’ That was interesting. Each generation was better than its precursor.
“Yes, but just atouch,” Usdess explained. “It's a process that spans hundreds of years before even a



minor change is apparent.”

Alissa mulled that over. It explained a greet ded as to why she was here. Her papa had been a
Keeper. She had stood a good chance of being the same. “Usdess?’

“Yes-sss” hedrawled, examining a snowflake that had landed upon his fingertip.

She paused, not sure how to phrase her question, wondering if she would like his answer or if he
would give one. It had been bothering her for a long while, and she fdt that now was as good a time as
any to broach the potentidly touchy subject. He was unusudly free with his information tonight. Worried,
Alissa drew her knees up to her chin, hiding under her coat. “Usdess? Where exactly do | fit in?’

Sill logt in the crystdline perfection on hisfinger, he replied, “Why do you ask?’

“You say Ballic goes too fadt, but I'm cregping at the same pace. You teach me things you say no
Keeper should learn, and...” She gestured heplesdy, not sure how to continue.

“And you want to know why.” His snowflake vanished with a puff of breath. Sghing, he turned to
face her. “My book has cdled you to the Hold. It's that smple. | wish to leave it at that.” His attention
returned to the fire, effectivdy ending the discussion.

Ignoring his improper reference to her book, Alissa sat and stared a him. She would stare dl night if
need be. He would tdl her more.

Usdless drained his cup. With nary aglance in her direction, he filled it. This too, he finished slently,
but his feet were beginning to tap an irregular beat, and his brow held the shadow of a frown. It wouldn't
be long before he broke. Alissa had used this technique upon her papa and remembered the Sgns.

“Oh, very wdl,” he findly relented, seeming irritated a himsdlf. “Latent Keepers are naturdly drawn
to any conglomeration of Masters upon maturity. In the past, a lucky set or two were born a Ese
Nawoer and learned their craft as children. You,” he pointed a long finger accudngly a her, “were not
cdled by the Hold. You were cdled soldy by my book.”

“My book,” she muttered.

He glowered, saying nothing until she dropped her gaze. “As | said,” he continued, “you were cdled
by my book. Uncountable Keepers have read it, aty number have held it when | was busy esawhere,
and a precious few understood a fraction of its contents, your father among them.” Usdess paused.
“Perhaps he understood more then | redized.”

Then he shook his head and fixed her with a severe look. “I'll admit only that you have the potentia
to use the wisdom it contains. That,” he said, shutting his eyes, “isdl | will say—so don’'t ask anymore.”
But he wasn't done quite yet, and as he leaned back, he added, “It’s this potentid that prompts me to
divulge more of my secrets than norma. That, and | like you. You make me laugh.” The lagt was amost
inaudible, and Alissawasn't sure how to take it.

Clearing his throat, Usdless shook the dugting of snow from his overcoat. “Now, | understand Ballic
has shown Strell how to gtart afire?’

Alissa nodded absently, deep in thought.
“Good. You may, with caution, extinguish them with an impervious containment fidd.”
“Redly?’ she blurted, dl thoughts of her unique Stuation vanishing.

“Yes, redly.” He amiled. “Just don't show Ballic such afidd by error; he would have no compulson
agang usng it improperly.”

Recdling Balic's rapture when he removed Strdll’ s finger, she vowed to be very careful.

“Wewill cdl it done for atime” Usdess said, scanning the snow-filled skies. “You will be pleased to



know there will be no more indruction until the snow is gone.”
“What!” Her head came up and she stared a him aghast. “No more lessons? You can't!”
“I can. | will. | just did. It's cold out here. It has gotten ridiculous.”

“l don't care!” Alissawalled. “Come indde. Ballic will never know.” It was an old argument. One she
hed yet to win.

“He would know,” Usdess dl but growled, but he was irritated at Ballic, not her.
Her lips pursed. “How?’

“He would smdl me” He touched his nose, and Alissa dumped. “So,” he amiled, “you have a brief
reprieve from new lessons. Be content practicing what you know. Just keep a trace of thought upon
Bailic when you do.”

Alissa hadn’'t much to show for her interrupted deep, and she couldn’t stop her heavy sgh. Hafway
to a stand, Usdless changed hismind and sat down again. “Before | go,” he asked dowly, “was Lodesh
exaggerating about the direction your desires have taken?’

Slently, her face turned red. She had been hoping he might have forgotten the night Lodesh first met
her in the firepit, teasing her with bemoaning his fate in that he was not meant for her, and that her heart
hed aready been logt to another.

“Ah. | can see he wasn't.” Usdess shifted the cods about, leaving his stick to burn. “Go gently,
Alissa” he warned. “Make no tieswith Strell that can’t be sundered eadily.”

“Usded” It was dl she could manage. It was so embarrassing!

“It' s for the good of both of you. You're irrevocably tied to the Hold in ways you can’'t imegine yet. |
can't change this. Y ou wouldn’'t have me change this, evenif | could.” Seeing her defiant look, he shook
his head sadly. “Once Balicis gone, Strell can't day. It ign't safe”

“I'll go with im then,” she said, her chin upraised.

Useless shook his head, looking grim and determined. “If you leave before | decide you have control
over yoursdlf and your mouth, 1 will be forced to hunt you down.” He paused. “I am obligated to burn
your tracings to permanent ash rather than let a rogue Keeper access to the hills and plains agan.” His
eyes closed, and he shuddered. “Not again.”

Alissa dtiffened, knowing enough of his cursed sense of honor to redize he would, gpologizing dl the
while Only now did she see the trap she had huilt and fdlen into, and her jaw clenched. Frustrated and
betrayed, she could say nathing.

“l won't gpologize,” he said softly. “1t's hard to be forced to stay until someone ese decides, freaing
you to fallow your heart. That's how Ese Nawoer came to be.”

There was true regret in his voice, and her anger dowed at the empathy in his eyes.

“Only Keepers may safdly choose to reside behind the Hold's walls” he said, “Magters as tradition
dictates, and students, dways, until they atain what status they can. It's a lengthy process, spanning
decades. Es2' Nawoer began as a amdl group of wives and husbands caught as you now seem to be.
Sowly it grew into the stature you see today, imposng even as a ruin. It was lovingly ruled over by a
hereditary line who, not surprisngly, were strongly influenced by their Keeper standing. Lodesh was the
last of them. He was the best—is the best.”

Usdless's eyes began to glow with a digtant passion, and she listened, eager to learn more of the past
he usudly hid from her. “ Once the Hold was full and dive, with many comings and goings,” he said. “Esef
Nawoer served as awilling support saff, providing dl we could wish in goods and services. We couldn’t
stop them. It was the reason for thelr existence in their eyes, and when Es€ Nawoer fdl, the Hold began



to follow.”

Saing into the past, Usdless dumped. He looked tired and worn out. His dream, having seen its
zenith, appeared to be over. “Perhaps my idea of such a stronghold wasn't redly a good one” he
whispered.

“Perhaps you only need to modify it,” Alissa suggested gently. It made her uneasy, seeing him this
despondent.

His eyes grew large in astonishment at her softly spoken words, and his somber mood fell from him
like water. “Harrumph,” he snorted. “I'm going. Mind what | have said,” he warned gernly, but she
could tdl his thoughts were elsawhere. “If not for yoursdf, then for Strell. You don't know everything
yet.” He stood and moved out of the pit, his head tilted in worry.

“Usdess?’ Alissarose, reaching out after him, and he paused. His dark silhouette stood quietly as the
show drifted and fdl, swirling about him asif he were aready gone.

“It—it will be dl right,” she fumbled, searching for words, finding dl inadequate.
“Mayhap,” he replied, and he was gone in aflurry of snow, wind, and loosed power.

Chapter 23

contents - previous | next

Thefant, pleasant amdl of apples and pines met Alissa as she dipped through the darkness heavy on
the stairs. She would have thought it was Lodesh, had she found even one acorn since Usdess had
discovered her and the Warden together under the Hold. The scent was probably from the saff Lodesh
hed given her. She had gone to fetch it from under her bed where she had taken to keeping it laidy, and
she was on her way back to the dining hdl. The walking stick was too long, sanding wel over her head.
And asdl of Srrell’s woodworking tools were out, she was going to shorten it to a usable length.

She ghosted down the last of the gtairs, spurred on by the welcoming glow of firdight sailling into the
great hdl. Pausng at the archway, she amiled a the domestic sght. A pot of tea sat brewing on the
hearth. Two empty cups waited on the footstool before the fire. Tdon was dozing on the back of her
chair, her favorite perch since Alissaand Strell had brought it up from storage. Strell was dumped in his
chair, garing a the fire. Alissd's amile dowly faded. He looked unhappy, and she frowned as he Sghed
and ran a hand through his mop of dark har. Srell is unhappy? she thought in confuson. Srell is never
unhappy, even when he should be.

Twiging awkwardly, he reached deep into a pocket to withdraw a wad of cloth. He carefully
unfolded it to reved a smdl bit of gold lace about the Sze of a coin. She could see little dse, but she
could tdl it was fragile from the tender way he hdd it. “What do you think, Tdon?” he said. “Is there any
way under the desert sun, or should | just burn it dong with the rest of my hopes?’ Risng to his feet, he
crouched before the fire, congdering the drop of gold in his pam. Taon cluttered as if uneasy. “Oh,
Alissa” she heard him whisper. “What will | do without you?’

Alissafroze. Eyes widening, she stepped back into the shadow and fought with her twin emotions of
ddight and misery. She had known Strell liked her, but to admit his emotions might go as deep as hers
had seemed so0 sensaless, she had denied the possibility. Alissa took a breath to go to him, to tdl him it
was going to be dl right, that she would go with him to the coast, or he would stay here with her. But
Usdless swarning shocked her feet to dillness. She couldn’t abandon the Hold; it held hdf of what made
her dive. And Strdl couldn’t stay. Either of his two crafts needed people, and the nearest was a month's
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journey away.

Still, she couldn’t stand in the greet hdll dl night, so she straightened her shoulders and scuffed her feet
loudly as she entered the dining hdl. Strdl jumped to his feet, one hand deep in his pocket, the other
waving weskly at her. “Hey there,” he cdled.

“Teaready?’ she asked, unableto look at him.
“I would think it probably is”

Alissawatched from the corner of her eye as he took the pot off the fire, but it was as if his distress
had never existed. He isn't that good of an actor, is he? she wondered. But upon recaling ther
success in duping Ballic, she redized he probably was.

“Look what | found in the pantry!” Strdll said. His voice carried a hint of forced cheerfulness as he
hed up afamiliar cup.

“It sLodesh's,” she said digmdly. She had hidden Lodesh's cup ages ago, not wanting to risk Ballic
sedng it.

Stroll’s amile seemed to freeze. “Oh. | probably shouldn't use it then.”

“No,” she said. “I don't think he' d mind.”

His eyes flicked from her to the cup as he poured out firg her cup, then his. Still not saying anything,
he took a quick dp from the larger cup. “1 wish | could have met him,” he said, his tone giving no
indication of his mood.

Alissakndt to tend the fire, immensdy rdieved that “Lodesh the Bold” was saying away from “ Strell
the Impressonable” All she needed was for Srdl to pick up Lodesh's disaming ways. Strell was
charming enough. He didn't need any help. Settling back on her heds, Alissa replaced the fire irons and
gazed gumly into the bright flames. A Sgh dipped from her as she settled back into her chair.

“What isit?” Strell asked gertly.

“Nothing,” she mumbled, hiding behind her cup. She couldn’'t tdl him. She couldn’'t bear it if he
should love her, and he dill had to leave.

“Comeon,” he cgoled. “You know you'll tdl me sooner or later.”

“It—it'smy gaff,” she blurted. “It's far too long.” Alissa snatched the offending piece of wood from
the floor as if that would make her story less of a lie than it was. With a saucy flip of her tal, Tdon
abandoned Alissafor the rafters.

Strell leaned forward, sending the scent of the desert tofill her senses. “So cut it.”

“You'reright.” She jumped up, trying to distance hersdlf from him.

“What! You're going to do it now?’ came Strdll’s cry.

Avoiding his eyes, she nodded. “If | wait, | might lose my nerve. Mind if | use one of your saws?’
“Go ahead,” he said with a puff.

Alissa dowly moved to the end of the long worktable loosdy designated as Strell’s. Wrapping her
g&f in afold of cdoth, she placed it in a vise and spun it tight. Secured as it was, she hdf expected
Lodesh to appear and demand to know what she was doing. Taon forgave her for her falsehood and
fluttered down. Hopping to the clamp, the smdl bird tugged on the fabric.

“Itisming” Alissasad, feding asif it wasn't right to cut the vauable wood.
His back to her, Strell snorted and durped from his cup.
“Which one?’ she mused, looking over the myriad tools negtly lad out. There were quite a few to



choose from. Strdll liked tools, and he used them dl, even if another would do. He kept his treasures wdll
oiled and sharp, looking better now than when he had found them. Alissa's hand went to a fine-toothed
saw with abright red handle.

“Try the red one,” advised Strell, not bothering to get up.

Shooting him a look he couldn’t possibly see, Alissa grasped it and postioned hersdf. She gently
pulled back to start the cut, windng as she did. It didn't seem proper to mar the smooth finish. The saw
dipped smoothly over the wood to leave bardy a mark. Dense wood, indeed. Frowning, she tried again
usng more force but getting the same result. She stared at the wood, then the saw. Maybe she should
use a different one.

“Are you sure you haveit right sde up? Strell caled from his chair.

“l know how to use a saw, Strell.” With a faint feding of exasperation, she looked to see if he was
watching, then checked to see if it was tooth-sde down. Once more she drew a line across the g&ff.
Absolutely nothing. Burn him to ash, she thought, Lodesh must have warded it.

Strel chuckled, and AlissA s eyes narrowed. She looked up a Tadon, who promptly closed her eyes
and pretended to deep. “Would you like to try?” Alissa asked him sweetly.

“No. It's your stick.” But he got up and sauntered over to watch. Apparently he found something
amuang in her gruggles, and he peered over her shoulder a her lack of progress. Her lips pursed, she
tried again. Sl nothing, and she blew her hair out of her eyes, jumping when Strell tucked it behind her
ear. “Here, leé me” he said, unable to resist anymore.

“No,” she said, her pulse quickening from his touch. “Like you said, it's my stick,” and she set the
blade to try again. Strell was reaching out as she spoke, and so they pulled back on the saw together, his
hand atop hers.

With aloud chirrch, the saw bit deep. Startled, she dropped her hands and stepped back into Strell.
He gripped her shoulders tightly in order to keep them both from faling.

The scent of open skies and hot sands enveloped her, and her breath caught. Wide-eyed, she stared
up a him, fighting her emotions of desperation and desire. He couldn’t stay. She couldn’t go. There was
nothing she could say, frozen by her indecison.

“Areyou dl right?” Strell said, his brown eyes sseming to hold a twin emation.
“Yes” She hesitated, not moving from hisimpromptu embrace. “Yes. | am.”

Srel took a breeth asif to say something, then dowly let it out, his gaze fdling from hers. Saying
nothing, he stood her upright, not releasing his strong grip on her shoulders until he was sure she had her
foating.

The unmistakable scent of pine and apples had grown srong, and Alissa glanced a the black
archway for Lodesh. But the aroma was soldy from the wood itsdf. Strell shifted awkwardly from her,

bending to examine the new cut. Taon hopped close, and they eyed the scoring together. “See,” he said,
sounding unsure. “Alll it took was alittle muscdle”

“Please” she gestured, “you do it.” Miserable, Alissa stepped aside, so torn she didn't care if he
could cut it or not.

Repostioning himsdf, Sirell took the saw and drew on it. Chirrch, and he was hdfway through with
no effort a dl. Chirrch, nearly there, and chirrch, he was done. The waste piece fdl partway to the
floor and stopped, caught by Alissais fidd.

Strel eyed the length of wood hanging in midair. “Sweet as potatoes,” he sad warily. “That was
m.”



No it wasn't, Alissathought in dismay. It was exceedingly unfair and probably Lodesh’'s idea of a
jest. Giving her a gaff that was too long that only Strell could cut wasn't very nice. Thinking of a few
choice words she would put in the Warden's ear the next time he dared show his face, Alissa loosened
the clamp and removed her Saff.

She stood it upright, deciding it came to a reasonable height. Not that she was going anywhere
anytime soon to useit.

“Uh ... Alisss? Strell broke into her thoughts, and she turned. “Do you want the leftover?” Pointing
to the length of wood dill hanging above the floor, he shrugged.

“No, you can haveit”

“Thanks” He reached out, and as his fingers encircled it, she dropped her fidd. “I'll try one more
time” he said, sghting down the length of wood. “Such a pipe this will make,” he breathed, griding over
to histools.

“Right now?’ Alissa complained. How much worse could the evening get?
“Why not?’ he said over his shoulder.

Depressed, Alissa returned to St in her chair before the fire. She had stockings to mend and a hem
that needed putting in on her latest skirt, but nothing seemed worth doing. Eyes closed, she concentrated
on the flickering warmth of the flames, trying to imagine spending her evenings without Strell. She didn't
know what she would do.

Srdl worked for atimein slence. It was dark in the far corner, and Alissa set up a soft sphere of
light over him. It was risky, as Ballic hadn’t yet shown Strdll this ward. But Tdon warned them whenever
Ballic came down. With a twinge of guilt, Alissa belatedly ran a mentd search for Balic as she had
promised Useless she would, finding him safe in his room.

This ward was tricky, for light was only a bresth away from her source’s energy in the raw, o to
speak. It was nearly the same thing she had done when she burned her tracings lat fal, but now the
reaction was firmly encased in a strong fidd and controlled by a ward. When done, or in the unlikdy
event her fidd broke, the energy would flow harmlesdy back to her source through the proper channds,
hardly a drop of it depleted. Never again would she make the mistake of harnessing such a huge amount
of energy without a place to put it when done. Oblivious to her contribution, Strell puttered contentedly.

“Srel?’ she sad into the companionable silence.
“Hm-m-m?’

Alissa glanced out at the garden through a gap in the curtains. The snow had a thick, treacherous
crugt from the repeated thawing and freezing of the last few days. Though the accumulation had been
deadily decreasing, it was gpparently dill too deep for Usdess. “Tdl me about the sea?” she mused
aoud.

“The sea?” Strell stuck a sylus behind an ear.
She stretched for her cup and took agp. “Yes. I've been dreaming about it.”

Strel stopped working, set down his tools, and turned. Just noticing her light, he blinked in surprise.
“Areyour dreams frightening?’ he asked, his expresson blank. “Do they wake you?’

“Hounds, no!” she exclaimed, laughing.

“Oh.” With a grunt, Strell returned to his work. “The sea is flat a times, and a others it's full of
moation. It can be blue, or green, or even a dirty white, depending on the sky.”

“Isit warm?’" Alissa asked, her eyes shutting in her effort to pictureit.



“No.” Strdl pulled his gylus from behind his ear and scratched a mark. “I’ve heard if you go far
enough south, the sea warms, but the coastal people seldom go there”

Alissa shivered for some reason. “The sand iswarm then.”
“Sand?’ he exdamed softly. “No, it's rocky beach.”

“All of it?’

He squinted, holding his progress up to her light. “Most.”

“Wel, the gulls fly above it, don't they?’ she said dryly, determined at least part of her dreamscape
was correct.

“Course,” he mumbled absently.
“And the breeze is fresh and tangy, smdling of sdt and purple sea plants.”
“Uhrhuh.”

Her eyes had shut in her effort to visudize it, and she amiled faintly. There was aamdl scrape of noise
as he abandoned the table and brought his work to the fire.

“And,” she continued more confidently, “when the sun rises, it flashes green through the water.”

“Uh ... no.” Strell sat down, his char cresking softly. “But it's said if you go out far enough, weeks
and weeks, occasondly you will see such aflash when it sets”

“Never when it rises?’

“No.”

“Why would anyone go out that far?” she asked.
“Vay hig fishful of ol and fa.”

“M-m-m.” Alissa thought that over as Strel worked quietly in his chair. Curious as to what he was
doing, she opened her eyes. “Oh!” she blurted upon seeing he was palishing his old pipe. She thought he
hed been fiddling with his new piece of mirth wood. Evidently, he was done for the night, and Alissa
dropped the ward glowing over the worktable.

His fingers dow and methodicd, Strell ran through his warm-up piece, “Taykdl's Adventure” She
couldn’'t help but amile as she recdled the fird time she had heard him play it when she had been stuck a
the bottom of a ravine, and she sang the words of one of her favorite verses.

“The blushingly fair maiden,

She had some brothers four.
And scowling quite nadtily,

They met him at the door.

For though her mother liked him,
He found he couldn’t stay.

He had to charm, so to disarm,

Or soon be on hisway.”



Srell gave her a quick grin and switched to a quick, sharp-noted dance tune. The fingering was too
complicated, and she winced as he ceased playing it at his firs mistake. Sightly red-faced, he took up a
sad lament, gently filling the room with its etheredl beauty. The tune never came close to usng the last
note. It was mournful, spesking of loss and regret. Alissa had never heard it before, and it washed over
her in a sudden tide of emation.

“That sounds like my sea,” she said with a sgh when he finished.

Strell blinked in astonishment. “It's a coastd tune tdling of a young woman's regrets at having fdlen in
love with a seefarer.”

“What's s0 bad about that?’

“The seq,” he explained, his eyes wide and serious, “is a jedous and spiteful mistress. Those souls
who hear her seductive whisper the clearest and respond to her cdl are often consumed by her passion,
never to return to their true loves who wait for them on the shore.”

Thinking she might understand, Alissa dropped her eyes from Strell’ s intent gaze. “Oh.”

“Here, let me play another song of the open waves,” Strell suggested. “1 should practice them more,
and you might get a better idea of the perilous beauty that makes up such a wild and tempestuous
midress. She can be so many things, one would think she would have uncountable names, not just the
ample one men cdl her by.” He logt his gaze in the fire and began to play.

Alissa sat up draighter, determined to catch every nuance of it. He had been to the coast; she hadn't.
His songs were the closest she would probably ever get to it, and she was intensdy curious about it these
days. But Srell’s playing had its usud relaxing effect, and after three or four songs, she found hersdf
douching. “Are there no happy songs of the sea?” she complained as he stopped to wet his throat.

“Many,” he admitted, and he launched into another meanchaly tune. It was smply the most sorrowful
rendition of emotion she had ever heard from him, bringing tears to her eyes and girring her with arush of
unfulfillment. She fet an aching need to go and see for hersdf the ralling mass of wind and waves, to taste
the dt in the ar, and to know that tomorrow would be nothing like today, the horizon never changing,
but never redly the same. She couldn’t let Strell leave her! she thought suddenly. She had to go with him,

With a sharp intake of breath, Alissa redlized Strel had done this on purpose. He had chosen each
song, each melody, to provoke the restlessness she was now feding. She should be angry, but she
wasn't. She would have done the same had she possessed the kill. “Strell,” she said softly, her vison
svimming and a catch in her throat. “1 can't go.”

Hismusic abruptly ceased, his deception having been redlized. “I know,” he said, his voice levd and
centered, his eyes riveted upon the fire. “I can’t stay. As soon as this game between Talo-Toecan and
Balicisover, I'll be gone”

Although his words were spoken gently, they hit Alissa hard, and she struggled to keep her breathing
even. To hear it, admit it openly, made it terribly redl. It was no longer possible to pretend their friendship
hadn’'t grown into something stronger. And they would soon part ways.

Numb and empty, Alissa ligened to Strdl’s music rise into the slence. But then his melody broke
harshly, and he played nor spoke no more the rest of the night.

Chapter 24
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There was a gentle pull on Ballic's thoughts as the window wards went down. He was expecting it,
but Hill it caught him unawares, and he started. No longer would the Hold see that dl remained warm
indde, at least not until next season’s fird hard freeze. The piper, he thought sniddy, would have a cold
night, seeing as he hadn't taught the man how to ward windows.

Sdtting his quill down by the remains of his supper, Ballic looked out into the dark. The soft hiss of the
ran came dowly to fill his room, bringing with it the biting amel of wet sone and ydlowing vegetation too
long without the sun. He closed the book he was studying from, risng to stand a what was left of his
bacony. Migt, damp and cold, drifted in to caress the tight scar across his neck in a soothing bam. Later
he would put up a ward to keep the rain out, but now he stood with his eyes closed, enjoying the
sensation on his sengtive skin. The moon would be full tomorrow. Tonight its near perfection was hidden
behind the rain. He could see little of the night. He wished he could. It smdled glorious. Come morning,
even the last drifts of snow taking refuge in the shadowed places would be gone, and his prison would
become less secure,

Ballic brushed the beads of condensation from hislong Master’s vest to leave a dark sain. He wasn't
worried about the piper leaving. The man’stie to the book wouldn't dlow it. Balic had watched him il
its aggressve protection ward with a smple touch. It was obvious the First Truth had a daim upon him.
Sill, with the lower passes open, the temptation to take the book and run would be strong. It was
definitdy time to remind the piper of his tenuous pogtion.

Bailic had finished most of the basic wards, and ill the book remained closed. The piper’s skills had
grown surprisngly fadt, legping ahead to eight- and ten-year tasks just this week. It only proved Ballic's
bdief that the Masters dragged their sudents’ lessons out to prolong their davery. He would begin some
of the more complex wards tomorrow. It wouldn't be long before the book was open, but encouraging
his student to work al the harder would be both productive and a pleasure. Harassing the girl would do
nicdy.

Pleased with the idea of inflicting some harmless torment, Bailic sent out a thought to find them. “The
scullery,” he muttered. “ Precisgly where they belong.” He spun about and reached for his tray. Taking it
down would be a convenient excuse to vist the kitchen. He had never returned his trays before, but he
fdt the need for a reason to enter their domain.

Ballic froze, his hand outstretched. Burn him to ash! What, by the Wolves, did he need an excuse for?
The Hold wasn't theirs. FHghting to keep his anger in check, Bailic stormed out and down the stairs. A
frown twisted his lips as he reached the open wakway above the great hdl. It was cold without the
window wards, but that wasn't what bothered him. It was the thin, white ribbon sretching in graceful
curves from one end of the great hdl to the other dong the outsde of the raling on the fourth-floor
wakway.

“l should have taken out the rings” Ballic said, fingering the loops of metd hammered into the stone
that the ribbon was draped through. Diveding the fortress of its belongings had given him a sense of
control over the ancient stones. The Hold's seasona banners had gone into storage the morning after he
imprisoned Talo-Toecan. Seaing them up again made him fed as if something had shifted without his
knowing. Even the color was right, white for the mdting snow.

Brown for furrows churned, Bailic thought, dipping into the smple rhyme he had learned as a student.
Green for solstice turned. Red for the firgt frost / White for winter’s loss. Gold for dreams redlized / Blue
for my true love' s eyes. Ballic frowned. Or green, or brown. Occasiondly gold if a Master sang it. It was
never pink.

“Tao-Toecan mud dill be having tea with the little wench,” he growled. How ese would they know
white was the proper color—and had been for the better part of four hundred years? Even the timing of
its appearance was right. Only a Master could have guessed the window wards would fdl tonight. The
ribbon hadn’t been there yesterday. To have hung it earlier would have been bad luck.



Bad luck. Bad luck. The words hammered at Ballic as he ssomped down the remaning dairs.
Apparently he had adlowed his guests too much freedom. They were garting to undo his careful assault of
the Hold. Their domain, indeed! Thoroughly disgusted, he stepped to the floor of the great hdl, stopping
stock-ill as his shoes tread not upon stone, but fabric. He looked down in disbdlief. It was too dark to
see properly, but he knew by the familiar give beneath his feet that the large rug depicting the
ever-changing path of the sun had been replaced. His pulse pounded, and he took a cdming breath
before he strode into the dining hall.

“Great stars above ud” he gasped. He hadn’'t been here in weeks. The room was nearly back to its
origind state. The tables were out of place, but everything ese was nearly perfect. Everything was as it
hed been dmog twenty years ago: the floor coverings, the drapes, the amdl table before the hearth, even
the picture hanging above the fireplace, the one done dl in blue that gave him the shivers. How had they
known? It was perfect.

Almog, he seethed. There were two chairs before the fire instead of the traditiond one. “And the
andl—of mirth wood,” he whispered, forcing himsdf to reax as he breathed deeply of the pleasant
aroma. It was everywhere, mixing with the mugdty, earthy smdl of the garden that ghosted in with each
billow of curtain.

He knew the scent well as his Keeper status had alowed him to possess a rather large piece of it,
nealy aslong as hisfinger. It had been on a chain around his neck until a Keeper he briefly “ entertained”
one afternoon ripped it from him, daiming he had no right to it anymore. In his rage, Ballic forgot to take
it back before literdly burning the Keeper to dust.

Thefire was only atongue of orange, and he dipped through the gloom to the table to invedtigate. It
seemed the piper was making something, as Ballic could discern the shapes of saws and drills. Wood
chips littered the floor, and he scooped up a handful to bring to hisnose. “Yes” he whispered. “It's mirth
wood.” Shavings of it were lying about as if it were a common wood to be shaped and worked. With a
shock, Ballic redized the plansman was usng mirth wood to make a pipe. Where did he get enough for
thet?

