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Chapter 1

Alisas throat tightened at the Sght of the updraft, a deeper blue againgt the washed-out autumn sky.
It rose like a column of shimmering heat from the open fidd of grass. Beneath her was the icy coal of the
surrounding forest. Tops of individud trees were logt in a blur of damp pine andl from her speed. The
wind dipping over her fdt and sounded like gray sk, but instead of her usud pleasure, she fdt only a
coming dread.

"See it?" Beadst sadin her thoughts. "What's going to happen when we find it?"

"We go up,” Alissa thought back, swalowing nervoudy. "The sun's setting, and | have a lesson
tonight. Perhaps we should stop. It's getting hard to see the updrafts.”

"It is not. We've been at this since sun-high. It's not that hard, Alissa." The voice in her thoughts
gave the impression of an aggravated Sgh. "We're almost there. What do you do when you reach it?"

"|—uh—cup my wings about it and turn into a rising curve?"
IIYeS.II

Alisslong tall made an exasperated twitch. She was sure Beast had done it. Alissa wouldn't have
minded, but it shifted ther momentum, and Alissa gasped. Beast said nothing as she impatiently
abandoned this pass and angled Alissa back to the forest. Besde her came a fant chitter as Taon,
Alissas pet kestrel, protested at the sharp shift of direction.

The bird had accompanied her dl afternoon asiif in encouragement.
"Beast,” Alissaasked, "why are we bothering? | don't care you do all the flying."

"I've seen your teacher watch you when we fly. He knows something is wrong. Someday he
might realize it isn 't you who is flying but me." Beast turned Alissa back to the updraft. "Look
sharp. I'm not going to help you this time."

"Beast?" Alissa thought, concerned as she took control over the gentle glide Beast had left her in,



but the voice didn't answer. Alissa eyed the gpproaching updraft, knowing from countless passes she had
a moment to gather her courage. She glanced forward to the Hold. The nearly abandoned fortress
nestled into the rock of the mountain. Behind the peak was a steep drop. The sdtting sun had beaten
upon the sheer rock face dl afternoon until the wave of heat Sreaming from it was so strong, it was
amaog purple to her raku eyes.

Beast had sported them in the windy violence earlier, showing Alissa the glorious posshilities to be
found in up-drafts before satling down to try to teach Alissa to fly on her own. The heavy upweling of
energy behind the Hold made the updraft over the falow fidds look like a washbasin in comparison to
the sea, but even so it scared Alissa slly, making her long fingers tingle down to the tips of her savage
claws

Cup my wings and ease into it, she thought, her lips pulling back from her long canines as she fdt
Beadt's thoughts turn impatient.

"Not so stiff, Alissa,” her ferd consciousness complained. " Tear my dame's wings to shreds, why
don't you trust the wind? It's more faithful than the most loyal mate."

"Mate?" Alissa thought, embarrassed. Distracted, she dammed into the updraft unprepared. The
wheat-scented wind caught her wings, shocking her with the force behind it. Alissa overcompensated.
Feding hersdf 4dl, she tried to flap her wings. It was a mistake. Pain shot through her back as she
sought to find lift from a standdtill.

"Alissal" Beast shrieked. "You can't rise that way! Cup your wings!"

Alissas tal whipped wildly as she tried to find her center of balance. It smacked panfully into a
treetop. She was out of the updraft and back over the trees. Without the help of the rigng air, she fdl. A
massve hemlock loomed before her. "Beast!" she cried.

Beadt tried to snatch control, but panicked, Alissa wouldn't let go. Wings flaling, Alissa crashed
through the canopy. Branches as thick as her am snapped. Pain raked her wings. Frantic, Alissa
sruggled to fold them. There was no time to even gasp as the ground came & her.

She hit hard. In an uncontrolled barrel rall, she tumbled dong the ground. Undergrowth and smdl
trees cracked. End over end she soun until damming into a tree. Her long neck flung out, and her jaw
smacked into the earth. The tree shivered, sending dead needles to the ground and birds into the air.
Blood filled her mouth. She had bitten her tongue.

"Oh, Ashes" she moaned aoud, her words coming out as a pained, gutturd groan. Tdon fluttered
down to perch on her head, the bird's nals digging painlesdy into Alissas bare scap. Alissa waved a
nediily clawed hand at her bird to get her to leave. It was so undignified when Taon perched on her head
like that. The kestrdl made an insulted squawk and flew away.

"Alissa?" came a dry, disgusted thought from the depths of her mind. "You are the only raku |
know who can fall down in an updraft."

"Ow," Alissa groaned aoud, her thick rumble carrying more pain than her human voice ever could.
She dowly picked hersdf up, settling into a suffering, hunched crouch. Red-rimmed scratches marred her
golden hide, and she was sore with what would probably be bruises.

"Look at your wing," Beast demanded. "I think you tore it."

Stomach turning, Alissa extended her left wing, being careful to not hit any of the remaining trees in
the dearing she had made. Her neck snaked to look behind her. "Burn it to ash,” she thought. A pand
close to her body had been punctured, making a tear dmogt as long as aman was tdl. She looked to the
ground, trying not to pass out or vomit. What would Usdless, her teacher, say? He would ground her for
awesk.



"A week?" Beadt thought sourly. "It's going to take twice that long to heal ."

Alissa said nothing, relieved when her ferd consciousness seemed to disappear. There weas little to
interest Beast on the ground. Only anger or the promise of flight would bring Beast to the forefront of
Alissals thoughts again.

She carefully folded her wing, holding it from her Sde as it was 4ill oozing blood. The faint sound of
someone cdling her name filtered through the woods. It sounded muffled, as her hearing was now more
attuned to deep tones her human ears couldn't discern. Her pulse quickened as she recognized Strell's
voice. He had probably seen her fal. A second voice joined Strell's, and she grimaced. Lodesh was with
him. Better and better.

Having the aways-composed, self-assured, onetime ghost find her hurt and foolish was the last thing
she wanted. Alissasighed. Not redly a ghost. Not anymore. The ancient Warden of Es€Nawoer said he
was as living as any man. It was a dam she tended to believe, as Lodesh's hands were warm when he
pulled her into a dance, and his frequent, overly expressive |ooks often brought a blush to her face.

There was a fant tug upon her awareness. Recognizing Lodesh trying to reach her thoughts, she set
up ablock so he couldntt find her. And she could shift back to her humean form to hide the tear. What her
hurt wing would turn into was a question she had hoped she would never have to answer.

"Aliss2?' came Strell's low-pitched voice, close and worried, and she sat up with a surprigngly quiet
shuffle of leaves.

cealy to Strell. "I know she came down here somewhere. | hope she's not unconscious. | can't reach
even her thoughts.

She fet wicked, but the shame of her torn wing kept her mouth shut and her mind closed. Lodesh
would shake his head, then tease her until her teacher found out about the tear. Strdll would tactfully
ignore the Stuation—yproviding she seemed dl right—knowing she would be embarrassed for having
fdlen out of the sky. If she was going to shift, it would have to be now.

With three dow breaths, Alissa unfocused her attention. Quick from practice, she set up the proper
pathways in her mind to work the ward. Coal, siver force flowed from her source to fill her tracings,
deep in her awareness. The heavy andl of bracken and sap vanished as she broke hersdf down to a
thought, shifted that thought to the body she had been born with, then made that thought redl. At the last
moment, she remembered to dothe hersdf, and a new pattern joined the one dready resonating in her
mind.

Alissa coaesced into existence wearing a Keeper's traditiona garb of long tunic and short vest bound
about her amdl wast with a black scarf. A skirt hemmed in green ribbon finished the outfit, edging her
toes. Her feet were bare but for a pair of thin stockings with holes, and her face wanned for the lack of
shoes. At least she had stockings on. She may as wel be naked if she hadn't had those.

Usdless hated her Keeper attire, saying as a Master, she ought to dress as such. But she hadn't yet
taken the time to learn how to craft anything €lse with her thoughts. The task was tedious, and she would
learn how to make shoes before more clothes. Alissaran a hand over her kirt to reassure hersdf it was
there. The one time she had forgotten had been mortifying.

The stark savagery of hide, claw, and primitive strength had been replaced by sun-darkened skin and
horridly straight fair hair that went halfway to her elbows. Her eyes had retained their odd gray color; it
was something she wished she could change. Scratches marred her arms when she pushed up her long
deevesto see, and her jaw was tender. A new soreness ran down her back, and she stretched painfully
to test her limits Something was torn ingde her. By fed she decided her back was whole and unmarked.
The damage was hidden insde.



Heart pounding, she lurched her way through the shattered branches and ducked behind a tree. If she
planned it right, she might get a moment with Strell aone.

"By the Navigator's Houndd" she heard Lodesh exdam, and she knew they had found her dearing.
"Look whet she did'"

Alissa peered around her tree. Strdl and Lodesh stood with their feet edging the new destruction in
the setting sun. Tdon was perched on Lodesh's wrist. The canny bird swiveled her head and looked
directly a Alissa. She winced as Strell cupped his hands and shouted, "Ali-i-issa-a-al™

Strel shivered and ran a hand over his brown hair, ending the motion with gripping the har dip a the
back of his neck in a tight figt. The action was dealy one of worry. Strell was from the desert and
probably fet the chill of the coming night as much as she did—though she had yet to hear him complain
about it. He was surprigngly tal, dmogt gaunt despite the plates of food he ate. Dressed in his smple
brown shirt and trousers, he looked like a poor cousin next to Lodesh's extravagant clothes.

L odesh was the only Keeper the Hold could boast of right now, and he was admittedly faster with his
wards than she, despite his lower standing. Nearly four centuries ago he had been the Warden of the
nearby abandoned city, EseNawoer. Now, the revived ghost spent much of his time heping her practice
her wards.

He was dressed in Keeper atire cut from a rich, dark green fabric befitting his Wardenship. Around
his neck was a dlver pendant in the shape of a mirth flower. It was the symbol of his cty and was
repeated on his heavy ring. He, too, kept his cheeks clear of even the hint of a beard, knowing Alissa
liked it that way. The Keeper cut a gartling figure with his blond hair, green eyes, and confident poise,
but it was upon Strell her gaze lingered.

Alissa 9ghed in frudration. Strell, who had saved her life, who had freed Usdless from his cell, who
hed returned her mind to her when she went fera—who could never be a Keeper, forever undble to
perform even the amplest ward, and thus forbidden to her. It was Strell she loved. Strdl and the amile he
reserved for her when they were aone.

The two men picked ther way through the ruin, dearly awed. Even from behind her tree, she could
see Strdl's worry. "Can you reach her thoughts yet?' he asked Lodesh after finding her blood on the
leaves. It was a rare question, proving how concerned Strell was. She knew Strdll's aversion to bringing
up Lodesh's Keeper abilities. It only pointed out Strell's lack.

"No." Lodesh confidently put his hands on his hips and shook his head. "She's ignoring me, so she
mug be dl right. Obvioudy sheisnt in her raku shape anymore.”

Loosdy unfocusing her attention, Alissa modulated her thoughts so Strell could hear her in his mind.
By rights she shouldnt be &ble to reach any but another Master, but Alissa never ligened to
impossihilities managing to speak with not only Masters and Keepers, but Strdl as wdl. Usdless sad it
was from having started life as a human ingtead of a raku, thereby forcing her mind to develop human
drategies for verbd language. She didn't care.

"Strell?" she thought, knowing he wouldn't be able to answer. "Don't tell Lodesh. I'm over here."

She amiled a the faint rush of emotion she could sense from him: rdlief tinged with anticipation. Her
gmile deepened as he turned to Lodesh. "Obvioudy she isn't here" Strdl said, the falacy fdling from him
as convinangly as one of his numerous taes. "Why don't we split up? I'll check the woods. You see if
she's gone back to the Hold."

"Good idea." Sheking his head at the devastation, Lodesh walked the length of the new dearing and
vanished under the trees. From his wrigt came Taon's chitter. The bird dearly knew he was going the
wrong way.

"Alissa?" Strell whispered as soon as Lodesh was gone.



"Here, Strell," she cdled, coming out from behind the tree.

He beamed, his shoulders rdaxing as he saw she was dl right. He crossed the dearing in eager, long
grides.

"Wait," she said in darm. She hed up a hand before he could sweep her into an embrace and show
the world her lack of footwear. "I lost my shoes.”

Srdl jerked to a stop. His brow furrowed, and he took her shoulders in his hands. "Are you 4l
right?" he asked, his brown eyes intent on hers.

Her breath caught at his tight grip, and she dropped her gaze, flustered. "Yes. I'm fine But | left my
shoes this Sde of the garden's wall. Come with me to get them?'

"Ashes Alissa" he said, reddening as he released her shoulders. "Would you hurry up and learn how
to make them?"' Taking advantage of the rare opportunity of having no eyes upon them, Strel cupped her
hand in his as he helped her over the upturned earth.

"Thanks" Eyes lowered, she paced beside him, keeping her steps dow to prolong ther wak, as
much as from the pan in her lower back. His hand was warm, and rough from his work at keeping the
Hold's few fireslit. She ran her fingertips to the ends of his fingers and back, feding the calluses from his
twin professons of musidan and potter. His other hand lacked afull pinkie, and she knew he had shifted
to her right Sde s0 asto hideit.

Alissas mood went soft. It was foolish, and she knew it meant little, but Strell so rarely fdt free to
show his fedings for her that even the smdlest gesture was a treasure. It didn't help that he had been
rased in the stiff-necked culture of the desert, ether. Usdless would be annoyed if he found out she had
been done with Strell in the woods.

It had been made very plain to her that Strel would never be dlowed to formdly court her. Part of
the bargain to bend the rules and let Sirell remain at the Hold had been based on the understanding that
he would keep his thoughts—and hands—from Alissa. Usdless made it no secret that he hoped with time
Alissawould turn her fancy to a match more suitable to her Master sanding.

And time stretched forward for her in abundance. As a Master, she now had a life span ten times
Strdl's. Again, she didnt care, or at least that's what she told hersdlf.

"Pay atune for me tonight?' she asked, dready knowing the answer.
"M-m-m," he sighed, holding a branch for her as they passed into the shadow of the trees.

A familiar fluttering brought a groan of dismay from both of them. Tdon hovered in a noisy complaint,
waiting for Alissato offer her a perch. The robin-szed bird's chatters were accusng, and Alissadrew her
hand from Stroll's with a guilty swiftness. If she didn't, Talon's protests would turn physica. And though it
wouldn't be hard to fight off the amdl bird, it would be difficult explaining to Usdess why Strdl was
scratched.

Annoyed, she hdd out awrig for the kestrel. "Hush," Alissa soothed as she brought Taon close and
tried to cover her head. Tdon would have nothing to do with the pacification, worrying Alissas fingers
with her sharp beak until Alissa gave up and put Tdon on her shoulder. The bird's harangue never
dowed, but it a least grew softer, turning into a muttering complaint.

Alissalooked at Strell and winced. Lodesh had probably flown the bird, knowing she would seek out
her midress. Strell took a reluctant step from her, dearly coming to the same conclusion. "You redly
should teach that bird to wear a hood and jesses," he grumbled. Cupping his hands, he looked in the
direction Tdon had come from. "Lodesh!" he shouted before the Keeper found them and guessed he had
been manipulated. "She's over herel™

"Isshedl right?" came Lodesh's didtinct cdll.



"I'm fing" she sad as the outline of Lodesh became obvious, quashing her quilt for not having
answered hisdlent hal earlier.

"Areyou sure?" he asked as he came even with them in a crackling of undergrowth. His gaze ran over
her from head to toe, and she flushed. The hint of amusement dancing over im made Alissa wonder if he
hed known her plan dl adong, letting her and Strell think they had gotten away with something, but not
gving them enough time done to get into trouble. It was hard to remember the man had a lifetime of
experience to draw upon when he looked like—Alissa glanced up a him and away—Ilike a young,
handsome, carefree nobleman's son.

"I'mfing" she said again, douching so her skirt hid her feet. Her back gave a deeper twinge, and she
forced her brow smooth so asto not show it. "But | have to fetch my shoes— again.”

Lodesh brightened. "Il make you a pair,” he said chearfully.

Alissaand Strell exchanged wondering looks. Lodesh had never offered to before. She hadn't known
he could make shoes from his thoughts. "Bt it takes years for a Keeper to learn how to craft something,”
Alissasad. "l didn't know you had been practicing.”

Lodesh put afinger to his nose. His eyes glinted roguishly. "Years is what 1've had, yes? And you
aren't the only one who has samdl, dainty fet, Alisa"

She took a breath to speak, then shut her mouth, embarrassed. It had been van to assume he had
fixed a new formin his thoughts soldly for her. There was a tug on her awareness as Lodesh worked his
ward. Curiosity prompted her to unfo-cus her atention to see the pattern of tracings he used. When she
was close enough, the crestion of award set up a resonance within her own tracings, seiting her dormant
pathways to fantly glow. It was how wards were taught to students.

A pair of soft, gray dippers ghosted into existence, cradled in Lodesh's hands. Alissa accepted them
graefully. Both men looked away. Strell's back was diff as he turned. She wanted to think it was to give
her some privacy, but she knew it was because he hated Lodesh usng his Keeper ills. Alissa wedged
her feet into the gray dippers and shook her skirt out to cover them. "Thank you, Lodesh,” she sad
softly, not liking how he had made Strdll fed.

Strel was ungble to hide his diver of frudtration. Lodesh hed an arm out to hdp her back to the Hold,
and Alissa miserably declined it. Undeterred, Lodesh gave her a good-natured amile. "Let me escort you
back to the Hold, Alissa. If | remember correctly, you have alesson in the garden tonight. You're late”

Alissas eyes widened, and her gaze darted to the Hold's tower showing beyond the pines. "Ashes"
she exclamed softly, tenang in worry. "Is it after 9x dready? Last week the sun wasn't much higher a
gx," she complained. "How am | supposed to be on timeiif it changes that fast!" Then another thought
pushed her concern to darm. She glanced over her shoulder toward her dearing. "You don't think
Usdess saw that, do you?'

Lodesh shook his head, grinning mischievoudy. "If he had, I'm sure you would have known it by

Reassured, she took a quick step toward the Hold, then hesitated, knowing she ought not leave her
other shoes outsde the garden wdl just because she had anew pair.

"Il get your shoes," Strell volunteered, apparently knowing where her thoughts lay. "You go ahead
with Lodesh.”

Alissa dropped her gaze. An uncomfortable slence fdl between them. Preoccupied with his thoughts,
Strell gave her only a wave before somping off in adirection that was nowhere near the garden wdl. She
dlowed hersdf agmdl sgh as she turned to Lodesh and accepted his arm. They slently made their way
to the Hold. Talon's complaining findly stopped.



It was obvious Strell loved her. Lodesh had dso made it clear with intent looks and uncommon
courteses that he cared for her, too. Lately, Alissa had come to believe Lodesh was hiding his time,
betting Strell would eventualy make a mistake that couldnt be overlooked and find himsdf banished
from the Hold, leaving Alissadl to Lodesh. But for now, he seemed content to be a friend to them both,
knowing until he absolved his curse, he would remain in existence for as long as Alissa did—in some
form or another. He need only to wait.

The gtuation put Alissain afoul mood when she thought about it too long. But it was hard not to like
Lodesh, with his quick wit and cheerful disposition. She also appreciated his steadfast tolerance of her.
She was putting dl three of them through the Navigator's hdl as she refused to abandon what her heart
wanted over what she knew was right, proper, and inevitable.

Alissa glanced up a Lodesh's firm profile. The handsome Keeper was dearly a better match for her,
seding as there were no Masters left to choose from. With Lodesh, her children might make the jump to
Masgter as she had; with Strell, they likdy wouldn't even make Keeper. And she did like Lodesh.... But
there had to be away to get what she wanted. She just hadn't found it yet.

Squinting, Alissa brought them to a hdt as they found the edge of the trees and the setting sun. The
Hold stood before them, gray in the shadowy light. Her breath dipped from her in a Sgh as she tried to
imagine what the Hold had been like when it was full of Keepers, Masters, and sudents. It was easy this
time of day, the few moments between sunset and the lamps being lit. She could pretend the dillness hard
upon her ears and eyes was from grace being said, not twenty years of near abandonment.

Lodesh dtirred, and she flashed him a quick smile. The sun was dmost down. Usdless would have
undoubtedly spent the interim planning out a fine lecture as to the proper use of time.

"Thank you, Lodesh," she said as she flung Tdon into the ar and they moved forward. "If it weren't
for you, | would have completdly forgotten. How late am 17!

"You have no idea, Alissa" he said myserioudy, but if his look of darm was contrived or not, she
couldn't tell.

Chapter 2

Lodesh met Alissas quickening stride as they entered the samdler of the Hold's two kitchens. "Why,"
she complained, "did Usdless get it into his head to hold class & night, anyway?"

"You redly should cal Master Talo-Toecan by his given name, Alisa™

She shifted her shoulders. "He told me | could cdl him that, and &t the time, he was"
"A Master of the Hold is anything but usdess" Lodesh inssted.

"Perhaps,”" she muttered. "Unless bound by his word or her lack of kill."

Lodesh put out a hand and stopped her. Ashamed, she dropped her gaze. "You," he said gently, "are
not usdless.” The clean scent of mirth wood filled her senses, and his hand lifted her chin. She went il as
thelr gazes met. When she had firs made his acquaintance, he had diligently striven with subtle words and
dy looks to get her to blush. Repeated exposure and a comfortable friendship had made her immune to
his considerable charms—for the mogt part. That, and her dow awareness of the old grief he hid behind
his eyes.

His eyes were old. In them was the pain Lodesh had endured as his beloved, cursed city fatered and
fdl: watching his people leave family by family, seeing the prosperous streets go empty and slent,



knowing it was hisfault and hisfault alone. Uncomfortable, she looked away.

"Even in the best of circumstances a Magter takes the better part of two centuries to become
proficient,” he continued, dearly not knowing she could see. "Be patient.”

"Now you sound like Usdless" she said.

"Jug 0." He gmiled. "And you should cdl hm Talo-Toecan. Besides" he sad as he picked up a
coth and moved a kettle from the flames, "your schoaling is going frighten+ingly quickly. | imagine he's
currently deep into the theory of line tripping.”

"How—how did you know?" she asked.

He looked up from filling a tegpot with the lukewarm water from the hearth. There was a flash of
resonance across her tracings as he used awarming ward and the teapot began to steam. ™Y our evening
lesson gave it away,” he said. "Tripping the lines of time to view the past is complicated. It would be
unlike Talo-Toecan to dlow you to deep on hdf the lesson, risking you would figure the rest out on your
own and get yoursdf into trouble.”

Alissawinced, knowing Usdless had cause to worry. "Ah, yes™

Smiling, Lodesh found a soft doth and dabbed at her jaw-line. It came away with a red smear, and
she reached up to touch her jaw. "Did you fal because of Beast?' he asked lightly.

Her breath seemed to freeze. Taking the towd from his hands, she turned away. "No," she said, too
embarrassed to tdl him she couldn't yet fly on her own.

He hestated. "I'm concerned, Alissa Masters dways destroy the second, ferd consciousness that
evolves when learning how to ghift from raku to human. None have ever agreed to live with it. Perhaps
thisiswhy?' His green eyes went worried. "'Is Beast—trying to take over?"

"No. Sheisnt," Alissasad defensvely, not liking to talk of Beast so openly. If Usdless redized Alisa
hed retained her ferd conscious, he would make her destroy Beast. Even Strel didn't know. How
Lodesh had guessed was beyond her.

Lodesh's head tilted, his worried stance saying more than words that he wasn't convinced. "Here" he
finelly said, extending the brewing pot. "You're late, but if you bring him tea, he will mogt likely overlook
your tardiness." Alissas brow pinched at the reminder. "You had better run," he said, leading her by the
elbow to the door.

With afind, extravagant gesture, Lodesh opened the garden door. The sound of crickets dipped in to
pool behind her, urging her to be out anong them in the dew-ridden darkness of a night with no moon.
Alissa gathered her skirts in one hand, the pot of tea in the other. Her back protested as she Started
down the weed-lined path to the large, sunken firepit that often served as her schoolroom. Behind her,
the door shut with a gentle thump.

Taking of Beast had tightened Alissals sense of unease. Her lower back gave a strong twinge, and
she dowed, wishing she knew how to tdl time. It didn't make sense that the hours shifted independent of
the sun. Moving as fast as her back would dlow, she turned a corner and came to a dismayed hat. Not
only was Usdless at the firepit, but he had dready lit the fire.

The Master sraightened at the sound of her approach, his white eyebrows rigng in question. Alissa
tossed her tangled hair from her eyes and sedately continued down the path with a fase nonchadance. At
least he wasin his human shift. Trying to reason with him when he was a raku was impossible.

"Alissa?' came his clipped accent. He sounded puzzled, not annoyed as she had feared.
"Good evening, Usdless" she said meekly.

"You're early tonight."



"Ealy?' Her head came up. "Lodesh sad | was lae”

Her teacher's expresson went from amusement to bother. "Then you probably are” he amended,
fromning in what she recognized as irritation a himsdf, not her. Apparently Usdess had the same
problem as she when it came to time Perhaps, she mused, stepping down into the bench-lined pit
surrounding the fire, it had something to do with how their minds were laid out.

Usdless hdd his comments to a grimace as he took in her Keeper atire. He made a great show of
sheking out his long Master's vest. It was the color of ripe wheat and went dl the way to the ground,
gving her the impresson of a deeveless robe. Having it bound tightly about his waist with a black scarf
only strengthened the image. Pegping from under the vest were trousers and a wide-deeved tunic.
Though of a dmple cut and pattern, the fabric was of a qudity that had never made it to her foothills
home, being tight of weave and even of color.

The Master had no beard and kept his hair cropped close to his skull—to hide the whiteness of it,
Lodesh had once sad in jest. He was as tdl as Strdl and nearly as dark, with a ramrod giffness about
him whether he was gtting or standing. Since he was quick to anger and even quicker to admit to a
mistake, keeping abreast of his moods was often aloang baitle.

Though in his human shift, his eyes retained the unred golden color characterigtic of dl Masters. His
hands, too, couldn't hide his raku origins and were abnormdly long. Each finger had four segments
indead of the usud three. Alissa had long ago adjusted her thinking to see them as normd, but tonight her
gaze lingered on them as he reached for the teapot. Her fingers looked as they dways had. Alissa
exhaed heavily. Even as a Magter, she didn't quitefit in.

The stone benches huilt into the surrounding earth ill held the day's warmth, and she settled to his
right, glad the night was dark enough to hide the scrape on her chin. She winced when she redized she
hed forgotten the cups. Seeing it, Usdless sghed, and with a tug on her awareness and a flash of
resonance across her tracings, two cups glazed a hideous brown materidized on the bench between
them. He slently poured the tea and handed her the first cup. Taking a Sp, he grimaced and set it down.
"Lodesh's tea?" he asserted sourly.

Blinking, Alissa nodded. "How did you know?"

"He dways wards the water to bailing. The kettle never warms sufficently, so the leaves don't brew
properly.”
She took a cautious Sp. It tasted fine to her, but then, she wasn't over eight centuries old.

. Holding the cup to warm her hands, Alissa sat and tried not to fidget. As soon as she had stopped
moving, her back had begun to throb, dl the way down to her rear. Clearly some of the mass for wings
came from that area, and she wondered what sort of mischief had managed that. She glanced nervoudy
a her teacher. How was she going to hide the tear until it hedled?

Usdless shook his head at some private thought and drained his cup. Lodesh's brew or not, he was
dill gpparently gaing to drink it. He adjusted his vest over his spare frame, and his dippered feet
withdrew undernesth him to St cross-legged upon the bench. Alissa's breath quickened. He was ready to
teach.

"Thismorning,” he began, "l explained the theory behind line tripping. Tdl it to me"

She sat draighter, frowning at the ache in her back. The stone bench wasn't helping. "Sending your
thoughts to the past is reexperiencing a memory, be it yours or someone else's gifted to you. There's no
way to change it because the threads have aready been tightened. Y ou're not so much rdiving the past
as seeing one person's view of it."

"Excdlent,” Usdless praised. "The difference is subtle but tantamount to success.”



"You mean you're going to let me try tonight!"

Usdless chuckled, hiding his amile behind a hadlily raised cup. "No-0-0," he drawled, and she
collapsed againg the back of the bench, sraightening as a rush of pain shot through her. It was getting
worse. "But I'll explain how it's done" he continued. "You should be decades dong in your studies
before learning this, not years. Seeing as you've been among the lines lagt fdl, it would be prudent to
present it to you now." He frowned. "Before you decide you can figureit out by yoursdf."

Grimadng at the dight jibe, Alissa shifted uncomfortably and sipped her tea. Perhaps she could risk
complaning of aminor pain. Usdless might run a ward of heding for her, dearing everything up with him
never knowing the difference. She would have done it hersdlf, but she hadn't been given permisson to
work the complex ward without supervison.

"Hnding and fixing a memory in your thoughts is the firg step,” Usdless said. "Bt it's an important
one. Engage the ward before that, and youll dip into a long, unproductive deep. Therere severd

methods to fix a memory. The easiest is to use one of your own." He looked up as she fidgeted. "The
second is to be gifted one by another. The third isto use a septhama point.” He leaned to top off his cup.

She thought about that. The word septhama was familiar, but she couldnt see how it related.
Septhamas were a blessedly rare group of individuads whose tracings were dmost complex enough to
make Keeper but had been maformed. Usudly semming from Keeper parents, they had the ahility to do
one thing, and one thing only. And even that was rather pointless. "I give up,” shefindly said.

Usdless didn't even try to hide his amile "Y ou're aware septhamas can modify the pattern—the flow
of psychic energy imprinted after a tragedy—so as to make the corresponding physicad manifestation of
such energy more pleasing to the genera populace?”

Alissa nodded, finding dight rdlief as she leaned to adjust the fire. Why didn't he just say they got rid
of ghosts?

"Whdl, a septhama point is that stored energy, which in this case functions like a memory resding in a
place or athing." He hesitated. "Or more rardy, a person.”

Her gaze went distant, recdling that Strell's broken pipe had such amemory on it. Rising, she went to
the opposite sde of the fire to nudge back a stick she had intentiondly pushed ouit.

"What are you doing?' Usdless asked in wonder. "I've never seen anyone so reluctant to St dill snce
|—" His voice cut off. Arms clasped about hersdlf, Alissa glanced up to find her teacher's lips pursed and
his eyes knowing. "Y ou damaged your tal," he said.

Panic mixed with shame, and she looked away. He would be so angry! "Uh, no," she warbled.
"Your wing, then?' he guessed, and she nodded, cringing at his heavy sgh.

"I'mfing" she said, returning to her spot and gtting on the edge of the bench. The pain swelled, and
she rductantly got to her feet.

"You were sporting in the heavy updrafts behind the Hold again, weren't you," he said, though it redly
wasn't aquestion. "l told you to be careful. Do you know how many young rakus have ended up at the
bottom of that rock face?"

She said nothing, content to let im believe what he wanted.

"You're the only one left, Alissa™ he lectured gently. "You must be more careful. Why do you think
I've been teaching you what only an experienced Master should know? I'm not going to last much longer,
and | won't let amillennium of study die with me."

"Usdess" she cgoled, not liking to hear him speak like that. His eyes meding hers were full of a
patient understanding, surprisng her.



"Shift and show me what you did," he demanded in a soft voice. "It can't be worse than anything I've
done. I'll run award of heding on it, or better yet, you can. The practice will do you good.” He shook his
head and fussed with the fire, his long fingers periloudy close to the low flames. "Though | ought not to
have taught it to you in the firs place,”" he finished.

Alisds excitement at having been granted permisson to practice the tricky ward was blunted by
worry. Perhaps his undersanding attitude would become anger after seeing what she had done. Still, she
hurt, and having a three-day acceleration of hedling would be a rdlief.

The sun had since vanished, and feding a chill, she stepped awkwardly up onto the stone bench and
from there to the long, neglected grass. Making no comment, she removed her dippers so as not to
break them down to nathing with the rest of her clothes when she shifted. Usdless didn't care if she wore
shoes or not, but her foothills upbringing made her uncomfortable without them. The loud pop as they hit
the bench made her jump.

Despisng disorder, Usdless arranged her dippers negtly. "You should be more careful with your
footwear until you can fashion them yoursdf," he said, clearly recognizing they weren't the shoes she had
on when she l&ft the Hold that morning.

"Usdess?' she asked, curious. "Why isit my hurt shifts with me? | would think that since | wasin a
completdy different form, it wouldn't show at dl.”

Usdless sipped his tea. "You shift to your idea of yoursdf, and your mind knows you're hurt. Oddly
enough, that's one of the reasons we live so long. You are," he said, "literdly as young as you think, or in
this case, as your thoughts remember you to be."

Her brow puckered in dishdief. This was far beyond her origind question, but she fastened upon it
greedily. "So if | shifted thinking | was ten years old, | would coalesce as that?!

The warm sound of her teacher's laugh dipped like a sunbeam about the weedy shrubs and
overgrown grasses of his expandve garden. "No. You would show up as your rightful age, but your
youthful appearance will persst for ten times longer than you might imagine. Y our mind can't be fooled,
but it's dow to accept change. Pain, though, makes a very srong impression, which is why it shifts with
you."

She nodded in acceptance. It made sense, as much as any of it ever did.

Knowing Usdless would take the chance to evduate her ill at shifting, Alissa went through the
preparatory steps with a measured downess. Eyes open, she visudized her source with her mind's eye.
Deep in her awareness was a sphere of white so stark as to be possible only in her imaginaion, a gift
from her papa before he died. It was bound by slvery gold threads, dlittering like glory itsdf. She had
never been able to see what lay past the threads. Usdless had once told her it was because limit-bound
thoughts had a hard time with infinity.

Surrounding her source, but seeming to be twisted hdf an angle away, sprawled her tracings. The
bluish black lines spread out in dl directions, connecting and fracturing into a maze of astounding
proportions, looping back at the limits of her mind. Being empty of dl but the smdlest energy, they were
hard to see. Only the gold tracing they were shot through with gave evidence that they were there. That
would change.

Alissa dipped athought into her source. A glowing ribbon darted from it to make the curving jump to
her tracings. From thereiit circled back, crossng againg itsdf to make a twisted loop before returning to
her source, leaving a humming circle of energy running through her mind. It was the beginnings of
evaything. She didn't care that Usdess caled her tracings her neurd net and the firg loop the primary
creuit. She only knew together they made wards.

From here it was Smple to direct the force into the proper pathways. Chosen tracings burst into light



as the energy filled them, making the far-flung, complicated pattern needed to hold her soul together as
she destroyed her body and fashioned mass about it again.

There was afamiliar feding of perfect disconnection as the chill, dark garden winked out of existence.
She knew from watching Usdless that she had vanished into a mist that grew as she pulled energy from
her source to make the additiond mass for her larger form. In a moment the garden was back, but she
was viewing it from a perspective two man lengths higher.

"Vey nice" Usdess grumbled, dearly pleasad a the quickness of her shift. In his opinion, she spent
far too much time exigting as only a thought. "Now, show me what you did to yoursdf. Skin your wing on
adiff, did you?'

"No," dhe sad into his mind, being incapable of verba speech now. Twin fedings of wanting
sympathy and wanting to be left done warred within her as she extended her wing.

"Oh, Alissa" Usdless breathed as the rip came to light. A pattern resonated across her tracings and
hed steady as Usdess made a ward of illumination. The globe rested in hislong fingers to show the bone
and blood within them. "Y ou should have come to meright away."

She said nathing, thinking the reason she hadn't was obvious.
"How did you ever get back up to the top of the diff with arip like this?"

Her shoulders shifted in a shrug. She couldn't look a him, wishing he had gotten angry instead of
sympeathetic. Lies of omisson were dill lies

Brow furrowed, he went to stand under her wing. The glow from his light shone through the rip. She
snaked her neck under her wing to see, lifting it out of his reach as he threastened to run a finger dong the
cut. "Put your wing down,” he said dryly. "I'm not going to touch it." She heard his sgh. "It would have
been better had you run a heding ward before shifting,” he said. "Human back muscle heds differently
then wing canvas."

"You told me not to run a healing ward alone,” she said, feding her shoulder ache from holding
her wing extended for so long.

"That | did." He came out from under her wing, his features sharp in his light. "l suppose if you're
brave enough to chance the rock face's updrafts, you're ready to run a heding ward on your own." He
grimaced. "Lay your wing on the ground. I'll hold the ends together the best | can as you run it. Even so,
you're going to have a scar. | imagine the indignity of having to explain it to your future students will be
punishment enough.”

Surprised at his attitude, she sent a docile thought into his "You aren't angry?"

Usdless gave her an unfathomable look. " Accidents happen. Especidly when playing in an updraft that
srong. Tdl me next time you warnt to try the rock face. Y ou should have a spotter.”

"Yes, Usdless," she sad, relieved he was taking it so well.
"Go on," he encouraged gruffly. "Put your wing where | can reach it."

She crouched, angling her wing around the overgrown shrubs. Usdless drew his light closer and left it
to hang in midair. Her breath escaped in a pained hiss as Usdless pushed the torn edges together. His
long fingers were gentle, but her nausea rose. She closed her eyes, not wanting to watch her flesh knit
together.

The Sght of her mindscape eased her sick feding. She set up the proper pattern, holding it steady
when ghe fdt a light, familiar touch on her thoughts as Usdless checked it. Almog she could fed his
satisfaction. Only now did Alissa release the ward, and her tracings went dark.

It was like bathing in sunshine. Warmth eased through her, the ward pulling behind it a sensation of



tingling whispers, soothing away the pain from her scrapes and the headache she hadn't redlized she had.
The sensation back-washed at the limits of her body, then returned to her wing, dipping through her like
water through hot sand.

Alissa drooped as the throbbing pain in her wing turned to the mild ache of a three-day-old wound.
All too soon the ward had spent itsdf. She Sghed, reluctant to move, only now redlizing she had dumped
to an undignified, fooligh-looking sprawl on the damp ground.

"Fed better?" Usdess said sourly, jerking her back to awareness.

"Rather.” Embarrassed, she sat up and looked a her wing. The tear had been replaced with a long,
raw-looking scar, black from the fire behind it. Alissa Sghed. It was ugly, but a lesst it didn't hurt as
much.

“No flying urtil & least one more heding ward,” he said as his light went out and he returned to his
spot at the fire. "And you will wait the required three days between them. It takes that long for your body
to recover its reserves. Trying sooner will do more damage than good. That will give you a tota of nine
days of heding in five days three days accelerated, three days unasssted, and another three days
accelerated. Understand?”’

"Yes," she thought as she settled hersdf on the grass. They had been over this before, but now his
words had a practicd meaning. She found hersdf more comfortable in her raku form, so she stayed
where she was, not caring that the earth was damp with dew. Crouching, she rested her chin on her
foreams to stare into the fire, watching with her more sendtive eyes the patterns of heat shift and stream
upward, rolling dong the ground to backwash againg the benches.

"Now, where were we?' Usdess prompted. Alissa could tdl he wanted to join her in raku form, but
there wasn't enough space around the firepit for two such hulking beasts. Besides, someone had to finish
Lodesh's tea.

Chapter 3

Strel kept his features impassve as he sat before his whed and worked his cold, gritty clay. It was
too dark to be soinning day; the shadows were thick in the Hold's second, unused kitchen, and he didn't
have a candle. But he had been born with clay beneath his fingernails and could throw a pot by fed
aone. Though having made hisway as amusdan and sorytdler for the last saven years, this was his firs
craft, the one he turned to when his thoughts were heavy.

Strell's gaze lifted to the shadowed lump of Alissas shoes upon the nearby drying table. He had found
them outside the garden wall where she had shifted and abandoned the earth. Her shoes and he seemed
dike in that way: dusty and worn, set asde while she learned new limits that he could never see.
Tomorrow, he would return them to her. He would like to put them next to his, under his bed, someday.
Strell straightened, feding his back crack dl the way up.

He had been so worried, especidly after finding her bruised and scraped in the middle of a new
clearing. Hying was a learned kill, and she had only a few months to practice it. Thankfully, it seemed
only her pride had been hurt. Even so, he had wanted to lift her up and carry her back to soft cushions
and wam compresses. But he knew she would be embarrassed and so had contented himsdf with
holding her hand. He might have done moreif that cursed bird hadn't shown up.

Sghing, he kicked the whed up to speed and formed a pleasngly proportioned bowl. Tdon or
Lodesh. Someone aways interfered, leaving him frustrated and out of sorts but Hill in Talo-Toecan's



good graces. It didn't help that Lodesh was s0 blessedly charismatic. Alissa would be inhumen if she
didn't like Lodesh.

With a rough savageness, Strell forced the bowl into atdl vase. It was not a move thet lent itsdf to a
gmooth trangtion, and only the base stood firm as the vase wobbled. All Lodesh had to do was wait,
Strell brooded. And wait was exactly what the Warden of EseNawoer was doing. Neither commenting
on or ignoring Strell and Alissas symied rdationship, Lodesh waited, content to be a friend to both of
them, knowing if he forced his hand he might dienate Alissa. Time was Lodesh's guarantee he would win
Alisas affection, and the cursed man seemed to rest easy in the knowledge.

Nearly four centuries ago, while the Warden of EseNawoer, Lodesh had built a wdl about his city.
Wisdom had prompted its congtruction, but fear kept the gates closed againgt the women and children
who desperately sought sanctuary there againgt a plague of madness. The inhabitants of the city turned a
desf ear to ther locked gates, even when the pleas for mercy turned to a mindiess, savage rage, and
mothers beat their children to death before turning on themselves.

The ity remained untouched by plague, but the blood on their doorstep cursed the people to eternd
unrest until meking amends for their crimes againgt humanity. Alissa had since freed them, but Lodesh, the
builder of the walls and the holder of the blame, remained cursed.

It seemed unfair to Strell that the clever man could turn something as damning as a curse to his favor,
dlowing Lodesh to accompany Alissain her recently expanded life span as Strell couldn't.

Strell, though, had his own guarantee. Alissaloved him, not Lodesh. All Strell had to do was convince
her teacher to bend the rules again. And after having kept Alissa dive last winter while biding with an
insane Keeper, changing the mores of a raku seemed an easy task.

Srell and Lodesh had evolved a strange, comptitive friendship, each sublimey confident they would
ultimatdy win Alissa and therefore not threatened by each other's presence. That Lodesh thought he
would gain Alissa meant nothing to Strell. He knew the K eegper was mistaken.

Thewhed creaked and complained in the chill slence as it dowed. Eyeing his vase, Strell ran a cord
under it to loosen it from the whed. Fingers spread wide, he lifted it free and tossed it to the barre of
wadte clay. It hit with a solid dap, collgpsing into an unussble shape.

Cleanup was quick from long practice, and before it became much darker, he found himsdf in the
Hold's upper rooms. A soft fluttering over his head as he passed through the dark great hdl pulled his figt
up, and Tdon lighted upon it. "Hello, old one" he murmured, running his fingers over the bird's markings,
gray with age. He and Tdon got dong quite wel as long as he kept his distance from Alissa Humming
the bird a soothing Iullaby, he went into the Hold's smdler kitchen. If Alissa was with Tao-Toecan, then
he and Lodesh would prepare the evening med done. But it was late. Lodesh had probably aready
finished.

Quiet in the soft-soled shoes Alissa indsted Strell wear ingde the Hold, he found Lodesh stting
unawares as he often did, legs stretched out to the hearth, dumped on one of the kitchen's hard chairs.
The Keeper's fine clothes looked star-tlingly out of place, yet he evoked a feding that here, of dl places,
was where he fdt most comfortable. Lodesh was waiting, Smply waiting.

"What's for dinner tonight?* Strell asked quietly so as not to sartle him.

Grunting, Lodesh straightened and turned. A wisp of a mischievous smile was about him, clear evenin
the shadow light from the hearth. "What would you say to roast duck?"

Strel started in surprise, then grinned. "M-m-m,” he Sighed, tossng Tdon to the thick rafters. "With
the skin crispy ... cooked so the meat fdls off the bone, begging to be eaten.” Gaze unfocused, he
collapsed into a chair across from Lodesh.

"Suffed with amdl new potatoes and onions,”" Lodesh said dreamily.



"Or apiglet, roasted dl day over a spitting fire, flaring up as the juice drips out,” Strdl said, his mouth
watering. He put his elbows on the table and rested his chin on afig.

"Or venison cooked over an open fire ..."
"Or a haunch of sheep, rolled in crushed mint and pastry.”
"Or even—even agoat,” Lodesh finished longingly.

Together, they heaved a wisful Sgh. Strdl stirred firdt, bresking out of their dream as he sat back.
"What are we redly having?'

"Vegetable stew and biscuits”
They 9ghed once more.

"Il never eat meat again,” Strell lamented, leening his char precarioudy back on two legs. "It's not
that | can't do without it, but every oncein awhile ..."

Lodesh rose and went to the oven. "Alissa would take us flying if she caught us cooking mest in her
kitchen."

"Maybe she could get logt in the garden one night,” Strell said, "and we could have ared dinner.”

With a scrape of the metd latch, the oven opened and seemed to fill the warm space with the smdl of
Aliss stew. "Maybe she could at that,” Lodesh said into the desert heat billowing out. He turned with a
tray of biscuits. "Do you want to cdl them, or should 1?" he asked brightly.

"l do it." Thelegs of his chair hit the floor with a thump as Strdll levered himsdf up. Striding eegerly
to the door leading to the Hold's waled garden, he went into the night, weaving his way through the
tangled paths. The way curved and turned so sharply that he could hear Tao-Toecan's voice before he
was even close.

"The pattern of tracings used for finding a septhama point isredly just alooser form,” the Master was
saying. "Once a srong enough thread is found, you narrow your concentration.”

A faint whisper of thought touched Stdl's, and he amiled. Alissa mugt be in her raku form and was
forced to speak glently. He could hear her only when she directed her thoughts spedificdly a him. It
should be impossible, but Alissa never listened to impossibilities.

"Correct,” came Talo-Toecan's rumble. "The smdler the pattern, the less time spent unconscious
while reexperiencing the memory.”
Strel jerked to ahdt as he nearly ran into alow-hanging limb in the dark.

"Try finding one," Tao-Toecan sad. "Therere numerous septhama points in the garden, especidly at
the firepit. Keep the energy flow below the threshold of invocation. | don't want you tripping the lines
without me"

Coming around the lagt turn, Strell paused. Nestled at the foot of the Hold's wal was a circular,
sunken firepit large enough to hold eight people comfortably. Stone benches were huilt into the earthen
wdls lending it a sense of permanence. Overgrown bushes, tal weeds, and untidy scrub cirded it,
cregting a private space. Tonight it was occupied by a man, more old than young, with ydlow eyes. The
Master looked up a Strell's approach, his sharp, angular festures acknowledging him with a smple,
respectful nod.

Pressng an ova of grass fla behind him was his sweet Alissa Her petite figure was gone, replaced
by alithe but large, snuous shape. The only thing familiar about her was her gray eyes, and they widened,
nating his arrival and his besotted smile. Oh, yes, she had wings, too. Grest, glorious things that blocked
the sun when she flew.



Inaflurry she stood and vanished in a swirl of pearly white glowing from more than the nearby fire.
Alissa knew her hulking sze made him uneasy, a reminder of that horrible moring when she had been
entirdy a beast and none of Alissa, and she had tried to kill him.

Usdless watched the thought of Alissa swirl and coalesce. "She had better remember to clothe
herdf," he said, and Strell grinned. That had been a Sght, but no one knew held seenit.

Themig that was Alissa continued to swirl, and Strell's amile fatered. Useless, too, paused. She was
teking a long time to ghift, even for her. Together they watched in horror as her misty shape blurred,
shrank, and continued to shrink until with adight pop, it vanished completely.

Usdless blinked in the stunned silence, rigng to his feet, his hand outstretched.

"Alissa?" Strell breathed. "Alissal” he caled again, fear didng idly between his soul and reason. Even
the light trace of her thought he had never recognized before, lying gill and warm within his, was gone.

"Alissal"

And the degantly dressed figure of Lodesh, hearing Strdll's cry even from that distance, stood, his
eyes bright and knowing, waiting no longer.

Chapter 4

"Srell! Alissathought, catching sght of him on the path. She didn't want him to see her likethid Not,
she admitted, that he ever said he didn't like her as a winged mongirosity. Energy dipped codlly into the
proper mentd channds to maintain her exisence as she began her shift. Beast awoke, waching in
undisguised boredom. "Why," she asked, "the extra lines this time?"

"Extra?" Embarrassed, Alissa redized that in her rush, she had forgotten to shut down the pattern
used for tripping the lines. It stood siver and quick againg the darkness of her mind. She It it, afrad to
take anything down until her neura net was aredity again, not just a thought. In fact, she mused, she was
nathing but thought.

"One who had better clothe herself,” Beast said drowsly.

"Iremembered, thanks," Alissasad dryly, eyeing the third pattern. She swirled back into redity and
bunked in bewilderment. The fire was out. Then she smiled. Usdless had probably snuffed it, concerned
she might forget her clothes again. Before he had the chance, she formed a containment fidd about the
wood and put within it the proper ward to set the wood dight. The amount of energy she had to use was
more than she expected. It was as if the wood was sone cold, not ill warm from its recent
extinguishment. But her fire snapped to life with a stisfying whoosh, throwing back the dark.

She was done. The tegpot and her cup were gone. Even Lodesh's dippers. "Srdl?' she cdled,
stepping down onto the bench, then, "Usdess?' There was no answer. Concerned, she sent a thought to
find them. Her breath seemed to catch in her. The Hold wasfull of people.

Alissa sat down rather hard on the bench.

"I mugt have tripped the lines with no memory fixed,” she whispered, "and as Usdless warned, | fdl
adeep and missad ther arrival.” The pattern for tripping the lines had been set when she shifted. Perhaps
she had engaged it unwittingly. Her confuson dowed, but a whisper of unease lingered, fluttering at the
edge of her awareness. Pushing it aside, she sent a slent cdl to Usdess. Who knew how long she had



been adeep?

Again, there was no answer. "Strell?" she called, twisting her thought so he could hear. "Lodesh?"
Almogt panicking, she tried again. A fant response touched her mind, and her shoulders drooped rdlif.
"Lodesh," Alissa thought with a d9gh, then heditated. "What are you doing out on the road? And
where are Srell and Useless?"

"Who?" came his somewhat garbled reply.

"Sorry. Talo-Toecan." Alissafrowned. Lodesh was dways so blessedly formdl.
'Wo." It was stronger now. "Who is this?"

"It's Alissa," she blurted in a Sunned surprise.

"You're in the Hold's garden?"

She nodded, forgetting for a moment he couldn't see the gesture. Her unease returned full force,
stling into an immovable lump.

"Odd." Histhoughts dipping into Alissals were tinged with confusion. "I should be under the Hold's
ward of slence by now." He hestated. "Wait. I'll be right there.”

Alissas knees came up to her chin, and she waited on the hard bench, just her and the crickets, in the
cloudy, warm night. Lodesh was on the road between his abandoned city of EseNawoer and the Hold.
What was he doing there? And he was moving fast. Too fast for running. And why, she wondered,
worrying at the holein her stocking, had he mentioned the Hold's ward of silence? He knew it didn't bind
her, only Keepers.

A log dipped, thregtening to rall out of the fire, and she twisted to find a stick in the brush behind her
to shove it back. Her eyes widened. The grass was trimmed! She rose, afrad to make a light to see
clearly. But even in the hazy glow from the cresting moon she could see the bushes had been pruned and
the flowerbeds weeded. She spoun about, her heart pounding. "Thet tree" she whispered, pointing with a
trembling finger. "I don't remember that tree” There was a scuffling on the path. Alarmed, she turned to
see Lodesh driding towards her, his boots crunching on the grave path.

Tdl and lithesome, he moved with the grace of a dancer. His head was bare, and his blond waves
were in an unusud disarray. There was a par of gloves in his hand, which, even as she watched, he
dapped together and tucked away in a back pocket.

Riding gloves? Alissa questioned, redizing how he had gotten here so fast. Where did Lodesh get a
horse?

Catching 9ght of her, he paused. "Alissa?" he cdled.

"Here" she breathed, and hed her hands out to draw him into the firepit. "Thank the Navigator's
Hounds. | was beginning to think | had lost my mind. What's happened?'

Lodesh took her hands and stepped down. "I don't know, but trust me to find out.”

Alissafdt his eyes travel from her mussed-up hair to the hem of her skirt. Used to his warm, inviting
gazes, she amiled back. His hands exerted a warm pressure, drawing her gaze to his He was trying to
make her blush! "Where did dl the people come from?* she asked, nether recognizing or dismissng his
invitation. "They're dl over, even the old annex dorms.”

"Old annex dorms?' His eyes smoldering, he drew her hand to his lips, hestating as she diffened. His
fingers were bare.

Her eyes went to his shoulder and then his chest. "Lodesh?" She dragged her hand from his "Where
are your city'sring and pendant?'



His amile vanished. "All right. Who put you up to this?'

Feding her face go cold, Alissa backed away. Thiswasn't Lodesh. He didn't know her.
Lodesh took her wrig. "Was it Earan?'

"Uh," she sammered, suddenly frightened.

"I hope he didn't promise you one of the Keepers' private quarters for this performance.”
“l—uh .."

"How dare he mock me by tdling you | was the Warden."

"But that's who you are" she said, taking a ragged breath. It sounded harsh againg the crickets.
"You're Lodesh Stryska, the last Warden of EseNawoer."

"That," he snapped, his face going hard, "is enough.”

Alissa gasped as he yanked her off baance and out of the firepit. "Lodesh! What are you doing?' she
cried. "Lodesh!"

"Were going to find Earan." He hdted, eyes vacant with the familiar look of someone running a
search. "The Keepers dining hdl." He frowned. "Cards, most likdy." And their pace resumed.

Alissa sumbled after him, stunned into complacency, dazed, confused, and very frightened as she
stared a the moon. It was supposed to be new, not a waxing crescent. Lodesh didn't know her. The
Hold was full of people. Usdless and Strell were gonel

Lodesh's boots found the path, crunching determinedly forward. Alissa bit back a cry as her foot
found a sharp stone. "Ow! Lodesh, stop!” she demanded, tugging free.

He squinted down at her stockingsin dishdief. "Where are your shoes?'
She looked blankly at him. "l can't make shoes, yet," she said, her voice cracking.
"Ye?' he repeated. Then hisface cleared. "Come on,” he said.

"No, wait," she pleaded as he dragged her forward. "Lodesh, please. Something is wrong. Just—Iet
mefigureit out." Ignoring her fingers prying at his grip about her wrigt, he pulled her to the kitchen. The
door was painted; she could see it in the moonlight. Stunned, she sumbled past it, feding a tingle of a
ward shiver through her. More atrocities met her increesngly panicked eyes.

All three kitchen hearths were in use; they were banked for the night, but they were in use. There
were four pitchers and two stacks of plates dretching unsettlingly high, waiting for breskfast. The
overhead rack where she hung her wash held more herbs than she could use in a year. An acidic,
unfamiliar scent hung in the ar, and she giffened, redizing it was the odor of cooked meset. All this she
saw and despaired over in amoment. Then the angry voices coming through the open archway from the
dining hal drew her attention.

"Y ou're cheeting, Ren!" came a harsh accusation. "No one has such good luck.”
"Am not!" asserted a higher pitched, indignant voice. "Ask Connen-Neute. That's what he's here for.”

"Connen-Neute!" Alissa gasped, yanking hersdf free. Connen-Neute was a Master who had gone
ferd dmog four hundred years ago. Ashes! Her ssomach tightened, and with a sck feding, she knew she
waan't viewing the past. This was nothing like rdiving a memory. She was conscious, interacting, an
active participant. What had she done?

Lodesh's fingers resumed their grip, and despite her efforts, he pulled her sumbling into the brightly lit
hal. Sllence greeted ther ariva as five people looked up from the far end of one of the familiar black
tables. Three were garbed in Keeper fashion, one in commoner, and the ladt, Stting apart by the hearth,



was in the clothes of a Magter.

Alissa returned his stare, her heart pounding. He was young, with a long, solemn face, dark of skin
and hair. It was cut obscenely short as she remembered her father liking his Even without the black
Master's vest and red sash about his waist, she would have known he was a Magter; his eyes were as
golden as Usdlesss and his fingers had that extra segment. Seeing her gaze on them, he hid them in his
wide gray deeves.

The largest Keeper cleared his throat, meking it into an insult. "Redly, Lodesh. Don't be supid.” His
thin lips pressed together disgpprovingly. "Dressing your latest conquest up as a Keeper to sneak her in?
Common folk aren't dlowed after sunsat.” Running a hand over his nedly trimmed, reddish beard, he

returned his atention to the cards in his hand, giving her presence as much consideraion as he would a
dray dog. "Take her out,”" he muttered.

Lodesh drew back a step, leaving her done under unfriendly eyes. "I thought she was one of your
jests, Earan. You don't know her?"

Hisflat face unreadable, Earan looked up from his cards. "No."

"Nig?" Lodesh turned to a young woman, who, with her fair features, had to be from the foothills like
Alisa

The woman shook her head serioudly, the tips of her hair brushing her ears.

"I've never seen her ether,” volunteered the youngest. He wasn't a Keeper, for he lacked the proper
attire. Actudly, he wasn't dressed wdl a al. Ankles showed above mismatched shoes, and there were
patches in the huge shirt he kept tugging straight. He was growing too fast to judify better was Alissas
guess, saaing as he had the thin, awkward look of adolescence.

"What about you, Breve?' Lodesh turned to a dour-looking man whose beard was shot with gray
and whose face was lesthered from the sun.

"Never seen her," he said as he crossed his arms and leaned back from the table in misrust. His
words were gar-tlingly rich for his gloomy demeanor. He was, Alissa redized, a voice musdan. That
voice was too cultured not to have been schooled. It was amilar in timbre to Strdl's, and she fdt a stab
of loss.

"I found her in the garden,” Lodesh said.

The mismaiched adolescent tilted his char back on two legs to look under the table. "In her
gockings?' he said, and everyone but Connen-Neute leaned to look.

"Shut up, Ren."

Alissa flushed, scrunching down to hide them. Even her mentdly crafted stockings had holes. Usdless
sad it was because her fundamenta concept of stockings included them.

Earan collgpsed the fan of cardsin histhick hands. "Who are you, gifl?'

"AlissaMeson," she heard come out of her. "Student Ma—" Eyes wide, she clasped her hands over
her mouth to keep the rest of her title from dipping forth. It was the Hold's truth ward, demanding an
answer. That's what that tingle as she passed the kitchen's threshold had been! While under it, she
couldnt lie, but she could gtretch the truth or refuse to answer by waking away, or even gdl for time,
hoping to divert his attention. Her father had logt hislife bresking the ward dmost a decade ago, yet here
it was.

The cards in Earan's hand hit the table in a soft hush. "I don't know you,” he threatened, eyes
narrowed. Alissatook a step back, feding her face go cold.

"Wdl, somebody knows her," Lodesh said. "They told her | was the Warden.”



Earan laughed, sending the patronizing sound into the rafters. "That's rich!" he said, making the table
thump with a heavy fig. "My little brother, made Warden ahead of me”

"Bethat asit may, she believesit," Lodesh sad iffly.
Abruptly loosng his mirth, Earan leaned back with his thick arms crossed before him. "Enough,” he
sad impatiently. "Who are you?'

" dready told you," Alissa said, Sdestepping the truth ward. Tdling them she was a Master would
only labd her insane. She jumped when Lodesh put a comforting hand on her shoulder. The fant amdl of
mirth wood came to her, and her pulse quickened. Thiswas dl wrong. What had she done?

Earan leaned across the table. "How did you get into the garden in your stocking feet?"
"| walked," she said, feding her somach tighten.

Ren and Breve chuckled. Earan gave them a dark look, dearly not liking to be made the foal. "Sorry
little snippet,” he said as he placed his hands upon the table and levered his bulk up.

"Earan ..." Nis warned, her voice carrying ahint of fear. "St down. Let's just find out who she is and
let Redal-Stan handleiit.”

"That's what I'm doing." Out from behind the table, Earan was a huge, red bear of a man, tdl as a
plansman but thick as a foothills farmer. Alissas eyes widened. Earan carried his mass easily, dliding to
stand before the table with a magterful grace, which he spoiled with a spiteful expression. "Who told you
Lodesh was the Warden?" he demanded.

"Usdess," she whispered, knowing he would take it as defiance, not truth. Frightened, she fdt Beast
gdir. Alissawanted nothing more than to leave, but there was nowhere to go.

Earan's face went red under his beard.

There was a dight pressure upon Alissas awareness as someone tried to edge into her thoughts.
Already unnerved, she sent a bligering response out and dapped it away. Much to her surprise,
Connen-Neute jumped. He dipped from the room in a hush of black and gray fabric. No one dse saw
him go. Beast was fully awake, and Alissaturned their attention back to Earan.

"Who," the heavy Keeper snarled, "brought you to the Hold?'

Alissa knees turned to wet rags. Feding the beginnings of panic, she took a gasping breath and hed it
as she fought the Hold's truth ward.

"Earan, leave off." Nis had stood; her thin face was pinched.

Earan shook off Breve's restraining hand. "Who dressed you in Keeper garb?’

"That's enough,” Breve commanded.

"Dont tdl mewhat to do!" Earan shouted. He turned to her. "Who's your Magter, girl!"
Alissas pulse pounded. She was trapped in a nightmare. He had to stop!

"Tdl me" Earan demanded, and she fdt a buildup of energy about her source caused by her fright.
She was about to loose an unconscious pulse of force, and in the state she was in, it was likdy to do
someone cong derable damage. "Tdl me now!" Earan thundered, and the leve reached its threshold and
very quietly passed it.

Time seemed to dow as Alissa fdt her sphere of will form about Earan. She despaired as she found
enough forceinit to burn his tracings to dag. It was too lae to draw it back. But she could harness the
enagy before it did any damage. Immediaidy she formed a containment fidd above Earan and s&t a
ward of illumination in it. There was barely enough energy init to keep it running; it was unnoticed. But it
wouldn't be for long.



Alissa closed her eyes againg the coming flash. Her wildy released energy dipped into the ward
indead of Earan's tracings, drawn by the promise of an easer path. The soundless boom was red againgt
her eydids. There were cries of surprise. Lodesh's hand fdl away.

Heart thudding wildly, she found hersdf legping toward Earan. In her concentration to save Earan's
tracings, Beast had taken control.

Alissa crashed into Earan, her knees landing on his chest to pin him againg the table. "She doesn't
want to answer,” Beast snarled through her. "And if you don't stop, | will rip your throat out.” Her lips
were a finger's width from his face. His eyes had glazed with fear.

"Beast!" Alissa admonished in her thoughts. With a jolt, her dter consciousness redized what she
hed done and hid hersdlf in the deepest corner of Alissals mind, mortified. The ferocity disappeared from
Alissa "1—I'm sorry," Alissa ssammered, diding from his chest and to the floor. Uncertain and afraid, she
backed up amog into the fire, her arms clasped about her. Everyone was staring a her in wide-eyed
shock.

"The Wolves take you," Earan whispered hoarsely, covering his fright with anger as he straightened.
"You have a source. The foothills squatter has a source. Y ou're arogue Keeper!”

Nis gasped, going white. Alissa diffened. Rogue Keepers had ther tracings burned to an unussble
ash when found.

"Itfits" Earan said into the frightened silence. "It explains her clothes and why she was dumped in the
garden with no boots. | think not only is she rogue, but insang!”

"Mad?' Breve glanced a Alissa and away.

"| say she was drawn to a Master when he or she stayed too long in one spot, much as Keepers did
before the Hold was made" Earan said, his words loud and harsh. "And redizing she was mad, the
Master ingructed her in the old school, done and unchaperoned, until she knew enough to persuade the
rest from burning her tracings to a commoner.”

There was a degthly Slence. Alissatried to il her fright. They wouldn't burn her tracings. She would
tak to someone, convince them who she was, but if she did, they certainly would think she was mad.
How could she convince anyone she wasn't when she thought she might be?

" will see her tried as a rogue Keeper and her tracings burned to ash!" Earan shouted. He stomped
out into the unseen great hdl, leaving a cold in Alissa no fire could drive away.

Nid cleared her throat, and seeing Alissa ganding with her ams clenched about her, the young
woman held out her hands in a formd gesture of gregting. "Leave it to the men to fou a smple
introduction.” She sghed. "I'm Nis Tak, Keeper." Her hands were light and cool on Alissas hedily
proffered pams. "I gpologize for Earan—"

"You're from the foothills" Alissa blurted, then winced. She hadn't told Nis her name yet. "Alissa
Meson," she said.

"Also from the foothills?' Nis asked gently, and Alissa nodded, conscious of her scandalous mix of
plains and hills features for the firgt timein months. "I'm afraid your welcome hasn't been one of our best
efforts” Nig continued.

"But it will be the best remembered,” Ren said, and Alissa smiled thinly. Her knees ill felt weak, but
a least no one was shouting at her. This wasn't right. None of it. She fdt ill.

Nid turned. "Alissa? Thisis Ren. He's a sudent.”

Ren waved a distant greeting. Having seen Earan pinned to the table, the young man looked none too
eager to get close. "No lagt name?' Alissa asked.



Breve stepped forward. "Ren wandered in when he was five" he said. "He has no name but the one
he gave himsdf." Alissa nodded, and Breve engulfed her hand in his. "Breve" he said in his somber voice,
"Keeper. | need no woman to make my introductions.”

Nig cleared her throat with a hint of warning. "And you aready know Lodesh?’
Alissas unease rushed back. "Apparently not,” she said, and the tenson in the room vishbly relaxed.
"Thendlow me" Nid sad. "Alissa, thisis Lodesh. He's a Keeper."

Lodesh stepped before her. His green eyes were eager, and his amile was as familiar and comforting
as the morning sun. "I'm glad to properly make your acquaintance, milady.” Taking her hand in his he
exerted a amdl pressure, a question to the possbility of more than the friendship he now offered. And
where once she would have been disconcerted, she was now only comforted. This was her Lodesh. He
was the only thing that hadn't changed, the only person who was familiar, and her shattered soul grasped
and held on to that, bracing her sanity upon hisimmutability.

"A pleasure,” she murmured, medting his ardent gaze with her own as she often did when they teased
each other. Much to her surprise, Lodesh dropped her hand, clearly taken aback.

"By the Wolves," Ren breathed. "She didn't blush!™
“No, but Lodesh did," Breve said with a snort.

Nid, too, was gmiling. "Thet leaves Connen-Neute,” and she turned to the empty hearth to make a
gmd| sound of dismay. "Oh, well. You will undoubtedly make his acquaintance on his terms, anyway.
Weve logt our spotter, gentlemen. Perhaps we should cdl it anight.”

"Aw, come on, Nid," Ren complained. "Just one more hand.”

Her eyebrows arched. "Don't imagine | didn't see you stacking the deck.”

"Nig!" the youth cried, his eyes wide in an overdone hurt. "I'm too good to chest."

Nig frowned. "Thefird isa queen,” she said, sounding bored. The next, a beggar.”
"Maybe you're right," he said, his gaze dropping. "It's late, and | pulled fidd duty again.”

"Will you do me afavor then?' Nid said, and Ren froze, hand outstretched to his cards. "Redd-Stan
should make Alissas acquaintance now, before previous commitments move it to a ridiculous point of his
day. She needs a place to bunk, and much as | hate to admit it, Earan’s accusations should be headed off
before he has time to bandy them about.”

"What does that have to do with me?* Ren said as he nervoudy shuffled the cards.
"'Someone needs to wake him up if Connen-Neute hasn't dready.”

"No." Ren backed from the table. "The last time someone did that, they were—"

“I'm sure he will gpologize™ Nis continued as if that would make dl the difference.
"Uhruh." White-faced, Ren continued to shake his head.

"Thethird card was a page,” Nis sad lightly. "And you were going to give me awolf."
"All right. Il go."

Breve clapped Ren across the shoulders. "Il go with you. With two of us, he won't know who to get
angry at, and well be able to explain before he does any serious damage.”

"Aghes, thanks™ It was possbly the most relieved voice Alissa had ever heard. Ren was hardly old
enough to be out from under his mother's gpron strings.

Breve laughed, hismusicd voice pushing out the last vestiges of Earan's ugly scene. With a gesture of



farewdl, they I€ft, the old lightly supporting the young.

Nis watched them go. Her eyes 4ill hedd a amile as she turned to Alissa, but they widened upon
seding Alisas dread. "Oh, Alissa" she said. "Redd-Stan isnt as bad as they make out. Of dl the
Masters, he's the most gpproachable. And by the time he gets down here, he will be fully awake. He's
quite nice then." Brow furrowed, she bit her lip.

Lodesh found Alissals hands. "She'sright,” he said. "Redd-Stan is my teacher, and I've found he has
asoft spot for handsome, comely women such as yoursdf.”

Nis shook her head in exasperation and turned away.

"Thank you, Lodesh." Alissa acknowledged his compliment with a preoccupied smile He hestated,
cearly unused to such a graceful acceptance from someone just met.

"Why don't you st down?' Nis interrupted. "Redal-Stan appreciates his tea. Lodesh?" She grimaced
as he was making eyes at Alissa. "Would you hdp mein the kitchen?"

"You know how to make tea, Nid," he said, not looking away from Alissa

"I want the nice teapot. The one Keribdis made” Nis put a hand on her hip and pursed her lips,
waiting. "It's too high for me to reach,” she finished pointedly.

Lodesh sighed, then executed a dramétic, extravagant bow. "I will return,” he said. Spinning upon a
hed, he strode dramaticaly into the kitchen, his head held high.

Nis and Alissa exchanged knowing looks. "Dont mind Lodesh,” Nis whispered as he disappeared.
"He's a confirmed bachelor. He means nothing by dl his words.”

"Yes. | know."

"Wdl, you would be the firg to recognize it so quickly,” she said, turning away as Lodesh's voice
camefiltering back in.

"Which one is it, Nig?"'

Chapter 5

Alone at ladt, Alissaingpected the dining hdl. It wasn't much different, esrily so. The drapes were the
wrong color, but they dill shifted in the night breeze, ushering in the scent of chives and sage from the
kitchen garden. The long, black tables were the same, as were the high-backed chairs. There was no
picture above the mantel, and the space looked barren without the large canvas done in swirling blues she
hed found in Storage last winter. A woven mat had replaced the rug she and Strell had lugged up from the
annexes.

Srel, she thought miserably. What had she done? Feding disconnected, she sank into her chair, the
only thing comfortable in the room to st on. And it was her chair. The colors were brighter and the
duffing was digtributed evenly, but it smelled right: clover and book paste.

She curled up and anxioudy waited for the daunting presence of Redal-Stan. The fire was warm and
soothing, and the soft, give-and-take of high and low murmurs of Nis and Lodesh in the kitchen brought
back memories of before her papa left home and he and her mother would talk long into the night.
Aliss eyes closed, and she mud have fdlen adeep, for suddenly the acidic smdl of tea washed over
her, and a new, masculine voice said, "She cdled you what?"



"Thelast Warden of EseNawoer," Lodesh said, his voice hushed so as not to wake her. Obligingly,
Alissa kept her eyes shut and her ears open, wondering if it was Redal-Stan.

"But you aren't in line for the title" the voice said. His accent hinted a plains, and her interest
sharpened. "It would go to your uncles children firdt, then your father, or even your brothers or sgter if
necessary. No offense, Lodesh, but you aren't even under consideration.”

"None taken," Lodesh said in obvious rdi€f.

There was a hiss of fabric, and the warmth of the fire was eclipsed. "So who is she?' came the voice
30 close Alissas eyes nearly flew open.

Lodesh sghed. "I don't know. | found her in the garden.”
"In her sockings?"

There was a pause, and Alissa could dmog see Lodesh grin. "She sounds like she is from
EseNawoer, but | don't know her."

"You know dl the pretty girlsin the city, en?" the voice teased.

"I know dl the girls, pretty or not,” Lodesh shot back, sounding wounded. "And Redd-Stan, despite
whet you may hear tomorrow, sheignt insane”

There was the sound of the fire being rearranged, and a flush of heat soothed her sudden angd. It
was Redd-Stan. She cracked her lids, finding the room's shadowed lumpslit by the fire.

"Mad?' the Master breathed from the hearth. "Is that the generd consensus?!
"Earan," Lodesh nearly spat the name, "is demanding she be tried as rogue.”
"Harrumph?' It was arumble of dishdlief, and she shut her eyes.

"She nearly burnt his tracings with an unconscious pulse” Lodesh said. "It was too strong to be
unsupplemented. She has a source.”

"In possession of a source and lacking control? Thisisn't good,” Redd-Stan said flaly. Alissa fdt him
leen forward, and she fought to keep her breathing dow. "I can tdl you disagree” he said. There was a
hesitation. "Please" Redd-Stan ingsted. "If it impacts my decison over the smdl problem before us, you
should tel me"

"Alissa is anything but careless with her redraint,” Lodesh said reluctantly. "At the risk of bearing
witness againg my brother, you should know he goaded her, usng the truth ward to go beyond what a
student is capable of withsanding.”

"He has done this before?' Reda-Stan interrupted idily.

"Shelet dip apulse” Lodesh said. "But she recognized it and put up a ward of illumingtion to draw it
in before it finished coaescing. The flash was bright enough to sun my eyed” he whispered fiercely.
"When | could see again, she was pinning him to the tablel”

"She has a Keeper's «ills" Reda-Stan muttered, "a Keeper's strength, and possbly a Keeper's
redraint.” He sghed. "But no Magter daming responsbility. We have a very large problem before us.
Any ideas who has made it 07

"I'd rather not say." Lodesh sounded miserable. " She mentioned someone, but..."

"Tdo-Toecan?' Redd-Stan guessed, and a wash of darm tensed Alissa

"You know?' Lodesh exclamed, but clearly Redd-Stan wasn't ligening.

"l have to cdl him back,” the Master said. "Thisisa grievous dam. It mugt be settled.”

Panic filled her, and she couldn't bdieve they didn't see her diffen. She would get home, she had to,



but she couldn't let Usaless see her in the interim. He hadn't known her when she met him. She couldn't
let im see her now! "No!" she sent wordlesdy to Reda-Stan, and she heard him grunt in surprise. "Don
t tell him!"

"But my summons can wait urtil morning,” Redd-Stan finished smoothly. "It's late, Lodesh. Why don't
you go to bed?"

"1, um, would like to see Alissato her room, if that's agreedble.”

Redd-Stan snorted. " She looks comfortable enough where sheis™

“Inyour chair?' Lodesh whispered urgently. "You never let anyone st in your chair, much less deep
init!"

"l don't know where to put her," Redal-Stan sad patiently. "Once | know if she is a Keeper or

student, | will assign her a bunk. | just hope she's a student. Ther€re no acceptable empty rooms in the
Keepers hdls"

"Il stay with her here, then," Lodesh vdiantly persisted.

"Go to bed." It wasn't a request anymore. "We don't know if Meson is her maiden name or matron. It
would be unseemly for you to accompany her done, especidly &t rest.”

Aliss heart beat Sx timesinto the silence. "Of course,”" Lodesh agreed, clearly unhappy.

"Good night, Lodesh,” Redd-Stan said dryly as there was a soft rustle and the sound of Lodesh's
footsteps went faint. Only the hiss of the fire on damp wood remained. It was joined by the tinkle of tea
filling a cup.

"It's dso unseemly,” Redal-Stan said sourly, "to feign deep, when oneisnt.”

Chagrined, Alissa opened her eyes. Sitting on the hearthstones, soaking up the warmth and light, was
Redd-Stan. Her astonishment grew as she took in his brown eyes—rakus invaridbly retained their gold
eyes when in their human shift— and the tdltae marks the desert indilled, marks even his brown
Magter's vest and black sash couldn't hide. His creased, shaven face had the wind-scarred look of one
who has seen too many springs spent in want, but it had been tempered by years of abundance. His
probing gaze was gentled by wisdom, tamed by the lack of concern. Redad-Stan was a peace with
himsdf, and this she indinctively fdt she could trust.

"S0," he drawled, sending a hand across his bald head. "How is it a Keeper has learned to speak
soundlesdy to both Keeper and Master?' He proffered Alissaa cup of tea,

Her eyes widened as she accepted it. His hand endrding the cup was like hersl Y ou must have been
Tao-Toecan's teacher,” she blurted. "He never told me you were born human!”

