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ONE

Chapter |

Lying on hisback in the darkness of his bedchamber, King Allister of the Pledge listened to hiswife's soft
bresthing.

Pearl was pretending to be aseep, even ashewas.

Twenty-two years of marriage made fairly certain that neither was fooled. Those same twenty-two years
meade certain that each would maintain the farce.

Hewondered if the same things kept her awake. There had been so much. The war—King Allister's
War, they were cdling it now, asif he had started it. And maybe he had. He had certainly done his part
toendit.

The coronation earlier that day—all those people knedling before him, swearing oaths. Some had been
truly happy, he thought, but others... He thought held seen dl the faces that men turn on each other, but
he had seen anew one now... the eyes had been flat, holding no expression at all, whilelips smiled or
frowned; you could dmost taste the cal culation going on behind them. He'd never had power before, so
held never seen this bland face that ambitious men turn to power.

But why should he fool hims=lf? Ignoring the true reason for his degplessnesswas asridiculous asthis
game of pretending to Pearl that he was adeep. At least that game served some purpose; at least each
could believe the other might be resting.

Vaorasletter. Whether his eyes were opened or closed Allister could summon the text of it before him,
seeing it as glowing slver words againg velvet black, though the red letter had been negtly writtenin
prosaic black ink upon fine vellum. Hed first discovered the |letter—and the queen's treachery—soon
after their arrival.

Allister Seagleam, king in dl but crown, had arrived with hisfamily and retainers at Silver Whae Cove
mid-afternoon the previous day. The castle itsef—a massive stone structure d ong whose walls both
rounded and square-built towers aternated—had been built close to the water, on ahigh point jutting
into the cove. Named Reveation Point Castle for some event in Bright Bay's colonia padt, it wasthe
traditional seet for rulers of the area.

They were hardly through the arched stone gateway before they learned that Queen Valora, the former
Queen Gudtin IV, had departed on schedule as promised, taking with her rather more of the castle staff
than was polite, and leaving those who remained in an uproar asthey prepared for the forma coronation
that was to be held the next afternoon.

The Keeper of the Keys, an ederly Pelican whose family had held the post since the days of Gustin|l,
had been thefirgt to hint that all might not beright. Hed kndlt in front of Allister, offering hishomage as
was his due and duty.

"I'm Ivory Pelican, Y our Magesty," held said, extending in front of him asquare, flat cushion of dark
purple New Kelvinese silk upon which rested a highly polished bunch of keys. "My title isthe Keeper of



the Keys."

"I recognizeyou," Allister had said, "and confirm you in that title and its tasks and honors, unlessyou
have reason to wish to be rdlieved of them."

Hed recited that formulamany timesin just the few hourssnce hisarriva a the castle. The entire thing
would need to be redone subsequent to the forma coronation, but these interim oaths were necessary,
confirming that he wasn't out to strip everyone of their rank and privilege just because hed managed to
strip the queen of her throne.

All the other times the person so reassured had made some small speech of thanks and had then hurried
off to do whatever needed to be done—maybe pausing aong the way to reassure kith and kin that their
particular roya stipend wasn't about to be stopped.

Thistime, though, Lord Ivory had rocked back on hisheels and given hisking—for athough not yet
formally crowned,

Allister Seagleam effectively had been king for these twenty-odd days—alook that might have been dy,
but that just might have been abit sad.

"Well, Your Mgesty," Lord Ivory had said, keeping hisvoice low, "if you can spare an old man afew
minutes, | believe thereis something you should see.”

Allister had found those minutes. Accompanied by Shad, his eldest son and heir, and a brace of trusted
guards, he had followed where the old Pdlican led.

Any onlooker would have immediately seen the likeness between father and son. Shad was asfair of skin
and hair as hisfather, but where Allister was lean and with avaguely scholarly untidinessto his bearing,
Shad had inherited House Oyster's rounded lines from his mother. When held been aboy, the
uninformed had often mistaken this gpparent plumpness for softness, but now that severa yearsat sea
had put muscle on him, Shad showed promise of awhae-like solidity that did not preclude grace.

But where they were mogt dlike wasin afrank curiosity regarding the world around them, acuriogity that
Shad did not bother to concedl asLord Ivory Pelican led them into reaches of the castle that before this
day had been the private quarters of the now-deposed Queen Gustin IV.

Allister was less a stranger to the castle. Hisfather had been Prince Tavis, brother to Gustin 111, third in
lineto the throne after his elder Sgter, Princess Seastar—that is before Gustin [11 had finally fathered his
little Vaora, achild bornfairly latein hislife, after others had become ambitious for the throne.

Prince Tavis had never held much hope that he or his son would be king. Indeed his own mother, Queen
Gustin 11, had entered into a pact with King Chamer of Hawk Haven to wed Tavisto Chamer's
daughter Caryl in apledge for peace between the kingdoms. The pact did not include the power to
enforce those idedls. Perhaps that was why it had failed.

But Taviss son by that marriage had frequented the roya castle as a child, escorted by hisfather,
who—much though he resented being a playing piece in kingdom politics—would not let hisson be
dismissed as an inconvenient nonentity.

Prince Tavis had made certain that his son would bear atitle—that of duke—and hold lands he could
pass on to his own children. More than that, he could not do; and when he died at sea, acomparatively
young man of fifty-gx, it was whispered that he had welcomed degth.

By then, however, Allister had made peace with his odd place outside of the usual order. Hiswasno



Great House, yet hewasfirst cousin to the queen. He attended sessions of court, held office, sailed for a
term in the navy. Each of these roles gave him accessto different parts of the labyrinthine castle, yet he
could swear that he had never before even seen the door to which Lord Ivory led him that day.

"This, Your Mgesty," said the Keeper of the Keys, "isthe door to the Royal Treasury.”

Alligter frowned. He knew perfectly well where the treasury was. HEd been in and out of it many timesin
his early twenties, when he did agtint as an auditor. Lord Ivory saw the frown, and thinned hislips over
old teeth in what ashark might call asmile.

"The Royal Treasury, Your Mgesty," he repeated. " The one that only the monarch goesinto. The crown
jewels are kept there... and other things. She who is now Queen Vaoramade avist here before she
left. She said she had to leave the crown for you."

"And you keep the keysfor thistreasury?* Allister asked.
"I do." Lord Ivory shook out afat slver key from the bunch on hisring. "Shdl | open the door for you?"

Allister knew Ivory Pelican was toying with him and didiked the game, but he couldn't see any reason not
to play dong. The crown that had fit VVaoras dainty head would look ridiculous on him, but two of the
former Gustins had been male, and one of their crowns should do. He had no wish to add having anew
crown crafted to the reasons for delaying his coronation.

Besides, there were things other than crowns among the crown jewel s of Bright Bay, and Allister felt ice
in hisgut a thethought of findly seeing them.

"Open the door," he said, hiding his sudden fear with brusgueness.

"One moment, Your Mgesty." Lord Ivory selected asmdler, rather utilitarian key from his bunch and
used it to open awooden cabinet tucked in an dcove dong the halway. "Y ou will need light.”

Hedrew out severd triple-wicked candles sat ready in asilver-gilt candelabrum. Lighting them from one
of thewall sconces, he extended the candel abrum to the king.

"Giveitto Shad," Alliger said. "I'd like him to comewith me."
"Only the monarch goesinto the treasury.” Lord Ivory protested.
"Someday Shad will beking," Allister said firmly. "I think I'll start anew tradition.”

He glanced at the guards, longtime retainers from his own estate. As of yet, he didn't know who he could
or could not trust from the castle guard. He didn't quite trust Vaoranot to leave behind some faithful
retainer with ordersto dip aknife between hisribs.

The captain of the guard, Whyte Steel gave Allister an dmost imperceptible nod. He, too, was seeing
nsin every shadow.

Muittering protests, Lord Ivory unlocked the door. Thanking him, Allister stepped over the threshold. He
could hear Shad behind him. The young man's breathing came quick and excited, but to any less
proximate to him than his father, Shad probably seemed quite cam.

Lord Ivory shut the door behind them, but Allister was certain that with Whyte Sted on the other sdeit
would open again. Then he turned his attention to the chamber.

It wasn't large, maybe five feet to aside, but there were six sides, each of equd length. Asif to make up



for its comparative smallness, the room was very high. Thewindows &t the top of each wall were narrow
dits. Set halfway up each wall was apale block of stone carved with intricate patterns.

Allister had seen their like before, e sawhere in the castle. They were remnants of Old Country magic,
enchantments that—if tales more than a hundred years old were to be believed—had once shed a soft,
clean light al through the building. It was said that such routine magics had continued to function for years
after the Plague, but had gradudly failed because no one remained who knew how to renew their power.

Ever quiescent, the carved blocks inspired awe, but they could not hold Allister's attention long, not with
the huge treasure cabinet that was built into half the room demanding his attention.

The cabinet was crafted from polished maple the reddish-gold of honey, and fit neetly into three angles of
wadll. Its doors were closed, but asilk ribbon braided in the seagreen and gold of the royal house hung
from the faceted crystdl door pulls. Two keys depended from the ribbon: asilver one, twin to that which
Lord Ivory had used to open the door to the treasure room, and asmaller, golden one set with emeralds.

"W, | seethat the king need not always bring the Keeper of the Keyswhenever he wishesto change
hishat," Allister said, trying to lighten his own mood. "How kind of Vaorato leave these behind. Shal
we seewhat isin the cabinet?"

Shad nodded.

As expected, the golden key opened the cabinet, revealing that the doors had been cleverly hinged so
that they folded back into aneat packet that did not impede accessto the interior, even in this small
gpace. Good workmanship, perhaps from the days when the Old Country till ruled, but nothing that a
competent carpenter could not do today.

Within, three sets of shelveswerereveded. To theleft, on the highest shelves, were the crownsworn by
the previous Gugtins. Allister recognized severa asthoseworn by Vaorasfather. He guessed that the
other set of masculine-styled crowns had belonged to Gustin |, dso called Gustin Sallor. Therewere
many of these, asif Gustin Sailor had enjoyed showing off hisnewly won privilege. That fit what Allister
had heard of the man—his own great-grandfather.

Below the crowns there were afew scepters, but these had never been much used in Bright Bay. Allister
recalled Prince Tavis saying that his own mother had said they were damned heavy to hold for long
periods of time. She had preferred agavel of solid oak with which to hammer for silence. The lower
shelves on this side were empty, waiting for future monarchsto fill them. Alligter felt amomentary surge
of awe when herealized that he and Shad would be among those to hold that honor.

The right-sde set of shelves held much more prosaic treasures: ornate boxes containing rings and
bracelets, jeweled weapons, pendants, and other such pretties. These were persona property of the
kings and queens of Bright Bay. Seeing dight scuffing on one empty section of shelf, Allister guessed that
Vaorahad taken away her own boxes. He wondered if she had made free with anything belonging to,
say, her father or grandmother.

Allister barely glanced at the jewelry, his attention claimed by a set of closed doorsin the center of the
central unit of shelves. Here again akey waited for him on abraided ribbon. It was aso gold, itsring
shaped like the fat body of awhale, the teeth worked cleverly into the whale's spott.

Alligter doubted that atwin of this key rested on Lord Ivory'sring. Indeed, he had seen it before,
dangling on achain worn at the throat of his grandmother, Queen Gustin. She had never been without it.

Twigting the key in thelock, Allister opened the cabinet. Beside him, Shad turned from peeking into the



various jeweled boxes, waiting to see what must be kept trebly locked away. Both of them suspected
they aready knew.

The center door creaked dightly when Allister opened it. Inside there was nothing but aroll of pale
vellum tied with abright blue ribbon. Impressionsin the plush velvet showed that once there had been
something else kept here, something that had left an indelible mark on the fabric.

Even before he unrolled the scroll, Allister knew that he had been betrayed. All that waited wasto learn
how severely.

"My Royal Cousin," began the missive in what he recognized as VVaoras own hand. It continued:

Yes. Thisis where they were kept.

| wonder—how long after your arrival did you wait to seek the Royal Treasures? Did you run
immediately to gloat over what you had won? Somehow, knowing you, even in my darkest
moments | cannot believe that this was the case. Even if the treasures were on your mind, you
would be too courteous, too polite to the claims of those who had awaited your arrival to simply
order them away.

Knowing you, | suspect that you had to be reminded that there were treasures for you to claim.
Did Pearl say that she needed a crown for her pretty head? Did some flunky hint gently that you
wer e overlooking something important? Or did it take the Keeper of the Keys offering his fealty
to suggest that you seek out this room?

| told old Ivory to remind you, you know. That much I've done for you. Actually, 1've done a great
deal more. My last gift to the people | was born to ruleis taking from them the shadow of Old
Country magic. Those three trinkets have been the excuse for war, not just recently, but from the
days of our great-grandfather Gustin Sailor.

So I've taken them with me. Now, no one will have reason to fear Bright Bay. If they choose to
fear me, isolated on my Isles, well, the ocean is my moat.

How will anyone know what | have done? | shall tell them. On the day of your coronation, letters
will be delivered by hand to the rulers of Sonehold, Waterland, New Kelvin, and Hawk Haven.

Enjoy your reign, Cousin, long asit may last.

Theletter was Signed, " Valora, Queen of the Iles.”
Allister had made no effort to hide the scroll and so Shad finished reading moments after he did.
"She'sangry, isn't she, Father?' The young man tried to smile, but the expression failed to reach hiseyes.

"Sheis" Allister agreed. Helet the scroll roll shut. "Fortunatdly, for us, enough of the nobles of Bright
Bay have remained loyal that sheisunlikely to try to retake her throne by force. Even if she makesan
dliance...”

He rubbed hisfree hand over his eyes, feding aheadache coming on. There were so many possihilities.
Vaoracould dly hersef with one of Bright Bay's rivals—Waterland cameimmediately to mind. Of



course, she put herself at risk, then, unless she could keep them from taking over in the guise of giving
ad. Thethreat of Old Country magic might be enough. Then again...

Once more Allister rubbed his eyes.
"Bring the candles closer, Shad. | want to see if we can guesswhat was here."

Shad obeyed and the warm ydllow glow illuminated three distinct depressionsin the velvet. Thefirst was
roughly rectangular, about aslong as Allister's hand from the hed of hispalm to hislongest fingertip, but
only aswide asthree fingers. The second depression wasthe largest: aface-sized oval set upon along
handle. Thethird was quite smal: aperfect circle blurred a one edge, asif whatever had been there was
irregular in shape.

Father and son studied these ghost images for along moment; then Shad ventured:
"I'd say the smdlest impressonisof aring. I've seen thelikein Mother's jewd box."

"Aring," Allister agreed, "with some sort of setting. Y es, that seemslikely. What do you think of the
other two?"

Shad shook his head. "I'm less certain, but the large one could be severa things: afixed fan, ahand
mirror, even amask on astick."

"Good guesses,” Alligter said. "Y ou have asharp eye. The last one could be too many things—even a
small box holding something else entirdly. We must ask, epecially among the older courtiers, and seeif
anyone has ever seen these treasures. Unhappily, Gustin Sailor kept them a secret, o it is possible that
no one currently aive but Vaorahersalf may have seen them.”

"That seemslikedy," Shad agreed with asudden grin. "Y ou saw the expression of horror on Lord Ivory's
face when you said you were bringing mein here with you. Clearly, you violated some antique
precedent.”

Alligter stared a the rows of crowns, giving in for amoment to the very human impulse not to think about
something too horrible to contemplate. Then he turned to his son.

"L et us continue violating precedent, then." He handed Shad the key to the Roya Treasury door. "Bring
your mother here when she hastime and ask her to select crownsfor both of us. She hasagood eye.
Tel her to fed freeto choose jewelsto wear aswell, but to remember that we do not wish to appear like
gaudy conquerors, only to express proper respect for the dignity of the occasion.”

Shad nodded. "I can do that." He paused, toying with the key. "But, Father, what are we going to do
about that?'

A toss of his head indicated the empty cabinet where three ensorcelled items should have rested.
Allister took the whale key and relocked the cabinet.

"We certainly cannot send afleet to chase Vdora down and reclaim them. We don't even know for
certain what we seek, and sheisright: The ocean is now her moat.”

The king considered further as he hel ped his son shut and rel ock the polished maple doors, then handed
him the gold and emerad key.

"I will write King Tedric of Hawk Haven. Asheisour aly, he deservesto know of this development



from us, even if our letter cannot reach him before Vaoras does. Doubtless hersis dready in Eagle's
Nest, awaiting the appropriate date for delivery. Then, we shall go ahead with the coronation and then
begin plansfor your wedding to Crown Princess Sapphire.”

"Shdl | tell her," Shad asked hesitantly, "what has happened?

"Do," Allister replied decisively. " Sapphireis present as her kingdom's representative to our coronation.
Make certain that she knowsthat you are informing her officidly, a my request. Sapphireisaproud girl,
quick to fed adight."

"Proud, yes, but brave, too," Shad said, "to come here in advance of her people with just asmall honor
guard.”

"I'm glad you appreciate her courage,” Allister said, "since you will marry her before the moon turnsfull
agan."

Shad nodded. "1 do. I only wish thingswere smpler.”

King Allister squeezed his son's shoulder. "We've accepted—some would say usurped—athrone and a
kingdom. Nothing will ever be smplefor usagan.”

In the darkness of his bedchamber, King Allister tossed, unable to keep up the pretense of deep any
longer. Beside him, Pearl sighed and moved closeto him.

"It will bedl right, Allister,” she said, with the same soft certainty that she had once used to banish their
children's night fears.

"Will it?" he asked, and was surprised by the harshnessin hisown voice.
"It must be," she said. "We must make it so, whatever it takes."
"| fed afool, trusting Vaora" It wasn't thefirst time he'd said this, not even to her.

"We had no choice," Pearl said, accepting some of the guilt as her own, "aswe saw it then. Maybe even
Vaorahersdf didn't know what she intended to do. Maybe the impulse to claim the treasures came to
her only when the time came to relinquish her kingdom and her power."

But King Alligter of the Pledge, remembering the angry firein Vaoras ocean-blue eyeswhen shefinaly
agreed to surrender Bright Bay's throne and accept alesser kingdom in its place, thought that Vaora had
known even then what she would do, and cursed himsalf once more for not anticipating her treachery.

Chapter [1

Despite the strong, chill wind blowing in from the bay, the young woman remained perched upon the
castle parapet, her dark brown eyes gazing out over the waters of Silver Whale Cove. Perhaps for
warmth, perhaps for companionship, her right arm was flung around the neck of the enormous grey wolf
seated beside her, his eegant head higher than her own.

"So much water," she said at last. "Derian told meit would be like this, and that the ocean beyond this
bay makes the bay itself seem a caitle pond by comparison.”



"And Queen Vdoraisfled over that ocean,” the wolf added, "taking with her these magical treasureswe
have heard so much about.”

Helaughed, adry sound that to most human ears would have sounded like nothing more than afaint
snort. His blue eyes danced with amusement as he continued:

"And so thisVaoragtedsavictory at atime when al expected her to fleetail-tucked, like ayearling too
full of springtime strength who has been pounded by the One Mde."

"I wish, Blind Seer," the young woman said atrace reproachfully, "that | was as certain that what Queen
Vaorahasdoneisamusing. Both King Tedric and King Allister are very stern these days. Crown
Princess Sapphire hides her rage but thinly. | have heard that the seamstresses who are fitting her for her
wedding gown tremble when they must pproach her.”