The answer was obvioudy Tao-Toecan. It wasn't a breach in their contract, but it was close. Balic's
eyes rose to the archway leading to the kitchen, the flame shadows cast by the cooking fire flickering
upon it. The chips fdl dowly through his fingers, dattering down in a cascade of rudling fragrance.

“Ligen to that rain, Strdl,” he heard. “The window wards have fdlen” There was a masculine
comment and the noise of water splashing followed by afeminine shout of dismay.

“Piper!” Ballic barked in frustration.
The laughter and splashing ceased. “In the workroom?” Ballic heard, then, “I'll see”

The lanky slhouette of the piper appeared in the shadowed archway, followed shortly by the smaler
form of the kestrel. The agitated bird hovered until Strell raised a hand to provide her with a perch.
Together they stood, blocking the way. “Yes, Ballic?’ the man said, keeping his mutilated hand behind
his back.

Ballic sneered, glad to see that lesson had been learned. “Y ou will meet me in the garden tomorrow,”
he said on the spur of the moment.

“Inthe ran?’
“It won't be raining tomorrow, Piper.”
Strel nodded suspicioudy. “Why outsde?’

Bailic looked Strell up and down disparagingly. “I’m going to attempt teaching you the difficult task of
shifting the source’ s energy to that of light,” he said. “I Imply don’t want to have to scrape you from the



wdlsif you get it wrong.”

“It' sthat dangerous?’ Strell’s eyes grew round.

“You will arrive wdl before sunup,” Bailic continued, stepping to stand toe-to-toe with the surprised
man. He wanted to torment the girl. It was the reason he had come down here. “1 want to see how bright
alight you can manage.”

A worried frown crossed Strell, and his eyes grew vacant.

“Early, Piper,” Ballic growled, “or | will roust you out from benesth your warm covers mysdf. Now,
get out of my way!”

There was no ward behind the command, but Strell stepped aside, seemingly dazed by Balic's
demand of an early meeting. “Wait!” Strell cried as Ballic whisked past.

But it was too late, and Ballic strode into the brightly lit kitchen with a satisfied air. He stopped short,
gving Strell a black look as the annoying man amost crashed into him. “Where is she?” Bailic muttered.

Water was sanding upon the floor by the abandoned sink, hdf full of dishes. In the center hearth, a
cooking fire burned low and even. A tegpot hissed over it. The room was suspicioudy lacking the girl.

Ballic' sfingers drummed againg his crossed arms. He sent a thought to find her, but her hiding spot
was 0 closg, it seemed asif she were dill in the room. Perhapsin the garden ... Wl, he wasn't going to
chase after her in the rain. His hand dapped on the table in disgud, jolting the bird into maotion. The
wicked thing flew to one of the unused hearths and fluttered over nothing until she findly settled upon the
mantd. A chill took Ballic as she glared into space. Then she turned her anger to him and hissed, dl her
feathers raised.

“Tdl the girl we will be mesting at the firepit,” Ballic said, his eyes riveted to the bird. “She dready
knows where | expect her to put the breakfast tray.” With alast suspicious look, he spun on his hed and
18

“Something isn't right,” he muttered as he crossed the dark hdl. “I don't like this, not at dl.”

Chapter 25
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“Strell,” she whispered, then rolled her eyes. Why was she whispering? The whole idea was to wake
him. Alissa moved to his hearth to see if any of his cods lived through the night. She shivered as she
cupped her hands close over the smdl spot of orange she unearthed. It was cold without the
wards—they had fdlen last night—and in the dim glow of the predawn, she looked about Strell’s sparse
room.

He had never done anything to change his quarters as she had, and there was little to mar the stark,
gone walls. With the exception of the crack in the wall, his room looked nearly the same as when they
found it. Alissa fdt dightly ill as she redized he could leave a a moment’s notice and there would be
nothing to show he had ever been here. Grimacing, she turned back to Strell. He had buried his head in
his blankets, and he looked nearly immovable. “Strdl.” She stood up and dusted her hands. “Your
lesson.”

“Uh?" came hismuffled groan.
She gently shook his shoulder. “Come on,” she demanded. “I told you that second pot of tea last
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night was a bad idea”
“Uh.” Herolled over, her proddings beginning to have an effect.
“I'm getting my hat,” she threatened. “If you aren’t up when | get back, I'll—I’Il...”
“You'll what?” Strel mumbled, his eyes open but by no accounts focused.
“l don't know,” she huffed, “but you won't like it.”
“Uh-h-h-h.”

With afind harrumph, Alissaleft to open her shutters. The thought of her room remaining Suffy as the
rest of the Hold was being swept dean of winter's staleness was intolerable. The shutters creaked open,
and Alissaleaned out into the icy dillness that spilled in to pool about her feet. There was a bright twinkle
of afire burning in the pit in the garden. Alissa pulled hersdf back in, not liking Ballicin her classroom.

She snatched her hat from the bed—she had finished it yesterday; it matched the one she had given
Strell perfectly—and returned to Strell’s room. Peeking hestantly around the open door, she wasn't
surprised to see he hadn’'t moved. “Hey!” she shouted, her hands on her hips.

“I'm up!” He jumped, his eyes flashing wide and unseeing. “I'm awake.” Rubbing his stubbled
cheeks, he sat up and swiveled urttil his feet touched the cold floor. His bare toes poked out from under
histrousers, and Alissa hedtily spun around, flushing.

“I'll wait in my room,” she said, watching him from the corner of her Sght.

“Whatever suits you.” He hdd up two mismatched stockings in the semidarkness. Then redizing they
weren't on him yet, he tucked hisfeet back under his covers.

Alisszacouldn’t help her grin as she returned to her room, pleased to find a least one mord conviction
ran the same from plains to foothills. Knowing he would be some time, she settled hersdf cross-legged
before her fire to practice her latest diverson.

Her breath eased from her in a dow dgh of concentration as she formed a fidd just above the low
flames. Ballic's ahility to use fidds to sculpt dust was incredible, and Alissa had spent the better part of
last month trying to figure out how he managed it. All her fidds came out as spheres. She had some
success by overlaying one fidd upon another, thereby giving it the illuson of a different form, but the
more fidds she had up, the harder it became. It would be years before she could mantain more than a
hendful a any given time.

But she kept at it. Not with dust, though. That had given Strel a bad case of farmer’s fever. So
ingtead, Alissa used the flames of a fire. She hadn't told anyone, especidly Usdess. It wasn't bresking
her word as he had given her permisson to explore fidds fredy, but somehow she didn’'t think he'd
approve of her playing with fire.

Alissa made her fidd as permeable as possible without it faling completdly apart. It was difficult,
much more so than meking an impervious fidd, and it was only her incessant practice that made it ook
easy. The shape of her thoughts became apparent as a tongue of flame curled up the top of the fidd.
Feeding upon itsdf, the fire's hest filled the entire sphere to make a fist-szed swirling globe of red and
orange. It was a usdess trick, she thought, but pretty. Alissa overlad a second sphere partway through
the firgt, and the flame reached higher than norma, channeled by her fidd. On a good day, she could hold
four fields at once.

There was the amd| scuff of booted feet, and Alissalooked up as she let the fidds collgpse in a wash
of guilt. Strell couldn’'t be ready so soon! But he smirked good-naturedly from the door. “Hounds” he
sad around ayawn. “Whet timeisit? The middle of the night?’

Alissa s eyebrows rose as she took himin. “You haven't shaved.”



“Later, later,” he said, rubbing the prickly looking suff. “Can’t keep Bailic wating. He's dready in
the garden. Y ou can see the fire from my window, and nearly hear im grumping, too.”

Alissarose, rdieved he hadn't noticed the odd shape of her fire. “Let’s go then.”

The predawn sky showed only alighter blackness through the occasona window, doing little to light
their path down the dark garwdll. It didn’'t matter. The way was as familiar to her as the trails about her
parents farm.

“Where's Tdon?" Strell asked as they reached the walkway overlooking the great hdll.
“Kitchen. We ladies have been up long enough to make rolls”

Strel grunted, giving her a nod. “Mind if I make dinner tonight? I've got a med | want your opinion
on. It'skind of atradition in my family. Made entirdly with carrots to honor the new season.”

“Hounds, yes. I'd love it,” she gushed, then paused. Everything made from carrots? What kind of
tradition was that?

“Tdon,” Strell cdled as they entered the kitchen. He looked up at the rafters, and the bird dropped to
land upon his wrigt. “What did you catch this morning?’ he murmured, sending a thin finger across her
age-faded markings. Tdon hopped to Strell’s shoulder, setling hersdlf by his ear where they compared
whispered notes. Alissa shook her head in amusement as she checked the bregkfast tray.

Srell yawned as he shrugged into his coat and reached for the tray. “I'll take it.”

Smiling her thanks, Alissa grabbed three cups. Much to Strdl’s disgppointment, she prudently left
Lodesh's cup behind. Strell would have to make do with, as he cdled them, Talo-Toecan's thimbles.
“What a beautiful day it is” she exdamed quietly as she opened the garden door and Taon launched
hersdf into the freshly washed heavens.

“Isit?” grumbled Strell. “It dill looks like night to me.”

“Don't be such a goat,” she sad cheerily, her gaze going deep into the clear, transparent-seeming
skies. “Spring is here. Can't you see it?’

“It'stoo dark,” he groused. Stifling another yawn, he hunched deeper into his coat.

Alissa gave him a friendly shove and moved eagerly ahead, the toes of her shoes quickly going damp.
She should have put on her boots, but she hadn’t been able to find them, and she redly didn't care; the
moming was so grand.

Now that the snow was gone, she would begin to see what surprises Usdess's garden would
provide. As overgrown and neglected as it was, there were bound to be a few ddights anong the weeds,
and she itched to get her hands dirty in the finding of them. The warm, coastdl rain had findly made it
over the firg of the mountains last night, leaving behind only soft, black earth. Even the ground was
thawed where the sun had been upon it yesterday.

“Good morning, Ballic!” Alissa called happily as they rounded the bend.

His head jerked up—he was dearly startled at her pleasant voice. Strdl seemed surprised as well,
and he gave her along, questioning look before he set the tray down. The dinking of the dishes sounded
comfortable and right among the dripping branches and long, wet grass.

“Morning,” Ballic returned cautioudy, apparently not knowing wha to make of her cheaful
disposition. He turned to Strell, who, Alissawould admit, looked hdf dead, as he was unshaved and dill
in the rumpled clothes he had on lagt night. “I'm glad to see,” Ballic continued, “at least one of you is
prepared for the day’ s lesson. Unfortunatdly, it's the wrong one.”

“I'm here” Strdl dumped heavily onto the bench. Baancing her rall on the rim of her cup, Alissa
retreated to the farthest corner of the pit. The sun was on the peak rigng high above the Hold, turning the



gray stone a marvelous gold. She could amogt see the light cregping down the mountain, growing ever
closer to the fortress. Soon it would reach her room to fill it with the sirong spring sun, warming the old
sones to life

“Set up your primary loop, Piper,” Balic said, jolting her from her reverie. “You'll eat later.”

Alissarductantly brought her attention back from the faultless skies. It only took a moment to do as
Ballic demanded, but he continued to drone on and on about fidd strengths, and proper channds, and
the perils of setting them up incorrectly. She ignored him, as did Strell.

Jugt aswdl Strell wasn't ligening, she thought. Ballic wasn't explaining it very dearly. It was obvious
he wasn't confident in the process. She just wished he would get on with it. As if responding to her
desires, Balic's globe of light blossomed into existence to throw the shadows from the firepit. “Oh!” she
exclamed, remembering to be impressed.

Strell looked up, haf a heartbest behind. He, too, looked convinangly awed by the light.

“You see,” Ballic said, a patronizing lilt to his voice. “It's difficult, and it uses a lot of source, but it
does impress the commoners.”

Alissa frowned at his last words and looked to see what tracings Ballic was usng. Her source was
bardy touched when she created a ward of illuminaion, and she couldn’t imagine even Ballic would be
s0 miserly over such a minuscule loss of srength. Well, no doubt, she mused, finding a long stick and
poking it into the soft earth. He wasn't usng the most efficient paths. All that waste. No wonder he used
candles ingtead of his kills. His source would be depleted within a matter of years.

Then she recalled what Usdless had said about broken paths and fragmented neurd nets. This was
obvioudy the case here. It was awonder he could create the tricky ward & dl. Rather ingenious actudly,
and her edimaion of the pale man begrudgingly went up. The ward was hard enough without the
handicaps he had to crcumvent. Something near to pity went through her, and she shifted, not
comfortable with gpplying the emotion to Ballic.

“Y ou see the resonance?’ Ballic said, and Strdll nodded. “Then try it,” the pale man demanded as his
light vanished.
“I'm—uh—not sure | haveit,” Strel said uneesly.

Alissais eyes rose to Strell. Perhaps he thought she hadn’t been paying attention, and so she cleared
her throat to let him know she had been ligening.

“Sand and wind,” Ballic griped. “Y ou're dower than a beggar with aful bely.”
“l don’t want to make any mistakes.” Strdll’s jaw clenched. “You sad it was dangerous.”

Alissa thumped her heds againg the Side of the bench. A ward of light dangerous? Maybe, but not if
you knew what you were doing.

“If it makes you fed better, close your eyes” Ballic arched his eyebrows. “WdI?’ he mocked, dmost
looking eager for Strell to make a mistake and turn them dl to ash.

“Give me amoment.” Strell frowned and closed his eyes. His elbows were propped up on his kness,
and his head dropped into his hands.

Alissa quickly set up the proper paths, and her containment fidd snapped into existence as the cold
pathways filled. Immediately there was the eerie sensation of being in two places a once as the intricate
pattern existed smultaneoudy in her thoughts and in the fidd. Unlike most wards, this one required
constant maintenance; it remained securely connected to her conscious until disengaged. The sensation of
vertigo faded not because the ward |eft her thoughts to make the legp to her fidd, but rather because it
became overshadowed by the impressons from her other, more frequently used senses. A soft glow



enveloped them just as the sun reached the Hold' s roof.

“Good,” Ballic grudgingly admitted, his confidence in Strell’s nonexistent dhilities restored. The man
frowned up at the Hold. Alissa could imagine his thoughts were in the same ven as hers. It wouldn’t be
long urtil the sun reached the garden, and the lesson would be over.

“Drop your ward and begin agan,” sad Ballic, his eyes fixed to cregping beam of light.
“Implementation and dissolution are more important. Mantaining is easy.”

Alissalicked her fingers clean of the last of the sticky rolls and did as he asked. The glow of her light
mixed with that of the rigng sun, illuminating the outskirts of the firepit. Crocus! she slently exclamed as
she spied a and| bit of ydlow peeping from beneath a barren shrub. Glancing a Balic—who was
watching the encroaching light— she decided she could investigate. It was wdl within a raku length. The
last thing she wanted to do was to step out of range and have that resonance fade.

A ddighted amile stole over Alissa as she touched the amdl flowersin awecoming caress. They were
cold and slky. Bending low, she noticed the iff leaf of aniris poking up bravely from crowded roots half
exposed.

“Makeit brighter,” Ballic said ingratiatingly, and Alissa did, not bothering to turn around. Moving to a
nearby tangle that was once a flower bed, she kndt, feding her knees grow damp and cold. She didn’t
care. The earth was coming dive again, filling her with a deep sense of purpose and peace. Her hands
went willingy to dig the choking weeds from the soft, new growth hidden amongst last year's
dead-looking dumps of vegetation.

“Brighter,” she heard distantly, and she made it so.

Alissa knew from sad experience her fine new clothes would be ruined with the dark sains of soil.
She couldn’t hdlp it. When she saw disorder, she logt dl sense of responghility. Her clothes were her
best no longer, and she didn't care.

“Phlox?” Alissa whispered, puzzing over a familiar-looking lesf before dearing a large swath of
weeds from around it. It was sengdtive at times of pushy neighbors.

“Thyme” She nodded confidently at the tiny leaves dready emerging from the tougher, man
branches. She ran a gentle finger over the tenacious herb. This one would need no help from her, and she
amiled at it, wishing it well.

“Brighter, please,” Balic said, dl but forgotten, and so it was.

“Mint!” She beamed, and kndt down where it was, ovewheming a nearby patch of something she
couldn’'t identify yet. Brimming with a vengeful enthusasm, Alissa bent low and ripped out great handfuls
of the aggressive plant from around its gentler companions. The amdl of fresh spice rose up, and she
nearly burst with her happiness. It was soring a last, and she willingly surrendered hersdlf to the dirt and
s0il, content to set the amdl space by the firepit to rights as Ballic Slently watched.

Chapter 26
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“Good,” Ballic grudgingly admitted as the piper’s sphere of light winked into existence. “Drop your
ward and begin again. Implementation and dissolution are more important. Mantaining is easy.”

Ballic glanced at the light cresping down the face of the Hold. He didn't want to be in the garden
when the sun found the smdl patch of earth he was standing on. “Make it brighter,” he commanded of
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the piper, who was dumped with his head cradled in his hands in concentration. Ballic shrugged his coat
closer. It was cold, and the acidic smdl of ice rot caught in his throat. Once he found the man's limits he
would cdl it done, retreating back to hisfire and books.

He was amogt done with deciphering that second volume he had found explaining the effective use of
fear and superdtition as a tool. He was eager to reread it. It was obvioudy the Masters benign strategy
for keeping the masses out of the mountains, but he imagined it could be used to drive them from thar
homes as wel—if used properly.

He sank down on the bench, diffening at the expected cold of the stone. As he watched, the girl
abandoned them to muck about in the dirt. She was getting her clothes dirty, Ballic thought with a smirk.
You can take the girl off the farm...

A dight noise drew his attention to the long row of slent windows where the Keepers once had their
quarters, and he gazed at them, frowning. Something was different. The sun shone strong, illuminging the
shutters on Meson’s window so well it seemed as if Ballic's fuzzy Sght had cleared. One of them hadn’t
been fagtened properly, and it tapped an irritaing, broken rhythm againg the wadl in the freshening
breeze.

Ballic stared &t it, his brow furrowing. Meson never had shutters on his windows. No one did. They
weren't needed. Once the Hold dropped the window wards for the coming summer, everyone made
ther own as needed or got someone ese to do it if they weren't skilled enough. That was why Balic
replaced the ward in the piper’ s room that he had blown out four months past. The wards had fdlen just
last night. There hadn’t been time to make shutters. Why, Ballic wondered, did the girl have shutters on
her windows?

Shifting dightly, he looked at Strell, Slent and unmoving in his deep concentration. “Brighter,” he said
quietly, and the smdl, but well-constructed sphere doubled in its intengity.

A cold sensation dipped through Ballic as he redized he had never checked Meson’s old room for
damage the night the Hold shivered to its foundations. But how many times had he ligened to Meson
moan and gripe about the injustice of having to share a chimney with the room next door? The force
could have easily blown out both their windows by going through it. That would mean the force the piper
hed manipulated was tenfold stronger than what Ballic estimated.

His breath quickening, Balic went to stand beside Strell. Could the man be sandbagging, Ballic
wondered, capable of far more than he witnessed? Ballic watched him take another dow breath. So
relaxed! he thought in darm. How could he be so relaxed when he was channdling enough source to burn
out his entire network? Then Ballic heard a dight Sgh, and he bent closer.

“He's not rdaxed! He's adeep!” Ballic whispered wildly. He Sraightened, a stab of fear diang
through him, leaving him open to the icy breath of doubt. Who? he thought. Who is making the ward?
For it couldn’t be the piper, not adeep as he was.

Bailic sent a frantic thought out, searching for any presence besides himsdlf, the piper, and the girl. His
mentd search was more accurate than his vison, but he so scanned the skies for the golden menace he
feared was behind the bdl of light. But the heavens were clear of beast and cloud, and he sagged in rdlif.

It isn't Talo-Toecan, he thought. That only left...

“Thegirl?” He winced, turning to her amdl figure bent low over the dushy muck. It couldn’'t be her!
She wasn't even ligening.

“Brighter, please,” he whispered, and the sphere glowed brilliantly, dmogt rivaing the sun. The form
kneding in the mud held no sgn of the concentration needed to perform such a task, but someone was
working the ward. He watched as, with a happy sound, she shifted her attention to a patch of mint. She
began tearing out great masses of it asif ridding the world of a great injustice.



Not caring if the sun burnt him, Ballic edged closer. Running his hands nervoudy down his Master’s
vest, he methodicaly camed himsdf, making his mind blank to examine histracings for the tdltale Sgns of
resonance. With the true beginnings of fear, he found no answering glimmer in his thoughts. None at dl.

Ballic froze. Whoever was making the ward was usng a pattern he didn’t have. He had discovered in
his earliest, and ironicdly, bloodiest interviews with peers unwilling to share their secrets, that every
Keeper vaied in the way ther tracings were connected. These differences were apparent in only the
most complex and therefore seldom-used tasks. That was why no one had redized it, and their Masters
never fdt the need to tdl them. Resonance only occurred when a perfect match for the ward in question
was found. Whoever was working the ward had a more precise network. They were potentidly stronger
but not necessarily more cunning.

“But the girfl?’” he whispered. It was unthinkable he could have migudged so badly. Deathly ill, Ballic
watched her continue her weeding, oblivious to the dangerous thoughts thet raced through his mind.

“The piper wears Keeper garb,” he asserted, dill wanting to deny the truth. Ballic stared at the girl.
“But she made his clothes, right in front of me, and | never noticed.” She, he redized, was the one who
blew out the windows and cracked the Hold's wadl, burning hersdlf into the desth state that he brought
her back from. She recovered the book from the wel where Ballic assumed her companion told her it lay
concealed. She had shared tea with Talo-Toecan, leaving him thinking it was nothing more than a report
of the piper’s progress. She, Balic snarled slently, is creating a ward that is so bright, it casts
shadows stronger than the sun!

It is her, he redized, the depth of hisfally crashing down upon him. Then, the blissully content figure
of adight girl raised her face to the sky, adjusted her new Keeper’'s hat, and amiled at the sun. For the
firg time, Ballic saw his young guest in the full morning light, and he saw, with no uncertainty, the color of
her eyes.

“They—are—not—Dblue,” he seethed. “They are gray, as were her father’dl”

Thick fury roared through him, shocking him with the violent, smothering wash of black rage. His face
twiged as he diffly moved to stland before the oblivious girl. With a violent shudder, he shackled his
deadly emoations, a part of him amazed a the strength needed to turn them aside, wondering where he
hed found it. He consoled himsalf with the thought he would be able to give them free rein soon enough.
He had been manipulated badly, but he redized his migake in time. The piper would pay for his
interference, jus as Talo-Toecan's sudent would suffer for her audacity, but not yet. There was a book
to open, and he had just found the key.

Clenched to an unbearable tightness, he leaned close. “Wel, my dear,” he rasped, and the girl spun
asif having forgotten he was there. Her eyes grew round as she took in his anger.

“W-what?’ she sammered, and she shifted to rise.

Ballic lunged, twiding her am behind her back, forcing her to remain where she was. “No you
don't,” he whispered harshly into her ear. “We have an gppointment to keep, you, me, and a good book.
Y ou know the one, don’'t you, Alissa Meson?’

Chapter 27

contents - previous | next

“Srel?’ Alissa squeaked; her throat had gone too dry for more. Ballic pulled up sharply on her
elbow, and pain shocked through her. Gasping, she bent low to the ground to escape it. The fresh amdl
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of mint rose to fill her senses. Her light winked out of existence.

“Ah, ah, ah,” Bailic admonished. “Let's not wake our dear mingrd. He looks so-0-0-0 tired.” There
was a twinge upon her awareness as a ward of what she prayed was only deep settled over Strell. From
habit, she looked to see what tracings were used. Ballic frowned a her intent expression. “You are the
clever one” he said hitterly, seeming to know what she was doing. “But apparently not clever enough.”
He roughly pulled her up and spun her about to ook her in the face. “You see he is under my fidd?’ he
Spat.

Alissa's heart pounded as her eyes flicked to Strdl and back, urwilling to look from Ballic for more
then an ingant. He knew. Bailic knew. Nothing could save them now.

“He s ming” Ballic threatened. “Don't try anything, my dear, or he will suffer for it. Everyone who
underestimates meis dead. No need for you to join them yet.”

She thought back to Bailic’s rapt expression when he had incinerated Strel’s finger, and her knees
nearly buckled. Ballic was insane. He would kill Strell with no compunction.

“Yes” Ballic pulled her closer, his pde eyes narrow and tight. “You findly understand. And look
closer. See that connection between your piper and me, formed by my fidd and ward?’

Slently she nodded.
“What do you suppose that is?’ he asked lightly, his face twidting.
Shelicked her lips “1—I don’t know.”

“You don't know.” He smiled indulgently. “Let’s just say, if | die, he dies, too. So don't try any tricks
Tao-Toecan may have taught you.”

“Usdless!” she cdled slently in her thoughts, only now recdling him.

“Come on,” Balic said, and she gasped as he yanked her am so hard her ha fdl off. “There€'s
something you need to do.”

“Usdless!” she thought again as she sumbled into motion. If he was too far away, he might not hear.
Ballic didn’'t seem to notice, for which she was thankful, but naither did Usdless.

From the tangled brush came the soft cdl of a songbird. It was answered by its mate, and for a
moment the two carried on a gentle duet, sanding in dark contrast to her own desperate Stuetion.
Alissa s pulse grew fast. She had to get away. He was going to force her to open the book. It was hers
Ballic couldn't have it! Twising suddenly, she struggled to break free.

“Stop it!” Bailic hissed, pulling her tightly into him.

Terrified, she gave aviolent lunge, somping on hisfoot. He let go in surprise. Alissa scrabbled across
the sodden earth on dl fours, only to find her feet pulled out from under her as she tried to rise. Her face
went into the mud, and she bit back a muffled cry as her chin cracked into the ground. Tears welled up
from the pain.

“l said, stop,” Balic whispered coldly, his knee on the smdl of her back. “I’'m not going to warn you
agan. The next time, the piper suffers”

“You wouldn't dare,” she countered boldly into the ground. *Y ou have an agreement!”

“My agreement?’ He snorted. “That old raku findly made a mistake.” Ballic bent so close his breath
shifted her hair, and she diffened. “The arrangement ends the moment the book is opened. I'll be free to
do whatever | want with you. Talo-Toecan has no way of knowing when the book is opened. You,” he
amiled as he pulled her back to her feet, “were never as secure as you thought, and now your piper is
dreaming hislast dreams.”



She stared at him, fear knotting her ssomach.

“His life hangs upon your cooperation. If you fal me” he said, beginning to drag her to the kitchen
door, “I'll kill your piper as you watch. | assure you, it will take some time and be very degrading. It's
been awhile snce I’ ve tortured anyone, but it's not the sort of thing one forgets how to do.”

With a savage kick, Ballic pushed the door to the kitchen into the wal with a resounding crash. They
entered the slent, empty room in a clatter of muddy shoes and gumbling feet.

“I'd wager you dl had a good laugh over it, didn't you? Poor old Ballic,” he raved as they crossed
the dining hdl. “Can’'t see the firg thing before him, dl this time blinded by the digtractions of a
commoner!”

She was helplessto do more than sumble behind Bailic as he hauled her up the stairs. Her thoughts
wove franticaly between her need to escape and her need to protect Strell. Bailic hed her more tightly in
his poisonous grip than he might reslize—or maybe he did.

“Tao-Toecan thinks I'm afool,” Ballic spat, his face twiging as they reached the fourth-floor landing.
“He has been tutoring you dl winter! Right under my nose!” Jaw clenched, he reached out a pde hand
and tore her white banner from its moorings. She watched it writhe down to make a gentle contrast on
the enormous rug she and Strdl had wrestled into place yesterday. Her and Ballic's muddy tracks
showed strongly upon its soft, muted colors. “I haven't taught that men a thing,” Ballic raged. “ You've
been doing everything! Everything!” he shouted, goplying a savage pressure to her am and twiding it
far beyond its usud span of movement.

“Ow, ow! Stop it. Balic!” she cried as she hdf kndlt under the pain.

“Usdless!” she screamed into her thoughts. “ He's taking me to the book!”

Enraged, Ballic oun her onto the floor. As she sat there, dutching her bruised arm, she slently heard
Usdless sfrantic answer, and she nearly cried out in rdlief.

“I"'m coming,” she heard. “ Don’t open it, Alissa, whatever it costs. We aren‘t prepared.”

“You're a lying, half-breed, dattern,” Balic growled, and he lunged. Panicked, she skittered
backwards, managing to avoid him for dl of two heartbests. But for dl hisfral looks, he was stronger,
and he caught her as eadly as Tadon catches a grasshopper.

“Hlth from filth. No better than your mother,” he muttered as his fingers dug into her shoulder and he
dragged her to her feet. “All thistime it was you. Your piper was very clever. He had convinced me,
but—he—fdl— adeep!” Beginning to laugh hygtericdly, he hdted, trembling. “Y ou were betrayed by the
one who tried to protect you!”

No, she thought as Ballic pulled her up the dairs. It was her fault, losng hersdf in soring as if she
were safe a home. And with that, her Stuation became irrefutable.

Shewas a home.

Her parents amdl farm in the foothills was her birthplace, and for her firg years, it had been her
home and school. Now the Hold was her home, and she would die here, very shortly.

“Usdess. Please!” she cried sletly in despair. “ Bailic linked himself to Srell. | can't use an
impervious field, or Srell dies, too. Please! We ‘re almost there.”