"What do you mean, have been Talo-Toecan's teacher,” he said. Then his mouth fdl open and he
blinked. He st his cup on the flagstones with a sharp crack and shook the tea from his hand. "By my
Master's Wolved" he exclamed. "How do you know that?' His eyes hardened. "Who are you?' he
demanded. "Name, title, and respongbilities”

The truth ward took her, but she wanted to tdl him. Use-less's teacher was possibly the only one who
could help her. "I'm Alissa Meson, born to the same," she stated, meking her marital atus clear. "And
my responghbilities are to mysdf and the freedom of one other soul.” Whether he knew it or not, Lodesh's
future sdif looked to her to free him from his curse.

"One other soul?" he questioned. "Go on."

"I'm a student—and Master of the Hold," she finished, her chin raised defiantly as it was obvious he
didn't bdieve her.

Redd-Stan topped off his cup, replacing what he had spilled. "You cant be. Your eyes are" he



squinted in the firdight, "gray? Anyway, they aren't gold, and your fingers are short.”
"So are yours," she said. He thought her insane, deluded into believing she was a Master.
"Regardiess ... you arent.”

"Yes | am." Frustrated, she snuffed out the fire with an impervious fidd. Redal-Stan grunted in the
new darkness. Keepers knew permegble fidds but only Magsters knew of the potentidly deadly
impervious ones capable of smothering flames and anything ese in them. "And as for my fingers, it's
amazing what a good book can do," she said, spesking of the First Truth, the book that had made her
jump from Keeper to Master possible. Demondration complete, she rdit the fire with a satisfied thought.

Redd-Stan's eyes medting hers were wide. "Tado-Toecan taught you impervious fidds?' he
whispered hoarsdy. "But even worse, told you of my First Truthl How dse could you know that it's
possible for a Master to come from a human?'

"It'smy book," Alissa muttered with a flush of possessive-ness, but he wasn't ligening, having lurched
from the flaggtones to hisfull, narrow height.

"Tdo-Toecan," he whispered as his gaze went distant. ™Y our rebdlious tendencies have lifted you far
beyond the limitsthistime.”

Usdess a rebel? Alissa thought. Do tell? She giffened as her gaze fdl on Reda-Stan standing with
one hand on the mantel, the other on his head.

" have to cal him back,” he muttered. A thin arm was flung dramaticdly into the air. "Il have to call
them dl back! Burn him to ash, there will have to be a trid. A Bone and Ash, spit-in-the-wind quorum...
What the Wolves was he thinking!" he exclamed.

Trial! she thought, fear didng deanly through her. She had made a mistake. She should have kept
quiet! "Wait!" she cried. "It wasn't hisfault! Let me explan.”

Alissa leaned forward and grasped his deeve. He jerked free, garing down at her asif she had the
plague. "One—ash-ridden, wind-shredded—reason.”

And this was the sticky part. The truth ward wasn't rdiable when insanity figured into it. Alissa placed
her cup on the nearby footstool and clasped her hands together. "I— uh... He ... Tao-Toecan doesn't
know me yet?' she said, feding sheepish.

The dlence was rather long, but true to his Master ganding, Redal-Stan's anger eased in the presence
of a conundrum. He pulled Lodesh's abandoned chair closer. Sitting down, he hunched so as to look her
gyeto eye. "Yet? | thought he was teaching you."

Cringing, Alissa decided if worse came to worst, she would drag him into the great hdl and shift to
prove her Master standing. It was hard to argue with a room full of sharp teeth and wings. She took a
deep breath. "The Hold has been my home for nearly a year. Before that, the foothills” His forehead
wrinkled in dishelief, and she noticed held logt even the hair on his eyebrows. "The Hold," she asserted,
and a his derisve snort, she added, "My Hold, not yours.”

Redd-Stan pursed hislips. "You will have to explain.”

"Wadl," she hid behind her cup, sneeking glances a him, "we were in the garden, Tao-Toecan and
|—

"You said he doesn't know you.”

"He doesn't—yet," she said, then winced as Reda-Stan frowned. "Anyway, | was practicing to set up
the pattern for tripping the lines uang a septhama point. Strel was coming, so | shifted back from
my—my raku form. | didn't want to forget my clothes, so it took along time" Her eyes flicked up, but
she saw interest, not amusement. "I-I'm not that good yet. The lines were set for a septhama point. |



never meant to actudly use it," she continued, going desperate for answers. "Only compare it to what |
hed seen dready. | think it was an accident!"

"l see," Redal-Stan breathed, his gaze digtant. ™Y ou were in trangtion and got pulled into it." His focus
sharpened, and he blinked. "Wolves. Do you know what you've done?'

"l didn't mean to—"

"Your entire bang was thought, so you sent yoursdf where only thoughts could go! How?' he
barked, his eyes wondering. "The patterns don't cross. You can't use them together!” It was dmogt an
accusation, and she stared helplesdy at him. Then his face went dack. "You are aMagter!" Reaching out,
he grasped her hand and stared &t it, cradled againg his rough skin. "Wolves, tears, and sorrow. You're
the next Bone and Ash transeunt!”

"l just want to go home" she cried, tugging from his grip. She could stand no more. She had midaid
hersdf only to be found by a stranger wearing a dear friend's face, been taken to a place she had made
her own now strange and foreign, been threatened with being burned to commoner datus, cdled a liar
and arogue, and dl she wanted was to go home.

Miserable, she stared fiercdly at the fire, but it was no use. A tear dipped down as she sat diffly in her
char that wasn't even her chair anymore. "Nothing is right,” she whispered as an overwheming sense of
loss broke over her. "l can't find Strell...."

There was a tug on her awareness, and Reda-Stan handed her a soft cloth. At his show of
compassion, she adlowed hersdf one gasping sob, then hed her breath, refusng more. She fdt another
ward, and the edge of her sorrow inexplicably blunted. The tightnessin her chest loosened, and she took
adeep breath as her grip on her cup eased. "Sorry," she mumbled, dabbing her eyes. Obvioudy it was a
ward. She hated being manipulated, but she hated crying in front of people even more. "What kind of a
ward was that?'

"Tdo-Toecan isteaching you to trip the lines before award of cdming?' he said, aghast.

"That'swhat that was?' Glad for the digtraction, she sniffed back her tears and set the pattern up to
glow in her thoughts. "Do | have it right?" She glanced at him, looking for gpprova and finding a Sartled
dam.

"M-m-m, yes. You do, actudly." Stiff fingers ran over his nonexistent hair in a gesture she was rapidly
equating with worry. "Here" He topped off her cup. "Have more of Nis's tea. She makes an excdlent
brew." He hedtated. "Strell is your—ah—suitor? Is that short for something?”

"No," she said shortly.

Seaing her eyes pinched in heartache, he added, "Best tdl me now, while the ward lagts" He froze in
his reach for the fire irons. "Ah—Strdl isn't the name of a Magter.”

"No. Strdl isfrom the plains™ she said, suddenly wary.
"They're letting a Keeper court you?' he said, brown eyes wide.

"They aren't letting me do anything of the sort,” she said, and Redal-Stan knelt before the fire with a
satisfied sound. "Strell is a commoner,” she finished.

"A what!"
"Therés no one left to choose from,” she said, "but fera beasts and dimming memories”

He said nothing as he took that in. Brow furrowed, he looked away to gir the fire. For atime there
was no sound but the dry raitle of cods. "Istha why Keribdis isn't teaching you?' he asked. "Did she ..."
He took on an uncomfortable look. "Does she go ferd ?'

Aliss eyes widened with a sudden thought, and her pulse legpt. With a few words, she could



change the path the Hold would take. EseNawoer wouldn't be cursed! Lodesh wouldn't be condemned
to an eternity of servitude. The Masters wouldn't drown while trying to find a mythicd idand. The Hold
would be strong and standing when she found it.

She took an eager breath only to have it dip from her in dismay. If the dty wasn't cursed, who would
destroy Ballie? Perhaps he would do worse than he had. Perhaps he would marry her mother, and she
wouldn't even be born! Ashamed for her cowardice, she dropped her gaze to her tea. "I don't think |
should say anything," she said.

Redd-Stan set the fire iron away with an excessve clang. Alissa thought he might inggt, but then he
sgghed and returned to douch in his char in an unmasgterly sprawl. "Perhaps you'e right,” he said. "No
tdling what your words might change, and | think you would prefer to return to find the Hold as you left
it, fdlen though it is"

"l never said the Hold fdl!" she excdlamed, mesting his knowing expression.

"Butit has, hasn't it," he said. "Tao-Toecan would never be alowed to indruct you if there was any
choice. Heisn' trained for it." The Magter frowned. "Obvioudy."

Alissa bit her lip, resolving to watch her mouth.

"So," the Magter sad firmly, "Lodesh will be unhappy when he finds you gone, but Earan will be
pleased. You should leave directly. Tao-Toecan dways comes back ealy from his too-infrequent
leaves. He shouldn't make your acquaintance for another—six hundred years?'

"Closer to four hundred, | think," Alissa corrected, her thoughts very relieved in that he seemed sure
he could get her back home.

Reda-Stan went ill. "Four hundred,” he repeated. "It happens so soon?"

Her eyes widened, and he smiled a sad, uncomfortable smile. "No worry, Squirrd," he sad as he
watched the amber depth of histea. "'l can keep my mouth shut. Let's just get you back. And I'm anxious
to see thisnew ward of yours.”

He settled in his uncomfortable chair, set his cup aside, and waited. She stared at him, a sSck feding
dipping through her. "'l thought you would know how to get me home," she said.

Adgonishment filled him. "lan't this a new ward?"

"l told you," she whispered, her somach denching. "It was an accident. | don't even know how to
trip the lines”

Redd-Stan stared at her "Y ou're jesting.”

Alissa shook her head, her throat going tight. Redal-Stan opened his mouth but nothing came out. He
pursed hislips and rubbed his head. Miserable, Alissas gaze drifted to her empty cup. She would never
get home.

"Wdl," Redal-Stan said, "'l can see no hdp for it. Il smply have to teach you how to trip the lines so
we can piece together how you got here and then how to get you back."

Alissas head snapped up. "You will?" she cried, relieved.

Redd-Stan's eyes crinkled at the edges. "Yes, Il teach you the entirety of line tripping. It's my
oecidty. Everyone learnsit from me. No reason you shouldn't as wdl. It might take as long as a week.
Can you keep your mouth shut and your wards to yoursdf thet long?'

"Yes" she said, not caring that her voice trembled. "Aslong as Tao-Toecan doesn't see me”

"Adhes" he muttered. "Y ou're only worried about Talo-Toecan? What about everyone ese? Do we
dl go Bone and Ash ferd?' he said crosdly.



Alissa dropped her gaze, refusng to explain, and he sghed. "Fine" he sad dryly. "Bein my chambers
a the top of the sixth hour tomorrow.”

"Yes, Redd-Stan." She eased back in rdief, glad he had dropped the issue. She was determined not
to ask what the axth hour was and make hersdf look foolish. Lodesh would know. Hed know which
one of the tower's rooms was Reda-Stan's as well.

"The only thing Ieft is to decide if you will pose as Keeper or Master.” He grimaced as he weighed the
tegpot and set it back down. "The way | see it, you can ether confine yoursdf to your human form and
be the mad rogue student, who because of her innocence won't be burned into commoner status, or you
can be a Magter refugee from the fabled lost colony over the sea.”

"Log colony!™ she exclamed, horrified.
"We have to explain you somehow." He drained his cup and looked at the empty teapot.

"No." Alissa shook her head vehemently. "Not a logt colony of Masters” She wouldn't start the
rumors. She wouldnt.

"Redly?' He watched her suspicioudy. "Is that how we're dl done in?'

Her mouth dropped open. Frowning, she shut it, refusng to say anything. He had guessed dmost
everything, and she had hardly said aword. Usdlesss teacher was more clever than he looked. "Il be a
med Keeper, thank you," she said Hiffly.

"Be sure" he warned. "Once decided, it can't be reversed.”
"Beast?" Alissawhispered into her thoughts. " Can we do this?"

"It will be my punishment for attacking the arrogant one," Beast whispered forlornly, hiding
herdf dl the deeper.

"Oh, Beast," Alissathought gently. But Beast didn't answer, and so Alissa nodded.

"Keeper, then," he said, dearly pleasad he had wormed so much out of her. "Someone will have to
double up. Beng mad as you are, you rate a private room. Who knows what you will do next after
pinning Earan to the table.”

"Sorry," Alissamumbled, feding hersdf warm.
"From what | heard, he had it coming."
"Maybe." Alissalooked away. "But it shouldn't have happened.”

"We dl dip now and again,” he whispered, his eyes on the dying fire. It was dmogt to cods. There
was the faintest tug on her awareness as award of deep gfted over her. She tried to fight it, but the ward
was too fast, and she dipped into an unwanted, troubled deep.

Chapter 6

His dippered feet ghosted on the rug in the great hall as Lodesh strode through the dark to the mouth
of the fird annex tunnd. The white glow of a sprig of asters peeped from his shirt pocket, having been
pulled from the display at the foot of the dairs earlier. Entering the tunnd's more certain gray, he amiled a
the comforting smel of lesther and horse. Reda-Stan had told him to go to bed, but he was of no mind
for deep. He had afavor to ask someone in the city.

Soon the sound of grinding teeth on hay reached him. Someone was dways awake in the stables,



though more often then not it was the horses and not the students assgned to care for them. As
expected, he found two girls adeep on cloth-covered baes of straw. He crouched and shook one
awake. Blinking in the torchlight, she rubbed her eyes. Upon seeing whom it was, she sat up and reached
for her friend.

"Sh-h-h..." Lodesh said. "Go back to deep, Coren. | just wanted to tdl you I'm teking my horse.”

"Il get im," she whispered urgently. "I should have been awake." Her face was pinched, making her
dl the more comdly.

"No, you shouldnt. It's the middle of the night. Only madmen and foolsin love are up at this hour.”

She opened her mouth to protest, and Lodesh presented her with the asters. Just as he had hoped,
she blushed. "Now go back to deep and dream of that lad | saw you eyeing in the streets last week.”
Lodesh sat back on his hedls. "He's apprenticed to the weaver guild, isn't he?!

She nodded, eyes lowered as she twirled the slem in embarrassment.

"He would make afine match," Lodesh said. "Give hm a few years to grow up." He stood, winked,
and humming softly, located his boots and tack, filling a cup with grain in passng.

"Gd evening, Nightshade" he murmured, stroking the nose of the beautiful black animad who had
woken and come forward at the sound of diding grain. After offering her a quick handful, he moved on.

"Temped,” he whigpered. "You're looking better." Sdled agang the back of a box ddl was a new
ariva. His ears went back at Lodesh's approach. The stink of rakus was unfamiliar to the gelding, and
Lodesh knew he reeked of it. There would be no attempt a taming him. As soon as his leg was sound,
he would return to the wild, but managed, herd.

Smiling, he came to atdl gray. There was no hestation here, and the smooth-limbed beast nuzzled
him aggressively for the grain. "Easy, Tidbit." He laughed. "Do you like the stables, or would you prefer
the open fidd as would I?* Lodesh gave her a handful of grain and stepped away.

"Good evening, Frightful,” he breathed, and a long-nosed, avkwardly formed horse hestated at his
dinner, flicking a tattered ear before resuming his grinding. Lodesh hung his bit and pad on the hook and
dipped on his boots. "I know you just got here and were undoubtedly planning on regding Tidbit with
your tales of the fidd, but | need to return to the city.”

Asif understanding, the horse shifted his hindquarters, nearly pinning Lodesh againg the wal. Dancing
clear, Lodesh shoved him back over. "Please, Frightful. No horse here is as fast and steady as you. |
can't trust anyone ds="

An ear flicked back, then forward. The grinding teeth illed, and a clear eye focused on him, black in
the dmaost nonexigtent light. Encouraged, Lodesh scratched the tender skin where the flies knew a horse's
tal couldn't reach. "l go to see Sdi," he whispered into a soft ear, and Fightful snatched a last mouthful
of hay and sghed.

Grinning, Lodesh fastened the pad he used for a saddle and dipped the rope bit in place. The clops
echoing off the low roof seemed inordinately loud, and it was with rdief that he unlocked the thick stable
doors and went into the moonlit yard. He turned as he mounted to wave at the two stable hands sanding
by the door. They waved back before scampering insde, undoubtedly to compare whispered notes until
they fdll adeep again.

Lodesh relaxed, glad he could let Fightful find his way. His mind was swirling, returning time and
agan to the mysery of Alissa She was as irritating as a splinter and equdly hard to ignore. And rogue,
he thought, taking a quick breath. Who knew what she could do? Honesty forced him to admit a portion
of his interest was sghted dong that line. But it was more than that. He had chased the dangerous and
won the un-winnable before. No. It was dmog asif he was smitten with her.



How, he wondered as he dipped under the trees, had that happened? He wasn't a dewy-eyed goat
herder to moon over a pretty face, even if that pretty face sheltered an indomitable will and intdligent
spirit. She hadn't even noticed his charms but saw right through them, treating him with an easy friendship
he hadn't had in—in years. He wouldn't allow himsalf to be open to that kind of pain again.

Yet it seemed he had.

As he traveled the road to EseNawoer, the moon dipped from behind the clouds. Before it had
moved a hand's width, the sound of Frightful's steps echoed between houses and wals His mount
dowed, and a Lodesh's subtle suggestions, he wove hisway to a house surrounded by an unusudly large
yard, made more s0 by bordering one of the city's open tracts.

To his surprise, light dill flickered againgt the curtains. Lodesh softly found the ground. There was an
eager blowing from behind the house, and Frightful tossed his head, nearly knocking Lodesh over in his
awkward haste to greet a onetime stablemate. Satisfied Frightful wouldn't stray, Lodesh turned to the
wide, cracked steps leading to the door. He stepped over the squeaky boards and dodged the pots of
catgrass Sati kept to entice the ferd cats to stay. He boldly raised his hand to knock only to hestate
before contact.

They hadn't parted on the best of terms. They hadn't parted on any terms. Others had told him to go.

Lodesh grimaced at his guilt. Taking a deep bregath, he knocked. There was movement within, and the
door opened, mixing the dim light of a candle with the moonlight.

"Lodesh.” Her eyes were haunted. ™Y ou're here for my horse.”

Taken aback a her firmness, Lodesh blinked. "No," he said, then dumped. Sati was the best shaduf
the city ever had. It was obvious she not only knew what his question was, but probably adready had his
answer. The horse was an excuse to evade answvering him.

Standing before him in her nightclothes, Sati 1ooked like a child, but her eyes were old, having seen
death a thousand times. "You promised next time Beauty was in season...” She gestured to Frightful
energeticdly somping, pushing againg the fence.

"It'sfdl, Sati. You can't be serious” Lodesh protested, willing to play her game.
"Yes" It was low and indgtent.

Lodesh looked askance at his mount with an unmistakable disgust. "But hel's so—"
"Udly? Yes. But his coat is very soft.”

"It's that horrid splotchy brown! He looks like he has had the mange” Lodesh winced as the two
horses began twining their necks.

"Heisvery tdl," Sati whispered, her gaze upon them.

"Too tdl." Lodesh grimaced. "He's dl bones and snew.”

"It makes him very fast and even of gait.”

Lodesh hesitated. "It does at thet,” he admitted, "but there must be some other horse.”
"If I can't have the man," she snapped, "my mare will have his steed.”

L odesh dumped. " Sati...."

They stood awkwardly, he on the porch, she in the threshold, naither reaching out though it was
obvious they wanted to. They knew better. She was a shaduf. The smdlest touch from her would st his
Keeper tracings on haf-resonance, filling Lodesh with an unbearable nausea. It hadn't dways been so.

"Let Beauty out before you comein,” shefindly said, lisless "Theyll get to the fidd with no problem.



Everyone knows Frightful; no one will deter them. Besides, no oneisup at this hour but madmen and—"
Biting her lip, she spun indde, leaving the door open.

Tdling himsdf he had every right to be here, Lodesh went to the horses. It was a chdlenge to remove
the tack from the excited animd. He had to shove Frightful aside to untie the gate. With a squed and toss
of her head, Beauty was away. Fightful followed, agitated and quick. In a heartbeat, they were gone.
L odesh hung the bit and pad on the fence.

Lodesh paused as he shut the gate, picking at the latch. It was dill broken. He had tried to fix it once,
but Sati hadn't let him. "Why?" she had said, giving him that empty stare that pained him. "The rope
works. Just because it wasn't meant for that purpose doesn't mean you should change it."

Depressed, he looped the gate shut. With steps dow and reluctant, he mounted the dtairs, hitting
every squeak and groan. He shut the door behind him, giving it that extra kick it needed to latch. He
looked about in the fresh brightness of a newly stirred fire. There had been changes.

Once this had been an expansive kitchen bdonging to Sati's mother, a contented chaos of dy,
youthful cleverness, tempered with firm, aged wisdom; the heart of the home. Now it was a stting room,
far more useful in Sati's professon of shaduf. She only needed a smdl space to prepare her solitary
meds.

Sati's parents and sblings had been granted quarters in the citadel. It was supposed to have been in
gratitude for bringing Sati into the world. In truth, the honor was a guilt payment from the city. Try as they
might, her kin couldnt stand to live with her anymore. It had been easier to go, leaving her a least the
shel of their presence to give her solace.

Softness was everywhere: the muted colors, the multitude of pillows, the voluminous drapes. Even the
floor was swathed in what mugt be three or four rugs atop each other. Unable to find comfort, Sati had
surrounded hersdf with it.

There was a thump from a back room, and Lodesh sat down, cautioudy feding the chair to see if he
would be able to get back up again. He hadn't been here for five years—not snce her sheduf status hed
crashed down upon her. Lodesh grimaced.

Asif drawn by the heat in his face, Sati appeared in the draped archway. She had dressed, donning
her blue robe of office in a Slent accusation. Lodesh winced a her choice of har ribbon. It was faded
and worn, dill showing the blue of forget-me-nots embroidered on it. Sati's mother had once given it to
him as a token of her motherly affections, an heirloom handed down through the generations. Lodesh had
fdt obligated to return it when it became obvious he and Sati weren't going to wed. Now, Sati wore it
like a battle scar.

Striding across the room, she flung hersdf into a chair, dmost disgppearing among the cushions. She
clutched a pillow to hersdf, looking like alogt child as she eyed him over it. "You didn't come tonight for
my horse" she said diffly.

"No." Lodesh shifted himsdf to the edge of his chair, remembering the soft fed of the ribbon's colors
diding through his fingers. Elbows on his knees, he placed his pdms together, unable to meet her
accudng eyes. "'l have a question.”

"You promised!" she cried, her grip tightening on her pillow until her fingers showed white. "You
promised you wouldn't ask me anything!"

"No, | didnt." He hated himsdf for asking her, but it was clear by her distress she dready knew both
his question and answer. "I don't make promises—anymore.”

SAi took a ragged breath. Lodesh knew she was congdering if she was going to throw him out or
not. "Fng" she snapped, and he grew more anxious. "Bt it's going to cost you." Her jaw clenched. "I
want afertile seed from the mirth trees™



"Done”
"Wha!" Her grip on the pillow loosened, and it rolled to the floor.
"Done" he repeated, his face twigting. "'l said, done!"

She sat up, confusion softening the lines in her face. Almog, it was his old Sati peering out through
those haunted eyes. "I—I didn't think you would.”

"I met your price, Sati."
"You redly have one?'

Lodesh forced his hands apart. "It took me three weeks in the tops to find one, but yes. You are the
sole owner of a seed that will germinate” Lodesh fdt a touch of anger. He had made plans for that seed.
It was likdy going to be the only fertile seed he would ever find, and giving it to Sati was not one of them.
"Now, do you know if Alissaand | have a future together?"

She aoruptly stood and snatched her pillow from the floor. Lips pressed, she flung it to her chair and
stomped, as much as her dippered feet could stomp, to the smdl nook that served as her kitchen. A
kettle of water was set noisly over the low flames Still slent, she stalked back and stood before L odesh,
her arms crossed. "Tdl me about her,” she snapped.

"Since when do you need to know—"
"Tdl me" It was a frustrated cry, thick with hurt and jedlousy.

Lodesh sghed. "She's far of har and eyes” he sad to the floor. "Her skin is dark. Her accent is
EseNawoer, but she damsto be from the foathills."

" want to see her," Sdti interrupted.
"Sti!" he cried, shocked.

"I don't want to meet her," she said in such a way that told him that was just what she had intended.

Thick unease settled over him. He looked up, then away from the hurt in her eyes. "I was going to
invite her for atour of the dity," he offered dowly.
"Fne" Sati was dangeroudy cam. "Il find you."

The dlence soaked into Lodesh, digurbing him further. This used to be one of his favorite hiding
places, ful and warm with Sati and her family, everyone busy with their own lives but somehow keeping
tighter than the closest weave. Now even the memory of the contentment was gone. "You— have my
answer?' Lodesh prompted.

"Yes" It was barely audible. Sati turned to face the large hearth sheltering a amdl fire.

"WdI?' he asked gently as he rose to stand behind her.

"Would you like some tea?' she said with a forced brightness. "Youll have a long wak without
Frightful."”

S
She turned, and Lodesh fdt a stab of pain. Her face was frozen into a polite smile, but her eyes were
desolate with loss. "Please, Sati?' he entreated, seding himsdf before taking her cold hands into his To

his astonishment, there was no response from his tracings. She had indeed known he was coming and
intentionaly burnt her tracings to a temporary state of unresonating ash. "I know it mugt be hard.”

"You know nothing!" she exploded. "I didnt ask for thid" Sati jerked free, and with a cy of
frugtration, she siwung a him. Expecting it, Lodesh ducked and clutched her to him, trying to ground her,



to give her something solid and red. She struggled, but he refused to let go. He fdt he deserved far
worse. Her muffled, shouted curses melted into shaking sobs, and she leaned againgt him, dlowing him to
hold her as she cried. It was the only release she had Ieft. It was the only way he could show he dill
cared.

"I didn't ask for this" she wept as the tears dowed. "Knowing the tragedies of your neighbors before
they do." She looked up, her eyes dark. "I met a boy today, Lodesh. His mother was so proud and
happy. He ... I... It isnt my fault!" she wailed, and the tears began anew, but they were for the boy and
his mother thistime, not her.

"Hush, Sati," Lodesh whispered. He tilted her head up, forcing himsdf to amile. "You will dways be
the sweet girl who threw danddions at the night watchman with me."

"Maybe" she whispered. "But you're meant for another.”

Lodesh's breath hissed out. He tried to keep the light from his eyes, knowing he faled when she
gasped and turned away.

"But, Lodesh?' She heditated, letting her breath out and taking another. "I can't see if it's a good thing
or bad. | only know your fates twine together.”

"It's enough,” he said, and he took a step back.
"Can you say?" she asked, dearly knowing the answer.

His steps were soundless. The cresking of the door as he opened it pulled her gaze to his. "No," he
sad. "Asyou say, | have along wak." And he shut the door behind him, leaving her sanding done and
desolate as she had Ieft him five years ago under the mirth trees with a blossom in his hands and the
question of marriage sanding shattered between them.

Chapter 7

"Alissa, wake up." It was lovingy whispered, so she hid her amile and feigned deep. If she were
lucky, and Tdon was absent, Lodesh's next words would be accompanied by a kiss upon her fingertips.

"Alissa?' His breath caressed her cheek. She mumbled, thrashing her arm to hit something. There was
amuffled grunt, and she bit her tongue so as not to laugh.

"Please, Alissa. The Keepers are ariving for breskfast.”

Keepers! she thought. Her eyes flew open as she recognized the stench of sausage, and her bresth
came quick in understanding. Smiling thinly up at Lodesh, she tried to disguise her dismay in finding the
previous evening hadn't been a horrible nightmare.

A rough sound of disgust pulled her gaze to the door. Earan stood framed by the archway to the great
hdl. His disdanful gaze lingered on her jaw, and she swung her long har to hide her heding scrape.
Embarrassed, she suffed her feet into the dippers Lodesh handed her.

"Lodesh tdls me you're entitled to Keeper privileges™ the bearded man said, "but I'll be ash before |
share atable with you. You eat with the sudents.

"Earan!” Lodesh stepped between them. "Y ou've no authority to banish her to the pit." Severd new
facesfiled in, dl in Keeper garb, dl ignoring the ugly scene with a weary retraint.

"Until the formdities, she eats with the sudents," Earan said with a sneer.



"The mentd noise they put out will drive her mad." Lodesh stood toe-to-toe with Earan.
"She dready isinsane”

Alissa backed up nearly into the kitchen. Her head was throbbing. Mumbling an unheard excuse, she
fled into her inner stronghold, only to halt in shock. ™Scuse me" someone said impatiently, and Alissa
shifted s0 he could pass. His absence from the kitchen went dl but unnoticed. There were only five
people, but their dashing about made it seem as if there were twice that. Over it dl was the nausedting
gench of cooking sausage.

"Dont just stand there gawking, dearie. Do something!” came an exasperated shout.

Alissa spun to a generoudy endowed woman who looked asif she could be everyone's grandmother.
Fixing upon Alissas darmed stance she laughed. "Oh! Beg your pardon. | thought you were one of my
girls" Collapsing on a stool, the old woman peered at Alissa though well-earned wrinkles. "You must be
that Alissathat Lodesh was going on about this morning. Aye," she murmured, "youll do."

"Sorry?" Alissa stared blankly a the woman.

"He's afinelad, that one" She patted Alissas hand. "Just needs the right lass to settle his roving eyes
“I'm sure | don't know," Alissa ssammered, feding her cheeks warm.

"Course you don't. If you did, it wouldn't be hdf the fun!”

A girl nearby cutting apples shook in dlent laughter. Noticing Alissa wetching her, the kitchen girl
dramticaly rolled her eyes. "Um," Alissa said, determined to change the subject. "Would you mind if |
took some water? | haven't aroom yet, and—"

"M-m-m,” the woman interrupted. ™Y ou want awash." She stood with a groan. "Kally!" she shouted,
though it wasn't that loud in the room, and the girl at the apples set down her knife. "Pour Redal-Stan's
tea water into a bowl for Alissa No, not there. Over herel”

Aliss eyes widened. "l can't take Reda-Stan's water,” she sammered as a deep bowl was placed
before her. It was quickly followed by a golash of water and a soft towel. Kdly went back to her work
but pointedly kept close enough to overhear.

"Nonsensg!” the old woman huffed, ssemingly unable to lower her voice. "Itll serve to remind him
what it's like to be inconvenienced. He can wait for his breakfast. He deserves it, | say. Making you
deepin that amdly char of his™

"I don't mind," Alissa said as she washed, shocked at the woman's accusing tone.
"Inthat drafty dining hdll,” she continued, waving at the hest.
"Thefire was very warm,”" Alissa offered hesitantly.

"He needs a reminder who butters his bread," she finished as if Alissa had said nothing, but the
woman's clear, green eyes stabbed into her, daring Alissa to contradict her again. There was a crash of
pottery, and the woman rose dong with the noise. "Oh, for the Navigator's Houndd" she cried. "Must |
do everything?' Then she shook her head. "My name is Mavoureen, but only Reda-Stan cdls me that,
the slly dear. Everyone dse cdls me Mav. And dearie?’ She met Alissas gaze knowingly. "After your
wash, get back in there. Earan is a bully; he has been ever snce he was knee-high."

A voice loud with anger did into the kitchen clatter. "I'm not moving quarters for any haf-witted
Keeper. She can deep with the students.”

AlissAs chest tightened. She couldn't go in there. Not right now.
Mav pursed her lips and looked towards the archway. "M-m-m, yes," she said, snagging a plate from



a stack headed into the room where the heated discusson was teking place. "Have you seen
Tao-Toecan's garden yet?' she asked. "He keeps his students busy in there. | hear it's a Sght to please
the mogt discerning gardener. | havent seen it in years™ Her voice softened. "Not since a certain lad was
courting me" She amiled a smdl, wigful amile. "I'm sure it's changed since then. But you will undoubtedly
enjoy an early morning walk. Yes. Youwill."

Her hand hovered over a plate overflowing with sweet rolls. Seaing Alissas pleased smile, Mav
chose one. A smdl teapot was next, and she guided Alissa through the commotion to the garden door.
There was a welcome flush of cool morning air as the woman opened it and handed Alissa fird the plate
and then the pot. "Enjoy the morming,” Mav sad as Alissas feet backed off the low step. "But, dearie?
Youll have to confront Earan soon. A man like im won't forgive you for seeing him &fraid.”

Alissa fdt a moment of worry, not sure what to think. "Just bring it dl back when you're done" the
woman fussed. And she shut the door.

"Whew!" Alissaexcdlamed as she stared at the blue of the door, distressed by the turmail in what hed
been her quiet kitchen. Blowing her tendon away in a soft huff, she started down the wdl-manicured
path. Her gaze went to the clear sky to search for Tdon, and a 9gh escaped her.

It was blessedly quiet. Her footsteps kept time with her pulse, soothing her headache away. In the
light of day, it was spectacularly obvious this wasn't the long-fdlow garden she had started to tend but
one burdting with care. She dowed as a flock of young exuberance came laughing and jostling around the
corner. Spotting her, they attempted to sttle to a smidgen of decorum, but as soon as they were past,

they began whispering.

"That's the gifl Ren said knocked Earan down," one said. "Can't bel" another protested. "He sad fire
shot from her eyes. Hers are plain old blue”

Alissa smiled, imagining thet by the end of the day, she would have not only knocked Earan down but
broken hisarm and esten his horse.

The dght of the firepit sent a stab of heartache through her. "Strdll," she said as her steps fdtered. She
was missng him terribly. She was missng Strell, missng Tadon, missng Usdless, and even missng
Lodesh, for though he was here, he didn't know her. Miserable, she wandered until she found a amdl fish
pond. It wasn't in her verson of the garden, so she sat on the nearby stone bench to share her breakfast
with the minnows, enjoying the novelty.

It was only when she reached for the tegpot that she redized she had no cup. "Hounds" she swore,
then jumped at a amdl scuffling on the path.

"Here, Alissa" came Lodesh's voice. "Mav sent me out with the cups.”

"Your timing is impeccable” Alissa said as she patted the bench. Mav, she decided, must have
forgotten her cup intentiondly to give Lodesh an excuse to seek her out.

He sat with a happy Sgh and poured out the tea, handing Alissa hers fird. "After lagt night, | was
afrad you might be able to craft a cup from your thoughts™ he said.

"No." Alissa sipped at the tea, paying attention to the taste. "Only clothes.”

"But not shoes, yet." He chuckled as he blew ripples across his tea. "I haven't even managed to fix a
gangle form.”

"Don't worry. Youll get your cup. Just wetch the glazing.”
He made a sound of agreement, then tilted his head. ™Y ou knew | was making a cup?'

Alisas grip tightened, and she kept her gaze on the pond. "Everybody wants to learn how to make a
cup,” she said guardedly, and he relaxed. "I've just about given up, though." She picked up a pebble and



tossed it in to make a soft splash. "'l can't throw a pot to save my life”
"Perhgps you need a new teacher,” Lodesh suggested.
"Srdl isan excdlent potter!” Alissa cried before redizing he wasn't serious. " Sorry."

"Srel?" Lodesh jumped to his feet, griking an overly dramatic, darmed stance. "'l have a competition
before me. Tdl me where heis, milady, so | may chdlenge him for the right to pursue your charms.”

"Oh, Lodesh." She amiled up & him. "Don't be slly."

He abruptly dropped his playacting and sat down. "I'm not." Somehow he found her hand, but it was
severd heartbeats before she found the presence of mind to gently pull away. Lodesh was unperturbed;
he dmogs seemed pleased. "I was wondering,” he sad lightly, "if you would like a tour of the city?
Redd-Stan isn't likdly to take you on as a student, and as dl the other teaching Masters have succumbed
to the fdl wanderlust and are gone, youll have the day free" He bent to find a smooth rock and skipped
it across the pond to dissppear into the bracken on the other side. "Redd-Stan is indructing
Connen-Neute while his usud teacher is away, so | have the day to mysdf, as wel. We can be to
EseNawoer and back before the Hold's doors are locked for the night.”

Alisas eyebrows rose. "Actudly, | was supposed to meet Redal-Stan a the sxth hour. Do you
know when thet is?'

Lodesh looked at her in disbdlief. "Come on." He stood and pulled Alissa to her feet. He tossed thelr
tea out and gathered the cups. "You're late”

"Not again," she wailed. She snatched her plate and teapot, following Lodesh through the twists and
turns until he gdlantly opened the kitchen door for her. It was an absolute bedlam. She baked on the s,
reluctant to enter the swirling maglstrom of noise and hest.

"You should see the students kitchen," Lodesh said, and he dived in, pulling her dong.

There was a soft presence at her ebow, and Alissa looked to find Kally. "I'll take that for you," the
gl whispered. Smiling her thanks, Alissa released the teapot and plate to her care.

Lodesh caught Kdly as she turned away, whigoering something. The girl's face lit up, and she glanced
a Alissa

"Lodesh?' Mav's shout made Alissajump. "Be a dear and take up Redal-Stan's tray?'

"Yes Mav, my mog favorite of old ones” he sad dramdicdly, peforming a flamboyant bow as
Kdly vanished on an unknown errand. "Alissa and | will bring sustenance and charm to tame the beast
that is Redd-Stan before hisfirg cup of tea"

"Thank you, dearie," she said lightly. "So kind of you to go out of your way."

Lodesh s put-on air of self-sacrifice vanished as he leaned againg a table to snitch a breaded sausage,
devouring it in three bites "We were headed there anyway,” he said, wiping his fingers clean.
"Reda-Stan bumped Connen-Neute's indruction to evauate Alissas skills™

"The old beast istaking another student?' Mav asked.

"Seems s0." Levering himsdf up, he snagged a second sausage in one hand and the tray of cooked
links Mav indicated in the other.

"Go on. Get. Before they get cold,” Mav sad brusquely as he gave her a peck on her paper-thin
cheek, but she was beaming.

Alissa accepted the tegpot Mav pressed into her hands. Teking a steedying breath, she followed
Lodesh into the dining hdll. It was twice as noisy as before, and she was glad to see Earan was absent.
The barren spot above the hearth drew a frown from her, but perhaps the intriguing picture done in



awirling blues had yet to be painted. Thoughts distant, she trailed after Lodesh into the greet hdl.

"Bun me to ash!" she whispered as she jerked to a stop. The great hal was gorgeous! The marble
steps glistened in the sun. Elegant finids graced the banister. Waves of color hung from the high, open
wakways. The rug showing the movements of the sun that she had found in storage was out, its subtleties
not yet muted by centuries of use.

Alissa bit back a curse and ducked as something round and slver swooped over her head. "What,"
she exclamed as she soun to fallow it, "was thet?"

L odesh waited as she watched the head-sized sphere swing mgedticaly back across to the far end of
the hdl like a giant pendulum. "I thought you said you were from the Hold," he said.

"l am," Alissa asserted, exasperated she had let her surprise show. "But—never mind," she finished
sourly. She followed Lodesh up the dtairs until they stood at the fourth floor landing. He was amiling
expectantly, and she peered down to the floor of the great hal. Her mouth fel open in understanding. "It's
atimepieced” she whispered, leaning precarioudy over the railing. "The bal swings steady as the earth
turns under it, marking off the hours as it goes."

Strong fingers grasped her shoulder to keep her from leaning farther. "See the hours sewn onto the
rug?' Lodesh asked, sounding pleased. "It has to be reset every morning. Occasiondly the students will
dter the pendulum's swing in an attempt to explain ther tardiness, and everyone runs about off ther time
until Reda-Stan resets it" He chuckled, and Alissa wondered how many times Lodesh had been
responsible for such a prank. "Nearly broke my arm," he said, confirming her suspicions.

Alissa had seen the numbers on the rug when she and Strell had firg rolled it out, but not knowing
what the rug's purpose was, she had thrown it down any old way. Her eyes widened as she redized the
pendulum was swinging hafway to the seven.

"Oh, Lodesh. I'm so late!” she wailed. Snatching the tegpot and hiking up her skirt, she skittered up
the remaining four flights until hating in confusion at the base of the tower. Lodesh took the lead until they
reached the top. There he indicated the firg of two doors. Alissa timidly tapped at it, jumping as
Redal-Stan's thoughts came dipping expertly into hers.

"Alissa," he began pleasantly enough. "Get in here.”

"Lodesh iswith me," she thought hesitantly.

"Well, that explains your tardiness. Get in here."
Alissafidgeted. " As a Keeper, | shouldn 't be able to hear you."

There was a dight hestation and the impression of a sigh, then, faint through the door came his shout,
"Youre late, sudent. Get in herel”

Alissa and Lodesh exchanged worried looks. With a dismd glance a her creased skirt, she pushed
open the door and stepped ingde.

The wdls were stark white, absolutdly bare of anything, reflecting the sun to make the room painfully
bright. A doppy desk took up one corner, covered with sheaves of paper, blunt quills and pots of ink.
Surrounding it were heaps of books— precious books—stacked knee-high dong the wall asif they were
annoyances. An archway led to an unseen second room. Alissa thought that was where Redal-Stan was,
but then spotted him and Connen-Neute on the ba cony.

The desk was a mess, but it was obvious Redal-Stan did his work in the wind. He sat in the morming
aun, sprawled in a chair whose comfort astounded even her. Stones kept his papers from blowing away.
It seemed they had interrupted a lesson, as Connen-Neute had a quill and paper in hand. As Alissa
watched, he set his work carefully down and rose from an uncomfortable-looking stool, trying to fade
into the sparse shade of the balcony supports.



Redd-Stan turned in his chair and frowned. "I don't recdl inviting you for ingtruction this morning,
Lodesh."

Unperturbed, Lodesh set the tray of sausages squardly on the amdl table atop the papers. He took
the pot from Alissa and slently poured teainto a cup. Only after he ceremonioudy gave it to Reda-Stan
did Lodesh say, "'l came to explain Lady Alissas tardiness—and ask afavor.”

"Lady Aliss, isit?' Redal-Stan grumbled, taking a huge quaff. He held out the plate of sausages to
Alissa, his face going dack in surprise when she refused with a shudder. "You bring me breskfast," he
sad. "For that, Il overlook your presumption, but your answer isdill no.”

L odesh adopted a shocked expression. "You don't know what | want yet."

Connen-Neute disguised a laugh as a cough, steding his face back to a somber meekness. Wanting
to make amends for her mentd dap last night, she offered him some tea, amiling as he warily accepted it.
She remained beside him, squinting in the sun. It was glorious up here. They were so high she could see
the roofs of EseNawoer beyond the trees.

Redd-Stan took on a pious look. "Oh, Redd-Stan,” he said, mocking Lodesh's speech perfectly.
"The moming is too grand to sully it with study. Such a beguilingly beautiful woman should spend it in the
woods or fieds, or even the marketplace where her gunning presence will ddight and inspire al those
who partake of her vison. And who better than | to accompany her on such a noble and worthy
undertaking?"

Snhorting ruddly, Redal-Stan gulped histea. "Did | get it right?"
"Almog," Lodesh said ina hurt voice.

"The answer isno. | mugt ascertain where to begin her studies. It appears,” he said sourly, "that 1 will
waste what's left of the morning in teaching her how to tdl time”

Alissaflushed as Lodesh took one of her hands. "I can do no more, and | bid you a regretful farewell,
milady," he said as Redd-Stan made an exasperated noise. "l leave you to bravely suffer the arrows of
Redd-Stan's thoughts and demands.” There was a light pressure on her fingers, and he bowed with a
nobleman's grace. "Mav," he said as he moved to the door, "will be so disgppointed.”

Redal-Stan choked on histea. "What? What's that?"
"Mav will be disappointed.” Lodesh hesitated on the Sli, his head bowed.

"Ah, Lodesh?' Redd-Stan shook the spilled tea from his hand and leaned forward to see him. "Why
will Mavoureen be unhappy at Alissa sudying with me this morning?'

Lodesh's toe edged back across the doorframe. "Kaly has been granted a fod from the wild herd,”
he said hestantly. "I promised Mav when | had a free day | would accompany her to choose a beast
sound in body aswell as 9ght." Lodesh looked over his shoulder and down the stairs as if unhappy with
Redd-Stan forcing the issue.

"Whet has thisto do with Alissa?' the Master asked.

"By week's end, dl the good foas will have been chosen by the citadd brats who aren't troubled by
such trividities as work and respongibilities. It's ashame™" he said softly, "that she will be punished for her
endeavors while those who have none are rewarded. Mav will free Kdly from her chores if only to see
her get a good mount, however ..."

"Yes" Redd-Stan prompted.

"It would be unssemly for me to accompany her done. | was hoping Alissa could join us to serve as
chaperone.”

From beside Alissa came Connen-Neute's snicker.



"It would please Mav to no end,”" Lodesh finished hopefully.

Reda-Stan grimaced, his smooth forehead wrinkling hdfway up his bare scalp. "And if I'm ever to
see another candied apple, | will have to keep Mavoureen happy.”

Alissahdd her breath. She would dearly love to see Ese-Nawoer with her people.

Noaticing her eager hopefulness, Redal-Stan sighed. " This is something you wish to do, Squirrel?"
he asked her soundlesdy.

"Very much so. Please," was her prompt answer, wondering a the pet name.
"An entire morning wasted,” Redal-Stan complained aoud.
Lodesh stepped back into the room. "I can teach her how to tdl time"

"You think you can?' Reda-Stan chuckled, and not waiting for a reply, he said, "Fine. But if you fall,
youll light the students dining hdl for three consecutive nights”

"Two," Lodesh countered, and Alissa frowned at hislack of confidencein her.
"Done." Redd-Stan turned to Connen-Neute. "Do you wish to accompany them?”

"No, thank you," theyoung Master said slently. "1've found it wise to not intrude upon Lodesh's
schemes.”

"Vebdly," Reda-Stan said with an impatient sgh. "We have K eepers present.”
"No." It was amelodious voice, dark and rich.

"Wonderful!" Lodesh exclamed. "Come on, Alissa, before he changes his mind," and he grabbed her
am, dragging her across the polished floor. "Kadly is dready in the stables,” he added in a whisper.

"But my teal" she protested as Lodesh yanked her into the hall.

"Enjoy yourself, Squirrel,” was Reda-Stan's parting thought. Then they were gone, and hdfway
down the narrow tower dairs.

Chapter 8

Alissa dlowed hersdf to be pulled back down the narrow tower steps. The dippery stairs made of
naive stone shifted to polished marble at the landing where the Keepers lived, and it was there she
managed to dow him down. "Ah, Lodesh?' she said, feding a stab of worry. "What did you mean by
Kdly was dready in the stables?"

He grinned, his bresath fast as they brushed past the few students on the dairs. "I knew | could
convince Redal-Stan to give you the day free. Hell do anything to keep Mav happy.”

She bit her lip, her heart pounding from more than the pace. "No. | mean—stables?' Lodesh looked
a her quizzicdly, and she added. "I don't know how to ride”

Lodesh dowed. "You redly aren't from Ese€ Nawoer, are you."

Embarrassed, she shook her head, recdling the one time she had tried to touch a horse a market.
She had been six. The wild thing had broken its cart and run down an dley, dragging its harness and a
tral of infuriated plainsmen.

Taking her elbow, Lodesh pulled Alissa down the gtairs. "Don't worry. WEell get you a nice mount.”



His gaze went to the foot of the stairs, and a amile of recognition crossed him. Mav waited with three
smdl sacks in her hand. The old woman looked uncomfortable outside of her kitchen.

"Young man,”" she said as she handed Lodesh the packages. "You make sure Kaly picks out a nice
fod."

Aliss eyes widened. Was the entire Hold in on Lodesh's plans?
"Yes, Mav." He peered into a sack. The amdl of bread and cheese tickled Alissas nose.

"I meanit," the old woman warned, dosng the bag about his fingers and causing Lodesh to look up.
"She has been moaning dl week about a certain pretty gray with a black hind foot. Thinks it's above her
detion, the dlly girl."

Lodesh grew interested. "The one sired by the black that Reeve keeps chasing from the grove?’
The corners of Mav's eyes crinkled. "That's the one.”

A fant smile hovered on Lodesh's face. "Shell get the one she wants™

"That'smy boy," Mav said as Lodesh gave her another peck on her cheek.

Even before Mav had shuffled back to her fires and pots, Lodesh had pulled Alissa hdfway across
the great hdl. Seeing the mouth of the tunnd leading to the stables, her fear rushed back. "Uh, Lodesh?
Maybe we could just walk it?* she suggested hesitantly.

"Wadk it!" Lodesh complained as they entered the cool shadow of the tunnd. "It will take dl morning.
And don't you dare suggest a cart. Even Mav would die before being dragged behind a horse like a sack
of flour."

He was going to say more, but the terrifying scream of a horse shocked their feet to dillness. It was
followed by another, then the crash of solintering wood. "Watch it! He's out!” Alissa heard Kdly shot.
"No! Get out of hisway!" There was another scream.

Lodesh and Alissa broke into a run. Together they burst into the gloom of the stables and stood in the
doorway. Kaly was hdping a pale-faced girl up off the hay-strewn floor. The young girl looked close to
tears but seemed unhurt. The remains of a gal door hung from a gangle hinge. As Alissa watched, it fel,
causng everyone to jump and the horses to cdl nervoudy. The girl backed to a rack of harnesses with
her arms clutched about her. She was absolutdly terrified.

"Easy, Coren," Lodesh murmured, pulling her to a bale of straw and gtting down before her with his
hands about hers. "Everyoneisdl right. What happened?’

"I—I don't know," the girl whispered, pade and uncertain. "Tempest just went wild, broke down his
door and ran away. No one was near im!" she protested. "We knew to stay away. Horse master Hilder
will be so angry!" Tears dripped from her, and Alissa stood awvkwardly, not knowing whet to do.

"Hush." Lodesh gave the girl a quick, brotherly hug. "Perhaps afly bit im."
Swiffling, she looked up. "I think he hurt hisleg," she said around a hiccup. "I—"

"What under the Navigator's Wolves happened!” came a bdlowing shout. The horses nickered a
gregting, and Alissa spun. A large man filled an adjacent archway, reminding Alissa of an imbedded rock.
It wasn't that his ragged hat nearly brushed the top of the doorframe, or that his shoulders were nearly as
thick as the wdlls, or even that his legs were wider around than a good-sized tree. It was his presence.
He was flanked by two skinny boys. All three were stained with the swest of work.

Lodesh gave Coren a reassuring amile and stood. "Morning, Hilder," Lodesh said. "Tempest fdt he
was sound enough to be loosed.”

"So | see” Frowning, Hilder turned from the wreckage. Seeing Coren afraid, he blinked, kneding to



put hmsdf face-to-face with her. "This wasn't your fault, Coren," he said. His voice was kind, rumbling
about the shadowy, dusty beams like grace itsdf. "I know you're too good with the flighty beasts to have
done anything to cause this"

Rdief flooded her face. Satidfied, the large man stood, the matter clearly in the past. As the horses
continued to blow and stomp, he went to inspect the damage. One by one, Hilder peered a each piece.
"Lodesh?' he muttered. "If you would please?’ And there was a tug on her tracings as a soft glow
blossomed, lighting the stables with an unaccustomed light. "Here it is" Hilder breathed, holding a piece
up to Lodesh's light. "He's bleeding.”

Lodesh ran afinger under the tdltde mark of blood.
"We're headed for the fidd. I'll make sure hefindsit dl right and is moving wel.”

His light went out and Hilder grimaced, tossing the wood cardesdy away. "I'd appreciate that. I'l
have my hands full getting this lot cmed down again." He chuckled. "We haven't had an escapee for
years. Wolves" he swore, watching the horses toss their heads and shift nervoudy. "It's dmog as if a
Master had come down."

Alissafroze. It was her. Tempest had broken down his door and fled because of her.
"Coren!" Hilder shouted, and Alissa jumped. The horses, however, seemed to cam.
"Yes, master Hilder?' The girl did from her bale, her eyes downcast.

"If you have your scattered sdf together, get Kaly amount. One that isn't ready to bolt.”

"Yes, magter Hilder," was her rdieved dgh. She and Kaly disappeared through another archway.
The two put their heads together, comparing the attributes of the horses they passed.

"You there!" This was directed to one of the boys, and he dowly pushed himsdf from the wal. "Get
Frightful, and remember he takes the rope bit."

"Fightful isin the field, Hilder," said Lodesh. "May | borrow one of yours?'

"So heis" Hilder turned to an empty gdl. "I should have recognized his magnificent absence.” Grimy
fingers ran through his hair under his hat. "There's Nightshade." He shrugged. "She's due for a spell in the
fidd. You can leave her there or return with her asyou like"

Lodesh nodded his agreement. "Cotton bit for her as wdl, please.”

"She's not broke to it," Hilder warned.

"WEell get dong fing" he said, stroking along nose. Nightshade, apparently.

"Asyouwill." Hilder turned to Alissa. She knew her amile mugt look rather sck as he chuckled and
sad, "Youve never been astride anything larger than a goat, have you."

Alissafdt her face warm. "No."

"WEell put you on Sunbeam,” Hilder said.

"Sunbeam!” Lodesh groaned in a soft disgust, and Hilder gave him a dark look. Turning to Alissa,
Hilder put a heavy hand on her shoulder. "Sunbeam is a nice old lady. Gait as soft and mdlow as her
name. Youll befine"

Alissas amile was getting tilted, but she kept it in place. She had a bad feding Sunbeam wouldn't like
her.

Hilder's gaze dropped to her dippers, and he pulled a pair of boots from a high shelf. Lodesh's eyes
widened. "Here" Hilder grumbled, extending them to her. "Wear these™ They were light in her hand.
Exquistdy detailed. Cream colored.



"Arent those—" Lodesh began.

"Shut up, Keeper," Hilder growled. "It's not asif Keribdis ever got the chance to wear them. And do
you see anything else that will fit those tiny feet of hers?'

Lodesh shook his head, dearly uneasy, and Alissa dipped them on before anyone could see the holes
in her stockings. She put her dippersin arack with the rest.

There was the unmistakable clatter of hooves, and Kdly returned leading a brown horse. Kdly had
her own boots. Lodesh, too, had plucked a pair from a nearby rack. He sat between Kaly and Coren
upon abae of straw to tug on his boots. The girls were teasng him, and he was thoroughly enjoying it.
They were happy and content in their meaningless banter. Alissa turned miserable, missng Strell.

"Rest easy, miss" Hilder murmured, having misread her melancholy. "L odesh has spent many hours
with many fine ladies, but none has he cared to bring to my stables.”

She looked up in surprise, and he grinned to show a missng tooth. Another clip-clop, this time dow
and lazy, and afat ydlow horse, dmaost a pony, made her mgestic way down the wide dley. It had to be
Sunbeam. She was dready saddled, and Hilder beckoned Alissa close.

"Here" An apple weighted her pam, smdl and ydlow. "Give it to her on the fla of your hand, and
she will be your friend forever.”

Doubtful thiswould work, Alissa swalowed hard and did as he suggested. Sure enough, the moment
Alissa neared, the horse flattened her ears and backed up.

"Sunbeam!" Hilder bellowed, giving her a light dap on her rump. "What's under your blanket! Stupid
beadt,” the large man muttered, gesturing Alissa should try again. This time, the "gentle old lady” bared
her teeth. Alissas knees went weak, and she backed up into Lodesh.

"“Wdl, I'll be," Lodesh whispered as he gripped Alissas shoulders to keep her from fdling. Then he
brightened. "It's the boots."

Hilder frowned. "Keribdis made 'em. I'd wager they reek of her. | won't send anyone out in dippers.
Redd-Stan will have my liver if his newest student comes in with blisters”

Lodesh shrugged. "Try her on Tidbit. She has a nice temperament and has been conditioned to
tolerate Magters better than any horsein your stable.”

Tidbit, Alissathought. That-sounds like a nice, small horse.
Hilder made a grunt. "Worth atry. She needs to get out."
"And she's alot faster than Sunbeam,” Kdly added, earning Hilder's dark 1ook.

Alissa followed Hilder down the aide, drawing back in darm as he stopped before a tdl gray. She
was dainty and clear-eyed, eegance refined—and the most frightening thing Alissahad ever seen on four
legs "Ah. | don't think s0," she mumbled, retresting to the center of the aide.

"Nonsense” Hilder reached over the gate and Tidbit nuzzled him. "Give her the apple. If she likes
you, she's yours for the day."

Not wanting Lodesh to think she was afraid, she offered the apple. Much to Alissals amazement and
dismay, Tidbit perked up her ears, and with lips both picky and soft, she took the ydlow fruit. "Thet's
nice" Hilder said with a chuckle. "Let's get her a saddle.”

All too soon Tidhbit was ready. Kaly and Lodesh had dready mounted—Lodesh upon a blanket
indead of a saddle— and were amiling encouragingly down at her. "But she's so tdl!" Alissa sad as she
balked a how high she had to reach for the saddle.

"We can double up if you like" Lodesh said.



"Ah, I'l befine" Taking a breath, Alissadipped her foot into Hilder's cupped hands and found hersdf
quite a bit higher off the ground. Tidbit shifted uneegly, then settled. Proud and scared dl at the same
time, Alissatried to amile

"Now," the large man said as he fastened her pack behind Tidbit's saddle, "Tidbit is nice. She won't
rall on you or brush you off. Lean forward to go, back to stop. Use the reins like this™ And he showed
Alissa how, dipping the thin strips between her fingers where they stayed to become hot and sticky.

"Keribdis made sure her horse was well taught, even though she never could get on the stupid beast,”
Hilder added. Seeing Alissaif not confident at least reasonably comfortable, he dapped Tidbit on her
rump and shouted, "Off with you, before it gets hot!" and they were away, burging out of the dark, cool
gablesinto the sudden warmth and light of the day.

Chapter 9

"You let her go?"
"Verbdly, Connen-Neute," Redd-Stan corrected. "Y ou need more practice.”

Connen-Neute grimaced, draightened, and tugged at his wide deeves. "Why?' he sad, hadly
enuncding the word.

For along time Redal-Stan was slent, scanning a view virtudly unchanged in the past five centuries.
"It's more important she start meking permanent ties than to begin her sudies”” Seeing Connen-Neute's
questioning look, he rubbed his eyes. "She can't go back.”

"But you said last night..."

"Verbdly!" he barked, his frudration finding an easy ouitlet, then he shrugged in apology. "Please” he
added.

"... that she could," the young Master finished aloud.

Redal-Stan's brow furrowed. "At the time | thought she could. But I've been giving it some thought.
She got here tripping the lines usng a septhama point. It makes perfect, illogica sense, but it can't be
done. The pathways used to shift and those used to trip the lines don't intersect. It can't happen.”

"It did," sad Connen-Neute.

Redd-Stan sat back in unease, dumping in an unmagterly fashion, with his cup gtting precarioudy
upon an elevated knee. "Yes it did, and | plan to find out how. The shameisthat evenif | do, | ill can't
get her back.”

"Can't she do the same in reverse?"

"Send hersdf back usng one of her own memories?'

Redd-Stan's eyes tracked a flock of birds scared up by the students on their way to the fidds. He
absently rescued his cup as it began to dip. "No."

"Why?"

Redd-Stan turned, diffening as he counted the sausages. One was missing, and he moved the plate
closer as Connen-Neute brushed crumbs from his front. "She must send hersdf to a memory that doesn't
indude her, of a time when she's absent. She can't do that. No one can have a memory that doesn't
indude themselves. A shaduf can't see that far ahead. And though it would be possble to use a memory



of another, no one here remembers atime Alissa has yet to live. That's assuming | can figure out how the
patterns got crossed to begin with."

Connen-Neute was slent, then, "She's here for good.”
His brow rose. "You don't sound pleased. Why not?'
"I'd rather not say,” Connen-Neute hedged, sanding up and turning his back to him.

"Vebdly, please" Redd-Stan growled, his eyes narrowing a his sudent's refusd to explan himsdf.
Then he dumped, deciding a different tack was in order. "I fed it would be best for Alissa to begin
meking ties to thistime" he said. "It will hep when she discovers her Stuation is permanent.” Redal-Stan
watched Connen-Neute's reaction to his next words. "Perhaps you could—take her under your wing?
Keep her company?”

“No."

Surprised, Reda-Stan blinked. "True" he said in a deceptively uninterested voice, "she has markedly
fewer years to her credit, but they've dl been spent in her humean shift meking her physicdly, and for dl
accounts, mentdly, the same age as you. Perhaps you should begin to consder the posshility that Alissa
might—"

“No."

Intrigued, Reda-Stan hid his astonishment behind a Sp of tea. Connen-Neute had been sheltered for
mogt of hisfirg hundred years, partly by design, partly by fate. His entire generation had been lost to
accidents, leaving him to grow up more done than was customary. It was unusud he would react this
way to the chance to develop ared friendship, one that had the distinct possibility of growing into a more
permanent relaionship.

Redd-Stan warily set his cup on a stack of fluttering papers. He had found Connen-Neute to be
overly sendtive to subtle patterns of thought even he couldn't sense. It was unfortunate that the young
Masgter lacked the experience to interpret them. If Alissa made him uneasy, there was a cause for it.

Shrugging hdplesdy, Connen-Neute turned from the sun. "For some reason, she scares the wind from
my wings" he offered hestantly, sounding embarrassed. He returned to the view, his back iff and his
thoughts closed.

Redd-Stan shut his eyes as the wind rose to pull at his deeves and thoughts. Worried, he wondered
what might have fdlen into his quiet, predictable life.

Chapter 10

Srel dumped in Alissas oversuffed char before the fire in the dining hdl. He had been there dl
night, the hours passing with him knowing them al. Only now, as the sun rose above the mountains, did
hefindly dip into alight doze despite the faint headache that had been plaguing him dl night. The loss of
her presence cut more clearly then if he were missng an am. Sitting in her chair before the hearth had
seemed to ease his heartache. So he had stayed, shunning his bed in the Keepers hdl, taking comfort in
the curious scent of book paste and lace flowers that existed in her chair.

The digant sound of voices raised in anger shocked him from the edge of deep, and his eyes flew
open. The room was empty, the voices gone. A dream, he thought, as his head began to throb dl the
more. He stirred as the comforting feding in Alissas chair seemed to fade away.



Strell sat up to put his ebows on his knees and his head in his hands. The hiss of cooking bacon came
fantly from the kitchen, and he rose to fallow it in. Not acknowledging Lodesh busy at the hearth, he sat
a one of the narrow tables. "That's not right,” he whispered, and not knowing why, he shifted down two

spots.

A plate of eggs and bacon did in front of him. "Would you like some breskfast?' Lodesh asked
cautioudy.

Strell looked blankly & him. "No," he said, rubbing the top of his truncated pinkie with his thumb.
"That's not why I'm here," he added, not knowing why he was.

Lodesh retreated to the hearth. He left the plate behind, and it steamed. As the odors penetrated
Strel's daze, he pushed it away. Alissa would be appdled at the meat. Stirdll wondered where Lodesh
had found it.

The kitchen grew slent, and Strell vagudly redlized that Lodesh had left. He didn't care. The kitchen
now sdisfied him, and he was as content as his deep-deprived mind would alow. He rubbed his
fingertips into his forehead, pushing back againgt the dull pain. His eyes closed, and he dumped. Again he
drowsed, eydids twitching as his body tried to find a deeper state of dumber.

Srel started awake at the crash of pottery and a high-pitched wail. Heart racing, he cast about the
empty, sunlit kitchen. Only the water dripping from a rag broke the illness. He watched another bead
form and fdl. "A dream," he whispered, gazing at the empty tables and slent pantry shelves. They looked
wrong. "It must have been a dream.”

But he rose and made his way into the garden. He shut the door behind him with a sharp click. The
sound beat againg his ears, and he picked at the lagt flakes of blue paint taking refuge between the wood
and metd latch. His steps jolted up his spine in time with the throbbing of his head as he wandered the
ragged path. Squinting from the sun, he stared numbly at the firepit's familiar lines Then he continued,
compeled by an unknown reason. The firepit wasn't right.

"But the bench is™ he breathed as he came upon it and sat down. "I'm moongtruck,” he said, his voice
flat, not knowing what was happening but too grieved to care. Gazing blankly at the bright flowers, his
visgon blurred. The bench filled his aching emptiness. Lulled by the serenity, he dozed, haf-adeep, hdf
not, lulled by the sound of bees.

Quite digtinctly, he heard the sound of a stone splashing into a smdl pool. He jerked awake. Heart
pounding, he stared at the sunken flowerbed full of rushes and water iris "I'm going insane" he breathed
as the bench abruptly lost dl its appedl.

Alarmed, he jumped to his feet. Now he inexplicably wanted to be somewhere ese. Abandoning
reason, he blindly followed the faint pull back up the path, through the kitchen, and up to the highest
chamber in the Masters tower. He stood in the echoing, empty white room, dert and aware, conscioudy
willing himsdf to ligen, searching with his heart instead of his senses. Pushing the hed of his hand againgt
the pain in his head, he moved about, testing the air asif seerching for afaint scent.

"Here," he breathed, his eyes dosng as he found contentment on the balcony. He stood and soaked it
inasif it were the sun, bathing his soul in the emaotion. Strell's headache redoubled, and he gasped at the
pan.

"But my tea!” he heard in his thoughts, and he reached and grasped blindly as she was ripped away.
Sumbling, he opened his eyes, shocked at the emptiness of the room.

"No!" he cried. "Come back!" Down he ran. But he lost her on the dtair. Frantic, he cast wildly about.
She was gone. Hdf of him was gone. Someone was teking her away. He had to get her back!

Choking back a cry of frugtration, he held his bresth and dowed his emotions. He couldn't sense her
when his thoughts were swirling. Standing at the center of the great hal, he forced himsdf to take breath



after breath, each dower than the lagt, letting the tiny point of dillness within him grow. His head hurt, and
he welcomed the pain, knowing it had something to do with feding her presence. Gasping, he fdt Alissa
pass through him and continue.

"Wat!" he cried, dipping as he turned. He blindly followed, only to find himsdf hammering upon the
locked and warded stable doors. "Back," he panted. Heart pounding, he ran to the great hdl. He hit the
inner set of the Hold's front doors, sending them crashing into the permanently open outer ones. He had
to get out before the whigper of Alissa's presence faded.

He ran down the faint path to the woods, histhin shoes doing little to protect his feet from the jagged
stones and sudden dips. He would do nothing but react, knowing if he tried to reason it out, logic would
tdl him sengng her across time was impossible, and he would lose her.

But he couldn't keep up.

Staggering to a hdt, he bent low with his head between his knees. His breath came in ragged gasps
that tore hislungs. His head pounded in time with his pulse. He fdt as if he were going to beill but didn't
care. Alissa, hislove, hdf of what made him dive, was dipping from him.

Chapter 11

Hilder was right. Tidbit was sweet. The horse followed Lodesh and Kadly in an easy gait that quickly
relaxed Alissa. Her hands on the reins went from a desth grip to one that was only mildy dutching. She
began to look about, naticing what a beautiful day it was. "Strdl?" she cdled breathlesdy, then flushed.
"Er, Lodesh?' she amended, hoping he hadn't heard.

Lodesh eased his mount's pace urtil he was even with her. Before she could remember what Hilder
hed said about how to stop, Tidbit dowed as wel. Kdly continued on until she was just out of earshot.
Alissawondered just who was actudly chgperoning whom.

"Srdl is someone you care for? Someone you left behind when you were drawn to the Hold?'
Lodesh asked.

Embarrassed, Alissa hunched into hersdf. "Something like thet.”

"Then your dip isacompliment,” he said. "What did you want to ask?"'

"Who is Keribdis?' Alissa asked, thinking Lodesh wouldn't be interested in the odd shape of the oak
tree she had thought to point out to Strell.

An honest amile came over him. "Sheis Tao-Toecan's often-absent spouse.”

For a moment, Alissa pondered that. "Why does she have a horseif she cant ride it?"

"Ah, there's a gory." Lodesh leaned to flick a fly from Nightshad€e's ears. "Someone once told her
riding afine horse a great speed must be very much like flying. She wanted to know if it were true. But
as no horse will dlow a predator on its back, she couldnt. When Tidbit was born out of season,
Keribdis took the fod in. Fed her from a wineskin, dept with her in the stables dl winter as Talo-Toecan
wouldn't dlow a horse into the Hold. Drove Hilder and the horses mad. Even so, Tidbit wouldn't let
Keribdis on her back. Caresses and cuddling, yes. But any weight heavier than her hand produced only
terror. So for the lagt five years, Keribdis has had to content hersdf with brushings and workouts at the
end of arope.”

"Even when in her human form?"* Alissa pressed.



"Rakus are carnivores, Alissa" he said. "Despite dl the bread and apples they consume when passng
as human, the smd| of desth lingers, betraying their—savage capabilities”

Alisds brow furrowed. She was a Madgter, yet Tidbit let her ride. Wha was the difference?
"Perhaps,” Alissa suggested, "if Keribdis refrained from egting mest for atime?'

Lodesh made a smdl sound of agreement. "Perhaps. You should suggest it when she returns. She
would be indebted to you if it worked. Keribdis dearly loves her little Tidbit."

"Maybe | will," Alissa whispered, hoping she would never have the opportunity. Hashing Lodesh a
grdl amile, she turned the conversation to lighter topics until the way broadened and the smdl and
sounds of the dty became apparent.

At the edge of the woods, Lodesh hdted Nightshade with a subtle movement Alissa didnt catch.
Tidbit drew even and stopped without direction. Kdly too, hdted, and together they stood at the edge of
the damp shade of the trees to look over the sorawling conglomeration of homes and businesses. The
noise of the city came faintly, and Alissa met Lodesh's ddighted grin with her own. "There she is™ he
sad, his voice soft with pride.

Kdly put her heds to her mount and legpt forward. Before Tidbit could think to follow, Lodesh
grabbed her bridle. There was a jingle of harness and a quick sidestep, and dl was 4ill. Alissa amiled
with wide-eyed gratitude, but Lodesh had eyes only for his city. He didn't seem aware of the fdl he had
adverted. "Ian't she wonderful?' he asked as a dog barked.

"She's even more beautiful without her wals™ Alissa breathed, then redizing what she had said, she
closed her mouth and leaned to rub a spot of dust from her borrowed boots.

"Wals, Alissa?"
She winced, then straightened. "Don't mogt cities have wals?'

Lodesh tossed acurl from his eyes. "Of some sort or another. Being so high in the mountains, were
afforded a measure of naturd protection. And there's dways the Hold."

"I guess you don't redly need walls then, do you," Alissa said, not sureif she should.

Lodesh broke his gaze with his city. His green eyes were ful of a questioning innocence. "l can't
imagine we do."

There was athumping of hooves, and Kdly did to an exuberant hdt. "Come on!" she moaned. "The
citade bratswill finish their pastries and be out dirring up the fidd with their noise soon." She put a quick
hend to her mouth. "I meant no offense, Lodesh."

His nose in the ar, Lodesh adopted a haughty stance. "None taken," he drawled, every ditch the
nobleman's son. "We privileged few born to the citadd are brats, of the highest caliber, mysdf included.”
A graceful bow, not easly accomplished on horseback, finished his act, and laughing, they rode into the
city.

Alissa hated to admiit it, but the farther they went, the more she gawked like the foathills girfl she was.
The streets weren't paved yet, and it was dusty. Her nose wrinkled at the amdl of hot metd, reminiscent
of thetime Strell had let her favorite copper tegpot run dry over the fire.

"Lodesh!" a grong voice cdled, and she turned to find the source of the stench. It was a amith,
surrounded by his hammers and hooks. "Where's your magnificent steed?”

Lodesh raised his hand in acknowledgment. "The fidd, my most worthy man, the fidd. But not done”
he added dyly.

The blacksmith laughed and returned to work with a series of sharp clangs.
Across the way, a middle-aged woman with a basket waved franticdly to catch Lodesh's eye. He



drew Nightshade to a hdt, awecoming amile on him. "Lodesh, dear,” the woman said as she drew close
and placed a hand upon his knee. "I mugt thank you."

"Ah." Lodesh beamed. "My introduction of Pella and the baker's son was agreesble?’

Squinting from the sun, the woman pulled her scarf over her head to make a tent of sorts. "Yes Pdla
is forever usng the bread so as to have an excuse to get more” She looked down demurely. "I will
admit, though, I'm sorry her attentions have turned from you."

Lodesh glanced nervoudy a Alissa "Tdl her I'll pine for her unaitainable charms™

The woman eyed Alissa "I will, but 1 don't think you will be lamenting for long." She patted
Nightshede. "Frightful in the fidd?' she asked, and Lodesh nodded. "Good," she added, and they
continued. Almogt immediatdy a shout came from behind them, and Kally sighed.

"Lodesh!" it came again, and Alissa noticed a thin man with badly hemmed trousers gruggling to
overtake them. He was dumped under the weight of a young boy gtting astride his shoulders. "L odesh!™
he panted, giving Kaly and Alissaaquick nod. "You must come to dinner. I've found the woman of my
dreams. She works a the dye shop, the one you told me about this soring.”

Lodesh touched his chin. "The one on the north side, third ring out?' he asked.

"That's the one." The man winced as the boy thumped his hedls into the man's chest, shouting, "Go!
Go!" as if he was a horse. "They had the most wonderful deep green as you promised,” the man
continued, "but an even more wonderful widow."

"Ah," was Lodesh's 9gh. "Tarmais a jewd that shines when she's caring for someone.”

Agonished, Alissa turned to Kaly. Clearly Lodesh had intended they should meet. "Does he know
everyone?' Alissa asked.

"Practicdly.” Kdly snorted. "He has introduced in one way or another nearly hdf of the couples who
have gotten joined in the last three years.”

"You're jeding."
"No." She arranged the fringe of mane she could eadly reach. "Anyone who needs anything and can't
find it asks Lodesh. If he doesn't know, he knows someone who does.”

Alissaglanced a Lodesh. The two men were deep in discusson: Lodesh's ams were flaling wildly,
the boy's eyes were wide in awe, and the man's lips were curled in amusement. Seeing the direction of
Alisas gaze, Kdly sghed heavily. "And it's a red bother when you want to do anything with him," the
g finished loudly.

Themen looked up in a guilty surprise. "Yes, wdl," the thin men offered. "I don't mean to keep you
from your afternoon, but if you're headed for the fidd, could you finish an errand for me?' His eyes
pleaded as the child began bouncing mercilesdy on his shoulders.

"Can | take the lad home for you?' Lodesh held out his hands, and the delighted boy was deposited
behind Nightshade's neck.

"Could you?' was the man's rdieved reply. "I found him wandering down here looking for a flower.
He inggts his mama sent him, but | think he dipped his nurse again.”

L odesh chuckled and touded the boy's black curls. "Trook," he asked. "Does your mama know you
went shopping?”

Alisds amile froze. Trook? she wondered. Strell's grandfather had been named that.

"Uh-uh." Eyes blue and wondering gazed up a Lodesh in unconcern. "Mama wanted a white flower,
and | couldn't find onein the garden.”



"S0 you went off by yoursdf?' Kaly cried in mock fright. "Weren't you scared?!
"Uhruh" He shook his head solemnly. "Papa says I'm a brave boy and must do what Mama says.

Mama wanted a white flower, and | couldn't find one." His face puckered in distress. "I cantt find a white
flower for Mama," he warbled, his eyes going dark and wide.

"Hey, now," Lodesh said. "You don't think | would dlow you to go home with your quest unfinished,
do you?'

"No?" His upturned face nearly melted with relief.

"Absolutdy not,” was Lodesh's firm reply. "Once a gentleman makes a promise, he mug follow
through to the best of his dbilities. Right?'

"Right" The child enthusiagticdly thumped his hedls into Nightshade's shoulders. The patient beast
flicked an ear back, then forward. Lodesh whispered into the boy's ear. Immediatdy the youngster
turned to the tdl man. "Thank you for your hosp—hosp—" he ssammered, ddirioudy charming.

"Hospitdity,” Lodesh prompted oftly.

"Hogpitdity this morning, craftsman weaver,” the boy sad in rdigf. "And | ask you let
me—ah—extend it to you full measure—um—someday,” he finished, terribly pleased.

The man, who was agpparently not the child's father, amiled. "It was my pleasure to entertain a
member of the Hir-dune household, young Trook."