"True, sweet Firekeeper,” the wolf agreed. "Our friends are worried, but then there is nothing more
humiliating than being bitten on the nose by prey you had thought dead. The kings are old Oneswho
think about the consequences, but Sapphire only fedsthe shame.”

Firekeeper shared Blind Seer'slaughter thistime before returning her attention to the bay.

"Therewill be no running after Queen Vaorato bring the treasures back. | understand that now. | had
not thought there was ariver so wide that it could not be forded or swum, apond so broad that one
could not run around its edges to the other sde."

A raised voice from indde the castle interrupted their discussion.
"Lady Blysse! Lady Blysse!"
Firekeeper, who had accepted Blysse Norwood as a name to which she would answer, groaned.

Blind Seer commented dyly, "Crown Princess Sgpphireis not the only one who snaps at the
seamstresses, eh, Fire-keeper?”

In reply, the young woman punched the wolf in the shoulder. Swinging her long legs down from the stone
wall, Firekeeper caled to thewoman insde:

"l am here. Wait and | will comeintoyou."

A kerchief-covered head popped out one of the narrow windows in the castle's ssone wall. The woman's
face beneath the covering was shrivel ed with age and lined from sour temper.

"Lady Blyssel" she shrieked. "What are you doing out there?”
Firekeeper answered, just adight note of exasperation in her voice, "Looking at the water."
"Becareful! Youll fal!"

Deeming this last not worthy of reply, Firekeeper paused in her descent only long enough to make certain
that Blind Seer had leapt safely down from their shared perch. The wolf, however, experienced no more
difficulty with the descent than she had, despite the fact that he was easily the Sze of asmall pony. Nature
had blessed him with dexterity, flexibility, and asngular lack of imagination regarding risk—traits
Firekeeper shared.

Thus, when Firekeeper and Blind Seer dipped through the window into their room, it wasthe waiting
tirewoman who was pae and shaking.



" really must protest!” she began, her voice dhrill.

"I wouldn't, Goody Sewer," came amale voice from the doorway. " She doesn't understand.”
Firekeeper, who indeed had been growing frustrated, brightened at the familiar voice.
"Derian!" she cried inrelief. "The meeting thenisover?'

Without standing on ceremony—atrait Goody Sewer clearly didiked—Derian Carter strolled into Lady
Blysse'sroom. Hewas atdl youth, possessed of dark red hair tied back by ablack ribbon into a
fashionable queue, and fair skin dusted with freckles. Hazel-green eyes that could be as changeable as
the seatwinkled now with laughter.

"Wearein recess" hereplied. "When did you arrive?

"Early thismorning," Firekeeper said, "in awagon with Doc. Blind Seer permitted himself to be covered
with blankets, but till the horses shied when they caught his scent. | had to snarl at them most fiercely.”

Derian Carter, more inclined than most to take Firekeeper literaly, grinned.

"We asked for you," Firekeeper continued "but we were told you were in ameeting. A note was left for
Doc and hetold uswhat it said.”

"The meeting was King Tedric's business,”" Derian said in atone of voice that warned her not to pursue
the matter further. Then he turned his attention to the tirewoman, who had been listening, curiosity
warring with impatience.

"l beg you, Goody," Derian said, "to refrain from scolding Lady Blysse even when she actsin what must
seem to you afoolish manner.”

"But if shefadld" the woman began.

"No onewill blameyou," Derian soothed. "I assure you. No one who knows her well maintainsfor long
theilluson that anyone but Lady Blysseisresponsblefor her actions.

Goody Sewer frowned, her critical gaze fixed on the young woman with clear dissatisfaction.

Lady Blysse Norwood did not fit the usua image of ayoung noblewoman. Lean and dim, amost to
boyishness, Blysse wore scuffed brown leather pants cut bel ow the knee and amatching leather vest.
Her bare feet were dirty and callused. Her only adornment—if such a practica item could be classfied
thus—was a sheathed hunting knife in whose pommel gleamed alarge, deep red, cabochon cut garnet.

"I came here," the tirewoman explained, "to fit the young lady for her gowns and found her perched out
on the parapet!”

"Did she comeinsde when you called?' Derian asked.
"Yes" thewoman admitted grudgingly.

"Thendl iswdl," Derian concluded. "Please, go ahead with your fitting. | won't get intheway. | havea
few minutes before | need to return to my meseting.”

Firekeegper hid agrin, but Blind Seer, cheerfully aware that no one but Firekeeper would understand
what he said, commented,



"Fox Hair is determined to pull the woman's tail. What has she done to him?"

"If," Firekeeper replied in the same language, " she has been acting toward him as this castle's staff
did to Doc when we arrived, she has been treating him asif heisas untrained and untried as|
was when first | came forth from the forests.”

"Wel," Blind Seer said philosophicaly, "when the moon was last full this seamstress served another
mistress, and her pack and Derian's were vowed enemies. Not everyone has taken well to the
changes."

Firekeeper nodded and, to the evident shock of Goody Sewer, began undoing the carved toggles that
held her vest closed over her small but definite breadts.

"Lady Blyssal" the woman shrilled.

"Derian has seen me without clothes before,” Firekeeper said with a patience she didn't fed and
continued to undress.

Derian, however, perhaps fedling he had teased the woman enough, politely turned his back.

"I have been Lady Blysse's persona attendant these last six or so moonspans,” he explained, "but my
garveling waif has become ayoung lady. | shal remember her modesty even though she does not.”

The tirewoman, who—no matter what she pretended—could not have failed to hear the stories of how
Lady Blysse had been discovered in the wilds west of the Iron Mountains early the past spring, sniffed
but did not pursue the subject. Indeed, Goody Sewer's easy acceptance of Blind Seer—asterrifyingly
huge awolf asany storyteller could dream—gave lieto her pretended ignorance and naughty indignation.
That she trusted Blind Seer not to make dinner of her meant she had heard something of Lady Blysse's

peculiar history.

"Try thisgown onfirst" was dl the tirewoman said. She held up along-deeved gown in dark blue fabric,
banded at wrist and throat by ribbonsin the Kestrel sky-blue and scarlet.

"I had the pattern cut aong the measurements the post-rider brought, but there will certainly need to be
dterations”

Firekeeper, now naked except for her underclothing, stepped into the gown and let the woman fasten it
As she stood, trembling dightly at the proximity of anear stranger, she asked Derian:

"How is Elation? We have not seen her sncewe arrived.”

Derian'stone grew worried as he replied, " She was with me until shortly before | arrived at the city,” he
sad. "Then shetook off. Last | saw her, shewasflying west."

Firekeeper was also concerned. The peregrine falcon had taken quite aliking to Derian and wouldn't
have left him without good reason. Still, she decided there was no need to worry the young man further.

"The hunting birds," she offered, "migrate like most other wingéd folk. It could be that her blood called
her."

She grinned suddenly, remembering how once Derian had not believed her when she said she could
understand what animals said to her.

"It'snot asif Elation could tell you where shewas going,” she added.



Derian chuckled. "That's true. How are you fedling these days? Y ou look well."
"Doc saysthat my wounds are healed,” Firekeeper replied, "though | will have some new scars.”

A sniff from the tirewoman indicated that she had noticed the libera patterning of scars across
Firekeeper's skin. Not aone of the young woman's limbs was free from the sllver and white lines: some
mere gossamer tracery, afew heavily seamed with scar tissue. Two comparatively fresh scars—one on
Firekeeper's back, the other ong her thigh—remained livid red, fading dong the edgesinto dull pink.

With hisback turned, Derian's expression couldn't be seen, but his voice expressed his satisfaction at the
news.

"WEell, you can't expect to get away without any marks. Y ou were nearly dead from your injuries and
even Doc's hedling taent can't free you from al the consequences of your impulsiveness.”

Firekeeper recognized the teasing note in Derian's voice and | et the gpparent insult stand, though, coming
from another, the accusation that she had acted without thought would have been afighting matter.

At aprod from the tirewoman, Firekeeper raised her right arm so that Goody Sewer could adjust the
pinsinthat deeve.

"Doc has goneto learn what is expected of him for the wedding,” Firekeeper said to distract hersdlf. And
to see if he can "accidentally" meet with a certain young lady, she thought, but she said nothing,
respecting Sir Jared Surcliffes dignity.

"Doubtless," Derian said, "hewill take thetimeto familiarize himself with the public areas of thisfine
cadle"

Again, something in Derian's tone—this time awarm undercurrent of laughter—made Firekeeper suspect
that he had understood her unspoken thoughts aswell aswhat she said aoud.

"I hear that we were among the last of the Hawk Haven wedding gueststo arrive,”" Firekeeper continued,
redlizing to her astonishment that she was making conversation—a concept she would not have
understood five moonspans before.

"Only the mother of the bride," Derian said, anote of tengon entering hisvoice, "hasfailed to arrive.
Some say that she will not attend, recently widowed as sheis."

"Furious at her daughter," Blind Seer commented, "if the truth would be known."
Derian, of course, didn't hear the wolf's comment, and went on:

"Lord Rolfston's deeth is less than two moonspans past,” he said, "but still many consider Lady Mdinas
absence abad omen for the marriage.”

Goody Sewer spoke around the pinsheld in her pursed lips. "How can it be agood omen if the mother
of the bride—the proximate ancestress—refuses to attend? | say that Duke... King Allister should
postpone the wedding until appropriate mourning for the bride's father is ended and her mother iswilling
to attend.”

"Y ou aren't the only onewho thinksthat," Derian said easily, "but King Allister is of another mind—asis
hisson. If Shad iswilling to risk bad omens on hiswedding day, | say we should support him. It's
important to sedl the truce between Bright Bay and Hawk Haven."



Goody Sewer could hardly disagree without seeming openly didoyd to her new monarch and his heir
apparent, but her silence was € oquent. The chime of distant bells made any reply unnecessary.

"Timefor meto return to the meeting,” Derian said. "Seeyou later, Firekeeper."
"l hope s0," Firekeeper replied.

Firekeeper smiled after the retresting figure. It was good to be back with her first human friend. Inthe
wash of pleasure she barely heard the tirewoman's question.

"Excuseme,” shesad politdy. "I wasn't ligtening.”
"I could tell that!" the older woman griped. "I said you can take off that gown and try on the next one."

Firekeeper cooperated, being careful not to damage the fabric or snag the ribbons. The next gown
Goody Sewer handed her wasthe silvery grey of awood dove's plumage, and ddlicioudy soft. It
reminded Firekeeper of thefirgt fabric she'd ever touched—alamb's-wool shirt Derian had given her.

"Who was that arrogant redhead?" the tirewoman asked, twitching straight the gown'slong skirt, then
lowering hersaf on cresking kneesto pin the hem. "I've seen him about these past severd days, ever
since the contingent from Eagle's Nest arrived, but never to spesk to. He gives himsdf airs.™

Firekeeper thought that alesstrue thing had never been said about her friend and she carefully framed
her reply.

"He's Derian,” she said, smoothing the deeve of the gown againgt her arm, "Derian Carter. Some are
cdling him Derian Counselor sncethewar.”

She bared her teeth in agleeful grin that was not completely kind.

"He's one of Earl Kestrel's retainers and youngest counsdlor to King Tedric of Hawk Haven," she
continued, taking wolf-like pride in the strength of her pack. "A very important person.”

The astonishment and consternation on the tirewoman's face when the old woman looked up from her
pinning was precisay the reward for which Firekeeper had hoped.

Lady Elise, heir apparent to the Archer Barony, thought she would break something if she stayed in the
same room with her temperamental second cousin one moment longer. Quickly, on the excuse of fetching
something from her own rooms, she stepped out into the hallway and pulled the heavy oak door firmly
closed.

It wasn't that Elise didn't fedl acertain degree of sympathy for Sgpphire, the young lady admitted to
hersdlf as she hurried dong the polished flagstones of the corridor. The strain on Sgpphire had been
unrelenting for several moongpans, ever since the competition for who would be named King Tedric's
heir apparent had been brought to a head when Earl Kestrel had brought out from the western wilds a
young woman he claimed was the sole survivor of Prince Barden'sill-fated colony.

True, Elise hersdf had been under some of the same strain as Sapphire, but in the end she had been able
to return to her familiar, comfortable responsihilities. It was Sapphire who now found herself heir
apparent to the thrones, of not one but two kingdoms, who in afew dayswasto marry a man she hadn't
even met until two moonspans before. It was Sapphire who was learning that the prize was not nearly as
sweet asit had seemed when it hung out of reach.



Reaching the suite she shared with her parents, Elise quickly dipped inside. Her father, she knew, was
attending the council caled by King Tedric—part of Sapphire's bad temper was that wedding
preparations had made it impossible for her to attend the entire meeting. Elise hoped her mother would
be with Queen Elexa, whosefrail hedth had suffered during the journey from Eagle's Nest.

The centra parlor was empty when Elise entered, but the door to her own room opened almost
immediately and adender woman in her mid-twenties stepped out and curtsed.

"Good afternoon, my lady."
Elise smiled tiredly. "Good afternoon, Ninette. Are my parents about?'

"No, Lady Elise. Your father istill in council. Y our mother left word to say shewill remain with Queen
Elexauntil shortly before the banquet thisevening.”

Eliseamiled, feding alittle guilty a her sense of rief. It wasn't asif her parents were responsible for
Sapphire's mood.

"l can only stay for amoment, Ninette," Elise confided. "I'm fleeing my cousin and made the excuse||
needed to fetch my embroidery.”

Ninette, who had known Crown Princess Sapphire for long enough not to be completely in awe of her
new title, grinned wickedly.

"l do have something that might distract you, Elise," Ninette said, dropping her forma manner as she
often did—uwith Elise's heartfet gpprova—when they were alone. ™Y ou had avisitor while you were
away. Sir Jared Surcliffe cameto call. When hefound you weren't in he left anote.”

Elisefdt hersdf flush and covered whatever excitement she might have shown by speaking, perhaps, she
feared, too quickly.

"So Sir Jared and Firekeeper have arrived from Hope," she said. "That'swonderful! Did they have asafe
journey?’

Ninette was too aware of her poor relative's debt to Baron Archer's family to blatantly tease Elise, but
her pale brown eyes shone with mischief as she made her gpparently routine report.

"Sir Jared said that they had some difficulties with Blind Seer in the more populated areas, so they
avoided dl the settlements along the post-road and camped instead. He—Sir Jared, | mean, not the
wolf— ooked brown and hedlthy.”

"Didn't Sir Jared and Firekeeper," Elise asked, more as a prompt than because she really needed to
know, "take lodgings with Hazel Hedler in Hope?"

"That'sright," Ninette agreed, "and Sir Jared says that Hazel sends her greetings to both you and the
crown princess.”

"And Firekeeper's wounds?'

"Are hedling nicely," Ninette said, "and she hopes you'll come and see her. She didn't want to come by
hersdlf because your parents might not like Blind Seer in their quarters.”

Elise nodded, wishing Ninette would stop prattling and give her Sir Jared's note. "That was considerate
of Firekeeper." Then, "You said Sir Jared |eft anote?!



Ninette relented and pulled afolded and sedled missive from her gpron pocket.

"Hereitis. Hewroteit here when he found you weren't in, saying he didn't care to disturb Princess

Sapphire.”

Elise grinned, wondering if Jared had learned of Sapphiresfit of temper when King Tedric dismissed her
from the meeting to have her wedding gown fit and to rehearse the responses for the ceremony. That
Prince Shad had been smilarly dismissed had not sweetened Sapphire's mood awhit, though it showed
that he was being given no specid privileges.

Elise took the note, noticing that the wax was impressed with Sir Jared's arms: a hand outstretched with
the pam impaed by arrows. Deciding that she would not care to be questioned if either of her parents
returned unexpectedly, she drifted into her bedchamber.

"Ninette, seeif you can find my embroidery. Then there's no reason for you to miss the fun, so bring your
own kit and come along to Sgpphire's Sitting room. Perhaps having alarger audience will remind her of
her dignity and force her to behave."

As Ninette bustled about finding the requested items and putting her apron aside, Elisefindly broke the
wax sedl.

"Lady Archer," the missive began with rather foreboding formality; then the hurried scrawl relaxed into a
more conversationa tone.

"I hope thisfinds you well. Firekeeper and | arrived early this morning, along with Blind Seer.
Fortunately, cousin Norvin had done as promised and we found the guards prepared not only to
accept my rather ragamuffin charge as Lady Blysse Norwood but also to admit a giant timber
wolf into the castle walls. There are times that having Norvin Norwood, the Earl Kestrel,
throwing his weight around makes life a lot easier.

Race Forester had come down from Hope a few days earlier, and he and Ox met usin the stables
and took over the horses and luggage. Apparently, the combined pressure of the wedding guests
and the fact that Queen Valora took about half the castle staff with her has put quite a strain on
hospitality. They told us that Derian and the ear| were in some high-level meeting, but that we
might find you free.

While staying with Hazel Healer, | availed myself of her extensive library and her even more
extensive knowledge of herbs and simples. | wish I'd known half of what | do now before King
Allister's War began. There'd be a few more soldiers recovered from the aftereffects of their
wounds. Ah, well, next war.

Here, Jared seemed to think he might have been too flippant, for there was ablot where he had et the
quill rest and histone when he resumed was much more formal.

Knowing your ladyship's sincereinterest in the healing arts—as evinced by your laborsin the
infirmary following the battles—I would be happy to share with you some of the knowledge | have
acquired. I am currently quartered with Earl Kestrel's party. Perhaps out of concern over Blind
Seer we have been given an entire tower in the northeastern portion of the castle. A message sent



there would find me and | would be honored to call upon you at your leisure.

| remain your servant..."

The letter was signed smply "Jared Surcliffe," but he had added histitle—Knight of the Order of the
White Eagle—as an afterthought.

Elise sghed. She hadn't quitefigured out if Sir Jared—"Doc" to hisfriends, and she had thought herself
one of those friends—was interested in courting her or not. After her experience with Jet, part of her had
no interest in romantic entanglements, but she did like Doc and didn't wish to discourage him if hewas
interested in her.

Elise started to reread Sir Jared's | etter, then realized that both Ninette and the crown princess were
waiting for her. She scribbled aquick reply inviting Sir Jared to call on her a his convenience. Asshe
seded it with the House Archer crest, she worried that she had been too formal, but decided that it was
better than being too familiar.

"Ninette," she said, handing the letter to her maid, "find someone who can ddliver thisto Sir Jared's
quarters. He's staying with Earl Kestrel's party in some northeast tower."

"I know wherethat is," Ninette answered promptly. "One of Earle Peregring's servants was complaining
that Kestrel had been given an entire tower when they had to make do with a couple of suites. |
explained about Blind Seer, but | don't think they were mollified."

Elise shook her head. Up to this point, most of Hawk Haven's Great Houses had chosen not to interact
too closely with Earl Kestrel's peculiar ward, not wishing to grant her more legitimacy than was her due.
House Peregrine, Elise's mother's birth house, had been more friendly than mogt, so this new stuffiness
didn't bode well. Firekeeper, although she had not been chosen the king's heir, remained one of Tedric's
favorites, and had been chosen by Sapphire as awedding attendant over more highly ranked ladies.
Apparently, thisirked at least some of the representatives of King Tedric's Great Houses.

However, adl Elise said to Ninette was "Meet me in Crown Princess Sapphire's suite as soon as possible.
Don't stop to gossip overlong with Valet.”

"Yes, my lady," Ninette said, atrace offended.
Elise put ahand on her shoulder. "Thank you, Ninette. I'll need al the support | can get.”