“I'm coming,” came Usdess's firm thought. “ Don't open that book. You won't be able to
contain it. I'll lose you to the beast.”

Sumbling, her shin hit the stair, the pain going dl but unnoticed in her fright. She reached out a hand
to stop her fdl, and Ballic yanked her up, impetient at ther fatering progress. “ 1 don’t understand,” she
sent wordlesdly.



“I'msorry,” Usdless whispered into her mind. “1 thought we would have more time. | was going
to explain. ... | tried to begin.”

Ballic hdted suddenly, a mere flight from his room. Gazing at Alissawith amix of hate and avarice, he
grew frignteningly ill. Alissa's breath caught, and she stiffened in terror. “1 would wager,” he speculated
mildy, “that you have a source. You mugt have one” He leaned close, and she tried to back up, hitting
the stairway’s wall. “That exploson last winter had to have been supplemented. ‘Tdl me” he crooned,
“did Talo-Toecan let you bind it, my dear, or isit sill—vulnerable?’

“It's beyond your reach, Ballic,” she whispered, hdf crazed with the fear he might know away to tear
it from her.

Snarling, he jerked her up the last few steps.
“Usdless!” she ghrieked in her thoughts as she saw his open door.
“ Just use the accursed field, Alissal”

“l can't,” she sobbed, and Ballic shoved her across the threshold. The tingle of Usdless's own ward,
perverted to Ballic's use, herdded her arivd. She was trapped. Catching hersdf agang a table, she
took a sheky breath, leening heavily on it. He took a step towards her, and she shifted to put the table
between them. Her wide eyes never Ieft his as she fdt her way around it. Behind her, a chair hit the back
of her legs.

“l actudly asked you to help me,” he said and shoved the table into her. Knocked off balance, she sat
down in the chair as he had planned. Her heart pounded as she looked franticdly for away to escape.

Now in his room, Bailic seemed to dow, taking the time to rub the dirt from his knuckles with a cloth.
Alissa's eyes dropped to her hands. They were clenched in a white-knuckled fervor, and she forced
them apart. “ Usaless, please hurry,” she begged. “ He will kill Srell.”

There was no response, and Alissa began to think she was aone. Then, dmost she could believe
closer, was his thought, “ Soon.”

“Don't fed too bad, my dear,” Balic sad as he dropped his rag. “Your father couldn’'t outfox me,
ather.” He leaned closer, his degant features softening in a mock sadness. “He was a two-faced,
back-stabbing, foothills devil, and | killed him, too.”

She swdlowed hard. “I know,” she said with a quavering voice, ddling for time. “Tao-Toecan made
merdiveit, to try to scare me away.”

“What!” The word was sharp, and she jumped, hating hersdf for the smal gasp that dipped from her.
“Tao-Toecan dlowed you to rdive a memory? Of your father’s? | waited for years to be shown tha
ill. He never—”

Horrified, Alissawatched his eyes go black as his pupils grew large, and his hands, diff at his Sdes,
clutched spasmodicdly. He looked to the celing and tensed. She shrank back, trying to put more
distance between them, even if it was only a finger's width.

“No,” he groaned, dodang his eyes. “It will wait,” and with a wracking shudder, he turned away. Now
his manner shifted to the other extreme, and his shoulders drooped. Sowly he spun on a hed. A smdl
sound dipped from Alissa a the amile he had taken. “Rdax, my dear,” he dl but sghed, moving to a
shdf. “Let mefind alittle light reading for you. You do read, don't you?' He chuckled. “If not, well, the
piper has lived an exditing life, if not along one.”

“Usdless,” she whigpered, feding the beginning of the inevitable end grip her.

“Perhagps this will hdp you decide?’ Ballic sad as he brought forth her book and placed it softly
before her. Alissal's heart seemed to stop. Redling from the shock of having it so close, she nearly passed



out. A feding of separation overtook her, and she stared hungrily at it, her bresth coming fast and
shdlow.

“l have claimed you,” the book whispered in her thoughts done. “ You have claimed me.”

“Usdess” she moaned. Her fingers twitched and reached, and she fdt her will to resst begin to dip
gradudly away.

Ballic grinned, sure of hisvictory. “Yes, it'susdessto resst, so why try? Open it.”
“Alissa, no!” Usdess pleaded in her thoughts, dmost unheard.
“We have waited long enough,” the book crooned into her thoughts alone.

“You're ming” she breathed, and she ran afinger over the latch. With a amdl sound, the metd clasp
parted. A warm tingling began at her fingers. Her vison blurred. Her breething became shalow.

“lI am what will make you unbroken,” the book nearly sang through her mind.

Bailic bent low. “Open it,” he whispered urgently, his breath a warm touch on her cheek.
“Alissal” Usdess cdled franticdly. “ 1 won't be able to bring you back!”

“Now,” the book commanded.

“Now,” Ballic breathed as her fingers ran below the heavy lesther binding.

“Now,” she agreed, and uncaring of the consequences, she opened the First Truth.

Chapter 28

contents - previous | next

Ballic reached for her book with a triumphant cry. “Don’'t,” she sad sharply, and he stopped, frozen
where he stood over her. She had used no ward; his surprise hdted him. A slver glow had flickered into
exigence about the book, and as Alissa sent her fingers to brush over the fine tracings of print, the light
played about her fingertips like ripples in a gill pool. Dabbling them in the Slky sensation, she identified
the glow as a thought or memory given substance. The words on the page only served to contain the
memory, much as afidd gave award a place in which to act. She amiled with a quiet satisfaction as she
redlized she didn’t need to read the book. She could liveit.

Ballic's frustrated presence hovered over her shoulder, rightly afraid to touch what she had clamed.
Her book wouldn't stoop to speak to him. He had to be content with the printed word. Besides, she
thought smugly, he couldn’t begin to understand.

And with that sentiment, Alissa abandoned hersdf to the book’s memories, dlowing them to fredy
enter her own. A wave of warmth rose to become her world, bringing a gentle lassitude. It was the firg
lesson, and she absorbed it as a dark rock absorbs the summer sun.

“It'snonsense,” she heard Ballic's distant whisper.

“No,” she s9ghed, unable to stop hersdf. “It's heat.” And she sank deeper into the drowsy, dert State,
the scent of broken rock thick in her senses. “It’'s hot sand, butterfly wings over dry, summer grasses, sun
baked diffs, clouds of moigture, and the rain thet fals from them.”

“Alissa,” came Usdess's unwelcome voice echoing in her mind. “ Sop. Be content with the first
lesson.”
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“A candle flame on a moonlit night,” she continued, ignoring him, “the wind over the water, and the
goinning of the earth and stars.”

“It's energy,” the book explained needlesdy, “in its most humble of forms. No matter what
state it takes, it's the same. At rest. In motion. It’s always the same.”

“Yes” she whispered, familiar with the concept. It had been a common thread binding her lessons at
home. “l seewhat itis”

“l don't understand,” Ballic muttered, and at the sound of his voice, her heightened awareness
dimmed until she remembered where she was. Opening her eyes, she ran her finger past the unseen but
not unredized pages, skipping to the next lesson. Alissa fdt the memories her fingers touched turn gray,
and the shimmering glow surrounding the book shifted to a pearly tranducence. It did nothing to obscure
the angle word upon the page before her.

“Substance?’ Ballic said. “What kind of wisdom is thet?’

The last remembrance of heeat dipped away, and Alissa shivered. It was replaced by a sensation of
presence, not a person or even athing, just alack of nothing. “Substance,” she repeated as it enfolded
her in its vagt strength and her eydlids drooped of their own accord. “What a amdl word for so large a

concept.
“Explainit,” he demanded, his voice thick with irritation.
“I"'m almost there, Alissa,” came Usdless s thought, grating upon her.

Uncaring of her imminent rescue, Alissa let the pearly gray thoughts dip fredy through hers. “It’'s the
ar,” she explained to Ballic, safein the knowledge he would never grasp the sgnificance. “It's the earth.
It'syou and me. It's what makes up the trees that flower and bear fruit, but not the light that gives them
life We're dl made up of the same materid, just put together differently, and it can be changed.” This,
too, was an idea that had run through her earliest schooling, so fundamentd and basic, it hardly seemed
worth repesating, but the book made it so clear, she knew it would forever change the way she percelved
even the amplest thing.

“Yes,” the book agreed. “ Go. You're almost there.”

Dazed, Alissaturned to the lagt page. It was blank. The book’s thoughts turned from gray to black.
Her fingers resting on the page appeared to be logt in anight so dark as to be impossble.

“Wheat does it mean?’ Bailic demanded.

Bewildered, she stared a the obsidian page, amdling the cold of old snow. “I—I don’t know.”
“Thank the Master of usall,” came Usdess s intruding Sgh.

“Come,” the book whispered seductively. “ You know enough. | will show you the rest.”

Usdess's cry of anguish was dmost unnoticed as Alissa met her book’ s invitation with a resounding,
“Yed” As soon as her answer was uttered, she was overtaken by a feding of perfect disconnection.
There was nothing to see, or fed, or even comprehend. Asif blowing out a candle, her world vanished. It
was dmog Death, but having seen the dark maiden once, Alissa knew it wasn't. Even o, it was only
Alissaiswill that kept her from crossng to join her. “ What is it?” she asked her guide, ungble to even
speculate.

“This? Thisis time,” came its unshakable answer. “ All that has been, all that might be, can be
seen from the now. You simply have to know— how far back to look.

“All three are related,” the book asserted. “ Can you see this, energy, mass, and time?”
“Yes,” she answered, knowing exactly how they were related. It was so Smple once shown.



“And oneisin essence the same as the other ?' it continued.
[{3 Y%"

“Then | give you the first truth. You decide what it means. Energy,” it lectured, “can be
transformed from state to state, but in the doing, nothing can be allowed to be lost or added.
Mass is much the same in its own fashion, changing Junction, but not its most basic form. And
time? Well, time isrelative. It's what you make of it. Control that, and you can shift between the
two brothers of energy and mass.”

“You mean by using my tracings?’ Alissathought in disbelief.

“Yes,” the book responded, somehow sounding devious. “ Use your tracings to manipulate the
constraints of time, and you can turn your mass to energy and back again.”

“But what good isit?” she asked, seeing clearly the how, just not the why.

“Try it.” The book seemed to chuckle in her thoughts.

“Try it?" Alissa repeated, becoming even more confused.

“Try it...” came itstaunting whisper.

“Try it,” she said doud as her world dipped into existence in a rush of color and sound. She fdt out
of breath, and taking a gasp of ar, Alissa snapped completely out of her dreamlike state. The book’s
thoughts were log, returned to the pages of her now quiescent book. Its work was done and it caled no
more, but she remembered.

The ebony glow surrounding her book faded to gray, then glver, then flickered out of existence.
Saing at the book, she wondered why Usdless was so concerned. This knowledge wasn't enough to
harm anyone. Most of it she had known aready.

Ballic lunged across the table, pulling her book from her dack fingers. Clutching it to himsdf, he
backed to his desk, his eyes wild. “What does it mean?’ he shouted, dl but incoherent.

Oddly unconcerned, Alissa gazed up a him, cam and centered for what she thought was the firg time
in her life. She didn’t need the book anymore. Its lessons had been engraved into her very essence. The
heavy sense of peace it had indilled in her was difficult to shake off.

In the expectant hush, there was a smdl ping of something hitting the floor. What looked like a smdl,
gray coin had fdlen from the binding of her book. It bounced twice and rolled to her feet, drding in
noisy, ever-narrowing rings until it fdl onto its sde with a clatter.

Alissa's hand automaticaly went out to pick it up. Bardy bigger than her thumbnail, it sat lightly in her
pam. It glisened a soft gray that, even as she watched, turned a luminescent gold from her warmth.
Examining it in the profound dillness, Alissa frowned. It looked familiar, teesing from her the memory of
the scent of birch seeds and mud—and her papa.

“What isit?’ Ballic said, huddled in the corner with her open book pressed againgt him.

Squinting, Alissa held it up between her finger and thumb. The sun glowed hrilliantly through it, and
ghe amiled at the pretty little thing. Then she remembered. Her papa had tucked it there, just before he
|eft to return the book to the Hold. He hadn’t known what it was, either.

“Take it,” her book taunted, “in an impervious field as you did your source. Bind it to your
being. Quickly! Before you lose your chance!”

“ Alissa. No!” Usdless shouted in her thoughts, and from outside she heard the passage of hiswings.

Like a child caught with her hand in the cookie tin, Alissa grabbed her treasure and made it hers, loath
to, as her book had said, lose her chance. Her impervious fidd cracked into existence around it, and she



diffened and gasped. “No!” she dhrieked as her entire network awoke. Every channd hummed with the
energy explosvey released from her source. She hadn’t done it. It was out of her control, and it burned
likeice but didn't destroy. Destruction would have been a blessing compared to this

“It hurts! Please, make it stop!” she slently screamed, and then collapsed. Her last 9ght was of
Ballic, dutching her open book to himsdf, his face amask of utter astonishment.

Chapter 29
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Ballic froze as the dight frame of Alissa siffened. Her eyes grew wide as if in shock, and her mouth
opened in aglent scream. Then, with a soft Sgh, she collapsed onto the table. He hesitated, not trusting
thisat dl. Drumming his fingers upon the back of the book, he moved a cautious step closer, wondering
what, by the Wolves at the Navigator's hed, had just happened.

Her explanation of the book’ s contents had confounded him. Though the pages were full of the raku's
script, she had lingered on only the firg ornately written word of each section, skipping the pages
between. He hadn’t even seen the find page, obscured as it was in the eerie blackness that enveloped
both the book and her fingersresting upon it. It was as if his eyes refused to acknowledge anything was
there, diding away with a greasy fed. And then she turned to him with that contented, self-assured look
he recognized from his younger days as a student. Her attitude was reminiscent of a Master of the Hold,
and it had shaken him.

“Wha a Keeper you would have made,” he sad, edging to where she sat crumpled as if she had
fdlen adeep a her sudies. Placing the open book on the table, he leaned over it. “It's a shame you
didn't take me up on my offer.” He tilted her head, looking for any likeness to her mother, finding it in the
shape of her cheekbone and the length of her lashes. “But | can’t suffer you to live now. Someday your
experience will give you the upper hand.” Gently, regretfully even, he turned her face to the table again.

So intent was he on his thoughts, he dmost missed the sudden absence of sunlight spilling over the
floor. The shadow was accompanied by the smalest sound of scrgping stone from the broken bacony.
But it was only when Tao-Toecan shifted that Bailic fully redlized he wasn't done. He snatched the open
book to him and scrambled back until he dammed into the wdl. “1t's ming” he shouted, unable to keep
hisvoice from cracking in fear.

“Drop it, and you're ash,” Talo-Toecan sad tersely. All but ignoring him, The Master strode to the
grl. A fleding look of distress passed over him, gppearing out of place on the stoic, sedate bearing
Ballic'sold ingtructor dways showed the world.

Ballic hestated. This wasn't what he had expected. To be dismissed as if he was no threst was
infuriding but adso disconcerting. His confuson was multiplied threefold as a smartly attired man in
Keeper garb appeared in the doorway to his room. There was the scent of mirth wood, and Ballic
ground his teeth. He was rgpidly loang control of the Stuation.

“It' stime then?’ the Stranger said, giving Ballic a secret, Sdeways grin.

The Magter looked up. “ She was completely unprepared. I’ ve served her badly.”

“Ah,” the man replied chearfully. “It may yet work out.”

“Who,” Ballic snapped, “are you?’

Tado-Toecan stooped and picked up the girl, cradling her easlly with her head dumped upon his
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chest. “We must get her from behind these walls” he said, ignoring Bailic.

“Stop!” Ballic shouted. “You broke your word, Tao-Toecan. No one” he threatened, “is going
anywhere”

The man whigtled in surprise and spun round on his hed. There was something akin to astonishment in
his eyes. Tao-Toecan looked up asif aware of Balic for the firg time. “The book is open,” he intoned.
“The agreement is ended.”

Ended! Balic thought wildly, sruggling to push his fear aside. He had forgotten, but he sill had the
book. Tao-Toecan would have killed him areedy if he fet confident there was nothing to lose by doing
s0. The game was't over yet, and Bailic tightened his grip on the ancient tome, knowing it was the only
thing that kept him breathing. “If you kill me, | take your precious book and the piper with me”

“Don’t count yoursdf safe, Bailic,” Tao-Toecan said coldly. “I smply don’t have the time to rip your
throat out at present. I'm here for the child. You have never been of any consequence.” Tao-Toecan
dismissed him with a contemptuous look and stepped to the door.

It had to be a ruse! Ballic thought franticaly. He was dive and untouched. The beast had to be
bluffing. “Stop!” he demanded. “ She's mine”

Tado-Toecan whipped about. Hatred glinted behind his eyes, and recognizing it, Balic blanched,
feding a sweat come over him. “Lodesh,” the Master said, his eyes never dhifting from Ballic's. “Take
Alissaout.”

The degant figure received Alissa's limp form with an dmogt imperceptible bow. There was a last
gin at Ballic, and the man stepped over the doorframe. The whispered sound of his feet faded. Outside,
the courting birds broke into glorious song. It went dl but unnoticed as Tao-Toecan, now
empty-handed, focused his entire being on Ballic.

“The ward on my dlI,” Ballic sammered, “it’'s broken?’

“Aye, not merdy dismantled as when you found it.” The Master’s eyes flicked to the book in Ballic's
grip. “I'll deal with you later. I'm busy now, but know Alissais not yours”

“Sheid”

The Magter’s eyes narrowed. “You misunderstand. I'm not bargaining with you. I'm tdling you.
She—isn't— yours. Nor the piper,” he continued, “nor even her bird, whom | have secured lest she aully
her nalls trying to tear your eyes out. I’'m through with you—student. Go scrape the front steps free of

moss as penance for your tranggressons” Tao-Toecan turned his back upon him, gazing past the
shattered balcony into the spring morning.

Dismissad like an errant schoolboy, Ballic stood, trembling with rage. Sudent, indeed, he seethed.
Scrape the front steps. Tao-Toecan ranked his ambitions as a student’s prank. “You may be through
with me, winged demon,” he said with a snarl, gripping his book with a white-knuckled strength, “but I'm
not done. Hear me, beast? I’'m not done!”

“Get out,” Talo-Toecan growled, not turning around.

Ballic left. Stumbling through the muck of spring, he went east to Ese Nawoer, curang the mud that
weighted his feet, curang the sun that burnt his skin, curang the fact he had no horse, but most of dl,
curang that whore child of a foothills girl. The book was an awkward load, heavy to begin with, but
matters were made worse because he carried it open. He knew that to shut it meant his deeth; its
protective influence would end. But his anger gave him strength, and it wasn't until he was amongst the
chill, shadowed streets of Ese® Nawoer that he dowed, his footsteps hissng to shocked dillness with
what he found skirting the edge of his awareness.

They were here, he thought with athrill striking deep within him. The souls of Ese' Nawoer. And they



waited for direction; he could fed it. Like the scent of sand-scoured lightning after a desert storm, he
could fed them, and their guilt and despair filled the chinksin his hate until it was strong again.

Ballic'slaugh echoed from the buildings until it sounded as if the dity laughed with him, mocking and
triumphant, full of ironic failure and last-moment treachery. Let Talo-Toecan mourn over his last Keeper
like a woman over pailt soup. He had a dity of dead to raise.

“Come, then!” he cried into the faultless sky. “I'll be ready for you, Tao-Toecan!”

Chapter 30

contents - previous | next

“Tao-Toecan?’ Lodesh cdled. “I've found the piper!” Jodling impatiently, he waited as his longtime
friend descended on wing from his rooms to the garden below. Lodesh glanced worriedly a Strell. The
gangly man was under award of deep, Stting with his head cradled in his hands. If the afternoon went as
L odesh thought, the piper would be sorely tested today—as would they dl.

In a swirl of gray, Tao-Toecan shifted to his human shape and stepped to the firepit where Lodesh
had arranged Alissa on the bench in the sparse shade of an overgrown, ledfless shrub. “1 will have to
fumigate” Talo-Toecan said around asgh.

Lodesh gtraightened in astonishment. “Beg your pardon?’

“My room.” The Master dumped onto the bench, showing dl his 855 years. “You saw it. Ink ains
on my desk. The furniture has been replaced with that horrid, giff wood. All my unwarded papers and
books have been rifled through.” Disgust twigted his face. “He stacked wood in my bedchamber to the
cdling. I'll never get the divers out.” Talo-Toecan gestured weskly. “His writings, though... It's a shame.
Agtounding ideas. But he wanted to implement them dangeroudy fast—and for dl the wrong reasons.”

Quite sure he wasn't comfortable with the direction the conversation had taken, Lodesh cleared his
throat, and when Tao-Toecan looked up, he nodded questioningly at the piper.
“Let him deep,” Tado-Toecan sad. “Hewill gain nothing by watching Alissago insane”

Lodesh amiled faintly. “ She may yet best the beast. Don't lose her until she'struly lost.” Snatching her
het from the weeds, he tucked it under Alissa's head as protection from the damp. It looked new, cut to
the traditiond Keeper style, and his eyebrows rose. If it was Alissals—as it mugt be with that sorig of
mint tucked in the band—this might have been what gave them away.

Shrugging, he seated himsdf at the fire, stretched in the sun’s warmth, and closed his eyes. A shutter
banged in the wind to shatter the peaceful quiet, and he cracked an eydid at it. “We dill need a third,” he
reminded the despondent Master. “As you say, two have no chance, but with three, we might hold her
until away can be found to return her awareness.”

“It'savery thin maybe,” Tao-Toecan grumbled.
Lodesh sat up, interested again. “Can you remove Ballic's ward?’

“| taught it to him,” the Master said. There was a amdl resonance across Lodesh's tracings as the
raku broke Ballic's hold on the piper. Strell stirred, rubbed his chin, and looked up, blinking profusdly.

“My,” Lodesh quipped, running his eyes over Stdl’s rumpled clothes and stubbled cheeks. “Rather a
scruffy looking felow, isn't he?”

“Tado-Toecan? Strell said, his voice cracking. “By the Wolves. What are you doing here? Where's
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Alisss?’

With tired-looking eyes, Talo-Toecan pointed out her smdl figure on the cold bench. Strell rushed to
her sde, skidding to a hdt, his hands outstretched, seeming not to dare touch her. “Is she dl right?’ he
asked franticaly.

Tao-Toecan sghed. “No.”
“Ballicd Where' s Balic?’

“On the road to my city,” Lodesh said, not pleased a how much the piper cared for her. Strell wasn't
the only one who liked the young woman, but Lodesh wouldn't push his own dam until she remembered
him.

Strel ran his gaze over Lodesh, dearly confused. “Who are you?’

Lodesh concealed his fedings with a hard-won expertise. “Tdo-Toecan, how much time do we
have?’

The Magter glanced a Alissaand frowned. “A hit. Knowing her, it won't be long.”

Smiling, Lodesh approached Strell. “Then dlow me to introduce mysdf. | an Lodesh Stryska,” he
gave Strel one of his extravagant, citadel bows, “Keeper of the Hold and Warden of Ese Nawoer.”
Taking ahdf step back, he regarded the dazed piper with an amused expression.

“You're Alissais Lodesh,” Strdl breathed, his eyes darting from Lodesh’s ring to the city’s sed
around his neck, and findly to the slver flower embroidered on his shirt.

“Aye, most assuredly Alissa's”

Strell flushed asif having forgotten his manners. Clearing his throat, he indlined his head dightly. “I'm
Strell Hirdune, the last of the family once carrying that name, Keeper of nothing, Warden of even less”
Grimacing, he met Lodesh's proffered pam with his.

“Hirdune!” Talo-Toecan rose from his seat. “That's the erratic line Keribdis has been trying to
G’ad ”

“Hirdune, Hirdune,” Lodesh interrupted, looking at the sky. “I've heard that name before. Ah, yes,”
he exclamed, brightening. “My youngest sster, the headstrong snippet, ran off with a man from the coast
by that name. A craftaman of some sort, away to make his fortune.”

Tao-Toecan stopped short, dearly unaware that Lodesh was trying to distract the piper. “Lodesh,”
the Master said. “You're jesting. Ther€' s no Hirdunein your ancestry.”

“I'm sorry,” Strell gpologized. “It must be someone dse. I'm from the plains, and my family has been
gone these seven years”

“No.” Lodesh rubbed his temple, logt in thought. “It was, oh, three hundred eghty-eight years
past—I bdieve”

Srdl blinked.

“Warden,” Talo-Toecan warned. “Has he not suffered enough?’

Grinning, Lodesh clapped Strell on the back. “Sit down. I'll explain.” He took Strell by an elbow and
led him to the bench. The piper dragged his feet, ssemingly loath to leave Alissa “We have time”
L odesh assured him. “And we can St S0 as you can see her”

Though obvioudy unconvinced, Strell sat, perched on the edge of the bench. Tao-Toecan resettled
himsdf as wel, poking at the fire with a short gtick, hisfingers dmost anongd the cods. Lodesh eyed the
two cups with ther cold tea, and mumbling of thimbles, made a cup of his own. “Would you like some
tea?’ heinquired lightly.



Tao-Toecan d9ghed in exasperation, and Strell jumped to his feet. “Tea?” the plansman shouted in
frugration. “Do | want some tea? | want to know what's going on!”

“Piper,” Tdo-Toecan grumbled, “St down.”

“No! | have sat. | have listened. | have watched as things progressed until—" With a tormented cry,
Strell sank down. “It'sdl my fault,” he whispered. “I fdl adeep.”

“Youfdl adeep!” Tao-Toecan pulled avay from the bright embers, his eyes glinting dangeroudly.

“Right in the middle of Bailic's lesson, and now she's dying,” finished Strell, his expresson haunted
and empty.

Lodesh' s gaze shifted from the incensed Talo-Toecan to the piper. “No one sad she was dying,” he
interjected.

“She' s not?”’

“Here” Lodesh shot a warning glance at the raku, who was muttering voiceless thrests under his
breath. “Let me explain. Tao-Toecan uses such big words, it makes my ears hurt. There's nothing you
can do right now,” Lodesh asserted gently as Strell gazed at Alissa. The emotion-filled look of the piper
wasn't wasted upon him as it was on Tao-Toecan, and Lodesh fdt a stab of shared sorrow. “As you
guesed,” he said as Strell met his eyes, “Balic findly made the correct assumption.”

“| fdl adeep,” Strell said with a moan.

“Yes, you fdl adeep,” Lodesh said sharply. “It's done. Let it go. It was a miracle the deception lasted
thislong.” Faintly, he added, “Be glad it wasn't fear or cowardice that betrayed you.” For a moment
there was slence, broken by the trill of a bird convinang his ladylove of his charms. “Anyway,” Lodesh
continued as the serenade ceased,

“Ballic gave her the First Truth, and push gave way to pull.”
“] ill don’t understand,” Strell whispered.

The plaingman looked so confused that Lodesh couldn't help but smile Tuming to Tao-Toecan,
Lodesh st his cup down, placed his hands quietly in his 1ap, and formdly asked, “May | give him the
knowledge of what has passed?’

The Magter grimaced. “Might aswdl. | don’'t expect we'll survive to speak of it again.”
Strell paled. “I didn’'t know the book was that dangerous.”

“It ig't,” Lodesh sad dryly. “He's being higrionic.” Talo-Toecan's eyes narrowed, and Lodesh
leaned toward Strell. “Can you keep a secret?” he whispered, and Strell stiffened in surprise.

“Lodesh ...” Tao-Toecan said in annoyance.

“Wdl,” he exclamed, his eyes wide and wondering in mock concern. “I had to take a blood oath.
Shouldn’'t he be under some kind of obligation?”

Tado-Toecan regarded Strell tiredly. “We don’'t have trgppings for a blood oath. And | think our
good piper will know to keep his mouth shut.”

“Redly?’ Lodesh said with a false innocence.

“I will hunt him down if he breathes a word to anyone not aready wise to it—providing we survive, of
course.”

Strel gulped. “I promise. Just tdl me”

Giving Strdl a Sddlong glance, Tao-Toecan threw histwig into the flames. He looked at Alissa, then
back to Strell, dearly waiting until he was sure the man was ligening. “Not al rakus are Sred as such,” he



sad, his golden eyes locked upon the piper’s. “A rare few, usudly the most inventive, the most
headstrong, are born to man; only later do they find their wings”

Strdl’s face went dack, and he began to blink dowly.

“There you go again,” Lodesh complained, dapping his knee in disgust. “Always garting at the end,
never the beginning.”

“Alissaign’'t a Keeper of the Hold?” Strdl whispered.
“No, not anymore,” Talo-Toecan admitted. “She never redly was, actudly.”
Strel gulped, seeming unable to say the words. “She's a... a—’

Lodesh jumped to his feet, unable to contain himsdf. “Yes, my good man!” he shouted. “She's a
Master of the Hold. A dreamer of the skies” Teaking a grand pose, he made an degant flourish towards
Alisa's amdl, mud-smeared shape. “A golden menace,” he continued, “that sends terror through the
hearts of the bravest men.” He paused. “ She will be—a raku.”

“She dways has been,” Talo-Toecan interrupted, sheking his head at Lodesh. “Being a Master isn't a
date of beng but a state of mind, quite literdly. Alissa was born humen with a neura pattern
commensurate with that of araku’'s. She just needs a push to become one fully.”