"Hirdune?" Alissawhispered, her gut tightening. It couldn't be. Not Srell's ancestor!
"Did | say it right, Unde Lodesh?" the boy asked, and her face went colder ill.
"Worthy of any fine gentleman, Trook," Lodesh praised.

Aliss eyes went unseeing. The child was Strell's ancestor. Not his grandfather, though he carried
the same name. No, he was farther back than that. Lodesh once said his Sster ran away with a man from
the coast by the name of Hirdune. Swalowing hard, Alissalooked for any sgn of Strel in Trook, finding
none.

So disconcerted was she that she nearly fdl from Tidbit when they legpt forward, Trook howling in
deight. Mercifully, there were no more interruptions as Lodesh fended off dl sautations with an overly
dramatic, "We are on amog dire misson and cannot be detained!”

The proper flower was found, and in due course the brave lad was deposited into a tearful nanny's
ams, which he immediaidy wiggled free from. Amid much noise, confusion, and many interruptions of
anatly attired people, dl was explaned. Wilted flower clutched in a grubby hand, Trook rested a
sun-reddened cheek againg his mother's shoulder and struggled to stay awake as their find good-byes
were said.

Clattering from the tiled courtyard, they passed through a maze of dleys, coming upon the fidd rather
abruptly. By unspoken agreement, they halted. Alissa fdt hersdf amile as she tucked an annoying sirand
of her tangled har out of the new breeze.

Not yet surrounded by the city's mogt afluent houses was a wide plain of ripening grass, fodder for
the city's wild and domesticated herds. Most towns had green fieds, but Ese-Nawoer had designed
theirs on a grander scale. Set to one sSide, but Hill near the center, was the distant circle of mirth trees.

There was arumbling and the ghrill bugle of chalenge from asmadl herd of horses. This Alissa mused
sadly, wasnt in her memories of EseNawoer. The fidd she knew was slent of hoofbeats. "Bacheor
herd," Lodesh offered. "And there€'s Tempest, just where I'd expect hm." Lodesh nodded in satisfaction.
"He looks fine"

The animds ran upon catching wind of them, ther ears fla againg ther heads. Lodesh stared,



frowning. Nudging their horses forward, they continued, unable to get more than within hailing distance of
anything on four hooves. Even Alissa could recognize the fear in them, but it wasn't until they came upon
aspring that she found away to distance hersdlf and keep her secret.

"l think it's Keribdiss boots," Alissa said, wiggling one out of the stirrup and holding it out. "They
think araku ison the fidd."

Lodesh's brow smoothed. "I hadn't thought of that," he said, then his frown returned. Alissa could
amog see his quandary. It wasn't asif she could take her boots off and go barefoot.

"Il wait here at the spring,” she said, dipping from Tidbit in an ungraceful motion, sumbling as her
knees refused to work properly.

"Areyou sure?'

Feding like she was at the bottom of a wel, Alissa squinted up a him, her breath catching at the
green of hiseyes. "Yes Go on. I, uh, could use a moment to stretch my legs.”

His amile turned knowing. As he reached for Tidbit's reins, Alissa pulled him closer. "Youll be sure
she gets the gray?' she whispered.

"l wouldn't dlow her to choose another,” he whispered back. After darting a wary glance at Kdly, he
pointed to a dead-looking weed. "Can you hand me that?' he asked. "Watch the thorns. | only want the
Soft bits underneath.”

Alissa angled her hand between the needles, surprised she had to nudge Tidbit awvay once the soft
gathering of leaves was in her grip. Even Nightshade seemed interested, and Lodesh quickly tucked the
greenery behind his lightweight coat.

Giving Alissa afind wave, Lodesh and Kdly rode toward the nearby herd of mares and young. Tidbit
tralled willingly behind them. Alissa settled hersdf on a large, fla rock hdf embedded into the spring's
bank, watching as they ambled among the horses.

Lodesh's voice came fantly as he extolled the finer points of each fod they passed. To her surprise,
he brushed past the gray Kdly was interested in. Then Lodesh thumped her com-panionably upon her
shoulders and directed her atention across the fidd. But he had, with that friendly pat, stuck that weed
on her. The gray colt saw it, though. Ears pricked, he cautioudy nibbled it from her. In an ingant, it was
gone, and he shoved Kaly for more. Kdly spun, ddighted and charmed.

Sill Lodesh pulled her rductant atention to another horse, dl the while placing another leef of that
weed on her shoulder. Then he turned away, pretending ignorance.

Lodesh purposely missed the look of rapture that befdl Kdly as the soft swiffling of the colt filled her
ear, but Alissasaw it, and she fdt the tears prickle as she knew Kaly had a lifdong friend. The colt was
hers and she was the colt's, more than they could possibly know yet.

"Thet one?" Lodesh called in mock distress, and Alissaamiled at Raly's hot reply.

Shaking her head, Alissaturned to the spring to watch the horses who had come to drink. The wind
shifted her hair about her ears, and snorting in darm, they dashed away in a nimble of hooves. "I'm not
going to eat you," she muttered, then hesitated. One hadn't run. He looked like he might be diseased, and
perhaps that was why he was risking the water. No self-respecting carnivore would touch him, looking
like that.

"You mugt belong to someone at the Hold," she said, thinking the mangy beast was used to the scent
of rakus. Pleased for the company, no matter how ugly, Alissa settled on her rock and soaked in the
sun's warmth, eyes closed, ligening to the insects.

The horse dirred her from her light doze with a soft nicker. Alissa sat up to find Lodesh driding



toward her, leading Tidbit and Nightshade. Lodesh drop-tied them and sat down beside Alissa to watch
Kdly play with her new charge. The colt now sported a red ribbon plaited into his stubby mane,
presumably a sgn of ownership.

"What was that you stuck on Raly's back?' Alissa asked, her speech dow and lazy from the warmth
of the sun.

"Ah—you saw that? Don't tdl her."
Curious, she shook off her lethargy. "l won't," she promised. "But what was it?'

"Sdt weed." Lodesh leaned back and gazed sraight up. "The hardest part was putting it on her when
only the little gray would see it. After that, it was a foregone concluson.”

"You knew this would happen?' With her chin, she gestured to Kaly and her colt running circles
around the patient mare.

His amile hdd the warmth of memory. "How do you think | got stuck with my horse.”

"Nightshede?' Alissasaid in dishelief.

"No." Lodesh sat up and gestured weskly toward the mdnourished vison of long-legged
awkwardness that dill bided within earshot. "I mean Frightful there.”

"That's your horse?" Alissa exploded thoughtlesdy.

L odesh winced. "Y es. He's something, isn't he”

"M-m-m," she said, but just what he was, she ill wasn't sure.

Logt in what was gpparently a fond memory, not a nightmare, Lodesh gazed at his ugly horse. "I was
about Kdly's age" he said softly. "Earan, my brother, took me out and stuck some sdt weed on me,
tricking me into choosing Frightful. He thought that by having an ugly horse, | would lose my bevy of
grls"

"There were alot, huh?" Alissa said with alaugh.
Lodesh wasn't embarrassed and only grinned. "There were quite a fev—for atime”
"So what happened?’

"Girls" he said dryly, "like mothering the downtrodden.” He laughed, and Fightful responded with a
soft nicker. "They fdl dl over him. Brought him apples and grain. | didn't find out 1'd been tricked urtil
later when it came out during a— discusson.” Gaze distant, Lodesh rubbed his chin. "But that," he
finished, "is another sory."

"Tdl me?' Alissa asked.

"Later." Standing up on the rock, Lodesh looked into the east as the wind shifted his hair. Alissa fdt a
chill, redizing that Lodesh, her ever-familiar, aways-predictable Lodesh, might aready have a past he
was trying to forget. "Come on," he said, extending a hand to help her rise. "I want to show you where |
grew up."

"The citadd ?* Alissa guessed.
His eyes sparkled eagerly. "No. The grove.”

Chapter 12



"You therel” It was an angry shout, shattering the peace the cirde of mirth trees had indilled in her,
and Alissa spun. "Yes. You!" it came again. A squat, square man strode toward her under the trees,
anger etched in every motion. "What are you doing here?' He started dightly as she fdt Lodesh dide next
to her, and the man'sire vanished in asngle breath.

"Lodesh!" he cdled out, his pace never dacking, but now he gave off a sense of unconditiond
welcome. "Why didn't you tdl us you would be back so soon?' he said as he hdted besde them, his
eyesful of pride. "Sorry, lass" he directed briefly at her. "I didn't know Lodesh had brought ‘cha. | never
would have shouted had | known. And why," thiswas aimed at the grinning Lodesh, "didnt you come to
the house firs? Y our mother isgoing to be sore. I'll have to ligen to her gripe dl—"

"Fether!" Lodesh broke in, giving hm an expansve smile "I'm & the Hold tonight as planned. | just
brought someone to meet you while Kaly picked out a horse.”

Suddenly shy, Alissa dropped her gaze to the moss, damp under the shade of the trees.

Lodesh cleared his throat and took her hands. "Father,” he sad formdly, "this is Alissa Meson, a
Keeper of the Hold looking to Redd-Stan.” Alissas hands were trandferred to the short man's, and she
glanced up, startled at the heavily cal-lused fed of them.

"The old beast took another student, did he?' the man mused, his sharp gaze seeming to go dl the
way to her core.

"Wadl," Alissa offered, "he was the only teeching Master there when | arrived.”

"Ha" he admonished. "Redd-Stan wouldn't bother unless he saw something in you." The unassuming
mean turned his attention to her fingertips, amiling & something he saw.

Lodesh shifted impatiently. "Can | finish?' he asked, then turned to her. "Alissa, I'd like you to meet
the man | deem has the second most important job in the dity, the caretaker of the mirth trees and the
men I'm fortunate to say raised me from aamdl boy, Caretaker Reeve.”

As Reeve bobbed his head in gregting, Alissas fingers dipped from his in confuson. "But | thought
your father was ..."

Reeave chuckled and stepped back. "Ah, wdl, | didn't Sre him, true enough, but Jenna and | raised
him as our only child."

"You were abandoned!" Alissa blurted, then flushed.

L odesh laughed, the sound lifting through the trees, seeming to belong as much as the moss under her
feet. "No," he said. "They were forced to take mein."

"Dont ligen to him," Reeve growled. "We wouldn't have had it any other way."
"l don't undergtand,” Alissa said.

Reeve took one am and Lodesh the other, leading her to a digant bench. "Wdl, you see" Reeve
sad, "one evening 'bout thistime of year, Jenna and | were disturbed by the sound of a child's weeping.
Beang no one but us about, we went to investigate, finding Lodesh here nestled a the base of..." Reeve
cast about. "... thet tree there.”

Lodesh caught her eye and discreetly pointed to another.

"He was only awee bit of a thing then, not the great hulking giant he is now," Reeve continued. "No
more than six, and sobbing asif a lifetime of woe was upon his soul. Jenna fed the tyke and rocked him
to deep asit was late. He never said aword, so, come morning, | took him to the Warden's holdings as
that's where | would go if my child went missing. Imagine my surprise when | found the snot-nosed brat
was the Warden's nephew.”

L odesh rubbed the back of his neck, looking terribly uncomfortable.



"The tears" Reeve sad as he sat her a the bench, "were for his mother, recently overcome in
childoirth." He paused as Lodesh sat down & the far end of the bench, his gaze ramrod sraight.

"We never saw the tears again,” Reeve said. "But he kept coming back. More often than not, weld
find him curled up at the base of amirth tree, wet with dew and shivering. His mornings with us got longer
and our patings a the Warden's gate harder, until it was decided he should stay with Jenna and
me—jproviding | taught him something.”

Reeve rested afoot on the bench between her and Lodesh. "By the way, son,” he said. "Whd is, in
your opinion, the city's most important job?"

Lodesh amiled. "The trashman, Father. The trashman.”

"Course" It was dry and sour, and Alissa fdt the lagt of the solemnity evaporate. Reeve then looked
guegtioningly at Alissa. "But | thought everyone knew Lodesh's story.”

"She it from EseNawoer," Lodesh interceded before Alissa could open her mouth. "Alissa is
draght from the foothills™

"Redly?' Reeve squinted a her. "You're quite tdl for the foathills, and dark. And your accent is
decidedly EseNawoer."

"My father was from the foothills™ she said, indinctively having no fear of recrimination for her mixed
background from Reeve. "My mother isfrom the plans.”

"Ah, well then" Reeve placed a meaty finger to his nose, and Alissa smiled, recognizing one of
Lodesh's manneriams. "You redly are Es€Nawoerian. Something of both, and not fully of either. How
did you ever escape my son's notice through your Keeper sudentship?'

"Alissais rogue, Father," Lodesh said evenly.

Reeve pulled his foot from the bench and straightened. His eyes were wide. "Roguel” he exclamed.
"But you're of Keeper anding?'

"Yes" Lodesh glared at Alissa, daring her to deny it.

"Sort of. .." she muttered, and looked to where the sun made it through the canopy. The dappled
patterns shifted in the breeze that never reached the ground. Reeve let the slence gt, waiting. "Earan,”
she offered hesitantly, "seems to think I'm not.”

"Earanisafool!" Lodesh said with an unusud anger.
"To put afine point on it, he's right,” Alissa said. "I haven't been recognized.”
Reeve nodded. "And likdy won't until winter when a quorum of Mastersis present.”

Lodesh stood and began pacing, his outrage demanding action. "Earan makes a dink every time he
sees her. He drove her to eat in the garden this morning!™

Thinking it mugt bother Lodesh more than her, Alissa drew her legs up and sat cross-legged on the
bench. "Il like the garden,” she said. "And it's too noisy in the dining hall.”

"Noisy?' Reeve eyed her with a sharp |ook.

Embarrassed at the fuss, Alissa shifted her shoulders. Reeve was Slent, peering & her asif trying to
solve a puzzle. Uncomfortable with his scrutiny, she uncrossed her legs and put her feet on the maoss
where they ought to be. Reeve grunted deep in his throat. "Wdl, if Earan won't let you edt in the
Keepers hdl, you can wak inmy grove." His brown eyes glinted in mischief. "Be it work or rest day, sun
or moonlight. Y ou're welcome.”

Lodesh's mouth fdl open. "Father!" hefindly choked out.



"Bedill, boy," he said, grinning at Alissa. "It's my grove. I'll invite who | want."
"But, Father!™

"I sad be 4ill' He took Alissas hands and drew her to her feet. "It's not as if | granted her
Citizenghip to the city.”

"You may aswdl havel”

Alissa gave the short man a amile as she took his am. "Thank you,” she sad, ddighting in his
invitation to the grove for its own sake as much as for the bother it put Lodesh in.

"Thet boy of mine" Reeve said ruefully as Lodesh flung his arms draméticaly into the air and turned
hisback on them. "Always meking more of a Stuaion than whet it is. And as for Earan? Things have a
way of working out—if you watch them close and jump when you ought.”

Alissa had no idea what he was taking about, but he smelled like dirt and growing things, so she went
willingly with him as he escorted her among the trees. "It's a beautiful spot you tend, Reeve" she sad,
gazing up at the distant branches. "It must have been breathtaking this soring when they bloomed.”

"Bloom?' Reeve sad. "They have yet to bloom this year."

"Aye" came Lodesh's Sgh from behind them as he gave up on his sulk and joined them. "It's been
fivelong years."

Confused, Alissa turned from Lodesh to Reeve. "l thought they were a soring bloomer, even before
the leaves opened.”

Reeve glanced at the shifting boughs. "Spring or fal, sometimes in between—if they choose to do so
a dl." He hestated, glanding a the shadows. "Alissa" he said, his tone going formd. "l have a question
for Lodesh concerning a fungus that has become a problem recently. Would you mind if 1 stole him from
you for a moment?' His eyebrows rose, saying more clearly than words that it wasn't fungus he wanted
to talk to Lodesh about, and she nodded.

"You're most kind," Reave said.

Lodesh opened his mouth to protest, and Reeve gave him a quick jab in the ribs. With a soft grunt,
Lodesh's mouth snapped shut and he hunched. The square man led his tdl, handsome, and sometimes
dense son out of earshot, loudly explaining that the fungus was "over there, behind thet far tree.”

Chuckling at the spectacle of someone bullying Lodesh, Alissa turned to the grove. The trees seemed
no smdler than she remembered. At the center of the grove was a wide cirde of open ground
surrounded by large hummocks of moss-covered earth, looking like ripples soreading out in
ever-widening bands. It was, she decided as she got closer, a theater of sorts: the stage was the open
crde and the seats were the risng mounds of earth. Apart from the theeter, the grove looked the same
as when she had |eft it.

"Except for..." Hiking up her skirt, Alissamoved to the largest tree. "You," she pointed accusingly and
shifted her attention. "And you." She frowned at a second. "And you, | think," she muttered to a third.
These three had fdlen by the time she had found them.

"What do you mean by outgrowing your roots?' Alissa lectured as she ran a hand over the largest.
"Reave spends so much time with you, and you repay him by fdling over. Shame!" She strode to the
second. It was some distance. A bit breathless, she gave it a sharp thwack.

"Outgrowing everyone is fing" she said, looking up at the unligening trees, "except when you forget
it's your roots that keep you upright.” It was the third tree's turn, and she waked about it, wondering how
such a strong-seeming thing could fal. "What you don't show the world,” she said gently, "is what dlows
you to reach the heights you do. Never neglect your foundation. Nurture it more than the handsome face



of leaves and limbs you show. For even if they are destroyed, you can 4ill rebirth from your untouched,
unseen, never-redlized roots.”

Alissa let her hand drop from the smooth, gray bark, wondering if she should harken to her own
words instead of hegping them upon helpless trees. "Grow," she Sghed as she watched the toes of her
boots. "And maybe bloom? Just alittle? It would please Lodesh, s0."

Not sure why she fdt sad, she turned away. The western breeze gusted and dropped, and gusted
agaln, swesping under the trees to bring her a vague sense of unease.

Chapter 13

Reeve pulled Lodesh nearly halfway across the grove before Lodesh dug in his heds and hdted them.
"You didn't take me from Alissa to ask my opinion of afungus" he accused.

The man took his elbow again. "Don't be dense, boy," he muttered with a dour |ook.
Lodesh twisted hisarm free. "What then?"

For a moment, Reeve looked him full in the face. There was a tinge of despair in his gaze, but he
dropped his eyes even as Lodesh recognized it. Hunched and aone, Reeve continued on without him.
"Your father came to see methismorning,” he said over his shoulder.

"My father!" Lodesh glanced behind him to see if Alissa had heard, then jogged to catch up.
"Wha—" he sad as he drew him to a stop. "What did he want?'

Reeve hestated. "He wanted to know if you're stisfied with the status | can give you.”
"Yed To tend the groveisdl | want."

"Areyou sure?" he asked with a soft persistence. "You could easly dip the kills I've taught you into
afiner glove than that of a gardener.”

Lodesh took a quick, dmost frightened breath. "Thisiswhat | am," he said overly loud. "I have found
what I'm good at, and | have found what gives me joy, and I'm lucky they're one and the same and that it
didn't take me hdf my life to discover it."

Reave amiled a him with a quiet pride. "When did you become so wise, Lodesh?" The man looked
away, and Lodesh knew.

"They want me to return to the citadel,” Lodesh said, tenang as Reeve nodded.

"It's believed your uncléswifeis barren." Only now did Reeve meet Lodesh's eyes, seeming to plead
with him, as if to convince him it wasn't his fault. "Your unde plans to shift the title to your father, the
Masters and elder familieswilling. In due course, it will likdly fdl to one of his children.”

Lodesh stepped back, cold from more then the shade of the trees. "I don't want it.”

A thick hand took his shoulder in comfort. "Relax, boy. No one is gong to make a
twenty-two-year-old the Warden, but perhaps you should mul it about in your thoughts for the next
decade and see how it fits"

"I know dready it fitsfine, but | won't do it," he said franticaly. "They can pick someone ese! There
mud be hdlf a dozen of us™

"But as your ster declined her Keeper studies, only you and Earan have ties to the Hold."



"There have been Wardens who weren't Keepers,” Lodesh asserted, reassured somewhat that they
weren't going to descend in force and make him leave his home.

"True" Reeve admitted, his gaze on the branches high overhead. "But, Lodesh?' He hesitated. "Who
would you rather see in the citadd ?'

Lodesh took a deep breath and looked away. "Earan is the eldest. He's the logica choice" he said,
hisvoice flat.

"The people don't know him," Reeve said.

“I'm sure that will change,” Lodesh said miserably, knowing it wouldn't. But he couldn't leave his
home, his trees, or hisonly memory of his firs mother beneath them, Snging softly while she rocked him
to deep as the mirth trees bloomed and the moon rose high.

There was a short slence. "Perhaps you're right." Reeve draightened, dropping the subject with an
accustomed shortness. Turning, they spotted Alissawith her hands on her hips, regaly assessng the ring
of trees from her centrd postion in the dancing court.

"What redly brought you here today?' Reeve asked, ahint of amusement in his voice.
"l wanted you to mest Alisa"

The short man snorted, his tongue jammed in his cheek. Sowly he closed one eye. "I've managed to
meet dl your ladies, but you've never brought any to see me”

Lodesh fet himsdf color, and he tore his eyes from Alissa. "l can't seem to put my finger on it. It's
admog asif she knows me dready.”

"Sometimes it's like that—at fird," Reeve cautioned, and Lodesh laughed, the lagt of his unease
mdting away.

"Trug me. | have fdlen in and out of infatuation so many times, | can spot it before the girl's overly
protective brother does. No. It's exactly asif she knows me" He pursed his lips, druggling for words.
"When | introduced her to you," he said, "she blushed. | can't make her do it. The Navigator knows I've
tried. It's asif she'simmune to me”

With a short guffaw, Reeve led them to where Alissa was walking disgpprovingly around a wide
trunk. "What is sheisdoing?' Reeve asked in wonder.

"l think she is scolding your trees.”
Reeve clicked his tongue againg histeeth in ddight. "I knew | liked her."

Though he tried, Lodesh couldn't keep the excitement from his voice. "How come? You never liked
any of my ladies snce—you never like any of my ladies anymore.”

Alissa dapped a smooth trunk, and Reeve started in surprise. " She's the only one who has dirt under
her nails”" he said.

"She does not!"

"You may not be able to seeit yet, but wait until soring, my boy. It's there."

Lodesh accepted thiswarily. "I'm glad you like her. When the mirth trees . .. when they bloom again
..." He swalowed hard. "I mean to give her one of their blossoms.”

Reeve stopped so quickly it was severd steps before Lodesh redized he was done. "Are you sure
that's a good idea?' Reeve asked, his brow furrowed as Lodesh returned.

"l don't careif it'sa good idea or not," he said crosdy. "I spoke to Sati about her.”
"Lodesh!" It was a hissed whisper of warning. "Do you redly think that was wise?"



"No," he admitted. "But it's done. Sati sad our fates intertwine, though she can't see how. That's
enough for me"

"But remember what happened the lagt time?* the anxious man pleaded. "We nearly logt the both of
you."

L odesh gazed at Alissa He knew his look wasn't far from hunger, and he didn't care if Reeve saw it.
It was asiif she was the only one who could save him from alife done and afraid to care. "Alissa" he said
evenly, "isdready a Keeper. She can't dso be alatent sheduf.”

His head bowed, Reeve said nothing.

Lodesh closed his eyes as he gathered srength. That night had thrown him into a sdf-imposed
secluson, convinced anything he cared about would be ripped from him as was his mother and then Seti.
It had been a amdl task to learn how charm could be used to keep an unhedthy distance between himsdf
and any who would try to reach him. He was quite secure. Safe, untouched—and aone.

Reeve dtirred. "l just worry, Lodesh,” he said dowly.
"I have to ask," he whispered. "I don't care if she answers. But | have to ask."

Fndly Reeve managed a amile, but disquiet dill haunted his eyes. Lodesh blew in rdief as Reeve put
a hand on his shoulder, giving him his blessing even as the west wind dipped under the trees, bringing
with it the sound of a horse ridden hard.

It was Earan, red-faced and swesting, who reined up before them. "Lodesh,” Earan panted, sounding
cross. "Your presence is required in the citadd.”

"I'm busy—" Lodesh began, frowning & the lathered state of Earan's trembling mount.

"Now, little brother," Earan snapped. "There's been an accident. A wall under congtruction has fdlen.
Unde and Father were under it. Unde is dead. Father is dive but isn't expected to make it through the
night."

"Father..." Lodesh whispered, his Sght going vacant and his pulse quickening.

"You do remember Father, don't you?' Earan said with a sneer.

"Enough," Reeve said coldly, and he whidled sharply. Frightful thudded in under the trees, his neck
arched and his bony head high. Dazed, L odesh vaulted onto his back.

"Alissa" Lodesh turned to see her done and amdl in the very center of the grove, her arms clasped
tightly about hersdlf. She had heard everything and |ooked frightened.

"Il see her and Kadly to the Hold," Reeve assured him, his eyes full of grief. Lodesh knew it wasn't
for the Warden, nor even for his father, but for him. "Go!" Reeve shouted, and Earan yanked his horse
about with a squed of protest. Lodesh and Earan bolted from the shade of trees and into the blinding
un.

Sowly the man who had raised Lodesh moved to replace the moss torn up by the hooves, somping
each dump into the earth asif hislife depended upon it.

Chapter 14

Strel focused upon Talo-Toecan. "I'm not sure | understand,” he said as he ran a shaky hand across
his cheeks. The thick stubble was harsh againgt his fingertips.



“I'm not sure | undergtand it mysdf,” the Master said somberly. Sdtling farther into his chair,
Tao-Toecan sent his gaze from his cup, to Lodesh, and findly to the pot of tea upon the hearth in the
Keepers dining hdl. Grimacing, he topped off his cup. Lodesh had made the tea; Strell knew it wasn't as
good as Alissas had been.

Is, he thought furioudy, feding himsdf tighten in panic. As good as Alissa 's is. She wasn't gone if
Tao-Toecan was right, just misplaced—Wolves, she was logt in the garden.

It had only been this morning that Talo-Toecan had swooped down on his bat wings, nearly knocking
Strell over as he stopped him from running to Es€Nawoer. In dl fairness, the only reason Strell agreed to
return to the Hold was Tao-Toecan's assurance that he knew what had happened. Now that Strell
knew, he wasn't quite sure he believed it. It sounded too unredl.

Why not? he decided with a hopeless chortle. The idea that Alissa had shifted hersdf to the past was
only dightly more insane than the idea that she could turn hersdf into a raku. He forced his bresthing even
as hisgrief arose anew. She had gone back using a septhama point. Sand and Wind, he hated septhama
points. They had something to do with ghosts, and he hated ghosts. The plains were full of them. "You
sy shefinished her shift where the septhama point originated,” he said. "Why didn't you warn her it could

happen?’
The Master scoured his forehead in an unusud show of weariness. "l didn't know it could be done"
he whispered.

"How could you not!" Strell cried in frugtration. "You are her teacher!"
Lodesh turned from arranging the fire, shock in his eyes a Strell's accusation.

"Yes" the Magter admitted, his eyes narrowing. "But I've done the same thing mysdf, as recently as
just this morning, and never ended my shift anywhere but where | expected to. The patterns don't cross.
It's impassible to run them smultaneoudy.”

Srel dumped in on himsdf. "Where did she go?" It was a weary, heartfdt question. Exhausted and
drained, he watched Lodesh turn his back on them and needlesdy arrange the fire.

"Therére numerous septhama points at the firepit," Talo-Toecan said. "It would be difficult to know
for sure which one shefixed on. | wasn't paying that close atention.”

Lodesh cleared histhroat. "It can't be any more than five hundred sixty years, Strell. The Hold is only
thet old."

"The firepit was constructed long before the Hold," the Master said. "The garden was built around it
much as the Hold was built over the holden. | don't know where sheis”

"Did she get there safdy?' Strell breathed, not caring how old the firepit was.
"l don't know."

Strel closed his eyes. "Can she get back?' he asked.

" don't know," Talo-Toecan said again.

Struggling to keep himsdf intact, Strell breathed in her scent lingering in her chair. He had logt her. He
would get her back. "I can fed her, sometimes. How isit | can do that?'

Tao-Toecan sirred. "l don't know."

Chapter 15



"Areyou sure, dearie?"

Alissa amiled as she pulled hersdlf in from the window. "Yes, Mavoureen. | like this room.” Turning
her back upon the distant roofs of Es€Nawoer, Alissa fdt a wash of satisfaction as she sent her gaze
over the familiar wals of her room.

The bed looked about the same, though the spread across it had dearly seen better days. Before the
fireplace was what once was a char. Now it was more suitable for firewood. Actudly, dl the furniture,
sparse as it was, was mismatched and old. Only the shelves above the hearth had any shine to them, and
they practicdly gligened under the varnish that Mav was energeticdly dusting. It seemed asif thiswas the
forgotten backroom where the old furniture went when new was commissioned.

"The room next is empty t00," Mav said, continuing her efforts though there was no dust and never
would be. "No one thought to offer you these, seeing as their chimneys connect.”

"l don't mind." Alissa shook out the moth-eaten curtains. Still no dust. The Hold's nightly sweep for
dust was ablessng.

"Youd be the fird Keeper who didn't,” was Mav's tat reply. "Pefectly fine room going empty
because you might hear your neighbor tending hisfire"

"Theré's no one in there" Alissa added. "You would think at least one of these rooms would be

"Not them Keepers,” Mav sad caudicdly. "Darn fool sengtiveif you ask me. Always harping on this
or that." Then she blinked and amiled a Alissa with her clear, old eyes. "Present company excepted, of
course.”

Alissa grinned back. "Course."

"I'm surprised Lodesh, the dear boy, didn't want to show you these rooms himsdf. His room is only
three down," she murmured as she pulled back the spread to find there were no sheets. "Good thing |
brought up clean,” she said, ripping the cover free with such gugto that Alissa didn't have the heart to tdl
her she usudly dept in achar before the fire.

Alissa took the spread as Mav extended it. "Lodesh stayed at the city,” she said. "Didnt Kadly tdl
you?"

"No." Mav snapped a sheet over the cot, and it settled with an enviable perfection. "The child hardly
sad two words to me when she got back. Mumbled something about potatoes and then ran to the
storeroom annex. Didn't she get the gray?' She turned, her green eyesdintinginire.

"Oh, yes" Alissaquickly reassured her. She went quiet, concerned for Lodesh. The loss of his father
would be hard, even if they were estranged.

Mav grumped in relief, and together they shook out the blanket. The prickly sound of wooal filled the
ar. "There, that's done" Mav said, paiting the horrid, tiny pillow. "There's a necessity at the end of the
hdll,” she said, laborioudy bending to peek under the bed. "But you have a chamber pot if you'd rather.
Can you ward your own windows when it rans?'

Windng, she shook her head. Usdess hadn't shown her how yet as it "waan't needful.” She could
remove them, though, as he wouldn't risk her flying into a warded tower bacony.

Standing by the bed, Mav's brow furrowed in thought. "No reason to give Earan any more fud for his
fire. Have Lodesh ward them for you until Redal-Stan rectifies the Stuation.” She gave a harrumph. "If he
ever does. The inconsderate beast sddom remembers anything that doesn't revolve around his comfort.”



Alissa nodded, embarrassed to have admitted her ignorance.

"Jug wait until | get a hold of Lodesh, the scamp,” Mav grumbled. "Leaving you and Kaly to make
your way back aone. | thought | taught him better."

"Reeve brought us back," Alissa said as she began to lay a smdl fire for later. "It wasn't asif Earan
gave Lodesh much choice.”

"Earan? What about Earan?'

Alissa thought she would have to arrange for more wood soon, especidly if she went without window
wards. She wasn't going to admit to anyone she hadn't been taught how to work them yet. "Haven't you
heard?' Alissa continued. "The entire Hold is buzzing with it."

"Heard what, dearie? No one tells me anything, except how the potatoes should have been cooked.”

Sill a the hearth, Alissakndt and craned her neck, trying to spot where the flues joined. "A wal fell
upon the Warden and his brother. It killed the Warden outright,” she said into the chimney. "Lodesh
stayed because his father isn't expected to make it through the night.”

Satidied the fluesredly did join, she backed out of the immaculatdy swept hearth. "Did you know the
Warden was Lodesh's unde?" she asked, but got no response.

"Mavoureen?' she said, turning to find her collapsed in a frighteningly smdl heap of flour-dusted cloth.

Chapter 16

"You cold, crud, inhumane piece of foathills—"
"Earan!" Lodesh shouted, looking up from Mav lying unconscious upon Alissas bed.

"I'm sorry," Alissawhispered. She stood with her hands clutched about her arms. "I didn't know she
was your grandmother.”

Earan paced, the sound of his booted feet going through the thin rug to the floor. He hdted
aggressively before her. Alissa raised her eyes, running them up his rumpled clothes. They looked dept
in. "Everyone dse knows," he mocked.

"Asyou pointed out, Earan, she is't from here" Rigng from Mav, Lodesh removed his outer jacket.
He glanced about, then tossed it to the rickety chair.

Earan's face grew ugly. "To cdloudy tdl an old woman her sons—her only children in the world—are
dead. It'sawonder she'sdiveat dl!”

Lodesh diffened. "That's enough.”
"I'm s0 sorry,” Alissa whispered, dumping in guilt. "l didn't know."

Severd voices whispered in the hdll, but no one looked in, rductant to get involved in a Keepers
argument. The hand Lodesh put on Alissa's shoulder was trembling. "Alissa has hardly |eft her Side these
two days" he said. "Tending her dl thistime"

"Probably waiting for the chance to stick a knife in her and sted her shoes™ The huge Keeper began
pacing, looking like a caged fox Alissa had once seen a market. "An addlebrained, rogue Keeper sends
the last eder of my house into a death state so deep dl | can do is watch her die. It's her fault. And
you're defending her!”



L odesh's fingers moved spasmodicaly and dipped from Alissa "She may recover,” he said, "and she
isthe last elder of our house, not yours.™

Earan soun, his face flushed. "You never gave a breath of consderation to those that birthed you.
Mucking about in the fidd with that worthless man, ignoring your respongbilities, and fogtering your
atentions on a no-account stand of trees!"

Alissa fdt Lodesh's grip upon his emotions dip. "l have ligened to you for two days as we settled
Father's affairs" he said softly. "Shut up or leave”

“I'm not leaving." Earan's ringed finger went out and stabbed towards Alissa. "Sheis”

Knowing Mav's red kin should take over, Alissa obediently stepped to the door, hdting as Lodesh
took her arm. Her mournful gaze rose to his, and she read the anguish of what she had wrought with her
careless, thoughtless words. Earan was right. It was her fault.

Her face mugt have shown her thoughts because Earan adopted a confident stance. "See” he
demanded. "She knows she killed Mav as surdly as having given her poison.”

"Get out, Earan." Lodesh's voice was so cold it was frightening. The tension in the room swdled. The
whigpering in the hdll turned to an expectant hush.

"Dont tdl me what to do—little brother.” Earan stepped closer. His hands clenched.
"Get out," Lodesh demanded, "before you do something as fodlish as your words are.”

"And | expect you think you can make me?' Earan's face twisted as Lodesh stood toe-to-toe with his
brother towering over him. Alissaheld her breath, afraid. Lodesh didnt move, and findly Earan stepped
back. "I'l leave" he said with a sneer, and her breath eased from her. Then she froze as she fdt a ward
go up. "After | dispense a Keeper's judtice.”

"Earan! No!" Nig cried in horror from the hdl.
"Don't be afodl!" Lodesh shouted.

"It'smy right!" Earan bellowed. Face twiging with anger, he sent a burst of energy at them. There was
aflash and boom of sound as Alissa defused the strike with a ward of light and Lodesh did the same with
award of sound. Her heart pounded, and she fdl back to the hearth, shocked Earan had attacked her.

"Stop it!" Nig cried in the doorway, her hands over her ears. "Stop it, both of you!"
Earan's face was ugly. There was atug of a second ward. Alissa gasped a warning.
Redal-Stan appeared beside Nig. "What under my Master's Wolvesis going on!”

Earan nerly fdl in his haste to spin about. "It's my right!" he shouted wildly. Then he caught himsdf.
The resonance of hisward across Alissas tracings vanished.

No one said anything as Redal-Stan's unhgppy gaze went from Earan's stained boots, to Nig's wide
eyes, to Alisas frightened ones, to Lodesh's tense stance, and findly to Mav, unconscious on the bed.
His jaw clenched, making him look old. "Would anyone,” he said tightly, "care to explain why | was
disturbed from my morning's studies with tales of fera men within the K eepers hdls?'

Earan stroked his beard and glared at nothing.

"| see” Redd-Stan entered and took an aggressve stance in the middle of the room. "Earan,”" he
directed to the large man, "you're excused from your duties for no less than four days beginning now.
You may use your newfound time to scrape the front steps.”

"Thefront steps!” Earan took a protesting step back. "That's a student's punishment!”
Redd-Stan closed the gap between them. His face hdd a severe anger, and Alissas eyes widened.



"Which is exactly whom you were acting like" Earan opened his mouth. Redal-Stan took another,
unnarving step forward. He arched his nonexisent eyebrows. Only a finger width apart, he whispered
into the startled man's face, "'Y ou wish to discussit further— Keeper?”

Suddenly pale, Earan swallowed. His eyes bore into Alissa for an ingtant, frightening her with his
hatred, then he stormed out in staccato of boots.

Redd-Stan sghed. "Nis?' he said gently, and she jumped. "Have Kdly send my breakfast tray here,
if you would. I'll be some time meting out punishment, and have no wish to let my breakfast go cold in the
interim.”

"Yes, Master Redal-Stan," she said, and she dipped away. The remaning Keepers trailed behind her
inarudle of hushed conversation.

Hunched, Redd-Stan moved to Mav. Alissa fdt a stab of hope. He hadn't been able to hep
yesterday. Perhaps today he could.

The Magter watched Mav's pupils shrink as he lifted her lids, and he counted her breasths and
heartbeats. He fdt her cheek for her warmth. Mav seemed to be adeep, degping s0 deeply and
profoundly that nothing could rouse her.

Alissa had seen this before, lived it, and by the strength of Strell's compassion and her will, survived it.
She fdt cold, recdling last winter when she burned her tracings so badly she had no recourse but to
retreat into her unconsciousness to escape the pain. Lost among Midress Degth's fog, she had
abandoned any desire to return to a world where only heartache and auffering seemed to exig, urtil
Strdl's whigpered words broke through to light the path back to the living.

Alissa knew she could find Mav and bring her back. She had spent the last two days trying to
convince Redal-Stan to let her try. At fird, the Master refused to bdieve Alissa had been hurt badly
enough to have gained Migtress Degth's attention and yet lucky enough to have dipped her snare.
Showing him the memory of the burn she had endured findly convinced him, but he dill refused to let her
try. Today, though, perhaps.

Redd-Stan draightened from Mav, glanced a Lodesh, and cleared his throat. "Lodesh, join your
brother on the front steps for this morning. Maybe you can come to an undersanding.” Pausing, he
looked about Alissas stark room with its ugly, castoff furniture. "Maybe not."

Somehow dlent, though he, too, wore boots, Lodesh retrieved his coat. He bent low over Mav.
There was a whisper and a kiss on her forehead. Eyes downcast, he stepped to the hall.

"And Lodesh?' Redd-Stan's soft words seemed to echo. "See that Earan doesn't use any of
Mavoureen's tools. Find him something from the stables. It was months before | heard the end of it the
time he used her best kitchen knife”

"Yes, Redd-Stan," he murmured. He left, looking empty and drained.

The tal, somewhat disheveled Master lisgened to Lodesh's steps fade before he turned to Alissa
"May | comein?' he asked, though he stood in the center of the room.

Grimacing, she gestured weakly. She went to the patch of morning sun and dumped to St
cross-legged within it. "'I'd offer you a place to st," she said, "but that's the only chair, and | wouldn't trust
it to hold a kitten."

Redd-Stan gingerly bent to sit, regardless, jumping up as the chair creaked and began to give way.
Slently he moved to the window and sat on the dll. He was blocking her sun, and peeved, she soun
about, setting her back againg the cold hearthstones.

"l would send you down to the front steps as wel,” he said. "But you would only make things worse
between them.”



Alissadouched. "Earanisright,” she said, gesturing to Mav. "It's my fault. Why won't you let me help
her? Burn it to ash, Redal-Stan. | know where sheiis. | can bring her back!"

Reda-Stan held up a hand, stopping her. Rubbing his eyes, he drew hislegs up and sat to take up the
bottom hdf of the window. The hem of hislong Master's vest edged the floor. He gazed over the barren
wadls and threadbare rug before settling upon her. "No."

She fdt her mouth turn down. Againgt her will, memories of a gray, enfolding peace filled her thoughts
as she exhded. Midress Degth's gracious promise. Alissa clenched her arms tight about her drawn-up
knees. The thought of the gray, muzzy nothing where Mav had hidden herself seemed to drive a spike of
cold through her. She knew that to go back might dlow Mistress Death to dam her due, but she
wouldn't tdl Redal-Stan. Alissa gave hersdf a shake. "Then at least tdl me why you won't let metry,” she
whispered, satting her chin on her knees.

"Dont you understand, Alissa?' he said in frugtration. "I don't know how. The last Master who knew
how to return from so deep within his consciousness died before the firg stone for the Hold was set. |
won't ask a sudent to go where | can't hope to follow. If you dip, | cant catch you." He took a
Seadying breath. "I am your teacher, Alissa. I'm respongible for you.”

"And Mavoureen ismy respongibility,” she countered, frustration pulling her head up. "'l can find her. |
know it. And | won't dip. Please, Redd-Stan,” she pleaded. "I can't 9t here and waich her die. You
know I've done this before. | don't need a teacher.”

"No. You need a nursemaid,” he said sharply. But he didn't leave as he had yesterday and the day
before, so she slently waited. The wind fitfully shifted his deeves, and with a dow exhdation, Redal-Stan
turned from a Master of the Hold to a weary man from the desert, one too familiar with death. "I can't
bear the thought of another morning without Mavoureen," he whispered. "Are you sure, Squirrd? You
know the way back?'

A thrill of excitement went through her, quickly quashed by dread. "Yes."

"I want to try, too." Connen-Neute's quickslver thought dipped unexpectedly into theirs, causng
them both to dart.

Chapter 17

Alissa jerked her gaze to Redal-Stan. He looked as surprised as she, and she sent a trace of thought
to find Connen-Neute in the room next door by the fireplace, eavesdropping. "Someone,” Reda-Stan
muttered, "needs to teach him some mannas” Ta&king a huge breath, he shouted, "Verbdly,
Connen-Neute! And ward that ash-ridden door shut on your way out.”

There was a flash of resonance on her tracings as the ward went up. Connen-Neute ghosted into
exigence beside her open door, hislong face pinched with a worried defiance.

"WdIl?' Redal-Stan said wryly. "Are you going to invite him in? It's your room."
"C-comein," she sammered, flustered.

"Thisis exactly why no one wants these rooms, isnt it." Frowning, Redal-Stan stuck his head into the
chimney and craned his neck. "I can't say tha | blame them.”

Glandng nervoudy between them, Connen-Neute sank down beside Alissa. He looked frightened at
his goying having been discovered, and she gave him a thin amile, glad to know she wasn't the only one
who got into trouble. "I want to try, too," he said, his voice low.



"No."

Connen-Neute opened his mouth to protest, then shut it. It suddenly struck Alissathat spesking adoud
waan't anaturd task for rakus but a skill 1aborioudy taught and diligently practiced. Asif confirming her
bdief, Connen-Neute's thoughts did into hers with a refinement his spoken words lacked. "You're
allowing Alissa. |-l claim the same right.”

"No. No. No!" Redal-Stan shouted, standing up. "It's too dangerous. She has gone before. You
haven't. Youll get logt and die. And verbdizel"

"I can't get lost if | pickaback,” he thought, looking anxious for his persistence.
Pickaback? Alissawondered as Redal-Stan's eyes grew large.
"No!" he exclamed, eyes widening in shock. "Neither of you can possess the finesse."

"We lose nearly three Keeper students a century to this wasting death,” Connen-Neute said, his
gyes darting. "It's worth the risk to learn how to return them. And | like Mavoureen.”

"You don't need to," Redal-Stan said. "Alissa knows. One of you is enough.”

"Alissa is leaving. You said it yourself."

Reda-Stan's eyes went furious. "Y ou devious litle—" he sputtered. "Go wait for mein my room!"
Connen-Neute went ashen. Remaining where he was, he tugged his red sash sraight.

"Go to my room and wait, fledgling!" Redal-Stan shouted, red-faced.

Uncomfortable in witnessing their argument, Alissa cleared her throat. "Will someone please tdl me
what pickaback refers to?"

The dlence was so profound, the snging of the Hold's gardeners below could be heard. Redd-Stan
and Connen-Neute exchanged tense, dmos embarrassed looks. The older Master was ill angry, but it
seemed thelr argument had been postponed by her question. Stiff and uneasy, Connen-Neute rose with
an enviable smoothness and went to the window. He turned his back on them to gaze out into the hazy
morning. "M-m-m," Reda-Stan murmured. "Talo-Toecan never explained...”

"l don't know," she admitted, wondering if she had broken an unwritten rule. "'If you tdl me what it is,
Il tel you."

Redd-Stan grimaced. "Wdl... ah ... when Tao-Toecan indructs you on the trickier wards, his
awareness is in your thoughts but most assuredly separate from yours. Correct?' She nodded, and he
added, "Er, pickabacking is ... & ... closer then that.”

"How close?' she asked quickly.

"Your entire emotiond state would be exposed.” His atention flicked to Connen-Neute and back.
"It's tantamount to standing naked in the center of the room."

"l see Alissafrowned. "I don't think so. I'll find Mavoureen done”
Connen-Neute spun, hislong black vest furling eegantly. "1t's not that bad, Alissa.”

"Unfortunatdly he's correct,” was Redal-Stan's unhappy agreement. "I won't lie to you. There's the
potentid for your thoughts to intermingle, but it's only a possibility. It's a matter of restraint, which ather
of you may or may not possess.”

"S0," Alissa mused doud, "it's more like sanding naked in a room where everyone promises not to
open ther eyes.”

Redad-Stan's breath puffed out. "Exactly. But the pendty for peeking is far more than embarrassment.
It invariably spawns a deep hatred. Put bluntly, one of you might eventudly kill the other, not wanting to



risk having your deepest fears known." Alissa knew her look had turned decidedly pale when he soberly
nodded. "But fird," he continued, "you have to keep from assaulting him outright. You," he turned to
Connen-Neute, "you have never been tested that far, and you," he pointed a finger a her. "I don't know
your limitsat al."

"I won't peek,” Connen-Neute offered meekly.
"That'sthe least of my worries"" The old Master sghed.

Alissatook a deep breath. She didn't want to risk Connen-Neute spotting Beast. But if they could do
it, the Hold would again have a Master capable of such a rescue, not to mention that Mavoureen would
be saved. "Y ou've pickabacked before?' she asked Connen-Neute.

"NO_"

Alissa found her fingers twirling her hair and forced her hands to her lap. "Then perhaps | should
show Redd-Stan."

"Mée" It was an gppalled shout. "Woalf's tears and sorrow. Absolutely not.”

She turned to Connen-Neute. "But you will?!

Connen-Neute shrugged. "1'm too young to have any secrets.”

Alissafurrowed her brow. "Beast?" she asked softly. " Can you stay hidden from him?"
"I don't know," she admitted. "But if he should see me, won't he think I'm you?"

Alissa thought about that, looking up a Connen-Neute's eager, expectant eyes. She dumped,
knowing she had worn that same look on her face jus moments ago. "Can we try it," she asked dowly,
"and see what happens?'

"Yes" was Connen-Neute's intent whisper.

"No!" Redal-Stan shouted. He took in their obgtinate frowns and closed his eyes in a long blink. "I'm
losng contral,” he muttered. "I must loosen my hold further ill." Sowly his expresson grew dill and,
Alissa thought, devious. "Fine" he said, and her pulse legpt. "Il dlow it if Connen-Neute accepts
responghbility for dl mishgps™

"Done" Connen-Neute breathed. His glowing eyes met Alissas suddenly wary ones. Redd-Stan had
givenin far too eesly.

The old Master grimaced. "You may pull thisill-advised sunt off if you proceed as adults and not the
ggging adolescents you are.”
"Promise you won't look?" Alissa asked Connen-Neute.

"If you promise not to attack me ... again,” he finished wordlesdy, pitching the word so only she
could hear.

"Again?" ghe privaidy sent in confuson.
He fiddled with the toe of his dippers. "The night you arrived,” he mumbled.

"Oh!" Alissa laughed into his thoughts. "That little dap! I'm truly sorry, but we hadn't been
introduced, and you were being most impolite.”

"That was a dap?' he sad in disbdief, and a chill ran through her, shocking her. Though
Connen-Neute had probably lived five times her years, he was dill an innocent. He had never been hurt.
He had no idea the risk he was taking, of the pain one Master could inflict upon another. He had learned
of the ugly possibilities couched in stories, not the redlity she had been forced to ded with to survive. She
could hurt this young Master, and hurt him severdly. Frightened, she looked up a Redd-Stan. And he



knew it.

Redal-Stan's eyes became mocking when he saw that Alissa understood. Anger dipped into her.
Redd-Stan expected her to burn him. He wanted to use her as his tool to curb Connen-Neute's
newfound assertiveness! Her lips pressed together, and she frowned.

"Should | come in dow or fast?" Connen-Neute asked as he sat smoothly before her.
"Fadt," she said, wondering if it was too late.

It was. Before Alissa could giffen, he was there, or here, and it was Beast holding Alissa back from
gmashing Connen-Neute's presence with a blast of white-hot thought. "Out! Get out!" Alissa shrieked,
then, "Wait." She wrenched her outrage back. Her bresth caught as her fury crashed just shy of him,
ripples of mentd fire eddying up to the edge of his awareness as he seemed to shrink back, trying not to
move. "Stay," she gasped, shuddering. "We can do this."

His sudden, overwhdming presence in her mind had been like finding a spider on her neck and
druggling not to strike a it whileit skittered closer.

"You could h-have... You almost..." was his broken whisper of thought.

"I didn't,” she sammered back, her somach twiding. The urge to smash hm held steady, and for a
moment they did nothing but exist. Together they opened their eyes. Alissa struggled to focus, feding ill
and disoriented. She nearly panicked as she redized she was seeing through Connen-Neute's eyes as
well as her own.

Tracks of sweat marked his face, and she fdt warm from the sun he was stting in. They Stared
blankly at each other. For an ingant she was tempted to lift her awareness beyond her thoughts to see
who Connen-Neute redly was, but then she shuddered, afraid. Her pulse dowed to match his and ther
breething synchronized. As one, they raised a trembling hand to brush the hair from their eyes, though
Connen-Neute's was too short to be a bother.

Redd-Stan's face was dack in darm. "I didn't think you could. Thiswill stop. Now!"

Together they shook their heads, their faces blank as they closed ther eyes. It was easier without
sght, and her nausea eased as they found a il point they could both tolerate. Sowly he went from a
spider needing to be crushed to an annoying diver. Connen-Neute's presence was as malegble as sand,
pooling into areas of little-used thought. With a stab of anguish, she fdt him settle into the gap that Strell
hed |€ft.

"Srell..." she mourned, feding the emptiness dl the more, even as Connen-Neute squirmed,
uncomfortable in it. And then she thought she could hear Strall's pipe, filled with his breath, playing a
forgotten tune of promises, soothing her pain, making it bitter-sweet.

"What's that?" came Connen-Neute's intense question.
"A memory," she whispered, aching for Strell's amile. "We have to find Mavoureen.”
"Wait," he persisted. "l want to hear more."

Too meanchaly to answer, she turned from the music, trying to ignore its mournful, loving sound and
focus upon Mav's consciousness ingead. Immediately Alissa was overwhemed by the doying, gray
presence of Mistress Death. The memory of Strell's music accompanied them; Alissa was loath to set it
asde completely. Connen-Neute shrank into himsdlf, soaking in the recollection of Strell's mudc like she
soaked in the morning sun.

Together they drifted, going where the shroud was the thickest. Alissa dowed, feding Migtress
Degth's hold tighten. Her thoughts became duggish, distracted. The serenity dipped into her, pulled by
the remnants of thought that remained from her firg fal. The fog recognized Death's mark and followed it



home. Rest, she thought, suggling down, abandoning hersdf to oblivion. She had logt Strll. What did
anything matter?

"Alissal No!" came a piercing thought, stark with horror. The memory of Strell's music evaporated,
replaced by anicy shock. The scent of death puckered her senses. She jolted back to awareness with a
numbing fear.

"Ashes!" dhe excdamed. "Thanks, Connen-Neute." But he didnt answer. Frightened, she cast
about, finding him caught by the same promise of peace. "Connen-Neute! Wake up!" she cried as the
gray thickened about him, making his thoughts hard to separate.

"Just a little longer, Mother," came a childlike lisp. "The sun is so warm. The updrafts aren't
blue enough to hold me yet."

Panic drove the lagt of the cloud from her. She would lose him. Along with Mavoureen!
"Connen-Neute! Wake up. It's Death!"

"Death?" hewondered with a child's innocence. "Who is Death?" Then he started. "Wolves!" he
exclamed, his thoughts regaining their familiar tone. With a shudder, he was free. She fdt him gather his
scattered emotions, shaking off his panic. Despite his efforts, awisp of hisfright spilled into her.

"Mavoureen will be difficult to free," Alissasaid grimly. "She's been here longer.”
"But where is she?" he asked.

Alissa hesitated. The gray dill whispered its promise, but its summons fdl upon minds warned and
wise. The ancient memory of dow decay had become chokingly obvious. "This way," Alissa puzzled,
fancying she could amdl the scent of baked bread. Focusing upon it, Connen-Neute and Alissa fdt the
gray shroud thin, and there she was. "Mavoureen!" Alissa exdamed in rdief. "Thank the Navigator
and all his hounds. Wake up. It's time to go back."

Together, Connen-Neute and Alissa watched the Slver blue of her awareness gir and gain definition.
"Who?" she questioned.

Connen-Neute started as the woman's thought came oftly into theirs. It was the firg time he had
heard a human's thoughts, deciphered through Alissals mind firs. Mav, Alissa redized, had Keeper
tracings, just not the training to use them.

"Alissa?" Mav questioned, as mild and soft as amoth. "Be a dear and shut the door on your way
out? I'mtaking arest...."

"What door?" Connen-Neute asked.

"She's fashioned a vision of familiar surroundings,” Alissa explained. "It's as real to her as.. ."
She paused. What was red anyway? Her entire life was a dream. Setting the uneasy thought aside, she
tried again. "Mavoureen," she said. "You can't wake from this deep alone.”

"Oh?" the old woman questioned innocently. "1 won't be long. Lodesh and Earan get along fine
without me. SQuch fine men they've grown into. Just like their father." She sighed. "I'll just deep for
aspace. I'mso tired.”

A wigp of dam dirred Alissa She had never consdered Mavoureen wouldn't want to return.
"Kally!" Alissa pounced on the girl's name. "Kally misses you. She's in the kitchen, crying because
you won't come down and bake the bread.”

"Kally is fine," Mav said, her thoughts blurring to gray. "I've baked enough bread. Can't you see?
Enough bread, enough dinners, enough apples... My hands are tired." Her thoughts mixed with the
scent of toast and became faint. "I want to rest.”

"But, Mavoureen!" Alissaaindgted, sarting to panic. "The day is so finel The wind is from the



hills, smelling of the first highland frosts. Please. Walk with me in the garden? You could tell me
of the gentleman who once courted you there. Please?" Alissa begged, dready knowing her answer.
"Please tell me how he smiled at you?"

"No," dhe breathed. "Go enjoy yourselves. You'll find me later, and then we'll talk.”
And with that, Alissahad log. It was to have been for nothing. It was dl her fault.
Beast made a rude harrumph. "Yes, deep, old woman. You're no longer an asset.”

Alissa diffened. "Beast," she hissed in warning, but went gill when Mav's fading awareness pulled
from the gray.

"The girl will take your place," Beast mocked.

"She will bake your bread, but she leaves the pans to soak. They will rust.”
"Who .. ." came Mav's tremulous thought.

"She never sweeps the corners unless you tell her," Beast said dyly.

"Kally! came Mav'sindignant cry.

"Crusty pans, unswept corners. Vermin are gathering," Beast taunted.

"No! " Mav cried.

"Your best cheese knife is scraping moss from the front steps,” Beast jeered.
"Earan!" It was a horrified shout, and Alissa waited, breath held tight.

Beast played her last card confidently. "Lodesh,” she said, "wants to dance with you. The mirth
trees are budding. You have only a day to find a hat to match the color of your eyes."

"The mirth trees,” Mav exclamed in ddight. "Oh! If | don't hurry, the best will be taken. And
there will be a festival. There always is when the mirth trees bloom. Kally will have to bring up an
extra sheep or two from the fields, or perhaps a fine sow. And a second cart of produce." She
paused breathlesdy. "So much to do!" she wailed, perfectly happy. "Where—" she baked in sudden
confuson. "How do | go?"

Beast gave a stidfied snort. " This way, Mavoureen,” Alissasaid, so happy she was dmogt in tears.
"Follow me." Alissa gathered Mav's willing thoughts back into a naturd deep she could wake from,
then led Connen-Neute to ther uppermost thoughts. Opening her eyes, Alissa Sghed contentedly. They
hed done it. Mav would live.

The look of fear Connen-Neute met Alissa with shocked her cold. With an agonizing jolt, he
wrenched his presence from her. Gasping, she dug her fingernals into her pams so she wouldn't reach
out, dutching after his sudden absence. Bone and Ash. He had seen Beest.

Alissa slently pleaded for understanding as she tried to reach his thoughts, to explain, but he bolted
out of the room, terrified. "Connen-Neute," she whispered, and her outstretched hand dropped. Sick a
heart, she looked to find Kaly and Lodesh sanding beside Redal-Stan. A breakfast tray sat forgotten on
the floor beside him. The two were poised expectantly, not caring that Connen-Neute had fled in terror.
Reda-Stan, though, eyed her warily. His gaze went from her to the empty hdl. His mouth opened with
the obvious question, but then Mav sghed.

"And an extratray or two of sweet ralls, | think," she said clearly as she sat up.
"Mav..." Kdly gasped, and she flung hersdf at her. Alissas eyes went suddenly damp.

"Oh!" came Mav's voice, muffled by Kaly. "Did | fdl adegp?’ The bewildered womean tried to
disentangle hersdf from Kaly. "What are you arying for, Kdly? Did Lodesh choose you an ugly horse?



Her brow furrowed, and she shot a poisonous look at Lodesh.
Lodesh beamed. In two enormous steps, he kndlt to take them both in an expansive hug.
"Oh, Mav!" Kaly sobbed, wiping her eyes. "You scared me”
"What?' Mav gazed a Redal-Stan as he were at fault. "Can't a womean take a ngp?'

Tuming a tear streaked face up to Mav's wrinkled one, Kdly looked at her in wonder. "But Mav,"
ghe began, then caught sght of Reda-Stan. He had his fingers to his lips, and so Kdly desisted,
contenting hersdlf with smply looking at her.

Mav swung her feet to the floor. "Oh, so iff. All my years are showing today. Just look at where the
anis It's nearly noon, and no med prepared. Odd," she mused. "I thought we dready ate." Then she
laughed. "Silly old woman." She stood, leening heavily upon awilling Kdly as she adjusted her dress. It
waan't the same she had on two days ago. Frowning, she hobbled to the door. Her movements were diff
and dow, but she was gaining strength every moment. Alissa guessed that by the time she reached the
kitchen, she would be her old sdif.

"Come dong, Kdly,"” Mav sad eagerly. "We have a lot to do today in my kitchen. The grove is
budding!"

Lodesh jumped asif stung, his eyes dight.

"Did you hear the lovely musgic, dearie?' came her bird-light voice from the hall. "Such sorrow in that
pipe. And Kaly? Y ou will get the corners when you sweep today, won't you?'

"Yes, Mav." The dow twosome made their unseen way down the empty hal.

"Lodesh,” Redal-Stan said as Lodesh fidgeted, wavering between Mav and Alissa. "Run ahead and
warn everyone to keep quiet about Mavoureen's nap. Take specid care with the kitchen help. She has
blocked it out. I'll explain tonight when | escort her home"

Lodesh nodded, darting to the threshold. Hesitating, he gave Alissa a heartfdlt look. "Thank you," he
sad, and before she could respond, he jogged down the hdl, cdling after them.

In the new slence, Alissa sat on the floor and clutched her ams to hersdf, shivering with the cold
memory of Mistress Death. She wished she could pretend to not remember. 1t would make things easier.
"Mav does remember," Alissa whispered.

Redal-Stan returned to the windowsll. His shadow touched her, and she shivered. "Yes" he said.
"But if everyone pretends ignorance, she won't lose her pride. | won't strip her sdf-imposed protection
where others could witness it. Thisway, she will hate only me."

An uncomfortable slence grew as he tried to catch her eye. Findly he gave up and cleared his throat.
"Why," he asked, "did Connen-Neute run avay?"

Her eyes widened. Connen-Neute. She had to get to him before Redd-Stan did! He would tdl
Redd-Stan about Beast! Ralling to her feet, she sumbled to the door, muscles Siff.

"Alissa" Redd-Stan said warily. "Where are you going?'
Shrugging gpologeticdly, she bolted.

"Alissal" came hisirate thought. " Get your winged-behind back in here and tell me what you did
to Connen-Neute! "

Chapter 18



Alissa raced for the dtairs, knowing she would have a precious few moments before Redd-Stan
caught her. Chasing a mad Keeper through the Hold's hdls was beneath his dignity unless it was a a
properly sedate pace. Heart pounding, she sent a thought for Connen-Neute, finding him in one of the
practice rooms two flights down. There was a didtinct fuzziness about him, as if he had set up afidd to
hide his presence. She saw through it in a moment. Pickabacking had destroyed any chance of him being
able to hide from her.

Sating up her own fidd to disguise her whereabouts from Redal-Stan, she jogged through the slent
hdls urtil she stood in the doorway of a practice room. She took a step in, blinking a the clutter as she
waited for her bregthing to dow. The tal, narrow room was filled with stacks of canvas, nasty-smdling,
dagnant solutions of paint, brushes, screens, berries, bark, flowers, clay, and dl sorts of things for
meking pigment. The sun poured in to make glorious puddles spilling from the disorderly tables and onto
the jam-packed floor. There was hardly enough space to walk.

She entered quietly, not seeing him. Her eyes were drawn to a huge canvas, and her bresth dipped
from her in recognition. It was the intriguing picture she had found lagt winter in the annexes, the one done
entirdy in swirling shades of blue that she had et in the place of honor above the mantd in the Keepers
dning hal lagt year. Her atention went from the canvas to the window, and she went dack in
undergtanding. It was the sky above EseNawoer, swirling with the city's updraftsl She reached out a
finger to find the exquisite thing was gill damp.

"Oh, Connen-Neute," she whispered in awe, and he popped up from behind a stack of canvases so
fast he nearly knocked them over. His narrow face was white with panic as he glanced furtivdy a the
door behind her. She fdt awash of pity as she redized he mud fed as if he were caged with an animd.
Sruggling to make eye contact, she edged from the door so he wouldn't be compelled to jump out a
window to escape. "Wait. Give me the chance to explain,” she said.

"Explan?’ he said, hisvoice cracking. "There's nothing to explain.”
Sl he refused to meet her eyes. "'l know you saw something that scared you," she said.

"I— don't know what you're taking about." His spoken words took on the length and depth of his
mental speech, as if he were afraid to touch her thoughts. She took a step closer, and he shouted,
"Dont!" It was frantic, and she halted, frightened at the terror in his voice.

Keeping the length of the room between them, Alissa touched her chest. "She is here" she admitted
softly. "Part of me. But she won't do anything | wouldn't do.”

"Itsferd!" he said. Hislong fingers gripped the chair between them until his knuckles went white.

Nodding a rueful acceptance, Alissa scooted up upon a cluttered table and swung her legs, trying to
look harmless. "True" she said. "But | have dvilized her somewhat." She smiled at a dray thought of
Strell. "Charmed, perhaps" she added, "but definitdy not tamed.” Leaning across the narrow aide, she
arranged aline of chak in order of sze. "Let me tdl you of how | found my wings" she said, "so youll
understand why | risk keeping her ssfe”

llydll

Smiling, Alissa caught his gaze. He diffened as she hopped off the table. "You know every raku
generation, a human is born whose neurd net isequd to that of a Master?' she asked.

He nodded. "I've studied the texts concerning the breeding necessary to achieve it.”

Breeding necessary? Alissa thought darkly, then set it aside for later. "Put Smply, something went
wrong. | was drawn to the Hold thinking | was a Keeper, finding it empty but for Tao-Toecan
imprisoned in the holden and an insane Keeper named Ballie trying to put the plains and foothills at war



for hisown use"

"A Keeper grounded Tao-Toecan?' Connen-Neute's eyes were large. "Where was everyone?'

"Somewhere dsg," she said, avoiding his question. "But Strell," she caught her breath in misery, "freed
him, and my studies began in secret. Talo-Toecan never told me of my Master status. | assumed | was a
Keeper."

"You didn't know you were a Master?' Connen-Neute whispered in disbelief.

"Not a hint." She snorted, judging he wouldn't notice if she took a step forward. "Eventudly Balie
figured out | was the one doing the wards, not Strell, and he forced me to open the book of First Truth

for im. "He" Alissa said scornfully, "thought that once opened, he could use the book's wisdom for
himsdf. Instead, | absorbed its lessons.”

"And shifted," Connen-Neute breathed, his eyes bright.

"Much to Talo-Toecan's dismay,” she said chearfully, edging closer yet. "There wasn't anything to
keep me from flying. | was Beast," Alissa said dreamily, not caring that her eyes were glowing with an
amog hungry look. "Thoroughly and utterly. | was joyfully ferd. There was no reason to live but to

fly "
Beside her, Connen-Neute shuddered. "Wolves ashes," he whispered.

Alissa blinked, bringing hersdf back. "It was glorious. Tao-Toecan brought me down, and he dong
with Strell and Lod—uh—a K eeper tried to force me to destroy Beast.”

He bobbed his head. "As every Master has. Asis proper.”
She difled a surge of irritation at self-imposed fences. "I didn't want to. | refused.”

Slently he digested that, frowning. "Why?" he findly asked, and she scuffed to a hdt before him.
"You have to destroy the beast to survive™

She dowly shook her head. "I might have chosen to destroy her. Or | might have chosen to remain
ferd. But they took my choice away." Alissa took a breath, remembering how close she had come to
dying. "So | did the only thing | il had control over. | chose to die” Her chin rose a her past defiance.
"Strell redized what | was doing and freed me. He would have rather had me dive and ferd then sentient
and dead. Once | was free to decide what | wanted, | found it was possible to make a pact with her."

"With a beast?' He glanced at her and away in furtive, frightened jumps. "Dont you fear it—she will
someday take over?'

Alissa amiled fantly. He 4ill didnt understand. "Beest is more trusworthy than severd Masters or
Keepers | could name. She doesn't make promises with the intent to find a way around them. She can't
lie She doesn't understand how."

"But, Alissy" he protested, hisfear dearly replaced by the desire to understand. "It can't be worth the
rsk.”

Her gaze went unseeing, and she fdt her bresthing dow. The memory of the wind filled her with an
aching longing. Freedom. Everything at her wing tips—hers. "I remember what it's like to be freg" she
whispered, dosng her eyes until she was sure they wouldnt fill with tears. "So free it's a naturd
exigence. Do you?'

Connen-Neute fidgeted. "I'm freg," he said.

"Areyou?' she asked, hearing his doubt, and he was slent.
"Reda-Stan will make you destroy her," he findly said.
"Then he had better not find out.”



His head came up. "l won't tdl," he said, his eyes holding an unexpected determingtion.

"Thanks" Reieved, she let out her breath in a heavy sSgh. "Then you aren't afrad of me anymore?’
She reached out and touched his hand.

Connen-Neute diffened, then relaxed, and she knew she had won. "No,” he sad boldly, then
grimaced. "Yes, wdl, sort of."

Now Alissalaughed. "Just as long as you don't quiver in fear a the sght of me"
"l never did," he protested loudly.

"You did!" she said chearfully. "But well have to figure out what were going to tdl Reda-Stan.”
Connen-Neute squirmed uneedly, and a stab of angst went through her. It was obvious Redal-Stan had a
tight rein on him. He Hill might tell. "Me?" she said dowly. "I'm going to ignore him. I'm not a child. My
persond lifeis none of his effair.”

From the corner of her eye, she saw Connen-Neute straighten with a new determination. A loud
"Harrumph,” from the open door made them both jump, and she spun to find Reda-Stan eyeing them
severdy with his hands on his hips. It was obvious he had just arrived, otherwise he would be more than
irate. Incensed, probably.

"Have we reached an understanding, children?" he said dryly, then turned at the sound of rapid steps
inthe hal.

Ren did to an excited hdt behind him. "Redd-Stan!" he shouted, tugging his too-big shirt sraight as
he bobbed a gregting to Connen-Neute and Alissa. "The city. They say the mirth trees are budding!"

"I know," he muttered, spinning on a hed to quietly ssomp down the hdl. "Mavoureen told me" Ren
hovered in indecision, then with an gpologetic shrug, darted after him.

"How did you know?" Alissa asked Beast.

"You asked them to," Beast said, somehow giving Alissa the impresson of a amirk as she settled
hersdf back to dumber.

Chapter 19

Srdl sank into Alissas battered chair before her hearth.

Hot and gticky, he ran his thumb across the fabric so faded that the pattern of ivy could only be
imagined. He had spent the last two days here in Alissas room, leaning the finer aspects of wrath
detection until his head fdt as if it was going to explode like a badly dried bowl in the kiln. But now he
could tdl when she left for her morning and evening waksin the garden.

He let his bresth dip from him in a Sgh, knowing it mugt look insane to Talo-Toecan and Lodesh as
he haunted the Hold, following the whisper of Alissas presence. Strel refused to believe her voice in the
tower had been hisimagination, and he would do anything if it meant he would hesr it again. He lived for
the hope she might hear him next time.

Srel pulled his shirt from his neck to cool himsdf, sending his gaze over her lavish room. It settled
upon her shoes carefully set under her bed for her return, and he clenched in a flash of heartache. Left
behind yet again.

The easternmost window's curtain was shut againg the sun. It billowed fitfully in the breeze. The



wegather was from the coast. Unusud this time of year. The summers of his youth had been insufferably
hot, but this sticky, heavy air drained one's spirit. And it was only morning.

The curtains blew outward again, and Strell took his pipe to gt next to Taon in the shaded, southern
windowsll, hoping to catch the next gudt. It was appreciably cooler in the annexes, but he wouldn't leave
Alissa Theirritating buzz of a cicada rose to fill his world, dying in a harsh gurgle. In the distance, another
answered. Strdll's head thumped back againg the sll, and he closed his eyes. Sowly he dilled his mind
and reached for her thoughts. A sad, dow smile grew as he found her somewhere before the hearth. His
head started a soft throb. Knowing the two were connected, he let his awvareness of her fade.

The curtains shifted, and Strdll raised his pipe and began to play "Taykdl's Adventure' in a mournful,
lacklugter fashion. This was the only pipe he could play proficiently now, meticuloudy made with the last
hole placed where his mutilated finger could reach it. He glanced to Alissa's mantd where his firg mirth
wood pipe lay. Though he had shattered it last year in afit of frustration, Alissarefused to let him burn his
family heirloom. And so it sat.

His tune drifted out over the roof of the great hdl, sseming to wedge itsdf into the hazy, difling sky
without shifting the air at dl. Taon drowsed, keeping him company. She shook hersdf awake in a rustle
of feathers and oriented on a speck in the breathless heavens. Almogt too quickly to be believed, the
speck grew to a fearsome Sze and familiar slhouette. It was a raku, larger than Alissa would be but
gmdler than Talo-Toecan. Strdll recognized it as the ferd beast that had been haunting him lately.

Strel watched in cautious speculation as, with the smdlest scrape of nal on stone, the raku lighted on
the roof of the great hdl. Carefully, Strell lowered his pipe and glanced a Tdon. She was wary but
unafraid. "Back agan?' he whispered to the raku, and the beast shifted his wings as if threstening to
leave.

"That's dl right. I'd rather pipe than talk, anyway,"” Strdl said as he began again, trying to entice the
untamed fragment of mountain closer with one of Alissas favorites. With ungainly, hesitant hops, the raku
succumbed to his curiogity and flew through the oppressive air to land upon the roof of Alissas room.
Tdon hunched, and Strell bobbled the easy, restful tune. The raku was right over them! He had never
ventured this close before. Stral wasn't sure if he was pleased or frightened.

As sudden and unexpected as a soap bubble bursting, Alissas presence became so tangible it hurt.
Gasping, Strell stared dack-jawed into nothing. "Alissa" he whispered. Indinctively he reached out with
his thoughts, hunching at the sudden ache in his head. Thistime, he agonized, this time she would hear
him.

But something was wrong. She was drowsing and somnolent, reminding him of the time she had
burned her tracings nigh to death. He diffened as he redized she was with Mistress Degth again.

"Alissal No!" he exdamed, gartling Tdon and undoubtedly the raku perched above them. He sagged
inrelief as he fdt the gray shroud surrounding her thin and break away. She was safe. She had heard him.

"Ashes! " hedigantly heard Alissain his thoughts, and he clutched at the word asif it were a blessng
from the Navigator. "Thanks, Connen-Neute," Then, dmog as frantic as he had been, he heard her
shout, " Connen-Neute! Wake up!"

Strell started at the sudden clatter in the hall. Talo-Toecan and Lodesh burst through the doorway in a
tumult of billowing deeves and diding dippers. Strell's fragile link with Alissa broke, and grief-gtricken, he
reached out to steady himsdf againgt the gll.

The two sumbled over each other to the curtained window. Hinging the heavy cloth aside,
Tao-Toecan jumped onto the sill, his head nearly hitting the top of the frame. He leaned dangeroudy out,
two long fingers and one foot the only thing kegping him there. His neck craned to the roof. Lodesh
contented himsdf with leening hdfway out. "Look!" The Warden pointed, his eyes bright. "There he

goes



With frantic downbests, the raku took flight. Lodesh and Tao-Toecan dlently watched as he flew a
short distance to settle amid the trees, effectivdy hiding himsdf. "What under my Master's Wolves is he
doing so close?' said Talo-Toecan.

Strel cleared his throat. "And good morning to you both, as wel," he said dryly, rubbing his fingers
into his forehead.

The two men spun. "Um, good afternoon, Fiper." Tao-Toecan adjusted his vet—which needed no
adjusting—and with as much dignity as he could find, stepped smoothly from the sll.

Srel remained where he was, reluctant to move, seething with disappointment. He had heard her,
and now she was gone. But at least—at least she was safe. Wolves, he fdt so hepless. "To answer your
earlier question,” he breathed dowly from the hest, "the raku came to ligen to my music. He has for the
ladt three days."

Showing an unusud lack of grace, Lodesh collgpsed into Alissas char. "That would explain it he
murmured. "He was dway's one to appreciate a good tune.”

"Connen-Neute liked even the bad ones,” Talo-Toecan quipped, not seeming to mind the heat as he
regdly sat in the window.

Strel jerked forward at the name. "Connen-Neute!" he cried.

Lodesh and Tao-Toecan looked up. "Not that | was implying your piping wasn't up to its usud
gandards,”" the Master quickly amended.

“No," Strell said as he stood and |ooked out the window. "Thet was Connen-Neute?
Tado-Toecan Sghed. "Yes. Heis"

"Alissa" Strell said, his words spilling over themsdves. "I heard her. Just now."

"Oh, redly, Srdl," Lodesh scoffed.

"I know. | know," he admitted. "But when he was here, Connen-Neute, | mean, Stting on the roof, |
fdt Alissas presence so much clearer.”

Lodesh's face went blank. Then he made asmd| sound of didbdief.

"She was fliting with Migtress Degth," Strdl said hotly. "And she heard me" Exhaugted by his
protest, he dumped back into the dll. "She did," he asserted, glaring at the mocking doubt in Lodesh's
green eyes. "She thought | was Connen-Neute."

Strdl froze in sudden thought. "Alissais with ConnenNeute," he said. "That means you can narrow the
area of time she'sin!" He turned eagerly to Talo-Toecan.