Mallified, Ninette bustled off. Elise took up the bag containing her embroidery, squared her shoulders,
and went off to rgjoin her cousin.

Firekeeper dill could not understand the human penchant for eating in company. Even less so, she could
not understand the human desire to combine business and meds.

True, awolf pack shared akill, but not from any great desire to do so—rather because any who
departed the scene would be unlikely to get a share. The Ones atefirst and if, as was often the case with
amaller prey like adeer, the Ones devoured most of the meat, the rest of the pack was |eft with the hide
and bones—and sometimes not even that.

Any wolf who made asolitary kill was not required to share with the rest. Indeed, the pack would have



thought such generosity unnatural. Only puppies were given greater consideration, as Firekeeper—ever a
pup in the ranking of her pack—knew well. She would have starved if the others had not brought her a
portion from kills made too far away for her to join the pack. Even so, she did not repay thisindulgence
by sharing the products of her own efforts at fishing or hunting. That was neither required nor expected.

Since she had cometo live with humans, Firekeeper had learned that they did not exist on the same
feast-or-famine regime. Indeed, many moons had turned their faces since she had fdlt the gnawing depths
of true hunger. However, this had not changed her basic nature. She struggled—mostly to please
Derian—not to bolt her food and amost aways remembered that growling when a person spoke to you
was not a proper response.

Today, a the banquet where King Allister was hosting the many nobles gathered in anticipation of the
marriage of his son and the crown princess of Hawk Haven, Firekeeper was having trouble remembering
her manners.

Wisdly, Derian had made certain that Firekeeper had something substantial to et before getting dressed
for the banquet. Therefore, Firekeeper was not precisaly hungry. However, the sight of the fat roast pigs
carried to each table made her dmost pant with eagerness. The juicy roasts were surrounded by heaps of
carrots and potatoes. Deep pottery bowls of apple sauce were set at each end of the table, dong with
trays of diced bread and butter.

Firekeeper's early dinner had consisted of severa bowls of thick seafood chowder and ahunk of fresh
bread. That repast was forgotten now that quantities of juicy flesh were near. It was probably lucky for
decorum that Blind Seer had been convinced to stay behind in Firekeeper's rooms, for the wolf would
mogt certainly have overcome his shyness at the presence of so many strangers before the lure of so
much food.

Firekeeper growled softly in her throat as Earl Kestrel, the host for this table, paused to make some quip
to the woman on hisright before beginning to carve. Derian, elevated from the servants hallsto aplace at
his master'stable by hisfavor in King Tedric's eyes, nudged her.

"You can't possibly be hungry,” he said, pitching hiswordsfor her earsalone. "Not after what you've
aready had to eat."

"He's so dow!" Firekeeper protested.

"And you and | will be among thelast served,” Derian reminded her, "as our relatively low rank requires.
Cultivate patience."

"l could eat Patience," Firekeeper grumbled, referring to the grey gelding that was the only horse
indifferent enough to itsown fate to willingly carry her.

"Pretend,” Derian suggested, "that Earl Kestrel isthe head of your wolf pack and that if you legp on that
pig before he's ready to let you helll beat you bloody."

Firekeeper tried, but it was difficult. Small, hawk-nosed Norvin Norwood, dressed nestly in breeches
and waistcoat of sky-blue brocade over shirt and hose in scarlet, looked anything but threatening. His
slvering black hair and neat beard were freshly trimmed. His pale grey eyestwinkled at the jests of the
woman beside him, yet there was an intengity about him, afeding of astrung bow, that reminded
Firekeeper that thislittle man had charged into battle against men twice his Sze and that they—not
he—had falen.

Such rememberings kept her under control until adish with thick dices of pork and hesps of vegetables



was set before her. Firekeeper even managed to eat with what she thought was dainty control, wiping her
fingerson achunk of bread and cutting potatoesinto quarters before raising them to her mouth.

Except for Derian kicking her periodically when he thought she was getting too enthusiastic, Firekeeper
was content until alight, fluting voice said:

"Goodness, Earl Kestrel, do you starve your poor ward?”

The speaker was awoman past her first youth seated about halfway down the table. She waswearing a
bright yellow gown laced with pale green ribbons. Ropes of smoothly polished amber beads were looped
around her rather long neck and two large amber nuggets depended from her earlobes. Hair adightly
darker shade of honey-gold than the gems had been twisted into a towering coiffure threaded through
with afew more amber beads.

Firekeeper had been introduced to her when the guests came to table and now struggled for the woman's
name. After amoment, it cameto her: Lady Ceece Dolphin, a noblewoman of Bright Bay, scion of one
of their Great Houses. She was sster to aduke, Firekeeper recalled. No one of any real importance, as
the wolf-woman saw things, for neither Lady Ceece nor her children would comeinto thefamily'stitle.
Indeed, Firekeeper thought title a one hardly any reason to grant someone respect. Humans, she had
learned, thought otherwise.

Earl Kestrel answered Lady Ceece, histone free of rancor.

"Wedon't starve her," he said, "but the poor child was near starvation's edge when | found her in the
wildsthis past Horse Moon. She hasyet to overcome her enthusiasm for awd|-filled plate.”

Lady Ceece replied somewhat grudgingly, hearing her own rudenessin the earl's courtesy, "Well, she
certainly doesn't look overfed.”

Sir Jared Surcliffe, Earl Kestrel's cousin, commented, "We only arrived today after several days hard
travel from Hope. I'm famished and the food is excdllent. Cousin, would you cut me another dice from
that roast?'

Even as the wolf-woman admired how the two men had clipped the barbs from Lady Ceeceswords,
Firekeeper considered the tensons evident in the large banquet hall. She was no stranger to socidl
tension, having been brought into Hawk Haven as Earl Kestrel's piecein aplay for the throne of that
kingdom. The tension she sensed here was different. She dowed her attack on her plate of pork as she
tried to sort out the reason for that difference.

Certainly, the strife over the throne of Hawk Haven had been bitter enough. There had been tears and
screaming, bartering of lives for some imagined advantage, even hints that murder could be doneif the
prize was certain enough. Y et beneath it dl there had been a sense that those who fought were al bound
by acommon interest.

It had been, Firekeeper thought, excited by the comparison, like wolvesfighting over akill. There had
been no question who owned the kill. 1t belonged to the pack—or in this case, the kingdom. The
guestion was who would get the best portions.

When the struggle had been resolved, almost everyone had settled back into their old patterns. A few
bore wounds—Elise's disillus onment over Jet Shield was one such—but they were as no more than the
routine dashes and cuts one wolf might give another. If trouble arose, the pack would rejoin, rivary
forgotten until the new crisswas padt.



Here, though, the gathered nobility of Bright Bay and Hawk Haven were not yet a pack except by the
commands of their kings. True, the nobles of Bright Bay had sworn oaths to uphold the new-made king,
Alligter of the Pledge, and his son and heir gpparent, Shad Oyster. Part of that swearing wasthe
understanding that Shad would someday reign not only in Bright Bay but in Hawk Haven side by side
with his betrothed, Crown Princess Sapphire.

In Hawk Haven the change had been less gpparent. King Tedric still ruled, though hiswhite hair and
wrinkled features made clear that he could not last many years longer. His heir apparent had been drawn
from approved ranks and those who had been passed by in her choosing—most notably Elise and
Firekeeper hersaf—were pleased with the sdlection.

However, though Hawk Haven's nobility had been willing to accept King Tedric's selection of hisher,
many had been less than pleased at the truce he had made with his nephew Allister. Until just that past
summer Bright Bay and Hawk Haven had been siworn enemies. Now they were dlies, their unioninto
one nation reigned over by Sapphire and Shad athing many of those gathered there could anticipate
livingto see.

And not all of them, Firekeeper thought, are pleased at the thought of that seeing. Truly, thisis not
a pack gathered here to share a kill. It is a grouping of many packs, chancing on the same good
hunting grounds and trying to decide whether or not to share the herds.

The redlization did nothing to quiet Firekeeper's soul, and she wondered whether Earl Kestrd was very
brave, or only very foolish, to St there and laugh.

Chapter 111

The wedding was agrand affair. Asit was aso in some sense the wedding of their two
kingdoms—though that part of the marriage would not be consummeated until both King Tedric and King
Allister were become ancestors—made it an even more important event. For any of the heads of Bright
Bay'sfive Great Houses to refuse to attend would be tantamount to declaring that the oaths they had
sworn to King Allister were so much air.

None made that choice, though House Lobster had a new head—Duchess Faglene, the younger sister of
the previous duke, Marek.

Old Marek Lobster had chosen to aly himsalf with Queen Vaora. Indeed, he hardly had a choice, since
his son, Harwill, was married to the queen and had taken the new title of King of the Ides. The uproar in
House Lobster had been quitefierce, asource of gossip in both court and streets, but it had been smply
amore public verson of the choices being made in each of the noble families.

Y et old Duke Lobster was present after afashion. Newly retitled Marek, Duke of Half-Moon Idand, he
had come as the Ides representative to the wedding. To refuse him would have been to threaten the
tense neutrdity between the two relms. Duke Half-Moon's retinue was small, dmost humble. He had
brought no guards, no more servants than were perfectly proper for himself done. Ashe was awidower,
he did not even have awife accompanying him.

In addition to his sigter, severa formidable women of Duke Half-M oon's generation were present.
Foremost among these was Grand Duchess Seastar Seagleam, the late Gustin I11's Sster, and King
Alliger'saunt. Lesser in rank but perhaps more interesting to the gossips was Lady Brina Dolphin.



Smiling with gracious vindictiveness, Lady Brinameade hersdf highly visble a every gathering.

Gustin HI had divorced her in order to marry Lady Viona Seal, who would bear him Vdora Vaoras
defeat was seen by many—including those of the Sealswho had dlied themsdves with the Ides—as
House Dolphin'svindication.

Although Shad and Sapphire would cel ébrate their marriage a second time before the nobles of Hawk
Haven, severd of Hawk Haven's noble houses had chosen to send representatives to thiswedding as
well. The Great Houses of Goshawk and Gyrfa con were each represented by their Heads. Such would
be expected of Goshawk and Gyrfacon, for Sapphire was a granddaughter of those houses. Duke
Peregrine, Queen Elexas brother, had planned to attend, but illness—redlly nothing more than advanced
age—had forced him to send hisheir. Wellward's example, however, shamed the remaining housesinto
sending at least atoken representative.

Earl Kestrd was present for hishouse, but also at the express invitation of Princess Sgpphire, who had
desired that Lady Blysse serve as awedding attendant. The Barony of Archer was represented by the
entire family, again because Princess Sapphire had wished Lady Archer to be amember of her wedding

party.

Stll, no oneredly expected any of Hawk Haven's Great Houses to chalenge King Tedric's choice of
heir. Their protest would be against the public promise that someday the two kingdoms, rivalsthese
hundred years and more, would be united.

"And s0," said Firekeeper to Blind Seer as she mused over these complexities while bathing the morning
of thewedding, "they sniff each other's backsides, trying to decide whether they are to be friends.”

"And Lady Melina’'s absence and that of her children,” thewolf replied, " becomes the raw wound in
this great love-fest—a wound with dirt in it, for Duke Gyrfalcon, her own elder brother, is here."

"Here and howling to the moon about his sorrow that his younger brother Newell turned traitor "
Firekeeper agreed.

"A loud howl does not mean a true hunter," Blind Seer said pedanticdly, " only an open mouth.”

Firekeeper's brow furrowed. She, too, had trouble trusting the head of afamily that had whelped both
Newe| and Mdina Shield.

"Elise saysthat after the wedding, everything will be all right."
"Which wedding?' the wolf asked.
"I don't know."

The gown Firekeeper was to wear as awedding attendant featured two parts: an underdress with a
gently scooped neckline and long full deeves, covered by afloor-length surcoat. The ensemble's essential
smplicity—necessitated by the short length of time which the hagtily recruited corp of seamstresses had
been given to do their work—was disguised by the richness of the New Kelvinese silk from which it was
made. The underdress was snowy white shot with silver, while the surcoat was an e aborately patterned
crimson brocade.

Thewolf-woman struggled into the underdress without much difficulty, but was glad when Derian
knocked at her door as she was trying to reach the lacings at the back.

"May 17" he asked, running the cords expertly to and fro.



"If you don't,”" Firekeeper said practicaly, "I don't know who will."

"Y ou're welcome, too," Derian said, thumping her gently on top of the head with hisknuckles. "Today of
al days, mind your manners.”

Firekeeper sghed. "Must | wear these?"
She held up two dainty dippers, sewn from the finest dyed lesther and decorated with scarlet tassels.
"Youmust," Derian replied without hesitation.

"And the hat?" Firekeeper said hopeesdy, pulling on over her touded hair asweet little conica
headdress bordered with amodest padded circlet.

Derian looked up from tying abow at thetop of her lacing and laughed heartily.

"Yes," he said when he had his breath, "you must wear the hat, but not like that. Y ou look ridiculous.”
"| fed," Firekeeper retorted, atrace sulkily, "ridiculous.”

"Here," Derian said. "I'll show you how to do it right. Thank the Horsethat | have asister!”

He plucked off the offending headgear and took a brush to Firekeeper's hair. The thick, brown mass had
grown agreat ded since the early spring when she had stopped chopping it short with aminting knife,
long enough to be pulled back into a short queue—if she pinned back the stray ends that tended to
tumbleinto her face.

"Today," Derian said, "aqueuewon't do. Not only isthat aman's style, but you can't have alittle bush
gticking out from under the hat. Well fan your curlsout so..." He arranged her hair to his satisfaction,
"then put the hat on, tilted dightly to the back so the circlet frames your face and the cap coversthe dome
of your head. There! Now that's pretty."

He showed Firekeeper her reflection in the mirror. She studied herself for amoment, then nodded
reluctantly.

"That does look better,” she admitted. "But why wear a hat? Well beinsdethe castle. It won't rain.”

"Because," Derian said cheerfully, "the crown princess wants you to weer it, the earl wants you to wear
it, and you don't want to cause trouble over such alittle thing—not since you agreed to be an attendant.”

"I didn't know I'd need to wear a hat and shoes." The latter were aparticular sore point and she
glowered & the inoffensve dippers.

"You'll be happy enough for boots when winter comes,” Derian predicted. "Consder thisarehearsd.”
"Never needed boots before,” the wolf-woman growled.

"Correction," Derian said. "Y ou never had them. | assure you, you'll find them agreat improvement over
wrapping rabbit skinsaround your feet."

From where he had been dozing in the sunlight, Blind Seer yawned and chuckled.

"Derianisright,” hesad. " You'll take boots when winter comes. Consider this dressing fancy
protection against a different kind of cold."



"Now look at yoursdlf," Derian said, turning her before afull-length panel of polished silver, "and tdl me
you don't look quitethe lovely lady."

Firekeeper again sudied her image in the mirror. She still had difficulty with the ideathat reflected images
bore any relation to redity. Still, she had to admit that the person in the mirror looked rather like the other
ladies she had seen bustling about the castle. She nodded grudging acceptance and let Derian fasten a
pearl and ruby choker about her throat.

"Thank you," she sad.

"And now for the crowning glory,” Derian said with achuckle. He extended her Fang, the hunting knife
that had once belonged to Prince Barden. "I'm told you have permission to wear this strapped around
your waist beneseth, the surcoat.”

"That'sright," Firekeeper replied smugly. "My Fang does not |leave me. Princess Sgpphire agreed and
even had anew belt madefor it."

"Wise" Derian said, casting acritica glance at the weether-stained leather of Firekeeper's more usua
gear. "Redly we're going to have to teach you how to maintain legther.”

Oncethe new belt was strapped loosaly about Firekeeper's hips, the knife was not very visible. The part
that was most so—the hilt with alarge cabochon-cut garnet in the pommel—might be mistaken for a
peculiar piece of jewery.

Now that her own costume was complete, Firekeeper examined her friend's attire. Derian was dressed in
knee breeches, waistcoat, and frock coat, al of adeep forest green. The color set off hisred hair nicely.
His stockings and shirt were off-white, and the silver buckles on his brown shoes shone with polish.

"Y ou look agentleman,” she said gpprovingly.

"My mother helped me select this outfit aong with severd otherswhen | went home &fter the war,”
Derian said. "She hasagood eye for expensve clothing.”

"And ambitions for her pup,” Blind Seer added. The wolf wasin arather sour mood because, despite
Firekeeper's repeated requests and Princess Sgpphire's approval, he had been barred from the wedding.

Firekeeper kndt next to him and rubbed his head, ignoring the coating of fine Slvery-grey hairsthisleft on
the red brocade of her surcoat.

Derian forbore from commenting on this sartorid offense, only sighed.

A rap at the door summoned them. Elise, attended by Ninette, waited in the corridor. She was dressed
identically to Firekeeper. The combination of strong red and silvery white went well with her fair
complexion and made her golden hair seem to glow. Ninette was clad in aneat gown of salmon pink.
Ironicaly, it was more el aborately embroidered than the one worn by her mistress, sinceit had come
from her existing wardrobe, rather than having been hastily pieced together for the occasion.

Firekeeper gave Blind Seer aparting hug and hurried to join Elise.

"Youlook lovely," Elise said, reaching out to brush the worst of the wolf hair from Firekeeper's surcoat.
"Now, remember, take small steps.”

Firekeeper Sghed, recalling lessonsin deportment.



"Have a good time, sweet Firekeeper," Blind Seer called after her.

Todl thelisteners but one, hiswords came as alow, mournful howl.

Intheinterests of politica harmony—and because dl had assumed that it would be augmented by her
mother and three ssters—the bride's party was very small. It consisted of Elise, Firekeegper, and the
groom'syoung twin ssters, Minnow and Anemone.

Theselast were perfectly identicd, still dight and dim, with straight silvery-blonde hair and eyes of a
trand ucent green. Whether or not they would be beauties was still open to question, but there was no
doubt they would be striking.

Thelittle girls had celebrated their twelfth birthday four days before and were dtill trying to live up to the
solemnity of their greet age. Mogt of the time they managed, but every so often they would burst into
pedling giggles. They were giggling when Firekeeper, Elise, and Ninette entered the room where dl the
bridd attendants were to wait before processing into the Sphere Chamber for the wedding.

Dressed in gowns of identical style to those worn by Firekeeper and Elise—though their underdress was
gold-hued silk and their surcoat a sea-green brocade with awatery texture to the fabric—the twins had
crowded up to adoor and were peeking through a crack, giggling at what they saw.

Curiogty overcame Elisgsfirst impulse, which wasto drag thelittle girls back and remind them of the
solemnity of the occasion. She noticed an older woman seated in a corner keeping acareful eye on them
and decided that they must not be quite out of line. The woman had "old nurse” written in every line of
her pleasant face and would not have brooked disorderly behavior.

"What are you looking at?" Elise asked, gliding toward the twins. The new dippers that had been
supplied with the gown were superbly crafted. She made a mental note to learn the cobbler's name
before she went back to Eagle's Nest.

Minnow—or was it Anemone?—started back guiltily, but both twins gazes were bright with excitement.
"We werelooking at the people coming into the hall,” Minnow said. "It's so funny watching them.”

"They bow to each other,” Anemone added, "and say nice things but when they think no one can see
them, the |ooks on their faced"

"Certainly you've seen thelike before," Elise said. "Y ou've grown up in this court.”