“Uh ... How?’

Lodesh grinned a the disconcerted piper. “It was Talo-Toecan's book.” Then he turned solemn.
“Areyou sure, Talo-Toecan? You redly want him to know the entirety, not thet drivel you usudly feed
your students?’

Talo-Toecan gestured absently, his gaze logt in the fire.

“Very wel.” Lodesh refilled his cup. Glancing a Alissa, he decided she was too unaware to notice a
resonance, and he chanced a warming ward. He took a long pull at the geaming tea amdling of cloves.
Sating it down with exaggerated care, he cleared histhroat. “The First Truth,” he began, “explains how
to change métter to energy and back again.”

“Like—when you use your source and tracings to make a cup?’ Strell guessed.

“Um, yes” Lodesh looked cautioudy a Strell, genuindy surprised a the piper’s matter-of-fact
atitude while discussng matters thet, to him, were considered privileged informatiion known only to
Keepers and those who taught them.

“l told you,” came Talo-Toecan' s tired voice. “He knows too much aready. He may as wdl know it
dl.” Plucking a twig from a nearby bush, he began rearranging the cods. “Alissa has no sense of
circumspection, none & dl.”

Shrugging, Lodesh continued. “Making a cup is the basic concept. It's a rdaively smple task to
draw from your source and bend it to your will to form matter. Any Keeper worth his source knows a
least one something to make.”

Srdl gestured to Alissa. “ So this happens often?’

Busy with the fire, Talo-Toecan harrumphed, and Lodesh chuckled. “No,” he said. “A set of tracings
such as hersis begot from mankind only once every raku generation. Alissa has the aaility to go beyond
the ample shiftings of matter and energy. She can do it to hersdf.” Expecting Strell to be impressed,
Lodesh sttled back on the bench and regarded him with raised eyebrows. “It sets her above Keeper
datus,” he added.

“Hersdf?" Strell mumbled, his eyes vacant. “Why would that be any more difficult?”
“Wdl,” Lodesh hestated, “there's a problem. Trandforming one’'s own substance to energy and back



to mass again is an dl-or-nothing affair. Once begun, there's nothing left to hold one's essence, one's
soul if you will. 1t's only when possessing a highly intricate set of tracings thet it's possible. Even then, |
understand it' s difficult.” He glanced a Tao-Toecan with a knowing look. “You mugt have a very srong
will to mantain your exisence for even the breeth of time it takes to fashion mass about yoursdf agan,
gving your spirit a place to resde.”

“Shewill go mad,” Talo-Toecan sad to no onein particular.

Strdl shifted, running an uneasy hand through his hair. “You do this, Tdo-Toecan,” he said, “and you
don't go mad.”

Lodesh snickered. “I know many who would argue with you over that, Strell.”

The Master acknowledged Lodesh's comment with a long, dow look. “I was Sred a raku,” he
explaned. “My firg shift was to a human form.”

“l see” Strell Sghed.

Redlizing the bedraggled man hadn’t a clue, Lodesh added, “It's only the fird time that there's any
danger. The date is wiped dean and mug be reconstructed. Tao-Toecan learned as a gripling. His firg
shift was from a young raku into asmdl child, and as you may know, there isn't much difference between
asmd| child and a beast.”

Tao-Toecan looked up in irritation, paused, then thoughtfully nodded his agreement. Taking a deep
bregth, he added, “ She will be as a true beast, Strell, with only the barest recollections of her past. We
mug remind her of her humeanity and force her to destroy what she has awoken, thereby ensuring it never
gans control again. The sooner the better, for the longer she remains such, the less likdy she will
remember at dl.”

“How long?’ Strell breathed, his face lined in torment.

“If sheflies under sarlight, the lurewill be too strong. They never come back from thet,” Talo-Toecan
sad goicdly. In the sllence, the songbird trilled and was, in turn, answered.

Lodesh watched Strell diffen, ganing control over his fear with a dight tremor, burying it deep as
Lodesh had done himsdf so many timesin the past.

“May | gt with her?’ the plainaman asked in a whisper.

Talo-Toecan dtirred. “Yes. But as soon as she begins to dhift, | want you over there”

Strell’s eyes followed Tao-Toecan's pointing finger. “There?’ he questioned. “What can | do way
over there?’

“Shewill be a great ded bigger, Piper,” Tao-Toecan grumbled. “You want to be closer? Fine. Just
be sure you don’t back up any farther than that when she tries to eat you.”

Srel swdalowed. He went to kned beside Alissa, brushing a wisp of hair from her cheek with a
tenderness so obvious, it was panful. Lodesh steded his features into impassvity. Risng, he beckoned
Tao-Toecan out of earshot with a subtle gesture.

“It was nice of you to give im hope,” Talo-Toecan muttered as soon as there was enough distance
between them and the piper, “but it might have been kinder to have told him the truth.”

L odesh went graight to the crux of the matter. “How many successful firg trangtions have you heard
of without usng the holden?’

“From young raku to human? Uncountable. We use the holden more from tradition than need. A wild,
humen six-year-old is no match for even one Master. Fear done keeps it from running, and sentience is
quickly returned. But afirg shift from adult human to adult raku? None.”



“But,” Lodesh continued brightly, “in theory it can be done. You only need to keep the beast
grounded until you can return them to memory.”

A wave of pain washed over Tao-Toecan. “Keeping a ferd raku grounded is impossible. | tried to
save Connen-Neute. | wasn't enough then, and | was younger.”

“You were done but for me and Redal-Stan. The sun was sting,” Lodesh reminded him gently.
“There was no way to save him.”

“That's what I'm saying!” Tao-Toecan sad hitterly. “Don’t you understand! I—am—alone. | have
no ideawhat | am doing. Keribdis won the lottery to oversee such an event, with dl the combined kills
and strengths of the Hold a her disposd. | know | have made mistakes in Alissa's schooling, but, blood
and ash, Lodesh, | can't even say what they werel” He looked to the sky. “I'm an architect,” he
whispered, “not a nursemaid.”

L odesh was unconcerned. “If you can ground her, | can help keep her there”

“How?’ Tao-Toecan barked, looking at Strell crouched mournfully over Alissa

“Shewon't get past me, old friend, if you can ground her.”

Grimacing, the raku seemed to accept this on fath. “We need at least three to have even a chance”
he sad dismdly.

“Don't discard the piper so quickly,” Lodesh warned softly.

“Be reasonable,” Tao-Toecan cgoled, his eyes never leaving Strell. The piper was whispering
something, his shoulders hunched. “ She will snap himintwo,” he predicted weerily.

“I think not.”

The hint of warning in Lodesh’s voice seemed to findly catch Talo-Toecan's atention. The Master
looked sharply a Lodesh and then back a Strell. For the firg time, Tao-Toecan appeared to see
Strel’s distress and what his presence might portend. “Is their bond aready so deep then?” He frowned.
“l had hoped to prevent it from forming at dl.”

“l deem that it is. It may be strong enough to bring her back.”

Tao-Toecan shifted uneedly. “I don't like this. If by some miradle her awareness returns, she will be
astudent and Master of the Hold. | mean no offense, but she cannot be dlowed to chain hersdf to him. If
he were a Keeper, perhaps, consdering the lack of suitable suitors and her background, but there isn't a
breath of coheson to Strell’s neurd net. He is a commoner, Lodesh. A commoner from an errétic line
hdf the Hold has been surreptitioudy trying to wipe out because it doesn't beget the traits their books
and charts predict.”

Lodesh's pulse legpt, and he druggled to keep his face neutrd, but his heat nearly sang.
Tao-Toecan would dlow a maich between a Master and Keeper! And Strell was neither. Steadying his
thoughts, he camly asked, “Would you rather she turn ferd?’

“No, of course not.” Tao-Toecan's gaze was riveted upon the two young people. “But she will far
outlive her chosen partner. Once given fully, araku’ s fancy is unwavering.”

“l don't think they will care,” Lodesh said.

Tao-Toecan dghed heavily. “No. Not a fird. But the years sretch intolerably when you're
aone—with only your memories to sugtain you.”

Slently they watched Strell St hdplesdy over Alissa “So what do we do?’ Lodesh asked quiely.
“We wait.”

“How long?



“Not long.”
Lodesh arched his eyebrows. “How can you know? The last such as her was before even your time”
“I'm her teacher. Sheis a precocious little thing. It won’t be long.”

The songhirds filled the garden with the joy of ther certain future. A chill breeze dipped through the
bare branches, bringing with it the scent of damp earth and growing things. It would have been pleasant if
not for the terrible ordeal to come.

“Ah,” Talo-Toecan murmured as he dowly moved to st. “I’'m too old for this”

Chapter 31

contents - previous | next

Souched a the firepit, Lodesh lazily opened one eye. He had settled himsdf in the sun to doze,
knowing Tao-Toecan would warn them when Alissa was close to waking. To hisleft was Strell, dumped
hdplesdy over Alissa, gpparently not noticing the dampness of his knees or the cold turning the rims of
his ears a bright pink. The Master, Lodesh harrumphed, didn’'t look much better, having arranged and
rearranged the fire until his fussng had nearly put it out.

There was asmdl sgh, and Strdll rose. “lsn't there anything we can do?’ the piper whispered as he
settled himsdf beside Lodesh. Strdll’s eyes went to his mud-covered knees, and he covered them with
his hands.

Tao-Toecan looked up from his fire. “No. It's too late. It was the moment she opened my cursed
book, and matters were made tenfold worse when it gave her tha bit of nall.”

“Nail?” Strell’s eyebrows rose. “What nall?”

Lodesh chuckled. “The one hidden in the book, of course.” Ignoring Tao-Toecan's sharp look at
having said even that little, Lodesh sat straighter. The piper deserved to know. Perhaps a digtraction was
inorder. “What | don’'t understand,” he asked, “is how your nal and that book managed to become so
dangeroudy close together.”

Tao-Toecan tugged his coat straight. It was't my fault,” he fumbled. “1 gaveit to her father, a token
to him before | left on my last sabbatical. | didn't know he was going to put it in the book, and besides,
Meson's line wasn't baing groomed to produce such as her. It shouldn't have mattered they were
together. Apparently there wasn't enough research into her mother’s genetic history—or someone made
a misake. And after | redized Alissa's potentid, | was under condraints and couldn’'t recover it.
Besdes” he muttered, “the book attracts the tools it needs to accomplish its ends. If it hadn’t been my
nall, it would have been someone elsg’s logst baby tooth falen between the cracks of the floorboards.”

“And thisnall of yoursis doing what to her?’

The Master harrumphed at the accusation in Strell’s voice. “My nal is doing nothing. It's a catalyst.
She bound it into her being, and now she is awakening a second, dormant code that lies buried deep
within her. The information inherent in my nall will supplement hers, reparing any defects or gaps that
may exig.”

Winang, Strell rubbed at his eyes.

Lodesh fdt the comers of his mouth quirk. Talo-Toecan was being most generous with hisinformation
today, but he ought to at least try to make it understandable. “What he meansis Alissa is polishing up the
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guide she will use to create her mass when she hifts It will be a hybrid, a faily equa mix if you will, of
her own latent indructions and Talo-Toecan's, but only because it's his indructions she's usng. Any
Master’s would do.”

There was a soft grunt as Strell accepted that. A profound quiet settled, broken only by the birds,
oblivious to the trids of men and raku dike. Into the hush, Lodesh began to chuckle. Talo-Toecan
turned, his eyebrows arched in question. “1 see nothing funny, Warden,” he said.

Lodesh grinned. “Congratulations, Talo-Toecan. Y ou have a daughter!”
“Very anuang, Lodesh,” Tao-Toecan said darkly.
Strel turned to the Master. “So she can become anything?’

“No,” Lodesh interrupted. “In theory she could, but anything but a raku or man would lack a complex
enough set of tracings with which to shift back. She would be stuck as whatever she was.”

Talo-Toecan tilted his head a Lodesh with a questioning surprise. “You seem very informed for a
Keeper.”

“And Ballic knew thiswould happen?’ Strell interrupted in an obvious atempt to keep to the topic at
hand.

Tao-Toecan shook his head. “No,” he said firmly. “No one but a Master would know, and now
you.”

“But, Lodesh ...” Strdl sammered.

“Ah—Lodesh is a Warden of Es2 Nawoer,” the Master said. “Many Keepers have read the First
Truth, but only the Wardens are told of itsred purpose. Unless the book dams and spesks to you, it's
page after page of hard-to-decipher equations and untestable theories.”

Srdl’s eyes grew wary. “So why tdl the Wardens?’

“It's a courtesy, Strell,” Lodesh sad solemnly. “A show of respect, and we guard the wisdom
jedoudy.” The arrangement had begun long before L odesh agreed to its stipulations. The knowledge had
only one purpose: putting the leaders of the frall, short-lived humans on a more equa footing with the
Madgters.

Nodding dowly, Strell glanced to Alissa, his worry obvious. “You said we will have to keep her on
the ground. With award?’

Lodesh shook his head. “That would be a mistake. Although a beast, she will dill have her tracings.
She won't recdl them upon her own, and to remind her of them will give her another wegpon with which
to escape. She will be hard enough to catch without giving her the arsend of tricks she has been exposed
to dready. No, the beast mus be destroyed usng only our cunning and physica strength.”

“Areyou sure?’ Strell pressed.

“It was tried,” came Talo-Toecan' s tired voice, “long ago when it was redized a shift from humen to
raku was possible. The resulting chaos was said to be so hoarrific, it precipitated the loss of amog dl
concerned.” Tao-Toecan shuddered, trying to disguiseit by leening to shift the fire. “Without the holden
and the luxury of timeit provided, | don’t see how we can prevent her loss” His twig was abandoned to
the flames where it caught and began to burn.

Lodesh leaned back and stretched in the sun, enjoying its warmth pressing down upon him. His
meddlion glinted, sending flashes of light to be logt in the muddy garden. Syly, his eyes closed. “Why
ever did you destroy the holden anyway, Tao-Toecan?’

It was a seemingly idle question, but upon hearing it, Talo-Toecan shifted noisly upon the bench.
“|—urn—logt my temper,” he mumbled.



Lodesh opened one eye. “You log your temper?’ he sad in a caefully contrived voice tha
practicaly oozed astonishmern.

Tado-Toecan refused to look up. “You eat vermin and drink nothing but condensation for over a
decade and seeif you handle your sudden freedom any better.”

“Bailic’'s dungeon?’ Strell cried. “That's the holden? Y ou tore the gate off!”

From benegth his hdf-lidded eyes, Lodesh watched Tao-Toecan, who, oblivious to Strell’s growing
anger, shrugged. “It wasn't meant to hold a Master after sanity was restored,” Talo-Toecan said. “Blit it
was deadly effective. I’ ve had enough trouble from one-way doors.”

Lodesh slently watched and waited. His dmple and idle questions had been nether. He had
successfully administered to a dity of thousands. It was seldom his words were as thoughtless as they
seemed. Knowing Strell had voluntarily taken the entirety of the blame of Alissals fate, Lodesh acted to
even it out. Talo-Toecan mug take his share of the fault, and Strdl should be the one to force him to do
s0. The question was, Lodesh thought, if the piper had the courage to cdl the imposng Master on his
mistake. If he didn’t, then Alissa was logt. For if Sirdl couldn’t face Talo-Toecan's wrath, he couldn’t
hope to survive an encounter with the beast Alissawould soon become.

“How could you!” shouted Strell, rigsng from his seat. “You've practicdly condemned her by your
lack of—of— restraint!”

Both of Lodesh's eyes opened wide. This was better than he could have hoped for. The piper had
enough bravery for two men. Either that, or he was extremdy stupid.

Tao-Toecan's head came up, his eyes going from surprised, to irate, and findly choleric. “You dare
question my actions?’

Although he turned severd shades paer, Strell held firm, hisjaw clenched.

Siff and angry, Talo-Toecan rose. Hisimposing height bested Stal’ s by only a few finger widths. “I,”
he accused, “was not the one who fdl adeep.”

“Wdl, | wasn't the one who destroyed the one thing that would have ensured her sanity in a fit of
temper!” Strell shouted back.

“l didn’t know her potentid a the timel”
“Even s0!”
Tao-Toecan nearly choked on his outrage.

Sengng they would soon come to blows, Lodesh cleared his throat. An dl-out war wasn't what he
hed intended. The piper would lose, badly, and he had to be dive to be of any hep. Stll, the exchange
needed to take place or the resentment of blame would fester in their memories, forever coloring ther
futures. Now it could be forgotten. “Excuse me” he murmured into the tense air, “but if you two are
going to bicker over who is more at fault, I'm going to leave.”

Nether heard him, and Lodesh was the only one who noticed Alissa had disappeared in a swirl of
pearly white. “She's hifting!” he shouted, and Strdl and Talo-Toecan spun, thelr anger dissolving into
dismay. In a breath, Talo-Toecan legpt from the pit and shifted as well.

“Quick! Move around, Piper,” Lodesh warned, but it was too late. In a breath, Alissa's form swirled,
grew, and solidified. Lunging across the pit, Lodesh grabbed Strell and roughly pulled him to safety. The
two men stared up in awe a the shimmering vison of supple grace before them.

The beast, for in no way was it Alissa, swiveled her head to look at them. Lodesh could see no
awareness in her gray eyes, and he fdt Strdll shudder, undoubtedly recognizing it as well. Though Lodesh
knew it was impossible, he had hoped that Talo-Toecan would have been wrong, that Alissa would



awaken as hersdf, but he couldn’t find a glimmer of recognition in her eyes. They were Alisa's, but log,
overwhemed by the beast she now was. Delicately she cocked her head and looked to the sky.

Tado-Toecan began alow, warning growl. The vibrations could be fdt dearly as they shifted the fresh,
clean air. Ignoring the larger raku, she stretched like a cat, her muscles diding smoothly under her
shimmering, golden hide. Wings unfurled, she shook them dightly asiif testing the air.

“Hounds,” Lodesh whispered. “She's aformidable beast.”

Markedly smdler than Talo-Toecan by dmog a third, she was no less imposng, the Sze of a amdl
hut. Where Talo-Toecan’s hide was creased and tough, hers was smooth and supple. Maturity hadn’t
yet filled out her frame she was lithe and trim. The power and grace a her command were obvious.
Tao-Toecan seemed dumsy next to her.

Shaking off his wonder, Lodesh stedled himsdf to edge Ieft. They had to surround her, or she would
amply fly away. With luck, they’d catch her before she ever |eft the ground.

At his fird motion, her head whipped about to fix a fierce glare upon him. Lodesh froze, and
Tao-Toecan's rumble turned into an aggressive hiss Head lowered, he promised violence. It was an
unmistakable threat even the beast could understand. Caught between them, the two men shrank down,
trying to stay out of the way. Their argument had robbed them of the precious moments of warning
before she shifted.

The samdler raku looked longingly to the sky, roaring her frudtration. Talo-Toecan answered, hisvoice
drowning hers out. Sowly, her wings furled, bowing to his larger Sze, lowering hersdf submissvely.

Tao-Toecan seemed to relax, and Lodesh breathed easier. She was pinned between them and the
wadl of the Hold. Perhaps it was enough. Relieved, Lodesh followed Strell’s eyes to the tip of her long
tall. It twitched once, twice, three times.

“No!” Strell shouted. “Alissa, nol” but it was too late. Her carefully contrived posture vanished, and
with a cry of victory, she launched hersdf into the sky, her eyes wild in her longing to be free from the
heavy redraints of the earth. With a gust of wind that nearly knocked Lodesh over, she was away.
Tao-Toecan followed a heartbeat behind. Her deception had worked just long enough. Now she would
fly.

Strel watched, amix of fear and wonder on his face, as the two golden forms rose and dwindled. All

too soon they were logt in the absolute blue of the sky, and he dumped, turning to Lodesh. “She's gone”
he whispered miserably.

His eyes dill tracking what the piper’s couldn’t, Lodesh nodded. “She is absolutely magnificent,” he
breathed in wonder. “1 had dl but forgotten.”

“Shesgonel” Strdl cried, roughly grabbing Lodesh by the shoulder and spinning him aboit.

Jolted out of his thoughts, Lodesh cleared his throat and dropped his eyes. “Yes, wel, Talo-Toecan
will bring her back. HE' s a clever beast himsdf and won't be tricked again so eedly.” With a lagt look at
the empty sky, Lodesh began to head down the path to the kitchen.

“What—" Strdl cdled. “Where are you going?’

“We should fetch your new pipe.” Lodesh grinned. “You may need it to charm your savage beast.”
Clearly surprised, Strell hedily sumbled into moation behind him. “Besides” Lodesh said. “It's been
centuries snce | have heard anything played upon mirth wood. Y ou finished it, didn’'t you?’

“You know | made a pipe out of Alissals Saff?’ blurted Strell.

“Of course. That'swhy | made sure you would be the only one able to cut it. That daff of hers was
far too long.”



Strel matched step for step Lodesh's confident stride to the kitchen. Thar booted feet were dl but
slent upon the wet, soggy ground. “It’'s not done, but it's playable. Music from a pipe of mirth wood will
bring her down?’ Strell asked as they passed into the Hold.

“| doubt it,” Lodesh admitted as his voice echoed againg the walls of the kitchen. “Despite its rarity,
it's only wood, but it may distract or draw her in. It's rumored that when young, rakus are markedly
enthrdled by musc— you may have aready noticed that?>—and Tao-Toecan will need dl the hdp he
can get. She's quite a handful, that one.”

“Aye” Srdl sghed, “sheis”

Chapter 32
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Freedom.... The word seemed to come from the wind humming over her. No longer chained to the
earth, she was a creature of wind and migt. Finding glory in her srength, she ascended, eager to test her
limits So far she had found none. Her wings responded to her dightest whim, reading the air dipping
over her and acting indinctivdy. So enthrdled was she with the day, she dl but forgot her unwelcome
companion, aways beneath her, dways awing's length away.

He s old, she thought. He couldn’t catch her.

Almost contemptuoudy, she ceased her dimb, alowing the old one to come leve with her. Does he
want to play? she thought, dropping into a steep dive, eager for a game of chase. She fdl like a stone,
drawing her wings close to keep them from damage. The ar, once a force to move eesly through,
became a roaring wall of sound and feding, exhilarating her. The ground, once digtant, rushed to greet
her. Unable to see if her rivd dill accompanied her, she adjusted her path so she skimmed over the
ground at a breakneck pace, her impossible speed the result of her own strength supplemented by her
fal.

She tucked her head beneath her wing to see her aged companion 4ill with her. 1t was pleasng.
Perhaps the moming would be fun. She shifted her balance and began to rise. Never hestating, the old
one followed.

How high could she go, she wondered, and could he fallow her there? With a sngleminded purpose,
she cdimbed. Muscle and sinew, bone and membrane, dl focused together. Uncaring of the old one's
limits she rose until the air was so cold it burned. Her lungs heaved, and her wings grew heavy with the
furious beats needed to keep her pogtion in the thin air. The sky was dmog purple and bitterly chill. It
sank into her uncomfortably. The sun, she thought in confusion, looked no closer, and this was puzzing
for she had dearly come a great distance.

Pulse pounding, she turned her atention from the riddle and looked down. Beneath her spread the
earth, the hint of a curve on the midy horizon. Her rivd was gone. Perhaps her day would lack
amusament after dl. Regretfully, she angled to begin a dow spird downward. Her muscles were tiring,
and she wanted a warm patch of rock on which to bask.

There was asmdl snort of mirth above her, and she started in surprise. The old one had gone higher
then she! Could he do this? she thought, her eyes smoldering.

Once more she angled into a steep drop, her wings clenched tightly to her body. If they opened now,
they would shiver like thin ice. It was a dangerous game that would become deadlier the longer it
continued. The speed of her passage warmed her asthe very air itsdlf protested at her sudden arriva and
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departure. And dill the old one followed, his task made easier by riding in her wake.

The ar grew thick again, and her pulse dowed. Irate that he was dill with her, she adjusted her fal
and consumed her speed in a huge, degant turn. The old one matched her, dways a wing's length away,
aways above her. Vexed now, she wished him to be gone. Sowly, she angled away, sgnding her desre
to be done. But he refused to leave, dropping lower to force her to the ground.

He didn’t want to play, she thought fiercdly. He wanted to ground her! Sipping into a levd glide, she
alowed the old one to drift within reach. She wouldn't be grounded, she thought vehemently, by him or
anyone else.

Smultaneoudy, she broke into a dive and lashed out. Her tal met his wing where tendon joined bone
jugt above the shoulder with a resounding crack. The old one grunted in pain as he fdl away, his wing
temporaly pardyzed. She had struck carefully. He would recover before the earth met him.

She left without a backwards glance, stresking to the setting sun, to the sea, unaware and uncaring of
what she left behind.

Chapter 33

contents - previous | next

Tado-Toecan fdl. Preoccupied with the task of survivad, it wasn't until his wing responded again that
he was able to ascertain what had happened. He cast wildy about for Alissa's golden form, angrily
berating himsdlf. How, he fumed, could he have been so ignorant? It was a game to her. Once she was
finished, he was expected to leave. That blow could have easly been fatd. It was a warning, one he
wouldn’ t—couldn’ t—heed.

He dlimbed in search of her, ignoring the dull pain that came with each wing stroke. He had fdlen for
only a moment, but she was so samdl and quick, it was hard to know where to look. His eyes narrowed
a afant gimmer on the horizon. It was farther than she could have possibly gotten, but he knew it was
her, heading west over the mountains to the coast.

A quiet resolve grew within him. This one, he vowed with thoughts of Connen-Neute swirling through
hismind, he would not lose, even if he need mortaly wound her. But of course he couldn’t. He was a a
great disadvantage. He had to hold. She was free to rend.

He rgpidly closed the distance between them. Even so, they were over the open sea by the time she
flew beneath him, completely unaware that he was there. A shudder shook him a the Sght of so much
water, and with a last thought of the foolishness of old rakus, he dropped.

There was aflurry of wings and claws as he dammed into her, knocking her into an uncontrolled fall.
Down they plunged as she struggled to regain control and strike him at the same time. Hissing wildly, she
swvung her tall in what would have been a desthblow had it landed.

He darted away, the ding from her taons cutting deep in the sdty air. She caught the wind benesth
her before hitting the sea. Redoubling her speed, she headed for the digtant horizon.

Tao-Toecan knew his endurance was less than hers, he was over eght hundred years old. He was
stronger, though, especidly in the short term, and his breasth came fast and in time with his wing strokes
as he dtrove to overtake her and turn her back to the coast. There he had a least a hope of grounding
her. If she continued out to sea, he would lose her and probably himsdlf, too.

Sowly he pulled ahead in a great arc, swinging her to the east. She howled her frugtration but hed
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litle choice. Soon the ground was again beneath them. Back to the Hold they sped. She dropped lower
to hug the ground, darting over rocks and around treetops in a bid for freedom. Tao-Toecan followed,
becoming angry. This, he seethed, had gone far enough.

Taking a higher path, he waited for the chance to reach out and physcdly catch her. He had more
meass, he reasoned. He could drag her back if necessary. They shot over a dearing, and free from
encumbrances, he put on aburst of speed and lunged. She mugt have sensed him, for she shifted, leaving
hmto grasp only air.

Her wing tip smacked into the ground as she overcompensated. Cdling out at the sudden pain, she
darted ahead. Tao-Toecan followed like awraith intent on prey. The next mistake might be his last, but
hewould catch her. His games with Taon, he redized, were paying off handsomely. If not for them, he
would have been outmaneuvered long ago.

Swerving through a narrow pass, they unexpectedly sped over a long coasta lake, its far shore
growing close frighteningly fast. Talo-Toecan couldn’t help a wicked smile as he reached out a clawed
foot. She dropped, and in sudden horror, he redized she was going under!

Histall cracked the surface smartly as he pulled up at the last moment. The raku that was once Alissa,
didn’t. With hardly a splash, she dove deanly into the cold waters.

Tao-Toecan braked in ahuge clap of noise, back winging to hover over the spot. He enjoyed water
only in tame amounts he could easly consume and had never heard of such a thing. The disturbed water
settled until even the ripples disappeared, showing only his image drding in worry. She wouldn't kill
hersdf to escape him, he asserted firmly, but as the moments accumulated, he began to wonder.

Dropping lower, he skimmed over the spot she went down, peering into the blackness. There was
nothing to see, especidly when amdl waves began to disturb his vison. Ripples, he mused, his eyes
narrowing. She couldn't have svum under the water, could she? He raised his gaze in disbdief and
caught Sght of the tip of her tail, vanishing between the far shore and scrub.

With aroar of frugtration, he was after her, her squed of protest as she took flight only adding to his
fervor. She dmogt tricked him again. Enraged, he sped after her, determined to bring her down.

At the d9ght of the Hold, the beast surged ahead. Talo-Toecan dropped back, thinking she might be
seeking refuge, then cursed himsdf as she flew over it and beyond. She was not running to it. She was
running from it. Snarling, he reached out a clawed foot and grabbed the firg thing he could get. It was her
impossibly long tall and probably the worst thing he could have done.

She pivoted on awing tip with a short cry of outrage, damming her feet into him with enough force to
knock them both from the sky. His breath hissed out in pain and surprise, and he found himsdf tumbling
end over end as, in her rage, she refused to let go.