Lodesh cleared his throat with a tone of concern. "Perhgps you should come down to the cooler,
lower levelsfor awhile, Strell,”" he offered. "It's insufferably hot up here.”

Angry, Strell rounded upon him. "I'm not sun-struck. | heard her. In my head. And though she thought
| was Connen-Neute, she heard mel™

Lodesh's eyes narrowed, and his face took on an unusua anger.

"Excuse me, Lodesh?' Talo-Toecan stepped cleanly between them, bresking into ther line of sght.
"Go down and make a pot of tea."

"Tedl" Lodesh drew back. "It's too hot for tea"

"Nonetheless, | long for tea" Talo-Toecan went back to the window, his shadow lying between them.
Strell and Lodesh eyed each other over it.

Lodesh's face fdl into a knowing acceptance. "Of course. Tea" he sad as he waked out. From the



hdl came his soft mutter, "'If you want me to leave, why not just say 07"

"And let the pot bail by itsdf," Tao-Toecan cdled after him. Grimacing, he dowly lowered himsdf
back onto the dll. "'l want to enjoy my teaif | mugt drink it on such aday asthis" he finished quietly.

Sl fdt trapped by atruth no one held true. Y ou believe me, don't you?' he asked.

"What would you think..." The Master hesitated asif gathering himsdlf. "What would you think if | told
you | aso could hear someone who is beyond my reach—occasiondly."”

Strel looked up, curious at the sound of shared vulnerability in Talo-Toecan's voice. "l would say to
heed that cdl and fallow it until you can go no farther.”

"Aye" He sghed. "That'swhat | think as wel."
"Then you don't believe I've had too much sun.”

Tado-Toecan ran a hand over his shortly cropped har as he glanced a Strel and away. "You have
piped in aferd beast for, what did you say, three days running? | believe you."

Strel dumped, his rdief was so great. With a short-lived vigor, he crossed the room and sat on the
edge of Alissas chair. He hadn't liked Lodesh being iniit. Elbows on his knees, he dropped his head into
his hands. "She heard me, and now she's gone. How?" he asked.

The Magter made a puff of defeat. "I have no idea. But that doesn't make it less red.”
"Lodesh doesn't believe”

"Doexnt?' the Master asked, "or won't? Perhaps he's resentful that you can hear her and he can't.”
Shifting the curtains aside, he gazed toward Es€Nawoer. "I'd like to know how you manage that,
mysdf.”

Strel closed his eyes, not sure if the pain of talking about it outweighed the pain of keeping it within
him. "l think it was Connen-Neute's presence that made her clearer. But it never made a difference
before" He rubbed the lagt of his headache away.

There was a scuff in the hall, and Lodesh entered, a geaming teapot and cupsin hand.

"Thank you, Lodesh." Talo-Toecan held out an eager hand. Golden eyes expectant, he poured out
the brew and offered it firg to Strell, then Lodesh, who both predictably refused. "Strell has developed
an interegting theory,” Talo-Toecan said, "concerning why Alissals presence is much more obvious a
ome times than a others”

Lodesh seemed to freeze, then reached for the pot, having apparently changed his mind. "Do tdl?* he
prompted. The two words sounded wary to Strdll's trained ear, and he looked up.

"He believes Connen-Neute's presence heightens the darity of Alissas"

Lodesh hid behind his cup, and Strell's brow furrowed. The Keeper's actions were off. It was very
subtle, but Strell's upbringing as a plans merchant picked it up. "Sometimes”" Strell offered, watching
Lodesh. He glanced at Talo-Toecan, seeing the Master had noticed the discrepancy as wel. "Theres
something missng though. | haven't figured it out yet."

Tao-Toecan rubbed histemples and sipped & his tea

Winang, he set the cup down. "Making contact, rel communication, such as you did today, isvitd. If
we can reproduce that, we may have a chance to get her back.”

"How?" Strell asked as the old raku shook his head, his eyes unfocused.

Lodesh's grip on his cup seemed to relax, and Strdl wondered if perhaps his own migtrust was from
hisworry. "Can you sense her now?" Lodesh asked.



Strel fdt his gaze go digant. "Oh, yes," he whispered, hearing the haunted tone in his voice. "She's
run out of the room and isin one of the practice rooms below us™

Tao-Toecan's cup hit the sl in surprise, and Strell diffed. "When a piece of onedf is torn away,"
Srell sad hitterly, "one becomes very adept at detecting the barest whisper of it."

"Unless one learns to ignoreit,” Tao-Toecan said somberly.

Lodesh made a rude noise. "You two can tak of maybes and somedays," he muttered, "but | need
something tangible.”

Tdon sgueaked, and Strel went to the window to look for Connen-Neute.
"This coming from a man who died over three hundred years ago?' said Tao-Toecan.

Strell turned to see Lodesh's eyes harden. "Excuse me”" the Warden said, pulling a shidd of formdity
about him. He st his cup on the mantd and strode to the door.

Tao-Toecan grimaced. "Lodesh, wait," he called.
"No," he said, and he left, his steps dow from the hest.

The Master seemed to gather himsdf inalong Sgh. "This" he said in a soft disgug, "is the worst pot
of tea Lodesh has ever made. I'm not going to drink it."

"So how can | edtablish a rdiable contact with Alissa?' Strell said, not caring about the taste of
Lodesh's tea.

Tao-Toecan's gaze roved across Alissas room, his eyes brightening as he spied Strdll's pipe. With a
pleased sound, he reached for it, proffering it grandly to Strell. "I suggest you lure Connen-Neute back
and see what happens.”

Strel held the pipe loosdly. "I told you. It's more than Connen-Neute.”
"We mug gart somewhere" was his patient reply.

Taking a labored breath, Strell began a somber melody, duggish from the heat. A sudden thought
broke his playing midphrase. " Connen-Neute was in this room, or above it, in both now and then," he
sad.

"Yes. | think so, t00." Talo-Toecan's agreement was lethargic. Strell knew it wasn't from the hegt but
hismusic. Alissawas the same.

"S0 perhaps if we mirror what exigtsin Alissas time, we might make contact again,” Strdl said, hope
meking his breath quicken.

"Mayhap." Tao-Toecan shut his eyes. "As | have said, we mug begin a didog. How can we know
what to mimic, if she won't tdl us?" A dow, long finger gestured for Strell to continue, but Strell was too
excited.

"Seisinthe past," he asserted, and Talo-Toecan nodded impatiently. "So why don't you remember
her?'

He dghed as his eyes opened. "I was absent from the Hold occasondly,” he admitted. "I may have
just missed her, if she was ever redly there a the time. Who knows?!

Having to accept this, Strell began to play with a renewed hope as the cicadas sang a harsh, irregular
accompaniment.

Chapter 20



"Good morning. Mavoureen,” Alissacdled as she entered the kitchen. Beside the man hearth, Kaly
turned from her indruction to another of the kitchen's help and amiled.

"Ah, Alissl" Mav said. "Youre a spot of sunshine in a dreary day." Her strong, pae arms up to her
elbows in flour, she continued to knead dough with a vigor one usudly gpplies to an errant child's
backside. "Youll eat your breskfast where you ought?' she said sharply.

Alissagave her asck amile Her head was throbbing from the short walk through the Keepers' dining
hall. It was crowded, and everyone had been talking at once, planning out ther first day of the three-day
fedivadl. Everyone who could shirk ther responghilities was headed for EseNawoer. The Warden's
death hadn't been forgotten. His people had only grasped the opportunity to find solace. "Actudly," she
sad, "l was hoping to edt in the garden.”

Mav ceased her pounding and frowned disgpprovingly. "You aren't avoiding Earan ..."

Kdly came to her rescue, a covered plate in hand. "Earan is dready on the front steps. Alissa
probably doesn't want to spend what time she has before her lesson in a crowded hdl."

"That'sit exactly," Alissasad inrdief as she accepted the plate. "I haven't been under the sun in—so
long," she finished lamdly, not wanting to draw attention to Mav's two-day nap.

Mav logt her severe look. "Aye But | don't think youll see much sun this morning. It's a cloud we
exigin”
"BEven 30," Alissa said with awidful Sgh, "it's too noisy in there."

Mav began to divide the dough into identica lumps "Tdk, tak, tak," she said. "That's dl those
K eepers seem to do—if you're lucky. No one tdls them, Keepers | mean, to be ill. They're worse than
the students.” She paused. "Present company excepted, of course.”

Alissagrinned. "Of course" she said as Kdly rolled her eyes.

The gil handed Alissa a tegpot and cup, going before her to the garden door. "I want to thank you
agan," the gil whispered as she opened the brightly painted door.

Alissa glanced furtivdy at Mav, who was now bawling out a hopeless kitchen hand who had dlowed
tonight's pudding to scald. "Don't thank me" Alissasaid. "I put her there.”

Raly's eyes pleaded, and redizing that accepting Kaly's thanks would free the kitchen girl's thoughts
from blame, Alissa nodded. Content, Kaly gave Alissaan awkward hug and turned away. "Mav," Kdly
cdled as she closed the door. "Let me help you with that.”

Not sure what she should be feding, Alissa balanced her unseen breakfast in one hand, gripped the
tegpot in the other, and made her way adong the well-tended path. Damp gray brushed againg her kin as
the fog dipped about her, marking her passage in drops of dew upon her eydashes. Its muffling
gentleness soothed her as much as the Sght of the familiar plants.

The menta noise the Hold put out was staggering. Only in the flegting space before sunrise did it ever
seem to dow. Alissa had found both the garden and the annexes to be unexpected oases, as the thick
walls of the Hold blocked much of the mental backwash.

It had been yesterday while in the annexes under the excuse of looking for a new pillow that she
found Breve searching for dlver buttons for Earan. She thought she had been done in the huge
storeroom, and Breve's grin for having caught her softly Snging what was obvioudy a tavern song broke
the last of the somber man's misirudt. It had been

"Taykdl's Adventure” and she had been mortified. When she had |eft, Breve was enthusadticdly



making up new verses concerning the misfortune-laden traveler, his well-schooled voice echoing aganst
the cdling with no regard to decorum. What surprised her was that Breve hadn't known the song areadly.

The buzz of a cicada broke the quiet, sseming to come from everywhere. Odd, she mused as she
crunched down the pebbled path. Cicadas usudly didn't Sng unless it was hot. Rounding the find turn,
she stopped and blinked. Lodesh was at the firepit, fidgeting. Nervous? she thought. That is new.
"Lodesh?' she cdled, and he jJumped, turning to beam at her.

"Good morning, Alissa" His voice was low and inviting. "Would you care to have breskfast with
me?'

Alisas gaze flicked to the blueberries, muffins, and the tea dready poured and steaming. Awkwardly
baancing her plate, she peeked under the lid of her plate to find ... nothing. "Ah—dl right,” she said with
afdse sense of chearfulness. Mentdly curang Kaly and her misguided attempts at matchmaking, Alissa
moved to join him. "How—how are you today?" she asked hestantly, her thoughts returning to his father.

"I'm fing, thank you." Giving her a quick, dilted smile, he helped her down the shdlow dairs. His
ample act triggered a memory of Strel and her, dining here under the stars last winter. It had been foggy
then, too. Her face froze, and she squinted up at the bright haze, trying to disguise her misary in andyzing
the probability of the sun bresking through.

Lodesh hestated and cleared his throat. "Here. Let me take your plate," he offered, and she looked
to see aworried gmile on him. The sound of flatware fdl short in the muffling gray as he made good with
the serving spoons. Thank the Navigator's Hounds Lodesh was here, she thought as she tucked her feet
under her. Or she would go completely insane.

"Alisss?' Lodesh broke into her reverie, and she took the bowl of bluebarries.

"Thanks" she said around a spoonful. "I haven't had blueberries snce—never mind." Since she and
Sirdl had found a patch behind the well, she finished Slently, gazing at nothing.

Lodesh took a deep, determined breath. "It's Strdll, isnt it?* he demanded.

Alissa nodded miserably. "I miss him, Lodesh. With you here, | can forget. But then | remember,
and—" Blinking furioudy, she looked away. She knew if she showed any tears, Lodesh would console
her. And any show of sympathy would only make her cry dl the more.

"You were planning on a future together?' he asked, but it redly wasn't a question.
"T-trying to," she stammered, her eyes on her hands clenched about her bowl.
"Oh, Alissa" he murmured. "It only takestime."

"That'swhat I'm afraid of!" she wailed, only now admitting to what dl the heartfdt looks and gestures
of the Lodesh she firg knew were dl about. Curse him. He had known. He had known she would
misplace hersdlf, and he had never warned her. But she couldn't be angry a the Lodesh before her. He
knew nothing of it.

Clearly confused, Lodesh drew back, turning to his bregkfast to give her the opportunity to collect
hersdlf. There was the harsh whine of a cicada, and he set his bowl down. "Redd-Stan has kept your
lessonsin the morning?* he said, dearly trying to change the subject.

Alissawiped her eyes and nodded. She knew they were red, and she wouldn't look at him.
"Then | would like to invite you to a gathering tonight.”

Warning coursed through her as to where that might lead. "I don't know," she said.

"It's a the grove," he drawled confidently, and Alissa looked up at his dancing eyes.
"Redly?' she breathed in anticipation, then grimaced. "All those people.”



"It's after sunst,” he continued. "Smal gathering. Invited guests. The city has access during the day,
but the citaddl damed that night as theirs. There won't be lots of people mucking it up. Just dancing and
music”

But music reminded her of Strell, and she pushed her blueberries about with her spoon. She blinked
in surprise when Lodesh tilted her chin up. "Musc reminds you of Strdll?' he asked, and Alissa gave him
asour amile. "Lots of gorytdling, then," he asserted, and she winced. "Tha, too, eh?' he sad oftly.
"Fenty of food," he began, then hung his head in mock sadness and held up a protesting hand. "No," he
sad with aforlorn sound. “I'm sure he egts”

Alissa couldn't help her amile at his playacting. "I'm afraid s0."

His dramatic mdancholy vanished as Lodesh took a sp of tea. "Wadl, there mugt be something | can
do that doesn't remind you of him." His cup hit the bench in a soft dink. "Alissa" he said, serious. "l have

made it my god to see you happy."
"Dont say that!" she exclamed, frightened.
"Why not?' His eyes flashed in defiance.
Alissas gaze fdl from his. "I'm going back to him."
"Oh." It was a short sound, carrying dl his disbdief. "I see. When?'

"Assoon as | learn how,” Alissamumbled over therim of her cup, then hesitated. The tea was hitter.
Had Lodesh made it?

"Learn how?' he asked.

Alissaput her cup down. "I meant, as soon as | convince Reda-Stan | have enough self-control to be
off the Hold's grounds unchaperoned.”

Lodesh leaned back, satidfied. "Ah. Rogue Keeper. All the responshilities of a Keeper but the
freedom of a student." He paused. It may take years" he cautioned.

Alisas breath caught. "I'm wel aware of that," she said, diffening.
"It'show itis, Alissa" he said. "Y ou've no choice"
"Therés dways a choice," she sad tightly. "You just may not likeit."

"Regardless” he countered. "If you leave without permisson, you can't come back. And as you
dready have a source, your tracingswill be burnt to ash so you can't use them.”

She looked away, her lips pursed. Still, he perssted. "The harsh redlity is he likdy won't wait the
possible twenty years necessary for you to return. And even if he did, he won't be the same man or you
the same woman."

Alissa glared, angry he was forcing her to come to grips with this. Twenty years? She was looking a
over three hundred if she couldn't get back.

"Dont look a melikethat," he protested with a hint of anger. "I've seen it happen. Just because I've
only walked the earth for twenty-two years doesn't mean | haven't seen pan.”

Her anger abruptly softened. "I don't think that at al, Lodesh.”

Appearing logt in a memory, Lodesh went dill. "I don't want you to suffer that,” he said. "I want to
see you happy." His eyes cleared, focusng on her with a familiar longing that made her go cold. "I want
to see you happy with me. | can seein your eyes tha you could be happy with me. Why squander your
time on a maybe?"

"I love him, Lodesh," she whispered.



Lodesh took her bowl and put her handsin his. His face was frighteningly neutral. "Love springs from
meany sources. It need not be channeled into a sngle path.”

Unable to meet his gaze, her eyes dropped to her hands cradled in his. A scuff of grave jerked ther
attention up and she pulled away. It was Nig in the fog with a platein her hand. "Nis!" Alissa exclamed,
relieved. "'l looked for you in the dining hdl.”

"Yes, what asurprise,” Lodesh echoed digantly as he shifted away.
Nig hestated. "If I'm intruding—"

"No," Alissainterrupted. "Not at dl. Come gt down."

"Yes Stay," Lodesh sad fantly.

Smiling, Nis edged down the sairs and sat beside Alissa. She dlently eyed the blueberries. "A group
of usgirls are going to the dity this morning, Alissa Want to come with us? There's a little candle shop,
fourth arc out, where if you ask them, they will—"

"Alissa has lessons this morning,” Lodesh interrupted.

Peeved he hadn't let her answer, Alissaglanced a him.

"Oh. | forgot." Nig's brow furrowed and she sipped her tea. "Perhaps tonight?”
"Alissais going to the grove with me tonight,” Lodesh asserted.

Nig drew back, the tips of her hair svinging to brush her shoulder. "All right." Looking put out, she
rubbed a spot on her cup.

Not liking how he had made Nidg fed, Alissafrowned. "I haven't sad yes, yet," she said.

Lodesh opened his mouth, and as she gazed a him with wide, mocking eyes, he looked adarmed.
"Yed" He exploded into motion, jumping draméticaly up onto the bench across from them and driking
an eegant pose. "Alissa does as she chooses! And | hope," he stepped down and took her hand, "she
chooses to accompany me to the grove tonight.” His gaze probed her expectantly.

Nis gave a short bark of honest laughter. Alissals grin couldn't be deterred either, and she nodded,
forgiving him. The sound of running feet turned their heads as Ren jogged around the last turn. "Hey! Hi!"
he exclamed bregthlesdy as he came to an ungteady hdt. "Am | laie?!

Lodesh shook his head with a cheerful resignation. "No. Have a seat. Use my cup. I've dready had
my tea"

Ren flopped to the bench, taking a huge quaff. "Ow!" he cried, leaning forward and dabbing at his lip.
"Hounds, that hurt. Now | won't be able to taste anything dl day."

"Have you had breakfast?" Alissa asked, willing to share.
"No, thanks. I'm not hungry.”
Nig gasped. "Get the surgeon. Ren's not hungry!™

"What's going on, Ren?" Lodesh's eyes ran over the restless student's ttire. "Isn't that your good
shirt? And anew pair of boots?"

Ears red, Ren glanced at the brightly colored leather. "Yes Mav gave them to me Today is my
anniversary.”

Lodesh and Nig exchanged knowing looks. Nis patted Ren's knee. "Good luck. I'm sure you will be
recognized this year."

Ren gmiled weekly. "Ashes. | hope s0. The students hdl is getting obnoxious. It would be grand
having a room with a door, four wals, and awindow." He sghed dreamily.



Nid chuckled. "And afloor you sweep, and a hearth you supply with wood, and—"
"No!" Ren wailed, waving a protesting hand. "L et me dream.”
Alissaturned to Lodesh. "Anniversary?'

Lodesh paused midchew, then nodded. Swvalowing, he said, "That's right. Y ou've been here less then
aweek. It seems longer," he added, and Alissa slently agreed. "Every year, a sudent is evauated for
possible Keeper gatus.”

Nig raised the pot of tea. Seeing Alissas amile, Nis topped off dl the cups. "Ren has been a student
for twelve years" Nis said. "And though seventeen isyoung for a Keeper, there's precedence.”

Ren fidgeted. "The younger you start, the eedier it is™ he explained.
"S0," Alissa excdamed, "today you might become a K eeper?

"l wish it was that easy." Ren dumped, then straightened. "But I'll find out if 1 will be considered for
such. The decison must be sanctioned by a caucus of Masters. There won't be enough of them here until
the firs lowland frost and they start flocking back to the Hold."

From Alissas Sde came Nis's Sgh. "Then it's back to lessons and practice. | do so enjoy it when the
wanderlugt hits them this hard. Everyone gets a wel-deserved bresk.” Nid looked a Alissa
gpologeticdly. "Wdl, dmogt everyone.”

Reminded, Alissarose and brushed the crumbs from her skirt. "Speeking of which, | ought to go."
Lodesh rose with her. "Il come with you."

Alissa amiled wickedly. "Reda-Stan will remember you owe him two days in the students dining hdll.
He might ingg you start tonight.”

"Jud as far as the kitchen,” he said, taking her empty plate and cup and hdping her up the steps and
onto the path.

"Yes go," came Ren's quick agreement. "Don't get imin a mood, whatever you do.”

"Il do dl I can to further Redal-Stan's good humor,” she said, warm with the feding that she might be
dating to fitin.

Ren shifted awkwardly and mumbled, "Thanks."

Together, she and Lodesh walked to the kitchen. The path was designed for one, but they managed it
gde by sde. She kept her eyes lowered, feding awkward not for his closeness, but for the slence he

kept. He was dearly thinking, and that worried Alissa. The bright blue of the kitchen door showed
through the fog when he pulled her to a stop.

"Aliss" he said. "Youll think on what | said?"' he asked.

Her gaze went to the path. She knew he wasn't gpesking of going to the grove but of his words
concerning love. Her eyes rose to his againgt her will. His hope and vulnerability shone like honesty in a
child. "Yes" she said softly, not knowing why. Gathering her scattered sdf, she snatched the dishes from
him and ran to the door.

She would get home. She would get back to Strell.

Chapter 21



Digtracted by her worried thoughts, Alissa dowly ascended the stairs. The pendulum hung unmoving
below her in the middle of the great hdl. It had been so ever Snce the Warden's degth. In her grip was a
bowl of cooked ham chunks. Kaly had pressed it into her hands with the assurance it would hep put
Redal-Stan in an accommodating mood.

She dowed as the passage narrowed a the base of the tower, more from meancholy than from being
out of breath from the dimb. Alissa glanced a Usdesss shut door in passng. Part of her would be
relieved to see hisfamiliar face, but she knew it would be a false security. Seven more flights, and Alissa
wearily found hersdf before Redd-Stan's door. She took a deep breath before she tugged her skirt
graight and knocked.

"Alissa. You're late. Get in here,” came his sour thought.

Sifling a sigh, she pushed open the door to find imwriting at his paper-strewn desk. His head came
up a the disgusting scent of ham, and he set his quill down with meticulous care. "Morning, Reda-Stan,”
she said, then turned to the balcony. "Connen-Neute."

Reda-Stan's hand met his desk in a sharp dap. "Bone and Ash!" he cursed in disgust.

"Told you," Connen-Neute crowed as he moved from the shadows of the bacony's pillars. "I told
you she has keen eyes."

"What," Alissa asked in confusion, "are you taking about?’

His expresson sullen and cranky, Reda-Stan sank back in his char and stared into space.
"Connen-Neute and | were discussng who was going to mind the Hold tonight and who was going to the
citadd's gathering." He briefly met her eyes. "'l don't like to leave the Hold entirdly empty of Masters. No
tdling what might happen.”

Alissaglently agreed. "So what does that have to do with my eyes?'

Clearly pleased, Connen-Neute sat on the long couch before Redal-Stan's desk. "He didn 't think
you would notice me under a ward of obscurity. | knew you would."

"Bumnitto ash. | log," Redd-Stan moaned, his eyes on the caling.

"There will be other gatherings under the mirth trees,” Connen-Neute said, and Alissa fdt the
ward drop from him.

Redd-Stan dtiffened, glaing iratey. "Verbaize, infant,” he growled, then pointed at her. "l see Lodesh
faled to impart even the beginnings of tdling time to you."

Shrugging, Alissa set the bowl of ham on his desk, just out of his reach. "He tried, dl the way to
EseNawoer. | can't ssem to get it. | can read the pendulum. But relating it to the sun?"

Gaze fixed intently on the bowl, Reda-Stan leaned forward. "I'm not surprised. Lodesh owes me
three days in the students dining hdl.”

"It was two days," she said, more than alittle peeved. With asngle digit she pulled the bowl away as
he reached for it. From beside her came Connen-Neute's horrified intake of breath. "And why are you
not surprised? Do you think me that supid?’ she added.

Reda-Stan pursed hislips, sanding up to take firm possession of the bowl. "Nothing of the sort,” he
sad as hefdl back into his chair. "No Master can. And would you care for some?' He proffered her the
bowl.

Shuddering, she refused, then sat beside Connen-Neute on the couch. "l was raised foothills. | don't
et anything that has feet."

The Master blinked, the long-handled fork hdfway to his mouth. Eyes wide, his jaw snapped shut
and the fork dropped. He glanced & Connen-Neute and back. "You don't eat meat?' he asked in a



hushed voice. "A raku who doesn't eat meat? Don't you get hungry?* Not waiting for her reply, he leaned
and offered her aforkful. "Here. Maybe if you tried some.”

"No, thank you." Alissa struggled not to geg as he waved it under her nose. Undeterred, he extended
it farther, brow high in encouragement. "l don't eat mesat, Redd-Stan!" she cried.

"Perhapsif you tried it," he persisted, then drew back at her fierce expresson. "Maybe you just don't
like ham?' After a moment to be sure she was serious, he abandoned himsdf to the bowl's contents.
Alissalooked at Connen-Neute, surprised at hiswidful dismay.

"It s;eems" Redal-Stan said between bites as he returned to ther origind topic, "that were too much
intune with the sun to be shackled with the saf-imposed rules humanity indulges in to give predictability
to their lives"

"But | wasn't born araku,”" she protested.
"But your mind is arranged as are thairs.”
Alissa sighed, wondering if she was forever doomed to be behind her time.

Redd-Stan sat back in thought. Wiping his mouth, he reached for a amdl box hidden under a sheef of
papers. He rummeaged in it with severad intriguing clatters. "There it is™ he said, snapping the box closed
and handing her asingle object.

She weighed its heavy presence in her pam. "A ring?'
He dumped into his chair with a very unmagerly sprawl. "It's a clock.”

“It's a ring," she said, holding it up and sguinting. "With a hole where the stone fdl out.”
Connen-Neute shifted uneesily at her chdlenge, and she looked a him. "Wdl, it is”

"It is—a dock." Lips pressed, Redd-Stan dared her to contradict him again. "If the sun were
brighter, 1'd show you how it works. It's yours."

"Ming" Blinking, Alissa extended it back. "I can't. It's too precious.”
"On loan, then, until whenever," he replied lightly.

"Thank you." Alissa dipped it into a pocket. It was too big to fit her finger. Later she would find a
length of twine and wear it about her neck.

"Hm-m-m." Redal-Stan frowned. "I've asked Connen-Neute to gt in on the catdoging of your
abilities so he may see that lack of knowledge is a natura state that must be rectified dowly, not dl a
once like a dog consuming a haunch of venison.”

Losng hisusud dignity, Connen-Neute douched into the cushions. "He means to prove I'm not the
only one who lacks the basics that a Master should know."

Reda-Stan placed a piece of hamin his mouth and chewed. "Hush."

"Half the Keepers know more than me!" Connen-Neute cried.

"Enough! And verbalizel"

Alissa watched in amusement, thinking the exchange was very familiar.

"WdI?' Redd-Stan said loudly, and she couldn't help but jump. "What can you do?'

Put on the spot, her mind went predictably blank. "Uh," she sammered, "internd and externd fidds™
She hesitated. "Both permesble and impervious™

Reda-Stan blinked. "Wolved" he cursed. "I forgot that."
"What's an impervious field?" Connen-Neute asked.



Redd-Stan waved absently. "Later. What dse, Alissa?"

"Um, wards of ignition, illumination, wanning, dillness, deep, slence, obscurity, and from you,
cadming. | can dso maintain the appearance of scar tissue from that burn | showed you over my tracings
with no conscious effort, and block my whereabouts from a mentd search. Took me three months to
learn how to do that." She sghed with remembered frustration. Connen-Neute dumped, and thinking to
bolgter his spirits she added, "I've seen but have been asked to not practice severd wards of offense that
| can demongrate.”

Redad-Stan's eyes were closed. He said nothing, and she began to wonder if she had done something
wrong. "Wards of dillness, dlence, tracing disguise, and wards of offense” he findly sad. "By my
Magter's Wolves, Alissa. Where were you schooled? A war fidd?'

She fussed with her deeve and said, "Yes. | can dso hide one ward within another to—"
"Stop!" Redal-Stan raised a quick hand. "Perhaps you should leave, Connen-Neute.”
It wasn't a request, but the young Master didn't move. His eyes turned determined.

"That's about it," she hurriedly added as Redd-Stan's brow furrowed a Connen-Neute's blatant
defiance. "The only other kills| have are wards of creation and—ah—Iline tripping.”

"That'sit, eh?" Reda-Stan was decidedly sarcadtic.

Alissa nodded uncertainly. "The former | have freerein in. The second | know the theory and a amdl
bit of practice. Talo-Toecan had sent me severa times among the lines™ She turned to a disgusted
Connen-Neute. "That's why he was teaching me so soon. He was afraid if he didn't, 1 would guess
enough,” she bit her lip, "to get mysdf in trouble.”

Redal-Stan looked rather put out as well. ™Y our instructor—and | use the term loosdly now—he sent
you among the linesin the firg place for what reason?"

Alissatook a dow, ddiberate breath. "To frighten me away from the Hold."

Redd-Stan ran a hand over his nonexigent hair. "You didnt mention severd wards that are generdly
taught to beginners, such as, oh, window wards?'

"Thet's right,” she said, feding hersdf warm. Connen-Neute brightened and ceased his irritating
knuckle cracking.

Almog in disbdlief, Redal-Stan leaned forward. "No?"

Face flaming, she ssammered, "It wasn't needful.”

"Can you unlock doors?" Connen-Neute asked.

"Those keyed for generd entry,” she admitted, and he smiled with a amug satisfaction.

"How about a ward of deflection?' Redal-Stan shot at her, and she shook her head. "Misdirection?
Ward of truth?' he added.

"No."
"Can you preserve food?" Connen-Neute was thoroughly pleased now.
"No! That'sit!" she exclaimed, embarrassed.

Redd-Stan had the audacity to laugh. "You see?' he said to Connen-Neute. "Everyone is skilled in
different aress.”

"But she possesses all the exciting things," he complained.

"Maybe" Alissa couldn't keep the disgust from her voice. "But how often does one need a ward of
dlence? | would much rather know how to close my own window."



"And your book studies?' Redd-Stan asked. "l don't suppose you can read yet?'

Pogtively affronted, Alissa reached to a nearby stack of books and opened one. "The undesirable
premature mixing of the populations” she read, "can be accomplished by a physicd barrier such as in
mountains or seas, or metdly by usng a bias or prgudice. The former is more rdiable, but once
breached is nearly impossible to contain. The secondary method has the potentid to be less secure, but
aberraions are generdly few and can be dedlt with on an individud bas's rather than resorting to—"

The book was snatched from her grasp and closed with a snap. Redal-Stan put it out of her reach
and settled himsdf. "Ah, yes™ he said, refusing to meet her glare. 'Y ou can read.”

Alissa made amenta note of which book it was, planning to find it later. She had a suspicion she was
the aberration that must be dedlt with on an individud basis.

"Connen-Neute appears impressed with your—ah—considerable accomplishments” Redal-Stan
muttered. "Let's move on.”

"She's been at it for dmogt a year," Connen-Neute thought, moaning.

Ignaring this, Redd-Stan steepled his fingers "I suggest we spend the morning exploring the
mechanics behind what you did to get here. Alissa, show me the tracings you use to shift.”

"Now?" she questioned, glancing at the bacony with wide eyes. The whine of a cicada split the fog.
In the distance, another answered. "In daylight? What if someone sees me?'

"We're sxteen stories up, Squirrd. One raku is much as another at that height. Besides, you aren't
going to shift. 1 only want a resonance.” He leaned across his desk, squinting. "You can show a
resonance without invoking a ward, can't you?'

"Of course," she huffed, affronted. She took a breath to settle hersdf, then set up the proper pattern.
She blinked dowly at Redal-Stan, fighting to keep her mentd vison and her Sght of him at the same time.

"It's perfect,” Redal-Stan grumbled as his gaze went distant, checking the resonance againg his own
tracings. "You're usng the expected pattern exactly.” He frowned to himsdf, his scalp wrinkling. "Show
me the pattern you use when tripping the lines with a septhama point,” he demanded suddenly. "Try to
hold them smultaneoudy."

Alissafroze. What if she did it again? Who knew where she would end up!

"Sand and Wind. Just set it up!™ he exclaimed, exasperated. "You are not—I repeat, not—to engage
the ward. Understand?'

She glanced nervoudy a Connen-Neute, then closed her eyes so as to concentrate better. The
pattern used to shift ill glowed in her thoughts. Swalowing hard, she set up a ward to trip the lines. In
an eye blink she was done. As expected, the firs ward was gone. They didn't use any of the same paths
and so0 couldn't be run together.

Sightly depressed they hadn't found the answer, she opened her eyes to find Redal-Stan waiting. His
gaze went distant and unseeing as he sudied the resonance. A heavy sigh shifted him as his Sght cleared.
"Yes Exactly what | would expect,” he said, and she winced. "It's perfect. Talo-Toecan managed that
right, a least. No extra paths, and you couldn't hold them concurrently. There's not the dimmest way the
patterns for shifting and tripping the lines can cross, triggering them both into play. By my Master's
Wolves, Alissa. What did you do?'

" don't know." Unhappy, she lowered her gaze and dropped the ward.

No one sad awthing, and Reda-Stan cleared his throat in the uncomfortable dlence
"Connen-Neute, | was going to send you on an errand, but why don't you stay? | want to see Alissa trip
the lines, to make sure she isnt doing something odd, and there's no harm in pushing your studies up.



Y ou know the theory; you know the patterns. It's high time you actudly went.”

Connen-Neute jerked upright. A gleam of anticipation curved the corners of his mouth. Ignoring
Reda-Stan's snort for his enthusasm, he hid his hands in his deeves and tucked his feet under im as he
sat on the couch. Just to be contrary, Alissa put her feet firmly on the floor.

Noaticing what she had done, Redal-Stan arched his nonexistent eyebrows. "Wl set the ash-ridden
ward up!" he exclamed, making her and Connen-Neute jump. "But | want to check the pattern again
before you invoke it, and—ah—don't use a septhama point.” He closed his eyes and pretended to
shudder. "Use one of your memories”

Alissas heart gave a thump. She was going to do it. He was actudly going to let her trip the lines by
hersdf! Redal-Stan was wetching her expectantly. His fingers were steepled in a gartling mimiary of her
papa, who probably got it from Tao-Toecan, who assuredly got it from Reda-Stan. Wdl that, she
thought, was something she was never going to do, and she uncrossed her legs and set her feet firmly on
the floor, not remembering having put them back under her. Eyes open, she set up the pattern needed.

Reda-Stan's eyes went digant, and then he nodded. "Perfect," he muttered. "Connen-Neute, 1ook
sharp. Youll be asked to duplicate this later. Take speciad note in the amount of energy used. Alissa
seems to have a knack for knowing how much is needed for a good resonance without engaging the
ward." He turned to her. "Where will you take us?"

Her breath came in a quick, excited surge, and she forced her shoulders to the back of the couch.
Her legs curled up under her and, resigned to their presence, she ignored Reda-Stan's soft chuckle. For
a moment, she consdered. Srell? she wondered. Her thoughts of him were the strongest, but she
couldn't bear theidea. "Tdon," she said firmly.

"Whao?' Redd-Stan asked, his eyes widein wonder.
"Tdon," she reaffirmed. "My pet kestrel. She has been with me snce | was twelve."

"A bird!" sad Connen-Neute in dismay. "Out of all the excitement you have lived, you want to
tell us of a pet bird? Why not that insane Keeper, Bailic?"

Usng anger to cover her fright of Bailic's memory, Alissa rounded upon him. "I don't like Ballic. |
want to show you Tadon," she snapped. "And if you don't think it's exciting, you can just—just— Pursng
her lips, she gestured to the bacony raling. "Take aflying legp!”

"Temper, Squirrd,” came Reda-Stan's cdming laugh. "I'm sure your recollections of Tadon will be
mogt enlightening.”

Moallified, Alissa adjusted her skirt to cover the tips of her shoes with a quick, abrupt motion. She
gave Connen-Neute afind glare—seeing he wasn't sorry at dl—then turned back to Reda-Stan. "What
do | do?' she asked nervoudly.

"Sa up the ward, place your thoughts upon your memory, and adlow the ward to direct your
awareness to the proper paths. | would suggest you concentrate on the more earthy sensations until the
memory isin ful motion. Scent, and to a lesser degree, touch, are powerful triggers of memory. Just give
Connen-Neute and me a moment to get our own tracings dight in preparation to follow,” he murmured,
dipping into alight trance with an enviable quickness.

Connen-Neute and Alissa exchanged alook of shared excitement, then he, too, leaned back into the
cushions and appeared to go to deep. His long, somber face was quiet and 4ill. Putting her thoughts on
Tdon, she set her network aglow and dipped easlly into the memory she had chosen as the clearest: The
day they had made their acquaintance.



Chapter 22

Itt was hot. Too hot for early summer, and Alissa loved it. On her knees in the freshly turned
dirt, she breathed in the comforting fragrance of warm, moist earth, even now beginning to fade
as the day grew warmer. Stting back on her heels, she ran a hand under her hat and gazed down
the long row.

"Beets," she muttered. "l hate beets." But they stored well and were good for trading with the
flatlanders if nothing else. Plainsmen loved them. Siill, sixteen rows took forever to weed out. It
had rained two days ago, and the grass had sprung as high as her knees. Squinting from the sun,
Alissa stood. She glanced at the house and wondered if it was worth the trouble to get the hoe
from the barn as her mother had shouted out the window not long ago. Sghing, she brushed the
pressed soil from her knees and moved to the low building beside the sheep pen.

The barn door creaked and groaned under her tugging, finally yielding enough so she could
dipinsde. It was cooler, and she shivered. A soft rustle telling of mice whispered. Mother couldn't
seem to keep a cat. She would try every spring, and every spring they would be back on ther
home doorstep before the sun went down. Traps were set for the mice, but who knew how much
grain they lost every season. The rust-blemished hoe lay where Alissa had left it, and promising to
oil the dratted thing this time, she snatched it up and went to the field.

Swinging it in short arcs, she tugged the weeds from the blood red beet tops, leaving a
flattened trail of dying vegetation behind her. The afternoon sun spilled over her, doing as much
as her exertions to rid her of the barn's chill. A soft flutter over her head drew her attention, and
Alissa paused to watch a small kestrel hover, waiting for the insects she was scaring up. Seeing
her watching, he darted away. Alissa smiled and returned to her work. He 'd be back. They had
resident kestrels for aslong as she could remember.

Lulled by her work, she almost missed the small falcon's return. A large grasshopper took to
the air with a startling buzz Its flight was astonishingly short as the kestrel dove, snatching it
midjump. Pleased she had provided the hunter with an easy meal, Alissa continued, putting off
resting in the hopes he would come back.

For the longest time there was only her and the sound of her work. Then, so quietly as to be
only imagined, came the fluttering of wings. Grinning, Alissa ignored him. As she watched for any
darting shapes, there was a startled whistle and gust of wind. A shadow fell cold across her. She
looked up, blinding hersaf with the sun.

Gasping, she dropped the hoe and covered her eyes. The heavy ash handle hit her shin.
Clutching her leg, Alissa heard, rather than saw, a crashing among the brush at the edge of the
clearing.

"By the Hounds?" she whispered as she stared at the ill shifting branches. How could a bird
make that much noise? She glanced at the house before hobbling to the edge of the meadow and
peering into the scrub. Green silence greeted her. There was a sharp crack, and she jumped at the
whoosh of air and muffled thump as a branch fell.

Alissa cautioudly stepped under the cooling shade, clasping her arms about herself in the chill.
A kestrel tumbled on the ground. "Oh, you poor thing,” Alissa whispered, watching it flop its
wings and swish its tail Sde to side in an odd way. Upon seeing her, the small bird hissed, daring
Alissa to come any closer.

"Let me see?" she coaxed, taking a step despite the obvious warning. Immediately it took



flight, or tried to, smashing its way back through the underbrush to the meadow in a frenzied
attempt to put distance between them.

Alissa's predatory instincts took hold, and she was after it. It was hurt, she reasoned. She was
going to help it whether it wanted her to or not. She quickly regained the open meadow and
stopped, watching the tops of the grass. It wasn't hard to tell where the bird was, and Alissa
confidently made her way to where it sat panting.

"Careful, now," she whispered as she eased into a crouch two arm's lengths away. "I won't
hurt you. | just want to see if you're all right. You don't fly very well."

The robin-sized falcon hissed and opened its wings, trying to cow her. Alissa watched with a
mix of pity and amusement as it stood in place and stridently beat its wings, trying to become
airborne. Finally it admitted defeat and sat in a miserable-looking lump.

"Are you done fanning the grass?" she said with a chuckle, and it seemed to stiffen. Clearly
she would have to charm it, and as her mother always said, the best way to charm a beast was
with food.

Alissa turned and began looking for anything edible. "La-dybug... no,” she mused. "Spider...
definitely no." Shuddering, she moved a step away. "Flies." Lots of flies, but she couldn't catch
them. Stting on her heels, she looked at the bird. It was a she, Alissa guessed by the larger size,
though the coloration was more in line with that of a male.

"How," she said to the bird, "do you ever find enough to get by?" Much to her delight, the
bird bobbed her head asif in agreement.

"Skinny green caterpillar!” Alissa exclaimed, then grimaced. She wouldn't give that to a
plainsman, though he would probably eat it. Then Alissa saw it. A cricket. That she could catch.
She wouldn 't get pinched or stung. Licking her lips, she edged closer, her eyes wide in
anticipation as she lunged.

The smooth, spiny shape of the cricket filled the pocket of her closed hand. Fortunately, the
kestrel hadn't moved, and holding the violently struggling insect between her thumb and
forefinger, Alissa dowly proffered it. "Come on," she coaxed. "Your mother used to do the same
thing. Just pretend I'm her."

The kestrel hesitated. Clearly nervous, she looked from Alissa to the cricket. Then, much to
Alissa’'s delight, she cautioudly stretched out her neck and took the horrid thing.

"There." Alissa sighed, letting out the breath she hadn't known she had been holding. Then she
frowned. The bird wasn 't eating. The cricket was in her beak, kicking violently, but the bird was
doing nothing with it. In fact, she looked most peculiar. "Go on," Alissa prompted. "That's what
you ‘re supposed to eat.”

As if responding to her voice, the bird shifted its feathers and pinned the cricket to the ground.
Tearing it to pieces, she delicately chose what she would and wouldn 't eat. By the time the kestrel
was done, Alissa had another cricket. Scooting closer, she offered it as well. Three crickets, one
grasshopper, and a dight sunburn later, Alissa had the bird pinching her stocking-wrapped hand
as she walked cautiously back to the house.

"Mother?" she called softly, her eyes upon her new pet. "I think | found a way to rid the barn
of micel"

Taking a dow, deliberate breath, Alissa snapped out of the mild trance. She opened her eyes with a
blissful amile of remembrance, finding Redal-Stan waiting for her. "Wel done, Squirrd,” he whispered



from under hdf-lidded, somnolent eyes. "Very wel done."

From her other sde came a desperate moan, and they turned to find Connen-Neute curled up in a
black and gray clothed bal on the couch.

"What's your problem, sudent?' Redd-Stan said irately, then broke into a knowing grin. "Got a
headache!" he shouted.

Connen-Neute whimpered, shuddering in pain.
"Oh, please," Alissa sad, pleading for sympethy. "It's agony the firg time."
"l remember,” Redal-Stan admitted with a rueful chuckle.

"It's not anything one can essly forget." Reenting, he leaned over his desk, and she heard a
whispered thought. "Watch. You need to put in a shunt to relieve the excess energy. Like this."

Connen-Neute sagged in rdlief. Taking a hesitant breath, he dowly uncurled and stared a them with
haggard eyes. "Wolves Ashes," he cursed. "Why didn't you warn me?"

"Sorry, | forgot,” Redal-Stan and Alissa said together.
"Sol" the old Master boomed. "What did we learn besides kestrels like crickets?"

"It hurts if you don't have a shunt already in place,”" offered Connen-Neute sourly. He rose and
shekily went to the long-cold pot of tea, wanning it with a quick thought.

"Besdesthat." Redal-Stan stood and went to dam a cup. Alissa rose as well, hoping thet if she stood
by the tegpot and looked wisiful, Reda-Stan would make her a cup.

"Tripping the linesis only a mentd journey—usudly,” she drawled.

"Uaudly," Reda-Stan agreed. "And it will stay that way until I'm convinced we have a foolproof way
to send you back.”

Connen-Neute went Hill. Taking his cup, he glanced at her and turned away. Immediady Alissa went
wary. "l want to go now," she said, garing at Connen-Neute's giff shoulders. It had been five days. Only
the thought that she would see Strell soon was keeping her cam. And that comfort was wearing thin.

"Hush, Squirrd. We must make sure the clouds are empty before you fly through them.”
"But | just tripped the lines" she asserted. "l can do it. | want to go back now!"
"You mugt be patient.”

Connen-Neute moved to the narrow band of afternoon sun on the balcony. He completdly turned his
back on her. Alissa stared. Something was wrong, and Connen-Neute knew it. "l went back to one of
my memories" she said, her brow furrowed in thought.

"Yes you did." Reda-Stan's voice was cautioudy congenid. He sat on the edge of his desk and
crossed his arms before him. He frowned at Connen-Neute over Alissas shoulder.

"When | came here, | used a septhama point,” Alissa said. Her breath quickened.
"Correct." Redd-Stan stood in arustle of brown fabric, dl pretense of disnterest gone.
" Septhama points only work backward,” she whispered, going cold.

"Alissa" the old Master warned as he took a step forward.

"No! Ligen to me" she exclamed, and Connen-Neute turned. His face was creased in pity, and she
panicked. "l used a septhama point to get here" she said, her voice cracking. "There's no one here who
has amemory farther forward than mine, which | can borrow. | can't send my thoughtsto atime | havent
experienced, and | can't experience it until | have gone—back." Her last words were a haunted whisper.



Only now understanding, she reached out a blind hand and fdt Redal-Stan steady her. "I can't go
back," she said.

"Eagy, Alissa" Redd-Stan said gertly. "Come st down.”

"l can't." Dazed, she could do nathing but blink. "I—I have to go," she mumbled, and pulled away. "I
have to find Strell.”

"Alissa Itll bedl right. Come gt down."

Shefdt award of cdming resonate in her thoughts. "No!" she cried, smashing the passive ward with a
bligtering thought. She had to get out. To get back to Strell! Her heart pounded, and she giffened, taking
inthe shut door and Redal-Stan's tight grip on her elbow. She tore from him, spinning to the balcony.

"Connen-Neute!" Redal-Stan shouted. "Get away from the window! She doesn't know a window
ward. Get out of the way!"

The window! Alissa made a dight moan of despair as she fdt hisward go up.
"Alis"

She turned to see Redd-Stan with his hands raised, confident he had her trapped. "You're fing" he
sad. "Youre going to be fine. Strel is gone, but you will be fine"

"No!" Bregth fadt, she turned to the sky. "I have to find Strdl!" she cried. Before her heart finished its
beet, she set her tracings to break the window ward. Panicked, she cast her ward from her without giving
it afidd to contain it. Made strong by her anguish, it spread from her in a slent wave, vishle as a fant
shimmer.

Her will to flee tore through everything it encountered. A thunderous boom shook the Hold as
hundreds of doors flung open. The ward to clear the window had transcended itsdf, acting upon anything
closed.

"Wolved" Redd-Stan cursed and flung himsdf to the floor. A protection ward was tight about him.
He didn't know what her ward contained.

Connen-Neute stood by the window, rocking dightly from the mentd force. He hadn't put even the
barest protection over himsdf. Alissa caught a sad look as she jumped from the bacony, shifting even as
her feet l€ft the railing. Then the Hold was gone and she was free, stresking to the east.

Chapter 23

The stones Reda-Stan had pressed himsdf againg shivered as Alissas will hit the roots of the
mountain and reverberated back. "Wolves," he whispered as he looked up. "She said she didn't know
window wards. | think she opened every ash-ridden door in the Hold!"

"She said she couldn't make them, but would you chance your student smashing into a ward as she
tried to land on a ba cony?'

"No." Feding old and foolish, Redal-Stan used a chair to get to hisfeet in stages. Upright, he glanced
a his open door and back to Connen-Neute. Seeing him unafraid, Reda-Stan grunted in surprise. Eight
quick steps, and he was next to him, eyeing the empty skies. "I'll be back,” Redd-Stan sad tersdly. He
put a foot up on the thick raling, finding himsdf held back by a long hand. "I have to catich her,"
Reda-Stan snapped, tugging his deeve free. "Sheislikdy to go ferd over this, if she hasn't dready.”



"She won't," came a quiet thought into his.

Redal-Stan paused, his drive to follow postponed by Connen-Neute's strong conviction. "Even so, |
will be hard-pressed to find her."

"I know where sheis," was the young Master's soft reply.

"How!" he barked, then shot a glance at the hdl. The sounds of excited Keepers and students were
coming closer.

"l could find Alissa were the great plain between us" Connen-Neute breathed, his gaze on the
horizon. "You didnt know that, did you, about pickabacking?' He turned, his eyes filled with an dmost
wild look, and Redal-Stan dtifled a shudder. "1 can recognize her thought signature now as if it was
my own. But | know already where she went." Connen-Neute jumped to the raling, hdting his
momentum with a practiced ease.

"Tdl mewhere sheis I'll get her," Reda-Stan demanded.

"She doesn 't trust you. She would fly away, and | don't think you could catch her." And with
that, Connen-Neute legpt from the bacony and shifted.

There was a sngp of wind againg wing canvas, and he was gone. Reda-Stan stood aone, wondering
a the confidence Connen-Neute had found in the mere days that Alissa had influenced him. The raku's
golden form was logt in the hazy sunshine as he headed east over the mountains. "Perhaps,” he worried
aoud, "the wind has been kept from hiswings too long.”

Redd-Stan turned at the growing tumult in the hdl. A large group of students came to an uneasy hdt
outsde his door. Kdly pushed her way to the front, ignoring her lower rank. She stared at him with wide,
wondering eyes. "The lids popped off the flour tins" she said, "and | can't close the door to the garden.
Would you please come down and hdp me?' Behind her, more of the Hold's inhabitants came to a slent,
questioning halt.

No one asked what happened, and he refused to volunteer anything as he made his brooding,
methodica way through the passages and hdls He stopped a every chamber, removing the ward that
hed fixed the doors so that the Keepers couldnt shift them by muscle or ward. By the time he reached
the floor of the great hdll to find the outer doors of the Hold immovable dabs of wood, he was more than
alittle concerned. Just whom, or what, had Connen-Neute gone after?

Chapter 24

Knees drawn to her chin, Alissa sat on a large flat rock amongs the damp scents of gathering dusk
on the other Sde of the mountains. The wind spilling from the nearby pesk was chilly, and she shivered in
the last remnants of the sun. A pile of stream-smooth pebbles was beside her. One by one, she flicked
them into the meadow. She was aming for the crickets.

Ancther stone hissed through the ydlowing grass to find the earth, and the fidd went dlent. Her
breath caught. As she wondered if she had hit one, a familiar touch brushed her thoughts. She relaxed,
redizing why the crickets had slenced themsdaves. The graceful shape of a raku executed a sharp turn
and landed awing length from her. "Hdlo," she muttered, her gaze returning to her pile of stones.

Satling himsdlf in a comfortable crouch between her and the satting sun, Connen-Neute propped his
head upon his forearms and curled histail about himsdf. "May | join you?" he asked, his eyes cdodng in
adeepy blink.



"You're bigger than me" she said as she sniffed. "It's not asif | could stop you."
His golden eyes opened. "I'll leave if you ask.”

"Sorry." Feding as pleasant as pond scum, she managed a sour smile. His eyes closed, and she
added in warning, "1'm not going back to the Hold. You can't make me."

Connen-Neute rippled his hide, giving the impression of a shrug. He disappeared in a swirl of pearly
white, Solidifying in his human form to gt in an dongated ovd of flattened grass.

"You know something?' she said. "Taking to you is worse than talking to Tdon."
He grinned.

The crickets began to reassert themsdaves, and so Alissaresumed her game. "I'm surprised,” she sad
as arock went swishing among the dry stems. "I would have thought Redal-Stan would have been the
one to follow me and try to drag me back."

"I didn't follow you," he said doud inhisgray voice. "l knew where you were going."
Alissa squinted into the setting sun, holding a hand above her eyes to see him better.
"You'relog," he said in explanation. "Y ou went home."

"lant it wonderful?* Alissa gazed over the open fidd. "Over there by that rockdide is where the
sheep's winter shelter will be. The house" she looked upwind, "will be where those hemlocks are now.
The wdl will be behind it, right about where that stream is" Alissa paused. The stream wasn't in her
memories of home, but her papa had dug the well exactly where it was flowing. Frowning, Alissa turned
to Connen-Neute. "Were in the kitchen garden, and this rock," she patted it, "is where the snakes will
sunbathe.”

Thoroughly depressed, Alissa dumped. The Navigator's Wolves should hunt her. 1t was more dismd
than the time Usdless had accompanied her back to her parents farm to tel her mother she was dl right.
Thefarm had been abandoned: the sheep were gone, the fidds sat falow, and the house was empty. The
chickens, though, were dill there. The note Alissa found said her mother had returned to the plains, then
went on with other motherly sentiments that sent Alissa into tears. Usdess had placated her with
promises to help her find her mother, once she was skilled enough to pluck her mother's thought signature
out of the untold thousands of plainsmen. To Alissa, that meant never. Now, she didn't even have that.

In arudle of gray and black dlk, Connen-Neute joined her on the rock. "l was raised in the high
reaches,” he said as he sat down beside her, his eyes on the nearby peaks. "It seemed | was dways cold,
but it was agreat ded safer. A raku child must be sheltered from most neurd-net resonances lest a ward
be picked up prematurely.” She looked at him blankly, and he added, "Would you give a toddler a ward
of ignition?"'

She shook her head, findly understanding why her papa had never let on he had been a Keeper. "All
but parental contact isminimized,” Connen-Neute continued, "until the level of self-contral is adequate to
handle temptation.”

"Sounds londly," she said, thinking of her own childhood spent with imaginary friends.

Connen-Neute shrugged. "It was, epecidly later, but it was my adolescence, and | wouldn't change
anything. Once it was determined | had developed mastery of my impulses, | was introduced into society.
| was about thirty then."

"That'sawful," she sympathized, wondering how old he was. He didn't look thirty.

Turming his unreadable gaze to hers, he said, "It was safer, though. | was the only child of my kith to
make it past my fird thirty years" Alissa stared, trying not to look appalled, and he added, "All my
shlings were logt. Some to flight accidents. A young raku isn't very coordinated, and is smdl, about the



gze of a pony, until about fifteen. When growth starts, it's explosive, making it difficult to keep up with
the changing shiftsin mass and momentum. But afew,” he sghed, "were lost when they found their neurd
nets and began to play. Those were the worgt,” he finished somberly.

Alissa could say nothing. The trids of her childhood were nothing compared to that.

Connen-Neute stirred, adjugting his collar with hislong fingers. "That's where | found my sdlf-control.
Watching their fatd mistakes. Where did you learn yours? It's considerable, seaing as you were raised by
acommoner.”

Alissa shook hersdf. "Uh—my mother &t fird," she said, and he smiled knowingly. "But it took a burn
across my tracings | should have died from before | began to see the benefits of holding one's temper,”
she admitted, shidding her eyes from the sun and squinting at him.

There was a tug on her awareness, and a bright orange paper hat winked into existence.
Connen-Neute slently placed it upon her head to shade her eyes. "Hounds, thanks" she said as she took
it off to look at it. "That's right. Y ou mastered crafting paper from your thoughts. Very nice™ She turned it
over, examining it thoroughly. "1'd wager you're great fun a parties"” she finished dryly as she placed the
wide-brimmed, eye-hurting monsirogity back on her head.

Connen-Neute draightened in pleasure. "You know | mastered crafting paper?" he said, dipping
back into his more familiar thought-speech.

She gave him a friendly shove on his shoulder. "Everyone knows Connen-Neute crafts the
highest-grade paper. You can tdl by the smdl."

"Almonds™ he breathed. "Y ou have free rein in crafting matter. What do you exced in?'

Alissa amledy threw a stone. "l excd in making trouble™ Then, seeing his disgppointment, she
relented. "Clothes. That's it. Nothing interesting like cups or paper hats"

"Clothes are invarigbly thefirg," he said. "But what do you plan on specidizing in?'
The eagernessin his voice pulled Alissas atention from the darkening field. Suddenly she redlized he
saw her as a contemporary, something he probably never had before. Her next flippant answer died, and

she amiled, pleased. "I don't know," she said as she took a handful of pebbles. "I had hoped pottery, but
| seem to be lacking something.”

Thoughts of Strell surged through her. Eyes dodng in heartache, she dumped. "Ashes” she
whispered. "'l have to get back home, Connen-Neute. There mugt be away,”

He took a pebble from the remainder of her stack. "Redad-Stan thinks it's not possble” he sad
hestantly, and he threw it.

Frustrated, she reached out a thought and caught his tossed stone in a fidd. The pebble hit the edge
of her fidd and rolled to the bottom, hanging in an unred display of control. "Reda-Stan would have said
| couldn't get here, ether,” she said hatly, dlowing the rock to fal.

Nodding, he whipped a second stone dmost straight up. It arched up into the black, bardly vishle
agang the purpling skies. "Stll," he said mildy, "I've known him to be correct in mogt Stuations” He
paused as the stone reached its highest point. "Now," he whispered, and he and Alissa fought for control
of it.

"That's avery safe answer,” she scorned as she mastered the rock, then let it fall.

"But it'strue”" Connen-Neute sent another rock after the firdt. This one, he caught.

"Wadl, he's wrong thistime" she said defensvey. "I'll get back. |—" Her breath caught at the thought
she might not. "I will," she said, as her pulse pounded in her temple, seducing a headache into existence
as she refused to cry.



"No." His voice was as gentle and persstent as rain. "You need a memory of your time that doesn't
indude you. And even if you had that, you don't know how the patterns crossed.”

“I'm going to get back,” she sad flaly. She couldnt fed hersdf swdlow or breathe, but her ams
clasped about her shins were trembling, so she knew she il lived.

"You can't." His words were so soft, she wasn't sure if he had said them adoud. "Strell is gone” he
sad mercilesdy, despite the tears Sailling hotly down her cheeks. "He's gonel" he said, giving her a shake
as she tried to hide her face. "And what are you going to do about it?"

His question remained unanswered as she watched the peaks blur and dissolve from her tears. Her
misary, the aching emptiness, seemed worse here than surrounded by people. Teking a breath, she held it
until she had to breathe again. For along time, only the crickets and her intermittent, tattered gulps for air
shifted the night. The sun had s&t, replacing the glare with a soothing gray. There was a tweak on her
thoughts, and a soft sheet of paper was pushed into her hands. "Thanks" she said raggedly.

"It's mosily doth,” he offered, seemingly eager to have something to say. "I wanted to see how oft |
could make paper. Don't show Redal-Stan. Hell make me craft a cartload of it."

Alissa bobbed her head and used it to blow her nose. "l can see other uses for this" she mumbled,
glad for the digtraction.

Then he sghed, and Alissa knew he wasn't finished with her yet. "Accept it, Alisa" he sad
regretfully. "Strell is out of your reach. You could fly away and hide for four hundred years to rgoin him
when you catch up, but even then, he's gone. Youll be a stranger to him." He threw a pebble at the fied.
"Four centuries leaves an inddible mark."

"Yes | can seethat,” she said, too raw and sick at heart to be angry.

"Love, like the wind, can come from many sources. If you accept heislog to you, perhaps you might
consider—"

"Connen-Neute!" she protested, embarrassed.

"—someone e he finished innocently. He flicked a stone into the fidld, and there was a Sartled
squesk as it found a mouse. Then he turned red and coughed, carefully placing his last pebble back on
the stack. "Jugt don't start making eyes at me," he added, redlizing where her thoughts had gone. "I don't
like Beast. She's too—Ashes, she scares me”" He shivered, and then, trying to make it look as if it were

from the chill in the air rather than the chill in his soul, he turned a concerned eye to her. "Would you like
afire?’

"No," she said, her thoughts returning to what he had said concerning his upbringing. It was more than
Usdess ever explained to her. "Connen-Neute?' she asked, wondering how much she could pry from
him. "Why don't you speak more? Y ou have a wonderfully dark voice."

His teeth gleamed in the faint light as he smiled. "1 spent my fird fifty years dmogt entirdy in the shape
| was born in. Taking is a hard habit to form."

"Hifty years?' Alissa's mouth fel open. He looked her age. "How old are you?'
"One hundred Sxteen seasons this winter, but Redal-Stan seems to think I'm sixty."
"But your schoaling is so far behind mind" she sammered.

Connen-Neute gave her a dow, Sdeways grin before casudly tearing off a handful of grass and
beginning to work it into a chain. "Not exactly.”

"What do you mean, not exactly?' she asked, not liking his amug attitude.

Daises, looking ghostlike in the pale light, joined the ribbon of grass he was fashioning. "What | mean
is, | would be willing to wager I'm a better flyer than you."



"Are not."

"A better hunter than you."

Alissa snorted in disgugt, not caring.

"My wards, though smpler, are probably fagter.”

"I doubt that!" she exclamed, momentarily slencing the crickets.

"Are, to0." He bit off the stray stems of his garland and placed it about her neck.

Alissawinced, imagining what she mugt look like. "I guess I'm ready for Lodesh's gathering,” she said.
"The poor little foathills girfl has a new hat and gunning jewes." She dropped her gaze and sSghed. "Let's
go. | fed more done here than a the Hold somehow. But at least the cicadas will be quiet now that it's
dark."

Connen-Neute did from the rock and extended his hand to hep her down. "Cicadas?"
"Yes They drove meto digtraction thismorning.”

"I hadn't noticed,” he said. His hand was different from Strell's, thinner, smoother, a great ded longer.
Alissa paused, never having hedd a Master's hand in hers before. Her toes went damp as she found the
ground and his hand dipped from hers.

“Itwill be dark by the time we get there," he continued, pulling his gaze from her hand. "No one will
see you arive and shift back." He winced as he looked a her feet. "I don't know what to do about your
shoes, though. I could make you a pair, but they would be too big."

Embarrassed, Alissa scrunched down. "l've a pair of boots in the gables” she said. "We can pick
them up fird. | should probably tdl Redad-Stan where | am, too." A flush of guilt took her and she
quashed it. She would never have fled if he hadn't tried to pen her in.

Connen-Neute nodded. "Everyone sewill be in boots. And on the way, I'll show you what severd
thousand years of study and a hundred sixteen years of flight practice can do."

"Oh, redly?' Alissa sad in friendy chdlenge. "I'd wager Beast can beat your thousand years of
sentience any day—or night."

Connen-Neute eyed her suspicioudy. "Well see™ He stepped away and shifted.

Sdting her hat and garland on the rock, Alissa minced a few steps away. She wanted to keep her
daisy chan and didn't want to risk bresking it down to nothing when she shifted. Beast dirred as she
took true Master form, and together they looked Connen-Neute over.

Alissas sugpicions were borne out. She was smdler, an-noyingly so. He was as muscular as Usdess
but markedly smoother of hide. He might, she decided, be able to outfly Beest.

Connen-Neute's gaze lingered on the heded scar on her wing. "I ran into a tree,” she sad, her
embarrassment eaang as he closed his eyes in a sympathetic-looking blink and held up a long foot, one
of the knuckles bent at an odd angle.

"Tripped over a cliff edge," he sad by way of explanation. "By my Magter's Hounds, Alissa," he
asked, "Where did you get such a length of tail?"

"Talo-Toecan says it's from him,” she said, demurely wrapping it around hersdf twice.
Theyoung raku blinked. "Talo-Toecan gave you his cellular pattern to proof your own?"
She nodded. "But | don't see what difference it makes. All he hasis that stumpy thing."

"His tail wasn't always that short." Connen-Neute's eyes were bright with amusement. "We never
found out how he lost a third of it, and Keribdis isn't talking, either."



Suddenly uneasy, she snatched her garland and legpt into the dark, careful to not disturb her
abandoned hat, a dlent tesimony to her and Connen-Neute's conversation.

Chapter 25

Alissaleaned one hand againg Connen-Neute's hulking thigh as she tugged Keribdiss boots on. The
dry amdl of EseNawoer's fidd rose up with the stored warmth of the day, comforting in the light of a
newly risen moon. It mixed with the clean amdl of the flowering mirth trees. The scent of pine and apples
invigorated her.

"l don't see why you had to get your boots." Connen-Neute sighed, causng her to nearly lose her
balance. "l frightened that stable hand out of three years growth, not to mention the horses™ A
shiver traveled across hishide. "You can't even see your feet under your skirt."

Lips pursed, she sat on hisfoot to finish lacing up the boots.

"It's not as if you're from the foothills, anymore. You're a Master of the Hold, and as such, no
one could care lessif your feet are covered or not."

Hiswords struck a sore spot, and she sent her hed into the ground with a hard thump, just missng his
clawed toes. "I'll dways be from the foothills, Connen-Neute."

The raku swiveled his head, his eyes glowing. " As you will. Are you findly ready?"

Though dwarfed by Connen-Neute's massve form, shefdt tal in her borrowed boots. At her hestant
nod, he shifted, reappearing in an outfit she had never seen before. It was cut to a amilar syle and was
dill black and gray, but the fabric was finer. The red sash around his waist was vibrant, and his shirt had
the shadows of ivy woven into the pattern.

Alissaran a hestant hand over her skirt. She could only make the one ouitfit. It was clean and crafted
from what she had once consdered the finest of materids, but next to Con-nen-Neute's, it seemed
common. "Maybe this isn't a good ideg,” she mumbled as the faint sound of a woman's laughter came
oftly across the damp field.

True to form, Connen-Neute said nothing as he replaced her daisy chain about her neck. Lifting her
skirt free from the dew-wet grass, Alissa picked her way behind him, pulling him to a stop at the edge of
the trees. She took a steedying breeath.

People, lots of people, greeted her eyes. A amdl fire and pot were surrounded by eegantly dressed
guests with hats and long coats. Ther laughter burgt forth occasiondly, lending credence to Alissas belief
that they were keegping the mulled wine from running avay. The center of the grove was ful of peeps,
thumps, and whidles as a group of professond and what were obvioudy amateur muscians found their
places. Much to Alissas surprise, they were concentrating on a amdl arc of the risng mounds of moss
and not the flat center. Someone had put down a series of planks there. With sudden understanding, she
redlized it was a dancing platform.

Connen-Neute's eyes were fixed hungrily upon the musicians, but it wasn't until Beast quivered at the
sudden outpouring of a pipe that Alissa redized why. Connen-Neute was enthrdled by music, as any
proper young raku should be.

The grove was lighted by head-sized kettles of fragrant, flaming oll suspended on long ropes from the
trees. The dancing boards were lit by wards of illumination; there were at least Sx Keepers present. And
over it dl was the clean scent of the blooming mirth trees.



Alisas bresth caught as she spotted Lodesh. His hands were on his hips, and he watched dl with a
pleesng mix of authority and congenidity. He looked splendid, every part the nobleman's son in a dark
green outfit, the shade that looked so wdl on him and Strell. Her shoulders dumped.

She would find a way back to Strell. Redal-Stan was wrong, but even as she thought it, a diver of
doubt dug itsdf deeper.

Asif feding her gaze, Lodesh fixed firmly upon her. He grabbed the am of a passng man and gave
hm a set of preoccupied ingructions, never dropping Alissas eyes. Done, he tugged his jacket draight
and made a bedine for them. "Connen-Neute, Alissa" he cdled, extending awecoming hand as he drew
close "I'm glad," he sad softly, "that you chose to join me tonight, Alissa Redal-Stan said he saw you
headed this way but was unsure of your plans.”

Alissa couldn't help her grimace. "'l just spoke with him. He knows where | am.”
Lodesh blinked. " Spoke to hm?' Then he brightened. "Oh. Through Connen-Neute."
"Yes" she sad fantly, tucking that little dip away. "We spent most of our day together.”
Looking askance from her to Connen-Neute, Lodesh paused. "With Connen-Neute?
Alissas lips pursed. "He has alat to say if you take the time to ligen.”

"Connen-Neute?' he persisted in disbelief. "This one right here?"

"Yes I've been hdping im with his verbdization skills”

Rulling his atention from the musicdians, Connen-Neute shrugged. His golden eyes focused on
something behind Alissa, and he paled. "Excuse me" the Master muttered, and he edged away, losng
himsdlf in the throng of people.

"By the Navigator's Hounds, Alissa" Lodesh gasped. "What did you do to hm?' That's the mogt I've
heard out of Connen-Neute my entire life"

Alissalooked behind her to see Reeve gomping toward them. "If Reda-Stan wouldn't hound him, his
gpeech would come easier,” she said, making room for Lodesh's adopted father.

Reeve amiled a distraught gredting a Alissa as he came even with them. "Lodesh,” the man
admonished. "You said only afew people. They've set up a dance board!”

Lodesh winced. "I asked them to, Father. So they wouldn't damage the moss.”
"Aye" he agreed ruefully. "But you said only afew."
"l only asked afew. Therest just showed up. | couldn't very wel tdl them to go.”

"Theyll leave things" Reeve warned. "Jugt watch. And whose door will they knock on dl day
tomorrow? Mine. That's who."

"Il put up a ggn." Giving her a wink, Lodesh put an aam over Reeve's shoulder and began leading
himinto the shadow. Alissa followed.

"No one had better dimb my trees” Reeve warned, and Alissa chuckled, imagining the well-dressed
adults capering about the branches.

"Please, Father. Y ou're scaring the guests” Lodesh said. "Everyone will behave.”

"They had better.” The squat man put his hands squarely on his hips and planted his feet firmly at the
edge of the shadow. "If theré's one nick inmy trees, one branch bent—"

"l know," Lodesh interrupted. "I'll never be able to have another gathering again.”

Reeve scowled at Lodesh's exasperated tone. "Just s0," he muttered, then turned to Alissa "Keep
hmin my good graces, will you, Alissa?' he said. Before she could answer or even say good-bye, he



turned and stomped away.

"That was close” Lodesh breathed. "If he knew Connen-Neute was here, he might have asked
everyone to leave."

Alisas thoughts returned to Connen-Neute's frightened look and the speed at which he left. "Why?
Aren't Masters welcome?' she asked, feding atinge of worry.

"Not Connen-Neute." Taking her am, he drolled Alissa back to the light. "Father caught him dimbing
the mirth trees three years ago, searching for a fertile seed on a wager he made with Talo-Toecan. Then
he bodily dragged him down and chased him out.”

Alissas eyebrows rose in astonishment. "Connen-Neute is afraid of him!"
L odesh beamed. "Absolutdly one hundred percent terrified.”
"But he's a Master of the Hold." Alissa gestured helplesdy. "He's so much more—"

"Powerful?' Lodesh finished. "True. But do you crush the bee that buzzes a you when youre
weeding out the vegetables?'

She shook her head. "It won't ging meif | leaveit done”

"But you're so much bigger,” Lodesh drawled. "What could a little sting do to you? Why not just get
rid of the bee, and the risk, completdy?"

Alissa nodded in understanding. He smiled, clearly going to continue, but hesitated as a sngle piper
and drum began a steady cadence. Breve's deep, resonant voice cut through the noise, and her eyes
went wide as she recognized "Taykdl's Adventure.”

"Ligen to that," Lodesh said, angling toward the crowd. "Breve found a new tune.”

Alissafdt an odd anticipation as Breve sang the fird stanza. That and the refrain were the only parts
that could be counted on as being familiar, for as she explained to Breve, the fun was making up new,
and sometimes embarrassing, explaits for the woeful farmer to ded with.

"Taykell was a good lad, he had a hat and horse.
He also had six brothers; he was the youngest one of course.
His father said, forgive me lad, I've nothing more to give ye.

His name forsook, the path he took, to go to find the blue sea.”

The crowd lit into the refrain, leading Alissato believe Breve had been anging it nonstop since having
learned it. They bellowed it out more enthusadticaly than her village ever had, and she wanned. Ashes,
who knew what they would have Taykdl doing by the end of the evening?

Lodesh looked & her, his jaw dropping as he made the proper jump of thought. "You taught it to
him?'

She nodded, growing more embarrassed. It was a tavern song. She ought not to know it.

"Then, come on,” he said, pulling her closer. "l want to heer it."

Ignoring her protests, Lodcsh pushed them through the crowd urtil her toes edged the circle about the
musdans As a heavyset man wearing a dlk jacket and an orange paper hat sang a second verse, she
hestantly raised her gaze to the happy faces. She couldn't say who was from the plains or focthills. Their



features were as mixed as hers. It was obvious the animosity between the two cultures hadn't begun. No
one stared. No one whispered "haf-breed.” There was no spitting at her feet, no thinly veled disgust.
She dowly redlized that for the firg time in her life, she could get logt in a crowd. Her shoulders eased,
and she clapped softly as Breve snatched what looked suspicioudy like Connen-Neute's paper hat from
the large man and placed it on his own head. The Keeper grinned at Alissa and sang to her a verse she
hed taught him.

"Taykell met a maiden, fair as a summer's day.

He told her he was homeless; she asked if he would stay.

Pleased to find a wife and roof he quickly then said, yes.

And far too late, he learned his fate. How could he have but guessed?”

The company roared into the refrain, pounding it out. She watched in amusement as Lodesh hed out
his hand for the hat, his eyes showing a ddighted anticipation. Setting the paper hat on his soft curls, he
waited until the surrounding people finished. All eyes were on him, and playing up to the crowd, he
waited for the piper to play afew bars of musc aone before he sang,

"But the maiden had a suitor, of elegance refined.

He gave her much attention, and with her was most kind.
Sunned by the deep devotion, and the love her suitor shown,
Taykell beat a quick retreat, and soon set off alone.”

Alisds jaw dropped, as the surrounding people laughingly sang the refrain. She was shocked he
would use "Taykel's Adventure" to convince her to forget Strell, but his good humor was infectious. And
it was an acceptable way to publidy test the waters. Heart pounding, she snatched the hat from him and
placed it on her head. She had never sung before people, but she couldn't let Lodesh have the last word.
Her hands began to swest as the refrain came to an end. Focusing on Lodesh insteed of what she was
doing, she spontaneoudy sang,

"Taykell's maiden, all alone, she did some thinking long.
Keeping house and drudgery, for her seemed all too wrong.
Doing what she wanted, instead of what she should,

She stole a horse, ugly of course, and ran away for good.”

The knowing cheers that followed brought a quick heat to her cheeks. She pulled the hat from her
head and willingly gave it to a brown-eyed woman dready wearing a hat bedecked with feathers.
Perching Connen-Neute's hat atop the impossble arrangement, the woman waited for her turn. Alissa



tried to back away, but Lodesh wouldn' let her, and the woman sang, her eyes riveted purpossfully to
Lodesh's,

" She found Taykell a'pining, by a tree within a wood.

And snuck up dow behind him, to surprise him if she could.

But he felt his love approaching, and he spun with great delight.
Into his arms, and ssimple charms, they kissed with all their might."”

Face flaming, Alissawiggled her way backward. Lodesh followed, and she kept her eyes lowered as
the crowd cheered. The tune continued on without them, and she held the back of her hand to her cheek
to try to coal it. She had dways thought Taykdl ought to have a companion on his journeys. Perhaps if
her invented verse stuck, he would.

"I quite like your new song," Lodesh said dyly as soon as they were far enough away to be heard
over the music. She snuck a glance a him, her knot of anxiety easing as she saw only a relaxed good
humor on him. His gaze was fixed across the fidd, and his smile suddenly widened. "Theres Marga," he
sad. "Let's 9t with her before she gets aring about her."

Alisas new carefree date vanished. She stopped short, letting Lodesh go three steps aone. Drawing
up sharply, he eyed her in question. She ran her gaze over her plain attire and bit her lip. Everyone was
30 nicdly dressed. Her Keeper attire looked rather bland.