"Not redly," Anemone said with charming honesty. "Father'stitle was duke before he became king, but it
was just a courtesy. Everyone knew that we—his children, | mean—weren't going to be anything, so we
didn't get invited to these big events.”

"Father was," Minnow clarified, "and Mother, but not us. Anyhow, we were too young even if anyone
had wanted to invite us. The bal on Bridgeton wasthe first time either of uswent to aforma event.”

And, thought Elise atrace bitterly, because everyone thought your father might become king—
though then they thought he was destined for Hawk Haven's throne, not Bright Bay's—then
everyone wanted to treat you like ladies.

She pushed the memory from her, knowing that her bitterness came from the memory of Jet Shield—then
her betrothed hushand—dancing attendance on the two little girls.



"Then was the coronation your first court event?" Elise asked.

."Pretty much,” Anemone said, "and then we were sitting in front with Father and Mother and didn't get a
chance to watch the guests.”

Firekeeper had been standing back diffidently listening to the conversation. There was something guarded
about her posture, atension that reminded Elise that the wolf-woman was even less familiar with such
eventsthan the twins. They at least had been raised on the fringes of such things. Firekeeper had lived at
Hawk Haven's court, but had always been astranger there.

"Does everyone remember,” Elise asked brightly, "what we practiced at rehearsal? Shall we run through
our parts one more time while we wait? Ninette, you stand in for the crown princess.”

Ninette did so, blushing dightly. Elise suspected that internaly her maid was counting down the moments
to when she could be excused to join the other favored servants on the back tiers of the balcony
reserved for them.

They had just finished going through their parts and Ninette was straightening Firekeeper's cap, which
had come askew again, when aherdd in green and gold strode into the room. The nurse paused in the
middle of ingpecting the twins to make a deep curtsy.

"The Crown Princess Sgpphire,”" announced the herdd rather unnecessarily, for the lady in question was
immediatdy behind him.

If the attendants gowns had been chosen for smplicity, that must have been to free more seamstressesto
work on the bride's gown. Although not so ornate as to be at odds with those worn by her attendants,
Sapphire's gown was an elegant tribute to the dressmaker's art.

Her undergown was close-fitting scarlet silk, cut square across the shoulders, but fairly high to the
throst—modest yet revealing. The shimmering white surcoat was quite el aborate, possessed of hanging
deevesthat trailed to the floor, asweeping length to the back that recalled a cloak, and elegant fur trim
that began at the square neckline, then decreased dightly down the front to create adainty breastplate
before splitting into two sweeping rows that accented the wearer's hips.

Crown Princess Sapphire was no mere dip of agirl. Wielding asword and handling awarhorse had
made her broad in the shoulders, muscular in the arms. The clinging silk of the gown hinted at the strength

of her longlegs.

Like her attendants, Sapphire wore a headpiece, but whereas theirs were maidenly caps, equally suitable
for either thelittle girls or the two dightly older women, Sapphire's shouted her importance—a jeweled
crown laid over avell that framed her forehead and spilled down her back almost to her elbows.
Sapphire's blue-black hair was even longer, faling past her hips, avibrant contrast to the surcoat's
glver-white.

She looks wonderful, Elise thought, and yet somehow odd. | suppose it's because | never thought to
see her wed wearing any color but blue.

Indeed, there was nothing blue in the bride's ensemble unless her own brilliant eyes could be counted.
She spun before her attendants and the gown flowed with the motion. The gem-stonesin her crown
glimmered in the light from the high windows.

"Itis" Crown Princess Sapphire said smiling, "the most beautiful dress| have ever worn, and well worth
dl thefuss”



Elise grinned. "I hope you make certain the seamstresses hear your praise.”

"l have," Sapphire assured her. "I'm even wondering if there is some award we can give them. Bright Bay
has awards for everything, it seems. I've nearly gone mad memorizing dl the subsidiary titles and honors.™

Only the rapidity of Sapphire's chatter showed the nervousness she wasfedling. At thissmall betraya of
vulnerability, Eliseliked her agreat dedl. Sheliked her even better when the crown princess put out her
hands to the other three.

"Minnow, Anemone, Firekeeper. Ladies, you dl ook wonderful and do great honor to your families.”
Minnow said, "Lady Archer has had us practice our parts and we did perfectly.”

"Y ou have the gifts?' Sgpphire asked.

The others nodded.

"Well, they shouldn't keep uswaiting much longer.”

Sapphirelooked asif she wanted to go peek out the door, but restrained herself with an obvious effort at
sdlf-control. Ninette took pity on her and dipped out the back, coming in to report afew moments later.

"The kings and queens have just entered the hall and taken their places. The musicians are beginning the
groom's processiond.”

"Then," Sapphire said, battlefiel d-efficient, "we should take our own places.”

Crossing to stand before the doorway into the hal, Minnow and Anemone stood side by side, hands
folded around smdll but intricately carved boxes. Elise and Firekeeper stepped afew paces behind them,
accepting from Ninette two boxes of their own. Sapphire took her place behind them.

The crown princess did not carry abox, but instead held a small basket containing severa smdl items, al
swathed beneath a puffy fabric tissue.

And in some form or another, Elisethought, every bride carries those same trinkets in her wedding.
Thereisaleveling to it—a reminder that princess or milkmaid, we are all simply women.

She heard afew nervous giggles from the twins. Beside her, Firekeeper's breath came fast and shallow.
"Don't be afraid," Elise reassured the wolf-woman, keeping her voice soft.

"I try," Firekeeper said, her tones gruff, "but | can't helpit. | am afraid and more afraid because | don't
know why | am afrad.”

Elise gave her aquick hug. "It's naturd. Relax into it and remember, we're just decorations. Everyone will
be watching Sapphire and Shad.”

"Thanks, cousin,”" said the crown princess dryly, but whatever else she might have said was interrupted
by the double doors opening and the swelling of the music into the bride's processiond.

Minnow and Anemone stepped forward, perfectly in step, perfectly in cadence. They moved out through
the doors.

There may be some advantage to being twins, Elisethought, when it comes to coordination.



Then it was her turn. She walked dowly through the doorway, keeping her gait even and easy. To her
relief Firekegper matched her movements. The wolf-woman had anaturd grace that compensated for
her fear.

They passed through the double doors and into the Sphere Chamber. The room gave theillusion of being
perfectly round though, of course, the floor was flat. The white marble walls curved upward, interrupted
on two levels by haf-round openingsthat led into viewing gdleries. At the back of one of these, Elise
knew, Ninette would be hurrying to her reserved place.

Long, narrow windows pierced the rounded walls at severd levels. Today they had been left opento
relieve the suffiness of so many peoplein an enclosed space.

Peeking up at the gdleries through her lashes, Elise thought she glimpsed Derian Carter's red head at the
front of one of thefirgt-tier balconies. Wasthat Sir Jared next to him? It was quite likely. Though neither

possessed the rank to be seated lower down, both had won the favor of the bride and groom, aswell as
that of their auspicious parents. With this came invitationsto the ceremony.

The more important wedding guests were seated at floor level in agreat circle, their sests placed on
shallow risers surrounding the low, raised dais a the center of the room. When the Sphere Chamber was
being employed as athrone room, only half of its space was used. Sections of the seeting areafacing this
theoretical "front” had been reserved since the time of King Gustin | for each of the Great Houses. Lesser
personages were seated at the back and edges.

Today, since the entire room needed to be used, the carved wooden screen that backed the royd dais
had been removed, permitting those seated behind a clear view—although more often then not they
would be looking at the backs of the participants. Here were seated the foreign diplomats, the members
of the monied—if not titled—houses, and anyone else who could not be refused an invitation to the
ceremony without fear of giving offense.

King Allister needed to be even more careful than would be usud for such an event, since he had yet to
ascertain who were his staunch dlies and who gave support but grudgingly.

Theroyd daiswas plushly carpeted in an ivory white only dightly darker than the marble walls. An honor
guard jointly captained by Sir Dirkin Eastbranch of Hawk Haven and Sir Whyte Steel of Bright Bay
surrounded the dais.

The armed and armored soldiers faced the assembly. They dternated guard to guard, oneinthe silver
and scarlet of Hawk Haven, the next in the gold and green of Bright Bay. Ironically, though they stood
the closest to the participants, they aone would see nothing of the ceremony, for their gazeswould
remain fixed outward.

Firekeeper beside her, Elise paced down the aide. Aware—despite her assurance to Firekegper—that
al eyeswere upon them, Elise glanced neither right nor left, but kept her gaze level and centered on her
destination.

Theroyd daiswaswell worth looking at. At the center of the circle the two kings stood shoulder to
shoulder, old Tedric at thel€eft, leaning abit on an ornate Saff, Allister sanding straight and looking more
like aworried father than aking. Their queens stood beside them, Elexafrail but lovely in an etheredl,
cobwebby manner, Pearl round and rosy, her head held high to bal ance the unaccustomed burden of a
crown, her eyes bright with what might have been tears.

At Pearl's shoulder stood her son Tavis. The youth seemed to have grown tdler and thinner in the few
moonspans since Elise had seen him last—but then boys sprouted like that at fifteen. With his shock of



dark golden hair, skinny torso, and dightly stooped posture, Tavisrather recalled a spring dandelion.
Elise suspected that when the prince grew more comfortable with his new height and learned to stand
sraight, he would instead bring to mind ayoung puma. Certainly those stormy blue eyes seemed destined
to haunt girls dreams.

A few stepsin front of Elise, the twins reached the dais, curtsied to the monarchs, and then turned aside
to stand dongside ther brother.

Sadly, no children remained to stand at Queen Elexas sde, though she had borne two sonsand a
daughter and lost her hedlth in doing so. However, when Elise and Firekeeper rose from paying their
respects they took their places beside the queen.

Knowing that al eyeswere turned to Sapphire, now hafway down the aide, Elise sneaked out ahand
and squeezed the queen's fingers—Elexawas her great-aunt and had away's been kind to her. The queen
gave Elisg's hand aquick, bird-like squeeze in return.

At the center of the arc made by the two families, Crown Prince Shad waited for hisbride. At twenty, he
was three years younger than Sgpphire. A fair-haired, serious young man, he had been a commissioned
officer in Bright Bay's navy before hisfather won the throne. Although Shad was now crown prince, he
had chosen to be wed in an eaborate dress version of his nava uniform—declaring himsalf for what he
had won by his own meritsrather than for the high position he would inherit.

The knee-breeches, waistcoat, and frock coat in dark green were not too different from what Shad
would have worn in any case, but the shirt and hose were fine naturd linen rather than the shimmering
golden silk he would have worn as heir apparent to the throne.

The one alteration to Shad's uniform was in his headgear. Instead of the tricorn worn by lesser officers,
Crown Prince Shad wore a crown upon hisfair head. It wasless e aborate than the Hawvk Haven
heirloom worn by Sapphire, but no lessadeclaration of hisroyaty.

When Sapphire reached the royd dais, Shad took her left hand and together they made homage to the
monarchs. Then, gracefully trading clasped hands, they presented themsalves to the assembled nobles,
progressing round the circle so that they would bevisibleto al.

The applause that greeted this gesture was loudest, Elise thought, from the theoretica rear where the
foreign diplomats and their parties were seated. It would have been unthinkable to move the rulers of
Bright Bay's Great Houses from thelr traditiona places at the front, no matter how important foreign

dliances would beto the new king.

Now, in amove choreographed to present less back to the assembly, the two families broke their arc.
The bride's party moved to the left of the dais and faced inward, while the groom's party moved to the
right and did the same. The maneuver went well, and as the lowest ranked of the "floor" guests had been
segted at this point, they would not be likely to complain about backs turned to them. It was enough
honor that they were on the ground level at dl.

Bride and groom remained at the center, facing each other.
It'sgoing well, Elise thought as King Allister of the Pledge stepped forward to join the bride and groom.

"It ismy great honor and privilege as both head of my house and head of my family to officiate at this
wedding," he announced. His voice carried easily through the now-hushed room, so well that the heralds
posted at the back to repeat what was said held their silence.



"Wearehere" King Allister continued, "to begin anew family, afamily of two that will, with blessing and
fortune, someday be amuch larger family."

Thetraditiona wordstook on anew meaning in the context of this particular wedding.

True enough, Elisethought, for if King Allister's wish comes true, Sapphire and Shad will be heads
of a very large family indeed—that of the new kingdom of Bright Haven.

Looking out over the crowded room, she could tell that she was not the only one to have this thought,
nor was every thinker pleased by the revelation.

"From the time of those ancestors who are but namesin our persona litanies," King Allister went on, "we
have celebrated the union of two individuadsinto one family by thefilling of a pouch with small items
symbalizing our hopes and dreams for the newly married couple. This pouch isthen thefirgt thing placed
in their family shrine. Someday, when they, too, join the march of ancestors, their pouch will be moved
into their heir'sfamily shrine, thus granting continuity.”

AsKing Alligter finished speaking, Prince Shad cleared histhroat. Like hisfather, he spoke loudly and
clearly, hiswords heard throughout the hall.

"My dear Sapphire,”" Shad said, "I ask you to accept the pouch | have had prepared for this day."

He presented to her asmall bag about the size of the palm of his broad hand, holding it high so that dl of
the assembly could at least glimpseit.

The wedding pouch was woven of gold thread, fringed with long strands of tiny, faceted emerald and
ruby beads. Silver was never used in the making of these pouches, because of itstendency to tarnish; if
family heraldry necessitated it, something white took its place. For this pouch the silver of Hawk Haven's
coat of armswas represented in the strand of pricel ess matched pearls from which the pouch depended.

There were gasps of astonishment and awe as Shad held up the costly thing. Most wedding pouches
were made of glove-soft leather and embroidered with costly treasures. This pouch was atreasurein
itsdlf.

Sapphire glowed with delight as she extended her hand asritua demanded to join Shad's on the strap.

"| accept your gift," she said, her tonesringing and clear. Then in asofter voice she said, "Shad, it'sjust
lovdy."

Murmurs of delighted approval eddied through the Sphere Chamber asthose in front repested
Sapphireswordsto their neighbors.

This part of theritual completed, Elise felt her heart begting faster. Asthe senior attendant, she would be
one of thefirg to offer her gift. The parents, however, camefirgt.

"My son and daughter,” King Allister said, with those words accepting Sapphireinto hisfamily, "Queen
Pearl and | offer you the hope of children, even as we have been blessed with children of our own."

Queen Pearl stepped forward when her husband spoke and dropped asmall ivory carving of an infant
into the open pouch.

She quickly kissed both her son and his new wife before stepping back to her place.
King Tedric spoke next and despite his best efforts, hiswords did need to be repeated by the heralds.



King Tedric was clearly accustomed to this and paused between each phrase so that the heralds voices
seemed anatura echo.

"Daughter and son," he said, "you are entering into agreat adventure. Elexaand | knew each other hardly
at al when we were married. Over time, we have come to understand each other and to know that the
greatest strength a marriage can have isthe power to listen—not merely with the ears but with the heart
aswell. Learn to put yourself where the other stands, to not think of your own reply and advantage, but
of what the other oneis saying. Listening with ear and heart will bear you through dl trids, through all
manner of sorrows, and enhance dl of your joys."

He concluded his speech by helping Queen Elexawak forward, he leaning on his s&ff, she leaning on his
am.

Elexa placed in the pouch atiny carved image of an ear and a heart bound together by adim cord of
twisted silk threads. Again the bride and groom accepted the parenta kiss—though in this case the age
difference made it seem grandparental.

My turn, Elise thought, and stepped lightly forward.
"Coudns," shesad, "my giftisthe wish for hedlth for both of you and for al of your offspring.”

Elise wanted to say more, but her mouth was drying with the sudden awareness of al those gazes—not
al of them friendly—centered upon her. Panic made her heartbeat rush in her ears and she thought she
heard adistant howling. Then she recaptured her confidence.

"Although you will have many treasures,” she continued, redizing that the pause had been long only for
hersdlf, "hedth isthe greatest of them. Without hedlth, the shine of gold dims, the sparkle of gemsturns
dull. With health, every sunrise, every fresh breeze, every glow of firelight becomes a treasure beyond

counting.”

She stopped then, having done her best to paraphrase similar speeches she had heard given. From the
little wooden box she had carried up the aide she removed a piece of amethyst carved in the likeness of
an androgynous figure bresthing in deeply—the traditional image of hedth.

After bestowing, theritua kiss, Elise stepped back into her place. She discovered that she was biting the
insde of her lip, for now the time had come for Firekeeper to do her part.

The wolf-woman hesitated for the barest moment. Then she stepped forward, her head held high.
Watching Firekeeper move, Elise thought she seemed haughty; then she redlized that what she had taken
for arrogance was alistening aertness. Firekegper was following the routine as rehearsed, but clearly her
whole mind was not on the task at hand.

Firekeeper hdted in front of the bride and groom. Her voice when she spoke was loud enough to carry,
but strangely rusty-sounding. Elise redlized that she had rardly—if ever—heard Firekeeper raise her
voice, unless she was caling to Blind Seer—and then she was more likdly to howl.

"Sapphire and Shad," Firekeeper said, omitting titles but speaking with an affectionate warmth that
removed any trace of disrespect from the address, "I am to offer you the wish for wealth and | do that
because | am supposed to, not because | think you will need it."

There was a soft chuckle at this, doubtless because of the abundance of gems and precious metalsin
evidence among theroyd party.

Oh, soft-pawed Lynx, Elise thought in despair, she's forgotten her part.



"| offer you," Firekeeper continued serioudy, "another wealth—one you have shown adready, so | don't
giveittoyou, | wish you to keep it. Thiswedth isthe wealth of courage. Be strong and brave and faithful
asyou werein war, even now when thereis peace. That iswhat | wish for you.”

She placed ashining gold coin in the bag—the traditiond fallback money with which every family gifted
the newlyweds. After this she added something that only the bride and groom saw.

The wolf-woman smiled and solemnly kissed the astoni shed twosome, then padded back to her place.
Through all of this, even her carefully worded speech, she never lost that bow-strung dertness.

Elise wondered if anyone else recognized Firekeeper's attitude for what it was. Glancing about, she saw
Sir Dirkin Eastbranch looking from side to side, frowning.

After this, the ceremony proceeded without any interruptionsto the ritual course. Prince Tavis stepped
forward next and offered the couple the gift of wisdom. Giggles vanished into wide-eyed solemnity, the
twins offered their eldest brother and his new wife the gift of hgppiness. Then it wastimefor the bride
and groom to offer each other their secret wishes—each for the other.

Sapphire began, her strong fingers curled around the token in her hand so that none might glimpse it and
S0 denature the power of the wish.

"Shad, | offer you my secret wish for our union." Sapphire'swordswereritud, but the ringing notein her
voice made them uniqueto thismarriage. "'l giveit to you because from this day forth whatever | do, | do
as part of something new—anew creetion called 'us.' "

She dipped her trinket into the bag. Clearing histhroat, Shad spokein turn. Although the words were the
same and his ddlivery less polished, he too spoke with sincerity.

Stedling aglance about the hall as Shad dipped his secret into the marriage pouch, Elise noted that many
of the watchers were wiping away tears. The hostile looks had softened, too, blunted perhaps by the
intengity of the two young peoplein front of them.

Incongruoudy, Elise thought she heard adistant, mournful wolf's howl. Again, shewasin aposition to
note the expressions on other faces and redlized that the sound wasn't merely her imagination. Surprise,
annoyance, curiosity danced across face after face. The one face Elise couldn't see was Firekeeper's, for
the wolf-woman sill stood at her shoulder but through that dight contact she felt the other tense.