Tado-Toecan sruggled to hdt ther fdl and fend off her attack. He, too, refused to let go, and he
auffered hard blows. “ Cease!” he ordered, forgetting she wouldn't understand. It only made matters
worse. Her kicking shifted to dashing, and her claws raked him panfully as they dowly logt dtitude. He
thought he was findly beginning to get the upper hand when she changed tactics and went limp.

Her sudden deadweight caused his grip to dip, and she fdl away. She was too close to the ground to
recover and smashed into it with enough force to shiver the nearby trees. Clearly dazed, she staggered to
astand in the dearing she had fdlen into.

Tao-Toecan was unstisfied with her state of confuson and barreled in behind her. He svung his tall
with enough srength to shatter a lesser being’'s skull. There was a dull thud as it met the back of her
head, flinging her face into the ground to plow a lengthy furrow. Pivoting in a tight arc, he landed
gracefully before the bewildered raku. Lungs heaving, he lowered his head and hissed. Hurry, Lodesh,
he thought, breathing hard. He couldn’'t keep her here done for long. Already her confused look was



being replaced by a virulent hatred. Her breething, though fast, was dowing. Soon she would be away
agan, and thistime, she would be harder to catch. He opened hiswings and roared in a hopeless attempt
to cow her.

“Play, Piper. Play!” he heard digantly, and then the gentle notes of a lullaby. The beast heard it as
wal, and pausing, she cocked her head to ligen to the dow rise and fdl of the music as Strdll and Lodesh
appeared from under the trees.

Chapter 34
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She watched, totally unconcerned, as the two amdl figures came into view. The noise of ther rusling
approach had been obvious, and despite her erlier state of confuson, she was prepared to leave. But
now there was music. She couldn’t help but pause.

“Easy,” the fird advised. “I'll stay here. You move to the other Sde so she is surrounded. | suggest
you not cease your playing until we're dl in pogtion.” His green eyes never |€ft her as he spoke. He
seemed overly confident.

This pae one—as she named him—ocouldn’'t keep her grounded. Neither could the old one. He had
brought her down, though it cost him severd long scores that oozed a bright red. She could dip from him
eadly, and the lagt one that made the lovely music was no threst at dl. She would dlow them to circle her
like wolves.

Fascinated by the music, she watched the maker of musc move between her and the old one. She
could smdl the fear in him as he stepped carefully between the old one' s feet, too frightened to come any
closer to her. It was pleasing, and she showed him her teeth. The music fdtered as he balked at the Sght.
Annoyed & the lapse, the tip of her tall twitched. She would fly the ingtant the wonderful sounds ceased.

“Strel?’ the pale one cdled. “Perhapsif you tried stopping for a moment?’
The player of music went ashen a the foolish suggestion.

“You can't play forever,” the pae one complained. “Music won't bring her back. You mug tak to
her.”

Never ceasing his playing, the musdan fervently shook his head, and she agreed, her tall moving back
and forth in agitation.

“What if you dipped out of it gently?’ the pale one pressed. “Try dowing down.”

She liked this not at dl, but despite her warning look and low growl, the pace of the enrgpturing
sounds began to ease. As the last note drifted away and died, she extended her wings and looked

longingly at the open sky.
The old one rose up to thunder a chdlenge that echoed off the nearby peaks. She reacted
indinctively, having forgotten he was even there. Lowering her head, she hissed, thrashing her tal a the

two smdl figures behind her. It was time to go. But first she had to back away from the old one to find
the room to clear the trees.

The two men nimbly dodged her, but they didn't move enough to dlow her escape. Aiming for the
musc maker, she whipped her tal in a sharp arc to knock him out cold. At the last moment, she changed
her mind, and it went hissng harmlesdy over his head. She didn’'t need to kill him, she rationdized, only
scare him away. Sending her weapon in another direction, she struck it againgt a nearby rock buried haf
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into the wet earth. It fractured into uncountable fragments. That, she thought, should be enough to frighten
him.

But the musdan stood firm. He was playing again, but it made no difference. She wanted out. She
couldn't force her way past the old one. One of the men would die. She had warned them. It was ther

fault if they ignored her. With a savage growl, she raised her foot to crush the maker of musc. He was
cearly the weakest.

“Alissal No!” he cried, taking afdtering step back as hisingdinctsfindly overpowered his senshilities.
It was the firg time he had spoken, and she hdted in confuson. She knew that voice. It was from her
dreams. He stood beneath her upraised foot, trembling from his fear, but he wouldn't move. “Please,
Alissa Come back to me,” he whispered.

She drew away with a start. His words had started an uncomfortable feding of disconnection.
Avoiding it, she turned to the pale one instead. This, she reasoned, was a better choice. If she spared the
musician, someday she might hear those wonderful sounds again.

Snaling fiercely now that her confusion was gone, she prepared to dispatch the pae one. The longer
ghe remained on the ground, the more uncertain she became. But as she turned to him, he changed. His
clear eyes grew thick and dusky, and he extruded a threatening dillness that sent a shock through her.
Thiswas not just a man. This one carried degth!

“Come” the pae oneinvited sweetly, “I dare you.”

She backed away, shorting in fear. The old one, too, could see the change and was daing in
surprise. He wasn't afraid though, and that gave her courage. Frustrated, she howled and swung her tall
inan arc to smash him like the rock.

“That's right,” the pae one murmured seductively. “ Strike me. I’ ve become as Degth’'s brother; she
hes loaned her taents to me. Pass me or strike me down, and I'll take you to her. Desth has marked
you. Sheéll dlow meto daim you in her name. Come.... | dare you.” The man who was Degth’s brother
beckoned gently, his eyes glinting with a black sheen.

Rearing awkwardly, she backed up. Somewhere ingde her, his invitation struck a response, and she
knew his words were true. She was marked for desth. Almost, she could remember how. In an dsolute
panic, she smacked her tal to the ground between them as a firm refusd. She wouldn't touch or try to
pass him.

The man who carried her death ceased his advance to stand patiently. Deeth could afford to be
generous, she aways won.

She turned to the other man. No, she thought wildly, she couldn’'t hurt him, but why she couldn’t was
beyond her. Desperate to be away she looked a the old one again. He growled fiercely, thrashing his tall
in quick thumps againg the ground to make it tremble. She needed more room to dip past him. The
meaker of musc would die for her freedom.

Must fly, she thought. Must be free. Head weaving, she lunged a the inggnificant figure. He gasped,
wide-eyed as she landed a hand's breath away, hissng her anger. His pipe dipped from his fingers, and
trembling, he reached out to touch her.

“Pease, Alissa” he pleaded. “I want thisto end.”
At his gentle caress, she drew back asif stung.

“That'sit, Piper,” Death’s brother encouraged. He was standing casudly, asif confident she wouldn't
try his strength again. “Remind her of her past,” he advised. * She knows you better than anyone.”

“l have known her for sx months,” the man said raggedly.



“She has known me for two days,” the pae one answered.

The muddan took a shaky breath. “Alissa, please. You mug come back. Do you—do you
remember your swim? When we were traveling through the mountains?’

She paused, drawing her head back. Her impetus to flee was postponed by the strange visons his
words invoked. Dreams of cold water and gliding forms, and a strange fascination with the warmth of a
fire. Her whirling eyes dowed as she considered what it might mean.

Seaing her reaction, the man straightened. “The water was s0 cold,” he said softly. “Your lips were
blue when you came back. | put extra wood on the fire, knowing you would like it.”

She had never been cold, she thought. Her svim was to escape. There was no fire. But another part
of her was puzzled. She had once dreamed of a dill 1ake, purple with the setting sun. Snorting, she shook
her head to free hersdf from the conflict.

“And the gully where we met,” he continued, his voice soft with emotion. “You were cold then, too.
Your feet were like ice when | fdt to see if your ankle was broken. You passed out, so you wouldn’t
know how | hoisted you from the ravine and carried you to your campsite.”

Freedom, she bresthed, looking to the sky. Yes Free to fly from the cold prison. Her wings
trembled with her desire to flee from his confusion.

His face went white with her reaction, and the man rushed to capture her atention agan. “And
Tdon?' he cried. “ She tore my hat to shreds that night.”

Talon, she mused, her vison digant. Talon flies. She remembered now.... Talon flies, too! Fndly
finding common ground between her conflicting thoughts, she stretched her wings.

The old one growled softly, and Degath’s brother stood ready to make good his promise. “Piper,” he
warned nervoudy, “your choice of topicsis getting dangerous.”

“Alissal Ligen to me” the musidian shouted. “ She attacked me because we were arguing over whose
homeland had the better crafting skilld”

She paused. She cared for nothing beyond an open sky, wam sun, and moonless nights with
dar-filled skies. This man was spouting absurdities, but dowly her wings drooped.

“You were right, Alissa” he said, his eyes turning from anxious to rdieved. “Your people possess
tdents plaingmen can only envy.”

That's right, she thought suddenly. Those ignorant dirt eaters were so impressed with status and
show, they continually missed what was under their stuck-up noses. Shifting uneasly, she wondered
where her drange thoughts came from. If only, she lamented, she could fly. She knew she could
outdistance the discomforting visons forever if she could lose hersdf to the sky.

“You even managed to fix my old hat,” the man continued, shaking his head in disbdief. “1 was so
angry a thetime, | could have tossed you back into that ravine. Remember? Y ou laughed and gave me
yours. It took weeks for you to mend my old one. | knew you wanted to trade back but were afrad to
ask.” The muddan took on a tender look, frightening her. “I wouldn't trade your ha for the most
precious object indl the world,” he whispered.

No! she asserted, her panic returning full force a the visons his words provoked, images of peaceful
evenings spent before a fire with a presence she needed more than the ar itsdf. It couldn't bel she
demanded. She needed no fire other than the sun, no companion but the wind. She must flee. She must
fly. To remain dive, she mugt escape!

“Quickly, Piper. Something else” Death’s brother whispered.
“Alissa” he cdled desperately, “remember your home with your mother? The smoke from her burnt



suppers darkened the celling, but her amile was as pure and as honest as the rain. | met her before | met
you. You're as strong as your mother, Alissa”

Dreams, she moaned, weaving her head in a frantic arc. How did he know of her dreams?

Seeing her indecison, the supposedly weak link exclaimed, 1 got my map to the Hold from her!”
“It's my map!” she cried in anguish.

The old one jumped, his eyes going wide. His posture suspicioudy confident, he looked to Desth’'s

brother. “I heard her, too, old friend,” the specter murmured in astonishment, and then louder, “It's
working, Strell. Her thoughts are becoming coherent.”

The inggnificant-seeming man stepped closer. “And our argument over Tdon's shelter?”’

“It was a dream,” she wailed, shutting her eyesin pain. There was a terrible feding of double vison,
but the absence of sght only made it worse.

“It had rained for three days,” her tormentor continued gently, “and you let your boots get soaked.
Tdon found that overhang.” He shook his head. “I'll never forget the look on your face when you sat
down and refused to move. | was so angry, worried redly, the rain would turn to snow. But you were
right. We both needed the rest.”

“Let me go,” she begged. “1 will be logt to the skies if you don’'t stop!” But either he didn't hear
her, or he didn’'t care. Sending her tall in great sweeps, she cleared a large swath of scrub and sgplings,
and the sharp amd| of ther sap rose tofill the cdlearing. She was bound by his words, her need to know if
it was true. The old one shifted uncomfortably. He apparently could hear her pleading, but he remained
firmand didn't let her pass.

“And the chair, Alissa” the man said, his eyes full of a past torment. “Remember my chair? | didn’t
move it from your hearth. | thought you had thrown it into my room to tell me to leave you done.”

“No!” she cried soulfully, lifting her eyes to the sun. “1 thought you had!”
“Careful, Piper,” Degth’s brother warned. “ She balances on the edge.”

Her persecutor stepped closer. “You must come back to me, Alissa” he sad firmly. “Who will |
snitch bread dough from if you leave me?’

“I can’t. | am... | must be freel” It was a piteous Cry, and the old one winced. Even Desath looked
uncomfortable.

“And our evenings?’ the man continued mercilesdy, amiling dl the while. “1 would practice my craft,
and you would practice yours.”

Gnashing her teeth, she swung her head inagrest arc. “1 won’t go back. You can't force me,” she
asserted, but she was unable to strike him.

“Please” the man pressed, obvioudy seaing his victory. “You must know it's been | who has gentled
you back to dumber every night as you tossed in someone e se's dreams of abandonment and search.”

“I will not be forced,” she cried, sheking her head franticdly. “1 am...” Lashing her tal, a twisted
oak near the piper exploded, sending heavy diversto stab at the air. “1 won’t!” she screamed slently to
the sky.

Stunned at the show of strength, her tormentor ceased his ondaught. For a moment, al was 4ill. A
shudder rocked her, and her head bowed to the earth. He had chained her with doubt, nailed to the earth
asif part of the ground itsdf. “ Please,” she begged quietly, desperately, heard by dl but her torturer.
“Make it stop. | must be free to be alive. | won't allow myself to be forced.” Her wings collapsed,
and the brilliant gold of her hide dimmed to dmost gray. She would die before being dominated.



A look of horror washed over the musc maker. “By the Navigator's Wolves,” he whispered. “What
have | done?’ He took a fdtering step forward, then another, his hand raised. Gently he touched her
shoulder, and a shudder ran through them both. “Alissa, I'm sorry,” he said raggedly. Taking a breath
that was dmost a sob, he looked up at the uncaring sky. “Look what I’ ve done to you!” he cried.

She dumped farther, her head nearly to the ground, willing hersdlf to death.

“Ligen,” he pleaded. “Please. You belong to the Hold. | can see this more dearly than ever, but it
mug be your choice, not one forced upon you. | could never stand in your way, even though | can't live
without...” Hisvoice broke, and he roughly caught his breath. “No,” he whispered to himsdf, “I can't say
that. Y our freedom is more important.”

At the word “freedom,” a violent shudder rocked her. The old one and Death’s brother exchanged
glances across the dearing. “Piper,” the pale one warned, “what are you doing?’

“Can't you see she will die before being forced into something she doesn't choose hersdf?' he
shouted.

The old one and the one who carried death looked at each other nervoudy. They could do nathing,
completely at the musc maker's uncertan mercy. If they moved, she would fly. The one who had
seemed to be the weakest was the strongest, and it was no longer clear where hisloydties would be. She
waited, athin hope making her muscles tense.

He tenderly passed his hand over her dulling hide. “Alissa” he said, his voice thick with pain. “I
would like nothing more than to keep you so you would aways be beside me. Ever snce we met in that
ravine | have only been happy when you were near. But look & you!” he exclamed. “You don't need
me You're the wind and mountain made redl!”

“Fiper!” Death’'s brother shouted. “What are you doing?’
She quivered, seeing her freedom within reach.

Theman closed his eyes, torture etched deep into hisface. “1 have no right to lay a daim to you,” he
agonized. “No one has. | mug...” he choked, his hands clenched and his breath coming in a haggard
gasp. “Oh, Wolves,” he whispered roughly. “Alissa, | loose you.”

The old on€'s roar of denid thundered, drowning out the pade on€'s cry of despair. They were
undone. There was nothing they could do. She tensed to leap, to be free, but her strength Ieft her, pulled
away by something stronger than her need to fly. “ No!” she screamed, reaching for the sky, not knowing
why. “I must be rid of the beast!”

Tears of loss and regret dipped unknowingly from Strell as he turned away, unable to hear her cry of
desperation. “It's your choice,” he whispered. “I won't force you to take a path you don't want. Just
know thet | love you.... | dways have” Looking broken, he bent to retrieve his pipe and dowly walked
away, his head bowed by what he had done.

“Qrell!” she cried, her dreams shattering back into redlity. “ Don't leave me. | love you!”

His eyes round in astonishment, Strell whipped around to see her last, longing reach for the sky. For a
moment she hung, vibrant and dive once more, poised for flight, wings outstretched, her eyes to the sun,
ashimmering vison of grace and beauty, and then, with asoulful cry, she collgpsed into a crumpled mass
of golden wing and hide.

Chapter 35
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Lodesh watched Tao-Toecan shiftin aswirl of gray from an agitated raku to an angry, tired-looking
maen. “By my Master's Wolvesl” Talo-Toecan shouted. “What did you think you were doing, Piper!”
Ignoring Alissal s somnolent form, he strode to Strdll, glaring asiif it was only curiogty that kept him from
tearing the hapless plainsman apart right then and there.

A rdieved ambivaence coursed through Lodesh. Thanks to the piper, Alissa was safe. He had
known Strell would be the means to bring her sentience back, but that didn’'t mean he needed to like it.
Allowing himsdf a heavy dgh, Lodesh buried his fedings deep. Time was on his sde. Strdl would live
out his span in a matter of decades. Alissa was now destined to live ten times that. Thanks to his curse,
Lodesh could remain with her until he absolved his guilt. He had only to wait until Strell was gone. Or she
remembered him.

But it would be hard. In order to hep Alissa, he would have to continue furthering Strell’s pogtion.
Knowing Tao-Toecan would never let the piper pursue her was a smdl consolation. And besides, he
thought ruefully as he pasted a pleased expresson on his face, he liked the planaman who had been
known to 9ng lullabies to restless kestrels.

“That wasn't so hard now, was it?" he cdled cherily as he came from around Alissa's bulk. Her tall
was bent in what was obvioudy an @norma position, and he paused to shift it, draining a its weght.
Nodding sharply at the result, he trod gingerly over the splinters of wood and stone to join Strdl and
Tao-Toecan.

So dazed and bewildered was Strell, he hadn’t seemed to notice Talo-Toecan’s outburst. “l heard
her—in my head,” Strdl murmured. “ She—she loves me”

“Aye” Lodesh sad in bittersweet agreement. “1 heard her, t00.” Seeing a wing pinned, he carefully
shifted the unwiddy mass of bone and hide until it was folded againg her properly.

The Master stood stock-gtill before Strell, his exhaudtion barely hidden by his wrath. “Why,” he
seethed, “did you risk freeing the beast before Alissa had conquered it?’

Strel vighly shook off his wonder, sarting at Tao-Toecan's anger. His own eyes narrowed, and he
drew himsdf up, dutching his mirth wood pipe as if it would give him srength. “She was dying,” he
shouted. “How many times do | have to make the same mistake?’

“What migtake isthat, Piper?’ Talo-Toecan dl but spat.

Sumping, Strell looked to his feet. “Alissawill s8ldom be forced into anything,” he said. “Evenif it's
something she wants to do.” He shifted a shard of stone with the toe of his boot. “Unless given a choice,
shewill dways bak and do what is most contrary.”

Lodesh shrugged. As long as Alissa was intact, he would be content. Making a tsk, tsk sound, he
surveyed the unmoving raku and began to arrange her to be more comfortable.

Tado-Toecan pointed a Hiff finger & Strell. “We're tdking of the difference between insanity and a
sound mind,” hedl but hissed, “not whether or not to have cookies with tea today. There was no choice
to make.”

“Thereisin her mind.” Strell flushed. “1 saw her in flight.” He shot an uneasy glance at her. “She was
vicious, savage, wild, and free. She may have been a beast, but she wasn't insane.”

Lodesh amiled quietly as Talo-Toecan's shoulders relaxed. Spying a twisted foot, Lodesh braced
himsdf and pushed, feding himsdf turn red. It settled into its new pogtion with a smdl thunk. Giving her a
reassuring pat, he leaned up againg her shoulder to catch his breath.

“We” Strdl said angrily, “no, it was | done, tried to force her to choose the Hold and dl that went



withit.” He looked up, his dark eyes smoldering. “She remembered, and she refused to return because
she had no choice. | took that away. She would die firg.” Strell looked at the wreckage of the dearing,
his face reflecting its destruction. “And | did it to her,” he whispered.

Done with Alissa, Lodesh returned, brushing his clothes smooth. It hadn’t been easy, but he managed
to keep them unwrinkled through the entire orded . “Y ou recognized it, Strell. Even | didn't see. | thought
you had betrayed us and Alissa both.” Taking on an ar of formdity, he stood squarely before Strdl. “I
was wrong,” he stated, “and | ask your forgiveness, Strdll Hirdune” Lodesh executed an degant bow,
but he was amiling impishly when he finished.

“Uh—yes of course” Strdl stammered, awkwardly tucking his pipe away. “She wanted to

remember but refused until given a choice. | thought her awareness might return if | freed her.” He
gestured helplesdy. “I guess—I logt.”

“Log!” exploded Tao-Toecan.
“You didn't lose” Lodesh grinned, clgpping the confused man across the shoulders. “Y ou won!”

Strel’s mouth fdl open. For a moment nothing came out. “But—she's a raku,” he findly managed. “I
thought...”

Tao-Toecan chuckled. “Y ou thought she would return to her origind form as if a matter of course?’
Smiling a Alissa, he harrumphed. “No, not yet, but she's Alissa She named you in her lagt cry. She's
returned to us, thanks to you.”

Lodesh frowned at the old raku. It was his turn to gpologize, and under Lodesh’'s watchful eye,
Tao-Toecan would do it correctly. There were forms to be observed when one saved the sanity of
another’s student. The Master grimaced. He cleared his throat and shifted, sending a dark look to
Lodesh. “Your decison to free her,” Tado-Toecan began, “was correct. In hindsght, | can see there was
no other way, and | ask your forgiveness for my harsh words.”

“*Sdl right,” Strell said as he rubbed the stubble on his face, dearly ignoring how hard it was for the
Master to admit he might have been wrong. “Who could have guessed it would be her ability to choose
thet would dlow her awareness to return?

“Indeed,” Tdo-Toecan said dryly. “I’ve never heard of such athing.”

Strel’s smile went soft. “And she loves me” Abruptly his face went ashen, and he glanced at
Tao-Toecan who was, in turn, scowling. “Wolves” Strel swore. “I never meant to tdl her. It just
dipped out! | know | can't day.”

“That's correct,” Tao-Toecan said. “You can't.”

“Tao-Toecan?’ Lodesh interrupted. He hdd his face in a careful balance of neutrdity, hating himsdf
for having to strengthen Strell’ s position. “He heard her.”

“Only Keepers are suffered to live in the Hold,” Tao-Toecan continued, lecturing the hapless
musdan as he looked miserably at the ground, dearly aware of how badly he had complicated his life
with those three words, no matter how true they might be.

“Tao-Toecan, he heard her,” Lodesh repeated patiently.

“Keegpers and sudents, and Masters, of course, whenever they’'re under obligation or the mood
grikes them,” Talo-Toecan said. “Anyone ese wouldn't last a week, what with dl the touchy tempers
and lethd wards lying about. Just get on one Keeper’s bad side, and poof! No more mingrd!” His eyes
were digtant, logt in the pleasures of imparting doom and gloom.

Lodesh gritted his teeth. “Tao!” he shouted. The insult of his name being shortened broke through
Tao-Toecan' s fascingion of histragic predictions, and he looked up in annoyance. “The piper heard her.



Wedl did,” Lodesh said into the sudden quiet.
Tao-Toecan waited with arched eyebrows, not meking the connection.

Lodesh shot an gpologetic look to Strell. “He has no proper tracings? And 1? I've never heard a
Master of the Hold before. No Keeper | can recall ever has” Finished, he glanced at Strell, and together
they faced Tao-Toecan.

“Ah ... M-m-m.” Thefigure of an old man winced under their combined scrutiny. “1 don’t know,” he
findly admitted. “Keribdis would have. Perhaps because of Alissals uphbringing she will be able to
converse fredy to Keeper and Master dike. Lodesh hearing her | might understand. But you, Strell?’
Tao-Toecan turned an gopraising eye upon him. “How she can get through to you is beyond me.”

“She loveshim,” Lodesh said softly, biting back a wash of jedlousy as bitter and sharp as last year's
fdlen leaves. “Love shiftsimposshbilities into maybes.”

“So you say,” Tao-Toecan sad sourly as he cast about the demolished dearing. “I mus St,” he
whispered, searching for a spot that wasn't covered in chips of stone or splinters of wood. Findly, in
what must have been utter exhaugtion, he conggned himsdf to the bare ground, not even bothering to
make a cushion.

Lodesh joined him, looking up a the pine boughs rocking in the breeze. “Their bond is strong,” he
warned. “It saved her. You or | couldn’t have brought her awareness back like that.”

“l can see that,” Tao-Toecan replied dourly, his eyes shut in the sun’s glare.
Srel sank down uneesily between them. His gaze never left Alissa

Rulling his ght from the heavens, Lodesh brushed a an immaculate deave. “You may lose her
anyway,” he said softly.

“She may turn wild again?’ Strell gasped. Eyes wide, he began to stand but hestated at Lodesh's
reassuring smile. Even Talo-Toecan opened his eyes and raised aresraining hand. Clearly rdlieved, Strell
sank back down.

“No, she'sforever Alissa” came Tao-Toecan's reply. “ She merdy deeps.”
“When will she wake?" Strdl asked.

“Before sunsat.”

“How long,” he continued wigtfully, “until she shifts back?”

Lodesh smiled in understanding. Tao-Toecan, however, frowned. “So eager are you?’ he grumbled.
“It depends.” He regarded Strell as if trying to decide how much he should divulge. Then he grimaced.
“Unless Alissahas a bit of her old form about to joggle her memory, it can take some time. With young
rakus, there's a shed tooth or shard of nal set aside before the firg trandformation for just this reason.
We could have done something smilar with Alissa, but we weren't prepared. She will have to wait until
her sysem cdms down and she can recdl her primary cdlular pattern.”

“Y ou mean her tracings?” Strell guessed.

Talo-Toecan roused and looked from Strell to Alissa “No,” he said with a dgh. “Her neurd pattern
isentirdy unchanged. | meant the form she was born into.”

Strell was dlent for along moment. Frowning, he asked. “How long?’

“Not long. Maybe a decade,” was Talo-Toecan's answer. “Give or take a few years” he finished
gpologeticdly as Strell went pae.
“Uh-huh.” Strell winced. It seemed dl he was capable of at the moment.



Lodesh'samile at Strell’s confuson faded. A dirring in him as faint and compdling as a hidden child's
sob prompted motion. His city needed him. Not yet, but soon. “I mugt go,” he said, risng to his feet to
rock restlesdy on his heds.

Tao-Toecan dowly rose. Strel hedlily followed suit. “Already?’ the Master asked. “I would have
thought you would enjoy watching Alissaredize her new position.”

Lodesh arched his eyebrows knowingly, but then quite somberly said, “No, | mud return to my dcity.
It salong walk.”

“You mugst walk?' Strell stared at him in astonishment.

“l know what you're thinking,” Lodesh said ruefully, “Don’t ask. I'm 4ill learning the rules of being a
revenant mysdf. It's not much different than being dive. | get cold. | must eat. All the drawbacks of life”
he grinned, showing histeeth, “and possibly dl of the blessings”

Tao-Toecan raised a circumspect eyebrow as he assessed this newest bit of information.

“But you showed up so quickly,” the confused men said.

“Ah.” Lodesh wisdy set afinger to the Sde of his nose. “I knew when to leave.”

“Histiming has aways been impeccable,” Tao-Toecan said. “It's practicaly legendary.”

Lodesh's hand went to his pendent, fingering the worked siver. As he did, he fdt his posture droop,
and his manner become grave. Feding like the overburdened Warden of the prosperous and difficult
population that he had been, he Sghed. Somber and tired, he knew he appeared not only capable, but
exceptionaly so, despite his apparent youth.

“Ballic is in my cty,” he explaned. “I don't like it. He has the First Truth. It's Alissa’'s now,
regardless of what you may wish to believe, old friend, and it can be consdered a token of Balic's
authority to act in her stead, to dam due dlegiance”

Tao-Toecan nodded uneesly. He glanced from Alissa to Strell. The piper had turned to the young
raku as wel, an dmogt hungry look in his eyes. “If time permits” Tao-Toecan asked Lodesh pointedly,
“I would have a amdl word with you?’

Lodesh indlined his head gracioudy, and together they moved a short distance away. Strell took
advantage of their absence to examine Alissa close—now that he wasn't in danger of being bitten or
crushed. He picked a tentative path around her, his hands safdy behind his back.

Watching his hesitant ingpection, Talo-Toecan scowled. “I would ask afavor of you,” he began.

“Of course.” Lodesh, too, was watching the piper, but his thoughts were of patient understanding,
laced with more than a touch of envy.

“You're wiser than | in the foibles of men,” Talo-Toecan said. “I haven't sudied them as diligently as
you.”

Indining his head again, Lodesh acknowledged the compliment. “It's my second craft,” he modestly
admitted.

“M-m-m.” The old Magter arched his shoulders painfully. “Ashes, I'm tired. | haven't flown like that
gnce Keribdis and I—in sometime”

Lodesh amiled. “Just wait. Tomorrow you will be sore.”

A anmile flashed over Talo-Toecan. Then he sighed, his atention going back to Strell. “I'm farly
confident if the piper leaves, this infauation will fade and free Alissa to find a more suitable match,
epecidly now that she is caught in her raku form. Unfortunately, you may aso be correct in that Alissa
might abandon her new standing to follow him. Her will is even more obstinate than mine. 1t may be,” he



confessed dowly, “in everyone's best interests to make an exception of Strell so as to keep a watch
upon her.”

“By the light of the Navigator!” Lodesh exclaimed in mock surprise. “Break your rules?’

“Please” Tdo-Toecan said, obvioudy pained, “if it ever got out—waell, there’s no one left to bring me

to task, is there” He paused, his eyes lost in memory. “But before | open my Hold to any not of the
Keeper's persuasion, | must know the makeup of his character.”