Lodesh waved a hand in dismisl. "It's only Marga," he cgoled, escorting her across the grove.
Alisas unease tightened. Marga was young Trook's mother. She had been nice but rather imposing
when Alissa had met her: so many attendants, such a fine house. Alissa had fdt pogtivdy primitive,
though Marga was as free and honest with her amiles as Lodesh. And what if the woman had heard her
anging?

Tonight, though, Margads attendants were gone. She sat done on a blanket embroidered with mirth
flowers. Her hair was piled upon her head with pins and ribbons, lending her a cdm grace that denied she
had a child. Dressed in three shades of cream, she looked as perfect as an uncut cake. As was prope,
her hem had been pinned up to show her boots, blackened with soot in mourning for her father and
unde Marga's eyes widened in ddight at Alissas daisy chain, and Alissa dropped her gaze. Marga had a
length of polished silver.

"Marga" Lodesh exclamed. "You remember Alisa"

"Dont be glly. Of course | do." Leaning eagerly forward, Marga offered Alissa her hand, padm up,
and Alissa briefly covered it with her own. "You never did dlow us to properly thank you for finding
Trook."

Alissasat a Margas invitation, and Lodesh settled between them. "No need," Alissa said. "l was just
tagging dong." She heditated, her gaze flicking to Marga's darkened boots. "I'd like to extend my
condolences,” she said. "It's hard when Mistress Degth comes suddenly.”

Marga turned to rummeaging in a basket, avoiding everyone's eyes. "Father dways sad the mirth trees
are a better judge of character than most men. That they chose to flower for hiswake isa great comfort.”
She &t a bowl halding cheese molded into the shape of flowers onto the blanket, and Alissas eyes
widened. The bowl was made of glass And Marga had it outsde holding food asiif it was common.

"Il never understand why Father, may he be feasting at the Navigator's table, objected to you tending



the grove, Lodesh," Marga added as she gestured for Alissa to hdp hersdf. Alissa was haf-starved, not
having eaten since morning, and she politey nibbled a cheese flower, reeching for a tiny rall in the shape
of afishto gowithit.

Lodesh chuckled. "Father was well-known for his leniency with his children, and you should count
yoursdf lucky for it."

"What is that supposed to mean?' Marga hdted her motion to pour out a wineskin into a glass cup.
Only adrop fdl, looking like ared jewd.

Lodesh glanced at the mudcians and sighed dramdticaly.
"Sarken is afine hushand!" she said, shoving Lodesh willingly over onto the moss.

"l wouldn't know," he said, flat on his back and saring up a the unfdlen mirth flowers. "But | do
know he's young, ragged looking ..."

"He's not ragged.” Marga glared at her brother. "He's jus—fashion deprived.”

"Fashion deprived!" Lodesh sat up. "The man couldn't pick a matching shirt and pants from the same
va of dye"

"Stop it!" Marga cried, not redly upset. "He makes nice things for me and fills my head with his
agoirations.”

Alissa hid a amile behind a second roll as Lodesh frowned. "Huh," he grunted. "Aspirations my
horsg's—"

"Lodesh!" Marga cried.

"—hoaf," he finished, grinning. "He just wants to take you away from the rest of us"

Marga's gaze went to the dance boards as she handed Alissa a cup. "Sarken is a wonderful artisan,
Alissy" she said, ignoring Lodesh's repeated jabs at her foot.

Alissa sipped her drink, marveling more at the container than this year's unfermented wine in it. "Is he
here?" she asked, hoping he would look like Strell, then praying he wouldn't.

Margas eyes glowed. "He's on the mugc risers™ Shifting eagerly onto her knees, Marga searched the
scattered rows of heads. "He crafts pottery for our keep, but his firg love is his musc. There heis™ she
sad, waving. "Hée's the one with the pipe.”

Heart in her throat, Alissafollowed Marga's gaze, expecting to see Strell. Much to her relief, Sarken
was a tdl man with a narrow, bearded face and extremdly Sraight, jet-black hair cut longer than hers.
There was no Strell about him.

Under Marga's gaze, Sarken sent a trill of sound through his pipe, a phrase of musc to act as his
digant greting. It cut over the boisterous noise of "Taykdl's Adventure” and Alissa caught her breath
with a stab of anguish. Strell had inherited his talent.

"He has two professons” Marga said smugly. "Lodesh is jedlous™

Lodesh choked on hisdrink. "Of him?" he sputtered. "I just don't want you to follow him back to the

“I'm not."

"You're not?' Radiaing rdlief, Lodesh set hisdrink asde and took her hands.
"No." Marga amiled. "He wants to go to the plains now."

"Thewhat!"

"Hush," she admonished. "I think they're ready to play.”



Marga didn't see the look of despair that flooded Lodesh, but Alissa did. He hid it behind his efforts
to arrange his cushion, but the shadow of it remained, even as he amiled at Alissa

The crowd cheered as the song ended. In twos and threes the people cleared the dancing circle.
After a series of fase starts that set the professond musidans eyes ralling, they findly settled upon a
fast-paced dance tune. Severad couples returned to the boards, their fet gomping. Alissas pulse
quickened, and she fdt Beast grow restless. The mudc had a amila effect on Marga. The young
woman's hands began to softly clap, and her feet began to shift.

Lodesh winked a Alissa "Watch," he mouthed slently as he tightened his laces. Done, he leaned
back againg the moss and closed his eyes. Only hisfingers kept time, thumping againgt his lower chest.

"Lodesh?' Marga murmured. "Let's dance.”
"Hum?" His fingers illed.
"Come on," she cgjoled, pulling him into a tting position. "Just one tune's worth."

"Now?' Lodesh complained. "You know | don't dance until the moon rises over the trees. And
besides, | want to dance with Alissa If she chooses to," he added quickly. Blinking in sudden
congternation, he searched her face. "You do know how to dance, don't you?'

"Course | do," Alissa offered hesitantly, dill embarrassed for having sung before a crowd.

"Comeon...." Marga pleaded. "As hosts, we have to put in an gppearance. Alissa won't mind." She
turned to Alissa, and Alissawaved them away. "Seel" Marga cried, and she pulled him unresdting to his
fedt.

As they moved to the platform, Margas dress shifted to show the dark green underskirt hidden
behind the pands of her overskirt. The color pegping behind the dits matched Lodesh's outfit perfectly.
Lodesh turned, and over his shoulder he sent a sllent, " Thank you, Alissa.”

They heditated at the edge, waiting for a spot, then plunged in. Lodesh, Alissa wasn't surprised to
find, was a good dancer. Very, very good. Marga was no beginner herself, and could dmost keep up
with him. Hinging skirts, kicking ankles, and quick whirls caused explosons of color as underskirts were
suddenly revealed and hidden. It was eye-riveting.

Surrounded by his friends among the music of drums and pipes, Lodesh amiled, dearly enjoying the
chdlenge of the dance. He looked at peace with himsdf. Alissa had never seen that before, and it pulled
a pang from her. Knowing his miserable future of guilt and shame made his happiness now dl the more
precious. She would fix hm and EseNawoer into her memory as they were tonight: vibrant, beautiful,
and innocent.

Chapter 26

There was a rudle of fabric, and Alissa turned with a wecoming gmile, expecting to see
Connen-Neute. A gaunt woman in a Smple blue dress had sat upon the moss beside Marga's blanket.
Alissas amile shifted to a noncommitta greeting, which the woman answered with her own. Alissa turned
back to the dancers, but Lodesh and Marga were logt in that Sngle indtant.

"They dance wdl together, don't you think?"

It was low and tired, and Alissalooked at the thin woman beside her. "Yes. They mud practice alot."
She fidgeted, feding her somach give a twinge. That juice, she decided, mus have been somewhat



fermented after dl.

The woman made a smdl, sour shrug. "They used to. Latey their attentions have been diverted to
more mundane paths."

She sounded hitter, and Alissa glanced up uneasly.

"Look a me" The woman laughed a shade too gally. "I've forgotten my manners. I'm Sati," and she
extended her hand, leaning across the amdl distance between them.

"Alissa" As her hand brushed the woman's, nausea swept through her. Alissa snatched her hand back
and buried it under her arm. She gulped wildly. Beast jerked her attention from the music, and Alissa had
to sruggle to keep her ferd consciousness from running them away.

Sai watched Alissas reaction with raised eyebrows. "You aren't a Keeper," the woman accused.
"Youre a Magter." She paused, her fingers going to her mouth. "Hounds," she cursed quietly. "No
wonder | couldn't see to answer his question clearly.” Her eyes went wide. "Lodesh doesn't know, does
he. I've got to warn him!"

Eyes wild, Alissa reached out, drawing back asif sung at her feding of illness. Warn him? About
what? But Sati was on her feet to find Lodesh. Steding hersdlf, Alissa stood and grasped Sati's deeve,
puling her beyond the torchlight, and into the fragrant shadows. Nausea rose high, and Alissa paced a
tight, frantic circle before the woman, trying not to retch. Something was wrong with Sati. With her
tracings. "You," Alissa sammered, only now redizing the sgnificance of her blue dress. "Youre a
sheduf.”

"Shaduf Sati, as you will it," she said, meking a short, sarcastic bob of her head. "And now that weve
been properly introduced, I'll be warning Lodesh before he goes and proposes.” She turned, anger clear
in her sharp, quick strides.

Alissa took a deep breath and stepped into her path. "Sdti, wait,” she demanded. The sense of
wrongness crashed over her anew. Clamping down upon both Beast and her upwdling nauses, Alisa
dtared a her. "Please" she gasped, an acidic tastein her throat. "Let me explain. No one is supposed to
know I'm a Magter." Then she hesitated. Her discomfort dmost seemed to vanish as Sati's last words
penetrated. "Propose?’ Alissasaid.

Taking a haughty stance, Sati dl but sneered at Alissals confusion. "Y ou're agonishingly good. Y our
hift to human isdmost perfect.” She wiggled her fingers. Y ou're 4ill off on the eyes, but gray is closer
than gold. Reda-Stan teach you that?'

"Propose?’ Alissa ssammered.
"Yes, propose,” she snapped. "Are you stupid or just desf?"

"I-1," Alissa sammered, and then her eyes narrowed at the insult. "How do you know he's going to
propose?’ she demanded. " Shadufs can't see into a Master's future.”

"Seeit?' she dl but barked. "I don't need to seeit. I've lived it! Firgt," she gestured roughly, tossing
her head so her hair began to soill from its white ribbon, "he will wait until the moon is dl but crested,
then pull you to the shadows on some excuse or other.”

S [
"Then he will whisper how hislifewill mean nothing if you aren't there with him."

"Sdi, please” Alissa pleaded, but then stopped. Sati's face had softened, and her shoulders had
drooped. She stood, not tight and angry but lost in memory.

"And" Sati whispered, "when the moon rises beyond the trees, pooling about your feet, the mirth
flowerswill begin to dip from the treesin a gentle shadow of scent.”



Sai was arying, the tears dipping unnoticed down her face, its weary lines gentled with a tragic
sorrow. She was beautiful in her misary, and Alissas throat tightened with shared loss.

"Then he will take your trembling hands, forming a bowl to catch the sweet rain of flowers to accept
the one he gives as his token of hislove, a symbol of his offer of marriage.”

The torchlight outlined Sati in a shimmer. Alissa stood, unable to move. Something had ruined this
woman, taking her life, her hope, leaving an empty shdl animated by nothing. There was no grace but in
memories for her. "Sati," Alissa whispered. "What happened?

Awareness flooded back. Dropping her head, she tucked her hair back under itstie and hunched into
hersdlf. The harsh angles reappeared. "l thought everyone knew," she said. Sati moved farther into the
shadow to stare out into the moonlit fidd. "I'm a shaduf,” she said. "That's dl. My ahilities broke into
exigence dl a once on an evening much like this one.”

She turned to Alissa with her haunted eyes. "A shaduf's dbilities generdly trickle into being, firg as
night terrors, then daymares. Plenty of time to redlize a curse has been set upon you. Time to prepare for
the mongrogity your existence will become. But no," she drawled sarcadticdly. "Not me. My ahilities
crashed full upon mein a heartbesat.”

"But what happened?’ Alissa persisted.

"Remember?" Beadt interrupted. "The first future a shaduf livesis his or her own death. Lodesh
's proclamation of love triggered her abilities, tainting her love for him with the stench of her
death.”

"By thewill of the Navigator,” Alissawhispered in horror, feding hersalf go cold.

Sdi spun, her frown bitter. "The Navigator had nothing to do with it. | found mysdf dying in
childbirth. Lodesh's child. It took two days for us to manage, my daughter and |I. It ended with my
daughter beside me, preceding meinto desth just barely. My daughter lived long enough for me to grow
to love her." Sati turned away. "Then | died aswdl.”

Alissa could do nothing, say nothing, staring a her in shock.

"Lodesh was very brave" Sati said lightly, "but to see his eyes lying to me when he said | would be dl
right was worse than the physicd pain. | don't recdl the pain anymore" She sat down a the base of a
tree asif unable to stand. "But hiseyes" she said digantly. "Those | see. Those | remember.”

The tears ran unchecked from Alissa. Sati's eyes were frighteningly dry. "I think | went mad when the
Seaing was over and | found mysdf in Lodesh's arms, under the moon with the scent of the mirth trees
thick inthe air. Lodesh didn't know what had happened. He only knew | was suddenly terrified of him.
I've never told him of his part in my deeth.”

"I'm—I'm sorry," Alissa said, knowing it was whally inadequate.
Sati's gaze was empty. "Could you live with someone knowing their desth?”

Alissa sat down beside her, unable to smply walk away. "So you won't diein childbirth,” she offered,
then immediatdy regretted it, but Sati amiled harshly.

"No. Now | die of a bloody cough, or a sharp pan in my chest, or once even a bad case of the
somach pains. It depends,” she lectured, "upon what | habitudly do, periodicdly shifting as | shun certain
foods or tasks, or even places. Everyone dse's degth stays the same, but once you know, you can't help
but shift it, even when you try not to."

Alissawas dlent, imagining the horror of knowing.
"l wish | had more courage,” Sati whispered.
Feding eyes upon her, Alissaturned to see that Connen-Neute had pulled himsdf from the musicians



and was watching her. Not knowing what he wanted, she shook her head. He turned away as a whigtles
solo attracted his attention.

Si shook hersdf. "Look a me” she said ruefully. "1 only came to soill a glass of wine on you. If |
hed known | was going to like you, | would have burned mysdf firg."

"Beg your pardon?’ Alissa blurted.

Shrugging her too-thin shoulders, Sati looked at her feet. "I have a amdl box. | made Lodesh buy it
for me. It's warded shut. When | try to open it, | suffer amild burn.” Misunderstanding Alissas horrified
look, she quickly added, "It's warded for me done. It's perfectly safe for anyone dse. It hurts like, well,
I'm sure you know, but it's worth it."

"But why?" Alissa sammered, feding her naivete was serving her badly.

Si seemed to understand. "Burned tracings don't resonate. Y ou wouldn't have to fight to keep from
vomiting. A Keeper wouldn't notice me at dl, and,” she added, sounding amogt guilty, "until they hed,
I'm unable to See. "Once," she said dreamily, "l burned mysdf so badly | had nearly three days”" She
gghed. "It was soring. | could amost forget. Lodesh had promised to vigt, and | couldn't bear to see him
cringe. He tries to hide it, but, well..."

Alissa closed her eyes. Something was terribly wrong when the only way to fed joy required an equa
payment of pain. "Burn her," Beast sad.

"Burm her?" Alissa whispered.
Sati's head jerked up. "You can? Alone? They said it was too late. Did they lieto me?!
"|—Sati. Wait." Alissatook a step back. "I never meant—"

"Burn her tracings to permanent ash," Beast demanded. "Give her something back. A crumb to
her is worth more than a feast to any other."

"But the pain," Alissa pleaded as Sati stepped forward, her pinched features tightening in hope. "I
don't know if | can channd that.”

"It's not so much the amount of energy as the force behind it," Beast said, shaming Alissa with
her courage. "We can spare her some of the pain. Take it upon ourselves. This woman-shadow will
survive."

"Alissal Look at mel" Sati pleaded, foraing her hands to her side as she started to reach out. "'l don't
care about the pain.”

"I don't know if | can," Alissa whispered, her excuse sounding shdlow even to her.

Spots of color showed on Sati's cheeks. "That is alid" she snapped. "Your kind has burned lesser
shadufs before they mature. They refuse to grant me peace because I'm the best they have. Look at me!”
ghe cried. "'l can't dlow mysdf to care about anyone or anything! My love for Lodesh has mixed with my
degth so fredy that | can't separate the two anymore. | know | could remember how if | could only stop
Seaing!" She took aragged breath. "Please, Alissa How can | amile at a child, when | know someday he
will beat hiswife to death?'

Terribly frightened, Alissa searched Sati's face. She took a deep breath. "Not here. Il come to you
tomorrow."

Sai went from hopeful to frantic. "No! Now! We can go into the fidd. Wherever you want, but it
mugt be now!" Seeing Alissals darm, Sati lowered her voice. "They watch you so close, the Masters, |
mean," she whispered urgently. "Connen-Neute would stop us now but for the mudc digtracting him.
Tomorrow Reda-Stan will forbid you.”

"No ong" Alissa said hatly, "forbids me from anything.”



i laughed sourly. "He will threaten you, and the result would be the same.”
Alissatensed, knowing Sati was right. "Hounds. Do you redize what you're asking?'
i stared at her with her hollow, empty eyes. "Yes™

Alissawas dlent. She looked from Sdti to the content, happy people that Sati could watch but never
join. "Come on." Alissa extended her hand, snatching it back as their fingers touched, then firmly grabbed
it and pulled Sati deeper into the shadow of a mirth tree. Its huge girth was between them and the light,
but she Hill could hear the song and laughter.

They settled themsalves facing each other, the clean samdl of the mirth trees mingling with the powdery
scent of the goldenrod and asters. The dew had risen, and the moss was damp. Alissa was worried they
would be caught and scared slly they wouldntt.

"Youll makeit quick?' Sati said, her voice trembling.

Alissa nodded, recdlling her own, accidenta burn. "But it will seem to last an eternity. And, Sati?'
Alissa hesitated until she looked up. "Promise me you won't hide from the pain. The only refuge is degth.
You mug endure it. It will be so bad youll pass out.”

"Then I'll lie down." Looking smdl and vulnerable, Sati settled hersdlf upon the moss and clenched her
wrgp about her. She couldn't be much older than Alissa but had died more times than Alissa dared guess.
"Please hurry,” Sati whispered. "Please. They'll stop you.”

"May | see your tracings?' Alissa asked, and a Sati's uneassy nod, Alissa dipped a thin, unnoticed
thought into Sati's consciousness. The feding of nausea rose full force. Beast took mogt of it, leaving
Alissato try to decipher the tangle of tracings Seti's neurd net was. It was hopeless. She'd have to burn
them dl. The pain would be hideous.

"I can't burn everything," Alissawhispered to Beast. " She would die from it!"
"Ask to see a resonance," Beast said.

"Beadt! You're smarter than three Masters combined.”

"Faster, too," Beast sad anugly.

"Sdti?" Alissa cdled, and the woman jumped, her eyes flashing open. "Show me what tracings you
use by doing whatever it is you do to see the future™ Alissa said. "If I can bum only the parts that are
wrong, the pain won't be as bad.”

"You decide," Sati said softly. "Decide who and the question. | won't be responsible for knowing any
more futures.

Alissadrew back. She didn't want to know anyone's misary before it happened. Knowing Lodesh's
was bad enough. The sound of a pipe mimicking the song of a wren cut dearly through the night, dmost
asif it were asgn. "Ren," she said firmly. Nothing bad could happen to him. "Do you know him?*

She nodded, her gaze beginning to go distant.
"WIll he gain his Keeper status?' Alissa said, seeing no harm in that.

With a dow exhdation, Sati's eyes unfocused and closed. The nausea rose high. Alissas tracings
seemed to give a hiccup as fragmented pieces of a broken pattern tried to resonate in a harsh discord.
Sati's tracings were fantly glowing from the unsupplemented force the woman held. It was clear wha
needed to be burned and what could remain untouched. Sati was dmogt tripping the lines of time but
usng linkages Alissa didn't have.

Alissafdt a stab of panic as Sati's pattern began to overwhem hers. Her thoughts became light and
disconnected. She was going to trip the lines. She couldn't stop! "Beast! Help!" she cried, but it was too



late, and together they dipped into Sati's dream of the future.

"Warden!" It was a hateful cry, filling the cold, dawn air with frustration.

"Warden!" This time it was a scream of defiance, pouring from Ren as he exhaled, the
tightness in his chest giving it the force to pound against the walls surrounding the city he had
once called his. A flock of birds upon a date rooftop took flight and flew away in a smattering of
feathers. He was alone. His army had abandoned him. He hadn't cared. He hadn't asked them to
come; he had simply given direction for their separate pain.

"I know you 're in there, Lodesh. Talk to me! " Dust turned him the color of the walls. He
dumped againgt the gates until he did to the ground. "You owe me that," he all but moaned.

There was a scuffling from the walk atop the wall, and a fair head peeked over. "By the
Wolves, Ren? It's been you?"

Ren gave a bark of sarcastic laughter. "You remember me," he whispered. "I'm flattered." He
took a breath. Finding the strength to stand, he backed to face the city, its walls shining yellow
under the new sun. He removed his hat and performed a low, graceful bow. "Are they feeding you
well in there?" he called softly. "The plains and foothills are empty of all but death and famine."
His mocking words came clearly through the air, finally stilled of the sound of drums and
marching feet. Even the insects had been crushed out of existence. Nothing broke the stark quiet
but his harsh breaths.

"Ren," Lodesh said warily. "Why did you do this?"

"Me?" It was an unreal bark, and he replaced his hat to cover his eyes lest Lodesh see the
pain. "I'm not the one hiding behind walls thicker than Mav's pestle pudding.”

There was a guilty hesitation. "1 didn 't cause the plague of madness,” Lodesh said, "but | must
protect my people. I'm their servant. | have no choice.”

"There's always a choice!" Ren all but screamed, feeling his head begin to pound. "Unless your
reason has been stripped from you and you 're a beast." He looked defiantly up at the top of the
wall. "Are you a beast, Lodesh?" he taunted.

"“If we had let them in," Lodesh called down, "the plague would have ravaged the city as well.
Everyone would have been lost.”

His strength left him, and Ren sank to his knees. "They weren 't all sick. She only wanted you
to save her children, our children." Ren caught a sob. "Those she kept from my murderous
hands.” A low, eerie moan stirred from him, and he let it grow, frightened at its sound but more
afraid of what it would do to him if he didn't let it go. It rose to an unbearable feeling of despair
until it broke in a sharp sound of anguish. He took a gasping breath, wondering if he was il
sane.

"I couldn't stop,” he whispered. "The dreams burned in my head. Horrible dreams, Lodesh.
Urging me, goading me, promising release if | only made them true. | thought | was alone, and |
hid my dreams from Kally, but she had them, too—and the children. Oh, the children! We went
mad, along with the rest of the world. All mad," he moaned, "with the soft thought of killing
keeping us from deep. It promised if we could only kill enough, that it would go and leave us in
peace."

Finding strength in the telling, Ren raised his voice, unable to stop. "The children succumbed
to the promise first,” he said dispassionately. "Murdering the livestock. You could tell it must have
been difficult, especially for the younger ones. They weren't very strong. They used whatever they



could. What they left was painted over their killing field." He took a breath. "The trees turned
early that year, Lodesh, painted rust in the summer's heat.”

The walls were silent.

"I tried to stop,” Ren said, feeling ill and lightheaded. "The promise never grew, never
lessened, and never ceased. | know what | did. | watched from behind myself. | could hear myself
screaming, but those hands around my daughter's neck weren 't mine! " Ren raised his head.
"They weren 't minel " he raged, his voice echoing against the walls. His eyes were dry. "The
sound of her fear, | might forget, but the silence afterwards—I never will."

"Ren," Lodesh said, his voice hushed in horror.

"Shut up, Warden," Ren snarled. "I won't call you by your name any longer. You aren 't a man.
You 've traded your humanity for your cowardly walls."

A small stone did from the top of the wall, making a puff as it landed with a muffled thump. "I
didn 't start the plague,” Lodesh said. "I'm only protecting what | can. The rest of your army has
left, come to their senses. Go home with them."

"I have no home," Ren breathed, but he rose, brushing at the dirt out of habit, not making a
difference in the dust-caked cloak. "Are you that blind?" His voice was a thin, weary ribbon. "You
may not have started the plague, but your Masters did.”

"That's enough!" Lodesh shouted, anger coloring his voice.

"What are you going to do?" he said with a bitter laugh. "Come down and thrash me?" His
arms hanging at his sides, Ren stared at the gates and Lodesh standing atop them. "We're nothing
but stallions and mares to them," he said,

"designed to bring Keepers into existence. But not too fast!" he admonished, becoming
agitated. "Oh no!" he taunted. "They might lose control, and that,” he finished gaily, "wouldn't
do."

"Ren," Lodesh protested, "what you say—"

"Makes perfect sensel” he shouted, pointing with a trembling finger. Sowly his arm dropped.
"It takes a very specific background to make a Keeper. And they had lost control.”

Lodesh sank to his knees atop the wall, horror etched in his face in the bright sun.

"First they reduce the population,” Ren said. "Then they divide it. This time they decided to
use hatred to keep the foothills and plains apart. Much more certain,” he mocked, "than a
physical barrier. And just as hard to surmount.”

Ren paced before the locked gates, his anger growing as the sun warmed. "The foothills blame
the plains. The plains blame the foothills. And the coastal folk!" he raged, spittle coming from
him, "conditioned to believe in magic, won't cross the mountains for fear of the winged demons
that inhabit them!" Ren stopped. "Perfect, isn't it," he said with a false calm.

"Ren. You're wrong," Lodesh whispered. They wouldn't go to those extremes.”

"Ask Redal-San," Ren interrupted coldly. "Or better yet, Talo-Toecan. | would be willing to
wager he was the one who suggested your cursed walls to begin with. Didn't want to lose," he
taunted, "his precious city, no doubt.”

"Talo-Toecan has been gone these last three years," Lodesh whispered.
"Coward!" Ren cried.
"Ren,” Lodesh persisted. "I can't believe it."



"Can't—or won't? Did your precious Magters lift even one wing tip to help or offer a
suggestion to combat the sickness ? "

"No." It was a hushed whisper.

Ren looked down at his hands. "I didn't think so." He looked up. "And I'm left with the blood
of those who looked to me for protection staining my hands. Well, I won't take the blame for this!"
Ren raised his hands tiffly to the sky. "l will not accept the responsibility for the deaths of Kally
and our children. Do you hear me. Warden! " he screamed. "I give my guilt to you and all who
hide behind your walls of shame and fear!"

The air began to tremble, stirred by a force so low it could only be felt.

""You!" Ren scorned, an ebony glow enveloping his upraised fists. "You will be cursed, though
you should live for a thousand years, Lodesh. My anguish, my pain, my shame shall be my gift to
you, and you will never rest until you prove yourself worthy of the name! Do you hear me,
Warden!" he sobbed, as his upraised hands became lost in a darkness even the new sun couldn't
penetrate. "The death of the world is on you!"

A cry of rage escaped him, and as it reached its peak, the blackness silently exploded from his
hands. For an instant, it was as if the sun winked from existence.

Then the blackness was gone.
A cock crowed from behind the walls and was silent.

Ren dumped where he stood, shattered and drained. He was done. As he turned to go, a gentle
rumbling began. Feeding upon itself, it grew to a great unrest as the very earth protested the
curse. From the eadt, the noise echoed along the walls in twin paths to the west. They met at the
gate, and with a mighty shudder and groan, the gates fell, outraged at the strength of the ward set
upon those it once sheltered.

Ren never looked back. "Believing you had no choice has made it so,” he whispered.

With a frightening snap, Alissas awareness returned. She gasped in panic of what she had seen.
"Burn it!" Beast screamed. "Burn it now!"

So she did. Theicy wash of hot thought filled Seti's resonating pattern. The horror of what Alissa had
learned was cauterized in the sharp, dean flow of destruction. Alissa took her share of the pain, then
reached for more, multiplying her agony, trying to take it al, to find release, to make amends for what she
hed witnessed.

It was too much, and as Alissa slently screamed into her phantom agony, she fdl unconscious to see
no more.

Chapter 27

"Bunit to ash, Alissa" Lodesh shouted over the noise of drums and somping feet. "Why didn't you
tdl me you could dance?’

"Huh?' Alissa blinked twice and stopped dead in her tracks.
"Hey! Watch out!" someone shouted, and she was knocked from behind. Her ankle gave a twinge,



and she sumbled. She would have fdlenif Lodesh hadn't hauled her off the dance boards. Alissa stared
in bewilderment at the soinning figures. The musc and pounding feet were overwheming. It was dl she
could do to not cover her ears. What was she doing on the dance boards, and how had she gotten there?
The last she knew, she had been with Sati.

"Sdi," Alissa whispered, turning to the edge of the torchlight.

Lodesh leaned close, his bregsth fast and his eyes bright. "You want to St down?' he asked,
misreading her motion, and she nodded. They picked their way through the watchers, the noise becoming
amog bearable. Alissa pointed to Margas empty blanket, and he angled them to it. It was as far from
the dancing boards as they could get without retregting into the darkness.

They sat down beside each other, and Alissatook her sore ankle in hand. Worried, she checked her
tracings. They were clean. The pain had been only a phantom. "Beast?" she called.

"What?"

She sounded guilty, worrying Alissa further. She wanted to tak to Beast but was afraid Lodesh might
hear; he was terribly perceptive. "Lodesh?' she said, fanning hersdf dramaticdly. "Would you fetch me a
drink, please? The dancing has made me thirsty."

His eyes went wide in mock dismay. Jumping to his feet, he performed one of his extravagant bows.
"How beestly of me" he cried. "'l have neglected you sordly, milady. Would you perhaps desire another
mulled wine?'

Mulled wine? Alissa thought. Was that the odd taste upon her tongue? "Teg, | think."

"But, of course." Lodesh bent to retrieve her hand, and she laughed as he continued his pretend
bowing and scrgping over it. A find flourish, and his fingers dipped reluctantly from hers. He strode
away, gving those he passed a friendly nod.

Alissawatched urtil he was gone, then centered hersdf. "Beast,” she cdled warily. "Why were you
dancing with Lodesh?"

"I wasn't dancing with Lodesh,” she protested. "You were."

Alissatook a breath. "No. | was unconscious.” Though her tone was casud, she was concerned.
Beast had rdinquished control when Alissa woke, so it wasn't a breach of their arangement—from a
certain point of view—>but such dips had been happening alot latdly.

"It's not my fault,” Beast whined. "You took more than your share of the pain, almost all of it."

Alissa shifted on the blanket, remembering. "1 had to. | needed it, deserved it maybe. How can |
look at Ren and Kally, knowing all that? Sati was right. Her life is misery.” Alissa shuddered,
wishing she had a shawl. She had met Lodesh knowing his past, or future rather, but Ren and Kdly ...
They, perhaps, she could spare without shifting what had to be.

"Whereis Sati?" Alissa asked. "What happened?”

Beast seemed to Sgh. "You fell unconscious,” she accused, "but you weren 't lying down at the
time. Your arm was pinned. It hurt."

"You feel my pain?" Alissa asked in surprise.
"It's my pain as much as yours," she sad jedoudy.
"Oh." Alissafrowned &t this newest reveation. "Sorry."

"So | sat you up. Sati woke before you. She smiled at me," Beast said, a wondering tone in her
thought. " She said thank you and gave you something. | put it in your boot so you wouldn't forget
and accidentally break it down when you next shift.”



"What is it?" Alissa asked, redizing the bump under her toes wasn't the stone she assumed it was.
She began to unlace her boot, but Lodesh was coming, and she desisted.

" don't know. A white pebble ? "
Lodesh had an expectant look in his eyes as he approached. "Here you go. Fresh brew.”

Alissa gingerly accepted the thick-walled mug, took a sip, and st it beside her. Lodesh sank down
with a contented sgh, sorawling himsdf out every which way until, with an embarrassed grunt, he
draightened, glandng at Alissa asif to seeif she had noticed.

"But why were you dancing?" Alissawhispered into her thoughts. She watched Lodesh closdly, but
he didn't seem to hear.

"I was good. | stayed where you left me. But Lodesh found you and asked if you wanted to
dance. | didn't want to speak. We don't sound alike."

Lodesh turned to her. "I'm sorry, Alissa. Did you say something?”

"No." She gazed up into the fragrant cloud of unfadlen mirth blossoms.

"I had to say yes," Beast whispered. "l could do nothing but nod my head.”
"You could have shaken it no."

"But | didn't want to."

Alissa Sghed. Beast was very much like a child. Lodesh heard her 9gh and bent close in concern.
"Tired?'

"No, not redly.”
His eyes went to her hands, wrapped securdly about her ankle. "Is your foot dl right?'

Alissa amiled ruefully and wiggled it. "Yes. It's fine It's given me problems ever since | twigted it
fdling into aravine" Reminded of Strell, her face went dack.

"Youre jeding,” Lodesh sad, disbelief arching his eyebrows. "I've been waiching you al night.
Everything reminds you of Strell." He reclined upon an elbow. His eyes were twinkling, but she could tel
there was a diver of truth to his contrived sadness. "The musc, Sarken, the mirth trees, the fire, and now
your ankle™" Hefdl back againg the moss. "How can | compete with that?' he said to the sky.

Alissalaughed. This was the Lodesh she recdled, and she dung to the memory as if it were the only
thing red |eft to her. Perhapsit was.

He sat up, his green eyes glinting. "I'm determined you will enjoy yoursdf tonight!” he said as his hand
found hers. "There must be something here that doesn't remind you of him."

"Dancing," Beast sad widfully, loud enough to reach Lodesh's thoughts.
"Dancing?' Lodesh caught his breath.
Alisas face went cold. " Shut up!" she hissed into her mind, but it was too late.

"Strell doesn't dance?' he asked, but it was more of an exuberant statement, and he jumped to his
feet, looking down at Alissa. "I dance! Are you rested? Let's go!”

Her heart thumped at the thought of his arms around her through the steps of a dance, closer than he
redly ought to be. "I, uh ... My foot dill hurts™ she blurted.

"You just sad it didn't. Ashes, Alissa | think they would have cleared the dance boards for us to
finsh that last one doneif | hadn't misstepped and thrown you off your beat." His enthusasm dimmed.
"You don't want to dance with me anymore,”" he said, sounding hurt.



"Of course | do," Alissa protested, knowing Lodesh had nothing to do with her fdling out of beat.
"It's Smply—there are so many people.”

"It didn't bother you before." He sank down to a crouch.

"l think you're afraid. | think you're afraid they will clear the boards for us, and everyone will be
watching us dance done.”

“I'm not afrad!" Alissa sad, and Lodesh grinned in chdlenge. "Wel, maybe | am d&frad,” she
admitted, but not for what he thought. Lodesh dumped. He looked so unhappy, she couldnt leave him
likethat. "Maybe," she offered hesitantly, "if we danced here, instead?"

Immediatdy he brightened, giving credence to her growing suspicion that dancing in the shadows
might not be a good idea; he looked far too eager. "Next round,” he said, settling back.

Alissa looked dyly & him. The musc was low and coaxing. She knew this tune. It was the
introduction to a complicated number that required careful forethought of partners. Even as Alissa
watched, the buzz of participants were finding each other, aranging themsdves, shifting as more
threesomes decided they would attempt it. Many would start. Very few would last to the end, exhaugtion
and alack of finesse bringing them down. It was harder on the musicians Her pride was Hill singing from
her admisson of fear, so it was with no surprise she heard hersdf say, "Why not this one?' A rumble of
drums rose and faded, and she shivered.

Lodesh froze. Sowly he turned. ™Y ou know the Triene?"
Alissagmiled at his surprise. "My mother taught me.”
He was clearly doubtful, shaking a blond curl from his eyes. "Weve only two people.

"So you play two parts” Alissa stood and pulled him to his feet. The pace of the musc was
increaang. It had amogt begun. "'l be the far maid,” Alissa said, "and you will be—"

"The dashing hero!"
"Actudly,” she said. "I thought the dastardly villan. He shows up fird."
Lodesh frowned. "That's the hero in my verson. Perhaps we should compare stories.”

Alissa softly clapped in time, waiting for the dance to begin. Her pulse quickened, and she fet Beast
dir. Beast ought to enjoy this. It was very much like flying.

"Here it comes" he warned as a stringed instrument took precedence. "Three, two, onel"

They began, stepping carefully so as not to mar Reeve's moss. From the dancing boards, the sound of
synchronized boots hitting wood came strong, and the watchers cheered. "Wdl, the far mad is in the
hills" Alissa said, the soft thumps of her feet in time with the noisy ones from the dancing boards. She
twirled, picking nonexigent flowersin a circle about a Sationary Lodesh. He started to clap, the music to
pick up speed.

"Yes" he agreed. "So far it's the same” He watched her, making a sharp nod as the complexity of
Alissas footwork increased with the volume of music. His pleased expresson said she would be a
suitable partner, as killed as he. His amile shifted from evauation to gppreciation, and Alissa fet a thrill
of something dart through her. 1t was more satifying with red musicdians and not her mother's breathless
humming mixed with helpless laughter.

Alissas steps grew subdued, mirroring the music. "And she gets log," Lodesh said.

"Ha" Alissasaid. "Inmy story, she wanders too far to get home before dark and smply has to make
camp.”" Her cirde became wider. On the dance floor, there were laughs and shouts. People were getting

ineach other's way. It was a tricky dance, and there had to be eight pairs on the dance floor. But that,
gpparently, was hdf the fun.



Lodesh began to mimic her as she circled. Strike for strike, his feet met the sound of the drums pulse.
The pace was dready fagter than what she was used to, and it was only going to get worse. On the
dance boards, one couple bowed out, accompanied by friendly jeers and calls. The gap was closed, and
seven continued on.

Weaving an elaborate pattern of twists and stomps, Lodesh moved from her left to her right, but
adways behind her. "Then she's found,” he said breethlesdy, drawing close. "And is swept off her fedt,"
and he did judt that.

Alissa gasped, then laughed in delight to cover her surprise. There were shouts from the dancing
boards, and two more couples retreated. "My mother never taught me that verson,” Alissa said with a
godle as her feet lightly touched the moss, and they proceeded with the daring chalenge and answer of
footwork.

Lodesh's eyes were fixed upon hers. "Ah" he said, his breath coming fast. "Perhaps it's unique to
Ese'Nawoer."

"I think it's unique to you," she shot back. She wasn't thinking any longer. She had only time to react.
"What happens next?' Lodesh whispered.

Alissa moved closer s0 he could hear her breathless words, never dowing. "The villan—a fdlen
nobleman—escorts her to his humble holdings and tries to convince her to stay.”

It was Lodesh's turn for asolo dance, and as Alissas footwork eased so as to catch her breath, her
mouth fdl open in awe. He had been holding back. "By the Hounds" Alissa breathed, astounded.

It was a free-for-al on the dance boards as the remaining couples tried to outdo each other. The
sound of damming feet and clapping hands was a physca force, but she couldn't look from Lodesh to
see. Lodesh, ever mindful of the moss, was less extravagant in hisfootfdls, but he more than made up for
it with his fervent looks. His eyes had locked upon hers dmost hungrily as he circled. Alissa fet Beast
respond as ther pulse beat in time with the drums. By the sounds of it, three more couples had Ieft the
circle, exhaugtion pulling them down.

Lodesh glided in stedthy, ever-tightening loops, his motions becoming more seductive. Alissa spun to
keep himin her 9ght, her breath fast. "Then what?' he whispered, his words warm and quick upon her
cheek as he drew close and then away.

"They dance together as she thinksit over," she said, suddenly unessy.

"That's what they do in my story, too," he said as he took her hands, and her feet indinctivdy did
what was expected of them.

On the circle, the music and the crowd grew subdued and darkly expectant. The pipes dropped to a
low thrum, and the drumsfdl to alow cadence that steadily grew.

Alisasfingers never left Lodesh's. The drums beat. Her pulse pounded. Her breath came fast as she
grove to keep up with him. Her fest moved in time with his, feding hersdf begin to dip. Just as she fdt
she could bear it no longer, he spun her into a wild turn that ended with her in his ams, crushed aganst
him.

Lungs heaving, Alissa stared wide-eyed a him, her hands clamped firmly upon his shoulders, his
around her waist. They stood unmoving as the music broke in a commund shout from the boards, and
the dance continued without them, pounding, and pounding.

"And then?" he bresthed, his eyes wild and his breath fast.

Her mind went blank, lost in hisarms and his gaze and his presence. "Um..." she sammered, trying to
drop her eyes, but Lodesh refused to let go. "The hero, her love, who has been searching for her, finds



them. She must choose."

Lodesh never loosened his grip, and she wasn't sure if she wanted him to. "In my verson,” he sad
huskily, "that would be the villain" His eyes were deep with an ungpoken question. "There are no villans
here"

Behind them, the remaning couples were joined by therr last participants. The musc crashed to
nathing. Silence broke upon the circle, aching in her ears after the thunderous fal of drums. But the dance
wasn't over. A sngle, mournful pipe rose as the maiden made her decison. The outcome was different
evey time. It was up to the dancers, and the watchers waited in breathless anticipation.

The moon had risen above the trees. Asif drawn from its presence, the mirth flowers began to fal,
golling down like light itsdlf. A dgh of emation rose from the people as they redlized it. The intoxicating
scent of the mirth trees crashed over them.

AlisAs eyes widened. Lodesh was going to propose, and at that indtant, she didn't know if she could
sy no!

"Student!" Reda-Stan's thought came shocking into hers. " Come home. Now!"

"I—I have to go," Alissa heard hersdf mumble, not moving from Lodesh's arms.

Lodesh's eyes went wide. "Wait," he said urgently. "It's not what you think."

"Now," Connen-Neute whispered into her thoughts. "If were late, they won't let us into the
guorum.”

"Lodesh," Alissa protested mildly. "l have to go."
"Alissa, if you're not airborne by the count of twelve, you lose your vote. One. Two. Three."

"l have to go," she repeated, but she couldn't pull away. She fdt Connen-Neute dide behind her.
Lodesn's grip tightened, and his eyes flicked briefly over her shoulder.

"l know," he said, dearly distressed by the Master's presence but determined to continue, "thet your
heart has been logt to another. | can't battle with a phantom and hope to win. You mug banish him
yoursdf. | won't ask anything of you tonight, but Alissa?' His eyes went deep into her, pulling into
exisience a surprising response. "'l will—someday."

A flower drifted onto her shoulder and he reached for it, placing it into her pam and curling her numb
fingers about its slky fragrance.

"Seven. Eight."
"I have to go, Lodesh," she said, but he didn't hear the sgnificance of her words.

Connen-Neute stepped closer, and Lodesh released her. His eyes did not. She sumbled after the
Master as he pulled her into the fidd. Her gaze was on Lodesh, aone in the shadows.

"Nine."

Nearly tripping, Alissa broke eye contact. She ran into the grass, searching for the dark in which to
shift. Connen-Neute assumed his naturd form, and his eyes glowed impetiently.

"Ten."
"Wait!" she cdled, sruggling with Keribdis's boots, franticaly tugging them off.
"Eleven."

"I'm coming!" She shifted with a quickness she had never attempted before, snatched up the boots,
and legpt into the air.

"Twelve. Did she make it, Connen-Neute?"



"Just."
"Harrumph.”

One of Keribdiss boots dipped from her grasp. It fdl to the damp grass with a thump. Winging
about, she went to find it, curang her ineptness.

"Leave it, Alissa," Connen-Neute said. "I'll come back tomorrow and find it."
"Promise?"
"Promise."

Alissa obediently svung hersdf to the west. Slently they sped to the Hold through the moonlight, her
breathless thoughts remaining in the grove with Lodesh. "Beast?" she whispered. "You really fed
everything | do?"

Everything," she said, sounding so dazed, Alissa grew more worried ill.

Chapter 28

Connen-Neute and Alissa sped toward the Hold. It sat like a heavy shadow at the base of the peak.
Damp and comforting, the night air dipped about them like sk, the updrafts looking pearly and unred in
the dmog-full moon. Beast was humming in ddight to be in the ar, but Alissa was worried. Her ferd
consciousness had never taken so much interest in what was going on. And Beast's emotions concerning
Lodesh were mogt digurbing. Sighing, Alissa dismissed her concerns. Perhaps it had been from the
musicC.

Reda-Stan's badcony blazed with a wedcoming light. Alissa angled towards it, drding the tower
behind Connen-Neute to lose her momentum. "Um, Connen-Neute?" ghe thought. "What did
Redal-Stan mean when he said | might lose my vote?"

"We decide tonight who will be the next Warden."
"We decide?" she blurted. "I thought the city decided.”

"Yes and no," was his dow response. "Because the Warden holds sensitive wisdom, we have a
say in the matter. The citadel families meet tonight to pick a candidate. So do we."

Alissa gdled, backwinging in darm. "Talo-Toecan is here?"
"Hounds, no. We meet by thought."

Reassured, Alissa followed him to dight upon Reda-Stan's bacony raling. Keribdiss boot hit the
floor with a dull thump. Alissa shifted, tugging her skirt down to cover the holes in her stockings. There
was atweak on her thoughts, and a gray pair of dippers appeared. Smiling gratefully at Connen-Neute,
she jumped from the railing and dipped the oversized mondrosties on. They were lined with a gray fur,
and her face warmed as she imagined what they would fed like on her bare feet.

Redd-Stan poked his head from his bedchamber. "Findly," he muttered, running a hand over his bad
head. Striding forward, he motioned for them to St. "Come on. Come on. They've dready begun.”

Connen-Neute stayed on the balcony. He wouldn't fit into the room unless he shifted, but he looked
content enough as he closed his golden eyes and dipped into alight trance.

Wrapped in a velvety brown throw, Redd-Stan sprawled in his chair and eyed her expectantly.
"WdI?' he snapped.



Alissa perched on the edge of a chair. "l have no idea what's going on," she admitted.
He blinked. "Y ou've never joined a conference? Why not?'
"Therés only Tao-Toecan,” she reminded him, angry for having to say it doud.

"Oh. Yes" He dropped his eyes and plumped up the pillow in his chair. "Um, tdl you what. You can't
vote, seeing as you aren't supposed to be here. Put your thoughts lightly into mine so you can ligen in.
That is, unless you can hold sixty-three fidds smultaneoudy?'

She shook her head. "Only five"

"Fivel" exdamed Connen-Neute, his eyes flashing open in surprise. They abruptly closed a his
teacher's disgpproving frown.

"It'sa dart,” Redal-Stan reassured her. "Anytime you're ready."

Alissa settled hersdf and sent her thoughts to his Immediatdy she fdt as if she were in a large room
surrounded by hundreds. She wasn't, of course. There were only sixty-three of them, sixty-four if you
counted her. It was more then dightly oppressive, as if she was being jostled and bumped by unseen
shadows. Whispers and snippets of conversations dipped about the edges of her awareness, making her

dightly queasy.

"There's no help for it," Reda-Stan whispered. "The crowding must be endured. To be heard,
one must shouit.

"Where," he thundered unexpectedly, "does the vote stand?"

"It's about time!" came a chorus of irate thoughts, and Alissa Sruggled to maintain Beast's cadm. She
didnt likethisat dl.

A firm, feminine thought cut through the babble. "Welcome, Redal-Stan. Connen-Neute has given
us his vote, and so we stand at an informal count of one absence, two for Marga Stryska, eight for
the abolishment of the Wardens completely, four for choosing a new Warden line, six for
grooming Trook Hirdune, and forty-one for Keeper Earan Sryska.”

"Earan!" Beast cried, and Alissa shushed her, terrified Redal-Stan would hear.

"Thank you, Keribdis,” Reda-Stan sad loudly, and Alissas fear multiplied. That strong-minded
thought was K eribdis? She would spot Beast in an ingtant. She was trained for it!

"Soon as we know your preference,” Keribdis said, "we may commence the bargaining.”
"What about Lodesh?" Beast sad clearly into the menta hush.

Alissa cringed as pandemonium erupted. "Lodesh? Lodesh Stryska?" were the cries. "You're
jesting!”

"Be still," Redd-Stan hissed, thinking it had been her, and Alissafdt a wave of irritation from Beadt,
urprisng and worrisome.

"Qui-i-i-iet!" Keribdis thundered, and slence fdl. "Redal-Stan,” she drawled into the new hush.
"Am | to understand you have brought Keeper Lodesh Stryska under consideration?"

There was a long pause. "Apparently,” he muttered, and the resulting upweling of protests made
Alissa cower.

"Very well." Keribdis sounded peeved. "The vote is one absence, two for Marga—"

"You may as well drop your bluff," interrupted an anonymous voice. "Marga won't have the
presence of mind to administer to a city when her children go shaduf.”

An angry thought snapped, "It's wrong. Sati is all the shaduf we need. The union between the



Sryska line and the coast should have been postponed.”
Postponed? Alissathought. Marga's children shaduf? What is going on?
"... eight to abolish the Warden post completely,” Kerib-dis continued.
"There'sa good idea,” came a sarcastic thought.
".. .four for choosing a new Warden line..."
"Even better!" someone shouted.

"... 9x for young Trook, forty-one for Earan, and one— for—Lodesh." Keribdis seemed to take
adeep breath. " Any voluntary changes in the order? No? Then—"

"Wait." Connen-Neute's familiar thought came dearly, sounding subdued but determined. "I change
my vote from Marga to Lodesh.”

The gathered rakus gtirred, and Alissafdt the beginnings of unease in her. Earan could have the title.
Lodedh's life would be changed for the better. She had been a coward for keeping slent before. What
was her life compared to the untold misery of EseNawoer?

"I change mine to Lodesh as well," another piped up.

"Me, too."

Hot protests and sharp accusations rose loud, and Alissa wished she could cover her ears.
"Fine!" Keribdis shouted. "Wyden? Make a new count, please?"

There was a soft Sgh. "Yes, Keribdis," and the noise subsided to a dow mutter.

"See what you've started," Alissathought at Beast, and Beast sniffed in annoyance.
"May | have a word with you, Redal-Stan?" came Kerib-dis's thought, soft into Alissas.

"Of course. But don't expect we won't be overheard,” he said, and Alissa winced a her
unhelped-for eavesdropping.

"What the Hounds are you doing?" Keribdis said. "I've had this issue grounded since yesterday.
Lodesh is fluff and flotsam. Are you trying to make my life difficult on a whim, or isthis a political
ploy?"

"Neither." Redal-Stan Sghed. "Lodesh isn't as scatterbrained as you 've been led to believe.
He's very popular in the city."

Keribdis paused. "Well-liked? A pawn then?"

"Wolves no," he cried. "He's far too clever for that. Actually,” he sad rductantly, "he moves
easly between the common and Keeper fractions.”

Aliss heart sank.

"Really," Keribdis mused. "So you're serious about this?"

"Apparently." It was avery dry commen.

"Very well. We will do it the hard way." Alissafdt Keribdis gether hersdf. "Wyden?"

Wyden's presence grew strong, giving Alissa the impresson of dearing her throat. "We have a
movement to three absence, fifteen Lodesh, and forty-four Earan. And yours, which is?"

"Earan,” Keribdis said. "l assume everyone knows who has sided with whom and why?"
Slence



"Then," she sad, "who wants to go first?"
Again the slence. Not even awhisper.
"Come now," Keribdis cgoled. "Someone must have something somebody ese wants."

"My tour of Hold duty is upon me in three seasons,” came a masculine thought. "I'll come in
early and free someone if they switch their vote back to Earan.”

"Il do it," chimed someone. "l have four seasons left in the Hold with two students who lack
the restraint to make Keeper. I'm sure they could be encouraged to leave soon."

"Fine," thefirg voice agreed, "but | want no new students for five years, minimum."
"You want a tower room but no obligations? " cried athird voice. " That won't happen.”

"I'll take anybody's responshilities for the next eighty years,” bellowed a new voice, "but |
want a vote for Lodesh! "

"Eighty yeard They'll all be dead by then."
Confused, Alissawhispered to Reda-Stan, "What's going on?"
"Vote buying at its most honest, Squirrel, vote buying.”

"You mean,” Alissa sad quietly, her outrage growing, "the decison of the next Warden isn't
based upon merit but on who wants the summer free and who will do whom's chores!™

"I'm'fraid so."
"That's wrong!" exploded Beast, shocking Alissa to a sunned slence. "The city wants someone

they trust, depend on, someone they likel Not a self-serving, egotistical bully who will willingly
bow to whatever you want out of fear or loyalty."

"Quiet," Redd-Stan hissed privatdy a her. But it had been Beast. She had shut Alissa out, leaving
Alissa sruggling franticaly for control.

"I will not be silent!" Beast shouted, and the buzz of dedlings hesitated. "Lodesh has studied those
he lives among. He knows what will make the baker agree to the blacksmith's ideas so both are
pleased. He appears simple because it's easer to get things done that way!"

"l said shut up, Squirre! "

"You're Masters of what?" Beast raged. "Everyone? Try mastering yourself. Look at you,
bargaining with the helpless to shirk your responsibilities. Loosen your grip,” she warned. "You're
strangling your children, the very ones who freed you."

"Who," came Tao-Toecan's sartled thought, "is that?"

Reda-Stan formed a fidd about himsdf and Alissa The sunned slence was replaced by
Reda-Stan's angry presence. " Get out,” he snapped, and he booted her from his thoughts.

Her eyes flashed open to find Redal-Stan glaring at her. Connen-Neute's eyes were wide with shock.
She stared a Redal-Stan, frightened that Beast had taken control so eesly. Alissa hadn't been able to
stop her. Beast had cdled her biuff and won. Panicking, Alissa opened her mouth to explain and ask for
help, but Beast took control again. Alissa fet her face harden. "Fine" Beast said doud through Aliss,
and Alissafound hersdf standing up.

Redd-Stan pointed a trembling finger at the door, and she walked out. "l didn't want to stay anyway,
old one" Beast snarled, and dammed the door.

Beast stormed Alissa down the dairs, earning severd stares and raised eyebrows. Beast wasn't
paying attention, so Alissa managed to divert them to the garden and the firepit. They sat in the dark on



the cold stone: Beast fuming, Alissa panicking. Alissadidn't think Beast knew she was in control, or they
would have shifted and flown away. Alissa sruggled to move a finger, blink, anything, becoming more
frightened until, like a soap bubble burding, she was back in control.

Alissa gasped &t the sensation. A wave of cold assailed her. Beast's thoughts turned panicked. Alissa
hed been right. Beast hadn't known she wasin control. She did now, though, and Beast's wall of dismay
flooded Alissals mind.

"l broke my word!" Beast cried. "l stole your wind as | said | wouldn't." She hestated. "You're
going to destroy me. You must! | can't be trusted! "

Alissas wildly thudding heart eased at Beast's obvious dismay. And as Redd-Stan hadn't known
what happened, they could work this out by themsdves. "Beast,” Alissa sad firmly, trying to disguise
her fear. "You made a mistake. Why? What was different? "

"You're not angry?" Beast asked tremuloudy.
"I'm furious,” Alissasaid softly, "but clearly you weren't aware you had taken control.”
"No," she whispered.

"It's been happening a lot lately." Cold from more than the night, Alissalit the wood dready lad
out and leaned close to the flames The Hold loomed dark above her. The same walls, the same stones,
full of life but empty of the one she sought.

"I know," Beast said meekly. "I'm sorry."

Alissa sighed, wondering why she was having so much trouble with Beast latdly. "And now Lodesh
has gone from a fool to a candidate for Wardenship."

Beast said nathing, dl but disappearing in a wash of misery.

Alone in her thoughts, Alissa dlowed her worry a Beast's dip to come flowing back. Accident or
not, it had happened. She sat and stewed, reluctant to move. She fdt more hersdf at the firepit than she
hed dl day.

The moon was set and the sun nearly risen when Connen-Neute spirded slently down and woke her
from an uncomfortable doze. He gazed at her, his golden eyes full of worry. He knew it had been Beast
gpesking, not her. "WdI?" she prompted with a feding of futility.

"Lodesh is the Hold's choice. It was realized his foolishness is indeed a ploy to avoid
responsibility. His apparent gullibility is more of an asset than Earan's loyalty. And Earan's recent
attempt to burn another's tracings in anger raised questions as to his control."

Alissafdt atear form and her shoulders dump. She never meant for thisto happen.
“If it helps,” he offered awkwardly, "Beast's words had nothing to do with the decision.”

"Please go away," she said. Not wanting him to see her cry twice in one night, she put her head in her
hands, and he dlently Ieft. She didn't know if it bothered her more that Lodesh was going to be the
Warden or that Beast's words of shame had been heard and ignored.

Chapter 29

Srel sat at the firepit, shaking indde. Warm rain dipped down his collar as he cutched the stone
bench with a white-knuckled fervor and stared at the damp night. Steam rose from the warm earth,



adding to his feding of unredity. "Thanks" he whispered raggedly to Tdon, and the smdl kestre
chittered from her sheltered position in a bush. His heart dowed, and he forced his grip to loosen. Putting
his elbows on his knees, he dropped his head into his hands. Alissas presence filled the firepit, and he
basked init.

"That wasn't a good ideg," he whispered. He squinted into the dark as a gust of rain and wind,
accompanied by Talo-Toecan, descended. The old raku said nothing, preferring to remain in a form that
didn't mind the wet. "I'm not going to do that again," Strdll said defensvely.

The raku rumbled a question.

Strell wiped the rain from his eyes. "'l purposely stopped following Alissa as you suggested. Your idea
that she would sense my lack of presence as | had sensed hers was a good one, Tao-Toecan,” he
sammered. "But she wasn't paying attention. Something was digtracting her. And then," Strell breathed,
remembering hisfright, "I lost her completey.”

With a savage, dawlike finger, the Master gestured for him to explain.
Strel struggled to find the words. "I followed her thoughts to Ese¢Nawoer's grove—"
Tao-Toecan expressed his wonder with arumble.

"I know that's where she went," Strell said. "I can sense her even at that distance now, and that's just
it," he pleaded. "I followed her flight back and fdt her settle in the tower, one of the upper rooms, and
then, nothing." He looked up, his pulse quickening in the memory of his fear. "She was gone. | ran
updtairs, thinking if 1 could juxtapose ourselves again, she might reappear, but even the memory of her
was gone."

Tao-Toecan raised his head in darm, and Strdll held up a reassuring hand. "Tadon led me to her. As
soon as | reached the firepit, she was there to be found.”

The raku's eyes narrowed with puzzlement. He shifted in a swirl of gray amogt indistinguishable from
the rain and dark, gppearing with an ugly, wide-brimmed hat atop his head. "A moment,” he said,
depping down into the pit. "The involvement of Tdon aside, you want me to bdieve your lack of
proximity to Alissa triggered a disllusonment of her?'

Srdl frowned, uncaring if the Master believed him or not.

"Perhgps,”" Talo-Toecan offered, "you smply lost your senstivity of her.”

He shook his head, feding his har gtick to him. " She was gone, then she was back."
His expression deep in thought, Talo-Toecan adjusted his hat and bent to sit.

"Not therel” Strell shouted, and the Master halted hdfway down. Giving asmdl grunt, he edged three
steps to the left and sat. Strell rubbed his forehead, pinching it to try to drive the soft headache away. His
fingers were dick with rain.

"Sirell?' came Tao-Toecan's dow, wary voice. "What are you doing?'
"Nothing," he said around a sgh. "Nothing. | can't seem to do anything.”

"No," the Master said. "My tracings are resonating. Portions of it, anyway. And Lodesh is skulking in
the kitchen, too far away to account for it."

Srel looked up, his astonishment mirrored by Tao-Toecan's in the soft dark. "May | look at your
tracings?' the Master asked softly.

Srel blinked. "My—" His breath caught at the implications. "Yes"

Tao-Toecan's gaze went distant. Strel hed himsdf ill, his pulse hammering, knowing Talo-Toecan
was peering into his mind, able to see his tangled tracings but none of his thoughtsif what Alissa said was



true. Even s0, he kept his emotions carefully blank. Talo-Toecan's head tilted, and his jaw snapped shut.
"Wolves," the Master said, his face ashen as he stared a Strell.

Hope lit through him. "A pattern?' Strell asked. "Did you see a pattern? What am | doing? Am | a
Keegper?'

Tao-Toecan shook his head vehemently. "No. No Keeper, Strell. Keeper tracings are very precise,
as ae Magter's, and youre nather. | can promise you that" His eyes went digant. "Wolves" he
whispered again.

"But I'm doing something?'

"Yes" He dropped his head into a hand, and Stroll's eyes widened at the unusud show of unease.
"Tdl me, did anyone in your ancestry have, by chance, a foothills background?!

Srel diffened on the wet bench. The suggestion was an inault to someone born in the plains. Then he
swalowed his pride, knowing it had no place in his new, hard-won view of the plains and foothills. "My
grandfather had blue eyes," he said shortly, ill affronted.

Tao-Toecan took a deep breeath. "The Hirdunes are a chartered name, yes? Can you follow your line
back to the coast?'

Taking a tick, Strell began to sketch in the soggy earth, the marks washing awvay as quickly as he
wrote them. "Yes" he sad uneadly as he finished. "Lodesh is right. My far-back grandmother is his
gder. | don't know her background—I imagine Lodesh could tdl you—but my far-back grandfather
came from the coast.” He looked up, reading surprise in the old Master's expression. Strel swdlowed a
amirk. What did Talo-Toecan expect? Strdl had a chartered name. His lineage had been part of his
gger's dowries. Of course he would know it.

But the Master had returned his gaze to the fire. "Why were there never any Keepers?' he was
muttering intently. " Someone scarred the entire family line and istrying to destroy the evidence." His head
rose. "Keribdis?' he breathed.

Strdl's jaw clenched. His family had a disurbing hisory of narrowly escaping annihilation from
plague, fire, and more recently, flood. "Why is she trying to wipe my family out?' he demanded. "What
the Wolves is wrong with me? With us?'

Tdo-Toecan sarted. "Um," he stammered. "Nothing. | think your misdigned tracings are what's
dlowing you to find Alissa through time where Lodesh and | can't. The few fragments | can see

resonating in my thoughts would be used to find septhama points, anong other things. | think you're
somehow tapping into that.”

" Septhama points are where ghosts come from,” Strell said, feding a stab of darm.

"Not redly, but that's pretty much what Alissaisright now, isn't she?' Looking across the wet night at
Strell, his golden eyes seemed to glow, sending a shiver through him. "I have a few menta exercises to
hdp smooth the scar tissue across your tracings,” the Master said softly. "I'd have mentioned it earlier,
but it seemed pointless. It will help get rid of your headaches.”

Strdl's eyes went wide. "How do you know I'm having heedaches?"

Tao-Toecan dtirred asif Strell had confirmed a suspicion. Adjusting his hat so the rain fdl at his feet
he said, "They stem from alack of clean flow of energy through your tracings.”

"But you said they were atangled mess™”

"They are. But it might hep." He hesitated. "Perhaps ... perhaps you shouldn't say anything to Lodesh
about this”" Talo-Toecan said. "Until we know for sure.”

Strdl's breath left him shakily. It sounded like a good idea to him.



Chapter 30

"Lodesh!"

Lodesh's ebows did off the narrow table. His breakfast dishes rattled, and he looked sheepidhly a
the woman who had raised him, standing above him with her hands on her hips.

"For the third time, dear. Will you please take the ward off the window? The morning has grown
wam."

"Yes, Mother. Sorry." The ward vanished. The scent of mirth flowers drifted in to mix with the
rhythmic, soothing sound of Reeve sharpening his shears.

"Coallecting daydreams so early?' his mother said as she settled across from him so the light fall across
her sewing.

Reeve gave asmdl harrumph. "'l expect our son dill has his thoughts on his gathering last night. From
the amount of noise they put out, | would say it was a success.”

"Aye" she answered dryly. "A huge success.”

Logt in finding the bottom of his cup, Lodesh amiled. It had been a resounding success.

"M-m-m," Reeve grunted. "That reminds me. Someone tore the moss under the westernmost tree.
See that it gets replaced. And use the moss dill damp with dew o it settles in properly,” he admonished,
his eyes firmly on his shears.

"Yes, Father." Lodesh flushed. He hadn't known his and Alissas dance had done any damage until he
had gone out to inspect the grove this morning. He had anticipated a severe chastisement. This cam
acceptance was unexpected.

His mother squinted as she threaded her needle. "I'm surprised you managed to drag yoursdf out of
bed this early."

"Haven't seen my bed, yet," Lodesh admitted. "I've been helping the stragglers home.™
"With Alissal" his mother cried, setting her work down.

"No. Sheleft & moonrise. She was cdled back to the Hold."

"You let her return unescorted?' she said, even more shocked.

"No. Connen-Neute took her." Lodesh's eyes flicked worriedly to Reeve, but he seemed unusudly
complacent this morning, contenting himsaf with only a dight grimace.
"Connen-Neute, you say?" his mother mused doud. "Reeve, dear. What do you suppose Redal-Stan

wanted from a Keeper that couldn't wait until morning?' She bit her thread free, and a freshly mended
gpron fdl back into the pile of never-ending mending.

Reeve gave a noncommitta grunt.

Lodesh stacked his dishes to make room for his tea. What had Redal-San wanted? he wondered.
True, Alissa had left early, but he said everything he had intended. And his words had been
well-recaived. Alissa hadn't wanted to leave; Connen-Neute had dragged her away.

Reeave tested his shears edge before resuming his work. "Too bad such a closed-mouth lout had to
take her home"



"Posh," his mother admonished. "It's only a short trip by horse.”
Reeve snorted. "1t'd be along walk with Connen-Neute."
"He wouldn't make her walk!" his mother protested. "It would take hdf the night.”

Lodesh amiled, his eyes unseaing out the window. "She walked it. Horses don't like her. It's the
oddest thing. She can't get on any but Keribdis's, and Tidbit isin the Hold's stables.”

"Oh, the poor dear," his mother sghed. "Just imagine that long, slent walk home"

L odesh speared a hit of egg he had missed. "Alissa likes his company,” he said. "Spent dl day with
him, helping his speech.” Lodesh amiled. "He said two words to me last night.”

"Fancy that," his mother said with a gasp. "A Keeper teaching a Master."

Lodesh looked up a her tone, but her head was down, busy with the decison to mend the knee of
Reeve's favorite work pants or her old bonnet. The pants won.

Lodesh helped himsdif to the lagt piece of toast. He spread the strawberry jam thick, wondering how
Alissa had earned the trust of the shy Master so easily. He paused, licking a drop of jam before it fell.

Reeve's rhythmic strokes fatered. "'l see you've collected ther leavings?' he said dowly.
"Huh?' Lodesh blurted, then nodded, his eyes going to a large basket by the door.

Reeve spat on his sharpening stone. "That's an odd assortment. Look. There's even a boot. A lady's
boot." His eyebrows arched. "Too much mulled wine"

Grinning, Lodesh stretched out and snagged it with a fingertip. It looked suspicioudy like Alissas, or
Keribdiss rather. He had found it in the field. There was a soft rattle in the toe, and he tipped it. His heart
seemed to stop as a mirth seed rolled into his pdm. White-faced, he stared at it. Sati had a mirth seed,
but the boot was too amdl for her. Had Sati and Alissa met?

"How do you lose one boot?' was Reeve's question. "Two | can understand.” He smiled and blew a
kiss from his aily hands to hiswife. "Going barefoot in the meadow isfor the young.”

"Reevel” his mother cried, looking ten years younger in her pleased embarrassment.
"But one boot," he continued. "I don't know...."

Lodesh put the seed deep into his pocket. It couldnt be Alissa's boot. He placed the boot on the gl
as there was no room on the table. Picking up his toast, he chewed methodicaly.

Reeve cleared histhroat. "I wish you would have let me take you down, dear. At leest to laugh at the
tipsy ones.”

"You know me. | can't sand the noise”
"Aye" he said. "Jud like a Master, you are. Too many people, and you hide in the shadows.”

A amile passed over Lodesh. Alissawas like that. He cupped his chiniin his hands and gazed dreamily
out the window. How ddightful, wanting to dance in the shadows.

"I would have liked to introduce you to Alissa" Reeve said loudly. " She reminds me of you when we
were younger. She even had a daisy chain about her neck. Remember me making you those?!

"Yes love" She tittered. "But now | know you're jesting. The daisies have been gone for weeks.
Y ou'd have to go to the lower eevations for them, nearly the foothills"

The rhythmic sound of metd on stone hdted for a moment. "M-m-m. Nonetheless, Alissa had one,
fresh as— wdl—adasy.”

Lodesh hesitated as he lifted his cup. His mouth shut, and he set his tea down. Connen-Neute could



have gone to the foothills for them, but Alissa had said she had been with him dl day. He wouldn't have
left her done for the time it would have taken to get them and return. Connen-Neute, therefore, must
have found themin the city.

Lodesh amiled in anticipation, Spping his tea. He'd ask around, find out who had learned to grow
such alate bloomer. He could arrange for a bouquet, now that he knew she liked them.

His mother tirred uneasily. "Lodesh," she scolded gently, "do take that boot off the gll."

Lodesh took it in hand just as a tremulous knock intruded. "Il get it he offered. "It's probably
someone looking for their hanky."

Reeve bent over his work, never looking up as Lodesh opened the door and his welcoming amile
turned to astonishment. " Connen-Neute!™

Dreadfully frightened, Connen-Neute's eyes flicked to Reeve, then the boot. "Thanks" he muttered as
he grabbed it and bolted away with a hurried, dignified gait. Clear of the house, he dropped the boot and
shifted. Sharp taons grasped the boot, and he took flight, scrabbling to regain the boot as it dipped from
him. Then he was gone.

Lodesh stared at the empty fidd. "It's Alissas" he whispered. "How did she get home with one boot?
Connen-Neute can't carry her. A horse wont carry her. Sheld haveto ...

"No," he sad to no one. He closed the door. In a daze, he sat by the fire, suddenly chilled. She's a
Keeper, hetold himsdf. Her fingers aren't long, and her eyes aren't those of a Master. "But neither
are Redd-Stan's,”" he whispered.

And Alissa can ride a horse, herationdized. But only Keribdis's, he thought, his eyes cdosng in the
redlization, and only because she doesn 't eat meat.

Wolves! he thought. She can craft clothes from her thoughts. But not shoes—not yet, she had
said. Lodesh paed. "Clothes™ he mouthed slently. No Keeper spends the effort to learn to craft clothes
from ther thoughts. The only reason would be if she could—shift.

His somach clenched. How could he have been so blind! He found her in the garden, in the dark,
with no shoes. She had spent her afternoon in the foathills meking daisy chains with Connen-Neute.
That's why she got dong with the young Master so well. She was one!

No! he asserted more gsrongly, refusng to believe it. Alissa wasn't a Master. He couldnt marry a
Master. She had to be a Keeper!

Reeve took a breath as if to say something. Then his head dropped, and the rhythmic scraping
resumed.

Chapter 31

"Fve . ." Alissa breathed, eyeing the spheres of flame glowing above the fire in her room. Contained
by her fidds, her fire had a decidedly odd look. It was quiet, dmost the middle of the night, and not a
sound disturbed her. Sowly a new sphere formed. Her ddight faded as she redized one of her originds
was gone. "Hounds™ she cursed. After seeing Connen-Neute's smug expresson lagt night, she was
determined to master halding Sx fields before quitting.

She had been trying to practice dl day, finding hersdf continudly distracted by Redal-Stan's various,
spontaneous, and nonsensica demands. Connen-Neute had been suspicioudy scarce, and she wondered



if Redal-Stan made a habit of barging into the young Master's thoughts from the top of the tower to send
Connen-Neute to fetch something.

Alissajumped at a soft tap on her door. Her fidds collapsed, and she sent her thoughts to find Ren.
Sati's forecasting rushed back, twiding her somach. Steding hersdf, she wedged her feet into
Connen-Neute's dippers, threw a blanket over the nightdress Nis had lent her, made a sphere of light,
and opened the door.

"Ren!" she said in surprise, for he was dressed for travel, afull pack by hisfeet.

"Um, hi, Alissa" he sammered, tugging his shirt back into place. "Did | wake you? | saw the light
under your door, and | thought maybe .. ."

"l was practicing my fidds" she said as she stepped into the hdl, her hands cupped about her globe
of light. "What are you doing?" she asked, though it was obvious.

"Um, would you see if you could open the front door for me?' he asked, and Alissas eyebrows rose.
"Downdairs," he rushed. "The front door. Someone warded the outer doors open. Reda-Stan can't
close them, so now the inner doors are warded shut for the night.” His eyes pleaded. "I don't know how
to open those."

"Ren. You can't leave" Alissa said, immediatdy knowing it was the wrong thing to say.
"Sorry | bothered you." He snatched his pack up. "I'l find a window to dimb out of."

"No, wait." Light in hand, Alissa ran after him, the shadows bobbing wildly. She caught him on the
landing and put hersdlf in his path. "'l never said | wouldn't help,”" she said breathlesdy. "Just tel me what's
going on."

Hands clenched, Ren looked a the caling, searching for words. Alissas shoulders drooped. "You
were denied Keeper datus,” she whispered.

"For & least another year," he finished bitterly.
"Ren, you havetime.. . ."

"Stop!" he demanded. "That's what Redd-Stan said. I'm tired of waiting. Tired of somedays. He dl
but promised. Then up and changed hismind. No explanation. Nothing.”

Aliss ire rose. Redad-Stan had sold his vote, and Ren was the one paying for it. "Come on," she
sad, taking hisarm and pulling him to the tower dairs.

"Alissa, wait," Ren said. "It's too late for that."
"But it's not far!" she ingsted.

"No." Ren pulled away. "I'm done. | just want out. | would have left years ago if not fo—" Dropping
his gaze, he turned away.

Sati's shaduf-dream weighed in Alissals thoughts like cold clay. If not for Kally? she thought. "You
have the potentia for great abilities, Ren. Don't leave now."

He laughed, not sounding at dl like himsdf. "Potentid is usdless without a source, and the Masters
won't give one to someone they don't trust. They know once I'm done with my training, I'm leaving." His
brow pinched, and his words grew hushed. "Last year, Yar-Taw caught me ligening to an argument
between Tao-Toecan and Keribdis. The Masters are up to something, Alissa They're usng people
somehow. That's why they won't give me a source. They're afrad if | have any srength, | might interfere
with their plans. | think the only reason they keep teaching meis so they know where | am. Or they aren't
sure how much | heard.”

Alissa clutched her ams around hersdf, suddenly cold. "What plans?' she asked, her thoughts



returning to Strell's daim that his family's accidentd demise had been ordained.

Ren's eyes dropped, and he shuffled, glancding down the hdl. "Never mind. Forget | sad anything. |
just want to leave. Can you open the door?"

Alissamet his eyes, not liking the uneasy feding he had indilled in her. He wasn't going to tdl her any
more, but she could guess enough. "All right,” she said. "I'll try."

"Thank you."

The trip downgtairs was slent—both of them not knowing what to say—»but the locked inner doors
wouldn't open for her ether. "Wolved" Ren swore, bobhbing his head gpologeticaly. "I have to be away
before Kaly comes to start breakfast. I'll lose my nerveif | see her.”

Frowning, Alissathought it over. Ren was going. If Kdly knew, she might go with him. If Alissa could
keep them apart, perhaps the shaduf-dream would remain only a dream. "I know another way out,”
Alissa said softly. "Come on.”

Ren followed her without question through the dark kitchen and out into the moonlit garden. The
damp amdl of vegetation hung heavy as they wove ther way down the well-manicured paths. Alissa
paused, pulling her blanket tight againgt the autumn chill, looking at the tower to get her bearings. "Here, |
think," she said, and she squished through a freshly weeded bed of bergamot, grimacing at the dirt on her
borrowed dippers.

Ren watched as she stared at the wall. "What are you doing?' he findly asked.

Her am was cold, sretching out past her blanket as she hed her light high. "Looking for the door,"
she said, then paused. It was exactly what Usdless had said to her last year. Shaking the odd feding off,
she placed her hand upon the chill wal and fdt the lock release. Pleased, she opened the door and
stepped aside. Her amile faded. "Ren? Be careful.”

"I will." He gave her a mirthless amile and stepped past the wal. Taking his knife, he carefully
scratched a word on the outsde stones. Alissa didn't look; she knew what it said. She hunched into
hersdlf, miserable for her gpparent inability to change anything. "In case | come back," he said, looking
gim in her light. "Be careful, Alissa" he added. "They want something. Nothing is given for free,
epecidly power."