The ceremony was moving into itsfina phase and no one was about to interrupt it to ded witha
disconsolate wolf. Indeed, many of the guests probably thought the cry was that of some hunting dog out
in one of the courtyards and had dready dismissed the noise as aminor annoyance.

Sapphire certainly recognized that lupine voice, but she did not permit anything to distract her from this
important moment. As Shad had produced the pouch at the beginning of the ceremony, she drew
something from her little basket.

"Now," she said, the single word atriumphant clarion, "dear Shad, we have received the good wishes of
family and friends. With this needle and thread et me close the pouch so that' these good wishes may
sugtain usthrough along and fruitful marriage.”

Shad drew the two edges close together, holding them for Sapphire's ease. As he did so he recited,

"What we here have drawn together let no person, no force, no causein dl the world pull apart.
Together we are sawn. Together we shdl remain.”



On thefina words, Sapphire ended her stitching and tied off the thread. As it snapped, the assembled
guests broke their long silence by chanting as with one voice dightly furred about the edges:

"Asthesetwo sowishit, let it be s0."
Bride and groom embraced and Elise felt tears blur her eyes.

Caught in the joyful moment, she thought the shouting that filled the hall was that of spontaneous
applause. Only when she heard someone scream, heard the crash of metal upon wood, and saw
Firekeeper legping toward the bride and groom did she redlize that something had gone terribly wrong.

Chapter |V

From his seet in the front row of afird-tier balcony, Derian Carter saw the assassins attack.
Unfortunately, he was unable to do anything to prevent them. All he could do was lean forward and add
his voice to the hundreds raised in spontaneous cries of warning.

"Look out!" he heard himself yell, and even as the words were ripping their way from histhroat he
thought how foolish they were.

Jared Surcliffewas on hisfeet trying to leave the bal cony, his efforts dowed by those guestswho were
crowding forward for a better view.

"Let methrough!" he commanded, pushing hisway through. "I'm adoctor.”
Such was Sir Jared's authority that the panicked mob did part—at |east sufficiently to et him squeeze by.

Derian kept to his seat, knowing that by the time he reached the floor whatever was transpiring would be
over. Instead, he set himsdlf to witness every motion, for perhaps that testimony would prove of some
later use.

Even as Sgpphire had broken the thread with which she had stitched closed the wedding pouch and the
assembled guests had spoken thelr joint blessing, four pairs of men had suddenly risen from ther places
among the rows of foreign guests.

No one commented or made move to stop them asthey crossed the few steps that took them to the
front. They were foreigners and couldn't be expected to know the details of theritud. Indeed, the fact
that they were garbed and equipped in asimilar fashion suggested that they were specid atendants,
moving to escort their honored masters to congratul ate the bride and groom.

One man in each pair bore a stout, heavily ornamented walking stick. Upon reaching the front row, he
swung this at the guard closest to him, afast, hard, practiced move that was hardly signaed by his body
language until the action was aready under way.

Although not expecting any such attack—indeed, distracted by the need to pronounce the ritua

bless ng—each guard automatically moved to block the waking stick with the elegantly beribboned spear
he held in one hand. Asthe guard did so, the true nature of this seemingly insane attack came clear, when
the second man of each pair dove for the space now opened in thering of guards.

Sir Dirkin and Sir Whyte had positioned the guards so that each had the space of a broad-shouldered
man between him and the next. Thiswas partially so that the guards would not block the view of those



very important guests seated in the lowest, closest bank of seets, partidly so if action was caled for they
would have room to move. Shoulder-to-shoulder looked very impressive on parade, but it made bringing
sword or spear into play rather difficult.

Three of the nswho moved for the openingstheir partners had created legpt onto the daiswith
ease. The fourth was tripped by the butt end of the spear held by the guard at the other end of the gap, a
quick-moving fellow whaose reward was a knife thrown to bury itsdf to the hilt in histhroat, fountaining
blood over hiswhite scarf.

The guards wore breastplates painted with their persona arms over dress uniformsthat included highly
polished helms, but no one had thought full armor—including highly uncomfortable neck
protection—necessary, since the guards role wasto be ceremonia and preventative, not combative.

Having lost one knife, the assassin rolled clear of the spear point another guard thrust at him. Derian saw
alook of studied panic on the n'sface and realized that the man knew he was doomed, that his
only wish wasto cause sufficient distraction that those who had broken onto the roya daiswould have
timeto perform their task.

Fascinating as that struggle was, Derian's gaze was drawn irresistibly to where the ns raced

toward the bride and groom. Long knives shone bare-bladed in the torchlight. Shad had grasped
Sapphire and thrust her behind him—a gallant impulse but one doomed to failure, for the warrior princess
was determined to remain a her new husband's side.

Bride and groom had taken their sationsfor the ceremony near the center of the dais, away from the
encircling ring of guards, but the rest of the roya party stood near the edge. With remarkable clarity of
purpose, the guards nearest to the monarchs bounded onto the dai's, putting themsel ves between danger
and their rulers. Other guards helped the threatened wedding cel ebrants down from the dais—all the
celebrants, that is, but one,

At thefirst crash of spear and staff, Firekegper—who Derian had noted seemed edgier than even her
nervousness at taking part in the ceremony could account for—had legpt from her place next to Elise,
racing to intercept the assassins. Her Fang was in her hand and afurious howl tore from her lips. All
illusion that Firekegper was a gentlewoman vanished with that cry. She was anima fury entrapped by a

long gown.
The distant howl that answered hers did nothing to sustain the gentlewomanly illusion.

Firekeeper ssumbled dightly againgt the swathing fabric of her skirt, but she didn't pause to tear the gown
short. Instead, with another howl, she flung hersdf onto the closest of the three ns. The man was
dimly built and the impact staggered him, but he retained his balance. Hailing he steadied himsdlf,
smultaneoudy bringing into play adightly curved knifewith acurious, dull sheen to the blade.

Derian heard the words that ripped out of hisown throat as distantly asif they'd been uttered by another
person.

"Firekeeper! Poison!™

Whether or not she heard him, the wolf-woman twisted away from the knife blade's first thrust.
Unworried about the niceties of civilized combat, she then bit the assassin solidly on the throat. Blunt
human teeth might not do the damage of awolf'sfangs, but buried in unprotected flesh they did cause

pan.
The assassin yelled. Againgt the generd uproar that now filled the Sphere Chamber, Derian could not



differentiate that single voice, but he saw the man's mouth open, reveding stained and broken teeth. The
knifein his hand came down, snagging in the swathing scarlet fabric of Firekeeper's surcoat.

Firekeeper had wrapped one arm about her victim's shoulders, forcing him to bear her weight. Her teeth
gtill worrying histhroat, she brought her Fang up and into hisside. It skidded against some hidden armor,
diding up uncontrolled for amoment before she readjusted.

Releasing the man's throat, Firekeeper spoketo the n. Again, Derian had no ideawhat she said,
but he was struck by the curious calmness on her face. Elsawhere on the dais, fear, anger, and horror
were evident, even on the faces of the professiona soldiers. Firekeeper done fought asif she were
hunti ng—jpurpose dominating her actions.

Whatever she said to the assassin cowed him. The knife dipped from fingers suddenly nerveless. He
dumped. Firekeeper snarled at him and he dropped to the carpeted floor, arms and legs spread wide.

Without another glance at her victim, Firekeeper turned to defend the prince and princess, but that battle
was over.

Sapphire leaned against Shad, the silver white of her surcoat dyed scarlet, the scarlet soaked with blood.
The high heirloom crown had fallen to the floor and her hair spilled in adark curtain that hid the nature of
her injuries from immediate ingpection.

Shad hdld his newly wed wife close, hisface pae with shock. Still, his control wasthat of a battlefield
commander. He saw that some of the guards who were trying to enforce order on the panicked mob of
what had been wedding guests were pushing back a single man determined to get forward. In abellow
trained to carry over storms at sea, Shad shouted:

"L et the man through! That's Sir Jared of Hawk Haven. He's adoctor!”

The guards, who must have been hearing something smilar from Doc'sown lips, let Sir Jared through
immediately. The mob quieted as one at the sound of the crown prince's voice, their panicked shouts
fading to adull murmur so that for the first time Derian could sort individud voices from the genera noise.

As Sir Jared hdf-ran through the parting crowd he nearly dammed into the one figure who moved to
intercept him.

"Elis?d" hesadin surprise,
"I'm hereto help,” the young woman said stubbornly.
"Good," Doc answered without pause. " Get someoneto fetch my kit or any med kit. Mine'sin my room."

Sir Jared hadn't stopped moving even as he spoke. Elise turned to obey his orders and found an
inconspicuous brown-haired man coming toward her, the requested kit in his hand.

Derian had no ideahow Vaet, Earl Kestrel's persond attendant, had gotten past the guards, but Valet
had the gift of dways seeming to be in the right place a the right time. Doubtless the guards had
responded to his purposefulness as something welcome in the madhouse around them.

"Vdd!" Eliseexclamedinrdief.
"Sir Jared'smedical bag, my lady,” Vdet said, handing it to her with a short bow.
Elise spared no time in thanks, but hurried to where Shad had |owered Sapphire to the carpeted dais.



Valet crossed to Firekeeper's side.

The wolf-woman stood with her foot solidly planted in the small of her captive's back, clearly waiting lest
she be needed. However, the other ns had been well and wholly dedlt with.

Faced with the potential murder of Shad and Sapphire as pendty for anything less than thoroughness, the
guards had not attempted to take prisoners. The two other assassins who had reached the daiswere
dead, their blood spreading to stain the snowy carpet crimson. The one who had failed to cross onto the
dais was aso dead, bludgeoned by severd guardsimpatient to revenge their fellow's degth.

Thefour club wielders had fared only somewhat better. Two had been knocked out almost immediately.
A third had apparently experienced asurge of initiative and had moved toward King Allister. Theking's
guards had made short work of him.

Thefourth club wielder had fled into the crowd, but had made the mistake of choosing the section of
seats occupied by the denizens of Bright Bay's minor but extremely warlike Shark Barony. Required by
law to dways bear arms, the Sharks proved that their elaborately bejewe ed belt knives were more than
decoration.

In fact, Derian thought, the speed with which the assassins had been dispatched spoke poorly for the
entire plan. What awaste of eight lives—for the three nswho had survived would doubtless be
executed. What purpose had the attack served?

True, Sapphire was wounded—perhaps badly—but there was ample medical assstance near. True,
there would be those who would speak long and loudly about theill omens of thiswedding. Still, that
aone didn't seem enough to merit such an act—not when the same eight assassins could have done their
work elsewhere and with greater hope of success.

Frowning thoughtfully, Derian turned and joined those few remaining wedding guests who were now filing
from the ba cony.

What purpose had the attack served?

Elise took the medical bag from Vaet and, snagging her skirtsin one hand, raced up those same steps
that, what seemed like a hundred years ago, she had mounted with al due decorum, worried only about
the many eyeswatching her every move.

A smal group was clustered around the crown prince and princess, but Elise shouldered her way through
without ceremony.

She extended the bag to Sir Jared. He glanced up, the worried frown on hisface making his Kestrel
family noselook even more beaky than usud.

"Hand me severd small separators, would you? Then get out the blue bottle [abeled sterilizing wash—the
blue one, mind."

Elise did as ordered, finding the requested items easily. Sir Jared had given her some emergency medica
training when the recently ended war was in the offing and sheld become familiar then with his persona
organizationd system.

She became rather worried when he requested the blue bottle of sterilizing wash. From past experience
she knew that this was the concentrate he kept and usudly diluted before use. Indeed, a glance showed



her that there was a pa e green bottle containing the dilute solution ready in the bag.

Sir Jared used the separators to hold open the edges of along nasty dash that began low on Sapphire's
right rib cage and extended below her right breast, rising into her |eft breast and stopping just below the
aureole of her Ieft nipple,

"Princess," he said to his patient, "thisis going to burn worse than sdt and vinegar. | suggest you scream.”

Crown Princess Sgpphire was, despite the amount of blood she had lost, quite evidently conscious.
However, she was S0 pae that the white oval on her forehead had vanished into the generd hue of the
surrounding skin. Her reply was prefaced by asmdl, defiant smile:

"I'll take your suggestion, Doc."
Thefingers of one of Sapphire's hands were wrapped around Shad's. He squeezed them gently.
"Ready?" the young groom asked his bride softly.

Doc, however, knew better than to give warning. With anod of thanksto Elise, he took the blue bottle
and splashed the undiluted solution into the open wound. It coursed down from the peak of Sapphire's
breat, flowing through the wide dash and across her side.

Sapphire screamed, a shrill, raw sound, and promptly passed out.

"Well, that'sfor the good,” Doc muttered. "Lady Elise, let's remove the fibers from the cut while she's
out, and then close. Someone get us some better light.”

Elise didn't know who obeyed the knight's command, but the area over them brightened amost
immediately. Working quickly lest Sapphire reawaken, they used tweezersto remove the worst of the
intrusve materid lest it foster scarring and infection.

"Let'sclose now," Doc said.

Elise nodded and turned to remove clean needle and heavy thread from the kit bag. In the near distance,
she could hear asdlf-assured voice insgting:

"But | am Lord Rory Sedl, the Roya Physician, the medicd attendant to theroyad family. | ingst on being
let through to the crown princess! | would have been here sooner, but | was seated—quite
improperly—toward the back and couldn't get here.”

Firekeeper's husky voice answered him.
"Doc iswith them. Others are hurt. Go there."

Lord Rory wasclearly indignant. "I tell you. | am the physcian to theroyd family! Thetitlehasbeenin
my family for saventy-fiveyearsl"

"®_"

Firekeeper must have made some threatening move, for when next heard, Lord Rory's voice was dightly
more digtant, but complaining ill:

"Treating guards and vassalsis benesth me! | am physician to theroyd family!"
Elise Sghed. Firekeeper possessed afine sense of hierarchy but no patience at al with those who had not



proven themselvesto her persond satisfaction.

Holding the edges even, Elise held Sapphire's wound closed while Doc stitched through the paleflesh. A
certain tenson in the muscles under Elisg's fingerstold her when the crown princess returned to
consciousness, but since Sapphire choseto play possum, Elise respected her wishes.

"Unhappily, there still may be a scar unlesswe are very lucky,” Doc said, placing his hands over the
wound. The vague look of intense concentration that indicated he was using his hedling talent came over
hisface. "But the breast was not cut deeply and should till function, and the poison on the blade should
have been washed out of the flesh. We are fortunate that her wound bled so fredly and the knife didn't
tag an organ or the circulatory system.”

Shad looked relieved. "Thanks, Doc."
He bent to kiss Sapphire'sface.

Sir Jared started to smile, aware of the honor inherent in the prince'sinformality; then he stared at asmdll
ripped patch on the young man'sleft shoulder.

"Why didn't you tell me you'd been hit?" he sngpped, holding the young man in place and taking a closer
look at the nearly bloodless puncture wound.

"It wasonly asmdl cut," the prince protested. " She ..."

Without pausing for words, Sir Jared grabbed for aknife to clear away the torn remnants of the prince's
waistcoat and shirt. When this action was completed, he bent Shad forward with one hand and held him
inplace.

"Blue bottle," he barked at Elise. Then to the prince, "Where poison may be concerned, thereis no such
thing asasmal wound.”

"Yes, dr," Shad said. What Elise could see of hisface suddenly looked young and scared. " Sapphire was
30 covered with blood and my wound didn't hurt very much..."

Shad's gpology ended in an abrupt shout of pain. Sir Jared had splashed the remainder of the undiluted
gerilization wash into the puncture wound.

"| gpologize, Prince Shad,” Jared said, letting his patient Sit upright again. "But | didn't careto delay
longer."

He sopped a bit of cloth in the solution running down Shad's back and pressed it over the wound.

"WEell need," hesad, "to keep thisrag right here until | can get more solution. Lady Elise, if you would
hand me some of thelong bandaging strips?’

Elisedid 0. Asshefinished helping Sir Jared tie the bandages snugly in place, she became aware that the
small crowd gathered around them—which before had mostly consisted of guards—had been
augmented. The queens Pearl and Elexawere now present along with aman with silvering hair who must
be Lord Rory.

"I wouldn't have overlooked the crown prince'sinjury,” he was saying to Queen Pearl. "'l know my duty
to the throne of Bright Bay. Ever since my grandsire's day when our family wasfirst honored with this
position, we have taken the hedth and well-being of the royd family most serioudy..."



Queen Pearl nodded absently, dmost, but not quite, ignoring Lord Rory entirely. Without regard for her
gown, she knelt on the blood and medication soaked carpeting next to Sapphire and Shad.

"I'm sorry | couldn't come earlier. We had to do something about the panic and,” she glanced up a Lord
Rory who was now expostul ating to a blank-featured guard, "we knew you were in good hands.”

Sapphire, no longer feigning unconsciousness, lifted a hand and took Pearl's,
"Thank you, Mother," she said smply. "We never doubted your concern.”
Shad, till holding Sapphire's head on his lap, nodded agreement.

"And," quavered Queen Elexa, her anxiety apparent despite her best effortsto remain calm, "what is your
assessment, Sir Jared?”

The doctor rose respectfully to hisfeet and bowed, even while making his answer.

"I am hopeful," he said, "that both will recover. Princess Sapphire haslost agreat dedl of blood and
should be given liquids—especialy beef broth and teas containing strengthening herbsthat | will
supply—and restricted to bed. Prince Shad..."

Sir Jared looked grave. "Prince Shad may have taken some poison into his system. | recommend that he
be kept quiet for at least afull day. Exertion would speed any poison through his system. With Y our
Maegties permission, | would like to inspect hiswound again as soon asheis settled in bed.”

Elise had spent enough time with Queen Elexato redlize that the sudden tranquility that descended over
her features was more indicative of concern than any hysteriawould be.

"l see" Elexareplied very softly. "Pearl, what do you suggest?'

"The young people's suite," Bright Bay's queen replied, " has been prepared for them. However, itis
hardly furnished asan infirmary.”

Elise saw both Shad and Sapphire look vagudly embarrassed and redlized that this should have been their
wedding night, the consummation of their union. Doubtless, Jared's concern about exertion spreading
ppoi son—not to mention the raw nature of Sgpphire's wounds—would make that find ritua impossible.

Queen Pearl continued, "There isaroom here on the ground floor that could be refurnished as an
infirmary. Then they would not need to be carried asfar.”

"Isit," Queen Elexaasked, "secure?"
"Wewill makeit s0," Pearl said firmly.

Peripherally, Elise noted that stretchers were being brought into the Sphere Chamber. Doubtless some
servant as efficient as Earl Kestrdl's Valet had anticipated the need.

After kissing her son and his bride, Queen Pearl rose to give orders. Shad looked about somewhat
anxioudy.

"My father," he said, his voice making the words a question, "and the others. Tell me, who elsewas
injured?'

Firekeeper, who had been standing afew paces away in watchful silence, took it upon hersdlf to answer.



"Two guards werekilled," she said, "and three others wounded enough for adoctor's care. The kings
were not hurt—the guards made sure of that."

Her expression was grave. Looking up at her report, Shad and Sapphire saw the ruin of Firekeeper's
gown and generally disheveled appearance for thefirst time.

"They attacked you?" Sapphire asked, adight note of incredulity evident despite the weakness of her
voice. Elise thought she might have even been jealous.