Lodesh fdt the comers of his mouth quirk. “Talo-Toecan! Y ou take your parental duties serioudy.”

“Lodesh,” The Magter rebuffed gruffly. “She is my student. I'm only concerned. She's young, and if
you're correct, her affections may be in danger of being gifted to a man who will live a fraction of her
time”

Lodesh didn't likethis at dl. “Y ou wish for me to pry?’

“No. | wish for you to evauate.” Tao-Toecan turned and watched Strell shudder as he ran his fingers
lightly over one of Alissa's clawed talons. “Tak to him,” he said, his eyes unwavering from Strel as a

dight rumble of warning escaped him. “Y ou're a better judge of the character of men then | am. I'd do it
mysdf, but heis understandably wary of me”

Lodesh ran a hand behind his neck. “I know dready heisworthy of her,” he said shortly.

“Yes, it'sunmigtakable,” Tao-Toecan admitted, and Lodesh eased. “I want to know if he can endure
the rigors of acting as a Keeper without a functioning set of tracings, without a Keeper’s ills to protect
him” Tao-Toecan's eyes went digtant in recollection. “It's a rough exigence,” he said, “tagging dong
behind araku. Oneislikdy to get into the most interesting of scrapes and acquire the oddest of scars and
alments”

With a nod of understanding, Lodesh looked to Alissa dumbering in the sun. “Y ou're worried about
her losing her temper and accidentaly burning him, and you want to know if he has the fortitude to stand
up to her regardless, knowing the fatdigtic tendencies of such actions?’

“Thet’s about it.”

“No problem, old friend,” he said. “I will find out if the lad is courageous enough to court your
daughter.” Terribly pleased with his jest, he laughed.

“Lodesh,” Tao-Toecan grumbled.

Giving a last guffaw, Lodesh strode across the shattered dearing. “Strel!” he caled, his voice ringing
with a companionable sound. “Come with me. We have an unfinished task.”

Strdl sraightened from beside Alissa, his face awash with surprise. “But...” He gestured, apparently
unwilling to leave.

“These two oversized lizards need their rest,” Lodesh quipped saudily.
“But Alisss/—" Thistime he got a bit further.

“Will be fing” Lodesh finished. Turning, he asked, “Tao-Toecan, will you catch us up when she
wakes?’

“Aye” hereplied heavily. “But it may take awhile. She will need to learn how to fly.”

Agonishment flooded Lodesh, and Tao-Toecan laughed. The rich sound of it filled the clearing,
seeming to wash away the lagt ugly remembrances of the afternoon. Even Strdl smiled. “Ha”
Tao-Toecan said. “You don't know everything yet, do you?’

Lodesh scowled, then brightened. “I never daimed that,” he uphed firmly.



Strell picked hisway to Lodesh. “She flew,” he said, catching himsdf as he dipped on a loose stone.
“l saw her.”

Placing his long fingertips together, Tao-Toecan took on the air of an ingtructor. “That was indinctive,
asabeast,” helectured. “With awareness comes a hedthy dose of fear. Alissawill have to overcome it.
At the very leadt it will take some time for her to adjust to her new mass-to-size ratio. She will be lighter
than she expects as most of her bones are nearly hollow. It may take awhile” he finished regretfully.

Strell winced and asked the inevitable, “How long?”
“l don't know,” Talo-Toecan said sourly. “I’ ve never done this”
“You have no ideaa dl?’ Strell pressed.

The Magter hid his long hands in his deeves. “It took me—and don't repest this, Lodesh, or | will
hunt you down and butcher you like a sheep—an entire summer. But | was a gripling, bardly big enough
to reach—ah—never mind. Needless to say, | wasn't very coordinated.”

“Tao-Toecan,” Lodesh exdlamed. “Y ou were never young.”

Shoating him an exasperated ook, Talo-Toecan continued. “I'm sure Alissa will pick it up quickly.
She dready has the coordination and strength, and she obvioudy knows how.” Stretching his back and
shoulders painfully, he frowned. “ She only needs the confidence.”

“That,” Lodesh asserted, “is something she doesn't lack,” and Strell grunted his agreement. “So it's
eitled then,” Lodesh said loudly, unconcerned he might wake Alissa “Strell will accompany me, and the
two winged dreamerswill join us at their convenience. Just don’t take too long,” he advised darkly. “We
meay not leave anything for you.”

“Bailicwill be there?” Strell asked, his face grim and determined.

“Yes” was Lodesh's soft reply.

“Then!’ll go.”

“| thought you would.”

Strl turned towards Ese' Nawoer, then back to Alissa. “She'll be dl right?”

In answer, Talo-Toecan shifted to his raku form to stretch and settlein the sun. Histall curled over his
nose, the blunt tip of it resting upon one of Alissals arms. Even if he dept, which he probably would, he'd
know the ingtant she awoke.

Apparently satisfied, Strell gave Alissa a heartfdt look. She was shimmering and golden as life itsdlf.
“Good-bye, my love” he whispered so quietly as to be unheard by dl but Lodesh. “I will see you soon, |
hope.” Then with a sharp nod, he turned. Together he and Lodesh headed east. At the edge of the
dearing they stopped, and from the shade of the hemlocks they both paused for alast 1ook.

The spring sun pooled warmly, filling the glade with the scents of wet earth and running sap. In sharp
contrast were the splintered sumps of trees, their shattered remains littering the once pristine dearing.
Rock chips were strewn to look like splotches of dappled sun. The birds had reclaimed the open space
aready—the presence of the men disturbed them, the rakus didn’t—and their thin, piping voices could
be heard, discussing the exditing events of the morning. At the center of it were the rakus themsdlves, one
old, one young, both golden, both adeep, asght equdly unred and naturd sseming.

“No one,” Sirdl whispered, “will believe me”

Lodesh amiled. “That's why such taes are told as stories to amuse children.” He clapped Strell
across the shoulders, efectively beginning their journey again. “You redly found her at the bottom of a
ravine? What, under the open skies, was she doing down there?’



Chapter 36

contents - previous | next

Oh, her head, she moaned slently, her eyes clamped shut lest they roll out of ther sockets. This
mongirosty of existence was unredl. Alissahdd her bresth, lest even that make it worse. But breathe she
mug, and ever so dowly, she let it out.

Aw, Hounds, she thought, as now it seemed someone smdl and without mercy was stabbing glowing
needles into the backs of her eyes. She had been right; breething made it worse. Alissa tremuloudy
looked with her mind's eye to find dl her tracings were clear. The headache was from some unknown
cause and would have to disappear on its own. She whimpered at the thought of her unending agony, and
to her surprise she heard Usdless soft in her thoughts.

“What isit, young one?”

“My head hurts,” she whined into his mind, sounding like a petulant brat even to hersdf, but her
skull fdt likeit wasin avise, and she couldn’'t help it. For a moment she wondered why they were taking
wordlesdy, but then she guessed Usdess mug be in his raku guise She didn't care. Actudly she
preferred it that way as she didn't have to breathe to answer him.

“Here,” Usdess thought, and her tracings began to resonate. It was a far-flung, horribly complicated
pattern. Alissa stared at it hopelessly, trying to memorize it but not doing very well. Her head hurt that
bad. Hoping it was something to make the pain go away, she set up the fird crcuit to try it.

“You found a resonance?” Usdess asked in surprise, then, “ No, don’t try it. Used improperly,
the ward does more damage than good. Best you wait until | have time to explain.”

His fidd settled about her, as warm as a puddle of brown, sun-warmed water. The rich sensation
swirled and eddied through her, fading to leave afant tingle where there was once pain. Its absence was
a blessng, and as she fdt her muscles loosen, she practicdly melted into the ground. “ Ah,” she sghed
gratefully into histhoughts. “ Thanks, Useless. What was that?”

“ That was a ward of healing. Couldn’'t you tell?”

“Course,” she mumbled, dmog faling adeep again. For what seemed like the fird time in months
she was comfortable, and content, and warm. But something was negging a her. She couldn’'t set her
finger on it, or perhaps she should say, her nose. Smply put, she could smel everything. There was the
tacky scent of pine sap, the dry bite of cracked rock, and the bitter taste thawing earth. The breeze gfting
over her was coal, carrying the hint of rain tomorrow. She could sense fresh herbs and grasses beginning
to green up, and over it dl was the unmistakable odor of—carrion.

Talon! she thought, and her eyes flew open. Sure enough, a few paces before her was the mangled,
sad little body of a fidd mouse, its neck newly broken. Alissa cautioudy looked for the grest hunter
hersdf, being careful to not move for fear of areturn of that headache.

She was outside, which was puzzing, dthough she couldn’t remember why. It was late afternoon; her
entire morming was gone. For some reason she was between her indructor’s forearms, because there
they were, one nadtily clawed hand to theright, one to the l€ft.

That headache mugt have affected her vison because she was having a terrible time focusng.
Anything closer than an am'’s length was a blurry mess. Beyond that it was crystd clear. Colors
appeared deeper, more vivid somehow, and it seemed as if there were more of them. The sky beyond
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the shifting pine boughs wasa't just blue, it was hundreds of shades of blue, the tints and hues drifting like
fog.

Her hearing was off as wdl. Higher sounds were muted and dull as though heard through a pillow.
Lower sounds she couldn’t even recognize were loud and obvious. Alissa blinked in surprise as she

redized the muffled meody she was trying to place was a chickadee. “ Useless?” she thought. “1 had
the strangest dream.”

“Do tell,” he prompted Slently.

“l dreamed | was a raku. | could see the wind, hear the mountain groan, and smell the rain
before it fell.”

“You couldn’'t do these things before?”

“ Before?” Startled, she sat up with a great rudling of sound. “ Useless!” she shrieked. She wasn't
gtting between his arms. Those wicked-looking things were hers. She was a rakul

“Hush, you're fine, child,” came his reassuring thought. Panic stricken, Alissa turned to see him
curled up in the sun watching her, an amused amilein his eyes.

“What! How... It wasn't a dream!” she dwrieked doud, but dl tha came out was a
strangled-sounding gurgle. Embarrassed, she clapped her hands to her—Oh, Ashed! It wasn't her mouth,
it was a snout—and she had nearly put out her eye with an impossibly long, thin finger.

“ Joeak with your thoughts, Alissa, that’s why the Master of us all gave them to you,” Usdess
rebuffed. “ Your vocal cords are all but— useless.”

In mounting panic, she swiveled her head on what she thought was an absurdly long neck to see what
she could. She looked exactly like Usdless, wings and dl. Wdl, not entirdy. She was smdler, a great
ded thinner, smoother of skin, or hide rather, and her tall... Ohl How terrible, she thought. It was twice
as long as his, tapering endlesdy down to nothing instead of the blunted end he had. “ Usdless!” she
walled. “ What did you do to me?”

“Me?” hesad around ayawn. “1 did nothing. You are what you see.”

“ But— what happened?” Alissalooked over her shoulder and tentatively shifted her wings, needing
to reassure hersdf they would respond.

Usdess pillowed his head on his folded arms and appeared to go to deep. “What do you
remember?”

“1 remember — the dirt under my nails,” she mused, bringing them close to her eyes, then pulling
them away as they got fuzzy. There was a film of red under them that smelled of blood, and she winced
a how long and savage they looked. “ And the scent of mint.”

“That’s all ?” Usdess prodded, opening one eye.

She thought back. Her breath caught. “ Srellfell adeep, and | didn’t notice!” she shouted. “ Where
is he?”

“He's with Lodesh. We will join them shortly.”

Alissa relaxed. If he was with Lodesh, he would be dl right. Then she redized—Strell was with
L odesh—and she became worried. As she gazed about, she became more so.

They were Stuated in atiny clearing. In the nearby distance, the Hold's tower stood above the trees,
thet is, above the trees that weren’t demolished. Ther shattered leavings were everywhere. It looked like
aviolent summer storm had gone through. What, by the Navigator’s Wolves, had happened?

And with a sudden implosion of memory, she remembered. Reding from the shock, Alissa put out



what was once her hand. Usdless rose to steady her asif he had expected it. “I read my book of First
Truth,” she mumbled soundlesdly.

“Yes, your book.” Usdless heaved asgh.

“And | changed my mass to energy and back again,” Alissasad.
“ That you did, young one.”

“And | flew...” Her eyes dight, she gazed hungrily up at the skies.
“And,” prompted Usdless.

“You brought me down,” she accused.

Usdless said nothing as he released her shoulder. Alissa sumbled as she caught her balance. “ You
three pinned me down!” it was dmaost a shout, “ and made me remember!”

“What of it— student?” was his cold reply.
“You had no right! | was happy. | was free.”
“ Are you unhappy now?” Usdess asked. “ Are there chains on your wings?”

“No.” Sitting back on her—she guessed they were her haunches—Alissa stared sullenly up at the
sky. But it was hard to stay angry while watching the shifting streams of ar. They were so inviting, it
made her want to leap up and ride them again, just for the sheer enjoyment.

“Please,” Alissa heard plantively in her thoughts. “ You promised we would fly....”

Alissa shook her head with a snort. Useless eyed her closdly, but it wasn't he who had spoken. It
was her, but a part of her she hadn’t known existed, buried and hidden under alifetime of dvilization and
society. “ Who are you?” Alissa whispered into her darkest thoughts. Taking to yoursdf isn't insane,
unless you find something answering back.

“You forgot already? I’m your beast,” came a soft answer, and Alissa siffened in awave of panic.
Wolves It wasred! She had gone mad! “ Don't tell,” the thought franticdly warned, “ or the old one
will make you destroy me, and you— you promised you wouldn’t? Remember?”

Her heart beat wildly, and she blinked severd times as if trying to replace hersdf. She thought it had
been a dream. She had become ferd, and that new state had evolved its own identity to suppress her
true saf. She had made a pact with it in order to regain control.

Alissa's eyes widened, and she froze, afraid to move. What had she done! She had given her word to
abeast! How could she trugt it not to take over again? It could be lying!

“A beast can't lie,” came a confused thought into hers. “I would have ripped out your throat
already if | could. You let me live because | have something you don’t.”

Alissagulped. “ And what'’s that?”
“ The memory of your first flight.”

She fdt hersdf dump in understanding, and her pulse began to dow. The beast was right. Alissa
would dlow her ferd incarnation to exist as a Slent observer. In turn, she would be able to reive, if just
for a moment, the insurmountable feding of absolute freedom. If Alissa had destroyed her ferd sde, the
memory of her firgt, wild flight would be lost. She would be less.

“That’s why you won't destroy me,” whispered her beast into her thoughts, sounding rdlieved.
Nervous, Alissaglanced a Usdess.

“He can’t hear. We speak too deep,” the beast murmured, and Alissa fdt it settle so deep into her
unconscious as to dmost disappear. “ Don't worry,” the beast said around a yawn. “1 won't overstep



my bounds. We have a pact, and that comes before all.”
“Love comes before all things,” Alissasad timidly.
“Love? It was a deepy hint of a question.

“Yes.” Alissabegan to amile, remembering Strell’s last words. Then she warmed in embarrassment.
Strell had said he loved her. In front of everyone! And she had done the same.

Usdless dtirred, sattling deeper into the sunbeam. “ Did you say something?”

“No, nothing at all,” Alissareplied lightly, terribly relieved her beast appeared to have vanished.
Perhaps it was gone for good. With a grimace, she noticed her entire color had shifted two shades to
pink. She was blushing. “ Oh, Hounds,” she groaned. “ Doesn't this form have any advantages?” But
then she noticed something that completely overwhemed her current state of embarrassment. “ Useless!”
she cried, taking on an dmodt red tint. “ Where are my clothes!”

Shaking in slent laughter, Usdless stood and stretched like a cat. There were long, panful-looking
scratches across his bely and forearms. Alissafdt a stab of chagrin. It was his blood under her nals
“Now that,” he chuckled, “ would look slly. A raku in a skirt and hat.”

“No, it wouldn’t,” she thought, crouching to curl her tal over her face.

Useless surveyed the sky. “ You'll become used to it,” came his light thought, “ but to answer your
guestion, you broke them, and everything else on your person, down to their constituent atoms,
using them to add to your considerably increased bulk.”

Obvioudy he didn't care one whit about her discomfort, and Alissa dipped her head above her tall,
not understanding what a condituent atom was, but very sure she was now lacking even the smalest
ditch of dothing. “ Where did the rest of my mass come from?” she asked, thinking of dl those long
mornings of sawing wasted. Ashes, even her brand-new hat was gone.

“Your source,” he answered smply. “ It acts like a sponge, absorbing and releasing mass or
energy as needed.”

Alissawas going to ask him to explain further, but there was a fluttering, and she turned to see Tdon
land on the top of a nearby hemlock. “Tdon!” she cried adoud, but what came out was a low rumble.
Alissa drew back in surprise, but Taon recognized it, or her, and abandoned the bobbing perch. The tiny
bird hovered, scolding dl the while, until Alissa extended a sngle digit for her.

“ She appeared a few moments after Srell and the Warden left,” Usdess told her as Alissa
gngerly scratched the top of the bird's head. “ She knew right off it was you. | thought it would take
her all day to get out of the snare | set her in.” His eyes narrowed in response to Alissa's cooing
rumbles. “ But apparently, she is as clever as her mistress sometimes appears to be.”

“What a lovely little mouse,” Alissa praised her, ignoring his exasperated look. “ Go ahead and
take it. I'm not hungry.” Actudly, she was darving. That sweet roll was ages ago. “ And how clever
of you to know it was |,” she added warmly, tossing the dead thing into the air. Taon couldn’t possibly
hear her, but her actions were familiar, and the bird seemed to know Alissa had acknowledged and
refused her offering. With a quick snaich, Tadon had it and was on the stubby remains of a tree to
consume her medl.

Alissa svdlowed hard a her bird's rip and tear. The smdl of dead mouse caught a her. Feding ill,
she turned away. “ How do | turn back?” she asked weskly.

“We weren't prepared, child,” Usaless thought gently.

“1t will take nearly a decade for you to remember your first form unless you have a tooth or
nail from it to induce your memory.”



“Usdless?” She winced, halding a hand to her middle as she took in that splendid bit of news. “I
don't feel so good.”

His eyes widened. “ Take a deep breath, Alissa. You're looking gray.”

Alissa fixed her eyes upon the ground. She could 4ill amdl Tdon's dinner, and it only made things
worse. Her bird's dietary habits had dways been hard for Alissa to take, but now, with her increased
sengtivity to smdls, it seemed dmogt unbearable. “ Oh, no!” she exclamed, feding hersdf go ashen.
“Usdless, I'm gonna—"

The rest of her thought went unvoiced as she was overtaken by the dry heaves—as if things weren’t
bad enough. Usdless patiently waited, trying not to look too obvious about it, until she regained control of
hersdf again. Near to tears, she huddled in a large lump of misary “ Useless?” she whispered into his
mind. “1 want to go home.”

She had never asked for this any of it, and she wanted her old life back. Even her mother’'s
rock-hard biscuits would be welcome. Maybe, she thought wretchedly, she could even eat one now.
With dl her sharp, new teeth, it might be possible.

“You are home,” Usdess murmured. “ Listen to the wind, Alissa. Hear it call?”

Alissa looked up, only to be stunned a his slhouette againg the dusky heavens. He was gazing
deeply into the early evening sky, evauating it, as she now guessed, for a particular tint that indicated an
updraft. But what shocked her was his longing, his need to be in it. Usdless, the mogt reserved, sedate
soul she knew, had the londy spirit of a wanderer, a poet, awarrior.

Sitting straighter, Alissa focused on the prigine heavens as wdl, loang hersdf in ther unfathomable
depths. As she did, a curious sensation dipped over her. It was a relaxed tautness, indilling a curious
feding of a want, and she shifted restlesdly.

Usdless pulled his gaze from the degpening blue to her. “ Yes. You do hear.” Then he harrumphed,
and his usud grumpy demeanor dipped back over him. But she had seen his yearning, and recognizing
the same want in hersdf, she redized she could never go back to the life she had before. Ever. The
thought was both comforting and frightening, and she trembled.

“You aren’t going to vomit again, are you?” Usdess growled into her thoughts.
“Ah— no.”
“ Good.” He snorted. “ We need to go to Ese’ Nawoer.”

Alissa rose eagerly to her full heght as thoughts of Strell filled her. She hesitated in surprise. The
ground was quite a bit farther away now. “ Srell is there?”

“Yes, and Lodesh, and— Bailic.”

“Ballic” The word escaped her in a snarl, and she balked at the savage sound of it.

Usdless turned to her, his brow raised in question. * Your didike runs so deep already?”

“ He has been nothing but an— irritation—for almost the better part of a year,” she thought.
Usdless shifted his hide, giving the impression of a shrug.

“He has my book of First Truth?’ she asked pointedly.

Usdless nodded dowly, evenly, camly.

“He strives to claim the citizens of Ese’ Nawoer?” she continued, her pulse increasing.

Agan adow nod.

“ He bothers them with demands of battle?” Her long fingers, despite her efforts, began to twitch.



“I would be astounded if he weren't,” was his placid answer.

“Then,” she concluded, “1 would be done with him.”

“Why?’ came his cdming thought.

Alissardlaxed in sudden confusion. “ So he doesn’'t dominate the plains and foothills in a tyranny
of cruelty and terror, that's why.”

Shaking his head, Usdless Sghed. “ Your background, young one, is showing.”

“Don’'t you care?" she shouted into his mind.

“Of course | care” He fixed a sharp eye to hers. “ But he will only last a few decades longer,
and everything will return to normal. He's a passing thing. | wish to put an end to him as well.”
Usdess log his outward cdm, and his eyes glinted maevolently as he turned to the east. “ But let’s be
certain it's for a reason that’s worth the risk.”

“Risk? she asked.

“We can’'t go about ridding the world of evil forces asif we were pulling weeds.”
Puzzled, Alissa sat on her haunches and waited.

“You have gardened?’ he asked needlesdly.

Sowly she blinked her answer.

“ Then you know how if you care for a patch of favorites it becomes dependent upon you. First
you must weed, then water, then even remove the very insects from the leaves. Sowly over the
years, the plants multiply. The flowers become more numerous and larger, responding to your
care by putting forth an overabundance of flower and fruit. Soon, though, you find yourself
propping up stems gone soft from your attentive care. Even the rain, once a life-giving force,
poses a serious threat as it weighs down the foliage. Once sturdy and strong, it's now thin and
weak, all its energy put to beauty and delight.

“ Eventually, a storm comes up while you're away, and you return to find your beloved garden
devastated, destroyed by your own hand. Its neighbors, left untended and uncared for, are less
colorful, less promising, but still standing, the neglect and poor conditions having made them
strong.” Usdess turned away, but not before she saw the deep regret in his eyes.

“| understand,” Alissa thought meekly, knowing he was spesking of Ese® Nawoer, not his garden.
“But must all the weeds go unpulled?”

Tuming back to her, Usdless amiled with his eyes. “No. The trick is to know which ones to pull,
and why— and when.”

“Then we are going to kill him!” she shouted, and her wings, she was embarrassed to admit, nearly
flew open.

Usdless shook his head in patient understanding. “ Let’s say we were going to do away with him.
How would you do it?”

“Enclose himin an impervious field,” was her prompt answer.

“He would break it,” Usdless thought dryly. “ Bailic is wickedly quick with his wards and fields.
He doesn’'t have as much strength to draw upon or as large a scope of abilities as I, but what he
does know, he has explored to its utmost. And heis a fast learner.”

“Oh.” Her knees suddenly weak, she sat back down.
“ And if you have to take this much time to come up with a plan, he will undoubtedly kill you,”



he said gently. “ Bailic won't sit idly by as you think up a plan of action.”
“Can’t | drop a big rock on him?" she suggested.
“He'd throw it back at you.” Usdess chuckled. “ That is, assuming you could even lift it.”

Depressed, Alissalowered hersdlf, propping her jaw up on her tail. “ So | can’t kill him because I'm
inexperienced,” she complained.

“That's right,” Usdess asserted. “ And | expect you to stay in the background and mind your
manners, girl, or you will stay here and miss all the excitement.”

Worried, Alissa sat back up. Tdon flew from her perch to land upon Alisds head. “ You
wouldn’t.”

“1 most assuredly would— student.” He glowered a Tdon. “ Go away. You look ridiculous up
there,” he snapped, his thoughts singing Alissawith hisimpatience.

Tdon squawked and raised her feathers in an unusud display of temper as Usdless waved at her.
Alissa was forced to pluck her off and gt the bird on her hand as her shoulder was now too steep for
Tdon to perch upon.

Useless scowled at the two of them. “ I'll never hear the end of this,” he muttered. “ A gray-eyed
Master with a pet bird!”

Alissafroze in absolute misery. Her eyes had dways been a source of ridicule and distrust, setting her
gpart from plains and hills people dike. Now it seemed she couldn’'t make a proper raku, ether.

“Come on,” Usdess thought gruffly. “ Let’s go.”

“I don't want to.” Alissa looked a the ground, horribly depressed. Tdon dternately crooned
encouragingly to her and glared vicoudy a Usdless, somehow knowing he was the reason for her
unhappiness.

“Oh, for scattered tea leaves!” Usdless 9ghed as she grew even more upset. She fdt a tear form
and dip down to make an audible splash at her feet. “ Please, Alissa,” he said contritdy. “1 am sorry.
You make an absolute first-rate raku.”

She looked up, desperately wanting to believe.  Really?’
“Yes, really.” He shifted awkwardly.

“But my eyes...”

“True, they' re not golden as are most,” he admitted. “ But neither were my teacher’s, and he
was a well-respected raku.”

Alissa sniffed, interested despite hersdlf. “ What color were his?”
“Brown,” was his quick response.

Brown, she mused. It wasn't gray, or even blue, but it was't gold, either. “ The color of your eyes,”
whispered her beast amugly, dartling Alissa, “ matters little when you can outfly every last winged
being that dares to share the sky with you.” Alissa couldn’t hep but amile, and Usdess rolled his
eyes, unaware that she could see him from the corner of her Sght.

“Would you care to try a quick flight to test your wings?” Usdess offered.
“Now?" her beast whispered eagerly.

With a practiced flip, Alissa launched Tdon and waiched as she rose, riding the visble arr currents.
“Now,” she agreed. With a controlled legp, Alissa was in the ar and drding above the Hold before
Usdless had wiped the astonishment from his features.



Alissa couldn’t fly. She would have been scared out of her witsif Beast, as Alissa now referred to
her, hadn’t taken control of ther actions. It was asif glory swept through Alissa as she eesily rode the air,
the wind marking her passage in a cool, slky sensation, seeming to hum like Strdl’s day on the sngle
miraculous occasion she centered it. It was a Smple thing redly, she thought, and Alissa was't sure if it
was her or Beast who had thought it.

Tdon chattered wildly and flew circles around her, glad, Alissa supposed, to have her mistress in the
ar where the bird thought Alissa ought to be. The kestrd made a mock dive, and Alissa eagerly gave
chase, Beast taking complete control of the Stuation. Darting erreticaly, her kestrel kept maddeningly out
of reach. Spotting a mois, earth-scented updraft risng from an open fidd, Alissa rose high to drop upon
her.

“ Gotcha!” she cried in ddight as her absurdly long-fingered hand closed upon empty air. Snorting in
aurprise, Alissaflipped head over tal to see where the bird had gone. With a burst of speed she caught
up. Tdon spun to the right and plunged once more. Consumed by the need to catch her, Alissa
pirouetted on wing tip to follow. She was about to close the gap when Usdless dived out of the sky to
snatch Taon.

There was a startled squawk as Taon protested.
“Never forget your z-axis,” Alissa heard hm say as he released her.

Grousng as only she could, Tdon landed on Alissa's head. “Oh, no you don’'t,” Alissa vowed
vehemently, doing barrel rolls until Taon left. A beast of burden she wasn't. Tdon could do her own

flying.
“This way, Alissa,” Usdess said, awary tonein hisvoice. “ We must join Srell and the Warden.”

Wondering what she had done now, Alissa meekly followed his lead to Ese Nawoer. Its buildings
and surrounding walls were visble in the distance, glowing red in the setting sun. What was once a
morning's wak was now a moment’s consderation.

“Where did you learn to fly like that?” Useless asked tightly as she drifted up dongside.

“Like what?” she thought, worried that perhaps she wasn't supposed to know how to fly if her ferd
sde had been destroyed. After dl, Beast was the one who was flying, not her.

Useless reached out awing tip and stole aamdl part of Alissals wind. Indinctively she compensated,
losng very little momentum. “ Oh, that!” Alissaflushed. “ From watching Talon— | suppose.”

“M-m-mrm,” he said suspicioudy. “ Look at me,” he commanded, and his head swiveled close, his
golden eyes seeming to glow.

As caaudly as she could, Alissaturned, praying he would only see a dvilized, well-mannered farm girl
mirrored in her eyes. For along moment Useless searched her face. She wondered if he was going to
ask to search her thoughts as well, but he turned away with a satisfied harrumph, willing to accept her
answer as there could logicaly be no other. In hindsght, it must be true, for Beast was her, and she had
no prior experience. The knowledge was dways there, but unusable until now.