Sheignored her wash of emotion. "Ren?' she asked softly. "Where are you going?'

"Theplans” hesad. "Asfar away as| can get.”

Alissa glanced back at the tower and followed him past the garden's wall. "Go to the coast,” she sad,
trying to change hislife for the better.

He squinted in her light. "The coast?"

"lt—it's dmogt too late to make the foathills before the snow," she lied, glad she had stepped beyond
the Hold's truth ward.

He shrugged. "All right. | guess it doesn't matter.” His gaze dropped. "Here"" Ren handed her a thin
ribbon, intricately braided with five shades of blue. Alissa blinked, holding the length of fabric in a loose
grip. Giving a ribbon was adgn of deep devotion in both the plains and foathills from man to woman in
the foathills, but woman to man in the plains as they refused to do anything the same way those in the
foathills did. According to her mother, unmarried plansmen kept them as a public Sgn of a young
womean, or young woman's mother's, favor.

"It's not for you," Ren blurted, red-faced as he understood her confusion. "It's Raly's. Give it to her
for me?' he said, unable to look up. "And tdl her good-bye, and that I'll miss our breskfasts together.”
Hunched, the young man turned away. There was the faint sounds of his footsteps, then nothing.



Alissa ligened to the night, unusudly slent as the insects had been Hilled by the cold. Shivering, she
returned to the garden. The door grated shut, and she leaned againg it, depressed.

"Sati said you can change the future once you know of it," Beast said, unusudly aert.

"Sowhy do | fed like I've sent him to his death?’ Alissawhispered. Levering hersdlf up, she made her
dow way through the dark, blessedly dlent hdls to her room. Sleep, though, was dusive, and she found
hersdf tuning in her char. Rdly's ribbon lay on her mantd like a Slent accusation. The moon was too
bright, and the room duffy. The fire was too smoky and the mice loud. Then, to cap it off, someone
decided it was the perfect time to practice their piping.

It was a dance tune, and the rhythm of it drove into her skull like new nals into soft wood. Alissa
stared up at the celling, growing more and more angry, until, mercifully, it ceased. "Hndly," she muttered,
and snuggled under her covers. But it started up again. Groaning, Alissa buried her head under her
pillov. No wonder the Masters lived in the tower. Much to her exasperation, Beast actudly began to
hum aong.

Alissa giffened as she recognized the tune as "Taykedl's Adventure,” curang hersdf for having taught
Breve the tune. Not only did someone have the audecity to be playing in the middle of the night, but from
the sound of it, they were right next door.

"Hnd" she snapped. Her nightdress tangled as she lurched to her feet and stormed into the hdl. A
soft, polite knock was ignored, and a fierce thought found the room empty. They mugt know how to
block her search. "You in there" she whispered loudly. "Stop it!" But the music continued. Alissa
knocked again and tried the handle. It was locked.

"Connen-Neute!" Alissa walled into the young Master's thoughts, and his frightened presence
jumped to wakeful-ness.

"Alissal What? Are you hurt?"

"No-0-0-0," she moaned. "Someone is playing a pipe in the room next to mine. They've locked
the door and they don't hear me."

"There's no one there,” he mumbled. "Go to sleep.” And he Sghed deepily.
"Windmate!" Beast snapped. "Come open this door."
"Huh!" Connen-Neute was suddenly very much awake. "Coming."

Alissa paced the hdl, going more angry when she redlized her steps were in time with the music. After
what seemed an exorbitantly long time, Connen-Neute's light appeared at the end of the hdl. "Fndly,"
she whispered as he sumbled even with her and touched the door.

"Alissa" he mumbled, just this Sde of deep. "No one'sin there. That's my lock.”
"Adhed" she cried. "It's driving me moonstruck. Can't you hear it?"

He shook his head, confused. There was a flash of resonance across her tracings too quick to caich
as he unlocked the door. She triumphantly shoved the door open to find ... nothing. The room was
empty. But the music remained.

The piper began an achingly familiar tune, and Alissa gasped, recognizing it. "That's my song!" she
cried, saring a Connen-Neute. "The one Strdl wrote for me" And then the empty spot that Strell had
left in her was empty no longer. "Where?' she cried, franticaly spinning about. "Strdl! Where are you?”!

"Alissa. Thank the stars that guide us!"

It was Strell. She heard him, and she panicked. The faint whisper of his presence faded. "No!" she
shouted into her mind. "Strell! Come back!™



"Listen,” Strdl soothed, his thoughts so fant as to be dmogt imagined. "Talo-Toecan says you
must put yourself entirely at a still point, or we will lose everything."

She took a shuddering breath, focusng on the thinning threads of Strdll's thoughts, gathering a line
here, one there, Sruggling to bind his presence into something she could hold. "Still point,” she whispered.
Sinking to her knees, she appeared to go comatose.

Chapter 32

Connen-Neute watched with little surprise as Alissa turned white and sank to her knees. Her wild,
frantic eyes closed, and she collapsed. It might have been darming, but he had come to accept the
unusud when it came to Alissa He wasn't worried yet, just concerned.

With a lagt, widful thought of his interrupted deep upon the Hold's roof, he placed his and Alissas
lights atop the mantel and gathered her up to set her in the room's only chair. He draped her blanket over
her, tucking it under her chin. Alissas light doruptly dimmed, and he frowned. That shouldn't have
happened. Gone out? Y es. But not dim. She hadn't conscioudy shut it down. It had been left to run at an
involuntarily reduced rate. Only now did he think to cdl Reda-Stan, and his gentle, tentative query was
met with the expected grumbles and groans.

"Unless someone is on fire, go away,” came the Master's barely recognizable thought.

"Ah, it's Alissa," he offered, feding Redd-Stan sngp awake. "I'm with her in the Keepers hall.
She's collapsed into a deep trance. At leadt, | think it's a trance.”

Unease filled him. Perhaps he should have told Redal-Stan immediatdy. "Redal-San?" he cdled,
then turned as the old Master did to a hdt in the hdl. He appeared more harried and disheveled then
usud inaplain robe. Not acknowledging Connen-Neute, he strode into the room and set his light beside
the other two. He crouched by her, frowning.

"Sart from the beginning,” Redal-Stan said tersdly.
" She was complaining of music being played in this room."
"But you locked it," he interrupted.

"Yes. | told her no one was in here, but Bea—er—she inssted | come and open it."
Connen-Neute shook his head. " She really can't open any door but those keyed for Keepers."

The old Master gestured impatiently for him to continue.
"So | opened it. There was no one in here. But | might have heard music.”
"Redly." Redal-Stan stood, his sun-darkened face creased in worry.

Connen-Neute nodded. " She then became agitated, called for Srell, and collapsed.” He fidgeted
with his deeve, glad Redal-Stan was here to shoulder the respongibility.

"Aye" the Master said as he bent low over Alissa "It's a mediitative State. It's a good thing you woke
me Thisis exactly what | wanted you to watch for." He reached to touch her, but just before contact,
Alissas eyes jJumped to a wide-eyed dertness.

"Alissal" Redal-Stan said, teking a startled step back. "You're dl right!”

Connen-Neute's feding of unease solidified into a sour lump as her frightened eyes flicked from
Redd-Stan's to his. Burn im to ash. It wasn't Alissa. It was that beast! His heart pounded and he dmost



bolted, but he froze a her panic. She looked scared, like a child discovering the adult shed been
following belonged to someone ese. With any luck, Redal-Stan would think it was Alissa. But even as he
thought it, Redal-Stan peered sharply a her.

"Aliss2?" he whigpered, then straightened, his bresth dipping from himin a hiss. "Sow now," he said
to Connen-Neute. "Move to the window." Never taking his eyes from Beast, he backed up and fumbled
with the door until it latched.

Ramrod sraight, Connen-Neute held his uncertain ground.

"Move" the old Master said. "She's gone ferd, though I've never heard of it hgppening while one is
dill in a humen form."

Connen-Neute shifted from foot to foot but didn't move.

" sad gt in the window, fledgling!" Redal-Stan whispered. "We might il be able to salvage this. She
haan't flown yet. Perhaps because it's night, she can't.”

Beast diffened, looking affronted. "I can fly a night just as wel as you can, old one™ Her eyes
widened, and she clasped her hand over her mouth. Her accent was odd and precise, every syllable
spoken with care.

"You spesk!" Reda-Stan stood stock-ill.

Beast's mouth twisted. The look she gave Connen-Neute spoke of a sophisticated humor he hadn't
expected. She knew her words had destroyed any chance of passing as Alissa. With a resgned sgh, she
settled hersdf. Her blanket pooled about her knees, and Connen-Neute blinked. Her smdlest movement
hed a sultry dyness, and her dow voice carried the same.

"Of course | speak,” she sad. "l know everything Alissa does, and a few things she's forgotten. And
as for kegping me grounded? You couldn't catch me" She turned an gppraising eye to Connen-Neute,
and he took an darmed breath. "Nether could you, windmate” She paused. "Not yet. Alissas teacher is
the only one who can bring me down, and he cheated. He didn't want to play at dl." Beast pouted.

Redal-Stan's mouth gaped. "Wolves," he findly managed.
"Wolves, indeed," she said with a iff.
"Redd-Stan," Connen-Neute interrupted. "I'd like you to meet Beast."

Beast extended her hand, and Reddl-Stan backed away. "What the Bone and Ash is going on!" he
cried, his voice echoing panfully. "Alissaisferd, and you act asif it's nothing!"

"Itis" Connen-Neute said dryly, deciding he could St in the windowsll if he wasn't being told to do
s0. He winced as his teacher's befuddlement predictably turned to anger.

"You said you would tdl me of any aypicd behavior!" Reda-Stan shouted, pointing at Alissa "What
the Wolves do you cdl this?'

Connen-Neute alowed a whigper of anger to color his words. "This is typicd behavior for Alissa
Tao-Toecan dlowed her to keep her ferd consciousness.”

"Wha!" It was an gppaled shout.

Beast curled her legs under her. "Allowed isn't the word | would choose. He hasn't figured it out yet,
isdl."

Redal-Stan looked at her in horror.

There was a soft knock. "Alissa?" came an urgent whisper from behind the closed door. "Are you in
there? | heard shouting.”



"Comein, Lodesh!" Beast called, her eyes glowing with a sudden desire.

"Go away, Lodesh!" Redal-Stan thundered as the door was flung open and Lodesh dl but fdl into the
room, catching himsdf as he saw Connen-Neute and Redd-Stan. "I said, go away,” Redd-Stan
growled. "This doesn't concern you."

"Really, Redal-San," Connen-Neute said apologeticaly. "1 didn 't break my word. You told me to
watch for atypical behavior, not to necessarily tell you about it."

Redd-Stan froze. Sowly he turned to Connen-Neute.
"And thisisnormd," Beast added. Then she hit her lower lip. "For the mogt part.”

There was an audible snap as Redal-Stan closed his mouth. He turned to Lodesh standing uncertainly
by the door. "Out," the Master demanded, his expresson tuning choleric when Lodesh shut the door
and leaned back againg it to become nearly immobile.

Lodesh swallowed hard. "With respect, I'm not leaving until Alissa asks meto."
Tuming a bright red, Redal-Stan pointed to the hall.

A low 9gh drew Connen-Neute's atention, and he froze. Beast had curled up with her knees to her
chin, her arms clasped about her legs to make her look both defensdess and artlesdy dluring. "I'm glad
you're here, Lodesh,” she said, her gray eyes dmost black.

Lodesh grew pale. "That's not Alissa" he whispered.
Redal-Stan gave him a mirthless, disgusted look. "Do you think? Sure you want to stay?"
The Keeper took a step back. "What... what's wrong with her?"

Running a hand over his bald head, Redal-Stan closed his eyes in a long blink. "Alissa has an dter
consciousness. She isinsane, remember?' He turned and paced before the hearth. "Beast, meet Lodesh.
Lodesh, Beast."

"Weve dready met," she said.

Connen-Neute could dmost see the Keeper's thoughts fdl into place. "Hounds™ Lodesh whispered.
"That was you on the dance boards. That wasn't Alissa, that was you," he said, and Beast beamed.

Reda-Stan fumbled for the edge of the unmade cot and sat down. "You mean to tdl me you've been
flopping back-and-forth like a card? How many times has this happened?”

Beast's face fdl, turning her from a sensua goddess to a child. "Three—I think."
"That was you dancing the Triene?" Lodesh said, sounding disappointed.
Beast amiled awise, ancient amile. "No. That was Alissa Modtly. | think."

"You think?" bellowed Reda-Stan, and Connen-Neute watched his teacher sruggle to maintain his
composure and regain control of the conversation dl at once. "Can't you tdl?'

"Moglly." Beast winced. "But it's getting hard.” She looked up, her eyes growing frightened. "It's
never been so before. | try to be good,” she said. "I promised. But she keeps leaving. And | don't like it!"
she finished with an unhappy cry.

Slence fdl in the amdl room lit by three globes of warded light. Lodesh moved to a corner, cearly
trying to day out of Reda-Stan's dght and therefore keep himsdf in the room. Seeing Beast begin to
tremble, Connen-Neute made a robe and draped the soft gray over her shoulders as she didn't seem to
know to pull her blanket back up. Whether her shaking was from the cold or her fright, he couldn' tell.

"It's her disconnection from Strell," Connen-Neute said quietly, and Lodesh turned at the unfamiliar
voice. ConnenNeute's brow furrowed. He had more to say, and because of Lodesh, he should say it



adoud. Glandng at Beast, he gathered his courage. If she could speak in entire paragraphs, he could, too.

"From what | have guessed,” he said dowly. "Strdl was indrumenta in restoring her sentience less
than a year ago. She hasn't had time to find other reference points, and without him, there's nothing left to
hold her to the now.” He turned to Beast. "Am | right?" he asked, and she nodded, looking scared. "And
if you don't find away to return, Alissawill eventudly go ferd?' he finished.

"I think s0." It was a frightened whisper, and Connen-Neute hated having to force her to admit it
aoud. For dl her ferd wisdom, Beast had a child's ability to cope.

Reda-Stan put his elbows on his knees, his anger replaced by curiogty. "You're frightened,” he said.
"I would have thought you'd be pleased.”

Beast looked mournfully a him thorough Alissas gray eyes. "Alissa has gifted me with something far
beyond the amdl wisdoms | have shared with her. | don't want her to lose her sentience” she whispered.
"A beast doesn't remember love”

At that, Reda-Stan sat back in undisguised astonishment.

Beast blinked, her gaze going digtant for a heartbeat. Then she grew dismayed. "Oh, the dring is
going loose. She can barely hear him now."

"Him?' Redal-Stan questioned, and Connen-Neute strained, hearing a distant something on the edges
of his awareness.

"Her piper." Beast glanced about the room asif looking for something.
"No," Reda-Stan said. "l won't accept that Alissa can hear a commoner acrosstime”

"Time" Beast lectured, turning irate a his disbdlief, "is no barrier for thought, old one, or distance, if
the gring is taut and strong.”

"Not true," he argued. "If you go beyond the curve of the earth, you lose contact.”

Beast looked a him amugly, a diver of her origind sultry ar returning. "You're very learned, old one.
But in this ingtance, you're less correct than usud.”

From the corner came a amdl sound. "Time?' Lodesh whispered.

"Do you know what you're implying?' Redal-Stan sputtered.

Connen-Neute would have laughed in other circumstances. "She said you were wrong."
"Not thet," the Master snapped. "What she suggestsisimpossble”

"She can hear commoners?' Thistime, Lodesh sounded bewildered.

"Impossble for you, maybe" Beast said. "But | taught Alissa how to ligen, and she taught a beast
how to love. Which do you think is more impossible?’

Reda-Stan's mouth snapped sht.

Beast rose in a supple movement so seductive and graceful that Connen-Neute caught his breath with
athrilled darm. Sipping to Lodesh, she took his hand. His eyes widened, and she pulled his head againgt
hers and whispered, "Alissa is frightened to admiit it, but | think you ought to know that she does love
you, not like her piper, but loves you nevertheess"" She gave him afaint amile "I'm here, Lodesh. Dance
with me agan?' Her gaze grew frighteningly aroused, filled with a desire and want so guildess tha it
shocked Connen-Neute.

Then, with a Sgh and a dow blink, Beast dipped away. Awareness filled Alissas gray eyes. She
stepped back asif to catch her balance and dropped Lodesh's hand. Drawing her robe tighter about her
shoulders, she took them in. "I guess" she offered dowly in her own voice, "l have some explaning to



do?'

Chapter 33

Alissa breathed deeply, looking for the amdl of the missing rain. It had been warmer, too, in Stroll's
time. There was afirein her room next door, but Strell's presence was here, even if she couldn't hear him
anymore, and she wouldn't leave. Exhding, she turned to Redd-Stan and Connen-Neute. "But | Smply
can't go ferd. | explained that."

Redal-Stan shook his head, offering her the honey-soaked ved Lodesh had brought up. The Master
hed been keeping Lodesh out of the room with a variety of tasks. Currently he was in search of tea.
Shuddering, Alissa refused the meet, and Redd-Stan set the plate down with a disbdieving downess.
Connen-Neute did closer, and the nagty bits began to disappear.

Unaware of his pilfering, Reda-Stan settled himsdf on the ugly cot with his elbows on his knees. "It's
inevitable™" he said. "You lack a connection to thistime, and it's going to do everything it can to minimize
your impact." He hesitated as he redized the plate hdd less than it had a moment before. Frowning, he
moved the plate to the cot. "Just by being here you're meking changes. Smdl ones, but they're building on
eech other."

Connen-Neute rose. Pretending to stretch, he resettled himsdf closer to the plate.

"Time, | believe, in't so inflexible that it can't accommodate small shifts”” Redal-Stan said. "One does
have free will." He smoothly took up the plate as Connen-Neute reached for it, setting it down on his
other Sde. He ddiberately chose a bite and dowly chewed. "But time, like water, takes the shape of the
ves it'sin”

Alissasghed. "Meaning ..."

"You don't belong." He shifted his shoulders. "Eventswill occur that will minimize your impact. If you
didn't help Connen-Neute with his verbdization, someone e se would.”

She nodded. "You mean I'll go ferd or die”
"Hounds, Alissa,” Connen-Neute thought as he gasped. "Don't be so morbid.”

Reda-Stan blinked, surprised aswdl a her matter-of-fact facade. "Probably,” he said. "Congdering
our conversation with Beast, | would say the former. The changes you have made will ether be buried
beneath an accumulated higtory of events, or your actions would have been performed by someone ese
to begin with."

"Or," Beast sad dryly to Alissadone, "we are here to do these things."
"But how does that make me ferd?* Alissa protested.

"Ah." Redal-Stan nodded. "That is the second hdf. Connen-Neute is correct. Your reference points
are wrong. Last spring, you completely redefined yoursdf. Y ou went from afoothillsgirl to a student of a
supposed legendary fortress, to a Master of the same, dl in sx months. Sand and Wind, Alissa You had
to reconcile alifetime of beliefs with a new set of ssemingly conflicting ones. It's no wonder we go insane
when we firg shift. We lose our firet, most red identity: our physca sdf.” He glanced at the door, dearly
wanting the tea. "It takes time to create a new sdf-image” he continued. "Time and gability. A dngle
summer ign't enough. A decade of summers, maybe."

"But | shift fing" she said, grimacing as Redal-Stan offered her the last piece of mest.



"Recondling a new physcd form is rdaivey easy," he sad. "It's the mentd image that is harder.
Youve log alifetime of references, and your sdf-image has become fuzzy about the edges.”

Connen-Neute dumped on the sll. " And once a certain threshold is reached?"

"She will go ferd and stay that way," Redal-Stan finished. For a moment there was slence. "When
Strell returned your sentience, | believe you unwittingly made him your lode-stone. You undoubtedly
were building on that, forming additiond reference points as you found what was fixed and what was
subject to change, but your core was centered about him.”

"And he's not here" Alissa whispered, feding cold.
"Y ou're rdying upon imperfect reference points” Redd-Stan said.
"The Hold," Connen-Neute interrupted. " The grove, her room, the garden.”

"Which would work," Redal-Stan said, "except they aren't exactly the same points that you've been
building upon the last Sx months. The subtleties aren't there. The dant of the sun, the scent of the arr;
they're betraying you even as you gruggle to make them fit what you dready know. | believe the only
reason you didn't go ferd the moment you got here is because of your familiaity with your—er—alter
consciousness. Anyone ese would have gone ferd within the span of 9x heartbeats” His eyes went
digant in some private thought.

There was a whisper of fabric as Connen-Neute turned to the door. Faintly she heard Lodesh
returning with the tea, and nothing more was said until he appeared in the open doorway.

"Ah, Lodesh!" Redd-Stan hdd out an eager hand. "Thank you. Ther€'s a long night ahead.”
Reda-Stan poured out the tea into three cups, leaving the fourth empty. "But there's no need for you to
endure a deepless night. Y ou should return to your bed. Y ou will have a busy day tomorrow."

"But | want to stay!" he said. "'l don't care that Alissa has two sdves” He dropped his eyes, furtivdy
gancng at Alissa "l—don't mind Beest."

Alissafdt arush of gratitude, but Reda-Stan ran a hand over his head. "Go to bed. We have to get
rid of Beast, not promote her. Blessed randy Stryska boys."

Lodesh drew himsdf up giffly. "That's not what | meant.” 1t was & that unfortunate moment Alissa st
her mug of tea down with a grimace. It was bitter. She could taste it clearly.

Lodesh saw, and her frown shattered what little pride he had |€ft.
"Aghes. | can't even make a decent pot of tea, can |," Lodesh sad tightly.
"It'sfind" Alissa sad, taking agulp and forcing agmile

Lodesh looked from her anxious expression, to Redal-Stan's untasted cup, to Connen-Neute's drink
st carefully out of am's reach. "Yes, | can seetha,” he muttered. I'll leave. There€'s no need to send me
on any more usdless errands.”

"Lodesh, wait," she pleaded, but he was gone.

Alissarosein an awkward lurch to follow him, only to be held back by Redd-Stan's dark hand. "We
have more pressing issues” he murmured.

"More important than Lodesh's fedings?' she snapped. "He's the only one besides me who thinks
Beadt isnot a problem to be weeded out."

"Lodedh's future" Redal-Stan said. Reminded of last night's decision to offer im as Warden, Alissa
sat back down in dismay. There was the distant sound of a dosing door.

"The chartered families have predictably chosen an dternative Warden," Redal-Stan said, and Alissa
held her breath. Perhaps Lodesh would be spared. "They have chosen Earan,” he finished. "The city will



decide between them tomorrow."
Her hopes died to less than ash. The masses would choose Lodesh. She knew it.

Redd-Stan sipped his tea, swdlowing asif in pain. "It fdls to me to accompany him to Ese Nawoer
tomorrow.” He paused. "I don't want to. Y ou will take him."

Alissalooked up in annoyance. "I don't want to, ether.”

"I don't care," he said mildy. Connen-Neute stirred uneeslly a her defiance, but Reda-Stan was
unruffled. "l wasn't the one who suggested he be consdered,” Redd-Stan sad dryly, shifting Alissals
anger to quilt.

"Il go," she whispered.

"That'swhat | said,” he drawled. "Besides, no one but you will be able to keep him from running once
he redizes we want to make him Warden. Connen-Neute will go as well, as the officd representative of
the Hold."

Redd-Stan stood and stretched for the calling, looking like a tired plangman, not a Magter, in his
nondescript robe. Collgpsing in on himsdf, he motioned Connen-Neute to fetch the two remaining lights
from the mantel. "l suggest you get what degp you can," Reda-Stan said. "You leave shortly after
unrise”

Alissaa didn't move from the uncomfortable char that somehow exiged in both versons of Strall's
room. "You said we had along night," she said. "Aren't we going to find out how to get me home?*

With a series of hand waves, Reda-Stan ushered Connen-Neute out. He hesitated before grabbing
Lodesh's pot of tea. "Go to deep, Squirrd,” he said in the new shadows. "l never said | was going to

The door shut with a creak. "Srell?" Alissa cdled, geting no response. Not surprised, she
burrowed farther under Connen-Neute's robe, unwilling to leave for even the moment it would take to
oet her pillow. Strell was here. She wasn't going to move, even to shift the empty, rank-smelling tray of
ved to the hal.

Alissaclosed her eyes before the cold hearth in a room that wasn't hers, clothed in a nightdress that
belonged to someone ese, covered by a robe given to her by yet another, fdling adeep to the sound of
Beast humming a lullaby into their thoughts.

Chapter 34

"Curse you, Lodesh,” Strel shouted, trembling in his anger and frudtration. "I taked to her! | 4ill
would beif you hadn't scared Connen-Neute awvay!"

"l said | was sorry about that." Lodesh stood just ingde the piper's door. His words were sincere, but
Tao-Toecan could see a shadow of insolence, or perhaps rdif, in his stance. It took al his restraint not
to respond to the Warden's growing lack of tact. Almog, it seemed asif Lodesh was glad he had broken
the link between Strell and Alissa

"Lodesh,” Talo-Toecan said, edging forward in the hard chair before the piper's unlit hearth. "I fed
the dampnessin the ar tonight.” He hesitated. "Go make tea."

The Keeper took a breath to protest, then, redizing he was being asked to leave, spun and strode
away. The sharp sounds of his booted feet faded. Tao-Toecan lisened to the night's rain as he gathered



his thoughts. In direct oppostion, Sirdl began to pace. Seang his long, jerky steps, Tao-Toecan
wondered if the piper might be just this Sde of insanity.

Little air made it through Strell's one amdl window, and it was suffy. Tao-Toecan's tired gaze ran
over the bare wdls and ugly furniture. 1t seemed cold, though the night was bamy. His globe of light
meade sharp shadows and hard corners. Strell's room looked like a cdl. "You're free to search the
annexes for anything to make your stay more comfortable" he said.

Strel hated, gartling him with the wild look in his eyes.

"Why? Alissa is the only one who ever thought your offer of shelter was made out of any genuine
atempt at hospitdity."

Tao-Toecan blinked, peeved at the wash of guilt Strll's words evoked. Giving up trying to find a
comfortable pogtion on the hard chair, he moved himsdf to the floor and put his back to the cold hearth.
Theran gusted in to migt the piper Saring in frugtration out the window. Talo-Toecan began to fashion a
ward to keep it out, then hated. Strell hadn't asked him to.

He was, Tao-Toecan redized, serving the piper badly. Strdl was doing dl he could to get Alissa
back, while the Warden did nothing. Less than nothing. Talo-Toecan's eyes drifted to the crack in the
wal. He would fix that, he decided.

Strel came to rest on the sll, dumping with an exhaudtion that told of little food and even less deep.
"Shefindly heard me" he said with a sigh, the harsh lines of worry reaxing. "Hounds. She fdt so good as
her thoughts melted into mine" He diffened as he looked a Tao-Toecan. "She says she's dl right,” he
sad nervoudy. "But worried about the |apses of control she has been having.”

Tao-Toecan gmiled. "She isn't used to having anyone tdl her what to do. With any luck, she will
return to us better than she left.”

"No." Strdl shook his head. "I don't think that's what she meant." Driven from the Sl by the rain,
Strell hovered uncertainly before stting on the edge of his bed. " She's sometime before the walls go up a
EseNawoer," he continued. "Mogt of the Masters are gone for the fdl season. There are only two about,
Connen-Neute and a Redal-Sen or Stone.”

"Redd-Stan,” Talo-Toecan offered, and Strel nodded. Talo-Toecan's brow rose. Lodesh had been
about during thet time. His eyes narrowed as he considered the possbility that Lodesh was keeping
something from them. "I think,” he said dowly, "l have an idea of when she is, but more important is her
idess as to why your contact is unreproducible upon command.”

Srdl leaned forward. "She doesn't know. But if we can tak, won't the rest follow?"

Tuming from his hopeful expression, Talo-Toecan fdt a stab of worry. "I don't know," he said. "Next
time you reach her, ask what Redd-Stan bdlieves. He was the foremost authority on tripping the lines
Taught it to mogt of the Mastersin hisday. After discovering the ward of heding, he was granted a leave
of absence from his duties to study tripping the linesin more detail. We never found his remains”

Bresthing deeply of the night, Talo-Toecan looked for the missng scent of book paste. Redal-Stan
hed been like a grouchy uncle, a proud father, and a demanding teacher dl in one. Strel was slent; even
the nervous dhifting of his foot had dilled. "I'm sorry," he offered.

Tao-Toecan briefly met his eyes. "I was the lagt to see him. We expect ather he did something that
blew himsdf to ash, or a bloodthirsty zedlot out to revenge his sheep surprised him while he was tripping
the lines We lose most of our ferd kin that way," he said with a Sgh. "They let humans get far too close,
underesimating their deedly cagpabilities™ A gust of migt blew in, darkening the floor. "Reda-Stan would
know if she can return.”

Strdl's head rose, his eyes dark with an inner pain. Tao-Toecan watched him take a deep breath,



shifting his entire body as he exhaed. "There has to be away to get her back,” Strdl said. "She's proved
the impossible can be done. We have to find out how."

Unable to bring himsdf to agree, Tao-Toecan looked away. It was a fool's hope. The sound of
L odesh coming with the tea prompted him to pull the battered footstool closer.

"Therés got to be away,” Strell agonized as the Warden walked in.

Not looking at anyone, Lodesh set the pot and three cups on the footstool. Talo-Toecan served the
tea, the sound of liquid pouring into the cups mixing with the rain. He suspicioudy watched Lodesh take
hisfirg, hot Sp. There was only one autumn the Hold had been so empty of Masters. And Lodesh had
been there. Was this guilt he was seeing?

"If only," Strell whispered, seeming consumed by his misary, "you hadn't frightened Connen-Neute
away. We might have talked longer, perhaps figured this out."

"How many times do | have to say I'm sorry,” Lodesh muttered, then froze as he noticed
Tao-Toecan's eyes mistrustingly upon him.

Tao-Toecan's long fingers interlaced about the cup. "So, Strell. Are you ill convinced the more
pardld we make our separate Stuations, the better our chances to make contact agan?'

"Yes" Strdl straightened. Fear, anticipation, doubt, and hope showed in him.
"Then perhaps | should leave," Talo-Toecan said dowly.
"Leave?' It was a horrified shout.

"l was in the plains that particular fdl with—with Kerib-dis"" Tao-Toecan gulped the bitter tea to
distance himsdf from the memory. Almost he had understood her. Almost she had understood him.

"You dont think it's that sengtive, do you?' Strdl asked. "Wouldnt a raku length be enough? I've
adways had to coax Connen-Neute that close before | noticed any difference”

Tao-Toecan eyed Lodesh. "What do you think, Warden?' he said, and his pulse quickened as the
men flushed. It was so subtle, any eyes but a Magter's would have missed it.

"I would think," Lodesh said dowly, "that a raku length of distance would be sufficient.”
"Then you do bdieve | talked to her!" Strell cried.
Lodesh frowned. "I guess | do," he admitted.

Tao-Toecan watched the exchange with interest. The question now was whether he should believe
the Warden. He took a dp of tea and set the cup down in disgust. "By the Hounds, Lodesh,” he
complained. "Didn't you even boil the water?'

"There is nothing wrong with my tea," he said, sanding up and sorming from the room.
Strel watched him go, his eyes wide. "What's bothering him?* he asked.
Tao-Toecan's brow furrowed in mistrugt. "I'm not sure— yet."

Chapter 35

There were three of them in the predawn darkness of his room in the Keepers hdl. Lodesh mumbled,
shifting his covers to look through his cracked lids. He sent a whigper of thought to see who they were.
Before he could get an idea, one said, "He's awake. Get him."



Lodesh bolted upright. A blanket tangled him. An arm went about his neck, a hand over his mouth.
Something pinned his ankles. A muzzy fidd settled over him, keeping him from sensing anything with his
tracings. Frightened, he set his thoughts to award of destruction.

"Wait!" he heard Alissa call. "Lodesh. Wait!"

Immediately he stopped, and the hand fdl away from his mouth. "Alissa?" he whispered. A blindfold
quickly replaced the blanket, too fast and skilled for him to glimpse anything. He gratefully breathed the
cooler ar.

"Lodesh. I'm sorry,” Alissa pleaded. There was a tentative touch on his arm. "You're going to be dl
right. | promise”" Someone swung his feet to the floor. "I promise,” she repeated, sounding as if she were
trying to convince hersdlf.

"Foot?' a gray voice said, and Lodesh started. Connen-Neute? What did the young Master want
with him? There were repeated taps on the floor, and Lodesh obligingly lifted his foot. The familiar fit of
hisriding boots did onto firdg hisright then hisleft foot.

"You need the necessity?' came Breve's recognizable grumble, and Lodesh shook his head. Hed
only been adeep afew hours, and hefdt ll from the lack of deep.

A firm grip on his shoulder pulled him up. "Put thison,” Breve muttered, and Lodesh dipped his ams
into along coat whose hem bumped about his calves. It smeled of mirth trees.

Fumbling fingers tried to fasten the buttons. "Il get them,” Lodesh said, annoyed. The heavy buttons
were metd, and the pattern graven on them teased a memory. He left the lower hdf of the coat open. He
hed on boots; they were going by horse. But where?

"All right,” Breve said, sounding tired. "Let's go."
His door opened, and he baked. "Alissa? What's going on?"

Her touch drew himinto the hdl where a more aggressive attempt would have turned him vidlent. "I'm
sorry, Lodesh," she said unhappily. "No one will hurt you. | promise.”

Lodesh counted the gtairs dl the way to the floor of the great hdl. It was quiet, before the students
woke. Then someone coughed, and he redized the students were assembled, and he was waking
through them to the door. His warded thoughts could sense nothing. Only his trust in Alissa kept him from
diggingin his hed's and demanding to know what was going on.

It was in rdief that he heard the Hold's doors open and the comforting, jangling sounds of saddled
horses. A familiar nicker and a nudge in his chest brought a nervous amile, and his hands fluttered over
Frightful's bony head. The horse's ears flicked back at Connen-Neute's presence. "Can't | just wak?' he
heard Alissa complain, and Breve's gruff, sympathetic answer. There was a oft jingling followed by a
short gasp, and Lodesh knew Alissa was mounted.

"Your turn,” Breve directed a him. Still blindfolded, L odesh swung onto Frightful. As soon as he was
settled, the Keeper yanked his am, pulling Lodesh's ear close to his mouth. "And if you're thinking of
taking off that blindfold and bolting, | warn you that sorry excuse of an animd you're on is tied to Tidbit.
Alissawill fdl." He hestated. "Understand?'

Lodesh nodded, and he fdt the weight of a hat hit his head. Sowly he Sraightened, raisng a hand to
its unfamiliar shape.

He was kidnapped and forced to wear clothes he couldnt see. But he was too worried to be
outraged.

"Shdl we wait?' Alissasad.
Breve made a smdl sound. "I can bring hm out mysdf. Lodesh is the more difficult of the two.



Connen-Neute?' His tone shifted to respect. "Would you care to accompany Alissa? These two horses
show less fear.” And with Alissals nervous laugh, they moved forward.

The morning sun was upon his face. Its autumn strength gave little warmth, and he was glad for the hat
and coat. They rode dowly east to EseNawoer. It would have been wonderful riding with Alissa, even
with Connen-Neute dong, but he bardly heard the birds or fdt the wonderful snap in the air, o
consumed by hisworry was he.

What had he done? Was he being publidy punished? He fdt his hat again, searching for the ropes of
ridicule, but it seemed ordinary Keeper garb. The coat, too, was of a fine fabric, not the coarse doth of
the damned. He grained his ears as they went into shadow and the acidic amdl of rotting leaves and
hemlock came to him. Soft thumps told him there were four horses, the last two some ways behind.
"Wolves take you, Breve," he heard his brother Earan curse faintly. "Tdl me what's going on, or | swear
Il shove you from your horse.”

"What do you think is going on?" Breve snapped back.

With a quick breath, Lodesh knew. Earan was up for War-denship now that both ther unde and
fether were gone. That meant he ... was ... too! "No." A dhift of balance, and Frightful halted. "I won't do
it," he said, reeching for his blindfold.

"Please" Alissa pleaded, sounding scared as she stopped him. "Don't make this harder.”
"l won't be the Warden. They can't make me" he said, hearing panic in his voice.

Smdl and done, Alissawhispered, "Y es, they can.”

"You said everyone had a choicel” he exclamed.

"They do," she said unhappily. "But sometimes, someone else makes them for you.”
Frightful sidestepped, nickering nervoudy. "A problem?”

Connen-Neute's voice ghosted out of Lodesh's enforced blindness.

Terrified of what was happening and unable to stop it, Lodesh weighed his options. He could refuse,
he rationdized franticdly. Yes. He would refuse. They couldn't make him do anything. "Therés no
problem," he said diffly.

"Thank you," Alissa whispered, and he jumped at her touch on hisarm as they resumed.

They entered the city in an unred envelope of slence. He never would have known it but for the clop
of hooves echoing againg the houses and hard-packed streets. In the distance he heard the rhythmic
danging of a blacksmith's forge, then nothing. The scent of spice cakes came to him, and he placed
himsdf: third arc out on asmdl street headed for the fidd.

Behind him he heard, "Where are we, Breve?' and Breve's hushed reply, "West quarter.”

Everyone was gone, Lodesh decided. Gone or slent, he couldnt tdl with that cursed ward over him.
He had never fdt so aone. The clop of hooves became thuds, and the smdl of damp earth rose high.
Frightful grew frisky as a bacheor herd swung close and shied away at the scent of Connen-Neute. Ther
rumble vanished, leaving only the sound of the grass againg the horses chests. Sowly the rich,
intoxicating scent of the mirth trees came to him. A faint rumble drifted on the ar, unrecognized. Fightful
hated of his own accord with a nervous head toss.

"Youll be wakin' from here" Reeve muttered from right before him. "I'll not have those horses on my
Moss."

"Good morning, Reeve," Alissa said, hardly recognizable for the guilt in her voice.
"Alissy" he replied diffly. "I'm tdling you | don' like this™



“Neither do |," she said with aSgh.
"Here" Reeve said to Alissa. "I'll hep you from that flaky beast before she spills you.™

L odesh hedlily dismounted to stand hdplesdy by Frightful. "Father?' Lodesh pleaded. "Don't let them
do thisto me"

"Hush, boy," he said gruffly as the sound of Breve and Earan grew close. "We don't have to like dl
the choices we make."

"But, Father," Lodesh whispered, and he turned at Alissas touch. She was trembling, and he grasped
her arm as she sumbled and nearly fdll.

"Sorry," came her breathless murmur. "'l don't fed wdl dl of a sudden.” She leaned heavily upon him.
"Ashes, my head hurts. Give me a moment.”

Alarmed, Lodesh cast sghtlesdy about. "Father?' he caled.

"By the Hounds, Alissa" Reeve exclamed, and Alissas weght vanished. "There you go. Hold my
am. You can gt in the tent. Did that fool of a Master let you come out here when you werent feding
wdl?'

"l was finethismorning,” she protested weskly. "I didn't degp much lagt night.”

L odesh reached for his blindfold. "Enough,” he said, finding his arms pinned to his sides.

"Not yet, Keeper," came Connen-Neute's voice, low and slky.

"But Alisa..."

There was a hestation. "She's fine" Worry colored Connen-Neute's voice, and the Master's grip
vanished. "Jug pae.”

Connen-Neute escorted him under the chill shade of the mirth trees urtil he fdt the wdls of a tent
about him and his blindfold was removed. He blinked in the amber light filtering through the ydlow folds
of fabric. Alissa sat cross-legged upon a cushion in a corner. Her head wasin her hands, and she looked
as exhausted as if she had run to EseNawoer ingtead of riding. She gmiled weskly up a him and
mouthed the words, "Feding better," but he knew she wasnt.

Earan and Breve were in a corner. His brother was dressed in a short, gold-colored tunic with
matching trousers. It was degant, with braided coils and siver buttons. He looked every finger-width the
Warden, and he gave Lodesh a forced smile Lodesh dropped his eyes to his own attire, and his
eyebrows rose. The coat was his usud deep green, and though smpler of decoration than Earan's, it was
exquistdy cut.

"Where did this come from?' he said in awe, looking over his hat. It was as tadeful as the redt,
something he would commisson if he dared dip into his birth father's coffers.

Reeve gave a pleased grunt. "Y our mother and Nig picked it out with Marga's help.”

Lodesh's face went dack. It would take weeks to commisson a it this fine "You knew this would
happen?' he asked.
"Not till last night,”" he said with a sad amile. "They used to be your father's”

"Oh." Lodesh grew thoughtful, fingering the slver buttons engraved with the likeness of amirth flower.
He thought he remembered them.

There was a chorus of frightened horses, and Redal-Stan stormed into the tent in a billow of ydlow
fabric. "Everyone here?' he said brusquely. "Fine. Let's begin." He took postion in the center of the tent.
"Guardians, bring forth your charges and petition your case. Breve?'



Teking Earan's ebow, Breve stepped forward.
Reda-Stan nodded respectfully. "What has this man been taught?' he asked.

"I have taught him the strategies of war and peace, skill with the sword and pen, eoquence with
words and deeds, and the balance between the want and the have" Breve said.

"What are his kills?'

Breve shifted, looking discomfited. "That of the hunt and deed.”
"His strengths?' Redal-Stan asked.

"They rest within the loydty of his convictions."

"Hisfailings?'

Breve's eyes flicked away briefly. "His pride.”

There was a heartbeat of slence. "Wdl answered,” Redad-Stan praised. "Who speaks for Keeper
Lodesh?

Alissa gruggled to rise. Connen-Neute motioned for her to stay as he moved forward. But it was
Reeve who boldly stated, "I do," and Reda-Stan's eyes widened.

"He's a gardener,” Earan whispered too loudly. Connen-Neute gave him a poisonous look, and
Earan's ears reddened.

"What have you taught this man?' Redd-Stan asked.

Reeve removed his hat. There was dirt under his nals and he smdled of outsde. Lodesh knew the
squat man looked coarse next to him, and Lodesh was proud to be his son. "The joy of living things and
the nurturing of them,” Reeve said clearly, and Earan's grin turned patronizing.

"To drive for an end result his grandchildren's children might see,” Reeve continued. "The ability to
ligen to the words of people and hear the truth behind them ..."

Earan's amile faltered.

"... and the difference between desire and need.”

Redal-Stan held his face dill. "What are his skills?"

"To recognize a large problem when it's smal and how best to pruneit to a proper path.”
"His strengths?"

"Hislove for hiscity,” Reeve said solemnly.

"Hisfallings?'

Reeve hedtated. "His love for hisaty.”

For an ingant, surprise showed in Redd-Stan's eyes, then he nodded. The Master waved for
everyone to step back. "I deem both petitioners are equaly worthy, and | give the decision to the people,
who mugt abide with it. Connen-Neute? Would you help me, please?’

Lodesh turned as the Masters untied the back pane of the tent, Ietting it fal away to reved the fidd. It
waan't empty, and Lodesh's mouth fdl open. The entire city must be assembled. As the crowd caught
gght of them, the low rumble grew to an exuberant cheer. From the corner of his 9ght, Lodesh saw
Alissadump with a hand over her eyes.

Redd-Stan took three steps out of the tent, his feet edging into the sun. He raised a hand above his
head. "EseNawoer!" he cried. "Gredtingd"



A thunderous noise swelled and grew, and Lodesh blanched. The sound dimmed to nothing as
Redd-Stan lowered his hand. "I am, as you know, Reda-Stan, ranking Master a the Hold. | cdled you
before me so | may ask your opinion on a matter of great importance.”

The crowd answered eagerly. They knew why they were here.

"The dity stands without a Warden," Redal-Stan said as the noise subsided. "It cannot remain so. The
citadd has given you a candidate, and as choice is necessary for sef-worth and satisfaction, the Hold has
offered you another.”

Reda -Stan waited until the crowd's amdl noise ceased. Clear and 0oft, his voice floated out over the
multitudes, carried to the edges of the fidd by a ward. "The decison, Ese-Nawoer, beongs to you."
Turning, he whispered, "Step forward, both of you. One on ether Sde.”

Lodesh moved in a daze, overwhelmed by the throng and what was happening.

"Do you know the supplicants?' Reda-Stan said, and the people roared their approva. "Is there a
third congderation?' he asked, and fidd went slent. "Then we will waste no more of the morning.”
Redd-Stan turned to his right. "Earan Stryska, Keeper of the Hold, eldest son of Marl and Lucian
Stryska, step forward.”

A thunderous noise rose, sunning everyone before the ydlow tent. Earan raised a firm hand,
acknowledging them. He was flushed, holding himsdf confidently. Lodesh drew a careful breath. Perhaps
it would be dl right.

"Thank you, Earan," Redal-Stan said over the noise, looking as relieved as Lodesh fdt. "If you would
sep back." The Master drew a large breath. "Lodesh Siryska," he sad loudly. Keeper of the Hold,
youngest son of—"

The crowd surged forward, drowning out his last words in a sound so loud it was a physicd force,
rocking everyone but Lodesh into taking a step back. His mouth hanging open, Lodesh took a hestant
sep forward. The people redoubled ther efforts. Terrified, Lodesh turned to Redal-Stan. "You can't
make me do this" he said, ashen faced. "Then he turned the other way. "Father," he pleaded. "Don' et
them do thisto me”

"Buck up, boy," the short man said. "l didn't raise you to turn from those that need you."
"But | don't know anything about governing acity.”

Reeve's frown meted into a amile. "Ligten to them,” he said. "They don't want someone to run ther
lives. They want someone to stay out of thar way. Someone who will ligen when things go wrong.
Someone who will put their needs before his or her own wants.”

"But your trees," Lodesh said. "Who will care for them?

Reeve hugged him fiercely, giving him a rough kiss on his cheek. "You will," he whispered. "You will,
my boy, in due time. Now go greet those who look to you.”

Lodesh turned to his brother. "Earan, | didn't want... | wasn't trained ..."

Earan made a sour-looking shrug, trying to hide his disappointment but not doing very wel. "Neither
was |, little brother. We were never meant to adminigter, but 1 don't think they care.” Earan nodded to
the crowd, now beginning to gir uneesly.

"Decide quickly, Lodesh.” Redd-Stan was suddenly at his Sde. "Either accept their will or not. A cty
scorned is more vicious than a proud woman wronged.”

Lodesh's eyes widened as he redized the trap was secure. "l can't refuse them,” he whispered.
"Anything | say will sound like an insult." He turned to find Alissa She smiled proudly from her cushion,
looking as if she were trying not to cry.



Redd-Stan gestured flamboyantly for him to step forward, and the fidd went slent. Asif in a dream,
Lodesh moved. There was atingle of a ward. His words, however soft, would be heard by dl. The wind
brought the hot smdl of the fidd to hift his hair, and the mirth flowers drifted down peacefully behind
him. One settled on his shoulder, and he reached for it, teking strength in its familiar scent. He would be
dl right. He wouldn't have to leave his grove forever.

"EsfNawoer," he sad into the hush, then hestated. "I'm overwhelmed, honored,” he raised his
flower, the treditiond token of affection between two lovers, "and completdy at a loss for words." He
grinned, and the crowd burgt into a thunderous cheer. They had their Warden.

"Wolves" Earan whispered. "He was the Warden even before we logt Unde" and Redd-Stan gave a
short grunt of agreemen.

Behind him, Lodesh fdt Alissa collgpse. He and Redal-Stan turned as one, but it was the Master who
moved fird. "Quick, Connen-Neute," Redal-Stan snapped. "Hep me get her out of here. Why the
Wolves didn' that sorry excuse of araku teach her award of shidding!”

Lodesh was hdf a step to her when a drong am caught him. "Hold, little brother," Earan
admonished. "If you leave without giving them the satisfaction of a speech, theyll know something is
wrong and go home uneasy, thinking your service has begun with a bad omen.”

Shaking hisarm free, Lodesh watched in frugtration as Connen-Neute rolled Alissa into the back flap
of the tent. The two Masters shifted, grasped opposite ends of the ding, and druggled into the air.
Redd-Stan was dmog gray from his worry and age, dark about the muzze and tal. By contrast,
Connen-Neute was young and inexperienced in carrying heavy loads in tandem. Lodesh watched them
dwindle into the distance. They would make it back to the Hold safely. They had to, he thought, forcing
himsdf to believe it.

He took a rough breath and turned back. The crowd had noticed the departing Masters, and an
uneasy buzz had begun. Lodesh resolutely set his worried thoughts of Alissa asde. He had to. The
people of EseNawoer were sharp and canny. They would recognize any worry, any hestation, and like
a jedous lover, know if his thoughts weren't with them and them aone. But he loved them, too, this
stubborn, bullheaded, benevolent people, and to them he belonged. He looked at them proudly and took
abreath. "People of EseNawoer ..."

Chapter 36

Her shoulder was agony. At fird, that was the only thought Alissa’s muzzy head could comprehend.
That and the nesty taste in her mouth. Her tongue fdt thick and her throat raw, as if she had been
shouting. "Beast?" she cdled into her thoughts, and a blinding wave of pain thundered through her head.

Whimpering, she curled up into hersdlf on her sde, knees to her chest. It was back. Her infamous
headache. Hurt washed over Alissa in time with her pulse. Shoulders hunched, she kept her breaths
shdlow as the agony diminished. It even hurt to breathe.

Waking up in pain had once been a habit with her, one she didn't enjoy, but at least she had learned
to ded with it. And so, before making her traditional moan, she examined her tracings. They were clear
and prigine. Satisfied she hadn't burned them into a temporary state of ash, Alissa counted the days and
decided she could do award of heding.

Thefirg influx of warmth infused her and dissolved the pain. Blessedly quick, the spikes of pain in her
shoulder became dull throbs. Her head fdt light, and her headache disappeared. Sghing, she burrowed



farther between the blankets, wanting to go to deep with that intoxicating sense of well-being. But the
sheets amdled like book glue, and the surprise brought Alissa dert. Not only was she in someone ese's
bed, but she had no idea how she had gotten there.

"Adhes" she whispered, opening her eyes and gtting up. The room was very tal, very large, and very
ful of books carefully shelved againg three walls. One high window tried to light it. From the shadows,
she would say it was late afternoon. A white screen was set up in the center of the room. Alissa guessed
ghe was in Redd-Stan's bedroom.

She closed her eyes and tried to remember how she got here. Maybe Beast would know. "Beast?"
she whispered carefully, feding the throbbing echo of her headache return. 1t wasn't dehilitating this time,
and she closed her eyes and endured it.

"What?"
It was very subdued, frightened lmogt, and Alissa grew concerned. "What happened?"
"| did it again."

The four words sent a wash of darm through Alissa. It was mirrored by Beast's separate emotions,
but hers were tinged with guilt. "You, ah, took over?" Alissasad hestantly.

"Yes." Beadt's thoughts grew untamed. " And it was s0 easy," she breathed, sending a chill through
Alisa "It was as if you never existed until | heard his music.”

"Music?" Alissa strove to hide her fear, not wanting Beast to know how scared she was a her
admisson. "Srell's music? You heard him?"

"Yes," Beast admitted. "They dropped you on the balcony. That's why your shoulder hurts. |
almost shifted and flew away, but then | heard his music and remembered...."

Alissagulped a her near escape. " And?"

Beast turned frightened, like a smdl child. "I got scared. | forgot you again! Then | got angry
because | hurt. Then everything got worse. The old one knew | almost forgot you. He said | would
again. He said he wanted to help me to go to deep until you woke up. | told him | would stay
awake to protect you, and that if no one hurt or scared me, | wouldn 't forget my promise, but he
wouldn't listen.”

Alissa gripped the bedclothes, frightened of things she didn't remember.

"l told him no," Beast continued. "And he said yes. Then | said a few things | shouldn 't have.
And he said a few things he ought not. Then," Beast grew indignant, "they sat on me and tied your
hands! They held your nose and made me drink that—dirt-water! And then | fell aseep." Beast's
thoughts turned fearful. "It was so fast. | didn't want to go to Sleep.”

Alissa took a deep breath. Her fingers were trembling, and she gripped them into figs "Well," she
thought shakily, "it's done, and I'm all right, and you're all right.”

"But it's going to happen again," Beast said miserably, hiding hersdf.

Seeming to be done in her thoughts, Alissa tried to settle hersdf. Sowly her headache eased. She
was beginning to believe Redal-Stan was right in that she was going to end up ferd. That Beast didnt
wart it ether somehow made it worse. Restless, she swung her feet to the floor. There had to be a way
to get home before Beast forgot her completely.

A note on the bedside table caught her attention, and she picked it up. It was addressed to Squirrd,
and Alissa frowned, pulling it closer to make out the swirling characters in the dm light. "Squirrd,” she
read. "No Keeper vistors. No nonverbd taking with anyone. You bruised your tracings, and urtil they
hed you will have a headache. My room is warded to block mogt of the Hold's background noise, so



day put. I'l be back by sundown tomorrow to talk to you. And stay out of my books." It was Sgned
Reda-Stan.

Alissa et the paper drop back to the table. It came to rest beside a thin book. Glancing at the title,
ghe frowned. Her papa had once read to her from this before he left. 1t was a child's book concerning a
scatterbrained squirrd and his never-ending predicaments caused by his temper. Now redizing why
Reda-Stan cdled her Squirrd, her frown deepened.

Irate at the pet name, Alissarose to investigate Redal-Stan's room. She found dl his books, with the
exception of the one on the bedside table, were warded shut. The screen in the center of the room
sheltered a bathing tub of dl things, and after regretfully deciding she had no way to fill it, she wandered
out into his main room. All the books there were warded, too. Deep among the clutter she found her
book, First Truth. This one couldnt be warded againg her, but the wash of baffled emotion coming
from the book when she bypassed its protective wards with a dam of ownership dissuaded her from
opening it.

Trapped, she thought darkly as she sat atop Reda-Stan's desk. Told to stay put and not talk to
anyone. Shefdt like she had the plague. Would they remember to feed her? After that ward of heding,
she was garving!

Thewind gusted in from the balcony, tugging at Redal-Stan's papers, safe under their paperweights.
A cup of forgotten tea sat atop the largest stack, and she toyed with the idea of lifting it in spite to let
them dl blow away. A smooth rock pinned the stack beside it. This she took in hand, placing the papers
under the teacup. The rock'’s river-washed smoothness filled her grip pleasantly.

Alissa tossed the rock from hand to hand. It was just the right Size to make a cup. It would take some
time, but time was exactly what she had. Her tools were three hundred odd years away, but she could
improvise

Feding afant dir of anticipation, Alissa snatched Redd-Stan's wooden writing board. A cloak made
of thick lesther went over her good shoulder. Severd paperweights were next. She could use them as
hammers. Her cup would be crude, not the polished perfection she could manage given time and the right
materids. But if she used the fine-grained sand Redal-Stan had to rub out mistakes in his writing, she
could polish out a least the indde, especidly if she used the pestle from the mortar kicked under the
desk.

Smiling, Alissatook her tools and moved to the bed. Yes, she thought. A cup would be nice. And if
she worked it right, she might even fix the memory of its making into her thoughts.

Chapter 37

Lodesh paced gedthily to his door. After dmming his ward of light, he cautioudy levered open the
thick dab of ornate ash. Bregth held, he peeked around the frame. His gut tightened as the man sent to
watch the hdl straightened.

"Would you like a plate of sup before retiring, Warden?' the man in citadd livery asked.
"No." Lodesh sighed. "Could you .. . tdl mewhat timeit is?*
The man beamed. "I would rightly guess it's a good two hours after sunset, Warden."

Lodesh thought for a moment. "You're Krag, right?' and the man puffed out his subgtantid chest in
obvious pride. "Go to bed," Lodesh said. "And not in front of my door." He turned and muttered, "If |



want something to eat, I'll get it mysdf.”

Krag grinned, sdttling himsdf more firmly at his spot as Lodesh shut the door. Escape past Krag
would be impossible. Tugging his short vest straight, Lodesh strode across the room to the window. He
shook his head in disgust. His upper-floor apartments took up more space than Reeve's entire home and
kitchen garden put together. The window, too, was oversized, though not big enough for a raku to land
a.

The night breeze tugged &t his hair, bringing him the distant scent of mirth flowers as he stood & the
window with his hands on his hips and brooded. Large as it was, the four wdls of his room were
confining. He wanted out, if only for a breath of air. And while he could gtroll among the garden's roses
and moonlight with impunity, the idea.lost much of its appeal knowing his walk would be with Krag. "At
least | can amdl the roses,” he said sourly, reaching past his window to worry a flower free from the
thorny vine that snaked up the trdlis to the roof.

Lodesh froze at a sudden thought, a grin seding over him. He looked down at the ground, and with a
sharp nod, strode to his closet for the outrageous stockings he was supposed to wear tomorrow. They
were purple, and they looked terrible, but he hadn't the heart to tdll the woman who chose his clothes.
They would be more productive in protecting his hands.

Agan a the window, Lodesh wrapped the hose about his padms and ringers and pulled tentaively
upon the trdlis. It held firm. Sowly, carefully, usng dl his baance and finesse, Lodesh dimbed out onto
the wdl. His breath did easlly from him in a relieved Sgh. There was an ominous creak, and his amile
fdtered.

It was followed by the sound of asmdl crack, and he tensed. The eye-opening sound of metd pulling
from stone split the night, and he knew he was going down.

He scrambled franticdly up. Thorns bit a him. A rung snapped. There was a frightening moment of
drop. He gasped at the sudden pain in his shoulder as he jerked to a hdlt.

A long-fingered hand was wrapped securely about hiswrig.

Feet scrabbling againgt the insecure trdlis, Lodesh grasped the lip of the flat roof with his remaining
hand and tried to pull himsdf up. A sharp heave flung him to sprawl on the roof. Rubbing his shoulder, he
squinted up at the shadow before him. Immediatdy he made a light.

"Connen-Neute!" he exclamed. "Thank you. | was jus—" He hdted, his rdief tumning to
embarrassment. "Just checking the top buds for gphids.”

Theyoung Master arched his eyebrows and sank to St cross-legged across from him on the fla roof.
Lodesh put his knees and elbows in order. He unwound the stockings from his hands and brushed the
broken thorns and leaves from him.

"Isthere something | can do for you?' he asked. Then his face grew cold. "Aliss8" he cried. "Is she
dl right? How could | have forgotten about her!"

Connen-Neute raised a placating hand. "Not Alissa," he said quietly, his dark voice seeming to belong
to the night as much as the owl and the walf. "Marga.”

"What about her?' he said, suddenly afraid for hissgter.

Connen-Neute looked to the west, to the Hold, his golden eyes seeming to glow egily in the warded
light. To Lodesh, he looked anxious, ready to take flight at the least provocation. Redizing the young
Master was frightened, Lodesh forced himsdf to rdax. Whatever it was mugt be important, or
Connen-Neute wouldn't be here. "Please" he said softly. "Tdl me”

Connen-Neute nodded, his long face serious. "It's my bdlief the chances have increased tenfold that
Marga's unborn children will be dlowed to turn sheduf.”



Lodesh's breath hissed out asif he had been kicked. "By the Navigator, no," he whispered, stunned.
Not Marga. Not his sgter. It would tear her apart, waiching her children turn cold and bitter as the
knowledge of a thousand deaths fdl upon them.

Feding asif he might be sick, Lodesh turned his cold face to Connen-Neute. "How do you know?"
he said brokenly, then fdt his face harden. "What do you mean, allowed to turn shaduf? You can stop
it?" He stood up, angry. "Could Sati have been stopped from turning?

Connen-Neute rose as well, ganding very ill. "'l shouldn't have come.”

"No!" Lodesh said with a whispered urgency. "Wait." He forced his arms to his sde. "I'm sorry. I'm
nat in a pogtion to condemn anyone. But you're here. You wouldn't be if you could do something to

changeit.”
"Change?' the young Master said, mouthing the word dowly as if it was made of wool. "No.
Prevent." He looked uneasily towards the Hold again, then sat down. "I need help.”

Lodesh forced himsdf to St, knowing the effort he was making to get the words out.
The Master's eyes seemed to glow. "I mugt know when Margais with child.”

Lodesh shivered from the multitude of questions that Smple statement gave rise to.
"The earlier the better," Connen-Neute added. "I have reason to bdieve amild burn—"
"You would burn a child's tracings before it's born!" Lodesh exclamed in outrage.

Connen-Neute's eyes hardened. "Shdl | leave?' he said, and Lodesh eased back. "It need only be a
gentle burn if the timing is good. Y ou wouldn't fed it, and neither will the unborn.”

Sowly Lodesh nodded, ill unsure. "But an infant?!

"A neurd netis very ..." Connen-Neute took time with his next word, "... susceptible as it's forming.
To wait until birth would necessitate a stronger, painful burn.”

L odesh shifted uneedily. "Margas children won't be sheduf.”

"Or Keeper," Connen-Neute added softly.

He frowned. "What of Trook?"

The white evenness of Connen-Neute's teeth gleamed in the faint light. "Keeper,” he said.
"You know dready?' Lodesh beamed with pride asiif he was his own son.

The Master nodded. "I looked as soon as | could without Redal-Stan becoming suspicious.”

Suddenly the furtive glances to the west became clear. Connen-Neute was acting on his own, againgt
acourse of action that the Masters had agreed upon. It put him in a precarious pogtion if his actions to
prevent Margas children from going sheduf were discovered. "Why are you doing this?' Lodesh asked,
wondering what had changed in Connen-Neute for hm to risk it.

Connen-Neute stood, his lips pursed. "I'm not brave enough to voice my bdiefs and fight for them,”
he said. "My hidden actions will have to suffice uniil 1 find the strength.”

"Redd-Stan says actions speak louder than words."
Lodesh rose as wdll. "You're braver than you give yoursdf credit for."

Clearly unused to such praise, Connen-Neute shifted his shoulders awkwardly. "Be subtle when
tdling me when I'm needed. Brave or not, I've no wish to be tried for sedition.” He shuddered. "You tdl
Marga"

Lodessh nodded. Their meeting, was obvioudy over, and he glanced at the edge of the roof,



wondering how he was going to get back down. He had no doubt Marga would want Connen-Neute's
help and tdl him as soon as she thought she might be with child. Lodesh paused, frowning. That is, if she
could tdl him.

"Connen-Neute, wait," he cdled as the young Master distanced himsdf in preparation to shift. "Marga
isleaving for the plains this coming soring. Can you look in on her yoursdf? Perhaps every few months?!

The Master tightened the red sash around hiswaist in agitation. "They'd become suspicious, epecidly
when her children appear as commoners.” He frowned. "A few years and they will guess.”

A wash of hopelessness rushed through Lodesh, leaving him feding ill. Sarken was determined to go.
"Perhgps a box, such as the one you warded for me to give Sati." Lodesh flushed in guilt. "She can take it
with her, a going-away present,” he added. There was something wrong when one felt compelled to give
one's sgter agift to burn her children.

Connen-Neute's eyes went thoughtful. "Thet's better. It would be hard to link it to me™"

Lodesh watched Connen-Neute straighten. His speech, too, had improved draméticaly, even over
this short conversation. No wonder Alissaliked him.

"Not a box," the young Master said softly, seeming unaware he was taking doud. "They know I've
done that. Something else. Something vauable so it isn't lost. Something that performs a task in order to
invoke and then check the ward. A continuous burn, no matter how gentle, will be noticed.”

"l have ameta brooch,” Lodesh suggested. "It opens—"
“I'm not skilled enough to ward metd. Wood perhaps?’

"Mirth wood," Lodesh said. "No one would lose worked mirth wood. | have something left over from
when my father thought | was going to be too shy to win awife" His eyes went distant in remembrance.
"Poetry, musc, swordplay, he tried everything until redizing that the only thing | was good a was
dancing. | have a pipe downgtairs made of mirth wood. They moved dl my things" Lodesh peered over
the edge to find the ground logt in shadow. "Margas husband is a muscian, so no one would ever
suspect it. You could ward it tonight, and | could give it to her in the moming. That is, if | can get down
from here without breaking my neck.”

Connen-Neute's mouth curved in ady smile Beckoning Lodesh to follow, he took Lodesh's light and
brought it close to his feet, running it across the roof until he made a satified noise. Lodesh wasn't
surprised when the Master levered a part of the roof aside to reved the top of one of his closets.

"Your grandfather,” Connen-Neute said, somehow managing to keep a sraight face. "He liked to
play cards. Tao-Toecan would come out here when Keribdis was—gone."

Lodesh looked down at his two pairs of shoes, stacked neatly upon what could obvioudy pass as a
ladder. "Why am | not surprised?'

Chapter 38

Alissa broke from her trance with three ddliberate breaths, startled by the sound of a soft knock. The
room was dusky with shadows. Her back was achy and iff, and she was filthy with stone chips and
sand. Cramped and abraded, her fingers sported severa smdl gashes. With a flush of guilt, she redized
she had gouged Redal-Stan's writing board. His cloak was ruined. And in her hands was a shdlow cup.
A amile eased over her.



There was a scuff at the dark archway, and Alissa looked to see Mav, a candle in her grip and a
bundle of cloth under her am. She st it dl on the bedside table and extended her hand. "May | 27
ghe asked. Alissa grinned and handed it over. Blowing the dust from it, Mav examined the cup
thoroughly. It was more of a pam-szed bowl than a cup, being smdl and shdlow and having no handle.
Strell would cdl it athimble. She Sghed a the reminder of him.

"Thisisvery nice" Mav sad.
"Thank you." Alissa straightened her legs and winced, rubbing at her knees.

Mav handed it back. "Wdll. Let's see you try it." Caught off guard, Alissa stared. "Weren't you trying
to fix a new form into your thoughts?' the old woman added as she sat on the edge of the bed. "I've
climbed the tower five times snce yesterday afternoon, and each time you said nothing to me, buried in
concentration. | missed eavesdropping on the dinner crowd for this. | want to know if you've doneit."

Alissavagudy recaled gulping cold tea and gritty toast.

Her eyebrows rose, and with anticipation dirring in her, she set her cup on the scarred board and shut
her eyes. Wards of creation were tricky things. There was a badc pattern they dl followed, but
deviaions were rampant due to the nature of ther task. The ward drew upon memories, and depending
upon where those memories were stored, different pathways were used. It was because of these
irregularities that it took so long to learn a new ward of creation. Specidizing in one media helped, but
dill, fixing a new form was tedious and time-consuming.

Taking three breaths, Alissa set the basic pattern dight as she concentrated on her cup. A thrill went
through her as new tracings were added, meking the pattern larger. She rdlived the entire night and day in
less than a heartbesat, gave the memory substance, and with a curious twinge on her thoughts, turned her
source's energy to mass. Alissas eyes flew open. There in the candldight were two cups where one once
stood. "I did it!" she exclamed, beaming & Mav's satisfied nod.

"That you did, dearie. That you did." She beat Alissas reach for the new cup and blew the dust from
it. "And now | would ask a favor?' She amiled mischievoudy. "Promise me | can be there when
Reda-Stan sees you craft one for the firg time”

"Redd-Stan!" Alissas hand went to her hair. Back protesting, she rose. "He said hed be back at
sundown. It looks like it's nearly that now. I'm filthy!"

"That you are." Mav stood as well. "He's been gone dl of yesterday and today, off on a Magter's
business important enough to be done in person. Connen-Neute's been minding the gtairs. Won't |t
Keeper or sudent higher than the eghth floor. Love a duck, that child is so serious and solemn. | told
him you would be dl right, but he wouldn' risk anyone damaging your tracings further until they've had a
day or two of rest. Now, do you promise?'

Alissa blinked. Oh, yes. Make a cup when Mav was present. "All right," she said, deciding she
couldn't chance Mav seeing her hift to a raku and back so as to dean up.

"l drew you a bath last time | was here" Mav said as she pulled the gritty sheets from Redal-Stan's
bed and threw them in a pile by the door. "The water is probably cold, but it won't be chill. Reda-Stan,
the old goat, is the only one in the Hold with a private bath. He fills it from a catch basin on the roof.
Emptiesit with a pipe through the wall, dl the way to the ground.”

Alissa diffly moved to the white partition. Grimacing at the temperature, she warmed it with a ward,
then another until it steamed. With a last ook over the panels, she wiggled from her clothes and dipped
into the tub. A dgh dipped from her. It was as good as a heding ward. She attacked her hair with a thick
cut of brown soap smdling of mint. Grit did beneath her fingertips. The soap found every scratch and
abrasion, setting her teeth on edge.

"Nothing like a bath to loosen diff musdles” Mav was saying. There was the sound of sheets being



snapped over the bed. "I'll stay and chat," she said. "Keep theriffraff out until you're decent. I've brought
a st of cdothes for you, something other than that Keeper garb. A gifl needs more than one set of
clothes"

Alissahdd her breath and went under, scrubbing the soap from her scalp. She fet, more than heard,
asoft thumping through the water. Alissa sat up in awash of water, ligening. Faint through the wals was
the sound of gomping feet. Redal-Stan.

Alamed, she stood up. Water went everywhere. Franticaly wrapping a towe about hersdf, she
scrambled out of his tub. Mav met her gaze questioningly, spinning with hands raised when Redd-Stan
burgt into his outer room.

“Alisst" he bellowed, and bright light lit the archway.

Mav jumped in awhirlwind of feminine outrage to the outer room. "Out!" her frail voice commanded
dilly. "Get out, you old beast. She's bathing!”

"Alissal" he thundered. "l want to talk to you."
"I said, get out!" Mav's trumpet hurt Alissas ears. "Give the girl a chance to breeth!”

"She's had two days to breathe. | want to tak to her!” He appeared a the archway with a light in
hand. Mav was bailing mad at his elbow. Seeing Alissa by the tub with a towe wrapped about her, too
scared to move, he stopped short. His mouth opened, then shut, and he turned away, a hand running
over hisbad head. "Why didn't you tdl me she was bathing?" he groused.

"What do you think I've been doing!" Mav swatted him with her apron gtrings.

He frowned at Alissas puddie on the floor. "Get dressed. | want you in my reception room." He held
up afinger. "Now." He spun on a hed and left. The room went dark.

"Wdl!" Mav huffed, coming to sop up the water with another towd.
Not liking his tone, Alissaresolved to take her time.

"Now, Squirrd!" came his disant bark, and she jumped, dropping the stockings Mav had lad out.
They had no holes in them. How nove. FHustered, Alissas fingers fumbled with the laces of the new
ydlow dress Mav had brought up. It was embroidered with gray-blue flowers across the neckline to
meatch her eyes, and Alissa made alight to see it better, liking how it fit.

"Dont mind hm." Mav tried to arrange Alissas hair, and she squirmed under the attention. "I don't
think he's angry at you. He probably found out about his Shaduf Seti burning hersdlf to usdessness”

Alissas breath caught, and Mav went 4ill. "Oh, Alissa" she breathed. "You are in a pudding." Her
eyebrows bunched. "Perhaps I'll make some tea" Looking tired, she blew out her candle, took up the
sheets, and went to the archway. "Maybe a plate of ham." She paused uncertainly. "You know how he
loves his ham.”

"Mavoureen?' Alissa said, not wanting to go out there just yet.
"l wouldn't keep him waiting,” she said as she dipped away.

From the outer room came Redal-Stan's respectful, "Good evening, Mavoureen,” and her thin, piping
reply. Alissa heard the door open, then shut to leave an ominous slence.

She found her shoes and dipped them on. With a worried gulp, she dlowed her sphere of light to go
out and peeked past the archway.

Sitting behind his wardHlit desk, Redal-Stan gave Alissa the impression of an angry cat. Seeing her, he
pointed at the couch placed dead center before his desk. Alissa meekly sat on the very edge of it. The
sound of night crickets filled the silence,



"Why!" he barked, making her jump, "didn't you tdl me you were having headaches?"
Aliss eyes widened in surprise. She took a breath, and he raised an irate finger.

"Ah" he admonished. "Don't interrupt. Why didnt that ash-ridden excuse for an indructor teach you
asmple protection ward?' Redal-Stan stood, his stance iff.

Alissa opened her mouth.

"Yes, | know," he interrupted, and her mouth snapped shut. "We catdoged your accomplishments
and you didnt mention them, but | thought it was an oversght." He paced in jerky steps to the dark
bacony, and she turned to keep him in view. "It's not redly a lesson,” he said. "It's a necessity, like,
like.." He gesticulated wildly. "Like breathing!" he finished.

Tired of being cut off, Alissas lips pursed. "WdI?" he exclamed, and she took a breath.

"You could have saverdy damaged your neurd net," he began again, not noticing her glare though he
was garing a her. "Y ou're lucky, you know, that Connen-Neute and | were able to manage your weight
and carry you free of the city. Channding the emoational backwash of an entire city synchronized in
thought, whipped up to that kind of frenzy, could have resulted in irreparable imparment of your ability to
communicate—or worse."

“Then I'm dl right now?" she asked, pleased to have gotten the words past him.

"Quiet!" he snapped from the shadowed bacony. "I'm not done." Finding Connen-Neute's tal stool
with histoe, he sat down on it asif he had meant to. He stared at her, and she a him. "What have you to
sy for yoursdf?'

"Thanks?' she said uncertainly, and he diffened in disbdief. "Thanks a lot?' she tried again, and he
stood, turning to cdench the railing. Alissa fet a stirring of anger. "Don't get mad at mel” she exclaimed,
and he spun about. "l was brought up in the foathills, done with my mother. Market gave me headaches,
but 1 blamed it on the heat or the dust or that everyone was daring haefully a8 me. And as for
EseNawoer," she said, rigng to join him on the bacony, "it's empty! He saw no need to teach me to
block out the mentd backwash of three people!™

"Three?" The anger in Redal-Stan's face vanished.

"Thred" she said, flinging hersdlf into his balcony chair, suddenly depressed.
"Then maybe | should show you!" he said, loud enough to make her ears hurt.
"Maybe you should!"

"All right then!" Reda-Stan leaned back againgt the railing. "Look," he said sarcadticdly as she fdt a
twinge upon her thoughts. " See?’

Begiming to cam, Alissa unfocused her atention to find her tracings. The pattern resonating was
absurdly smple, and she nodded as she memorized it. The resonance faded.

"Sat it up within an internd containment fidd,” he said, sounding disgusted, "and let it settle over your
network as you do for disguisng your tracings.”

Peased with having learned something, her anger vanished. "Like this?' she chirped, and he Sghed a
her mood shift. His eyes went distant and his posture dumped as he checked it.

"Yes" He sounded tired. "For day-to-day exigence in the Hold that's fine. Strengthen it when
confronting fourteen thousand prideful people. | would suggest you not use it until you hedl so you don't
develop a dependency upon it." He frowned. "Stay out of EseNawoer.”

Alissas fingers tapped the arm of the chair.
"Fne" he snapped. "Do what you want!"



Moallified, she dtilled her fingers and dropped the ward. "So | can resume my usud activities?' she
asked meekly.

"Ignoring my ingructions?' he grumbled. "Taking leaves of absence without permission, interfering
with the peace of my other students, and generaly making yoursdlf apainin my sde? Of course” he haf
sang in exasperation. "Go ahead.”

Alissas frown returned. "I meant practice my wards, tak dlently to Connen-Neute."

"Yes" he grumped. "A paininmy ash-ridden side” Alissaexhded heavily, and he relented. "Yes and
no." He glanced at the black outlines of Connen-Neute's stoal, dearly wanting to St down but refusng to
gt on a student's chair when she was in his. "You're not entirdy better. Test the ar carefully, Squirrdl. |
wouldn't talk soundiesdy to any Keepers for afew days. Most lack a certain finesse™”

She shifted her shoulders. The only Keeper she had ever cared to speak slently to was Lodesh, and
he was a subtle as Connen-Neute.

Reda-Stan seemed rductant to say anything more. Their previous conversation was too much like an
argument to lead gracefully into talk. She thought he was waiting for her to go, but she had come to
appreciate his oasis of quiet a the top of the tower and was rductant to leave, despite the awkward
slence. Besides, she had nothing to go downgtairs for. Lodesh was probably imprisoned in the citadel.

"Redd-Stan?' she questioned, arms wrapped about hersdlf. "How is Lodesh?"

Reda-Stan drooped. He turned his back to her, placing his hands upon the railing to look over the
cricket-laden fieds to the city. The lights from Es€Nawoer's homes were unseen, but the stars were
eclipsed by the smoke from itsfires. "Like ahand into aglove” he said. "Like a hand into a findy crafted
glove One heredly doesn't want to wear, though it suits him well.”