Firekeeper, however, replied with ashort, barking laugh.
"Oh, no. They no atack me. | attack them."

"Lady Blysse," Queen Elexasaid with afond smile for the wolf-woman, " captured one of the ns.
Even now, he has been taken for questioning.”

Theicethat entered the queen’s smile promised nothing good for the man.

Thearriva of aservant with the newsthat the infirmary would be prepared by the time the crown prince
and crown princess could be carried to it ended the conversation. Sir Jared departed with the stretchers,
gpesking politely to the fill vociferating Lord Rory.

Elise remained behind, unwilling to get in the way. She stood along moment staring down at the red
stains splattered over the once snowy carpet. Firekeegper came to stand beside her.

"Why?" she asked, her query assmpleasachild's. "Why?'
Elise met the confusion in the dark brown eyes squarely.

"l don't know," shereplied, "but | have dl sorts of terrible suspicions. Come with me. Well get you
cleaned up and change into smpler clothing.”

"No dancing tonight?" Firekeeper asked atrace sadly. The wolf-woman loved dancing and music above
al other human arts.

"No dancing,” Elise said. "Not of the sort you mean, but | dare say well have much fancy word dancing
before thisis concluded.”

Firekeeper dghed. " Such is so much easier with wolves.™

The distant echoing how! of Blind Seer, still trapped in the tower above, gave lie to her words.

"We have someinformation,” King Allister said to the nobles and counselors crowded into ameeting
room rather too small for agathering of this sort. Usualy, the Sphere Chamber would have been used,
but it was sill being scrubbed clean after the events earlier inthe day. "I have cdlled you al hereto mein
order that rumor be squelched asrapidly as possible.”

The king of Bright Bay swallowed asigh and an impulse to rub the back of hishand across his eyes.
Even such asmdl display of the grief and exhaustion he felt could be misinterpreted. Instead, he Sipped
from the goblet of watered wine on the table before him and surveyed the gathering.

Most of those here before him were members of his own kingdom, representatives of the houses and
familieswho had been invited to the roya wedding. There were also, however, members of the Hawk



Haven contingent. He recognized Baron Archer and his daughter, Elise, Earle Peregrine, and Earl
Kestrel. Derian Carter was aso present, aswas hisright as king's counsdlor. So, rather surprisingly, was
Lady Blysse, her grest grey wolf leaning against her leg and crowding theaide.

These King Allister was comfortable with. He was less happy, given what had been discovered about the
ns, to have the diplomatic representatives present, but they were—not only the dignitaries from
New Kevin, Waterland, and Stonehold, as must be expected, but aso from the Ides. To oppose a
representative from the I des attending the meeting would have been too close to an accusation—an
accusation for which, as of yet, there was no proof. So fronted by friends, probable enemies, and those
whose motives were as yet unclear, King Allister must give hisreport.

At least hefdt certain of King Tedric, who sat to hisright, his expression weary, bland, and vaguely
concerned. Between them they had decided that King Tedric would keep silent, act therole of the
shock-broken dodderer, and see what he could learn from the expressions of those gathered before
them.

Putting down his goblet, King Allister continued:
"Doubtless rumors are growing with each breath that passes. | charge you to join mein ending them.”

Duke Oyster, the king's father-in-law, indicated that he wished to be recognized. Allister did so, knowing
that Reed Oyster was flaunting his own new importance by demonstrating to hisfellow heads of house
that he could interrupt the king.

"Your Mgesty," Reed said, thetones of apracticed orator rolling out despite the muffling effect of the
crowded chamber, "one of the most damaging rumorsisthat your royd self and the crown prince were
both dain or mortally wounded. Do you intend to address this?"

Allister replied, "I mysaf will appear later today to address the populace. My captain of the guard,
Whyte Sted, is making security arrangements. Crown Prince Shad is keeping to hisbed for thetime,
under the advice of hismedicd attendants.”

Therewas aflurry of motion as others signed for recognition. Thistime the king chose not to
acknowledge them. He had done his part for Pearl's father and further cemented the support of that
important ally. However, even for political reasons he was not about to turn this audience into an
interview. Too much could get out of hand.

"Pray wait," he said firmly, "and listen to what | haveto say. Y ou may find your questions answered. In
any case, thisroom is close and overfull. Despite the coolness of the autumn, we certainly do not wish to
remain contained & tight quarters any longer than necessary.”

A ripple of laughter acknowledged the wisdom of thislast statement. When the gathering had tilled, King
Alligter went on, thistime staying to the items on his prepared statement.

"Hirgt of al, | am pleased to report that both my son and his bride are recovering from the injuries
sugtained in the attack.”

Hewent on to itemize the injuriesin some detail, having decided that enough people would have seen the
blood that pretending at less gravity would only incite the rumors he wastrying to quell.

"Poison,” he added, "was used. However, owing to quick action on the part of the attendant physicians,
we may hopethat its effects have been neutraized.”

Ancestors, hethought, grant that this prayer is granted!



King Allister knew from consulting with Sir Jared Surcliffe that both victimswere il in danger. Indeed,
athough the knight's hedling talent could speed the mending of flesh and bone, it could not neutraize
poison. There was some thought that it could even hasten the poison's effect by making hedlthy the flesh
that would carry it. Still, Princess Sgpphire's color was returning nicely, and Shad, scared by therisk he
had inadvertently taken, was remaining dutifully in bed, his younger brother Tavis doing duty as both
trusted attendant and watchdog lest the crown prince forget himsdlf.

"Although both Prince Shad and Princess Sapphire are expected to recover,” the king continued, "we did
not escape without losses. Severd of our guards, both those of Bright Bay and those of Hawk Haven,
wereinjured. Two men werekilled.”

The king eulogized those who had died in the course of protecting him and hisfamily. Asthe words
flowed easily from hislips, he found himself wondering which of the studious and sorrowful faces before
him was nothing more than amask. Certainly someone here knew the truth behind the attack.

"Ladtly," Allister said, "we have determined some facts about the assassins. Thanks to the quick actions
of severa of the guards and of Lady Blysse Kestrel, who took it upon herself to go to the brida couplé€'s

He paused while those present craned around to stare at Firekeeper. Stories of her fighting skill, greetly
exaggerated, were some of the favorite about the castle and town. These the king felt no desire to quell,
for he hoped they would protect her. For the same reason, he had agreed to let Blind Seer, the walf,
havefairly free run of the castle and grounds—as long as he remained with his misiress.

Firekeeper claimed, though Allister kept his private doubts, that it had been the wolf's howl that had first
derted her to the possibility that evil was afoot.

"We have captured divethree of the ns. Under careful questioning, they have admitted their
identitiesand nationdities.”

He dlowed himsdlf to enjoy the drama of the moment. Not aword of this had gotten out, he was certain.
Beside him, King Tedric appeared to be drifting to deep, hiswig dipping dightly over hisforehead.
Allister wasn't fooled, but he hoped that others were.

"The assassinswere Waterland residents. They belonged..."

King Allister was forced to bang the base of his scepter on the table to restore silence, so great wasthe
outcry a this announcement. Cries of "Treachery!" filled the room, countered by fervent deniasfrom the
members of Waterland's diplomatic contingent.

Anticipating some such reaction, King Allister had derted the guards closest to the Waterland
contingent's seats to be ready to defend them. The guards did their part vaiantly, though their iff,
wooden expressions showed how they felt about putting themsa ves between those who might have
arranged for the desths of their fellows and just retribution.

Order restored, King Allister scowled at his audience. Peripheraly, he was aware of King Tedric
blinking and straightening hiswig asif the commotion had awakened him from adoze.

"If," Alligter said icily, "I had proof that the distinguished representatives from Waterland were aware of
the ns presence among their servants, | assure you that they would not be sitting so comfortably in
thishdll.

"The assassins belonged,” Allister said, picking up where he had lft off when interrupted, "to a subclass



within Waterland unfamiliar to those of uswho residein Hawk Haven and Bright Bay. Asyou are dl
aware, Waterland advocates the practice of davery.”

Therewasalow growl at this, but no one spoke aloud, not wishing to attract the monarch's wrath. Still,
the residents of both Hawk Haven and Bright Bay had ample reason to be aware that Waterland
practiced davery. Prisoners from naval engagements, if not ransomed, were routinely sold &t the genera
market. Many were never heard from again.

The breadth of the White Water River where it separated Waterland and Hawk Haven made daveraids
difficult if not impossible, but al dong the kingdom's northern border parents frightened disobedient
children with tales of dave raiders who swooped down and took those who didn't know their place.
There might have been some truth to those tales, but King Tedric had not been able to say for certain.

"There aretwo classes of dave," Allister went on pedanticaly, "the born dave and the 'found.’
Sometimes, asit has been explained to me, if aborn dave shows particular talent for physica
arts—strength or grace or courage—that daveis offered the chance to train asan n. If the
assassin dave then performs a'job' successfully, he or sheisgiven hisor her freedom.

"I will not pretend to understand the finer points of this peculiar and, to me, distasteful system. It hasbeen
explained to me that such assassins are commonly employed in Waterland to decide matters we would
assigntolega courtsand local custom.”

The Waterland ambassadoriad party looked rather angry at this, but King Allister continued blandly on:

"The nswho attacked my son and hiswife were these ndaves. Asof yet, we have not
determined their owners. When we do so, perhapswe will learn more.”

"Surdly," exclamed Duke Oyster in exasperation, ""the members of the distinguished contingent from
Waterland must know who ownstheir own attendants!”

The senior Waterland ambassador was a corpulent man who looked asif he had never missed amed,
but had taken care to eat plenty in anticipation of the possibility. Since Allister had confirmed that the
assassins were from Waterland, he had been steadily—almost frantically—signaing to be recognized.

Given that the ns had worn Waterland colors, he had probably aready found himself on the
receiving end of agood ded of angry questioning. Beforethis, he could save himsdlf by replying—in dll
honesty—that the kings had requested he hold his silence until the meeting. Now he must justify himsdlf
or face the consequences.

"Your Mgesty," he said, nearly groveling once Allister had acknowledged him, "1 beg your leave to
explain some essentid detailsregarding this matter.”

"Speak on," Allister replied cordidly.

"Firg of al," the diplomat, one Opulence Alt Rosen, said, "you should know that | had no part in
choosing my entourage.”

There were mutters of disbelief, but Opulence Rosen forged on, huffing abit asif he were running uphill.

"l was dready in this part of the world, serving as an observer for my government during the recent
military events. When the joyous union of the two heirs was announced, |, of course, included the newsin
my report home. In interests of saving cogts, | wastold to remain and represent Waterland at both
weddings. However, several members of my entourage were to rotate homein order to report more
fully. A new support staff was sent out so that | would not be unduly inconvenienced.”



Earl Kestrel made adight scoffing sound that could easily have been ignored, but Opulence Rosen chose
to respond as if questioned.

"l assureyou, S, that | had nothing to do in the choice of my new gtaff. | was somewhat surprised by its
Sze, but decided that this must indicate the honor in which my government held the weddings.”

"Staff, you say," Duke Oyster said, ignoring protocol once more. "Does that mean these killers had other
ills?'

Opulence Rosen smiled weekly. "They did, but to be honest, their primary role was as honor guards. As
such, they were an extension of my forma costuming, asit were."

"If HisMgesty will permit,” the Waterland diplomat continued, "I discerned some disapprova when the
guestion of davery wasraised. | would beg your leave to explain further how the custom of the n
davearose. | would not wish your people to think we of Waterland vaue human lifelightly."

King Allister nodded. He'd heard this explanation already and knew that Opulence Rosen would do
himsdf no favors by giving it, but he had no desire to gppear to be censoring any information related to
the assassination attempt.

"Speek," the king replied, "but remember that thisis not alecture hdl and keep to the point.”

"Thank you, gracious Maesty," Opulence Rosen replied, bowing deeply before continuing to the
assembled group, "As many of you aready know, Waterland has no hereditary nobility. All that afather
can pass to his son or amother to her daughter is the wealth—whether in property, goods, or coin—that
the family has accumulated. Our rulers are made up from a consortium of the most wedlthy adultsin the
land.

"I shdl spare you the details," Opulence Rosen added hurriedly, sensing the less than patient mood
among hislisteners. "What is essential for you to know in order to understand the place of the assassin
davein our society isthat we place so great avaue on human life that each personisaccorded a
monetary worth. Slaves who wish to acquire their freedom may purchaseit or earnit. In thisway, the
estateisnot diminished in vaue.

"However, not dl daves have the meansto earn their worth in coin. Our wise founders fdt there should
be other means for them to earn their worth. Taking arisk of one kind or another can provide one of
these means.”

"Such askilling someone," interrupted Baron Shark.
Thediplomat smiled inathinfacamile of genidity.

"Yes, that'sright, or building dams, or any number of other dangerous jobs that—since they create the
risk that the owner might lose hisor her entire investment—need to be compensated for in coin.”

"And your point,” King Allister prompted dryly, "is?'
Opulence Rosen flushed, though whether in anger or embarrassment was difficult to say.

"What | wish your peopleto redlize, Y our Mgjesty, isthat the owner of an assassin dave may choose not
to usethat davefor hisor her own needs. However, in dl fairnessto the dave, we believe that the dave
should be permitted to employ its complex and exhaustive training before it becomes usel ess through age
or injury. Thus, the n dave's services are often hired out to another contractor.



"I mention thismost particularly because | wish you to understand that discovering the owners of these
daveswho acted here during the wedding may not lead you to whoever set them on the good prince and
his bride. They may have been contracted out to another party and the original owner may be innocent of

any complicity.”
Duke Oyster snapped out, "Tell me, Y our Opulence, do you hirethese nsto foreign contractors?"

"1," Alt Rosen answered carefully, "do not currently own any assassin daves, nor, given my earningsasa
foreign representative for my nation, would | think it wiseto hire them abroad. However, therearein
Waterland who do so, who even prefer to do so since such contracts have fewer domestic
ramifications.”

Red-faced with fury, Duke Oyster surely would have said more, but King Allister hammered once again
for dlence.

"Thank you, Opulence Rosen, for clarifying the place of the n dave within your society. Let me
further inform those gathered here—since Y our Opulence has dready assured me upon this point—that
you and your associates will be assisting usin every way possible aswe work to track down the original
owners of these daves. Indeed..."

Theking permitted himself a humorless smile. "'Indeed, Opulence Rosen will be remaining with usin
Bright Bay indefinitely while other members of his party return to Waterland to undertake the necessary
research. Since we are greatly concerned for Y our Opulence's safety in these troubled times, we will be
assigning guardsto follow you wherever you go and to remain closeto you at al times. In thisway, your
safety will be assured.”

King Allister stopped, sipped hiswatered wine. He didn't need to actually say the word "hostage” to
make hisintent clear to everyone present. To the man's credit, Alt Rosen concealed his dismay quite
wall.

"l thank Y our Mgesty for your concern for my person,” he said.
Bowing siffly, he resumed his seet.
King Allister nodded gracioudy, then resumed addressing the general assembly.

"That concludes my remarks regarding the current tragic happenings. If thereis some rumor | havefailed
to address, | have some few moments remaining before my next gppointment during which | may attempt
to answer your questions.”

Taking this opportunity, Duchess Pdlican asked about the possibility that the canceled festivities—aball
and severd banquets—would be rescheduled. The king regretfully announced that the events would not
be rescheduled out of respect for those who had died in defense of their monarchs.

Thisdecison waswell received. The next question wasless easily dedt with—all the more so becauseit
was raised by young Derian Carter, who was apparently unaware that he was treading on sensitive
ground.

"Your Mgesty," the red-haired youth said serioudly, "what puzzles meiswhy the assassins chose to
strike during the wedding. Surely there would have been better times and places. Did your interrogation
reved anything that might help this make sense?!

Had King Allister believed the young man was playing at politics he would have given some bland
answer, but that wouldn't do in the face of Derian's evident sincerity. Brushing him off would raise more



guestions than the young man's query had brought out into the open.

"A bit, Counselor Derian,” the king replied. "The ceremony enabled them to get near to dl of their targets
a onetime. Even a abanquet or bal, the partiesin question would have been more spread out.

"Thetargets," Allister went on, anticipating the question, "werefirst of dl the bride and
groom—preferably as one. Then mysdlf and/or King Tedric, followed by my younger son Tavis, my
daughters, and, if the ns luck extended so far, any ranking nobles within reach. Since the queens
arenotinlineto ether throne, they were rdatively safe. Since successful nation would have
thrown one or both of our alied nationsinto chaos, it isimpossible to deduce from those orders who the
contractor for the nations might have been."

A sort of guilty thrill went through the audience as al the membersredlized that they had beenin a least
some danger. Earle Peregrine of Hawk Haven, representing her quite elderly father, asked:

"And have measures been taken to protect the targets?’

"Condgderable measures,” King Allister assured her, "including plansfor the dispersd of thisnoble
company o that we will not remain so vulnerable.”

That provided an ideal note upon which to end the meeting. Suddenly, everyone was eager to get out of
the crowded room. Asthey left, Allister overheard anxious discussions beginning as to how soon it would
be polite to take leave of both castle and city.

Allister retired alongside King Tedric. Once they were vanished into amore private area, the old
monarch looked at his nephew and smiled sardonicaly.

"Y ou put the wind up them nicdly, Alliger. Y ou have the makings of afineking.”

"l put thewind up, al right," Allister agreed, "but | must wonder how that wind will fill their sailsand to
what harborsit will drivethem.”

Chapter V

Once again, Firekeeper and Blind Seer sat upon the parapet, but thistime ingtead of facing the bay they
faced inland. Thistime, instead of watching the roar and crash of the seemingly endless waters, they
watched areceding stream of humanity as most of the wedding guests departed the castle a Silver
Whde Cove.

As before, the young woman sat with her arm flung around the neck of the great grey wolf, and those
who looked back upon the castle and chance glimpsed the sight shivered in themselves, remembering her
bloodied hands and gown, and the rumors that she had attacked an assassin with her teeth. Thefact that
these rumors were true did nothing to stop them from being enhanced.

Despite the numerous persons who had witnessed the attack, more than one forwent the evidence of his
or her own eyesin favor of the lurid tales that told how the wolf-woman had ripped out the assassin's
throat with fangs suddenly as sharp as awolf's own. Never mind that the man had been taken from the
Sphere Chamber dive and walking—albeit somewhat tiffly—under his own power. Enough dead men
had been carried away to "prove" thetales.



Firekeeper knew something of what was being said and, far from being troubled by it, was amused. Had
the tales been told about Blind Seer she would have been infuriated and worried, for the wolf could not
gpesk to defend himsalf. She, however, could do so and would do so, confident in not only the
protection of two kings and their heirs gpparent but in her own strength.

Firekeeper, ill in her teens and dready the dayer of severa powerful men, remained rather innocent.
She did not redlize how little the strength of a single person mattered againgt the tides of politics or how
little the protection of kings and their heirs might count when fear came dive.

But this afternoon two days after the wedding of Crown Princess Sapphire and Crown Prince Shad,
Firekeeper wasn't thinking about fear and its consegquences; she was more concerned about the
immediate question of who had tried to kill two people sherather liked. She had not had time to meditate
on the question in privacy, though she had listened to several heated discussions of the matter. Now,
taking advantage of the fact that no one needed her to Sit with an invalid or threaten a prisoner or any
other of the many tasks that had enlivened these past few days, she took the time to think about what she
hed learned.