“ And what marvelous ways that wisdom can be used,” Beast whispered, causng Alissa to amile
in understanding. Even this short jaunt was absolutdy splendid, and she had to fight the urge to dive
screaming down into Ese' Nawoer. Instead, she sedately followed Usdless as he circled in the warm, dry
ar above the city, trying to find Strell and Lodesh.

The city spread below them in an degant pattern of well-ordered streets and buildings. Large swaths
of weeds and trees dotted the cityscape, providing rdief from the stone. It was obvious that its
congruction had been meticuloudy planned out, and it saddened her that such an effort lay forgotten in
the mountains. The sense of an impending something was thick in the cooling air, and Alissa shivered,



causng her dtitude to dip. Sightly abashed, she looked to see if Useless noticed.

Tdon caught up and passed them. Straight as an arrow, the bird dropped to the center of the
long-abandoned city, down to the bare glade of mirth trees, Usdess and Alissain tow. Gliding under the
trees, Tadon disappeared. Alissa heard Strell’ s surprised grunt followed by Bailic's displeased snarl.

“ Remember,” Usdess directed as they circled above the trees. “ You're here on sufferance, to
observe and hopefully learn something. And please, no matter how tempting it is, don't
antagonize him.”

“Srell ?” Alissa blinked in surprise, and Usdless frowned.

“No. Bailic,” he growled, then dropped. Sowing to dmost a gdl, he dipped expertly under the bare
branches to the high, open, roomlike area she remembered. Gulping, Alissa followed, hoping she would
be a hep rather than a hindrance in what was to come.

Chapter 37
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Alissa dighted next to her teacher’s comforting bulk. Much to her dismay, he shifted to his andler
form and stood with his arms crossed, Slently taking in the Stuation. A sharp, dmost metdlic smel hung
in the air, and she kept her breathing shdlow to avoid it. The sun hung between the horizon and the
lowest limbs of the mirth trees, lighting everything with an uncomfortable, reddish glow.

Bailic stood within shouting distance. He looked a her without recognition, his astonishment at seeing
another raku amost overpowering his rage. Alissa could fed him watching her, not knowing who she was
and what her presence might mean. Her open book wasin hisarms.

Srel shifted to stand beside her, vanly trying to soothe Taon. He bardly seemed to notice the bird's
claws piercing his hand. Next to him was Lodesh. With his feet firmly planted upon the moss, he
appeared surprisngly severe and determined, but upon catching Alissa's eye, his manner shifted like a
fickle spring wind. Much to her embarrassment, he performed an extravagant, graceful bow, completely
turning his back upon Ballic.

“Oh, milady,” he said formdly, his eyes dancing in amusement. “I can’t begin to say how pleased | am
that you were so disposed to honor my far city with your presence this evening.”

“ Good evening, Lodesh,” she murmured into his thoughts adone, and her eyes dropped. Having
heard only Lodesh, Usdless gave a rude snort, Ballic stared, and Strell began to glower.

“May | take this opportunity,” Lodesh continued, clearly rdishing the reaction of dl present, “to tel
you your flight today was the most breathtaking display of raku expertise | can recal seeing in my entire
lifetime. As | have told your most worthy companion, you're smply the most stupendous rendition of
raku flesh to grace these mountain skies in nearly a generation, and assuredly,” he arched his eyebrows,
“acredit to your new standing.”

Nearly crimson, she sammered, “ Thank you.” Her eyesflicked to Strell. He was amoothing Tdon's
feathers, his eyes shifting uneasily between her and Lodesh.

“Yes, Lodesh,” Usdess said. “We' re dl present now, dl who would witness the end, or mayhap it's
abeginning.” He dowly backed up, undoubtedly putting a raku length between himsdf and Ballic to keep
hiswards a secret for as long as possible. With atug upon her avareness so rapid she barely recognized
it, Usdless drew a sphere of raw energy from his source and physicdly flung it a Bailic. It sped across
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the twenty-five paces to dam into him. Bailic brought up his own field and ward to intersect it.

There was a thunderous boom as Ballic turned the energy into sound. The backwash smashed into
them, nearly knocking Strell, Lodesh, and even Usdess down. Tdon darted away to be logt in the
deepening gloom. Alissa watched her go, thankful she was out of harm’s way.

“Hm-m-m,” Usdless musad as Balic rose from his indinctive crouch. The rumble of the blast’s echo
returned from the surrounding buildings with the sound of distant thunder.

“| tried that dready,” Lodesh said. “He seems to be able to counter everything.”
“Isanyonetied to hm?’ Usdless asked, hislong fingers drumming together.

Lodesh glanced sddong a Strell. “No. | removed it.”

“Good,” Usdless sad with a frown. Turning, he called, “Bailic? Leave now, and | promise—"

“Promise me what, inaufferable lizard?’ Bailic haughtily adjusted his coat. “I thought you wouldn’t
bargain with me anymore.”

“l set no bargain before you—student.” His voice smooth and confident, Usdless's words dipped
eedly across the amdl space. “I promiseif you cease now, | will make your end quick.

“But not,” he added, tilting his head to view the empty branches, “necessaxily painless”

Bailic grew livid. “You can't stop me, Tao,” he raged. “I'll admit | don’t know whét the book is for
yet, but I ve dready woken the city, and—"

“No, wait!” Lodesh shouted as Usdess savagdly threw a second ward after his firg. This time the
powerful forces met with a crackle of black and gold sparks that burgt into existence to light the grove for
severd heartbeats. Everyone, Usdless included, cowered as the pinpoints died to leave the tangy taste of
spent energy. It was the same amdl as when shefirg entered the glade.

“| tried that, too,” Lodesh said, eyeing the fdling sun. “I think it's Alissa's book.”

Useless went lill. A long-fingered hand crept up to touch his chin. “Oh,” he murmured. “I was afrad
of that.”

Sowly, they dl turned to him. Stroll’s face was laden with a quedioning accusation, but it was
Lodesh who found his voice fird. *Y ou—er—knew this might happen?’

Windng, Usdless nodded. “The book is vulnerable when open and will unwittingly protect anyone
who's touching it.”

Strel scrubbed his forehead and turned away.

“Then why didn’t you kill im when he was in the tower?’ Lodesh accused.

Usdless shrank into himsdlf. “I wasn't sure, and | didn’t want to risk soiling my room.”
There was asmdl bark of hopeless laughter from Strell.

“You saw my room,” Useless shouted. “It's abig enough mess asit id”

“Oh!” Lodesh said, his hands pinned to hiships. “I see. But it'sdl right to sully my grove with his foul
remans, eh?’

“Are you finished yet?' Ballic shouted from across the clearing.

Scowling in annoyance, Useless flung another bl of energy. Alissathought it was just to get Ballic to
shut up.

The resulting boom shivered the trees and made the ground tremble. But Ballic's protection was
absolute, and he straightened with a defiant amile. Usdless glanced at him and then away. “Aslong as he



has possession of that book, he can turn anything we throw a him to his advantage. Our very actions
meake his protection stronger.”

As he spoke, an odd feding of detachment dipped over Alissa, and she shook her head, trying to rid
hersdf of it.

“He may not be able to do much againg us ...” Usdless paused to give her a sharp look. She was
unable to speak; her thoughts had grown quite foggy. In fact, she couldn’t recal what was bothering her
inthe firg place, so she contentedly stared at him. “But neither can we overpower him,” Usdless finished.
He frowned, deep in thought, and Alissa turned to Ballic, unable to take her gaze from his bitter amile.
For the life of her, she couldn’'t remember how to catch her balance. She watched, fascinated, as (he
trees began to lean.

“Tado-Toecan?’ Strell said, sounding worried.

“Just amoment, Piper,” came histerse reply.

“Tao-Toecan ...” hetried again as she began to diffen.

“What isit?’ Usdless turned, his face creased with irritation.
“Look out! She’'s going down!” Lodesh cried as he legpt back.

Alissa s jaw hit the dirt with a sharp crack. The metal-he tang of blood ran under her tongue, but she
couldn’'t swalow or cry out at the sudden pain.

“Wolved” swore Lodesh. “What did you do to her?’

Dazed, but not unconscious, Alissa watched Ballic take a confident step closer. She could sense
Sirel’s helpless anger building, and she wondered &t his courage. He hadn't the barest of ills to protect
himsdf, yet there he stood. Concentrating intently, she remembered how to rall her head until she had a
view of him, then logt dl desire to move &t dll.

Lodesh kndt on the other side of her head with Usdless, desperately trying to break the ward she
was under. Balic mugt have made it earlier and hdd it in readiness, thereby avoiding the tdltde
resonance that accompanied its creation. Recdling the skill he had shown at holding multiple fidds when
sculpting dudt, Alissa redlized there was a practica use to his art. But why waste that much effort on a
ward that only befuddlied?

Bailic chuckled. *Y our new companion, Tao-Toecan?’ he drawled into the frantic quiet. “ She is very
young— even for you.”

Lodesh looked toward Ballic, his eyes smoldering. “Release her.”

“l don't recognize her,” Ballic continued. “Perhgps you have had her secreted away dl this
time—keeping her for yoursdf asit were?’

Ignoring his indgnuations, Useless continued to search for the way to free her. Lodesh got to his fest.
“l said, ‘Release her,’” he said, anger beginning to show in his ever-cam demeanor.

“Oh?’" Balic's voice oozed amock surprise. “Redly now, Warden. Surely you haven't set your Sghts
S0 high as to pursue raku flesh?”

Coloring, Lodesh's face took on a shocking look of hatred. His next words went unvoiced as Usdess
gave adlent shout of success. But as Usdess sundered the ward from her, she redized there wasn't one,
but two wards, the first overlaying and effectively hiding the second. It would burn both their neurd nets
to less than ash.

“Trap!” Alissashrieked into hismind as soon as her thoughts responded. With a snap that shook her
frame, Usdless formed afidd to envelop both their thoughts, cocooning their tracingsin an insulating layer
of soft gray. The grove of mirth trees was gone with a frightening suddenness; his fidd precluded dl dse.



There was a sensation of warmth as Bailic's second ward burned violently. Then the gray quff broke
away, its protective qudities spent, and the grove was back with dl its unpleasantness.

Usdless sent a whispered, “ Thank you, Alissa,” which she returned wholeheartedly, as it had been
hisfidd that saved them both. The ward had been smpleinits design.

Burn until nothing was left. She was furious that Ballic would use her as part of his strategies.

Alissa picked hersdf up, briefly medting Strell’ s rlieved eyes. They were both more of a lidility than
an asset, but she wouldn't leave, and she knew Strell wouldn't, ether, if only to see for himsdf the end of
Ballic. Lodesh took what was once her chinin his hand and turned her gaze from Strell’s to his. “Are you
whole?” he asked, his brow pinched with worry. Alissa nodded, wondering how she could have two
such men concerned for her.

“Curse you, Ballic,” Usdless seethed. “Y ou've been a tear in my wing long enough.”

Ballic returned his scowl, dearly disgusted for his snare having been discovered before it had a
chance to mdt her and Usdess's tracings to dag. Then he shrugged and began to chuckle asif privy to
some private joke, dl the while dowly putting space between them.

Lodesh and Usdless exchanged an anxious look. “It goes too fast,” Lodesh muttered, glancing to the
west. Alissa's eyes followed his to where the sun was dipping closer to the horizon, glowing an dmost
unred red.

A high-pitched laugh burst from Balic. “That's right. It goes too fast!” he cackled, filling the grove
with his dementia. Her eyes narrowed as she watched him nearly dance in ddight. The only thing that
prevented hisimminent demise was her book clutched to him. Hers, she thought fiercdly. It had no idea
what it was doing.

“Can’'t stop me now!” Ballic boasted between half-crazed outburdgs. “You're too late. Too late! I've
aready won!”

That was Alissa's limit, and she turned a contemptuous look upon him. “ How?” she sad so tha
everyone, Ballic included, could hear her in therr minds.

Bailic'slaugh broke in a strangled gurgle. A profound slence fdl as everyone turned. Although dearly
gartled she had broken her slence, Lodesh nodded. Apparently he knew where her thoughts lay and
approved of her plan. Usdless, though, frowned in consternation. Strell waited, showing no emotion as
Ballic's laughter turned to astonishment.

“How?" Ballic said with a gasp. “No raku, no Master of the Hold, can spesk wordlessly to a
Keeper.”

Alissa drew hersdf up to her full, imposing height, denching her wings to hersdlf to keep them from
quivering. The setting sun struck her, turning her from gold to bloodred. “1,” she said, hoping her thoughts
wouldn't give away how scared she was, “ am a Master of the Hold and a student of the same. | do
asl| wish.”

Beside her, her protectors Slently waited.
Ballic's eyes narrowed as he assessed the possihilities.

Her pulse raced as she moved from her sheltered pogtion to St before Ballic. The pae man watched
in undisguised fascination as she curled her tail not once but twice about hersdlf. “ There was a time,”
she murmured as she examined a wicked taon in an attempt to at least ook confident, “ when you asked
me to join you, to act as your eyes. |Is the offer still open?”

Comprehension filled Ballic, and he took a step back. “You are—Alissa” he breathed. “That's the
book’s purpose. | can't believe such athing is possblel” He licked his lips eagerly. “ Can—can anyone



work this wisdom?’

Alissa could fed her teacher’s eyes bore into her. He didn't want her to answer, but Bailic dready
knew mogt of it. “ No,” she said, feding ill. Her somach hurt. If she vomited on his boots, Bailic would
know she was only after her book.

Ballic's gaze flicked behind her, undoubtedly reading the truth of her words in Usdess's posture.
“PFity. Still, given enough time, dl things are possible. Perhaps with alittle help 1 might be able to see the
way?' He gmiled invitingly.

In her thoughts, Usdless whispered, “ Thisis too dangerous,” then aoud he shouted, “No, Alissal”

Ballic jumped asif struck. “Stay out of this” he hissed, dutching her book to himsdf. “Your student
and | have something to discuss.” Tugging his solen Master’s vest straight, he dropped the book and put
hisfoot on the open pages. “Do forgive me for that ward a moment ago. Had | known it was you—" He
shrugged. “Wdl, you're fine, and it'sin the past.”

She forced her eyes from her book, her heart pounding. “ You haven't changed at all, Bailic,” she
sad boldly.

Usdless took a step forward. “Leave off, Balic.”

“l think not.” Ballic beckoned her closer, willing to chance her nearness only because it bothered
Usdess. Her breath came shdlow as she stepped over her tal and moved to within his aams' reach,
gtting so she could see Strel out of the corner of her eye. Lodesh was gripping his shoulder, holding him
back from what would be a suicidd attack againg Ballic.

“Easy, Piper,” Lodesh admonished so quietly as to go unheard but for her new hearing. “ She must be
free to choose, remember? Trugt her. | do, with my and al my peoples souls”

With a last pang for Strdl’s frudtration, Alissa focused on Ballic, hazarding a glance a the First
Truth. Hisfoot had dipped from it, and its pages fluttered in the harsh, red light. Her breath caught. No
fidd protected it now. It knew she was close and had dropped it. Unfortunatdly, Usdless couldn’t act,
lest the book create a new fidd around her and Bailic, making her a hostage in the extreme.

“ Sop,” Usdess hissed into her thoughts. “ He knows you're only after the book.”

“I can get it, Usdless. | know | can,” she pleaded, and then to everyone, “ Tell me your plan
before | choose sides.” She shifted hersdf atouch nearer to her book, sedling her fear away.

Bailic chuckled, egant despite his mud-splattered hem and the stocking down about a pae ankle.
“Redly. | think | could get to like you after dl.” Stomach churning, she smiled back with dl her sharp,
new teeth as Strell groaned and shook off Lodesh's redtraint. “Very well,” Ballic decided. “It matters
littleif you know. This usdless, empty rdic we stand in was once the renowned city of Ese’ Nawoer.”

She fdt Lodesh diffen at Ballic's tactless description.

Insulted as well, her eyes narrowed, and she leaned close. “ It Hill is Ese *Nawoer,” she grated, her
teeth a bresth from his face.

Ballic waved a careless hand, knowing he was safe. “The entire population that hid behind its wals
wasted therr lives trying to assuage their guilt for what they thought was a heinous crime. Pathetic, ian't
it?” he said with a sneer. “But it wasn't enough, and so when they died, they remained. ‘ It's only guilt that
traps them. They could rest if they weren't so—conscientious.” Ballic practically spat the last word.

“You say thet likeit'san inault,” Usdless interrupted.

Ballic glanced at him, and she shifted closer. Frowning, Ballic turned to the sun. The savage red glow
imparted an dmost hedthy appearance to his otherwise pasty complexion. “I was atempting to wake
them,” he said, “with some success, when | was interrupted.”



“l see no signs of your army,” she pointed out, and then to Usdess, * Just a little more...”

Bailic gestured belligerently to the men behind her. “That vain peacock resraining your piper wears
the city’s flower. Heisthe eminent Lodesh Stryska, the Warden of Ese¢ Nawoer, the one whom dl the
blame and responsibility fals upon. He walks the earth. He' s awake. He appeared as | entered the city’s
green fidd and demanded his presence.”

Alissa swiveled her head to gaze questioningly at Lodesh. She couldn’'t believe he would appear a
Ballic's command. Ever so lightly she heard him chuckle into her thoughts, “ A good bit of timing,
milady. Rules are rules, but I’'m not his yet.”

“True” Ballic continued, dearly having not heard this “the Warden has driven to keep me from
weking the rest, but | will bring him to hedl. Where he leads, the rest follow. The people of Ese® Nawoer
were said to have been loyd to afault to ther Wardens, especidly the charismatic Lodesh.”

Bailic paused, and his face went dack. “But you dready know him,” he whispered. “Why ese would
he have greeted you like that? How isit, Alissa, that you dready know the Warden?’

Alissa's eyes went wide, and she and Ballic turned thelr attention to Lodesh.

“Ah—oopd” Lodesh shrank back and grinned gpologeticaly.

“Oops?’ Usdess raged. “Your mooning about findly catches up with you, and dl you can say is
0oops?’

“I'm sorry, Talo-Toecan,” Lodesh gpologized, making frantic motions at her. “I see a pretty face, and
| can't hdp mysdf”

Her book! she redlized, and usng Lodesh's distraction, she lunged. Her outrageoudy long fingers
stretched out and actudly touched its slken pages when Bailic's booted foot smashed down upon their
thin frallty. Bones snapped as he mdidoudy ground his hed. Agony flamed, and an involuntary scream
escaped her as she pulled away. Alissa lashed her tall, but he ducked, and it dammed into a mirth tree
with a dull thunk and an accompanying wash of pain. But it wasn't the tree that shattered, it was her.

“Alissal” Usdess and Strdl smultaneoudy cried. But she heard nothing else as an impervious fidd
cracked into existence around her. Suddenly her crushed hand and tall were the last thing on her mind, as
she found hersdlf sruggling to breathe.

“Out!” she screamed in the thick darkness of her mind. “1 must get out!” Panic ruled her, and she
would have been logt if Beast hadn’t laughingly reminded Alissa she could hold her breath for longer than
the short time it would probably take to break Ballic'sfidd.

Appearing to go unconscious, Alissa relaxed, mentdly kicking hersdf for having shown an impervious
fidd to Balic. She had forgotten dl about him when she so innocently bound that smdl, gray,
whatever-it-was this morning. Could it really have been only this morning? she wondered as she ran
her awvareness over Ballic'sfidd to find it perfect. Well, it won’t be perfect for long, she thought.

With the utmogt of care, Alissa made a point of her awareness as sharp as she could imagine it. She
srengthened it with her resolve, then sent it furioudy into Ballic's fidd. It made only the tiniest hole as it
shat through, but it was enough. His fidd shattered, its coheson broken. Stting up, she cradled her
inured hand and took a gulping lungful of the cool, damp ar as she tried to figure out wha had

happened.
“Qrell!” she shrieked and sprang, wings outstretched, to where he lay unmoving.
Lodesh was crouched besde him. “Stunned only,” he sad tightly as she landed. “Tado-Toecan

miraculoudy managed to get ahead of him and deflected the worst of it. Hewill recover, but | imegine his
head will hurt for awhile”



“What happened?’ she asked, her thoughts harsh with worry and guilt.

Twin explosons in quick succession shifted the air. Gasping, Alissa whipped about to see Usdess
thrown across the dearing. She hdf rose to help him, but he picked himsdf up and limped to stand
before them.

“Cursed book,” he swore, dabbing a a bleeding lip. “It dways was touchy, but this is totdly
unreasonable” He glanced back a a wide-eyed Ballic, then hdf kndt by Strdl. “Will he mend?’ he
asked quietly, watching Stal’s dow breaths.

Together, Lodesh and Alissa nodded.

“Good.” Usdless stood. His eyes hardened as he faced Ballic. Lodesh aso stood, and together they
watched Ballic dink backwards, looking like the twisted shadow he was in the fading light. They could
do nathing to stop him. They were powerless before the book.

Ballic put his back againg a fdlen tree, its trunk wider than he was tdl. “You stupid, foolish girl,” he
spat, his eyes darting errdicdly. “You' ve made your last mistake. You dl havel” Looking up towards the
yet unseen dars, Ballic clutched her book of First Truth to him with one hand. With the other he
gestured wildly in the air. “Logt souls of Es2 Nawoer!” he screamed into the red twilight, “I call you
awake. |, Balic Caldera, once Keeper of the Hold, now damant of the book of First Truth, summon
you from your unrest to serve me!”

The sun, aswollen ball of red, touched the rim of the earth and began to sink. There was a trembling
inthe air, and it grew close and oppressive. Although they stood done under the open trees, it fdt as if
they were surrounded by untold thousands, and perhaps they were. Alissa became more afraid. She fet
her skin tighten and her color gray.

Besde her, Lodesh shuddered. Her wings trembled as his face went somber and careworn. He
looked no older, but he exuded afeding of patient suffering far beyond his appearance. “Alissa” he sad,
his green eyes intent. “Don’'t forget us. | know you can remember. It will be by you that we will dl be
saved or damned.” There was not awhisper of hisusud flirtationsin hisvoice or eyes, and she fdt a stab
of fright. “Remember,” he said, and turned to Usdless. “Tado-Toecan?’ he sad wesarily, “Forgive me, |
have no choice in this” Appearing as an uwilling but capable leader of men, he dowly moved from
them.

“Usdess?” Alissasad, afraid. “ What's Lodesh doing? Bailic can’t command the city.”

Usdless 9ghed and draightened resolutdy. “Apparently he can. Whether Ballic knows it or naot, it
seems your book can be considered a token for him to act in your stead. Burn it to ash. | was afraid of
this”

“Alissa?” Stirdl mumbled, his eyes struggling to open.

“I'm here, Srell,” she cried, bending close. His hands rose and touched what was once her face.
They dropped in astonishment, and his eyes flew open.

Usdless hauled Strell sumbling to his feet. “Come on, Piper. It's not over yet.”

Gulping, Alissa turned her attention to back to the grove. Usdess's find strike had wrapped Bailic in
afidd so srong it was vishle as afant black shimmer laced with streaks of gold. It was produced soldy
by her book and was absolutely impenetrable by dl but the most subtle of forces. It wasn't
impervious—Balic did have to breathe— but any show of strength or threat would only make it stronger.
Seaing them standing slently before him, he began to laugh wildly. He knew they had lost.

“I'msorry, Useless,” she whispered miserably. “1 thought | could get it.”

“I know,” his thought came to cam and reassure her. “ Bailic was aware you were after it. We
will all heal— if we last the night. Together we'll salvage what we can.” His eyes glinted regretfully



inwhat was left of the light as the sun inexorably disappeared.

Bailic's howl of victory broke over them. “You see!” he crowed as Lodesh stopped before him.
“They’'re ming Sixteen thousand souls. You, Lodesh Stryska,” Balic stabbed a thin finger a his
unbowed figure, “The wise— the jus— the foolish. | have need of a grest force of people, your people,
to serve my ends.”

Bowing his head in grief, Lodesh sghed. “What would you have us do?’

“I will lord over the plains” Ballic cried, “the coast, and the mountains. Y ou will serve as my minions,
driving the plains and hills to set upon each other in a savage rage,” he raved.

Lodesh stirred. “You ask that we set the hills and plains againg each other?”’
“l don't ask this” Ballic shouted, his face twidting, “1 demand it!”

Bowing under Bailic's wrath, Lodesh cringed. Then he straightened. “You ask us to destroy what we
vowed to protect,” he protested with a oft persstence. “We made this mistake once. We don’t wish to
do so agan.”

“Youwill!” Balic howled, nearly ddirious with his fervor.

“We are asyou see us” Lodesh said, “because we turned from those who deserved our compassion.
It'samigake to ask us to bring this upon the people we once abandoned.”

Ballic samped his foot in impatience. “I do!” he shrieked, his eyes growing frenzied.

The sun was nearly gone, and by itsfading light, Alissa watched helplesdy as Lodesh bowed his head
and looked to the moss, soft and green under his feet. “We exig to serve” he said softly, “until our
penance for our falure is done. We have no choice.”

“Yed | know!” Ballic's triumphant laugh rang out, filling their ears with the deranged sound of his
pride. “I command you,” he shouted, “you and dl your people, to rise and annihilate dl who work against
me” He began to laugh maniacadly, pointing a shaky finger at Strell, Usdless, and Alissa “Start with
them,” he added breathlesdy, nearly doubling over in hilarity.

“Wolves” Strell whispered, and he and Alissa shrank back. Her pulse pounded.

Lodesh dowly raised his heed, tilting it with a familiar dy, sdf-assured air. Alissa's breath caught.
“Ah” he seemed to dgh in satisfaction. “There' s no ambiguity now. Thank you.”

Bailic's laughter cut off sharply.
“We sarve the one who wakes us,” the Warden said into the absolute slence,

“I—I1...” Balic sammered, suddenly uncertain. “1 woke you.” In the hush, the sun dipped away. The
ghadtly red glow was replaced by a soothing gray. Ballic, Alissa knew, would be effectively blind. “I
woke you!” he exploded.

“You did not,” Lodesh asserted mildly.
“No,” Ballic whispered.

“The one | serve woke us gently from our grievous dumber with avison of peace and tranquility. She
wouldn't ask this of us. You may carry her book as her token, but by your request to destroy her, it's
clear your daim to act in her stead is fdse” He amiled, a tired but true smile “I won't destroy her. |
can't”

“No,” Ballic cried, head dowly moving in denid. His voice was ragged, seeing his prize torn away
even as he reached for it. He had damned himsdf by his own request.

The twilight seemed to be drawn to Lodesh, darkening him into an indistinct shadow. The faint scent



of apples and pine disappeared, completely overwhelmed by the throat-choking stench of decay. “It's
Death,” the beast within Alissa wailed. For a moment Alissa sruggled to maintain control of hersdf as
Lodesh took up the mantle of skills he had fashioned while abiding with death for three centuries. Much
to Alissaisrdief, Usdless s form swirled and shifted until two rakus and a lone piper watched.

“My lady would stop you from bringing desth to the plains and hills” Lodesh said cdmly as he
stepped closer to Ballic. “As sheis unable, my people and | will take this smdl but unpleasant task upon
oursalves”

“No!” Ballic demanded.

“What you ask is an outrage againg the dead as wdl as theliving.” Drifting closer, Lodesh whispered
hisnext words, but it was so ill, even Strell could hear. “The dead,” the Warden murmured, “you can
do no harm to, and so you will join them. Y ou, Ballic Caldera, fdlen Keeper of the Hold and wrongful
damant of the book of First Truth, have log.”

“No!” Ballic screamed as Lodesh stepped easly through Ballic's barrier of ward and field. It denied
grong, violent forces, but gpparently Desth wasn't considered a threat, and so Degth could enter with
impunity. It could enter, and of course, leave.

Chapter 38
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As Lodesh joined Ballic behind the fidd, a great rushing of unseen motion swirled about them. She
avung her head wildly, seeming to catch Sght of something out of the corner of her eye, but upon turning,
it would vanish in a blur of shadow. The amdl of decay rose thicker, dogging her senses in a muzzy
blanket of anguish. All around, the muitterings of a multitude of angry voices huilt to a great unrest.
Frightened, she backed up until Usdess s comforting bulk stopped her.

The souls of Ese Nawoer were decidedly awake. They surged and eddied about Balic in a
half-sensed madlstrom of frudtration and rage. The torment Bailic wanted them to bring to the plains and
hillswould be so horrific, the angle act of destroying him would wipe the guilt from the lost souls of Esef
Nawoer. The way to avenge themselves had been made clear by their Warden.

“By the Maker of usdl,” whigpered Strell in horror as Balic's form grew indigtinct.

“No-0-0!” Ballic screamed in what had to be utter terror as he sought escape. The high-pitched
sound cut off with a terrible suddenness, and Alissa hid her face againg Usdless, unable to watch. His
wings opened to shidd them, but she could il hear the horrific sound of sixteen thousand beings rending
Bailic's soul. The noise mounted and clamored, filling the glade with memories of regret and misery. Their
aching need for this release, to assuage ther guilt in a tangible and indisputable way, surged through her
unchecked. This was what they had been wating dmost four hundred years for. They would not be
deterred.

Asthe great wind of mentd force buffeted them, Useless stood as firm as the mountain itsdf, keeping
them intact, protecting them from the worst of the terror. Still the tumult soared and multiplied. Bailic
couldn't possbly exis any longer, but the good people of Ese Nawoer, too far in their destructive
release, didn't know it. They were out of control.