Alissas gaze dropped. Reda-Stan continued to gaze into infinity. The light behind them made the
shadows uncertain, but she thought she saw a grievous sadness reflected in the old Master who had
grown up in the plains as a boy. Seeing him sorrowing after Lodesh's plight, she redized she and
Redd-Stan were destined to be apart, even among thar adopted kin.

They might wear a Master's clothes, perform a Master's tasks, fly in the mist on a moonless night, but
they would dways be who they were before: a farm girl growing up done in the hills and a haf-starved
adolescent gruggling to survive the plains. Their background marked them as much as their normd eyes
and fingers, and their propendty to ddight in even the samadlest task ther structured neura nets alowed
them. They done understood the quickness of the human existence, the tragedy of choice, and the
drength thet lay behind both.

Alissa stood and reached for his deeve, dlowing her unshed tears for Lodesh to make their
appearance. He turned, knowing why her eyes were ful. "They dont understand, do they,” she
whispered around her tight throat, and he shook his head.

“No. For dl thar wisdom, rakus don't understand the sacrifices men and women make."

His arm went about her shoulder in a quick, fatherly embrace. Giving her a stern 1ook, he took a step
back. "No tears for Warden Lodesh,” he admonished, and she gulped. "He wouldnt understand. It
would leave hm uneasy and do him no good.”

Alissa smiled sckly up a him, and he turned back to the city. "The Stryska line is strong,” he said.
"Even with the sorrow, he will endure. He will do wondrous things™

Feding the cold of the night on her cheeks, Alissa wiped the tears from them. She gave hm a
mirthless amile. A decisve knock dartled them both, and Redd-Stan turned, blinking. "Mav?' he
guestioned. "Comein."

Mav shuffled in, followed by an anxious-looking Connen-Neute with a tray in his long hands. "Thank



you, dearie)" she said. Her sharp eyes swept the room, lingering on Alissa as she sniffed loudly. "Kind of
you to hdp an old lady,” she added. "I'll take it from here.”

Connen-Neute willingly surrendered the tray with its teapot and three covered dishes. Hovering just
ingde the door, the young Master worriedly touched his shoulder. "It's fine," Alissasaid wordlessly, and
hevishly relaxed, stepping farther into the room.

Mav's eyes narrowed a Alissas red eyes, and the woman set the tray down beside Redd-Stan's
moth-circled light with an attention-getting clatter.

"So glad you came back up, Mavoureen." Reda-Stan ghosted past Alissa, intent on the Sght of the
covered dishes. "But I'm afraid you've missed the locking of the Hold's doors.”

"Then I'll be resting my achy bonesin the stables tonight. It won't be the firg time” she said dryly. She
stepped in front of the plates, causng Redd-Stan to stop short with a comicd haste. Fegning
unawareness of his abrupt halt, Mav raised a questioning brow to Alissa, ssemingly for agpprova. With a
jolt, Alissa redlized the kitchen's matriarch thought her tears had been caused by Redd-Stan. Alissa
gmiled and mouthed the words, Not his fault.

Mav frowned in dishelief, and Redal-Stan's eyes narrowed. But as soon as she moved out of the
way, he forgot his annoyance and started lifting lids. Mav dapped his hand with a preoccupied motion
and arranged a samdl supper on his desk. Drawn by the promise of food, Alissa and Connen-Neute
drifted closer.

"Redd-Stan?' Mav said. "Connen-Neute and | were discussing on the dairs the possbility of a
Keeper or Master learning how to craft an object of meta or stone from then-thoughts.” The find cover
was removed, and Alissatook an eager breath. Sweet drops!

"Now." Mav gingaly eased her body into a char with a surprisng show of familianity.
"Connen-Neute assures me that because they are so, m-m-m, dense did you say, dearie?’

Connen-Neute nodded. Alissa edged closer to the plate of sweets only to have Redal-Stan intercept
her reach, pulling the plate away. Her lips pursed, and she frowned.

"Denseg, yes" Mav continued. "He tdls me it would be impossible to craft, say, buttons or—a laundry
kettle."

Alissa blinked, her ire vanishing in surprise. No one had told her that. And it hadn't been that difficult.
She looked a Mav in astonishment, and the old woman dowly winked, not looking at her &t dl.

"Hes right," Redd-Stan said, and while he was digtracted by Mav, Alissa dipped the sweets from
him, retresting to the couch with her prize. "Metd," he continued, "stone, and even mirth wood to some
degree, are too dense to be dissolutioned easily, o it's impossible to craft them with your thoughts.” Plate
in hand, Redd-Stan turned to offer Alissa firs choice from one of the two plates of meat. Surprise
brought him up short as he redlized she had absconded with the sweets.

"l see" Mav mused aoud. "But you can craft clay.”
"True" he agreed, turning back to Mav. "But day is mdlegbleinits naturd sate.”
"Metd is mdleable when it's hat," she challenged.

Nodding, Reda-Stan carefully chose hisfirst morsd of ham. "But inits naturd state, it isnt. And if it's
too dense to break down, it's too dense to craft from your thoughts.”

"M-m-m." Mav closed her eyes asiif in thought. "I ill think it could be done.” Stifling a grin, Alissa
licked the honey from her fingers, knowing where this was headed.

Reda-Stan amiled indulgently as he seated himsdf upon his desktop. He dangled a long leg down to
the floor, effectively dominating the two plates of ham. "If it were possible, wouldn't someone have done



it dready? Metd, perhaps, with much study and concentration, terrible concentration. But why bother?
And you can't dissolution stone, so you can't form it from your thoughts” Secure in his convictions,
Redd-Stan deftly speared a ham dice with along-handled fork, unaware that Connen-Neute was quietly
screwing up his courage.

Mav sighed. "I would think it worth the effort to try,” she said dowly. "A Master who could craft, say
... heedles or candleholders would be very popular.”

Connen-Neute took a resolute breath. Alissa watched in wonder as he sraightened his vest, strode to
Reda-Stan, eyed him, then reached for the second plate of ham. The scrape of the dish on the desktop
seemed panfully loud. Sowly the young Master returned, Stting smocthly at the opposite end of the
couch from Alissa

Redd-Stan said nothing, but his look was of astounded dismay. His student could no longer be
bullied and would have to be treated with more respect.

"Redd-Stan?' Mav's eyes glinted at Connen-Neute's revolt. "I would wager with you."
There was a clater as Connen-Neute's fork hit his plate. His face was fixed in darm.
"A wager, you ssy?' Redd-Stan's tone was far too casudl.

"Yes" The chipper woman sat straighter, daring him with her bird-bright eyes. "You know that smdl
pantry behind the largest hearth?"

"Yes" he drawled, arranging his three remaining ham rollsin order of sze.
“If I can find someone willing to try crafting an object in stone or metd, | want it."
Redd-Stan chose the smdlest piece. "What for?'

"To deep in, of coursel” she exclamed, and Reda-Stan ceased his chewing. "I'm tired of dragging my
bones from EseNawoer and back every blessed day."

Redd-Stan swallowed. "Y ou know | can't sanction that. You aren't a Keeper, or even a past student.
Tao-Toecan has forbidden it for a very good reason.”

"Srdl isn't a Keeper," Alissa offered. "Tao-Toecan dlowed hm to Say.”

If Redal-Stan could be any more surprised, he would have fdlen off his desk. He waved his fork
wildly. "It doesn't matter,” he growled, stabbing another ham roll. "You can't dissolution metd, mirth
wood, or stone. Therefore you can't craft them from your thoughts.”

Mav leaned forward, ddicady snitching the last, largest morsd of meet from his tray. As he watched
helpledy, she ateit. "l don't see your logic, old goat."

Connen-Neute gasped and began shovding his remaining dices of mest into his mouth. Redal-Stan
looked asif he were ready to strangle someone. Cool and confident, Mav sedately chewed, knowing she
hed goaded him into the response she wanted.

"Hne" he snapped. "If you can get someone to craft metd, not try but actudly do it, you can have
your closet, cheeky old woman. I'll fix it with Talo-Toecan somehow, but you,” he stabbed a finger at
her, "will be dead by the time you convince someone to even try."

"Ha" It was a carefully contrived bark of sound. "I haven't baked my last candied apple yet. But |
want Kdly to be dlowed to stay as wdl. She's too great ahdp to me”

"Burn you to ash, woman," Redal-Stan exclamed. "No."
"Yes" she countered. "And I'll find someone to craft sone. That's got to be harder.”
Besde Alissa, Connen-Neute whispered, "No, Mavoureen. Hell have your firgborn." Alissa



squirmed, wanting to show them it was possible.

"Stone, en?' Redal-Stan camed, looking more like a shifty plains trader than usud. Fine" he said.
"Snce we are entertaining the ridiculous, | agree. If | get a candied apple on my breakfast tray every
moming whether you win or lose"

Mav gasped. "Do you know how hard those are to make?'
"You should have plenty of time" he taunted, "if you're aying in the Hold."

A shaky hand went to cover her eyes, supposedly in dismay, but Alissaknew it was to hide her eyes,
geamingin victory. "Kadly can say," she said softly. "'l can stay. Y ou get a candied apple once aweek."

Redal-Stan leaned confidently back. "Every day."
"A full tray once amonth,” she countered as she looked up.
"Done and done," he agreed. "l should like atray of ydlow applesfirs,” he drawled.

Alissawaited for Mav to announce Alissas new kill, but the old woman merdy gave her a knowing
amirk and levered hersdf up with a heavy sgh. Mav reached for the teapot, now fully brewed. There was
atweak on Alissas awareness as someone warmed it up.

"Perhaps red, though,” Reda-Stan pondered doud. "Red apples are generdly sweeter.”
Pouring teainto two cups, Mav handed them to Redal-Stan and Connen-Neute.

"Until, of course, the red and green mix gpples are ripe" Redd-Stan continued. "They're by far the
sweetest." He reached for a cup, pausing a the two empty ones on the tray. "Arent you having any tea?'
he questioned Mav. "The doors are locked. Y oull need something to keep you warm in the stables. That
clost isdill mine”

Mav swirled the pot, esimating how much was left. "Yes. | would enjoy a cup of tea before | retire,
but | would rather have it in one of Alissas cups. They don't dip out of my old hands as easy as yours."

Alissagrinned as the two Masters turned to her. "Alissas cups?' Redd-Stan said.

At Mav's encouraging nod, Alissa made two cups in quick successon. Mav triumphantly blew the
dugt from them and filled them with tea. More pleased than anyone had aright to be, the woman sank
into her chair, the steam glowing in the illumination from Redal-Stan's light.

"But..." Redad-Stan sammered as Connen-Neute shook off his surprise and began to laugh. The
wonderful sound was contagious, and Alissagrinned dl the more. "Bone and Adh!" the old Master of the
Hold shouted. "Let me see that!" He grabbed Alissas cup from the tray, yeping in pain as tea dopped
over to burn his hand. "You said you couldn't craft anything but clothes”

"l was bored,” Alissa said, grinning. "And you wouldn't let me read any of your books.”

Thetowd Redd-Stan had conjured to dab up the spilled tea hit his desk. "No," he said. "You expect
me to believe you made this”" he pointed to her cup, "in less than a day?'

"Of course not,” Mav said. "It took her dl of last night and today."

Redd-Stan froze, his hand hdfway across his head. Alissa couldnt stop amiling, pleased and
embarrassed at the same time.

"Would anyone care for a hand or two of Sats and Shanties?" Mav dipped into her gpron pocket.
"Now that I'm in no hurry," she added dyly. Connen-Neute eagerly pulled a amdl table close between
the couch and Mav's chair. The soft sound of diding cards joined the crickets.

"What happened?' Redd-Stan breathed vacantly as he set her stone cup down.
"Here, Alisa" Mav cdled marily. "St on my right. Make Reda-Stan go lag.”



"l don't know how to play," she admitted as she did down the couch, and Mav waved an impatient
hand.

From his desk Reda-Stan whispered, "Y ou have a bed made up in that closet aready, don't you."

Mav beamed, her wrinklesfaling into themsalves. "Are you going to play or not?' she asked, and he
turned his back on them, sucking on the soft part of his hand he had burnt.

Three cards did to a stop before Alissa. "Not yet!" Connen-Neute cried as she reached for them, and
Alissa snaiched her hand back.

"So, tdl me, dearie” Mav touched Alissas am. "What did you do to cam the old beast down so
quickly? | thought he would be raving dl night" She turned over Sx cards in the center of the table, and
Connen-Neute chuckled for some reason.

"He wasn't mad about Sati," Alissa admitted, "but about me bruisng my tracings.”

From behind his desk, Redd-Stan gave a grunt. Sowly he turned, the ingpection of his hand
goparently forgotten. "Sati?' he said. "What about Shaduf Sati?”

Chapter 39

Alissas eyes went wide, Connen-Neute lost his grin, and Mav sucked in her bresth. "Um," Alissa
sammered.

"Can't you ever keep your mouth shut?" Beast said dryly in Alissas thoughts.
"Alissa?' Redd-Stan said warily.

Quick, old fingers gathered the cards up in a tidy pile. "I think I'l be going now,” Mav sad as she
dipped her cards into her pocket and stood.

Connen-Neute rose, gulping histeain asngle, hurried swalow. Redal-Stan loomed behind his desk.
"Aliss?"

"Good night, dearie,” whispered Mav. She gave Alissa a pitying glance and left, not even taking the
time to gather the plates and cups.

"Good luck, rather." Connen-Neute edged out after her.
Alissa stood, feding rather sick. "'l should go, too. Good night, Redd-Stan.”

"What about Shaduf Sati?' Redal-Stan came out from around his desk, sanding so close she fdl
back onto the couch.

"Um, she'sanice lady,” Alissa offered.

"Nice lady! You met her? How could you stand it?' He paused, his eyes going wide in a sudden
thought. "You didn't..." he whispered, and Alissa shrank into hersdlf. "Alissa™ he said. "Please tdl me you
didnt."

She bit her lip, miserably looking at her shoes.

There was a Sgh as Redd-Stan fdl heavily into Mav's char. "Wolves" he breathed. Alissa looked

up, afrad of what she might see. But he had no expression, saring at the moths hammering a his globe of
light. "How did you keep her intact through the pain?' he asked.

"|—we took most of its echo,”" Alissasaidin asndl voice.



"We?'You mean Beast?' he asked, and Alissa nodded. "Wolves take you, Beast."
"It was—uh—a sdlective burn," Alissa offered. "That lessened the pain dramaticaly.”

Redd-Stan's eyes |ooked flat and unredl, and she shivered. "You asked to see a resonance?' he sad
ina monotone, and she nodded. His reaction was frightening her.

"You tripped the lines?' he asked, and she nodded again. "Whose deeth did you see?’
"Ese€Nawoer's," she whispered.

"Wolves" He sat quietly, not moving at al. Moth shadows fluttered over hisface. "I should have gone
to watch you mysdf. | thought Connen-Neute was mature enough to not alow musc to distract him so
thoroughly." He turned histired eyes to hers. "Can't | let you out of my Sght for even one evening without
you destroying something?'

Alissa fdt a flush of shame, then squelched it, replacing it with a more familiar defiance. "She asked
for a burn. Demanded it. She was going to lose her mind." Alissa stedled hersdlf, preparing for a loud,
aggressive lecture, but Redal-Stan seemed to grow more despondent.

"I'm not going to argue the mordity of cgpitdizing upon her misdigned neurd net," he sad heavily.
"It's an old argument, one never resolved.”

Alissa diffened. Sati was right! They had bred the woman into existence, like a better sheep with
thicker woal.

"All that work,” he breathed, his eyes fixed into infinity. "Sx generations of dudy and
obsarvation—usdess” Unaware of Alissas anger, he rose and went behind his desk. Taking a large
book from a stack, he set it before him with a spiritless thump and waved the moths from his light. Sill
ganding, he leafed through the book. "Burn it to ash. Thereés no question now as to dlowing the Stryska
lineto produce a replacement. Thisis worse and worse."

"Ren wasright," she said sharply. "We're nothing but broodmares and sdlions to you!"

"Broodmares?' Redal-Stan's head came up, his brow furrowed. "Do you have any idea the time and
effort it takes to build a profile on just one family line? Y ou have to go back generations to catch sght of
those cursed recessive traits, and then not even know for sureif they're there in their descendants. Then,”
he dammed his book shut, "there's dways the joy of trying to work around what some stubborn Keeper
wants to do, and you warn them, but do they ligen? No-0-0-0. So you end up with shadufs popping up
dl over the place!™

Beast came to the forefront, her outrage temporaly overshadowing Alissa "You tdl them who they
may join with and if they may engender offgoring?' she exdaimed through Alissa Then Beast stopped
short, apologized to Alissa, and hid hersdf.

He strode to a stack of books and snatched one. "If only it were that easy, Beast." His attention on
the ydlow pages, he returned to his desk. "Adh-laden moths™ he muttered. Gathering them up in a fidd,
he bodily threw them over the bacony railing. "We do have some scruples. Keepers have children with
whom they want, but you try keeping an accurate profile of even hdf the population at risk.”

"Rik?" Alissawhispered, her outrage hestating.

"Il admit we discourage or occasondly prevent certain joinings” Redal-Stan sat down and looked
up from his book. "Y ou've got it wrong, Alissa, for the most part, anyway. We aren't trying to engender
shadufs. We're trying to minimize them. Modtly."

"Then you do admit to manipulaing the population!” she accused haotly.

Reda-Stan gave her adry look from under his brow. "Let me explain. Obvioudy Talo-Toecan hasnt,
and | can't dlow you to run about with dangerous information unless you understand the whole of it. A



litle wisdom in your handsis a threet to dvilization." He ran a peeved glance over his desk. "Wherés my
writing board?" he grumbled, then swept an am to shove everything but hislight to one end. Glancing up,
he noticed she hadn't moved. "I'm not angry about Shaduf Sati. No one told you not to. Well leave it at
that."

Sill Alissa sat, fuming. Reda-Stan had plucked a quill and ink pot from the mess and was scribbling
on a sheet of paper. His brown eyes rose to hers. "You do want to know the difference between a
Keeper and Magter, don't you?'

Despite her ire, she dragged Mav's chair closer.

"Now." He looked up. "You grew up on a faam. Do you know the practicd sde of animd
hushandry?' Alissa nodded, and he steepled his fingers. "White hen, red rooster give you red and white
chicks, not pink, right?'

"Yes" Alissa st draighten "Bt it varies with the two chickens. Sometimes the chicks are dl red, and
when any white do show up, it's usudly about half."

"Hdf, en? Very astute. What about two red chickens? What does that give you?'
Alissa shrugged. "All red, usudly. Sometimes a quarter of them are white”
"A quarter." He gave a stisfied grunt and leaned forward. "Want to know why?"

Shoulders dhifting in surrender, she put her elbows on his desk. Chuckling, he took his quill and
scribbled some more. "This" he said, shoving the paper &t her, "is our key."

She picked it up and read, "RRis red; rr is white; Rr is red carrying the masked—" She heditated at
the unfamiliar word, never having seen it before.

"Allde" Redal-Stan prompted.

"Carrying the masked dlde for white" she continued, hoping he would explain. She let the paper fdl.
"l don't get it."

He paused in thought. "Every living thing has ingructions for mass. Uh, for the way it looks. For
reasons | don't want to go into, these countless indructions just happen to come in pairs. Now, when |
sy pairs, | don't mean the separate parts of the pair are identical. That chicken, for example, can ether
be red or white"

"All right,”" she said, wondering what he was talking about. He pushed her cup at her, and she took it,
waming her fingers.

"A white chicken is white because both parts of thet pair tdl it to be" He circled the rr.
"Why not write it as W?' she asked.

"It jugt isn't. Dont interrupt. A red chicken is written as RR, or Rr." He circled them. "Now let's say
we have awhite hen and a red roogter.”

Alissaleaned forward watching him scribble i x RR.
"Thar chicks need only one pair of indructions, so they get a hdf from each parent.”
Alissa squinted at the paper. "Wouldn't having both pairs be better?’

"No. Trust me on this" She made a face and he added, "So dl our chicks get an R from ther dre,
and anr from thelr dam.”

Alissa looked to where he had enthusadticaly scribbled Rr. "They would be red, right?" she said,
glancing at the key. "Even though hdf the—uh—pair tdls them to be white?"

"Yed" He amiled as if she had said something clever. "The white indruction is weaker than the red.



It's recessve, overpowered by the other. Even though the chick looks red, hdf itsindructions tdl it to be
white. The white won't show up in the chicken, but if it passes its white indruction to its offspring, they
might be white"

Her brow pinched. "What does this have to do with Masters and Keepers?'

He blew out a dow breath and waved at a maoth. "It's more complex than that,” he admitted. "Though
the Magters would like to deny it, the difference between a Master and a Keeper is andl. Only three
pars of those untold number of indructions are critical to transcending a humean background and
becoming a raku. Get those in the proper configuration, and the rest can be smoothed out in the firg
hift."

"Oh!" she exclaimed. "That'swhy | had to bind Talo-Toecan's nal the firg time. His indructions were
init, weren't they?"

Redd-Stan nodded. "Yes. The three pairs of ingructions, or dldes, rather, concern the complexity of
your neurd net. They'recadled P, C, and F."

"Aans coastd, and foothills™ she guessed.

"Ah, yes" He shifted uneasly and reached for his cup. "The plains are unusudly numerous with the
recessive p indruction, the foothillsin the f, and so on. A raku isrecessivein dl three and is written thus.”
He scribbled, ppecff. "That's what is known as a dgnature. If you have even one dominant ingruction,
you aren't araku, or Madter, rather.”

"So my sgnature is ppecff,” Alissasaid hestantly.

He grinned, showing his teeth. "Since before you were born. Keepers have two dominant ingtructions
fouling up ther neura nets. Any two. It doesn't matter which. Three or more creates so much chaos in
thelr tracings that they're a commoner.”

Deep in thought, Alissa Sipped her tea "What do you get when there is only one strong indruction
messing up their tracings? A very powerful Keeper?

Reda-Stan shook his head. "It's called dominant, Alissa, not strong. If it's C or P, you get a sheduf. A
sngle dominant F gives you a septhama” He shuddered in mock horror. "Very rare, dmost as rare as
you, and just as much trouble.”

"S0," Alissa sad softly, ignoring the smdll jibe. "Sati was dmogst a Magter.”

Stretching for more tea, Redal-Stan cleared his throat nervoudy. "No. Sati was an unhgppy accident.
Highly unlikdly, but it happens when K eepers are stubborn.”

"An accident you capitdized upon,” Alissa accused.
He sighed in exasperation. "Should | have gone to her parents and forbid them to wed?"
"Yed" she cried, then dropped her gaze. "No, | guess not.”

"See? It's difficult.” Redal-Stan settled back to prop his feet upon his desk in an unmadterly fashion.
"Her mother was a Keegper. She had been told of the risks, though not the reasoning behind them. It was
far more likdy she would have commoner or Keeper children. The caculations are hard, even when
having followed the family lines as far back as | have. Except in the obvious case of a shaduf, you can't
tdl if someone is carrying recessive dlees unless they pair up. You can't see it hiding behind a dominant
dlde That is, except in the coastd dlde Those function together as codominant. The phenotypic
expression of the dldes show a blend of the phe-notype rather than the dominant masking the recessive.”

Wishing he would stop taking, Alissa put a hand to her head and sghed. Codominant. Phenotypic
dldes? Expressons? Did he redly expect her to remember dl this? she thought.

"Uh" he amended. "Neither of the two kinds of ingruction is dominant over the other. It would be



like getting pink chicks from red and white parents.”

"Then why didnt you just say that?' she muttered under her breath, then louder, "What about
septhamas? Can you spot them?”

Redd-Stan shook his head. "No, unfortunately. That Sngle dominant F throws their tracings so far
from ours that their neurd net looks like a commoner's. That's why they don't make us ill with
half-resonances as shadufs do. Severd appear every century, throwing off everyone's expected ratios.
We uaudly find them by an upsurge of Keepers in a family line that was expected to produce
commoners” Redd-Stan grimaced. "They're nothing but trouble. The only relisble way to spot a
recessive ingruction is when they pair up. That can be seen.”

"Like white chickens™ Alissa said, thinking she might be sarting to understand. She dtretched for the
teapot and refilled her tiny cup. "What do people with a double weak pair look like?' she asked, wanning
the cup with a quick ward.

"It's caled a double recessive, Alissa” he sad irady, "not a double weak pair. But to answer your
question, what a person looks like depends on which pair you're referring to." His eyes narrowed. "I'm
not going to tdl you."

Alissa frowned, and Redal-Stan arched his nonexigtent eyebrows, daring her to push the issue. I," he
boasted, "remember EseNawoer's population when it was a smdl duster of huts about a centrd
community fire. Except for the newer families | can tdl you who has the potentid for carrying a hidden
recessive trait. It heps tremendoudy in cdculaing the expected probabilities for the next generation of
Keepers. You, for indance, were probably a one in sixty-four, possibly one in thirty-two." He took his
feet from his desk and put them on the floor. "Highly unlikdy. But I'm surprised they dlowed your
parents to have any children.”

"Allowed!" Alissa said, her anger flooding back. ™Y ou're dl sdlf-serving hypocrites.”

He shook his head in exasperation. "Let me tdl you a story before you judge” he sad quigly, his
eyesfdling from hers. "When the firg of my line of teachers was young, younger than you, she existed on
the coast before being recognized for her potentid and rescued.”

Rescued? Alissathought. " She was born human?* she asked, not needing to see his nod.

"Her name was Mirim, and she was the first human to manage the dhift to Master. All the human folk
were on the coast at that time" he said. "The mountains and plains belonged to the Masters. It was ther
playground—theirs and the ferd beasts. There were lots of them, asit had recently been discovered how
to dhift to a human form. Losses were high until they got it right.”

He paused, and his voice was somber when he next spoke. "The genetic heritage of the coastal
people at that time was diverse, much as EseNawoer is today. But there were untold thousands more.
I've made a study concerning Mirim's memories, and it was a horrendous existence. No one bothered to
ingruct the latent Keepers. Some knew how to use ther tracings. Taught one another stolen resonances.
More often then not, a power-hungry Keeper daughtered the one who taught him to prevent a future
betrayd." His eyes went sorrowful. "Without the teachings of control and restraint, they made a shambles
of thar society.”

"Wars?' she asked hestantly.

He shook his head. "Wars are a least organized. It was more of a continuous multifront battle that
ebbed and flowed with the seasons. The common folk suffered the mogt." Redal-Stan watched the moths
baitling his light. "The Masters had a practice of meking forays into the safer areas—amdler towns, a

fishing didtrict on market day—and finding as many rogue Keepers as they could. Then they'd burn their
tracings to ash to try to break the cycle. That's how they found Mirim."

He looked up. "Her townsfolk had beaten her and Ieft her for the crabs and tide. They beat an



eight-year-old nigh to death when someone caught her playing with fields They would rather see her
dead then grow up to join the ranks of the tyrants that stole their food, burned their homes, and assaulted
their wives and daughters.”

Alissa swallowed, imagining being beaten for playing with fields.
"When they discovered her tracings were perfect, the Masters didn't burn her network. Instead they

took her in, tended her broken body, and eventudly gave her a source. When she got older, she
managed the jump to Magter, then went on to write the book of First Truth.”

She shivered, never knowing where the wisdom had come from before. Her hands trembled as she
reached for her cup.

Redal-Stan eyed her from under his nonexigent brows. "Mirim shifting into a raku threw their beliefs
of superiority into chaos," he said. "Ther 'pet’ had to be taken serioudy, and it caused a savage rift in the
conclave, the echoes of which we're il battling today.” Again Redd-Stan gathered the moths in a fidd,
watching them through his fingers. "Somehow the Keepers discovered the origins of source and that it
made them stronger,” he said as he rose and went to the balcony. "They began to lure ferd beasts. Rope
it. Kill it. Burn it. Bind the ash.”

Alissa sat in a horrified slence, her fingers gripped tightly about her cup.

"They only knew it gave them more strength. They didn't know why. Thankfully they were able to
retain only asmal amount of source for dl ther efforts. Most would have been logt to the wind. It takes a
gpecid fidd to capture the source from a death pyre without suffing out the flames tha free it" He
released the moths, turning to give Alissa athin smile.

"Only afew Masters every generation bother to cultivate the concentration necessary for such a kill.”
Fedingill, she sad, "I'm sorry."

He returned to St on the edge of the couch, his ebows on his knees, his eyes downcast. "Something
hed to be done. Mirim was an adult by that time, and not well-respected because of her humen origins.
Alone, she gathered as many humans as she could who had two dominant coastd dleles. The people
trusted her; her eyes were green, her fingers were normd, and she knew the culture.

"For nearly two hundred years she led them through the passes to the east, family by the family, soul
by soul, enticed by promise of peace and freedom from the current tyrant. They tamed the sheep and
goats, learned to respect our ferd kin, and had children who utterly lacked recessive coastal dldes”

Alissa shifted uneesly. "How did that make anything better?”

He dropped his gaze. "It didn't. It's ill unclear what her thoughts were at that time. Whatever they
were, everything fdl apart when ayoung Master was enticed to his death with music and burned dive for
his source.”

Her somach clenched, imegining Connen-Neute writhing in flames, unable to escape.

Redd-Stan spoke to the floor. "The Masters went dl but insane, driking out againg the coadt,
purging from it the recessive trait that became known as the plains™

Alissa caught her breath, unwilling to believe what he was saying.

"Yes" His eyes flicked up and away. "Anyone with the posshility of a recessve plans dlde in ther
ggnature was killed. Entire families They knew Mirim had a population in the foathills with an abundance
of that recessive trait. Removing it from the coast would reduce the chance of the coast engendering
Keepers. Problem solved and revenge stisfied in one—neat—package."

Alissadared & him. "That's—that's ..."
"Yes it was," he admitted, his gaze haunted, "which is why Mirim's memories are ill passed down.



The arocity can't be dlowed to be forgotten.”

Alissas knees came up to her chin, and she clutched her arms about them. No wonder Talo-Toecan
was S0 reluctant to tel her about the past. It was horrific. The slence began to grow, but she didn't think
this was the end of the story.

"That was the way it was for four centuries while everyone caught their breath and buried their dead.”
Reda-Stan looked at her horrorstruck face with a sad acceptance. "Just as they thought they had gotten
control of the Stugtion, the population east of the mountains began to spontaneoudy separate. Mirim had
settled the area with people with no recessive coastd dldes, and it was found every time a dominant F
and P linked up without at least one recessive coastd dlde to moderate, the result was lethd.”

Alissas eyes widened.

"They didn't expect that." He stared into his long-emptied cup. "It explained why ther cdculations of
probability had aways been dightly off. Needless to say, they promoted the separation.”

"Thefoathills™ Alissa whispered, "were modlly the stronger F, and the plains were maostly the stronger
P. If they married, there would be no weak coastd indruction in ther children. They would—" She
couldn't say it.

"It's extremely rare that a child from a mixed marriage survives to term,” Redal-Stan finished for her.
Alissalooked a him, aghast, seeing the reason for the hatred that stretched back thousands of years. "It
int foolproof,” Reda-Stan said. "There was, and dill is, a continud, unheped migraion over the
mountains. Bring in one recessive coadtd dlde, and the plains and foothills can have children between
themsdlves. Before long, you're right back where you started.”

Alissa sraightened, wondering about her own birth. "Keepers, Shadufs.”

"Yes" Redal-Stan glanced at her. "All too soon Keepers began to appear.”
"And you?' she whispered.

He amiled bitterly. "Eventudly me. They planned ther sixth child very carefully.”
"Sixth child?'

With a rude snort, Redal-Stan set his empty cup on his desk. "I speak metaphoricdly, of course.
Masters, unlike our ferd kin, have children. Lats, if fortune smiles upon them. But everyone works to
bring about the culmination of a transeunt. In away they are a child." He pointed a finger a her. "You're
the saventh. I'm the sixth. Mirim was the fire."

"Oh." So she was a transeunt, Alissa thought, not sure she liked the title.

"Keepers are agan painfully numerous” he murmured uneesly. "And though they're beng taught
resraint now, there has been hidden mutterings of purging the eastern populations of the recessive coadtal
dlde once more. They're ignoring Mirim's memories of the horror and devastation they wrought upon the
coast. EseNawoer, they say, is where their next child will come from." He eyed Alissa "Clearly this
didn't happen.”

Alissa shook her head solemnly, redizing she was playing with the ends of her hair. A soft, hestant
knock a the door pulled her hands down. Giving Reda-Stan a dilted amile, she hid her discomfort
behind her cup, surprised to find it empty.

"What is the point of being at the top of the tower if everyone knows where you are?' Redal-Stan
grumbled. He took a deep breath, and Alissa wished she could block her ears. "Go away!™ he bellowed.

"Don't punish Alissa," came Connen-Neute's fant thought. It was the equivdent of a whisper, as if
he were afraid to hurt her tracings further. "I was sent to watch her. Sati's loss is my fault.”

Redd-Stan's nonexistent eyebrows rose. He tilted his head to the door, a crafty look in his eye.



"Comein."

The door opened enough for Connen-Neute's tdl shadow to dip in. His gaze flicked between hers
and Reda-Stan's as he cautioudy took the char fathest from the desk. "Il take her punishment,”
Connen-Neute said, his eyes levd and undaunted. "Whatever it is"

"Uh, Connen-Neute?' Alissa said, only to find her shin kicked. She glared a Reda-Stan.

"How noble of you," Redal-Stan drawled, and Alissagrew angry. No one but Strell had tried to take
her punishment before, and she would be lying if she said she didn't appreciate it. "But she has no
punishment,” the older Master finished.

"She haan't?'
"No. But your offer to hdp me search the texts to find the appropriate family line to waich for a
replacement shaduf is appreciated,” he finished.

" didn't—" Connen-Neute hestated and, appearing to have swalowed something sour, whispered.
"Of course.”

Alissafrowned. "You won't let me read your books. Why are you letting him?*
"He's not letting me," came Connen-Neute's whispered thought. "He's forcing me.”

Redd-Stan rose with a stretch. Moving to a shdf, he tugged the largest tome free. It hit his desk with
athump, and he opened it, scanning the names listed. "Only because you don't want to," he said. "Take
this one with you when you go"

Alissa gritted her teeth in frustration.

"You can't win, Alissa" Connen-Neute advised. His long face grew solemn. "How is your shoulder?'

"It'sfing" she grumbled, angry that Connen-Neute could read Redal-Stan's books and she couldn't.
It waan't fair.

"No, redly. How isit?' he persisted. "I'm sorry | dropped you on the balcony. | thought | might have
.." he lowered his eyes, "... have broken it."

"You very nearly did," she said, flexing it experimentdly. "l ran aheding ward as soon as | woke up.”
She eyed him darkly. "It was the only reason you managed to pin Beast down, you know."

Bent over his books, Redal-Stan dowly looked up. "What was that?'

"Uh," Alissa slammered, wishing she hadn't brought up Beast's impropriety. "I'm sorry,” she said, her
fingers twining her har into knots. "l talked with Beast. She promises not to do it again, fight you, |

"l did not!" Beast cried, but only Alissa heard her.

"No. Not that." Redal-Stan stood dill as stone. "The other thing.”

"I fixed my shoulder?' she offered, wondering at their gaping looks. Then she rolled her eyes. "Yes'"
she grumped. "I know. Learning a ward of heding before a window ward isn't proper, but Hounds. | had
to take my lessons when | could.”

Leaving his book open, Redal-Stan ghosted from behind his desk. He sat down onto the couch
beside her. "M-m-m, ward of heding?' he said mildly.

"Yes" She eyed her empty cup, wishing she had started with a bigger rock. "Do you cal it something
else? Sometimes my terminology is off."

Redd-Stan waved Connen-Neute to silence. "Describe it to me” he suggested. He saw her gaze on
her cup. "Here. Let mefill that for you," he murmured, doing just that.



Hot cup in hand, Alissa settled back unesdly. Redd-Stan was being mogt dtentive, and
Connen-Neute looked positively intense. "Wel," she said, "it's the ward that speeds up heding. Three
days worth in a moment—you know—and dlows you to do the same for anyone ese. That's why my
tracings don't hurt. Much,” she added in afterthought.

"You mean other Master's, of course," Reda-Stan said.
"No." Surprised, Alissa set her cup down. "Anyone.”
"Show me?'

It was a plaintive whisper, and she looked up, not bdieving it had been Reda-Stan's. That wigful
tone usudly came out of her. Her mouth fdl open in understanding. "You don't know a heding ward!"
she cried, afraid.

Redd-Stan took a sharp breath, shatering his obvious longing. Again the self-assured, dightly
egotidicad plains-man-cum-Master was before her. Giving a gruff "Harrumph,” he settled back into the
couch, then dipped to the edge again. "No," he said. "Will you teach me?'

Alissafdt agrin creep over her. "All right. Under one condition.”
Immediately he grew defensive. "Wha?' he said flatly.

"l want to show Connen-Neute, too."

Connen-Neute's breath came in a quick sound of gratitude.
"Yes" Redd-Stan agreed, sHtling back. "That would be fine™

Chapter 40

Redd-Stan glanced up as Connen-Neute's empty cup touched his desk with a amdl click. "If |
might retire?" hisstudent questioned. "It's late."

"Verbdize, please.” Redd-Stan rubbed a hand over his tired eyes. "You speak to Alissa Why won't
you speak to me?'

"Because" was dl the young Master would say, and Redd-Stan grimaced.

"Go," he grumbled. "Go to bed, or the roof, or wherever it is youre deeping these days. But don't
leave my book whereit can go damp.”

"The roof," Connen-Neute mumbled. He straightened his vest as he stood. "Would you like me to
watch her tomorrow?"

Stretching, Redal-Stan reached for the celling. His back cracked severd times, and he groaned oftly.
"Yes If youwould."

"What about tonight?" he perssted. " She refused to take the deeping aid.”

Reda-Stan chuckled. "You saw her pdm it off into my cup, too, en? No. She won't go ferd tonight
aslong as no one gets Beast upset or frightened.” He paused. "I'll check on her."

Connen-Neute nodded. "But tomorrow she might go feral?"

"Yes" He fdt his forehead crease with worry. "Tomorrow, the day after, next week. It depends on
things | don't understand yet. I'm hoping the longer we can stave off Beast flying away, the better the
chance Alissa has for finding new reference points.”



"She might find a lifetime of points in two weeks?" Connen-Neute asked hopefully, dumping
when Reda-Stan shook his head. "Then tomorrow | will accompany her,” he said doud. "To remind
Beadt if she becomes—dominant.”

Redal-Stan closed-his eyesin along blink. "If she gives you any trouble, tdl her I've charged her with
getting you to speak aoud more. I'll take the day after on the excuse of lessons. The daylight hours I'm
not too concerned about. It's a night Beast seems to grow strong.”

Giving him a nod, Connen-Neute took the book and Ieft, dosing the door behind him.

Reda-Stan went to his bacony, drawn by the newly rissn moon. As Connen-Neute had said, it was
late, but his thoughts were spinning. It was unlikdy they would lend themsalves to deep. There was a tug
on his thoughts as Connen-Neute shifted on the roof, and he smiled. Redal-Stan had spent many nights
himsdf watching the air currents stream about the stars. But now, in his long-lived agedness, he contented
himsdf with his balcony. The open sky was for the young.

Fdling cardlesdy into hisbacony chair, he flexed his hand. The dight burn from the tea was gone. It
was an odd feding, being a the recalving end of the student/ingtructor reaionship again. Alissa had the
bearings of a born teacher, answering dl his questions with a patient understanding very unlike her usud
temper. And his hand—he looked &t it in wonder—was hedled.

Redd-Stan leaned his head back and closed his eyes as he recdled her intent ingruction. "No," she
hed said. "You don't need to know anatomy and such. You aren't heding anything, just focusng the
surrounding energy to a fevered pitch. The body usesit asit sees best, and the body knows how to hed
itsdf.”

And it felt so good! he thought, unable to stop his Sgh. Like beng in a sunbeam, or having a
sunbeam indde you. Just the memory of the ward seemed to warm him. ConnenNeute had nearly fdlen
adeep when Alissa demondtrated the ward upon him. After seeing the young Master's bemused
expression turn into a languorous stretch and nodding head, Redal-Stan had decided he would hedl
himsdf, thank you dl the same. He. had memorized the resonance, and after getting his "teacher's’
permission, hetried it only to dl but fdl adeep anyway.

A breath of wind carrying the promise of morning frost dipped over him. He retreated back insde a
its sudden chill, longing for the bone-soaking heat of his plains for the first time in centuries. Restless, he
went to his desk for a paper and quill. A quick thought and the globe of light he had left upon his desk
doubled its intengty. Alissa, he mused, couldnt be dlowed to go ferd. The idea of her irksome,
exagperating, nimble-minded presence joining the ranks of the logt was intolerable. But he gave her less
than a week, even with Beast's cooperation.

It wouldn't be an easy loss, ether, but long and drawn out, panful to both. Already Beast was
beginning to assert hersdf. Alissa dill maintained control, but it was dipping. Soon, he imagined there
would be a nightmarish period of confuson where you might ask a question of Alissa and Beast would
answer. He was sure Beast would be unhgppy and apologetic, but it would continue to happen with an
increasing regularity. A day or two of that, and Alissa would fade further, leaving a distressed Beast to
cope with aworld she barely understood. Eventudly Beast would wake one morning with no memory of
Alissaand fly away.

It was inevitable. It was unthinkable. It was not going to happen. Not if there was a way he could
sop it. But he knew there wasn't. He had to stop thinking there was and focus upon the even more
impossible task of getting her back to her own time. Back to her lodestone, Strell.

"Srdl," he whispered, dipping his quill. What if she did get back? She said there was no one |eft but
Tao-Toecan. And Tao-Toecan wouldn't willingly sanction a Master/commoner union. Master/K eeper,
perhaps, congdering the apparent lack of suitable matches.

He hesitated, reaching for his tea. It was to his lips before he remembered the deeping draught.



Smiling, he rose and threw the liquid out over his balcony.

"Srdl isacommoner,” he whispered as he returned and began to write the possible sgnatures for a
men from the plains. He diminated any with four or more recessive dlees that would make Strel a
Keeper. Those with any dominant plains, two recessive coastal, or two recessive foothills dldes were
aso ignored as being highly improbable. The letha combinations were, of course, omitted. When done,
he pondered the remaining Sgnatures. Any of them were possible. None would ingill Talo-Toecan with
any degre to dlow Alissa to have children with Strell. He scribbled more, 9ghing as the truth came ot.
The best she could manage with him would be Keeper. There was an unsetlingly high chance at
commoner, and even worse, sheduf.

The quill was gently set to rest. "Talo-Toecan will forbid it," he said. Reda-Stan could imagine the hot
fdlout from that. He hadn't known Alissa long, but it was obvious that tdling her she couldn't do a thing
would al but guarantee that's what she would do. Whatever Talo-Toecan did, her genetic heritage would
be log. If she joined with her commoner, her children would lack a perfect neurd net. If Strdl was
forbidden to her, she would refuse to join with anyone else.

Tao-Toecan would have to risk dlowing her to make the decison hersdlf, hoping she would do the
responsible thing by forgoing her desire for Strell for the good of the Hold. If not, the Hold would lose
her desperately needed influx of new blood.

"Jud as they lost mine" he murmured, wondering if perhaps hisrigid pride was why the Hold fell. The
Masters counted heavily upon the addition of new genetic materid into ther dwindliing population that
thair transeunts provided. Centuries ago, upon learning that his conception had been engineered for their
bendfit, he had resigned himsdf to a state of bachelorhood, feding as if he were thought of as only a—
brood gdlion. His chair creaked as he dumped back. It was exactly what Alissa had accused them of.
Perhaps she was right.

If she joined with a Keeper, she would have at least a chance at a raku child. There would have to be
lots of Keepers about, even if the Masters were gone. The thought cheered him somewhat, but it would
have to be quite a charismaic man to overcome the love she dready held for her commoner.
Tado-Toecan would have to fly a ddicate updraft, appearing to give her a choice of suitors while
gruggling to find someone worthy of her.

He frowned, thinking. "Though Tao-Toecan is no longer one of my forma students,” he said, taking
up hisquill, "heis bound by ties to respect my wishes, no maiter how odd they seem.” Redd-Stan bent
low, and the sound of his quill scratching lasted for some moments.

It was difficult to decide how best to advise Tao-Toecan in handling the Situation without giving away
the future too soon. Talo-Toecan was loyd to his bdliefs, and if not told otherwise, he would undoubtedly
adhere to long-held raku mores that held no place in a Hold that was dying. Perhaps it wouldn't take
much convincing. Tao-Toecan was quite the rebel concerning the mordity of manipulating the humans
populetion for their benefit.

He read his | etter over twice, made a sharp crease down the center, and propped it up on the manted
to give to Tao-Toecan when he returned. He amiled at the imagined look of bemuse-ment his onetime
student would give him after reading it. It was worded so that it would be meaningless until after Alissa
got back. His amile faded. If she got back.

Feding tired and old, he went to his bed and sat on the edge with a heavy Sgh. It seemed as if her
presence was dill here. She had left behind the scent of the wind that ran before a desert storm, lingering
among his books and papers. His hand brushed the top sheet as he adjusted his pillows, and he paused,
bending closein dishdief. There was grit under his sheets! She had |eft stone chips and sand in his bed!
Outraged, he stood, stepping on hiswriting board. He diffened as he scooped it up. It was rained! And
his cloak! He shook the sand from it, furious.



Soinning about, he took three long steps to his door. Then he caught himsdf at his desk. Breath
dipping from him in a dgh, he set the board and cloak aside. A gmile came over him as he crafted a
blanket and eased to his bacony to deep under the moon.

Chapter 41

"Good morning, Master Connen-Neute, Keeper Alisa”

"Morning," Alissa sammered, and the unidentified Keeper continued down the hdl to the stairs. She
recognized him but had no idea as to his name. His footsteps faded to leave the Keepers hdl dlent.
Taking a deep breath, she turned back to the closed door before them.

"By my Master's Hounds, Alissa,” Connen-Neute grumbled. "You're only asking Nis to join you
for breakfast, not requesting a favor from Redal-San."

Alissatucked her hair out of her eyes, peeved a the amusement in his thoughts. Nervous, she took a
step back. "She probably isn't even in there.”

He took her shoulders, stopping her retreat. "She is.”

"I'd wager she has plans dready,” Alissa hedged.

"Let's find out.” Usng his height as an unfair advantage, Connen-Neute picked Alissa up by the
elbows and set her firmly before Nis's door. Grasping her hand, he knocked.

"Stop it!" she hissed, trying to pull away.

"If you're going to run away, you'd better do it now," he said, his eyes dancing.

Nid flung open her door, and Connen-Neute steded his face back to a dignified, digpassonate
expression. Biting back her cry of outrage, Alissaturned to smile weskly a Nis.

"Alissal Hello," Nis said. "And good morning, Connen-Neute." She flicked a brief glance at him, and
he gave her adlent nod.

In a smooth, unhurried mation, Alissa surreptitioudy kicked Connen-Neute. He owed her something.
"Good morning, Keeper Nig," he said doud, and Nisg blinked in surprise.

"Um, hi," Alissa said into the awkward slence. "I was wondering if you had breskfast yet, and if not,
would you like to join me?' Connen-Neute jabbed an unseen finger into her ribs, and she bit back a
muffled grunt. "I mean, us"

"I'd love to." Nig disappeared into her room. "Let me get my coat,” she sad loudly. "Ashes, but it
was cold last night; | had to ward my windows. But at least | don't have Ren's fidd duties anymore” Nig
joined them in the hdl with her coat. "You did know he left?"

"Yes" Alissa dropped her eyes to hide her flush of guilt. His ribbon lay in her pocket like a guilty
secret. She had yet to giveit to Kdly, not wanting to add to the girl's grief.

"No one knows where he went,” Nis said dowly, "but | cant say as | blame hm." Her gaze went
sad. "Let's get your coat, and we can edt.”

Alissa amiled thinly in understanding. "We don't need to eat in the garden. Unless you want to, of
course," she added.

Nis eyed her cautioudy. "Reda-Stan said you bruised your tracings a the assembly. That you would
be sengtive for awhile to the background noise. | tried to vigt you, but he wouldn't let me" She made a



face a Connen-Neute, who didn't look at dl apologetic.
"I'mfing" Alissareassured her. "Redd-Stan gave me a ward to block everything.”
"Areyou sure? He said it was quite serious.”

"It was" Alissa adopted a serious pose and steepled her fingers. "Channding the mentd output of
fourteen thousand ditizens™ she mocked in a low voice, "whipped up to a synchronized frenzy of
emoation, could have permanently impaired your ability to communicate.”

Nig laughed, not noticing Connen-Neute druggle to smother his chuckle. "Not bad," Nig
encouraged. "But you need to scowl and harrumph more" She tossed her coat back into the mess she
kept her room in, and they started down the hdll.

"S0," Nis drawled, giving a nod behind them to where Connen-Neute padded Slently dong. "Why
the shadow?"

Alissas brow furrowed. "He says Reda-Stan told him to stay with me until he's talking in sentences.”
Nis gave her a doubtful look. "Redly?"

"That's what he said." Actudly, Alissa knew Connen-Neute was baby-dtting her, and it rankled her
to no end.

"Huh" Nis dowed until Connen-Neute's gray-clothed figure was waking between them. "If | may be
30 bold," she directed to him. "How many seasons have you?'

"One hundred and sixteen, Keeper Nig," he whispered.

Alissagmiled at the digtress in his voice. Even though Redal-Stan had an ulterior motive for saddling
her with him, Connen-Neute would be spesking more today.

"Huh. Thank you,” Nis said, and he indlined his head and retreated. Nis leaned close. "It's a bit soon,
but maybe he's auditing your indruction.”

Alissa heard Connen-Neute sumble on the stairs. "Beg your pardon?’ she asked.

The gamile on Nis's face was one of an amused ddight. "You know," she jostled Alissas ebow,
"learning how to indruct a Keeper. Before going from a student Master to a teaching one, they audit
severd Keepers training. Until the novety wears off, they folow the poor unfortunate about,” she
nodded behind them, "making a pest of themsdves as they try to figure out what's going through our
heads" Nis chuckled. "We aren't supposed to know they're sudying us. But like | said,” she continued.
"It's a shade soon.” She turned dightly. "Isn't it, Connen-Neute?"

"Yes" he said with asgh.
Nig laughed. "Kind of flattering, though."
"No," Alissa said, scowling. "You had it right the firgt time"

Together they rounded the base of the dair and entered the dining hdl. Connen-Neute winced at the
noise of dinking dishes and loud voices. Alissas head throbbed, and she set up her newest ward.
Immediatdly her headache vanished. Nis peered about, searching for a spot.

"I've eaten already,” came Connen-Neute's thought. "I'll wait in the kitchen."

"Sorry," Alissasaid, and redly meant it. "I'm a Keeper today. You'll have to verbalize.”
"Kitchen," he muttered, frowning as he redized Redal-Stan's trap, and he dipped away.
"Gredt," Nis exclamed. There's room for two over there”

Alissafollowed her, amiling at those she recognized, nodding to those she didn't. The reaction varied
from pleased acceptance to wary distrust. Nis ignored it dl, plopping down between an old Keeper who



was intently filling his face and a young woman who looked like she was draight from the plains. Alissa
sat next to her, thinking she looked like her mother.

"Cups" Nid muttered. "Where are the blessed cups? Ah, there they are" she said, snagging two and
gving Alissa the one not chipped. A Keeper a the end of the table shoved a pot of tea a them, and
Alissaamiled a him, relieved she hadn't needed to ask.

"Thanks, Gury,” Nig said, and he went back to his sinky sausage, eyeing Alissa with furtive glances.
The tea was cold as she poured it out, and she warmed it with a quick thought.

The sharp clatter of forks hitting the table made her jump. "Hey!" someone shouted. "What was that?'
The noisein the Keepers dining hdl cut off, and Alissa shrank into hersdlf, her sleaming cup hdfway to
her lips. Everyone was looking at everyone else, their faces questioning.

"Ashes, Alissa," came Connen-Neute's thought from the kitchen. "We were saving that ward for a
bribe."

"That was a new resonance,” the man who had given Alissa the tea accused. "Anyone ese catch it?"

There were nods dl around. Beside Alissa, Nis grinned. Gury leaned hdfway across the table. "Nig?
Have you learned something you wish to share with us?'

"Wasn't me" she cdled gally, ralling her eyes a Alissa

Everyone turned, and Alissa flushed. "Um," she hedged.

"What does it do?" someone asked eagerly.

"It'sawarming ward," she admitted, hoiging her geaming cup. "You didn't know it?'
Everyone shook their head. Nis nearly danced in her chair.

"My indructor taught me, but..." Alissa sammered. It wasn't her place to impart ills, only acquire
them.

Gury leaned back with ady grin. "Well ask," he said, confirming Alissas feding it would be a mistake
to show them. "Don't get yoursef in trouble. They'll show us as soon as they get back.” He eyed the table
knowingly. "Won't they?"

There was a chorus of agreement.

"Here, Alisa" Someone topped off her cup. "It's not often a new ward is discovered.”
"And even rarer they tdl us" someone ese grumbled.

"Alissa?" someone else cdlled. "Try one of Mav's padiries.”

"She doesn't want that sticky thing," came a loud voice. "Give the mad, rogue Keeper of the wilds a
breskfast worth having. A dab of ham, smothered in gravy.”

Alissalooked to find amiling, teesing faces dl around. A grin stole over her. "No, thank you," she said
over the cheers and jeers a his suggestion, wishing she could bring hersdlf to eat meet just once if only to
go dong with the fun.

"Alissds from the foathills™ Nis said. "She has better taste than you, Gury.”

"Toast would be fing" Alissa said, scanning the table and finding none.

"Toadt! bellowed a masculine voice. "Mav! We need toast!”

"It'sfing" she protested. "Il just have eggs” And she ladied a spoonful on her plate.

"Nonsense" Gury snitched his tablemate's spiced fruit. "You want toast,” he mumbled around his full
mouth.



It got noisy again as she ate, the conversations taking up where they had left off. To Alissas thinking
there was a new excitement. They had a bone to pick with ther respective teachers and were eager for
the confrontation. The Stuaion was one she could sympethize with. These were people who would
accept her as her own kinsmen would not, and it had taken her a crossed mountain range and almost four
hundred years to find them.

"Here, Alissa" whispered alethargic voice.

It was Kally, and she did a plate before Alissa and |eft before Alissa could say thanks. On it was a
piece of toast. It was burnt. Alissa's finger went out to turn it over.

Both sides.

She and Nis stared at it. Sowly Alissa reached for the jam, and Nig's mouth twisted. "Y ou're not
going to eat that, are you?'

Alissasghed. "After | scrapeit.” Some things never changed.
"Kadly can bring you another,” Nis protested.

Asif speaking her name had conjured her, Raly's solemn figure appeared at Alissas ebow. Her eyes
were rimmed in red and her hair was disheveled. "Sorry," the gil mumbled, bardly audible over the noise,
"Il get you another.”

Not megting Alissas gaze, she I€ft, the toast nearly diding off the plate. Nis and Alissa watched her
disappear into the kitchen. "By the Hounds," Nid whispered. "She's got it bad.”

Alissa swalowed hard. A flush of guilt assailed her, and her fingers went to touch the ribbon carefully
wound in her pocket. "Um, Nis? I'm sorry, but | have to talk to Kdly."

Nis st her cup down. "l should've known you opened the door for him."
"Something like that." She shifted awkwardly. It wasn't nice to leave Nid like this.

"Go." Nis gave her agndl wave. "If I'm not here, I'll be in my room—cleaning it. Take your time.
Kdly might need a shoulder to cry on. Or someoneto ydl &."

Glad Nig understood, Alissa samiled her good-bye. Hafway to the kitchen she dowed. What had Nig
meant by "someone to ydl at"?

Alissas nose wrinkled at the stench of cooked meat as she entered the kitchen. No wonder
Connen-Neute liked it here. She spotted him in the corner, his feet tucked under im as he serioudy
snitched leftover chicken, ignoring everyone and being ignored in turn. His eyes looked as solemn as an
owl'sin hislong face. He shrugged and continued his pilfering.

"Ah, Alisal" came Mav's shout. "What can | get for you, dearie?' Her figs dammed into the heavy
dough she was working.

Alissa maneuvered through the busy workers. "Hi, Mavoureen." She sat on the edge of the table and
swvung her legs. Kaly was done by the amdlest hearth, irring a pot.

"It's good to see you taking your breskfast where you ought,” Mav said as she thumped the dough
agan. "Sorry about the toast.” The old woman's gaze followed Alissas to Kdly. "She had that bread
burnt and out to you before | knew what was what. She's been no use to me these last few days” Mav
cut the dough into identicd, fist-Szed lumps and arranged them in a pan. "She's firring a pot of water,
gheis | told her it was tomorrow's soup. | can't trust her with anything dse” Mav draped a linen doth
over her dough and set her hands to rest. "What am | going to do with her? She won't talk to me”

Alissa touched Ren's ribbon, hidden in her pocket. "Maybe | could help.”
The old woman turned a sorrowful look to Alissa. "If only you could, but I'm afraid her heart has



been wounded to the quick. She won't ligen to anyone.”
Feding quilty for having waited, Alissaswung her ankles. "l have a message from Ren.”
Mav's wrinkles degpened, and she hit her lip. "W, go ahead. She can't get worse."

At Mav's encouraging nod, Alissa did from the table and dodged her way to the rdaivey empty
corner. It was nice having people about, but what she would give to have her quiet kitchen back. Kaly
looked up, leaning againg the hearth as she liglesdy sirred a pot.

"Morning, Alisa"
"Kadly." She stood there like an idiot, not knowing how to gtart.

Kdly smiled weakly. "Mav has me dirring water, pretending it's soup. Would you like a taste?" She
pulled up the spoon and dribbled the water back into the pot. The spoon dipped from her to bob at the
surface of the geaming water. "Hounds," she cursed, then dumped down on a stoal. "I can't even boil
water today."

Alissa dragged a second stool close and sat down as wel. Not knowing what to say, she Smply
pulled out the ribbon. "Um, Ren gave me thisto give to you," she said lamdly.

Kdly stood. Grabbing a new spoon, she vidently stirred the pot. Water spilled to hiss on the fire.
"Ren? What does he want?' she said a bit too brightly. "Haven't seen him for days."

Miserable, Alissatook the spoon before Kaly put the fire out. Turing Kaly's hand over, she put the
ribboninit. "I'm sorry."

Anger, followed by hopelessness, flashed over Kdly, and she sank down again, her eyes on the
length of blue. "He left without saying good-bye," she whispered, pulling it through her fingers. Her eyes
grew hard. "Curse him, he owed me that. Why didn't he even say good-bye?"

"Because he loves you." Alissas gaze dropped.
" don't care that he didn't make Keeper again,” she walled.

From the corner of her sght, Alissa saw Mav standing motionless, her arms hanging ill, helpless. "He
knew that," she said. "But he was woefully mided and ill-used. His pride wouldn't tolerate it anymore.
Alissa hesitated. "So he l€ft."

Kally's cheeks showed spots of anger. "Jud like that," she said bitterly. She threw the ribbon on the
floor.

"Yes" Alissa snapped as Raly's anger sparked hers. "And don't think it was easy."

"You're defending him!" Kaly shouted, and the kitchen hdp paused. "He ran away, and youre
defending him! You have never logt anyone, have you!" she accused, damming her spoon to the table.
"You have no ideawhat | fed like"

Alisas bregth caught. "Um, Alissa?" Beast whispered, ignored.

The kitchen went slent. "Ren," Alissa said, her back diff, "asked me to say good-bye for im and that
he would miss your breskfasts together. And as for never having logt anyone? | have logt my father, my
mother, my teacher, and my—" she stopped, denching in heartache.

"Alissa?" Beast whispered.
Alissa dumped onto the stoal, her head in her hands. Wolves. Strdll. She had logt Strell.

"I— need some potatoes for my soup,” Kdly ssammered into the silence. There was a soft breeze,
and she was gone.

"Alissa?" came Connen-Neute's thought.



"Go away," she thought miserably, and his comforting presence faded.

"Aliss2?" It was Mav, putting a bird-light hand upon her shoulder.

"I lost my love" Alissawhispered. The Navigator bum her to ash. She had logt her love.
"Alissa, I'm sorry," Mav said. The kitchen resumed its noise. "Kaly didn't know."

"I didn't handle that very well, did 17" Alissasaid. Looking up, she was surprised at the guilt on Mav's
features. "What?' Alissa whispered. "It wasn't your fault.”

The lines on Mav's face deepened. Taking a thick rag, she pushed the pot from the low flames and
gazed a nothing. "She would have gone with him but for me" Mav said.

Alissas depression fdtered in underdanding. She fdt Beast's awareness tighten and was shocked to
hear hersdf say, "Don't lessen your charge's love for you with guilt, old woman." It was Beast speaking
through her, and Alissas firg response of fear mdted into acceptance. The takeover was inevitable. She
would accept it with grace.

Mav looked sharply a Alissa, then lowered hersdlf in stages onto the stool. Her eyes rested on the
ribbon, and she picked it up to clean the flour fromit. "Yes" the woman said with a 9gh, "I'm old. Kdly
hes her entire life ahead of her, and she has exchanged a lifeime of Ren's love for the patry few more
years | can give her.”

"Perhgps” Beast admitted, not bothering to gpologize to Alissa "But | think love is measured
backwards as wdl as forwards. The Sxteen years you have loved and cared for her are not the quarter
of a lifetime that you measure but an entire lifetime for her. She knows no time without your love and
cant voluntarily leave it. Ren knew this. Accept his gift in good grace” Beast finished. "Kaly will
understand intime."

Mav peered into Alissas eyes. The clatter of bread pans tirred her, and she Sghed and straightened.
Sowly she stood, and Beast and Alissa gazed up, seeing her emations hift from guilt to acceptance.
"You are wise beyond your years, Alissa"

Alisa fdt a ghogt of a amile Sowly Beast settled hersdlf, dert and awake, but dlent. Mav tucked
Ren's token of love away in a pocket, covering the awkward slence by needlessy wiping her hands on a
towd. A sudden cheering from the dining hdl drew their attention, and Lodesh dl but fdl into the room.

"Mav! Quick! Hide me"
Chapter 42

Mav and Alissa looked to find Lodesh's terrified face. From the great hdl came a muffled, angry
shout, "Warden!"

The kitchen hdp exploded into cheers. Lodesh absently acknowledged them as he pushed his way
closer. "Mav," he pleaded. "I just need afew hours. I'll go back. | promise!”

Mav burg into laughter. "Get to your work!" she bellowed, and everyone became busy. Lodesh
danced from foot to foot. Except for his boots, he was dressed dl in blue, even down to the overly
ornate hat gripped tightly in his hand. He looked miserable. Mav gave him a fierce hug, which he was too
spooked to return. "You're too large to hide in my flour cupboard anymore, lad,” she cackled. Cocking
her head, she appeared to ligen. "You'd better run for it."

"Lodesh!" came Breve's indignant voice from the dining hdl. "We have an appointment at the hosery



to sze you for boots."

Lodesh froze like a startled deer. Alissa jJumped as Con-nen-Neute touched her ebow. "Might |
uggest the garden?' he said quietly.

Mav spun the panicked Lodesh about and shoved him to the brightly painted door. "Run!" she said.
"WEell hold them as long as we can." She laughed as Connen-Neute and Alissa jostled him out the door.
"You there, get the bread pand" Alissa heard as they fled. "You, sweep the floor. Someone put—" and
the door shut with a bang.

A trio of doves sunning themsdlves burst into flight and swung over the wall.

"Hounds, Alissa" Lodesh gasped. "You're a Sght for my tired eyes.” Grasping her hand, he tugged
her down the path. "They won't et me be! There's dways someone taking a me, and they're dways so
blessedly polite” He glanced furtivdly behind them. They were nearly running, and Alissa couldnt help
her amile as he dragged her dong. Connen-Neute paced beside them, not even bregthing hard.

"Excuse me, Warden?' Lodesh mocked in a fase soprano. "Pardon me, Warden? Oh, Warden, if
you have but a moment?' He Sghed. "It's got me to my tral'send.”

"Good morning, Lodesh,” Alissa said bregthlesdy, redaiming her hand as it was easer to keep up
with him that way.
"Not a moment's peace,” he moaned. "They won't even let me choose my stockings.”

"It's awonderfully sunny day, isnt it?' she asked, but he didn't hear. She grinned. He was dways so
cam and salf-possessed. It was nice to know he was human.

"There were three kinds of eggs for breakfast today,” he sad as they loped past the firepit, "and four
padtries. | had to try everything so as not to hurt the cook's fedings™

"Istha anew shint?' she panted.
Seaing her sruggling, Lodesh dowed. "Yes™" He picked at the shimmery fabric.
From behind them came Connen-Neute's dark voice, "Keeper Breveisin the garden.”

Lodesh paed. "Wolves"" He dove off the path. Connen-Neute and Alissa followed. Weaving and
darting, Lodesh led them through the garden's back paths as if he had built them. Lungs heaving, they
hdted in a dight dip in the terrain. Birds scattered as they crouched among the bushes. Connen-Neute
and Alissa exchanged amused looks. Lodesh was frantic. His eyes were wide, and his hair was in an
unusud disarray. She had to fight to keep from arranging it.

"Warden!" came Breve's distant bellow, echoing off the walls of the Hold. "This is unseemly. Think of
your sanding!"

Lodesh sank down, though Breve was dearly far awvay. "Why won't they leave me done?' he
muttered.

Alissas hand went out, and he jumped as she tucked a ydlow curl behind his ear. "Why are you
letting them bully you, Lodesh?"

He blinked, looking at her for the first time. "All | want is the mornings for mysdf.”
"Did you tdl them that?'
Lodesh hesditated. Clearly the thought had never occurred to him.

The sound of an aggressive crunching on the path slenced them. Hidden in the bushes, they watched
Breve stdk past. His face was red, and he was muttering obscenities. The sound of his steps faded.
"Lodesh!" came his muffled shout.



They exhded as onein along, noisy breath. Lodesh stood. "Maybe we can dip back out through the
kitchen."

Alissalooked a Connen-Neute. A amile hovered about him. At his nod of agreement, they rose and
followed Lodesh as he dodged and dunk from cover to cover in the bright, morning sun. Alissa giggled
as she tried to keep up with his furtive jumps. Connen-Neute kept to his measured, dignified pace.
Together they rounded the last turn before the kitchen door and froze.

A man in citedd livery was waiting, dumped againg the wall, idly tossing pebbles. He looked up a
the sound of then-diding feet. "Hey!" he cried, balting upright. "Keeper Brevel™

In an exploson of mation, Lodesh and Alissa turned and ran.
"Keeper Brevel He's over herel™

"Bun meto ash," Lodesh panted. "They have me"
Alissapulled him to a stop. "Not yet, they don't.”

Connen-Neute strode up even with them, his eyes bright and eager. Alissa looked at the tower to
place hersdf. "Come on." Grabbing Lodesh's hand, she ran off the path, laughing as she headed for the
hidden door in the wall.

"It's not funny, Alissa," Lodesh muttered.
"Yes Warden, it is”" was Connen-Neute's opinion, exchanging his dignified gait for an effortless run.

The three of them pulled up short at the wadl, their gaze traveling up its extensve haght. "We can't
dimb out," Lodesh asserted, dancing from foot to foot.

Connen-Neute adjusted his red sash. "Voice of experience?'

"Yes | mean, no!" he snapped, watching Alissarun her fingers lightly over the cold stone. "What are
you doing, Alissa?'

"Goat it!" she shouted triumphantly as she found afant tingle. She turned to see them saring at her asif
she had logt her mind. "It's a door!" she cried.

"Warden!" Breve shouted, and Connen-Neute and Lodesh flung themsdves at the wall. They dl fdl
through as Breve appeared in a crashing of branches. "Stop!" he shouted. "Connen-Neute, stop him!™

Connen-Neute gave Breve a cold look, took Lodesh's shoulder, and shut the door.

"Lodesh!" filtered fantly over the wal. Together they ran laughing to the nearby woods. Alissa hated
agang atree with ahand pressed againg her Sde, doubled over in hilarity.

"Now where?' Lodesh had logt his frantic ook, assuming his familiar cocky attitude. A loud boom
came from the Hold as the door crashed open. "The Hounds take him," Lodesh cursed. "Doesn't that
men ever take a hint?* Putting his fingers to hislips, he whistled.

Connen-Neute and Alissa stared. It would only let Breve know where they were. But then a
thumping of hooves came, and Fightful trotted hgppily into view. Happy, that is, until he caught awhiff of
rakus.

Frightened by the flat ears and arched neck, Alissadid up againgt Connen-Neute, appreciaing his tal
height. Lodesh shushed and mallified the ugly horse until he stood cadmly. "There now,” he murmured.
"Connen-Neute won't eat you today. Y ou remember him, yes?'

Lodesh turned, darting at Alissals wary expresson. "l had no time to stable him," he explained,
embarrassed, and he began to rub his mount with handfuls of the long grass that eked out aliving at the
edge of the woods. Frightful tried to eat the grass, far more eager to fill his bely than have the sweat
brushed from his coat.



"Lodesh!" Breve's shout pulled Frightful's head up. His ears flicked back, then forward, ligening. "I
will marshd the Hold's students and beat you out of the brush like a rabbit!™

Lodesh dropped the grass and swvung smoothly up onto the pad he used as a saddle. Leaning down,
he held out a hand for her. With thoughts of flashing hooves and snapping teeth, she backed up into
Connen-Neute. "Uh-uh."

Hewiggled his fingers. "Please, Alissa" he pleaded. "Fightful will dlow it if I'm with you. | know it.
Thisisthe most fun I've had in two days. Connen-Neute can follow by air. We can meet in the grove.”

"No," said Connen-Neute, and Alissaturned in surprise. "You go," he said, hiswhite teeth showing as
he grinned. "I'll accompany Keeper Breve."

"Perfect!" Lodesh excdlaimed. "Quick. Let's go."
" don't know," Alissa said, wishing she could just shift and fly.
"Warden!" came Breve's shout, noticesbly closer.

Lodesh looked at the cloudless sky. His eyes were pinched and wigfu when he looked back.
"Please, Alissa You're the only person who has cdled me by my namein two days."

She glanced at Frightful, his ears dternately fla and pricked, to Connen-Neute, amusement in his
golden eyes, to Lodesh, unashamedly begging. "Oh, Hounds," she muttered as she hiked up her skirt. "I
can't believe I'm going to do this"

Lodesh beamed. Fightful shied only the once, and she made it up behind Lodesh in two tries. She
settled hersdlf, tugging her skirt back over her legs. "All s&t?' Lodesh asked, and she nodded nervoudly,
forgetting he couldn't possibly see, but they were so cursedly close he felt her move. Ashes, they were
too close.

With no warning, Frightful squealed and rose up on his back feet. Alissa's ams went around L odesh.
The horse's feet returned to the earth with a jaw-rattling thump. It had been Connen-Neute. Ignoring
Frightful's quivering attempt to sidestep away, Connen-Neute nearly pulled Lodesh from the saddle. His
lips a hand's breath from Lodesh, he whispered, "Keep the beast at bay until | rgoin you."

White-faced, Lodesh nodded, and Connen-Neute released him. Lodesh reseitled himsdf and
touched his heds to Frightful. The stupid horse bolted, and Alissa bardly kept hersdf from fdling off.
"Hold on!" Lodesh shouted too late, but the furious pace quickly subsided into a fast-paced walk.
L odesh angled them through the short grass to the road. "Let's make sure he sees us, eh?' he suggested.
"To spice our victory."

"Victory?' she purposely shouted into his ear. She hadn't appreciated thet flying start. "Hell know
where we're going!™

Lodesh chuckled. "I'm counting on it. But Connen-Neute will be with him."

"What difference will that make?"

"If Connen-Neute accompanies him, Breve will be at the pace Connen-Neute sets.”
"Oh. ..."

"Besdes" Lodesh muttered. "I'm sure Connen-Neute has a few words to say to him concerning the
wisdom of giving a Master an order.” He shuddered. "So," he continued brightly, "we will give Breve
wind of us, then take flight like the rabbit he thinks | am."

"But I'll fdl off!" Alissa protested.
"Then you'd better hang on."
Alissawhimpered, clagping her hands about him tighter.



"Look," Lodesh whispered, shifting hisweight. Frightful stopped and immediatdy began tugging at the
grass. Peeping from around Lodesh, she spied Breve. His fists were on his hips, and he stared a them
disgpprovingly.

"That's our cue" Lodesh whispered. Frightful turned under some direction Alissa didnt catch.
Forewarned, she clutched Lodesh's waist. Fightful lunged forward, and she gasped.

"I'll join you before sunset, Alissa," came Connen-Neute's thought from the edge of the forest.
"Don't let him get into too much trouble.”

Chapter 43

Strell stood by the kitchen fire, impatiently turning his scrambled eggs. Alissas faint presence was
headed for EseNawoer. He would have to hurry to caich up as her speed indicated she was on
horseback. Eaing was the last thing he wanted to do, but without something in his middle, he would drop
hafway there.

"They won't cook any faster, dirring them like that,” came Talo-Toecan's soft comment.

Strell glanced up. The dignified Master was playing a painter today, kneding a the threshold of the
garden door among his brushes and drop cloths. Yesterday he had been a mason, the day before, a
chimney sweep. Strdl remembered his father had been like that. When worry hounded him, his father
hed fixed things. Once, when his eldest sgter lay sick for three weeks, he had built a two-story barn of
brick by himsdif.

Rulling the pan from the fire, Strell scraped the egg onto a piece of toast, wondering what had been
worrying Tao-Toecan when he had built the Hold.

There was a whisper of boots, and Lodesh appeared in the doorway. He paused, seeming to force
himsdf to enter. "You seem in better spirits today," the tal Keeper sad as he cracked severd eggs into
Strdl's dill-warm pan and replaced it over thefire

"No." Strell sat at atable. "Alissais hdfway to the city. I'm in a hurry to catch her up.”
By the garden door, Talo-Toecan made a soft grunt.

Lodesh, too, looked up. Strell ignored ther incredulity, continuing to put egg into his mouth, chew,
and swdlow. He was going to the city, even if she turned and headed back as soon as he got there. The
chance he might hear her again, that she might hear him, was too strong a pulll.

The tightness of Strell's shoulders eased as Talo-Toecan resumed his painting, slently acknowledging
that it was his decison, even if it was a fool's errand. Lodesh, though, cleared his throat, and Strdll's
tensgon dammed back into him like a wave.

"Srdl," Lodesh said, "it will take dl morning to get there. By then, she will probably be on her way
back. You can't keep up with a horse.”

Strel kept his eyes on his food, a part of him surprised a how his fingers trembled. "What do you
care what | do with my day?' he said. Then he froze as Lodesh's last words swirled through him. Sowly
he raised his head and looked to where Talo-Toecan had paused midbrush. The Master met his eyes,
having heard it as well.

Pushing his breskfast away, Strell eyed the back of Lodesh's findy tailored shirt as the Keeper leaned
over his cooking eggs. "How do you know she's on horseback?' he said quigtly. "I never told you how



fast she was moving."

There was the barest diffening in Lodesh's stance, but it was enough. Talo-Toecan set his brush aside
with asmdl dick. Lodesh turned round, his eyes flicking to the open archway, before medting his solidly.
"Everyone rides to EseNa-woer. How ese would she get there? Do you want my eggs? I'm going to
skip breakfast. | have alot to do." His gaze dropped.

Tao-Toecan stood. "She could fly," he said. "Y ou seem very sure sheisn't.”

The scrape of Strdll's chair as he stood was loud. "You remember her, don't you," he whispered,
feding a bitter satisfaction when Lodesh's face went white. "You know she's on horseback because
you'e there with her. Right now. You're with her! You knew this was going to happen,” he accused.
"And you did nothing to prevent it!"

Lodesh stepped from the hearth. His darm had been repidly replaced by alook of defiance. "No," he
sad diffly. "I knew it would happen, and | did dl | could to encourage it.”

"Why?" Strell shouted, dosing the gap between them.
Lodesh's jaw clenched as he refused to answer.

Tao-Toecan's face had gone shockingly ill. "By my Master's Wolves" he breathed. "She was the
last chance for my entire species, Lodesh. We are going extinct!” The last Master stood on the other side
of Lodesh, his hands clenched. "She was to be a fresh infuson of thoughts, ideas and, if nothing more, a
new bloodline with which to ingigate a rebirth. Now it's done! It's ended! And youll tdl me why!"