Wolvesregularly attacked their rivalsin power, so theideaof killing to gain pogition was neither dien nor
repulsiveto her. The use of assassins she had filed as yet another of the curious tools—like swords and
bows—that humans created to make up for their lack of persond armament. What she till had to puzzle
through was the subtle strategies involved in killing those who were expected to inherit power rather
than those who held the power itself.

It had been explained to her by Derian and Elise that Shad and Sgpphire were not only people
themselves but emblems of the truce between their nations, that killing them might devastate that truce,
that at the very least the confusion and backbiting that had reigned in Hawk Haven in the months before
King Tedric had chosen Sapphire as his heir could be expected to begin again, that. ..

It had al been explained and when explained made sense, but to Firekeeper'sway of thinking, which was
gtill rather direct and inclined toward persond violence when frustrated, the sense wasin violation of
everything she wanted to believe about how things should be run. The human way of doing things seemed
far too complicated and had atendency to end infoul actionslike wars.

"Of course," she said to Blind Seer when her thoughts had led her thisfar, "in the wolf way awise old
Onelike King Tedric would fal prey to thefirst young pup with spring-hot blood. That would be a pity.”

"True," thewoalf replied, "for as| seeit where wolves need strength and hunt-wisdom in their Ones,
humans need something el se, atype of wisdom that touches on things other than whether the prey can be
safely taken."

Firekeeper mulled over thisfor atime. ™Y ou'reright, but humanswouldn't need that different wisdom if
they weren't dways biting at each other. Once wolves decide who are the Ones and whereeach is
placed within the pack, then they are wolves together. Humans don't seem to understand that they area

people.”

"I think," Blind Seer replied, narrowing his blue eyes againgt a sudden gust of wind, "that is because they
are not. Even wolves chalenge each other when one pack crossesthe territory of another.”

Firekeeper sghed and said in the tone of one making an admission much againgt her will, "You are
refusing to let me make smple and comfortable generalizations, dear heart. Asmuch asit tastes of gdl in
my mouth, | must admit you areright.”

Thewolf huffed out hisflanksin a deep laugh, which the woman shared, but, even as she shared Blind



Seer'slaughter, Firekeeper wondered if he could understand how much her desire to see the wolf way as
abetter way than that followed by the humans came from her deep desire to continue believing as she
had until that previous spring—that she was awolf.

To bdlieve otherwise was unseitling; more than unsettling, it left her uneasy, prey to nightmaresin which
fires and almogt-forgotten faces played too great arole. Only when she calmed herself with the repeated
refrain that no matter her shape and what others might call her she—Firekegper—was awolf did those
uncomfortable memories (for when she was adegp she knew them to be memories) leave her done.

Moreover, and this was something that Firekeeper had hardly admitted even to hersdlf, as she watched
her friends and acquai ntances dance their courtship dances she wondered a how indifferent shewasto
human ideas of beauty and suitability. It never occurred to her that she was young to have such fedlings,
since by wolf years—even those longer yearslived by the Roya Wolves of which Blind Seer was
one—she was quite mature.

Firekeeper had aways seen hersdlf as apup to the wolves of greater strength, stealth, and speed, but
now among humans she could judge hersef—never seeing theincongruity of using those same quaitiesas
her basisfor judgment—as a great wise One. Even aman in armor and bearing asword might fall before
her—as she had proven when she had baitled Prince Newell, thetraitor of Hawk Haven. Conveniently,
she chose to overlook how severely wounded she had been in that battle and how had it been a battle
fought wolf to wolf some third challenger would have finished her before she might howl her victory
before the pack.

Saying nothing of this confusion of thoughts, many hardly shaped into words, Firekeegper merely hugged
Blind Seer harder and said as she had so often said before:

"I will never undergand humans.”

Blind Seer, though not quite four years old, was aready wise enough to know that nothing he could say
would be a suitable reply to that statement. He thought, however, that as long as Firekegper continued to
think thudy, she would indeed never understand humans.

"Why," Firekeeper said, ralsng aquestion she had meant to ask for some time but had continually put off
in the chaos of the preceding two days, "did you howl me warning during the wedding?'

"| caught ascent upon thewind,” the wolf replied directly, "a scent of one who might have borne you or
the othersill-will."

He did stop speaking then, dangling the information just out of her reach as he might have abone.
Wolves, like humans, werefond of teasing.

"Who?" asked Firekeeper, tugging the short fur behind one of hisearsin mock threat.

Had they been somewhere |ess precarious than on the edge of a castle parapet, doubtless the wolf would
have pounced her and they would have wrestled for awhile until one or the other won temporary
dominance. Blind Seer, however, was not oneto risk himself or his beloved packmate for agame. He
surrendered gracioudy, folding down his earsto protect them from further pinching.

"It was the scent of the woman they now call Queen VVadora," Blind Seer replied, "she whom they called
Gustin IV when we first met her. The scent came to me over the waters as | sat out on the parapet over
the bay where we had sat that first day."

Firekeeper sat up S0 suddenly that her balance might have been threatened if it had not been schooled by



deegping in the treetops on many alazy afternoon.
"Vaoral Wasshein the cagtle?"

"] don't think so," thewolf said, "for her scent was faint and mixed with the salt scent of the waters. When
| looked out, | saw many ships. | think she wasthere on one of them, out on the waters, waiting to seeif
thekillersdid their work."

"But you never scented her inside the castle?!

"No fresh scent,” the wolf assented, "and | have checked as we have gone hither and yon these past
days. Her scent lingersin afew accustomed places, but it isal old and dead.”

Firekeeper's first impulse had been to leap down from the parapet and head inside to seek out
someone—perhaps King Tedric—and tell him what she had learned. However, between the motion and
the thought she paused.

Derian now believed that Firekeeper could understand what Blind Seer said to her, but he had long
experience of her company. Also, though he might not redlizeit, there were timesthat he himself came
closeto having earsto hear such speech. His hearing was best with horses and their ilk, but even that
came closer to an uncanny understanding of their needs and motives rather than spoken words.

Derian's special perceptiveness, however, was more a handicap than an advantage in Firekeeper's
current dilemma. He aone seemed to redize how clearly she understood Blind Seer. Elise seemed willing
to grant the wolf greater than usua intelligence and perceptivity. Most of the rest of Firekegper's human
circlesmply took comfort in their belief that the feral woman had greater than usual control over her
unusud pet.

"Someone," Firekeeper said, pausing with oneleg on either side of the parapet on which she had been
gtting, "should be told what you scented, but who would believe us?

"Derian,” the wolf replied, some of her own doubt in the cant of hisears, "might believe us, but could he
get anyone dseto believe?!

"And what good would that belief do us?' Firekeeper added. "Y ou yourself say that Queen Vaoradidn't
comeinto the castle. Perhaps she merely wished to observe the festivities from adistance. Humans often
liketo look upon what gives them pain—consider Doc's mooning over Elise.”

Blind Seer sghed agreement. In this, at least, he was willing to assent that humans were
incomprehensible, even by one who wished to comprehend them.

"Still," Firekeeper said reluctantly after afurther pause, "I should at least tell Derian. It is possible that
Queen Vdoraknew of the ns—perhaps they were even her tools—and hoped to comeinto the
castlewhen thekilling was done.”

Without further discussion, they left their vantage point. Some of the departing guests, looking upward
and seeing the vanishing blur of grey fur and brown leether, hastened their paces without conscious
volition, glad to be leaving a place where wolves and wild women waked unchecked and unchalenged.

Derian Carter set down the quill with which he waswriting aletter to his parents when Firekeeper and
Blind Seer walked into his room unannounced. The young woman's expression was lit from withinwith a
grange intengity, an intengity he fancied he saw mirrored in the gaze of the blue-eyed wolf.

"You done, Fox Hair?' Firekeeper asked.



The query was no mere politeness, Derian redlized. Blind Seer was sniffing asif to catch any intruder's
scent, and Firekeeper moved to check behind the window hangings.

"I am," Derian assured her, "though | might not have been. Y ou redly should learn to knock. | could have
been entertaining.”

Firekeeper wrinkled her brow for amoment. "Oh, you mean you could be with someone | shouldn't see
you with like the kitchen maid at West Keep, right?”

She grinned wickedly and Derian was reminded of hisyounger sister, Damita. He glared at Firekeeper as
he might have at Dami under smilar circumstances. He hadn't been aware that his charge, then barely
capable of speaking smple phrases and seemingly caught up in aflood of new experiences, had been
aware of that harmlessflirtation.

Firekeeper's expression became suddenly grave.
"You are done, Derian. I... we... have something very seriousto tak to you."

"Tdl," he corrected mechanically. "Yes, I'm done and if you shut the door securely no one should be able
to overhear us."

Firekeeper took him at hisword, checking the door and even diding the bolt shut so that no one else
would wak in unannounced.

Frankly curious now, Derian waited while she settled hersalf on the carpet before the fire and rested her
arm on Blind Seer's back.

"Y ou remember,” Firekeeper began, "how on the morning of the wedding, during the wedding, Blind
Seer howled.”

"Certainly,” Derian replied. "1 thought he was sulking because he hadn't been invited.”

Firekeeper shook her head, her solemnity unbroken though usualy she would have returned some
teasngly defensve remark.

"No, he no sulk. Hetrying to tell me something, to warn meto be careful, that he smelled something he
didnt like"

"Go on," Derian prompted when she paused.
"Whet hesmdled was..."

Again Firekeeper paused.

"Goon."

"Heamdled Queen Vdora™"

Though the words were out, Firekeeper did not relax. Indeed, she stiffened further asif expecting her
account to be chalenged. Given that she was saying she was reporting for a wolf, Derian could
understand her defensiveness. Still, heldd seen too much of the sympathy—aof the gpparent communication
between the two—to automatically dismisswhat she said asfancy.

"Where did he smell Queen Vdora?' Derian asked, deciding that thiswas the safest question.



"Out on the water, out on the bay," Firekeeper said. "The wind was coming from that direction,” she
added asif thiswas crowning proof.

Derian fdt himsdf starting to frown and struggled to keep his expression neutrd.
"Asl recdl," hesad, thinking aloud, "there were agood number of boats out there."

"Many," agreed Firekeeper, who still had trouble with numbers higher than ten. "1 seethem while | get
dressed. Elise say later than many want to come to wedding but cannot and so go to water to watch
building asif watching building was watching wedding.”

Shelooked asif she found thisidearather incredible, but was willing to countenance that Elise
understood humans better than she did.

"I remember something smilar,” Derian agreed, "and you are saying that Blind Seer caught and
recognized one scent anong o many at such adistance?’

Firekeeper nodded stubbornly.
"He say so. He could do s0."
"But he caught no other scent?”

Thewolf huffed out through his nose—arather disdainful snort. Firekeeper replied (fleetingly Derian
wondered if "trandated”" might not be a better term),

"He say he smdll many other scents but no other onethat is so very important not to say maybe
dangerous. He cry warning to me so that | be on guard.”

"Why would he think that Queen Vaorawould bear you any grudge?”

Firekeeper looked impatient for the first time. "Not me, Fox Hair, no, but she bear this grudge—afat,
heavy one, | think—for King Allister and King Tedric and many others. If it isgoing to rain, more than
one getswet."

"l see," Derian answered rather lamely.

He was trying to decide what to do with this peculiar information. Could he expect anyone to believe that
awolf—no matter how impressively large—could have isolated one scent from so many and a such a
distance?

Heredlized with astart that he hadn't even considered that most would doubt that Firekeeper could
understand Blind Seer's report or that the wolf had the intelligence to positively identify the scent of a
woman he had only seen at adistance. At least he assumed that Blind Seer had never been closeto
Queen Vaora. Who knew where he and Firekeeper had been during their nighttime rambles?

Onething a& atime,
"Firekeeper," he said, "what do you want me to do with thisinformeation?"

"I think," she said uncertainly, "that someone should know, especidly sncethekiller daves cometo the
wedding."

Derian nodded. "Did you have anyonein mind?"



Firekeeper grinned triumphantly. "I tell you!"

Unableto help himsdlf, Derian laughed. ™Y ou minx! Now it'smy problem! Isthat what you're saying?"
Firekeeper sobered. "I wish | fed it that smple. Maybeit nothing. Maybe Blind Seer smell wrong..."
Thewalf huffed.

"Maybe," Firekeeper continued giving him ahug, "maybe Queen Vdorajus watching the wedding like
others. Maybe she not know killersisthere. Maybe, though, she know and wait to find if her denis
empty and waiting for her to come back."

Derian drummed hisfingerson thetable.

"No one knows who sent those daves," he said, "but it does stand to reason that if certain parties sent
them they wouldn't have been content just to create chaos and then step back. Now *some might
have—Stonehold, maybe, or even Waterland. | understand that Waterland iswondering if the current
shift in power meansthat Bright Bay isn't going to be ableto riva them in nava power anymore. They
might have wanted to make certain that would be so.

"And maybe," he continued, "Queen Vaora decided to take advantage of having al her enemiesin one
place to make agtrike. Even if no one waskilled, shed have made them nervous and nervous people
make mistakes."

He made a siweeping gesture toward the window through which the retregting parties of former guests
weredill visble.

"Look at that. Think of the rumorsthey'll soread, of the doubt and fear and uncertainty.” He rubbed his
eyes. "My dad collects rumors, you know, from the travelers who hire horses and carriages from his
stables. Rumors do alot more than people think. Given time, they might even end up doing as much harm
asif the prince and princess had redlly been killed."

Firekeeper nodded. "So | think, though only not so much. What should we do? Do we keep this, just us
three, or do wetell someone?!

Derian felt quite acutely how young he was and acertain unfair desireto lay this responsibility on older
shoulders.

"King Tedric," he said, "doesn't leave for Hawk Haven until tomorrow or the day after. He wanted to
make certain that he could honestly report that Sgpphire was out of danger. Let me seeif | can get an
gppointment with him.

"It might not be possible," he cautioned, when Firekeeper legpt to her feet in sudden enthusasm for his
plan. "l only said I'd try."

But three hourslater, Derian, Firekeeper, and Blind Seer were admitted into the king's presence.

The king wasn't done, but then neither of the kings, nor the queens, nor any of the princes or princesses
had been done since the assassins attack. Now that the first shock of that attack was over, Derian had
heard there was some grumbling from the younger parties, but he doubted that there would ever be any
from King Tedric.

At saventy-five, the old king had given the last forty-seven years of hislifeto ruling the kingdom he had
inherited from hisfather, King Chalmer. Reportedly once imperious and even arrogant, Tedric had



changed with the years—not softened, but mellowed, and like an aged wood, he was stronger for the
Seasoning.

Derian wasthisking's youngest counsaor and though he had grown somewhat comfortable with
attending large meetings and even speaking out when needed, he was till acutely aware whenever he met
with the king in smaller gatherings that he was young enough to be the great man's grandson.

Rising from his deep bow, Derian gave abriefer but ill polite bow to the king's guard, Sir Dirkin
Eastbranch, and took the sest the king indicated to him. Firekeeper sat, as was her custom, on the floor
beside Blind Seer. Thewolf did not lounge as he had in Derian's room, but sat bolt upright, so his head
wasfar higher than the woman's.

It said much about both the king and his guard that neither showed even areflex trace of nervousness a
the wolf's presence.

"Well, Derian Carter," the king said, coming to the point without any waste of time. "What isthisyou felt
s0 urgently that | needed to hear about?"

If there wasthe faintest of twinklesin the pale brown of Tedric's washed-out eyes, Derian felt comforted
by it rather than threatened.

"Well, Y our Mgesty, Firekeeper cameto mewith thisstory..."

As concisdly as possible hetold the tale as Firekeeper had him, adding the information he had garnered
from his own questions. Out of fairnessto Firekeeper, he spoke not one word to protect himself from
accusations of being too credulous, but spoke asif he believed—as he realized that he did—both that
she could understand the wolf and that the wolf could read the winds as humans read print.

When hefinished hisreport, the king said mildly, "Wdll, that'sinteresting indeed. | wonder..."

Closing hiseyes, he sat slently mulling over the information for so long that even Derian, who respected
him with something close to awe, thought he might have falen adeep. At last, the king opened hiseyes
and sad:

"If Vaorawas behind the attack on Sapphire and Shad then she must be sorely disappointed. Nor do |
find it surprising that Duke Half-Moon, her representative, was among thefirst to take hisleave. Still, as
pleasant asit might be, we cannot take her mere presencein the vicinity as proof of guilt. We can stand
warned, but we cannot act, not without risking war."

When Derian glanced at Firekeeper, he found the wolf-woman's expression unreadable.

"We could not," King Tedric continued, speaking directly to Firekeeper, "even if our witnesswas more
prominent than one keen-nosed wolf. For al we know, thisis precisely what whoever sent the ns
was hoping for—that we would accuse Vaoraand that she could then use such accusationsto trigger a
war. Many of those who now stand neutral would choose her sideif they felt that King Allister and
mysdf were acting in ahigh-handed fashion.”

Firekeeper spread her hands widely. "But what to do? We do not want to start awar, but | think Queen
Vaoradoes. What to do to stop this?

"Wekeep dert,” the king said, "and cam and give no reason for outcry againgt us. The longer we act in
such amanner, the longer will those neutrd parties see us as the bagtions of asolid kingdom and Vaora
as the warmonger rather than the wronged queen seeking to return to her people.”



"It ssemwrong,” Firekeeper said, voicing the protest Derian could not bring himsalf to spesk, "to let her
do harm and not harm back."

"True," theking said, "but my hopeisthat Vaora—or whoever was behind this attempt, for we have no
definite proof—will harm hersdf.”

Firekeeper ooked puzzled. "How?'
King Tedric answered her with aquestion of hisown. "Don't wolves drive the deer?”
The young woman frowned. "Y es and when they run then we catch the dow and weak."

"And sometimes,” the king continued, "don't you catch those who make themsalves dow and weak when
they trip right over their own feet?"

Firekeeper nodded, smiling her understanding. Derian wished he felt as certain that Queen Vaoracould
be madeto trip.

Firekeeper asked, "Will you tdl King Allister what wetell you?!

"In confidence," Tedric replied, "even asyou havetold me. | think Allister's Whyte Stedl can be trusted,
but we must keep this close. After al we cannot have new rumors starting that kings are now taking
counsd fromlittlegirls”

Derian knew that Firekeeper would have growled if anyone else had called her such, but the king's age
was S0 grest that even she saw he had earned the right.

"Wetry," she said, stroking Blind Seer's fur, "Blind Seer and me, to do what we can to make, you safe.”

"We gppreciatethat,” theking said, "and someday, in the ungrateful fashion of kings, we may cal upon
you to do even more."

Derian wondered at the force in those smple words and felt himself squaring his shouldersasif hewasa
soldier called to duty.

A chiming of belsmadetheking Sgh.

"Asmuch as| would rather prolong thisvist,” he said, "that announces my next appointment. Keep what
you have told meto yourselves. Trust that | will passit on whereit will do the most good.”

"Wedo, Your Mgesty," Derian sad.

Firekeeper nodded agreement and rose lithely to her feet. Together they bowed and took their leave. As
they left, they were surprised to see Doc waiting to comein, his expression grave and arolled piece of
paper held loosdly in onelong-fingered hand.

"Anything wrong with your patients, Doc?' Derian asked, regretting hisimpulsiveness even as he spoke.
If either Shad or Sapphire had taken aturn for the worse, Doc would certainly not spesk of it in apublic
hdlway.

Doc, however, smiled reassurance. "No, thistime | am the patient—after afashion. I'll seeyou later.”