“Now, Alissa,” Usdess demanded tightly in her thoughts. “ Set them free.”
Tuming a tearstained face up to his old, craggy one, she hdf sobbed, “How?’


E:\Program Files\ABC Amber Text Converter\
E:\Program Files\ABC Amber Text Converter\
E:\Program Files\ABC Amber Text Converter\

“The glade,” he snapped. “ Lodesh said you must remember. Make it as you saw in your vision
that awakened them. Before it's too late! They have midaid themselves and need to be reminded
of their home.”

“Home,” she sobbed. Her home was so far from her now. She knew how they fdt, lost and done
with nothing to daim as familiar.

“l can’'t do it. You must,” Usdess demanded. “ Now! Or they will spread their madness, and
Bailic will have his victory even from his grave.”

“1—’1l try.” Roughly catching her tears, she focused her atention from the tremendous outpouring
of dark emations hammering upon her. “ It begins with a flower,” she sad grievoudy, and she recdled
the pure perfection of her mirth blossom. Taking a ragged breath, she imagined she could amdl the spicy
fragrance of apples and pine under the stench of chaos. Her tenson eased as she exhded, and the
swirling bombardment of hate, athough it grew no less, seemed to pause and take notice. “ The sky,”
she said woefully, “would be clear and star-filled,” and so, in her imaginaion, it was. With a find
hiccup, she immersed hersdf completdy in her illuson, dosng her eyes. Around her, she fdt Esef
Nawoer fater and dow.

“ A soft, warm breeze from the west,” Alissa whispered, “ dips through the dark branches, no
longer empty of leaf or bud, but shimmering with a light paler than the moon. It takes the fear
and heartache away as eadly as it bears the scent of the flowering trees.” As she spoke, shefdt the
wind come from her thoughts to glide like a gray, mist-covered stream about them. Easlly now, Ese
Nawoer remembered, and at long last, began to forget.

“Gentle voices,” she murmured, and the tendon mdted.

“ Soft music,” she breathed, and from somewhere in the distance of time, she could hear the pipes
and drums.

“ And the full moon,” she said with asgh, “ rises above the distant mountains as the petals drift
down, seeming to be peace and happiness made real.”

Content and warm, she opened her eyes and gasped, saring in amazement. The full moon had risen
jugt as in her dream, Soilling between the trees in a slken mig to outline their black branches in a fant
glow. But the trees were no longer bare. They were covered in a layer of white. The trees were in
bloom! It was her imaginings come to life—with one exception. The space under the trees was filled with
more than the moon’s glow. Uncountable figures were within it, hdping to light the night with their own
incandescence. They danced, or played musc, or rested on the moss. Oblivious to anything else, they
enacted a long-ago evening of tranquility and contentment. Sowly, they began to fade, and the dearing
grew dark.

Fndly, there was only the lone figure of a young woman. She held a amdl basket in one hand, a
blanket in the other. Cagting anxioudy about, she suddenly kndlt and dropped her bundles. Smiling, she
flung her arams wide to embrace asmdl boy who sprang from behind a tree. He was so young as to dill
be ungteady as he rushed to her, and the sound of his giggles danced away to play hide-and-seek among
the drifting flowers.

She rose with imin her arms. The child pointed urgently to the ground, his feet thumping rhythmically
agang her. With adlent laugh, the woman bent gracefully to retrieve her basket. She soundly kissed his
forehead and turned away. Sowly they moved through the fragrant, white rain. The child looking over
her shoulder amiled at Alissa and waved good-bye, his chubby fingers syly opening and closing. And
then, without fanfare or notice, they were gone; the city of Ese’ Nawoer was empty.

For amoment they remained 4ill, reluctant to break the spdll of contentment hanging heavy in the air.
It was Strell who moved firgt, going to where Ballic had last stood. He stared down for a moment, then
reached for Alissa's quiescent book. Blowing a petal fromit, he whispered, “What happened?’



Usdless shifted in a swirl of gray to his human shape. “The people of Ese’ Nawoer took himin Sxteen
thousand pieces,” he said softly. “Bailic’'s soul is rent so thoroughly, it will never coalesce agan.”

A heavy dgh broke the dillness, and Alissa swiveled her head to see Lodesh gtting a the base of a
mirth tree. Hislong legs were outstretched; he had a very satisfied air about him.

“Lodesh!” Strell exclamed. Setting the book down beside her, he strode across the short distance to
grip the man’s arm and pull him to his fedt.

The Warden wearily made his way through the swirling flowers to stland before her. “My trees ...” He
gestured. “They bloom again. Thank you. It has been long since they remembered how to do s0.” He
breathed deeply of tharr scent, and his eyes closed in along blink. When they opened, he was dmog his
old sdf, and her last knot of worry began to ease.

Usdless gaped a him. “You reman?’ he blurted. “Was that not enough?’

Lodesh amiled softly. “Aye” he nodded, “in a manner of speaking. Ballic would have caused more
misary than we inflicted with our wals and refusds to help. Preventing him was enough to exonerate dl of
my people, or angly |. My people are innocents compared to me. They were my wals. They were my
decisons.” With a short, rueful chuckle, he shrugged. “The choice was easy. |, old friend, will never rest.
My quilt is forever.”

Saddened that he was barred from journeying with his kin, Alissa bowed her head. A dngle tear
came unbidden to splash upon the ground.

“Here now,” Lodesh admonished. “I’'m not worth raku tears.” He tilted her head to force her to look
a him. Gazing into his clear, green eyes, she read the peace in his heart, but under it was alonging and
regret he couldn’t hide from her. “1 am content,” he murmured for her thoughts aone. * To serve such
a beast as you will be a pleasant task.”

Alissa caught her bresth as he had given the word beast an unusual amount of importance.

“It's a dangerous pact you have made with yourself,” he continued dlently, confirming her
anxious thoughts.

“You know of Beast!” she blurted into hismind, and he nodded, his face deadly serious.

Glanding at Usdless, who was frowning up at the night sky, Lodesh continued. “1 spent many hours
with Keribdis,” he explained slently. “I learned much of rarities such as yourself. She did so take
her responsibilities seriously, and they were never far from her thoughts. You're lucky she isn‘t
here. She would spot Beast in an instant and force you to destroy her.”

“She is part of me,” Alissa argued weskly. “Losing her would make me less and serve no
purpose.”

“Yes Well. | can keep a secret,” Lodesh said doud as he straightened. “1 just fed bad for Keribdis.”
Lodesh grinned wickedly as Strell approached, hisarmsfull of wood.

“Keribdis?” Usdess murmured. He looked darkly a Strdl’s wood, and Alissa guessed wha his
frown meant. She knew Usdless would want to return to the Hold immediately, and she didn’t rdlish the
corflict that was brewing.

Lodesh beamed. “As| wastdling Alissa..” He winked at her. “Keribdis would be most unhappy to
find dl her sudies and preparations were for naught.” He chuckled. “Imagine, spending hundreds of
years preparing for an event and then skipping out at the last moment, leaving it for your—”

“That will do, Lodesh,” Usdless interrupted sharply. “They're gone. It'simpalite to speak of them.”
Shrugging, Lodesh crouched to arrange the precious mirth wood for a dow-burning fire.
Alissa's hand began to throb dully. She had forgotten about it, but now it was damoring for atention,



just besting the complaints from her tal. Holding her hand close, sheignored it for a little longer and tried
to help Lodesh. Usdless took on a disgpproving stance, his dippered feet planted firmly on the moss.
Alissa Sghed heavily. He wanted to go. She, however, couldn’'t bear the thought of leaving. She was
daying, & lesdt for the night.

Usdless grimaced. “Let’s go back to the Hold. Even waking, we can be there in time for a late
ajpm..ll
Without a word, Alissawound her battered tal about hersdf and curled up, placing her head on her

unhurt hand. She set the wood to burning with a quiet thought. Ignoring Usdess, she gazed into its
gowing existence. A weary Sgh escaped her, nearly putting out the fire.

Strell shook his head a Usdless. Sitting cross-legged next to Alissa's head, he dipped his new mirth
wood pipe from his coat and began ingpecting it for damage.

Lodesh was on her other sde. He stretched his feet to the bright flames, his bregth leaving him in a
puff of weariness. “What a day,” he mumbled. Sitting up, he unlaced his boots, pausng as Alissa raised
an eye ridge and rumbled questioningly. With asamdl grunt, he reconsidered and Ieft them on. There was,
after dl, alady present.

The three of them ignored Usdless as he stood, his hands upon his hips, watching them settle in for the
night. “I suppose,” he said dryly, “it would be usdess to protest?”’

“I'm staying with Alissa,” Strell said. Apparently stisfied that his pipe hed survived intact, he began a
soft tune. Alissafdt a tear threaten as he played with his old proficiency, every note true and sure upon
his new mirth wood pipe.

Usdess turned to Lodesh. “Warden?’ he asked.

L odesh settled back on the mossy ground and turned his eyes to the flowers drifting down. “Do you
redly think | will leave when my trees are in bloom?’ he asked, and then louder, “I, too, choose to stay
with Alissa. Besides, you won't be deeping in your bed tonight.” He arched his eyebrows. “Sivers...” he
sad mygerioudy.

“Oh, very well,” Usdless grumbled. There was a tug on Alissa's thoughts as severa thick blankets
appeared aong with a dull, lumpy cushion. Usdless commandeered the latter, and gill out of sorts, he sat
down across from her with very little grace.

“Now ign't this cozy?’ Lodesh quipped as he reached for one of the blankets. “I have dways sad a
raku makes the best of traveling companions.”

Strell paused in his playing to rub the back of his head. “I would beg to differ,” he said.

A familiar chitter drew Alissa's eyes upward to see Tdon. She hovered and fussed until Usdless held
up a long-fingered hand for her to dight upon. “You fly a night?” he murmured, stroking her gently to
etle her. “Why not?’ he said as he sat her to perch on the firewood.

Everyone was accounted for, and Alissa was absolutely and utterly exhausted. The mirth wood
burned, sending the smdl of autumn apples to drift upon the cold, early soring ar. The fire was unique
and would probably never be repeated. Mirth wood was too precious to burn, but it had lain for decades
and was good for little else. Strell continued to play, lulling her to deep as he often did when he wanted
to avoid a reading lesson. Tonight, she expected he Smply wanted her to rest. Too exhausted to ask
Usdless about her hand, she blinked degpily and shut her eyes. Her last Sght was of Usdless, his fingers
steepled, gazing deeply into the fire.

“Did you know,” he muttered uneeslly, “that she egats nothing with feet?

Lodesh laughed, and with that pleasant sound drifting in her ears, Alissa succumbed to a restful and
unbroken deep.



Chapter 39

contents - previous

White, she thought. Everything is white. Blinking in the late-morning sun, Alissa raised her head and
looked around. Mirth flowers dipped from her in a soft hush to pool about her folded arms. Their spicy
aromafilled her nogtrils, and she breathed deeply, enjoying the chill air.

Fdling blossoms had covered everything in a gentle blanket of fragrance during the night, yet the
branches above seemed full, bardy diminished by what had aready fdlen. Her injured hand had been
expertly wrapped in a bandage of black slk. It looked like it had origindly been one of Usdess's sashes.
The binding was s0 tight, she could only manage the smdlest of twitches. It didn't hurt at dl, and her tall
was only adull throb. Alissa smiled. Usdless mugt have heded her as she dept.

Thar camp was deserted, the blankets stacked neetly on Usdless's cushion. Even Tdon was absent.
The ground where the flowers had been recently disturbed was green with the fresh color of new moss,
but it was disgppearing fadt as the petads continued to rain down in a lazy, sedate shower. It was Smply
breathtaking.

She looked to find Usdlessin his raku guise, Stting at the edge of the grove in the rigng sun. He, too,
sported athick layer of white and mugt have been unmoving nearly hdf the night to have acquired such a
heavy covering. Alissa stretched, sending the last of her flowers to join those on the ground. “ Good
morning, Useless,” she greeted him softly with her thoughts from across the distance. “ Thank you for
mending my hand and tail.”

With a gentle rumble, Usdless turned, causng his blanket of white to dip away and reved his true
color. His scratches were gone, and he looked as he dways did. “ Good morning, Alissa,” he
murmured Slently. “ Don’'t thank me for your hand, though. It's still broken. 1’ve only deadened the
pain. And your tail was only bruised.”

“Broken?” She froze, dmogt afraid to move. “ 1 thought you used a ward of healing again.”

Sensng her digress, he sent a comforting thought. “ Your hand will heal without permanent
impairment. | set the bones last night as you dept. What you feel is only a deadening of pain. |
couldn’'t safely give you a second healing ward before your body had time to replenish its
reserves. Three days, at the very least. Everything has its limits.”

“Oh,” Alissathought. “ So that’s why you didn’t heal your scratches yesterday. You wanted to
wait until after—" She stopped, not wanting to say his name.

Usdless dowly blinked. “ Yes,” he said dowly. “1 was waiting until after Bailic.” Unperturbed, he
returned his attention to the sky. “ How does the day find you?” he asked, somehow managing to look
rega despite the flower now perched rakishly above hisleft eye ridge.

Alissa flexed her wings, and with one downward thrust, she made the short hop to where he stood.
Petds whirled up, obscuring everything in an exploson of white. She landed lightly and smiled in intense
satisfaction as the fragrant blossoms swirled and danced, cregting a sngular sght. “ I’'m hungry,” she
thought brightly, enjoying the nove sensation of faling flowers upon her back. She held her injured hand
tightly to her. It didn’t fed broken.

“Yes...” Usdess drawled as the sdf-made storm subsided. “ What will you eat?”

Alissaturned a hopeful expresson to him. “Fish?’
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His eyes pinched dubioudy. “| know where you can find a wild sheep, or even a—"
“Fish,” she afirmed, trying not to shudder.
“Fish.” Usdess drew back in dismay. “| suppose you can catch one?”

“I'll have to. I'm not suited for pancakes anymore” Suddenly suspicious a his
lessthan-enthusiagtic response, she eyed hm closdy. The last thing she wanted was to appear odd
agan. Her eyes st her gpart enough. “ Why?” she asked waily. “Is there a problem with eating
fish?”

Usdless snorted in darm, quickly turning from the sky to her. “No!” he shouted. “ Eat what you
want. It's just— all that water.” And he actudly quivered.

Alissawas going to ask himif an averson to water was endemic to dl rakus or just him, when a soft
scuffing came to them. It was Strell, il at the far end of the grove. Even from there she could tdl the
night's rest had done him good. No longer sporting that ghastly shadow of a beard, he looked as she
recalled him from their weeks of travd: relaxed and sure of himsdf. Bailic was gone. He could be himsdf
again. Somewhere he had found anew set of clothes, exquistdy tallored in that shade of dark green that
suited him so well. He looked absolutdy wonderful to Alissals love-struck eyes, and she caught her
breath as he strode confidently through the drifting, white flowers and waved his distant greeting.

Seding her reaction, Usdless frowned. “ You didn't listen to me.”

“Your warning came too late,” she said softly, her gaze fixed firmly upon Strell, the beginning of a
gmilein her eyes.

“l can see no further good coming from this unfortunate tie,” Usdless continued.

“l don't care,” she whispered. His words of doom fell on deaf ears as Alissa tentaively waved back
with her good hand.

Maneuvering his massive bulk gracefully, Usdless tried to block her view. “ He will grow old, while
you will appear to age but a few years.”

Alissatore her eyesfrom Strell. “I don’'t care,” shewalled. “ Is there no way?”

“l cannot break the laws of nature, child,” he said gently.

“But you can bend them,” she pleaded.

Usdless gtarted dightly. “ Odd,” he mused. “ That’s exactly what Srell said last night.”

“You talked of us last night?” she thought in darm. The idea of how that conversation probably
went filled her with athick sense of foreboding.

“Of course. We all did.” Usdess chuckled. “ There was little dse of interest to discuss.” Then he
turned to Strell, leaving her aone with her troubled thoughts.

“Good day, Tdo-Toecan.” Strel greeted her teacher firg as was proper, but his eyes never left hers.
“Good morning, Alissa,” he said, lowering his voice and gazing intently &t her.

Alissa caught her breath and dropped her eyes. It was as she feared. Somehow, in less than a sngle
day, Strell had picked up some of Lodesh's mannerisms. His words weren't as flamboyant, but his look
was judt asinviting, just as warm, and said what his speech couldn’t.

“Hello,” she murmured shyly into his thoughts.

He jumped, startled at the sensation, and Usdless chuckled. Stll laughing, he shifted to his man form
50 he could speak with Strell. “It takes getting used to, doesn't it?” Usdess said as he coalesced back
into existence, referring to the wordless speech she was forced to use now.



“Yes” Strdl muttered. Brightening, he turned and favored her with one of his largest grins. “I'm just
glad we can tak at dl. | don't care how we manage it.”

Her ingtructor’s amile vanished. Alissa knew he wasn't enthusiagtic about her and Strell’s new mutud
understanding, but at least he could try to accept it. It wasn't as if anything had redly changed. Stuck as
she was as a raku, there wasn't much chance their relationship would develop any further. She grimaced,
and Usdless harrumphed in understanding. Alissa had a suspicion he was glad she couldn’t shift back. It
made his task of kegping her respectable alot easier.

Usdess looked Strell up and down. “You,” he said, his eyebrows raised, “look like an entirdy
different person.”

Srel ran a finger between his neck and the collar of his shirt. “Lodesh showed me his family’s
holdings this morning. Did you know there's a wdl for every ten houses?’ he said, his eyes wide in
adonishment. “And the spent water runs in great covered ditches under the street to irrigate the fidd
we' re now ganding inl Can you bdieve it?’

“Really?” she sad quietly so as not to gartle him, pitching her thoughts so both Strdl and Usdless
could hear her.

“And Lodesh found me something to wear,” he continued, fingering the fine cloth.
“You look just like him with that emblem on your shoulder,” she pointed out.
Strdl shifted nervoudy and peered down & the ornate needlework. “Ah—yes”

Usdess bent close and sniffed in consideration. “I’'m surprised,” he said, his eyebrows jumping in
agitation. “Only the Wardens and ther immediate family are alowed to wear the image of the mirth
flower.”

Srell became even more uneasy, his eyes going everywhere but to Alissa’s. “Ah,” he slammered.
“Lodesh seems to bdieve—well—he thinks we're related.”

“Really?” she exdamed as Usdess snorted his dishdief and looked at the sky.

“Through his youngest sigter.” Strel winced. “The one who ran off with my supposed gresat, ever 0
great ancestor.”

His eyes on the updrafts, Useless rumbled his opinion.

“ That would make him your great, ever so great uncle?’ Alissa guessed, not sure if she liked the
idea
Laughing now, Strell shook his head. “1t's sand in the wind, if you ask me.”

Usdless turned to Strdll with a hint of amusement in his eyes. “Can't you trace your lineege back thet
fa?’ he asked, dearly jegting. After dl, it was dmogt four hundred years.

“Wel, yes” Strdl admitted to Alissal's surprise. “Buit to tdl you the truth, I'm afraid to.”
With a guffaw, Usdless nodded. “I understand,” and he looked at Strell appraisingly.

“Understand what?’ Lodesh stepped from behind a tree. Still waiting for a response, he went to stand
by Strell. Alissaraised an eye ridge as she looked at them, then Usdess. ““Well?" she privaidy asked
her teacher.

Not saying a word, he Smply shook his head. Seeing them standing next to each other, the amilarities
were unmistakable. True, Lodesh's hair was blond where Strell’s was brown, but it curled in the same
fashion. Their eyes, too, were undike, but they both glinted mischievoudy when they thought they had
gotten the best of a dtuation. Being nearly the identical Sze and build, they looked like dissmilar brothers
from the same family. They even stood the same way, confidently poised, wondering why Usdless and



Alissawere garing at them.

“l can’'t imagine why you would have to chart your family line, Strell,” Usdless said around a dry
chuckle. “Jugt look at you two.”

Taken aback, the two men eyed each other. Then Lodesh grinned as Strell grimaced, and the effect
was spailt. “No,” Strell asserted with a dight shiver. “It must have been some other Hirdune.”

“Harrumph,” Usdless grumped, seeming to not care one way or another.

Sowly, an uncomfortable slence descended. Alissa wanted to talk with Strell, but not with Usdless
and Lodesh lurking about. She hadn’t a chance to speak with him since yesterday and didn’t quite know
how to gracefully excuse hersdf. Eyes pleading, she looked to Lodesh. Strel, too, seemed
uncomfortable, and he cleared his throat as he shifted from foot to foot.

Lodesh glanced from Strel to Alissa and back again. A dight amile hovered about him.
“Tao-Toecan,” he said overly loud. “I’'d have a word with you concerning thet question of yours?’

“Can it wait?” Usdless asked irady, obvioudy reluctant to leave them aone.
“M-m-m ... no.”

Frowning, Usdless turned to the grinning Warden. “Oh, very well,” he agreed. “Let’'s go see if there
are dill any fishin that puny ditch of yours you so degantly name a spring.”

“Heh?’ Lodesh cried as they moved away. “Of course there're fish. It wouldn't be a oring without
fish”

Alissalaughed slently for a moment, then dumped.

“Oh, Alissa” Strdll said ruefully. “We ve got oursaves in a nagty tangle” Collapsing where he was,
helay back to look dejectedly up at the branches thick with flowers.

Curling up, Alissa rested her head on her tal. Her eyes were nearly levd with Strdl’s now, and she
could dmost forget she was stuck in this leethery excuse for a body. “ Useless warned me,” she thought
wesrily, “ but | don’t care.”

“Me nather.” Pulling his gaze from the heavens, he met her eyes. “Tdo-Toecan says it will be years
before | see your face as | recdl it.”

“l know.” Heavy-hearted, Alissa puffed a a flower as it fdl, and it went whirling away to lose itsdf
with the rest.

“I'll wait,” Strell assured her quickly, amost desperately. “You know | will.” His eyes shone defiantly
asif expecting her to deny hisdam.

“l know.” She sghed again as she fdt tears threaten. It just wasn't fair. Strell had done so much. She
would have remained ferd if not for him.

“But | can't gay,” he said. “Tado-Toecan won't dlow it. It's not safe”

“Talo-Toecan,” she thought fiercely, her frugration sailling into anger. “ Talo-Toecan! I'm sick of
what he says!”

“Heisthe architect of the Hold,” Strdll said gently. “He has aright to make the rules”

Alissa's head rose in protest. “ You spent all winter!” She desperately grasped at any excuse, but
she knew it was alosng battle. Sirdl wasn't even trying. He had dready resgned himsdf to leaving.

Shaking his head, he placed his now smadl-looking hand upon hers. “Yes, and see what happened?
Since I’ve met you, | have nearly lost my life—whai—nearly hdf a dozen times?’

Alissa drew her head back in surprise. “ It hasn't been that bad.”



Strell began ticking off hisfingers “Let’s see. | was attacked by araku ...”
“No,” she objected, her eyes wide,

Sniling faintly, he nodded. “Y esterday, by you.”

“Oh.” Credtfdlen, she dropped her head back down.

“Nearly fdl to my death freeing Tao-Toecan, suffered a concusson when you blew the wards off
your window.”

“Sorry,” she quiglly gpologized.
“Broke my ankle, lost my finger, burned my hand—"

“l can fix that now,” she interrupted, forcing hersdf to sound cheery. “ Or will soon,” she added,
remembering that Usealess hadn’t actudly given her permission to try the difficult ward yet.

Seaming to ignore her, Strell continued. “ Suffered Ballic's wards—completely at his mercy.” Pursing
hislips, Strell frowned. Blinking, he came back to the present. “We dl could have died last night.”

“He's gone now,” she said in a amdl thought as Tdon arrived in her usud suddenness. Alissa had
heard the wind dipping under her wings, but Strell jumped.

“Oh, yes” he added, “and attacked by your festhered defender here” For a moment they fussed
over Taon's catch, afinelittle shrew.

“ Talon would never hurt you now,” she crooned as she tossed Taon's breakfast to her. Snatching
it, the kestrel flew only a short distance before tearing into it with gusto.

“I'm not complaining, mind you,” Strell said, picking up his earlier thought, “but you get the idea. The
rules are grict for a good reason. It was only because there were no Keepers thet | lasted as long as |
did. Talo-Toecan says a new, raw batch of students will begin to show up now that Bailic is gone. He

says they will be dl fire and temper, and he thinks | won't survive more than a week once they begin to
experiment with their newfound skills”

“It's not that dangerous,” she muttered petulantly.

Shrugging, Strel met her gaze. “You're right, but try convindng him of that. | spent dl night and got
absolutely nowhere” He turned to where Usdless and Lodesh were strenuoudy arguing in the distance,

Pogtively miserable, Alissa looked down. She couldn’t bear the thought of him leaving. Not now.
Not ever. “ How long can you stay?” she found hersdf asking, her throat tight with grief.

Strel pushed the petas asde with the toe of his boot. “A few days. The lower passes have been
open for weeks. Maybe comefdl, | could show up and get conveniently snowbound.”

The thought cheered her somewhat, and she returned her sorrowful eyes to Strell.

“l don't careif you have little white feet, or large clawed ones, Alissa” Strell pleaded. “I just want to
be with you. In ten years or so, perhaps...” He stopped and looked at the ground.
Ten years, she thought, her Sght beginning to swim. It was along time.

“Oh, here)” Strel said awkwardly as he began to search his pockets as if looking for a distraction.
“Lodesh thought | should give thisto you.” Digging deep, he pulled out afold of ydlow doth and opened
it to reved around bit of gold lace. He placed it in her hand. 1 don't redly need it,” he explained. “He
thought you might like to have it.”

Looking &t it so amdl and frall in her hand, she frowned. “ It's a love charm,” she said, her thoughts
ful of wonder that such an exquisite thing existed. “ You made this?”

Strel dropped his gaze to his feet, his ears reddening. “Yes, well, | had some extra, and wdl—you



know.”
“ Extra?” she asked with adtirring of hope. “ Extra hair?”

Srel amiled faintly. “Remember your luck charm? In order to be most effective, you need to craft a
charm from alock of hair.”

“Whose?' she bresthed.
“Wdl, yours of coursel” Strell began to ook worried.

“It'smine!” Alissaexclamed as her hand went up to her nonexigtent hair and she stood in a flurry of
petals.
Strell’s eyes widened in darm. “I'm sorry,” he gpologized as he rose as well. “I didn’'t think—" The

rest of his thought went unvoiced as he watched, openmouthed, as the smdl bit of gold winked out of
exisence.

“No! Wait!” Usdless shouted in exasperation from across the clearing.

“What!” Strell cried, backing up as she winked out of existence in a swirl of pearly white. “What did |
do?’

Excess mass reverted easly back to energy and flowed to her source as she accessed her origind
cdlular pattern, her memory of it triggered by Strell’ s love charm, never to be forgotten again. Strell was
il prepared when she coalesced back into redity and beaming, threw hersdf into his ams. Her old
clothes were gone, replaced by a too-large, gold-colored robe, tied loosdy about her with a black sash.
It was s0 hig, she was logt among its folds, but at least it covered her. She didn’t care where it had come
from. She only knew she was back, and Strell was here, and he could hold her.

“Oh, Strdl,” she sobbed into his shoulder. She wasn't sure if they were tears of joy or sadness. He
dill had to leave, only now it was a hundred times worse. Clearly bewildered, Strdl held her tightly as she
cried. In the distance, Alissa could hear Lodesh and Useless approach.

“Come on, Talo-Toecan,” Lodesh cgoled. “I know you aren’t cold blooded. Show me your heart
ian't, elther. Just look at that pitiful display. You can't say no now. Let the piper stay.”

Her head buried againg Strell’s shoulder, Alissa caught her breath in hope. The sudden throbbing of
her broken hand was dl but unnoticed. Strell, too, was Hill, and together they waited as firsd Usdess
grimaced and then findly sghed. “1 cannot hope to prevall when you begin to scheme agangt me,
Warden,” he sad dryly. “The piper may stay.”

Overjoyed, Alissa turned a tear-wet face to Strdl’s and amiled expansvely up a him. “You can
day...." she breathed, absolutely elated.

“Provided,” Usdless continued sharply, “he agrees to severd sipulations, which | will come up with in
the very near future”

“Anything,” Strell whispered, and he held her close.

Usdless's eyes narrowed. “Tdl me, Lodesh. What was it he gave her?’

“A love knot, of course” Lodesh chuckled, drawing her teacher unwillingly away.

“Made from her hair?’ Usdless asked, craning his head back over his shoulder at Strell and Alissa

“Wha ds=?” The Warden of Ese’ Nawoer took Usdess's elbow firmly and led him off through the
dowly drifting blossoms. “1 must admit,” Lodesh said dyly, “the robe was rather thoughtful of you. A little
big for her though, it it?’

“l only know one Sze” came his voice, beginning to go fant with the distance. “I will not have my
student wandering about naked to the wind. I'm just glad you got us back before she completed her



sift”

Lodng hersdf in Strell’s embrace, Alissa bardly heard Lodesh's merry laugh. “That,” he cried, “was
the easy part. It was, dfter dl, only a matter of timing, old friend. Only a matter of timing.”

Thisisawork of fiction. Names, characters, places, and incidents ether are the product of the author’s
imagination or are used fictitioudy, and any resemblance to actua persons, living or dead, busness
edablishments, events, or locaes is entirdy coincidenta.
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