Lodesh turned his back on Strdll, dearly knowing he couldn't rdax his guard againgt Tao-Toecan for
even an indant. Strell fdt desperate. Lodesh had dismissed him as no threst. And he was right.

"Do you recdl that autumn?' Lodesh asked Talo-Toecan softly.

The hem of Talo-Toecan's long vest trembled. "The dity lost your uncle and father. You became
Warden, though you're showing adismd lack of honor to warrant the title”

"There was one other item of note," Lodesh said iffly, "though to be quite honest, it meant nothing to
anyone but me"

Tao-Toecan's eyes went digtant in thought. "You logt your heart to a student of Reda-Stan's. The
one that disappeared before | met her." His eyeslit up. "She gets back!"

"Curse you to the ends of time" Strell whispered as Lodesh shook his head. Lodesh had known. He
hed betrayed Alissa. Betrayed them dl.

"I don't know if she gets back," Lodesh said. "I only know ... | only know she left.”

Tao-Toecan clenched his hands at his Sides, his face lined and angry. "You betrayed us in the name
of desire?’

Lodesh straightened. "I don't care what you think," he said in a shockingly even voice. "You won't
take my time with her from me" He tensed in a sudden grief. "I couldn't! And | won't help you get her
back. She's with me now. Shelll stay with me. Y ou can't force me to tdl you how she can get back!™

Strdl's pulse pounded. Now he knew why Lodesh had never been worried about Alissa The K eeper
knew how to get her back. He as much as said so with his last words. How could he best a Keeper?
Srdl thought. He was nothing. He didn't deserve Alissa He couldn't protect her. Couldn't hdp her. His
enemy was more powerful than he, and was his friend. But he would be damned if he wouldnt try.

"Lodesh?' he sad quigtly. As Lodesh turned, Strel swung his left fig with dl his frudtration. It
connected just under Lodesh's eye with a hand-numbing force, jarring him to his feet, sending shivers of
pain up hisarm and into his own skull.



Lodesh fdl like a stone. First onto the table, then the floor. Sirdl watched, dutching his hand.
Wolves, it fdt as if he had broken it, but everything moved when he told it to. "Wrong, Lodesh,” he
whispered as he flexed his hand. "You will hdp me”

Ignoring Talo-Toecan, he bent to check Lodesh's breathing. He glanced up, not caring what he might
findin Talo-Toecan's eyes, only to be surprised at his questioning sadness. "Can you make me a rope or
something?' Strell asked.

Tao-Toecan shook his head. "What are you doing?'
Srel grimaced. "A scarf? A stocking? Anything?

Saying nothing, Talo-Toecan crafted a long, shimmey scaf. It looked very femining and
Tao-Toecan shrugged, "It was to have been—" He hated, then stedled his features and handed it to him.
"It was to have been a surprise for Kerib-dis."

Strel nodded, hearing how much the admisson cost him. Taking Lodesh's boots off, he tied his
ankles together. If the Keeper escaped, it wouldn't be because of hisineptness.

"Srel. What are you doing?'

"Would you hdp me?* he asked. "My hand hurts too much to make the knots tight." He waited with a
goic patience until the Master slently kndt beside him and knotted the scarf. Finished with his ankles,
Strdl turned to Lodesh's hands.

back.

With a heavy sgh, Talo-Toecan stood. "You can't hold a Keeper againg his will. As soon as he
wakes up, hell ward you and escape.”

Strel fdt awash of panic. "I know that. But he wouldn't if you warded him firg."
Thelinesin Talo-Toecan's face degpened. "Ward an unconscious man? That's not honorable.”

odesh is going to accompany me to the city,” he sad grimly. "He's going to help me get Alissa

"Do you think he's deserving of any consideration when it comes to honor?' he asked bitterly, not
caing if the Master saw his desperation.

"No." It was aquiet admission, full of regret, and Strell's hopes rose when he heard it. "A ward won't
do any good, though," Talo-Toecan continued. "He can sunder any | put on him."

But another scarf appeared, and Strel took it without comment. Straining, he propped Lodesh
agand a table leg. "What about that ward you put between Alissas tracings and her source lagt fdl so
she couldn't use them? The one she burned her tracings with?'

Tao-Toecan crouched to hold Lodesh as Strell bound the Keeper's wrids. "Tha would work for a
time But it's wrong to use it unless someone isin danger.”

Strel arched his eyebrows. "If you don't ward him, | will keep knocking him out.”
"Thet will do," Talo-Toecan said as he nodded.

A wash of ddirium came over Strel. "We're going to EseNawoer, the Warden and |," he sad.
"Lodesh said Alissa disappeared. He said he wouldn't tdl us how to get her back. He knows how, and
he's going to tdl me" Strel eyed hisfind knot. It was one he learned from the coast. It was to have been
agft for his eldest brother. He would be happy to giveit to Lodesh. This one didn't have to be tight. Any
movement on Lodesh's part would make it dl the stronger.

Strel looked up. "Can you take him to the city for me?'

Tao-Toecan shook his head. "He's too heavy without a large fdl to build momentum. | might get
arborne, but without help, 1'd probably drop him."



"I don't have any problem with thet,” Strell said dryly as he stood and looked down a Lodesh. "I'll
take himin a handcart from the stables, then. It will be dower, but I'll manage.”

"Evenif you get him there, what good will it do?"

Strell pushed down his doubts. "Lodesh kept chesng Connen-Neute away. He has been keeping
himsdf scarce as well. I'm gaoing to get both of them together at the city. If Alissa is there, the other
Lodesh mug be with her. With any luck, Connen-Neute will be there as well." He fdt his face turn ugly.
"Il reach Alissas thoughts. Lodesh will tdl me how she can get back, and then I'll tdl Alisa" His
somach clenched with an old fear. Talo-Toecan said his tracings were what made it possible to reach
her. Septhama points, septhama lines, he would use them if he could, the ghosts he had once seen at
EseNawoer be damned.

"What about Connen-Neute?' Talo-Toecan sighed. "You haven't been able to coax him in since that
last scare”

He swalowed as his determination fatered. "Il manage” Curse Lodesh, Strel thought. He was a
fool. He should have known Lodesh was betraying them dl a that point.

"But even if you do lure him in" Talo-Toecan persisted, "Lodesh will make too much noise, scare
Connen-Neute away. The ward | can bind him with won't keep his mouth shut.”

Srdl made a mirthless amile These Masters were very wise, but they tended to rey upon ther
mental kills too much. Not saying a word, he took the last scarf and bound it about Lodesh's mouth,
tightening it with far too much satisfaction. Perhaps he wasn't so helpless after all.

Tao-Toecan stood and pushed the pan of burning eggs from the fire. "Il find Connen-Neute and lure
him close enough so you may ground him with your music. The smdl of blood will probably bring him out
of hiding."

Astonished, Strell looked up, and Tao-Toecan added, "I can use more than wards as wdl, Piper. Il
find a sheep and daughter it."

Strell took a deep breath. He had a chance. Talo-Toecan had gifted hm with a chance. He refused to
beieveit couldn't be done. He would force Lodesh to tdl. Alissawould get home. What happened after
that, he didn't care. Sowly his breath dipped from him. "Fine"

Chapter 44

It was hot in the middle of EseNawoer's fidd despite the lateness of the day. Alissa and Lodesh were
lounging upon the flat rock by the oring. A breeze shifted her hair, and she sat up so as to see the city's
green fidd better. It wasn't truly green but golden. The wind came from the disant mountains to push
upon it, and dowly, gently, the fidd pushed back, making great undulating waves of autumn fragrance.

Lodesh sat up beside her. His curls were tinged red from the setting sun. "Hungry?' he asked around
agem of grass he had did between his teeth.

"No," she said, ignoring her pained stomach. She was famished, having had nothing but eggs this
moming and the apples Lodesh had gtolen from his parents house this afternoon. But if she admitted to
being hungry, they would leave, and this was the mogt a peace she had been with hersdf since— since
she had misplaced hersdif.

Lodesh made a satisfied noise and went back to his undignified sprawl. The spring reflected the clear,
early evening sky, distorted by the ripples of amdl fish. She looked out to the young gddings that had



digantly ringed them. They hadn't seen a mare or fod dl day. Alissa clasped her arms about her knees
and sghed at how nice a day it had been.

Hearing it, Lodesh propped himsdf up on an ebow. "What isit?' he asked.

She amiled shegpishly, but the sound of children's laughter turned her head. The horses scattered in a
flash of wheding shades of gray and brown as the tawvny grass parted with a tumbled tangle of three
dusty, grass-covered children.

"Sde" the oldest shouted, nearly fdling into the spring. "I'm safel™ Spying them, he stopped short,
only to be knocked by the other two. In a chorus of cries and shouts, they dl went down in a pile of
elbows and knees.

"Herel Wait now!" Lodesh admonished as he did from the rock. His hand flashed into the pile, and
he pulled one upright. "Get your foot out of his eye. Watch it. There you are.”

Kneding before the three youngsters, Lodesh brushed them off. They stood like stairsteps, red-faced
and dismayed as if they had been caught where they ought not be. "Sorry," the eldest sammered. "We
didn't know anyone was a the soring.”

"Now." Lodesh finished brushing off the youngest. "What's thisal about?"

"Tag, Warden," the smallest piped up, trying to smoath his hair.

Lodesh stood. "Warden! Where?" he shouted, casting about behind him comicaly.
The middle stairstep giggled and pointed at him.

"Me" His eyes wide, Lodesh drew back and put a hand to his chest. "Oh, you are a flatterer,” he
murmured. "Fancy a shabby street urchin such as mysdf the Warden." He paused. "But | thank you
nonetheless. What's your name?"

"Tay." The eldest danced nervoudy from foot to foot. "But you're the Warden. My mother says only
the Warden has such araggedy beast at his beck and cdl.”

As one they turned to Frightful grazing nearby. Lodesh sghed. "Tay," he said. "Don't you think the
Warden would be too busy to gt on arock and sun himsdf?'

"l guess.” It was a doubtful admisson.

"Jug s0," Lodesh said firmly. "Now make yourselves scarce. And stay out of the grove. Tag is best
played in the sun, not under the trees.”

Themiddle child punched his brother in the am. "You're it!" Giggling, he bolted, the youngest quick
behind him. Tay's eyes widened in protest. Then they narrowed, and he darted after them. The grass
parted to take them in, whispering asiit closed in behind.

"Stay out of the grove!” Lodesh shouted to their bobbing heads.

"Yes Warden!" Tay cdled over his shoulder. Alissa watched the boys top a smdl rise where the
grass was stunted. All three stopped to look back. They were dark shadows, outlined againg the
dill-bright sky. The amdlest awkwardly scratched his leg. Someone pushed someone elsg, it didn't matter
whom, and they tumbled down the far sde. The sound of their laugher pattered over the fidd like ran.
Then they were gone.

Alissa amiled happily as Lodesh sat down beside her. The memory of the children's laughter lingered
like a half-remembered song. She fdt Beast tir. Her ferd consciousness had been awake dl day, holding
herdf dlent asif to apologize for the coming ordeal of her reluctant takeover. It was an obvious attempt
a gving Alissaafind day to be whally herself. But with the coming of night, Beast fdt the Sky cdl to her.
Tothem. "I like tag,” Beast said widfully.



"Oh, Lodesh," Alissa sad, feding a touch mdancholy. "It's lovely out here. Just fed that west wind
pul a you. Smdl that air? You can dmog taste it." Taking a deep breath, she closed her eyes. "And the
sound of the children." She amiled. "Ther only care to be home for supper. That's the best part.” A tear
brimmed. "If only it could stay thisway," she whispered.

"It can."

Lodesh's voice was low and compdling. Alissas eyes flew open a the desireinit. Wolves! What had
sesad

"It can, Alissa. It's up to you." Somehow he had her hand in his. His eyes were dark with longing, his
face ful of solemn expectancy, and hope, and vulnerahility.

"I— have to go," Alissa said, tugging her hand from his. She rose in a flurry of movement, dmost
fdling off the rock.

"Bun it to ash. Don't run off." Lodesh stood, catching her am and preventing her dip. "Alisa
Pleasa"

"I can't Stay. | have to go," she repeated, afrad if she stayed, she might say yes to what was coming.
She spun away, but Lodesh caught her again.

"Wait! Just hear me out?'

She hesitated, though it might mean her downfall.

"Please?’ His eyes were pleading.

She couldn't refuse. Her fate sedled, Alissa nodded, feding a dow shiver fill her.

Lodesh drooped dightly. His grip on her hands was tight. "It's as if you found me, knowing me
dready,” he said oftly. His eyes bright, he smiled in bemusement. "You somehow dipped past my
caefully madewal in atwirl of stocking feet. It was asif you didn't even seeit.”

His hand went out to tuck awisp of hair behind her ear. She swalowed hard, feding her pulse pound.
"Therés no wal about you," she asserted shakily.

Lodesh nodded ruefully. "Yes, thereis. | spent the last five years building it." He took her shoulders,
and Alissa paled as he took a breath, knowing what was coming.

"l don't want you to leave," he said firmly. "It's that Smple. Stay here with me”

A lump formed in her throat, and the breeze tugged at her. She should run—run somewhere—but she
couldn't move.

His grip tightened, and his gaze became fierce. "'l want you to stay with me" he said. "'l want you to
be my love"

Alissafdt hersdf go whiter, and her breath came fagt.

"Wolves" Lodesh cursed seeing her frantic eyes. "I've scared you again. Ligten. | know you're dill
sorrowing over— over another, but you could be happy with me" he pleaded. "I see the bright shadows
of possihilities every time you're with me. But you won't let me show you." Lodesh's brow furrowed with
frugtration. "Why won't you even let me show you! Please, Alissa," he beseeched, taking her hands again.
"Jug say youll let me try, and someday the children you hear playing in the city's fidds might be our

She stared wide-eyed a him. "l can't forget Strell,” she whispered.
His gaze fdl. "It's no betrayd to love another when the first is forever out of reach.”
"Ishe?'



Thistime Lodesh dropped her hands. He looked over the fidd to the mirth trees, sanding black in the
dusk. "All I know is you're here now. And it's the most complete | have fdt Snce Reeve took mein as
hisown." He turned back, his green eyes pleading. "Why risk your future, your very exisence on a thin
possbility? Stay with me”

She trembled.

"Bemy love"

Lodesh's eyes were hungry. Cupping one hand firmly about hers, he reached into his pocket with the
other. The scent of gpples and pine blossomed into the twilight-damp air. 1t was a mirth flower. "You
dropped this the other night,” he whispered as he placed it in her hand. "I giveit to you again, something |
promised mysdf | wouldn't ever do." He chuckled lightly. "That makes two promises I've broken.”

Together they gazed at it, his strong hands enfolded about hers. "It's as fresh asiif it had just fdlen,”
ghe sad in wonder.

Emoation crossed Lodesh's face, dmost seeming to be pain. "When given in love, a mirth flower
remains untouched by time until it's returned in kind or refused.”

Feding a flush of panic, Alissa tried to step back, but her feet wouldnt move. "That's magic," she
whispered, her voice trembling. “I don't believe in magic.”

"l do." Lodesh drew her closer until his warmth tingled through her. "Otherwise | couldn't believe in
you." Her pulse quickened as his eyes gathered her in. "I've given this flower to you twice now, Alissa |
need an answer thistime™

She was Slent, unable to think.
"Alissa?'

She gazed past him over the fidd, gray in the twilight. From the distance came the sounds of children.
They were answered by the squeals of horses. A group of mares with their young nearly as large as they
sped by, a disconcerting mix of angry hooves and gently moving grass. Fightful was drawn into their
wake, and he ran with them, the herd's galion in pursuit. Alissa's thoughts went gently to the city, feding
the life, the contentment it sheltered. She knew if she said yes, she would have found a new lodestone
and wouldn't go ferd.

Home? she thought.

"Alissa" Lodesh took her in hisarms, but her eyes were locked upon the fidd. She could smdl mirth
wood on him, dean and strong, filling her senses, douding them, leaving no room for thought or reason.
"Stay with me," he breathed againgt her cheek. "Bemy love”

She drew back to see him. Her mind was empty. The herd had scattered, taking the last of her logic
withit. "Um..." she mumbled, lost in his gaze, and he caught his breath, his eyes hopeful as he ran a gentle
finger under her eye. "Uh ..."

A gudt of ar assaulted them, sending her hair to blind her. Lodesh looked up. "Burn him to ash," he
whispered, releasing her and taking a step back. It was Redal-Stan.

The old raku shifted immediatdy and strode to them. "The Wolves take you dl!" he shouted. "Where
is Connen-Neute?'

"Um.." Alissa sammered, putting a hand to her head. She could hear a pipe coming over the
darkening fidd. Before her, Redd-Stan glowered. Lodesh stood hunched and angry as his teacher
frugtrated his plans once agan.

An irate finger stabbed toward Alissa "l charged that winglet with watching you," Redd-Stan
shouted. "And when | come with news, | find im gone and Lodesh in his placel”



She shook the numbness from her. "He's with Breve," she said. "Searching for Lodesh.”

Redd-Stan's face darkened, and his eyes grew distant. There was a buzz of private conversation.
"Not anymore, he isnt."

Lodesh dipped from the rock, dearly disancing himsdf in the hopes of remaining unnoticed. Alissa
spotted a raku winging itsway towards them as Redd-Stan held out an impeatient hand to help her from
her perch. "Tao-Toecan isreturning,” he growled. "Can't that boy take even asmdl sabbatica?"

Gasping, Alissalooked at the incoming raku, gold in the sun at the higher dtitude.

"No," Redal-Stan snapped. "That's Connen-Neute. TaloToecan is 4ill in the mountains. Our time is
up, Alissa If he truly doesn't know you, something is going to bresk."

She turned to Lodesh, standing dlently. His carefully chosen words dill resonated in her thoughts,
puling a her, confusng her. Her mirth flower rested in her hands, a secret 4ill. "I-1," she sammered, not
knowing whet to say.

"Listen ..." Beast whispered, and Alissa clenched in sudden heartache.
"Lodesh!" she cried, feding hersdf go unred. "Ligen! It's Strdl!”
Redal-Stan's eyes went wide in surprise.

"Can you hear him?" Sguinting from a gust of wind, she turned to Connen-Neute as the raku landed
beside them. "That's Strdll's playing. Can't you hear it?'

Not shifting, Connen-Neute nodded his great head, his golden eyes glowing in the dusk.
" don't hear anything," Redal-Stan said.
"Alissa?" It was asfant as the brush of amoth. "Wolves. Alissa? Can you hear me?"

"Srdl!" she shrieked, and the faint touch wavered. Immediaidy she took three quick breaths and
dipped into amild trance. The amdl of mirth wood blossomed about her, and she fet Lodesh's steadying
hand. "Yes!" she sobbed. "I hear you, Srell."

"Is Connen-Neute with you," he said urgently, "and Lodesh?"
Her eyes cleared long enough to see three anxious faces peering a her. "Yes."

She fdt Strel heave a ragged sgh. "Don't let them go anywhere. | know how to get you home.
You'rein the field, yes? By..."

"... the stream," she finished aoud, ther thoughts mingling fredly.
"Then shift, Alissal By all that is sacred, set your tracings for tripping the lines, and shift!"

Wild with emotion, she did. The lines glowed, and she disappeared in a swirl of nothing. Alissa
fashioned mass about hersdf, bresthless in hope. She winked into existence, her point of view having
shifted higher but her Stuation not changing. It hadn't worked.

"Connen-Neute!" Redal-Stan shouted. "She's going ferd!"

"No, sheisn't,” came the young raku's bemused thought. "Hear her piper's music?"
Lodesh backed up in wonder. "Alissa?' he breathed. "Y ou're a—Magter?"

"It didn't work!" she wailed, stretching her neck to the sky.

"It didn't work, Lodesh,” she heard Strdl snarl. He was spesking doud, but they were linked so
tightly, the echo of his voice rang through her thoughts. "Tell me what she did wrong, or | swear I'll hit
you again! I'll hurt you so badly, you'll wish you could die.”

Lodesh? Alissa thought. Her head swivded to see him. His eyes were wide in shock, but he



obvioudy hadn't heard Strell. "Lodesh is with you, Strell?" she asked.

"Wolves," Redal-Stan cursed, looking to the east. "It's Tlo-Toecan. Get her hidden, Connen-Neute.
Il try to divert im." In aswirl of gray and black, he shifted and flew.

Connen-Neute was frozen where he was crouched, his vacant stare tdling Alissa he, too, was in a
dight trance, draining to hear Strell's mudcif it should start again.

"Srell," she pleaded, beginning to cry. "It didn't work."

"She's crying, Warden," Strel said to the Lodesh beside him. "Can you hear her? Why are you
doing this to her? She wants to come home! Tel me how!"

Alissa gasped as Lodesh's awareness mdted into hers. "It's not right!" came his thought, ripping
through her, gunning in its depth of misery. She looked down through her tears. The Lodesh at her feet
was confused, not torn with grief. It had been the Lodesh from her home.

"It's not right," he cried again. "l shouldn't have to live through this a second time. Wasn't the
first penance enough?"
"Then tell me!" Strell shouted.

Low and beaten, Lodesh's thoughts drifted into hers. " She should follow your thoughts back,” he
whispered.

Alissafdt Lodesh shudder, both of them. The Lodesh at her feet sat down hard, holding his heed, his
present and future thoughts mingling in a confuson of paradox.

"You understand, Strell?" came Lodesh's thought, and the Lodesh a her feet moved his lips in
tandem with the words. "She is to follow your thoughts in place of a memory. Oh, Wolves," he
moaned. "Why did | do this? Don't do this again,” he said. "You hear me, Warden? Don't do this
again to her!"

"Srell. | don't understand!" Alissa exclamed.

Alissa heard Lodesh groan in mentd agony. "Tell her to shift again,” he said. "Tell her to set her
neural net to trip the lines using your thoughts in place of a memory." He paused.

"And tell her I'm sorry,” he whispered, "that | never meant for this to happen.”
"That's it?" She girred in excitemen.
"Doit, Alissa," Strdl said fervently. "Now!"

And Strdl gave her a memory of a time she hadnt lived. Thoughts of a cold, black evening, dark
clouds pushed by an angry east wind againgt a washed-out sky, and an empty city, bare of life Her eyes
rose, seeing it over the golden fidd.

Connen-Neute was there, and Lodesh. Ther presence exiged in both times. And Strell's music
dipped and swooped, pulling her back, filling her senses, taking her home.

And s0 she shifted. "Don't forget your clothes,” Beast admonished, and Alissa thought she heard a
chuckle from Connen-Neute as she swirled back into redity, sorry she hadnt had time for a find
good-bye.

Alissa clutched her arms about her in a new darkness as she opened her eyes, wondering if it had
truly worked. The black shadow of Connen-Neute was crouched nearby, a ferd beast lulled into a
passve state by Stirdll's music. Lodesh stood beside him. His clothes were torn and his face bruised. He
stood stock-4till, anguished and stoic. To her left, his eyes closed, playing his pipe was ...

"Srdl!" she shrieked, flinging hersdlf & him. His eyes flev open. They met in a crushing embrace. She
was picked up, swung about in a dizzying swirl, and plunked down hard enough to réttle her teeth. She



didn't care. Her head was buried in his shoulder, arms about his neck, exulting in the amdl of hot sand
that dung to him.

"I tried and tried to get back," she heard hersdf stutter into his shirt. It was damp. One of them was
aying. "Redal-Stan said | couldn't, but | knew | could," she babbled. "And then | heard your musc,
and—"

"Oh, do shut up,” Strell said, and before she knew his intent, he kissed her.

Softer than she expected, his lips met hers, then stronger, pulling a warmth from deep within. Heart
pounding, she leaned into him, not wanting it to end. Strell diffened as he sensed her willingness, asif only
now redizing what he was doing. She opened her eyes to see his wide, darmed stare. Reddening, Strell
pulled away but didnt let go.

Alissa blinked as the warmth from his touch seemed to grow, settling to a steady burn.
"He wants to ground you!" Besst hissed, and Alissamallified her with a bemused thought.

"Hounds" Strell turned even more embarrassed. "I missed you." His eyes pleaded softly. "I thought
I'd logt you forever."

Alissa said nothing. Her eyes filled, and she leaned back into him, hiding her smile. Ignoring Beast's
outrage, she exerted a dow, tentatively increasing pressure to pull his face back down to hers.

"Ow!" he yelped, then cursed quietly as she let go and backed up to eye him sharply. Her light
winked into existence.

"You're hurt," she said in the stark brightness her light made. Her hand went out to run a finger under
aswollen eye, and Strdl winced. Only now with her light did she see his dirt-stained clothes and the
bruises. Alissareached to pluck a stem of grass from his hair. His hand rose to stop hers. It was bleeding
from a skinned knuckle. "Let mefix it?' she asked plantively.

"No," Strell said grimly. "I don't deserveit. I'll wear my bruises until | hed mysdf.”

Frowning, Alissatook another step back. He and Lodesh had been arguing just before she returned.
Her gaze darted to the clearing, empty of dl but the ferd rdic of Connen-Neute. "Where's Lodesh?' she
asked. "You were fighting, weren't you!"

Srdl's eyes went hard. "He wouldnt tdl me how to get you home" He rubbed his hand and
draightened his shoulders, a trace of pride and satisfaction seemed to cross him. Then seeing she was
upset, he leaned forward, pleading. "Don't be angry. | love you, Alissa And | would have done far
worse then hit imif | had needed to."

Her eyes went wide, and quite abruptly her animosty shifted to something more enduring. "Hounds™
she whispered. "I missed you."

Srel dumped. "Me, t00." His ams went about to gather her in, when a familiar, much too loud,
mental shout nearly Solit her skull.

"Alissal"

"Ouch," she said, putting a hand to her head. That bruise dill hurt. Rulling away dightly from Strell, she
turned to see the gray shadow of Tao-Toecan streak low over the dark fidd from the east. He braked in
a violent backwash of ar tha lad the grass flat. "Usdess" she shouted, covering her face from the
eye-amarting upwdling of grass and dirt.

He shifted before he was even on the ground. Tdon was with him, and she landed on Alissas
shoulder, chittering wildly, her eyes whirling.

"Usdess | didit!"



"Useless?" came a confused whisper of thought.

"I redly did it!" she shouted, nearly in tears as Useless took her in a fatherly hug smeling of wind and
rain. Pushed from her shoulder, Taon hovered over them, squawking.

"So you did," her teacher whispered fiercdy. "So you did." Smiling, he put her & arm's length, his
gaze running from her head to her stocking feet. "Thank you, Strdll," he said, never looking from her.

Alissafdt Strel grin, proud and pleased, and she turned to see him flushing.

"You," Usdess gave her a gern shake, "are more adept at the impossible than even my teacher.”
Tdon shifted hersdf between Strell and Alissa asiif unable to decide who deserved her presence more.

"Um, Talo-Toecan?" came agray thought. "What happened? You don't look good."

Alissas mouth fell open. So did Usdlesss. Together they turned to the ferd beast. The monger
sneezed with a huge spasm. "Careful,” Strell warned, seeing the direction of their gaze. "He's gotten used
to voices, even loud ones, but he's dill ferd despite his tame looks.

"Tame!" The grass was lad flat by a sweeping tail. "I don't know how you got here, little man, but
I'll teach you the meaning of tame!"

"Connen-Neute?' Usdless breathed, having turned three shades whiter.

The beast vanished in a swirling mig of pearly white. Connen-Neute winked back into existence not
looking a day older than when she had last seen him.

With a smdl sgh, Usdess collapsed. Tdon started screaming, nearly fdling off Stroll's shoulder.
"Usdesd" Alissa gasped, reaching too late for him. "Oh, Hounds, Usdess?' On her knees, she gertly
patted his cheeks. He was out cold. Above her on the rock, Talon squeaked and jumped up and down,
ignored as Alissa pulled Usdess into a more naurd postion. Strdl bent to hdp as Connen-Neute
stepped forward looking tadl and foreboding. Tadon continued to scream, hopping on the flat rock as if
ghe had gone insane.

"Youre Srdl?!

Hearing the danger in his gray voice, Strell rose dong with Alissas gaze. Oh, for Bone and Ash, she
thought. Srell had called him tame. With alast look at Usdless, Alissa stood. She had no idea how
Connen-Neute had gotten here but had little patience for tender Master sengtivities right now. Lips
pursed, she stepped between an angry Connen-Neute and a wide-eyed, white-faced Strell.

"Srel." She cleared her throat loudly. "This is Connen-Neute, a sudent Master of the Hold who
comes before me"

Connen-Neute stopped short, his anger taking pause. Obvioudy he had never been introduced with
such formdity. He was the baby of the Hold, a hundred sixteen years old or not.

"Connen-Neute?' Alissa sad into the new dlence as Tdon findly shut up. "This is Strdl Hirdune, the
last son of a great house of artisans.” She bent close and whispered loudly, "He took you for aferd beast
hismusic has charmed in the pagt.” Alissa amiled. "Y ou understand?”

The Master cautioudy nodded.

"Could you please make me a paper cup?' she asked him. She could have made her own but this
would be a subtle show of feminine dominance. She wouldn't have them fighting like ill-raised children. A
bright yellow cone filled her hand, and she gave it to Strell. His eyebrows rose. "Wae?' she sad,
looking at the nearby spring. "For Usdess?"

Strell nodded and stepped to the goring. Tdon was dlently watching her, and upon seeing Alissas
eyes on her, she twittered and hopped to Alissas shoulder. Alissas eyes prickled as her fingers caressed
Tdon's slky feathers. She had missed Tdon more than she redized. A sharp pinch on her ear, and Alissa



began to change her mind.

Connen-Neute offered his hand to hdp Strel up from the spring. "It's a pleasure to meet the man who
has captured the heart of so strong aflyer," he murmured.

"Uh, thanks." The two clasped hands, and Strell rose. "Likewise, I'm sure” He hesitated, awkwardly.
"Sorry about that fera business”

Connen-Neute nodded. "Are you ashling of Sarken Hirdune, joined to Marga Stryska?'
Strdl's eyes widened.

Having exhausted an entire day's worth of words in a matter of moments, Connen-Neute smply
gmiled. The two returned, and the tendon Alissa hadn't known she had, eased. "Thanks, Strel." She
accepted the squishy cup, and sprinkled a few drops on Usdess to no effect. Sirel rocked
back-and-forth on his heds, druggling to find something to say. Her light on the grass illuminated
evarything in a soft, white glow.

Connen-Neute sank into a crouch beside her, frowning as he took in Usdlesss lined features. "I
thought the idea was to send you back to your piper." He warily eyed Tdon on her shoulder. "Not
bring your piper to you. What will he do when he realizes what's happened?”

Feding a flush of worry, Alissa arranged the hem of Usdesss vest. "l—uh—didnt shift Strel," she
sad dowly. "l shifted me"

"But—" Connen-Neute giffened.

Alissa sat back on her heds. "Look around. The dity is empty. It's colder than the Hold's annexes.
She shrugged gpologeticdly. "The clouds are thick, covering the setting sun. It was clear amoment ago. |
think somehow your sentience was pulled back with me to dip into your ferd skin." She amiled weekly
up a his pasty face. "Sorry."

Connen-Neute scrambled to his feet, searching for the absent plumes of smoke from a thousand
hearth fires. "The horses" he breathed. "There are no horses." He turned to her, hisface drained of color.
"But... how ..." His eyesrolled back and he tipped forward.

"Look out, Alissal" Strell yanked her out of the way as Connen-Neute came crashing down face firg
onto the cold ground. Together she and Strell tumbled into an awkward pile, coming to a rest with his
ams safdy about her. "These Masters don't handle surprises very well, do they," Strdl said, his words a
Soft breath in her ear.

Alissas breath caught, and she turned to him. "Uhruh,” she agreed. It was warmer on the ground in
the lee of the stone, and she wasn't going to move for anything.

"You dl right?* He amiled, not loosening his grip.

"Uh-huh." She grinned. Her eyes went to Tdon, expecting the usud noise and bad temper the bird
showed whenever anyone got close to her. Surprisngly enough, she wasn't glaring but was standing Hiffly
with her feethers raised, turned hafway about as if she didn't want to see but was afraid to ignore them.
Strell's gaze followed Alissals. Never taking his eyes from the smdl bird, he dowly leaned closer asiif to
ged another kiss. They both watched as he shifted closer... and closer...

"Awak!" Sharp eyes and awicked beak turned to them.
Strell eased back with a forlorn expression. "I guess that's my new limit, now, en?'

"Yeeh," she agreed sourly. Stupid bird. She never seemed to get a moment done with anyone.
Someone dways interrupted. If it wasn't Tdon, it was Usdess, or Reda-Stan, or...

Her face pinched in worry as she turned to Strell. "Wheré's Lodesh?!



Chapter 45

"Stop, Alissa. I'm dl right.”" A long-fingered hand rose to envelop hers. "It's a scratch.”

Alissa leaned back on her heds, her lips pursed disgpprovingly a her ingtructor. "Quit fussng," she
complained. "If you would just let me see, I'd go away and leave you done.”

His eyes widened. "Don't ever do that. Stay right were you are."

Smiling, she leaned forward again. Thistime he hdd 4ill as she parted his short, white har to find that,
yes, the scratch was too amdl to worry about. Satisfied, she set her light down and tugged the blanket he
had made for her closer. It was cold in the fidd. They hadn't bothered with a fire as they would be
leaving as soon as Connen-Neute finished his "nap.”

"S0," Useless's white eyebrows jumped in delight. "You were Reda-Stan's mysterious Squirrd.” His
expression soured. "'l should have guessed by the trouble he said you were."

Alissa nodded, terribly pleased.
"1'd be willing to wager you were the one who dipped the wanning ward to the Keepers.”
Her face fdl. "No one told me to keep it a secret,” she said, and he grinned.

There was arudle as Strdl sraightened from his crouch over Connen-Neute. "He's coming around,”
he said, backing up so Alissa could take his place.

Connen-Neute's golden eyes focused on her. "Alissa,” hethought. "I had the oddest dream.”

From her shoulder came Taon's chitter, sounding like laughter. Connen-Neute's eyes widened, and
he sat up in a rush. White-faced, he looked a Usdless, then Strell. He fdl back with a soft thump. "No
dream," he moaned aoud.

Usdless extended a hand to hdp Connen-Neute back to a Stting position.
"What happened?" the young Master whispered into their thoughts.

"Welcome to the aftermath,” Usdess said. "You missed dl the excitement.” He seated himsdf with
meticulous care and pulled his light closer. "Alissa tdls me you successfully pick-abacked your
consciousness upon hers”

Connen-Neute gave Alissaaworried glance, and she shrugged.
"Who," Usdess growled, "sanctioned that?"
"Redd-Stan," she offered meekly.

"Harrumph,” he grumbled. "That was very ill-advised. You did so again, | gather, in order to hear our
maost worthy piper's musc through Alissals thoughts?'

Alissa gasped in outrage, and Connen-Neute flushed.
"Unasked, gpparently?’ Usdess added as he put a restraining hand upon her shoulder.
"Pickaback?' Strell looked defensive and confused. "What's that?"

Slently, Alissa fumed. How had he managed that without her knowing? It was amog as if something
had been shidding his awareness from hers. Alissas thoughts went 4ill. " Beast?"

"I wanted someone to play tag with," she complained privaidly.



Horrified a what Beast had done, Alissa covered her mouth. Undoubtedly thinking it was from
embarrassment, Usdess gave Connen-Neute a severe look. "It would be my guess,” he said, "that your
menta linkage was so tight, your consciousness was pulled aong with hers when she tripped the lines™

Strell touched her shoulder. "What's pickaback?!
“Like when we practiced line tripping with Redal-Stan?' Connen-Neute guessed.

"He was teaching you to trip the lines?' Usdless shouted. Tdon Sartled into flight and flew into the
dark. "'l was dmog three hundred before he—" Usdless hit his exclamation short, scowling darkly. "Yes.
Exactly. Your recent experience of line tripping, combined with a precedent of pickabacking your
consciousness upon Alissas, iswhat's to blame for this”

"See?" Beast Smpered so that only Alissacould hear. "It wasn't my fault.”
"Shut up, Beadt. It was, and you know it."
Strell sat down next to Alissa "What's pickabacking?' he asked again, sounding tired.

Usdless nodded sharply. "It's a dangeroudy tight menta connection. It dlowed Alissa to carry his
consciousness from the past to the now, leaving him ferd in the then." Usdless visbly swalowed. "No
wonder | couldn't catch you."

A shudder ran through Connen-Neute. "I don't recdl being ferd.” Then his long face went frightened,
and he surged to hisfeet. "I'll go feral! | have no reference points!” he shouted franticdly, and Alissa
winced at the force of hismentd cry.

"What's going on?" Strell whispered, having not heard dl the conversation.
"Hethinks he might go ferd again, as| was" Alisasad.

"You went ferd again?' Stroll's voice was a horrified shout.

"W, er, not exactly,” she began.

"I'm going to go ferd!" Connen-Neute exclamed, terrified.

"Everyone be ill"" bellowed Usdless. "No one isgoing ferd—I think."

Connen-Neute danced from foot to foot, his smooth, narrow features pinched. He wasn't much older
then Alissain raku years, and he looked scared to death.

Usdless sghed heavily as he stood up and leaned againg the fla rock. "Fnding reference points is
something our unconscious does. Your ferd sdf, the baser, more perceptive Sde, was here dl dong.
You dready have your reference points. You never logt them.”

Sill unsure, Connen-Neute looked alittle sick.

"Look," Usdless said, dearly exasperated. "If you were going to go ferd, it would have happened by

"Alissa didn't,” he pointed out, and Usdless glared until he dropped his eyes.

"Bone and Ash," Alissa heard Usdess mutter under his breath. "Now | have two babies to raise by
mysdf." He sraightened. "So!" he cried, dapping his hands to make Alissa and Connen-Neute jump.
"Now that we are dl sane and conscious, shdl we return to the Hold?!

No one said anything, and Alissa looked up from the black field. They were waiting for her. "H-m-m?
Oh!" Her eyes returned to the grass undulaing in the wind. It was from the east, asit should be. "Go on."
She pulled her blanket tighter. "I need to—um—I'll catch you up.”

Strel settled himsdf, dearly thinking to stay with her. His eyes narrowed as Connen-Neute pulled him
to his feet. He became more angry when the young Master whispered, "Lodesh." Usdess, too, was



frowning, looking asif he would inggt on heping her find him.
Alissaslips pursed. "I said I'll catch you up.”
Usdless planted hisfeet and adjusted his vest, becoming nearly immovable.
"It's her right to confront him first,” came Connen-Neute's soft thought.

Usdesss eyes grew dark. He snatched his light and spun about to somp towards the Hold.
Connen-Neute took Strell's am and began leading him forward. "Wait a moment..." Strdl protested,
sumbling into motion.

"She has judt traversed three hundred eighty-nine years, Piper!" Usdless shouted over his shoulder, his
light bobbing in histight grip. "She can find her way home from here"

"Alissa?' Strdl cried.

"“I'll see you soon," she whispered into his thoughts, "my love." And though she heard no response,
a wash of love came back to her, multiplied threefold. Her eyes closed to keep the tears away. She
stood basking in the warmth of his thoughts in the cold of an autumn night. When her eyes opened,
Use-lessslight was gone.

Thewind sent her blanket flgpping about her ankles. She tensed as she spotted a pair of dippers. She
recognized them as having been made by Lodesh. Jaw clenched, she nevertheless put them on and cast
about for him. The grove, of course. She extinguished her light and sumbled forward, not wanting him to
know she was coming and perhaps dip away.

The moon came out as the cloud cover tore apart in the diffening wind. 1t was going to be a cold
night. The ground was damp from yesterday's rain, and soon her feet were heavy and dippery with mud.
By the time she found the grove, she was decidedly out of sorts.

Her fingers gripping her blanket were Hiff with cold as she dipped under the black branches of the
trees. Ther leaves rattled, not yet willing to part from the tree. Her brow furrowed when she redized only
two trees—ingtead of three—stretched their length upon the ground. It seemed unfar that she could
change something as usdless a that, and she wondered if she might have made Ren and Kdly's future any
better.

Alissa dipped on the moss and nearly went down. She caught hersdf with a hadtily outstretched hand,
curang quietly when it found a sharp stick and not the soft moss.

“I'm over here, Alissa"

She spun about at Lodesh's voice. Brushing her hand free of the dirt and pain, she ssomped over. By
her hadtily constructed light, she saw him gtting ramrod straight atop one of the falen mirth trees. There
was a pack beside him.

"You're leaving, then?' she said sharply, and he nodded once. "Where will you go?' Her voice was
frighteningly leve, betraying her sudden surge of emation.

"Somewhere d<=" It was cold and flat.

Alissa was slent, trying to sort out her chaotic fedings and not doing very wel. Her hand went up,
fingerswiggling, and Lodesh leaned to hep her up onto his perch. Not wanting to see the face that went
with that digant voice, she let her light go out. The moon hid itsdf again behind the wind-torn clouds.
"You were going to leave without saying good-bye?' she said.

"You did," he accused softly, and she flushed.

Frudration, hurt, and anger ran together until she didn't know what she was feding. She turned to the
easest emotion, anger. "Why didn't you tdl Strell how | could get home right away?"



Lodesh said nothing,

"l was going ferd!" she shouted. "Can you imagine what that's like? Watching yoursdf dowly lose
control as the one taking over apologizes profusdy!”

Sill he sat asif made of stone, a picture of eegance and refinement. "I should hate you for what you
put me through,” she whispered, and she thought she saw a twitch of an eye. She hit her lip, feding it go
bloodless. "Curse you. Couldn't you see my misary, how | wanted to go home, how much | missed ..."
She fdtered, dutching her arms about hersdlf in heartache.

"Yes" A tinge of bitterness stained his perfect control. "I was there, remember? And | dready am
cursed.”

"Damn you then!" she shouted. "Y ou didn't even know if | would make it back!”
"No. | didnt." His voice was empty, distant.
"Then why?" she cried, needing an answer, a reaction, something.

Lodesh took a shaky breath. "I thought you would return to me” he said, the hurt soaking into his
words like a red gain. "l thought if you saw EseNawoer and the Hold when they were ful of life you
would come back. | hoped if you knew how cold and empty this place is and saw me without the
shadow of Strell, you might return,” he paused, "intime."

Her anger wheded, vidently shifting. "All you did,” she said miserably, "was show me what | dont...
what | can't have" Her throat tightened, and her eyes sung. "The Hold is empty. The dity is dead. Curse
you three times over," she whispered, determined not to wipe her eyes as the tears dipped down to
make cold tralls. "I'm home, Lodesh, but look a me"

He turned away.

"Look a me" she demanded. "I've come home, but in the doing | have logt Ren, and Kaly, and
Mavoureen, and Redd-Stan, and ..." Alissas breath caught. "And an entire Hold of people. They're
dead to me now, Lodesh. All dead in asngle shift."

Something that might have been dismay flashed across him.

"Y ou made me go there," she accused, "to see them, to know them, and when | had learned enough
to fed ther loss, you let me come home" Crying, she sat diffly as the tears ran. "Wdl, damn you,
Lodesh!" she shouted, "if you think Il let you walk away. | won't lose you, too, the only one who
remembers the way Mavoureen beats her dough into submission, the roar of EseNawoer assembled on
the fidd, the fun of running away from Breve." She wiped her eyes. "And the scent of the mirth trees on
an autumn night,”" she whispered, "as the drums and feet beat out the dance.”

Lodesh's eyes were wide in dismay, asif never redizing how deep his betrayd went.

"Y ou're the only one who understands what I've logt," she said, feding beaten, "and you won't wak
away from me.

"Aghes" she swore miserably, turning away. "I'm going to miss Reda-Stan. What..." She hesditated,
wondering if she wanted to know. "What happened to Kaly?'

Lodesh shrank into himsdlf. "Ren came back about a year after Mav died. He stole Kaly out from
behind the Hold. No one knows how. The doors were locked for the night.”

Alissawent cold, glad it was dark enough to hide her guilt.

"Her note said they were going to the plains™ he continued, his voice gray and emotionless again.
"She came back during—"

"l know the rest," she interrupted. Sick a heart, Alissa pulled her blanket tight. Ren never would have



returned if she had let him go to the plains in the firg place. Visons of Ren hammering a the gate of
EseNawoer rose black and sick from her memory, making her ill.

"How could you not warn me, Alissa?'

She jerked her attention up at theicy control of Lodesh's voice. He was nearly screaming a her in a
voice barely above a whisper. "My city shamed and dishonored, its people cursed for nearly four
centuries of guilt and humiliation. Why didn't you warn me?'

Alissa gtared in darm. Lodesh was dwaysin control. Suddenly she was afraid. He might do anything.
But then his wild eyes dropped, and when he raised them again, the rage was gone, replaced with a
haunted abandonment. And she had caused it.

"Why?' he whispered, his misery megnified by the sudden moonlight. "Why didn't you come back to
me? At least when it was over and safe? Why did you leave me with no one?!

Alissa fdt a stab of anguish. "You told me it wasn't wrong to love another when the first was out of
reech," she said, her voice cracking and harsh.

Lodesh took a shaky breath. "I thought you would return." His hand went out to touch her cheek, and
he smoothed the damp away. "You never said good-bye. | waited my entire life for you." He turned
away with asmdl moan. "The Wolves of the Navigator should hunt me. | waited four hundred years for
you!"

" was coming back to you," she said, reaching to touch him.

His hand flashed forward, catching her wrig. "Tdl that to a twenty-two-year-old in love™ he sad
bitterly and released her. "I lived my entire life with the question of a mirth flower between us, and | died
with it haunting my thoughts.”

She rubbed at her wrigt. His grip seemed to be on her ill.

He gave a short bark of laughter. "It wasn't until you woke me, until your voice intruded into my slent
grove that | knew you were back," his head dropped, "with another beside you.”

She thought she saw a shimmer on his cheeks.
"Poor Lodesh,” he mocked hitterly. "Histiming is perfect—except where it counts.”

Alissa reached out again. He diffened as she touched him, and her hand dropped, leaving her
ashamed. A amd| spark of anger flickered. "Did it ever occur to you that | might have been trying to get
back to more than just Strell?' she said tightly.

Lodesh's head came up. In his green eyes glowed a frightening need and desire, but then it died. "You
were pining to feralness over his absence," he said. "Not mine”

"You were next to me!" Alissa exclamed. "Y ou were kegping me sane!™
"You ran to Strell," he countered. "Not me"

"He was the one trying to get me back!"

His eyes darkened. "And | wasnt," he said flatly.

"No," she agreed. "You werent."

The moon came out to shift the shadows of the mirth trees. Thar black limbs seemed to reach for the
wind, to catch it, faling as ther leaves succumbed and were torn away.

"Here" Lodesh twigted to his pack. "I was going to leave these where you would find them.” The
smooath finish of a wooden box filled her hands. "Y ou forgot them—again.”

Slently she set her thoughts to make the barest of lights and opened the box. Insde was Redal-Stan's



watch, awhite seed the Sze of a pebble, and a angle mirth flower. Alissas heart sank, leaving her empty.
It was dl she had I€ft.

"We have dl been patiently waiting for you." Lodesh stared soicdly into the night.

Sating the box aside, she lifted out the flower. The scent of apples and pine pooled about her,
bringing with it memories of the dance, of Lodesh and her, and a night filled with music and desire. Her
eyes closed, undble to bear the memory. She loved Strdll, she reminded hersdf as her throat tightened
and the tears dipped from her. She couldn't give her heart to two men. She couldn't dlow hersdf to love
Lodesh.

He took the flower from her numb fingers and considered it. "I have given this particular flower to you
twice now. | don't think I'll attempt to giveit to you again." Hisfingers tightened, threstening to crushit.

"Lodesh!" she cried, setting her hand atop his. He gasped, and his fingers sprang open. "Thisis ming”
ghe sad as she took it back. "You gaveit to me, as you say, twice"

Hisface grew dismayed, panicked. "That's crud, Alissa"

"S0 is showing me a beautiful world | can't have" she said, anger seeping into her voice.

"You could have stayed," he shot back.

"You gave me no choice!”

Lodesh sat Hiffly, hisjaw clenched. "You had dl the choice you needed. It was dl your choice, never
mine" His eyes grew fierce. "What if | had willingly helped Strell? You would have left that much
sooner.”

Her chin rose. "Maybe." Her eyes dropped. "Probably." Guilt prompted her to add, "All right. |
would have."

"I would lose ether way, so | chose," he hammered the word into submisson, "to keep our time
together intact. | feared it was going to be my only time with you,” he whispered. "No one was going to
take that from me. | loved you fird. | did."

And with that, Alissa dlowed hersdf to forgive him. "Lodesh,”" she breathed. "I'm sorry."

He trembled, barely vishble in the dark. "So that's it then." His voice was again emotionless, drained.
"Give me my flower back and tdl me you don't love me"

She fdt her face go pae and her mouth become dry. "I can't do that,” she whispered.

"Bunyou to ash, Alissa" he seethed. "I've waited three lifetimes for you, and you won't even tdl me
you don't love me?'

Her face twisted, and she turned away in shame. Because she might, she thought slently to hersdlf.
Because when she was with him, she couldn't help but forget...

But he heard her thoughts, the Wolves hdlp her, she thought he heard, for he gasped and pulled away.
"I can't, Alisa" he said hoarsdly, grief etched in the lines in his face. "I can't go back to the Hold, to
everyone" He gestured weekly. "I broke Talo-Toecan's respect, Strdll's friendship, and my honor to win
your heart. Now that | have it, I'm not worthy of it."

Her hands went out, and she took hisin them. They were cold for the fird time. "Please?’ she sald.
"I've logt dmogt everyone dse"

Lodesh sat for a long moment, not looking & her, his face empty. Without a word, he stood and
tossed his pack to the ground. He followed it so quickly that they amog hit together. Holding up his
hand, he took her box of memoaries before hdping her down. He stared at her, and she fdt hersdf go
cold at what she was requesting him to endure.



"What you ask of meisinhuman," hefindly said. He picked up his pack and settled it on his shoulder
to hide his city's emblem. "Perhaps it's a fitting punishment.”

There was a whirl of wings, and Alissa jumped as Tadon landed upon her shoulder. The kestrel had
beeninthe trees dl thistime. "I don't want you to be alone" she protested weskly.

He turned to the Hold, and shefdl into step beside him. "It's too late,” he said softly. "I dready am.”

Chapter 46

"Come on, Strell.” Alissa hammered at his door. "I know Connen-Neute had you piping hdf the night,
but it's ..." she did a quick cdculation, "... nearly seven o'clock.” She stuck her tender knuckle in her
mouth. "l think," she added under her breath. That night held played verse after embarrassng verse of
"Taykdl's Adventure” though Strell inggted it was cadled "Taykdl and his Maden” and dways had been.
She had Ift after a particularly lewd verse, ears flaming.

"Srel?" She tried the latch. The door creaked open, and rapping on the doorframe, Alissa peeked in.
His bed was empty and neetly made up. An expansve rug spread in soft muted shades of sand across
the floor. A carved table had replaced his rickety one. It sat too close to his cold hearth with a cup of
forgotten tea upon it. Her eyebrows rose at the tapestry of atract of desert, but what surprised her most
was the crack inthewadll, or rather its absence. Someone had fixed it. Strell, apparently, was settling in.

"But where are you?' She retreated into the hal. A mental search of the Hold didn't find him or
Lodesh. Either they were out of her range or someone was blocking her search. Usdless, though, was in
the garden. Curious, she headed downgtairs. He might know where they were.

Upon reaching the uppermost landing over the greet hdl, she paused to gaze down at the pendulum
swinging its ponderous cadence, marking time whether anyone noticed or not. It was a quarter after
three. Usdess hadn't bothered to reset it this morning. She pulled out Reda-Stan's oversized ring from
around her neck and dangled it so the sun shone through the tiny hole in the band. Adjusting for the new
day, she waited urtil its dight motions dilled. It was just after seven. Smiling now, she set her watch
carefully upon the raling before levering hersdf to stand upon it. Still sruggling for balance, she shifted.
As araku she grabbed her watch and unwisdy hdf fdl, hdf glided down in atight, thrill-rushing spird.

The pendulum was now a toy. She easly caught it, shifting it to seven before rdleasing it to set time
back to rights. Alissa watched it swing away and back before returning to her proper form. Shoes
included, she thought, pleased with hersdf. Growing more curious, she wandered into the kitchen. The
Sght of the garden door made her pause. Usdless had painted it a bright blue. She had been back nearly
aweek, and it gill sartled her.

Tdon chittered from the kitchen's crossbeams, dropping to land upon Alissas shoulder. "Hush,"
Alissa murmured as she gentled the bird with soft fingers. "Where's everybody?' Tdon's fegthers were
cool and amdled of outside, and Alissas gaze went to the coat hook. Both Strdll and Lodesh's coats
were missng. Frowning, she went to find Useless.

The morning sun was warm, as the threstened cold had retreated to dlow areturn of the lagt hot days
of summer. She walked down the rough path and winced at the weeds. Use-less's garden was a mess,
looking more so for having run through it last week when it was in dl its glory. But that, she vowed,
would change: one garden bed a atime.

"Usdess?' Her voice broke the slence as she turned the corner and found him at the firepit. A trio of
gparrows took flight. He turned, blinking in the morning sun.



"Good morning, Alissa”

She dropped down next to him, pleased he was here, and she was here, and that tomorrow would be
the same. "Where is everybody?"

"l can't say," he said guardedly, poking at the fire. "I'm sure they'll be back soon.”
"Back? Are they with Connen-Neute?' She fdt him at the outskirts of her awareness.

Usdess was dlent, and Alissas eyes narrowed. Clearly she was being put off, a feding tha
drengthened as he pasted a gmile upon his face, degpening his few wrinkles. "I suggest we take the
opportunity to discuss something I'd rather not expose Connen-Neute to," he said, and her forthcoming
complaint evaporated. Though she and Connen-Neute had been taking indruction together for only a
short time, she was dready feding the pinch of competition. Tadon seemed to laugh, but she settled
meekly at a severe look from Usdless.

"Now." Usdless laced hisfingers together. " Show me again the pattern you use to shift.”

A groan escaped her, and her heds thumped againg the bench. "Weve been over this a hundred
times" she moaned.

"Then you should have no problem with it, hm-m-m?"

She made a rude face. "Here's the pattern | use to shift,” she said in a monotone as she obediently set
it up. "Her€'s the one for tripping ..."

"Careful," he warned.

"...thelines" she finished, hiding a amile The fird ward vanished as she set up the second. Deep in
her thoughts the pattern glowed. She squirmed as Usdless dlently pondered the resonance it made upon
hisown tracings.

"They don't cross," he grumbled.
"l know," Alissa said tartly, and he gave her a sharp glance.
"Dont take it down, yet," he directed as he continued to check every last synapse.

Alissa dumped. Much to her annoyance, Talon invented a new game involving Alissas collar and her
claws. "Stop it," Alissa whispered, unhooking Talon's tiny weapons, but the bird continued to flgp about
Alisds ears, tugging a her neckline. Usdess looked up with a questioning bother. "I said stop it! Daft
bird." Embarrassed, Alissa plucked the bird up and set her on the bench. Tadon fluttered to the ground,
continuing her game with Alissas shoelace.

Usdless gave them a dubious look, and Alissa shrugged heplesdy. With an insane-sounding screech,
Tdon rolled on the ground with the lace like it was a deadly viper. Usdess sghed and went back to his
gudies. "We mugt be missing something,” he muttered, then his eyes brightened, and he leaned closer.
"What isit you dways forget when you shift?'

Alissafdt hersdf go crimson. "It was only the once.”

"Yes, yes. What isit you forget?"

There was aridiculous screech as Taon clipped off the lace and best it upon the ground.
She looked up. "My dothes™ Her eyes widened. "My clothes!”

Usdless grinned. "Careful, now."

Alissa added a new ward to the one aready resonating. Her bregth caught when the firgt hed firm,
the second building off one of the origind tracings she used to trip the lines.

"So, careful..." Usdless warned again as she tried adding the ward to shift.



And there it was. Arching off the ward to make her clothes glowed the pattern she used to shift. The
memories she used to make clothes created a short crcuit between the two. From her right came
Usdlesss sgh, "Wolves tears and sorrow."

"Uhthuh," she agreed, marveing at the paradox of lines weaving amongst themsalves.
"Now, Alissa? Forget it."

"Huh?' She turned in surprise, dropping dl three of the wards.

"Alissa?" His voice was thick with smoke, and she shivered. "Forget it...."

There was something very much like a ward, but it was fuzzy, just like her head. She couldnt redly
see it, and for some reason she didn't want to. Taon screeched and flew away. Her outraged cry brought
Alissa back to her senses. "Forget what?" she asked.

Usdless sttled back, sghing contentedly. "I don't recall. What were we taking about?!
"Um, my shoes?"

"I thought it was tea"

"Tee?' Alissa repeated. "M-m-m. I'll go make some."

"No." Useless caught her arm before she could rise. "Like | said, forget it."

"All right." She resettled hersdf. Something wasn't quiteright. "Beast? " Alissacalled.
"I don't know," her ferd consciousness whispered, clearly unnerved.

"Alissa?" Usdless murmured, and she looked up to see him frowning. "Would you explain something
to me? It's been bothering me dl week."

She waited, more than alittle worried.

"Your easy companionship with Lodesh,” he said. "How ... It seems as if—" He took a steadying
breath. "How could you forgive hm so eeslly?"

"Oh." Alissa stared into the fire, wanting some tea to hide behind. "Withdrawing my friendship won't
punish im nearly so wel as he punishes himsdf."

Usdlesss face went long. "I don't see him suffering.”
Alissarductantly turned to him. "'l told Lodesh that | loved Strell.”
"He knew that," Usdess said with a touch of belligerence.

" dso told Lodesh that—that | love him, too." Alissalooked away, wishing she hadn't had to admit it
out loud. It had to be wrong; loving two men at once.

"That's not suffering,” Usdless contended iratey. "That was the Warden's god.”
She found the strength to meet hiseyes. "Yes, and he achieved hisgod at a brutd cos.”

Usdless placed his handsin hislap. It was a student's position. Clearly he didn't understand. ™Y ou will
have to spesk very plainly, Alisa"

Struggling for words, she bent her attentions to fixing her lace. "Lodesh sets a great store by honor
and mordity. He uses it to define his worth?' she said dowly, and Usdless nodded. "By his standards,”
ghe said, "what he did to win my heart made him unworthy to have it."

"Aghes" Usdess breathed, his eyes widening in understanding. "He lost what he won by the way he
won it. And thisiswhy there's no animaosity between the Piper and the Warden?'

Nodding, Alissatucked the ragged end of her shoelace behind the top of her shoe. "Modly. Before,



Lodesh fdt no competition because he was going to outlive Strell, picking up where he left off when Strell
was gone. Strell had aready won my, er, my affection, and fdt confident dl he had to do was convince
you to let us, uh, to sanction—Ashes, Usdess. Thisis embarrassing.”

He gave her aweary ook, and she took a breath to continue. "Now Lodesh feds unworthy to pursue
hisdam; Strdl isnt dlowed to." She shrugged. "You won't let ether one of them wed me, and ther
friendship has only strengthened over their shared frugtrations.”

Usdless snorted and she flushed. "And Connen-Neute," she rushed to fill in the sllence, "is happy just
to have two companions who aren't hounding him on proper Master behavior.”

"M-mm ..." It was a distant, deep-in-thought sound.

"And I'm stuck inthe middle" she blathered. "Teribly glad | don't have to make a decison between
them anymore—seeing as nether one of them can court me" Biting her tongue, she wondered if she had
sad too much. She fdt Usdless's eyes fixed upon her, and she winced. Yes. She had said too much.

It was at that ticky moment that Taon returned, scettering the sparrows like leaves. There was a
mangled junco in her grip; winter was coming. Alissa fussed and cooed over Tdon's kill, much to the
bother of Usdess. "What a wonderful caich!" she praised, and the bird puffed in pride. "But you know,
I'm not particularly hungry.”

Usdless harrumphed. Alissals empty middle had been making itsdf known since she had joined him.
Undeterred by her daims, Tadon tossed it at Alissa "No," she said, picking it up with two careful fingers
and placing it before Tdon. "Why don't you give it to—to Strel." Strell was dways a good distraction,
even when he wasn't abouit.

Tdon snatched the carcass up and legpt into the air. Alissa watched the bird dart over the garden
wadl, holding her breath as she redized Tdon was teking it to Strell!

"Uh, excuse me, Usdess?' Alissa stood and edged out of the firepit. "I think | know how to find Strell
a leadt.”

"What?' Uselesss golden eyes went wide. "Wouldn't you rather learn a new ward?'

Her jaw dropped asit occurred to her that she had been tricked. "You're didtracting me. They're out
with Connen-Neute!" she exclaimed, tearing her eyes from Tadon. Not wanting to lose the bird, Alissa
shifted. The thump of Redal-Stan's watch hitting the ground sounded loud, and she snatched it up, placing
it on her ridiculoudy long raku finger as aring.

"Alissa Wat!"
"Isit a surprise for me?" Excited, she hesitated.
"Ah.."

"Bye, Usdless," dhe sad as she legpt into the air. Beast dipped into control, as wecoming as the
warmth of the sun.

"Bum you to ash, student! Wait!"

Alissa fdt Usdless shift, but she wasn't about to wait. She continued to circle, gaining dtitude. Once
she was high enough, she spotted a plume of smoke. Not smoke redly, but atiny updraft caused by a
amdl fireusang dry wood. A mentd search showed only Connen-Neute.

"She's coming, Connen-Neute," she heard Usdless mutter in her thoughts. "I tried.”

Aliss breath came fagter. It was a surprise! Angling sharply, she dived into a good-sized clearing.
She shifted, bardly seaing the three men franticaly shove unidentified lumps out of Sght under blankets
and into baskets. By the time she completed her shift, Connen-Neute had seated himsdf, looking as if he
had never moved. Tadon chittered a welcome from his shoulder, and Lodesh and Strel stood about



looking guilty. "Hello!" she cried chearfully, dipping her watch into her pocket. "What are you doing?'

Connen-Neute shut his eyes, pretending to nap. Lodesh jostled Strell's elbow. "Uh, hey, Alisa”
Strell rocked back and forth on his hedls. "What brings you out here?!

"Tdon."
Lodesh frowned. "I told you we should have locked it up.”
Tdon squawked, and Connen-Neute reached to soothe her.

There was awhoosh of ar as Usdless dighted with far more grace than she had shown. Keeping to
the outskirts, he shifted to his human form. His eyes upon Lodesh, he reached up with a long finger and
rubbed the corner of his mouth. Alissa turned to see Lodesh mimicking him, wiping whatever it was off
on the hem of hisdeave. Her eyes narrowed. "So ..." She leaned to see the blanket-covered lump behind
Strell. "Whatcha doing?'

"Nothing," Lodesh said. "Would you like a drop of tea? | just brewed it. Nice and hot.
She eyed Strdl sharply as Lodesh poured teainto one of his oversized cups.

"Have some," Strell offered too quickly. Ignoring the proffered cup, Alissa sniffed the ar. Something
hed been burning. Nothing was over the fire now. In fact, it was dl cods. Wary, she circled the camp,
waking hedl-to-toe, her new shoes crunching on the leaves. By the looks of it, they had spent the night
out here—without her. "All right. What's going on?"

"Redly, Alissa" Strell pleaded, stepping away from the bump under his blanket. "I can promise it's
nothing you would—"

Darting around him, Alissa flicked the blanket up to find—

"Oh, how awful!" she cried, appdled as she stared down a the dripping spit of roasted meet. From
behind Connen-Neute came the tiny, plaintive, ba-a-a-a-a of an out-of-season lamb. Her hands found
her hips, and she glared. "Y ou cooked its mother?"

Lodesh and Strell exchanged looks. "Um, we have a present for you,” Strell said. "Alas™ he said with
an unconvinang sgh, "you found us out." Cringing a her look of disodief, he kndt by Connen-Neute.
"Give me the baby sheep,” he whispered, and Connen-Neute frowned. "Give me the inkin' baby
sheep!" Strell growled.

From the corner of her 9ght, Alissa could see Usdless struggling to keep from laughing. She didn't see
anything funny. Connen-Neute pursed his lips, and with death practicaly shooting from his eyes, he
reached behind him and pulled the lamb from a basket.

Strel rose, cradling the squirming sheep close. It svung its head to hit him in the chest. Its tiny black
hooves kicked ineffectively. Despite her efforts, her anger softened, driven away by the sght of the
helpless thing.

"We found this wee younggter in the hills lagt night.” Lodesh stepped forward. "His soft gentleness and
mild countenance brought you ingantly to mind."

Aliss eyebrows rose, and Usdess coughed to cover a guffaw. Undeterred, Lodesh continued.
"And as its mother had tragicaly been struck down by—who knows what?—we dl thought who better
than you to raise it?'

"Tragicdly struck down?' Alissa said sourly, and Sirell edged histall frame to block her view of the
Seaming carcass.

"That," Lodesh sad grandly, "ismy tae, milady, and | am holding mysdf to it."
She pointed &t the carcass. "And what is that?"



"A funerd pyre" Strdl blurted, and Usdless turned away, sheking in dlent laughter.

The lamb continued to squirm, nearly escaping Strell as he wasn't holding it properly. "Oh, here” she
sad, taking it from him impetiently. "You have it dl wrong." The tiny thing gave a find lunge for freedom,
then settled in her arms. The scent of sheep dung, asters, and mud rose to fill her world, bringing with it
memories of long afternoons of sun, and wind, and open fidlds—and home. Tears weled up as she
buried her nose in the prickly warm woal.

"Oh, Alissa" Sirdll touched her shoulder, and she shook her head, seding her emotions away.
"I can't believe you were going to eat thislittle bit of athing," she said indignantly.
"We weren't going to eat him," Connen-Neute said. "Not until we fattened him up firg."

The pdm of Lodesh's hand hit his head with a resounding smack and he turned away. Strell shifted
uncomfortably. Taon abandoned Connen-Neute for Usgless.

Alissa cuddled Connen-Neute's snack closer. "I have only one thing to say about this" Her foot
nudged the charred carcass. "Go ahead,” she said, and Strell and Lodesh exchanged a worried glance.
"Eatit," she continued. "Eat a flock of them. Just don't cook it in my kitchen."

Lodesh's bresth eased from him in contentment as he crouched beside it. "Thanks, Alissa" he said,
taking up hisknife to cut adice. Strdll watched from unsure eyes, not moving.

"But bdieve me" she said, and everyone froze. "1 will not dlow anyone's lips to touch mine that have
touched anything remotely smilar to—to thid" She gave the roasted meet a find push with her toe and
turned away, her cheeks burning for having put it so brazenly.

"Gredt!" Connen-Neute rose to plunk himsdf down in front of the headless, charred body, expertly
diding off a dripping portion and suffing his face. "I told you," he said cheerfully around his full mouth.
"She's a grand, fing, young woman. Very understanding.”

Strel collgpsed where he stood, his head in his hands. Lodesh didn't look any better. Tucking his
knife away, he snuck envious glances a Connen-Neute.

Head shaking in amusement, Useless entered the camp. "May | join you?' he asked Connen-Neute,
and garting at the respect in histone, Connen-Neute shifted to make room.

Alissa sat at the edge of camp and tried not to gag. Redizing Useless wasn't going to commandeer the
meset, Connen-Neute dowed his pace and began cutting smal pieces for Tdon aswel as for himsdf. The
gmdl bird was coaxed back to his shoulder, no doubt appreciating the switch from cold junco. Lodesh
and Strell watched jedoudy. "That bird eats better than we do," Lodesh whispered.

Usdless chose his portion with care, ddicatdy dabbing the excess juice with a quickly crafted bit of
cloth. "It has occurred to me" he said casudly, "that a reckoning is due. Thanks should be extended and
punishments meted out.”

Connen-Neute looked up in sudden concern, and Alissa, her fingers busy taming Connen-Neute's
snack, went 4ill.

"Thisis very good," Usdless said, dl attention focused on him. "Who did the braisng?'

"l did," Strell said quickly.

Usdless nodded. "Tagtes like plansman's fare. Spare on amenities but rich in naturd substance.”
"Thank you." Strell shifted nervoudy.

"But | digress.” Usdless wiped thetip of one of hisfingers clean. "As you recently pointed out, Strell, |
have been remiss in the sncerity of my offer of sheter." He paused. "Consder yoursdf welcome, Strel
Hirdune, Piper of the Hold."



Lodesh gasped. Alissa turned to Connen-Neute, reading in his wide, golden eyes, the honor that title
hed.

"Your room is inadequate,” Usdless said, fagning ignorance of the effects of his words. "Find one in
the tower."

"My roomisfing" Strell whispered.

Usdless looked at him, his brow furrowing. "Y ou will move to the tower."

"Thank you," Strell said, clearly shocked.

"No. Thank you." Usdlessindined his head and poured himsdf a cup of Lodesh's tea.
"A commoner permanently granted shdlter in the Hold?' Connen-Neute blurted.

"There's a precedent.” Usdess frowned to hide his unesse. "Reda-Stan once dlowed an dderly
woman to stay. She was too aged to comfortably make the daily journey from the city."

Alissa couldn't let that go without comment. "Mavoureen wasn't granted anything," she said dryly.
"Shewon it in awager.”

Usdess stared, his face dack. "No. Redd-Stan told me—" Connen-Neute nodded, and Usdess
sghed. For a moment, she thought it was going to end there, but Usdless turned a sharp eye to Lodesh.
"Now," he said, and she tensed. "For you, Lodesh, Warden of Es€Nawoer, | have disgppointment.”

Lodesh held his head leve; no expression crossed his features.

"You have been cdlous, sfish, and found lacking in honor. Reeve would be shamed,” Usdess
intoned, and Lodesh paed. "What have to you say in your defense?”

" have none." It was softly spoken, even toned.
"Usealess..." Alissa pleaded.

"Hugh," he said, then turned to Lodesh. "It's my decison that your title of Warden be struck from you,
Lodesh Stryska, and that you be alowed to wear the mirth flower as afamily honor only, not as token of
the city's affections.”

Lodesh went paler dill, his green eyes turning frightened for the firg time.

"Youwill not be dlowed entry to the citaddl,” Useless continued, "until such time as you recover your
title or the grace of one who holds court there.”

"Usdesd" Alissa cried. Lodesh was being exiled!
"Furthermore,” he continued, "you will be reduced to probationary Keeper status.”
Lodesh's head came up, afirein his eyes Alissa didn't understand.

"And as such, you shdl be confined to the Hold and its environs unless accompanied by an
appropriate escort. You will resume your mora studies under my guidance until such time as | deem you
have fully comprehended the ramifications of your—choices."

"What?" Alissasad to Connen-Neute. "What does that mean?"

Connen-Neute grinned. "He's a student Keeper again.”

"He's been forgiven?" she asked.

"No. But his debt to the Hold for his betrayal has been paid by the loss of his title.”
"That is," Usdessinterjected into their private conversation, "if you agree to it."
"Yes!" Alissaexclamed. "1 do!"



"Ane" Usdless sad. "Soitis" He drained his cup and reached for the pot.

"You can say?' Strell asked in dishdief Lodesh nodded. "But I'm a lowly Keeper," he said, amiling,
“ranking only acdl in the Keepers hdl. Wolved" He pushed on Strell's shoulder. "A room in the tower!”

Strell eyed Alissawith an unspoken longing. "I'd rether stay where | am.”

Brow furrowed, Alissa glared a Usdess. The "honor” had moved Strel farther away from her,
putting Lodesh that much closer in hisroom down the hdl. Didn't he trust her?

Usdless rose, excusng himsdf from the cloud of mae exuberance to bring Alissa a cup of tea. He
sank down beside her, never sailling a drop. The lamb squirmed from her and trotted happily to Strell.
Clearly he had been the one caring for the little ram even as Strdl seasoned his mother. The lamb
frolicked about his feet, butting him in the shins. Tdon jumped to the ground to vie for some of the
atention.

Alissa raised her cup, and Lodesh's tea was in her mouth before she redized what she was doing.
She hdd it there, trying to decide if she redly wanted to swalow when she stopped short. The tea was
good. Redly good! "Thisisgood!" she exclamed, earning a curious look from Usdless. "No, redly," she
protested. "It is"

"Whdl, yes. Lodesh said he made it." Usdess settled himsdf. "He has dways made excdlent tea. Ever
snce becoming Warden."

Dumbfounded, Alissa set the cup down and eyed at it asif it were a snake. Sowly she picked it back
up and took a careful Sp. She glanced at Lodesh, and when he wasn't looking, checked the finish of the
cup. There was no blemish under the handle. None at dl. She had changed something €lse, something
amdl, something worthless, and no one but she knew it.

Usdless cleared his throat. ™Y ou do redize you have a problem, don't you?'
Alissaturned to him. "What's that?"

Taking a dow, measured Sp, Usdless nodded to Strell and Lodesh. "They're on equd foating.” He
sat back rather smugly. ™Y ou will have to choose.”

Alarm trickled through her. "But you won't sanction a Master/commoner union.”

Usdless nodded. "Ordinarily." Setting his cup down, he pulled out from his sash a tube stopped at
both ends. The fragrance of mirth wood bloomed, and she watched in surprise as he twisted open one
end and shook out a piece of rolled parchment. Slently he handed it to her.

The paper crackled as she unrolled it, dowly reading the tight, cramped penmanship. It was from
Redal-Stan. She couldn't make out the last bit, not because her eyes had filled and the writing had
become blurry, but because it was written in Stroll's script. The firg hdf, however, was plain enough.
"What does the last part say?' she asked, her throat tight. She missed Reda-Stan more than she wanted
to admit.

Usdless took the letter from her and rolled it up. "If he wanted you to know, he would have written it
S0 you could read it."

She was too miserable to argue. Stroll's laugh drew her eyes up to see the lamb charge at Tdon,
gopping dead in his tracks when his playmate disappeared up into the air. Alissa snuffled back a tear.
"Then youll give your blessing for me to wed ether of them?'

"No," he said, and she turned in surprise. "If you read it carefully, you will see Redd-Stan only
requested | dlow them to fredy court you."

"And that means ..." she prompted.
He leaned to place her cup into her dack fingers. ™Y ou were raised foothills, right?* She nodded, and



he amiled, dearly pleased. "Marriage isnt anything I've asay in, isit?'
Alissathought about that. "My mother must show favor,” she breathed in dismay.
"Yes" Usdess agreed smugly. Y our mother, or a reasonable facsamile thereof .

"But | don't know where she id" Alissa protested. "The farm's abandoned! She's gone back to the
pland You know that!"

Lodesh and Stroll looked up a her cry. Ther brows rose in thought, and something she couldn't
name passed between them.

"I suppose thingswill have to wait until she meets them, then, eh?" Usdless said, and Alissa scrubbed
ahand over her face, trying to find the justice in this new wrinkle. Stroll and Lodesh would have to come
with her. The trip would be on foot. The earliest she could start would be soring. Months of travel
through hodlile territory. And that was assuming she could find her mother's thought signature. Alissa
gghed and tucked her har behind an ear. She would work dl winter on it, then shove her
accomplishment in Uselesss face.

Usdless chuckled. "l won't have my student bare of choices or taking the easy path when theré's a
harder one avallable™

Connen-Neute shook his head in sympathy and went back to his breskfast. Lodesh gave Srel a
chdlenging look, then rose to join the young Master. Her eyes widened as he cut a portion of the carcass
and took a mocking bite, never moving his gaze from Strell. "'l have eight hundred years to make this up
to her," he said, the dare heavy in hisvoice as he wiped his chin.

Strdl's eyes narrowed as he sat with his jaw clenched. The hard anger of perseverance the plains
taught fel over him, dmogt frightening in its intengity. She watched in darm as he leaned to cut a portion
of meat. He chewed methodicdly, his eyes riveted to Lodesh's. "I only need anight,” he said.

Alissas jaw dropped. She had logt control. Somehow she had become a prize in an agnine man
contest. That was going to change. Right now. Lips pursed, she Started to rise.

"Alissa?' Usdless stopped her with a Sngle hand. He grinned knowingly as she fdl back. "I have to
ask. Did you redly break Earan's am over apair of dippers?"

She closed her eyes to gather her strength. It was going to be along winter.