Leaving them mydtified, the knight entered the roya presence. Asthe door shut behind him, Derian
redlized that Firekeeper was|ooking a him, clearly expecting him to clarify Doc's cryptic statement.



"I don't know what he meant,” Derian said honestly, clearly disappointing not only Firekeeper but the two
listening door guards aswell. "But | suppose helll tel uslater.”

Firekeegper shrugged. "'I'm hungry. Let's get something to eat.”
Besde her, Blind Seer opened his mouth to show histeeth, panting in what seemed obvious agreement.

He under stands us, Derian thought, far better than we do him. Any of us, that is, he amended, but
Firekeeper.

"I could use something myslf,” he said doud. "L et's drop down to the servants hdl. Theresusudly at
least bread and cheese."

Derian thought that it said something about Firekeeper's character that neither he nor shethought it &t all
remarkable that Lady Blysse Kestrel should go from an audience with aking to dining in the servants
hal. What Derian didn't consder wasthat it said something about himsalf aswell.

Chapter VI

At about the same time Firekeeper and Blind Seer were heading off to see Derian, Lady Elise Archer
went to call on her cousin Sepphire—and to take her turn asinterior chamber guard.

There were two armed guards outside the door to the makeshift infirmary, and more patrolled the
gardens outside the windows. Shad and Sapphire both had balked at having other guardsinside the
room, and a compromise had been reached. Someone they viewed as afriend rather than a
henchman—no matter how loyal—was to stay within the room. That person was given abell-pull with
which to dert the corridor guards and instructionsto raise afuss at the least suspicion of trouble.

Aswith most compromises, no one was completely happy, but as everyone was less unhappy the
arrangement worked out.

Elise was scheduled to relieve Prince Tavis, who had taken the early-morning shift. The young prince
didn't leave immediately when she arrived, but stayed to finish the game he was playing with his brother.
It was a complicated tactical game in which one sde took the role of the pirates and the other that of a
nava contingent sent to hunt them out. Each piece seemed to have its own vaues and rulesfor moving
and attacking.

Though the board was rather pretty, and the carved and painted pieces representing the ships were
absolutely darling, Elise was rather relieved that no one expected her to learn it. Sapphire, on the other
hand, al but panted to have a chance. When Elise came in, she was dternating between reading the rules
pamphlet and asking questions about the gamein process.

After greeting dl present, Elise accepted the bell-pull from Tavis, freeing him to concentrate on his game.
At times the arguments over moves became rather heated—so heated that Elise, who was an only child,
was startled that such furious debate could be followed by laughter and even cheersat a particularly
good move by one player or another.

For her part, she pulled out her embroidery and arranged her chair to make the most of the midmorning
light. After awhile, Tavisleft, dill arguing that his brother's winning tactic had been unfair. Shad, who had
been playing the pirates, laughingly told him that expecting fairness from pirates had been the downfall of



far too many nava commanders.

"Elise," Sgpphire said soon after Tavis had departed, "do you think you could put that sewing by and give
me ahand? | think | understand how to move the pieces now, but our beds are too far gpart for usto
play even with the table set between them.”

"But if I," Elise said, divining her thought, "'came and moved your piecesfor you, then the board could
day whereitis"

"Exactly!" Sapphirereplied, pleased.

Elise was pleased, too. The distance which the newlyweds beds had been set had been dictated by the
wishes of both the attending physicians—who wanted to make certain that their patients were not
tempted into unwise actions—and by those concerned with security, who wanted to make certain that
there were no narrow avenuesto block any defensive actions should they prove necessary.

Aswith the need for someonein theroom at al times, this arrangement had rather irked both Shad and
Sapphire. Elise had overheard the prince saying to hisfather that the only thing worse than being married
to abeautiful woman and being forced to delay the wedding night was being locked in aroom with her
day and night and not being permitted even to hold her hand.

King Allister had replied rather dryly that Shad and Sapphire could be put in different rooms, if that
would be preferable, and Shad had quickly stopped complaining.

Elise wasrather happy that her quick agreement had kept the complaints from Sarting again. Privatdly,
shewas in sympathy with the newlyweds, but she couldn't forget the blood-soaked carpet in the Sphere
Chamber or the whiteness of Sapphire's face after she had been wounded. If prudence would prevent
this happening again, so beit.

For the next hour or so, Elise obediently moved naval ships aong the paths Sapphire dictated. Shewas
even getting afeding for the strategiesinvolved in congtructing effective search patterns when therewas a
knock on the door and the porter announced Lord Rory Sedl, the Roya Physician.

Elise swallowed a groan as Shad politely thanked the porter and said that Lord Rory should be admitted.
She couldn't help it. She didn't like the pompous nobleman. It wasn't just that she felt annoyed at how he
treated Sir Jared, it wasthat even to someone with her limited training in the hedling artshe was so
obvioudy incompetent.

Perhaps, Elise admitted to herself, barely competent would be afairer description. Lord Rory knew
enough to act the physician, but Elise thanked her patron Lynx that Sir Jared, not Lord Rory, had been
thefirst on the scene when the assassins had attacked.

Superficidly, Lord Rory looked exactly asatrusted family doctor should. A man in hismiddleforties, he
wastal enough to possess an aura of command, but not so tall asto beintimidating. His build was
precisdy right, hinting at an athletic youth maintained into his mid-years, but without some frantic attempt
to passfor younger than he was. In repose, hisface bore lines that hinted at deep thought—though Elise
preferred to believe that they indicated aneed for spectacles. Hishair was heavily, but attractively,
touched with silver. He wore no beard.

Elise couldn't help but notice that the leather bag in which Lord Rory carried his physician'stoolswas
unscarred and showed no sign of having been through weether. Equally, the tools within were perfectly
kept—and hardly used. Moreover, they lacked the variety and persondization she had seenin Doc's
bag, the sense of items added as they were discovered, tested, and found useful.



All inadl, Elisedidn't like Rory Sed abit, but though she would have been happy to retreet to her
embroidery, a sense of responsibility acquired with her field training kept her nearby. 1t would have been
wrong to leave Sgpphire and Shad at the Royd Physician's clumsy mercy.

"Well, how are you two lovebirds?' Lord Rory said heartily, clearly believing that he was privileged
beyond formdities—at least in private. Elise had noted, again to his detriment, that when kings or queens
were present, he was correct enough that aruder person than hersalf might have said he was groveling.

"My wound is nearly hedled,” Sgpphirereplied bluntly, "and | grow tired of staying in bed."

Shad, who had, as Doc had predicted, actually had taken more damage from the poison introduced into
his system than had been initidly obvious, said much the same.

Lord Rory laughed in hisbluff and hearty manner.

"Now it'sgood to hear you speaking that way, but,” and here he paused to twinkle in what Elise found a
nausegting manner, "that's for wiser headsto decide.”

Sapphire, who had been wounded beforein battle, clearly found this condescension infuriating but she
held her temper as befitted the heir to two thrones. Shad, perhaps because longer experience had inured
him to the man, did not seem offended. When requested, he showed becoming meekness as he extended
hiswrist so that his pulse could be taken.

Shad may, Elise thought, swalowing agiggle, be the perfect husband for Sapphire. His patience has
been tested by far more trying people.

Coming closer, Elise affected an air of maidenly modesty when the time camefor Lord Rory to ingpect
Sapphiresvitd sgnsand the healing wound. He had shown hisinexperience before, becoming quite
embarrassed when opening the princess's gown to check the dice dong her side and into her breast.

Elise spared him the worst, opening the buttons on the gown and parting the fabric just wide enough to
permit him to see the cut. It was healing nestly, helped along by Doc'stalent so that the stitches could
probably be removed soon.

Lord Rory, however, barely glanced at the cut, hisflushed face and nervous glancesin Shad's direction
making quite clear that he feared the prince'sire for taking such liberties, especidly with hisyet unbedded
bride.

Thistime Sapphire showed no mercy.

"How are the stitches, Lord Rory?' she asked, her query forcing him to take alonger ook and evento
touch the hedling flesh to either Sde.

"They areholding nicdly,” Lord Rory replied hedtily. "Very nicdly.”

"And when shall they come out?' Sapphire pressed. "'I've had such procedures before and found that
when they fed thisway they are usudly ready to be removed. Perhaps they should be taken out now.
Lady Elise has asssted with such many times before.”

Lord Rory stood up and frowned afatherly frown that held just a hint of a condescending smile.

"Now, young lady, it isnot your place to dictate such important medica decisons. Nor should you put
such burdens  on your pretty cousin.”



Elisereplied dryly, "I assure you, it would be no burden at al. As Sapphire said, | have assisted in far
more onerous operations.”

Sapphire continued pushing her point, speaking demurely, those dangerous blue eyes held downcast and
modest.

"Indeed, Lord Rory, | am eager to have the stitches removed. They are abarrier to my doing my duty to
husband and kingdom..."

A choked-off gurgle of laughter from Shad dmost interrupted her.

"And a princess must not be prevented from doing her duty to her land,” Sgpphire concluded with
amazing deadiness.

Elise admired how Sapphire managed to look both innocent and powerfully seductive as she peered up
at the physician through her thick, blue-black lashes.

Lord Rory colored to the silver hair at histemples.

"l do not..." He stopped and began again. "1 shall take the matter under consideration,” he replied.
Then, packing the few itemsfrom his bag with amost indecent haste, Lord Rory took hisleave.
Oncethe door was firmly closed, the three let their [aughter roll forth.

"Y ou had him scared, darling,” Shad said admiringly.

"You did," Elise agreed. "I thought he was going to admit that he didn't know how to tell when gtitches
should be removed.”

"l doubt he does," Shad said, somewhat more soberly. "His position is purely hereditary and | think he
has taken advantage of the fact that neither my grandfather in his elder years nor my cousin Vaorain her
younger ever put themsdavesin direct danger of injury in battle to avoid learning a surgeon's skills. He has
drawn a stipend from the court for fegling the wrists of the queen and her husband afew timesayear and
praising them (and by inference himsdlf) for their remarkable good hedlth.”

"How," Elise asked, "did hisfamily ever get the position if they have no interest in the heding arts?*

Shad sighed. "Y ou must have noticed that the court of Bright Bay isfar more enamored of titlesthanis
your homeland.”

Elise nodded. Queen Zorana, the founder of Hawk Haven, had been so adverse to titles that she had
restricted them, by law, to the barest minimum. Superficialy, Bright Bay had appeared to do the same,
but during Elise's sojourn in the castle at Silver Whale Cove she had seen that thiswas not the case.

"l did notice," she sad, trying to stay polite though she had inherited a pregjudice against such "unzoranic
nonsense,” as King Tedric called such titles. "'I've met the Warmer of the Shoes, the Keeper of the Keys,
and the Holder of the Chdice, dong with afew othersthat escape me now."

"Those type of titles started with King Gustin I," Shad explained. "He was torn between wanting to be
ableto claim—as your Queen Zorana did—that our kingdom was starting afresh after Old Country
domination. At the sametime, | think he was more vain than shewas."

"Differently vain," Sapphire said with what Elise thought amazing fairness given that her cousin had usudly
wanted herself and whatever she could claim as her own to be the unquestioned first and best. "From



what I've heard, Queen Zorana had her share of vanity aswell.”

"Whatever the case,” Shad said, acknowledging the interruption with an affectionate amile, "Gustin Sailor
decided that he could have it both ways. He smplified the landholder titlesin away not dl that different
from Queen Zorana, but he also added adew of new titles. Some of these he granted to himself, like
Protector of the Weak—which he claimed was forced on him by some of the common folk. Other titles
were given to those who had served him particularly well."

"Like knighthoodsin Hawk Haven?' Elisesaid.

"Pretty much,” Shad agreed, "'but the difference was that while your knighthoods are nonhereditary, lots
of thetitlesthat Gudtin | invented were hereditary. Apparently, Lord Rory's grandsire, thefirst Royal
Physician, had the hedling talent, just as Sir Jared does. The talent, however, did not passto his children;
nor, apparently, hasit passed to his grandchildren. To make mattersworse, evenif it had, thetitlewas
worded in such afashion so that it passed to the origina man's heir, not to alogical successor. So even if
there had been amember of the family with the talent—I think there was a niece who would have been
better quaified than his heir was—the title bypassed the person with it and was handed down asif it was
asack of gold coins.™

"That doesn't seem very smart,” Elise said, trying to be polite, "but | guessit wasn't that different from
what King Chamer did when he gave the Great Houses their emblems and names.”

"Gudtin the Firgt wasn't smart in alot of ways," Shad agreed bluntly. "What he was was decisive,
charismatic, and clever—but you can be clever without being smart. He saw thetitlesasaway of
rewarding those who had served him well, and of binding them and their familiesmore closdy to him. |
don't think he worried much about the consequences that might crop up ahundred yearslater.”

"Like" Sapphire said with adisdainful sniff, "having the royd family's hedlth overseen by acomplete
incompetent.”

The porter's knock wasn't completely unexpected. Sir Jared aso liked to make a morning check on his
patients, but he waited until Lord Rory had come and had been given ample time to depart lest there be
unpleasantness. Unlike Lord Rory, Sir Jared was warmly—if peevishly—greeted by the bedridden
couple.

Elise found hersdf wishing that Sepphire reserved for Doc atrace of that courtesy she accorded to Lord
Rory. Then she scoffed at hersdlf.

Slly! Sapphire's only courteous to Lord Rory because she can't stand him. Her relaxed—if rude—
way with Doc is her way of saying that she trusts him.

Asfor hersdlf, Elise found hersdlf unable to banter dong with the others, who were describing—in
increasingly colorful language—the agonies of their "imprisonment.” She sood by and asssted the
physician with his examinations, writing down pulse rates and other such figures, but she found herself
suddenly without words. It troubled her, for she did not wish to seem either cold or haughty, but
somehow the very ease with which Sir Jared accepted her help |eft her feding out of place.

Elise digtracted hersdf by listening to Sgpphire'slatest turn.

"Please, Doc," the princess was pleading, her tones thegtricdl, "'release me from these silken bonds you
have placed in my flesh, for they keep me from my new-made husband's side.”

Sir Jared dlowed himsdlf abrief amile, gone dmost asit formed, and turned from hisingpection of Shad's



wound.

"Y our Highness would not wish to leak blood and pus onto that selfsame spouse, now would you? Trust
me, had we pressed the wound too swiftly, that, rather than kisses, would have been what you would
have showered upon him."

Sapphire wrinkled up her nosein distaste a thisrather ugly image, then leaned back against her pillows.

"Honestly, Sir Jared. The wound feels so much better. Shad turned and let melook at hiswound and it
isn't evenintheleast bit angry-looking anymore. If werre kept like this much longer, I'll start thinking
there's some conspiracy.”

Sir Jared nodded. "Well, we can't have that. Let me have alook at you."

Sapphire opened the front of her gown hersdlf, folding back the fabric matter-of-factly. Elise had to
remind hersaf that her cousin was a soldier to keep hersdf from thinking Sgpphire unduly immodest.

"Therel" Sapphire said triumphantly. "Pink and clean and not a hint of soreness. Press harder if you'd
like," she prompted. "l won't wince."

"I'd prefer if youwould if thereisneed,” Jared said sternly. "At the least suspicion that you're hiding
anything from me, I'd wait. The stitcheswon't bein danger of becoming ingrown for days yet."

Sapphire nodded. "I'm being honest with you. Do you think I'm such anidiot asto lie to my doctor?"

"It'sbeen done," Doc said mildly. "However, my inspection agrees with your statements. Thewound is
clean of infection and knitting nicely. | can clip out the stitches and report to King Tedric that | think
you're ready for action—indoor action, no riding or sailing or such for several daysyet. You'velost lots
of blood and your body will have robbed muscle to rebuild it."

From his bed Shad asked, "And me, Doctor?"

Sir Jared grinned. "l would have given you aclean bill of health severa days ago, but I'm not your
doctor, nor did | careto chadlenge Lord Rory. | thought my patient would hedl better in congenial

Prince Shad looked momentarily angry; then he had the good grace to laugh.

"Will you pass on your recommendations, Sir Jared? I'm certain that Lord Rory can be made to think
that they're hisown if my mother goesto work on him."

"Very wel, Prince Shad. I'll do my best.”
Doc turnedto Elise.
"Would you assst mein freeing your cousin, Lady Elise?’

Eliselonged to say something witty, something like, "If abold knight like you needs amere maiden'said,
then gladly, sir," but cleverness escaped her.

"I'd be happy to," she said, and fancied that she sounded stiff and formdl.

But as always al awkwardness vanished once they were a work. Elise handed Doc scissors and
tweezers, holding everything steady when Sgpphire—who predictably refused anything to dull the dight
pain of the remova—jumped &t the tugging.



Sir Jared digtracted his patient by telling afunny story; then Shad legpt in with a seatale about two menin
asmall sailboat with an overactive boom. The punch line was predictable, but set them al laughing
nonetheless.

Sapphire ingpected the healing incision with the help of asmal hand mirror. Then she said in the tones of
someonewho istrying out aplan for thefirst time,

"Elise, what do you think King Tedric would do if | asked him to make Sir Jared Hawk Haven's Roya
Physician? I've been thinking that if we did that and if we acted asif thetitle had been in place—just that
no one had thought to mention it to Lord Rory—that would smooth out these matters of precedence
rather nicdy."

"lsn't there dready aperson who holdsthat post?' Elise asked. "I'm certain I've met him."

"Thereis" Sir Jared said. "It'sajob, not atitle, and the man who holdsit is very good. He's probably
responsible for King Tedric and Queen Elexabeing as hedlthy asthey are. The only reason heisn't on
thistrip isthat he strained a shoulder in ariding accident shortly before their departure and agreed to stay
behind because he could ask meto take over for him."

"l ;2" Sgpphire said thoughtfully. "Let methink amoment.”

After dightly more than amoment she said, " Still, there should be something we can do. Let mewritea
noteto King Tedric explaining Doc's difficulty.”

"| redlly don't have any difficultieswith Lord Rory," Jared protested. "I smply avoid him when possible
and humor him when necessary."

Sapphire looked annoyed.

"Y ou shouldn't need to," she said bluntly, "not with your talent and your training. Elise, could you reach
mewriting materids?'

Elise did so, aware of her own mixed emotions on the matter. On the one hand, she agreed with Doc that
he could deal with Lord Rory, title or not. On the other, she would like to see him recognized for what he
could do. After dl, King Tedric's physician might not have enough time to ded with dl the members of
the newly expanded roya family—especidly if Sgpphire and Shad got down to the business of producing
heirs.

Although he never had spoken of it to her, Elise had the fedling that without Earl Kestrel's patronage, Sir
Jared would lead arather hand-to-mouth existence. Knighthoods were nice, but as ayounger son of a
small landholding family, he could expect little or nothing in the way of inheritance. Officia patronage by
theroyd family would practicadly guarantee him athriving medicd practice.

While Elise was musing thus, Sapphirefinished her letter. After sanding the wet ink and shaking the
paper, she leaned over to dide the damp missive over to Shad.

"What do you think?"

Elise was impressed that Sapphire would bother to consult anyone—another change from the headstrong
young woman she had known dl her life. How much of that arrogance might have been Lady Mdinas
influence or, conversely, how much of Sapphire's new tact might be dueto King Tedric?

Perhaps most importantly, how lasting would the changes be? Once the thrill of her new titlesand
marriage had worn off, Sapphire could quite easily lapse back into her former manner.



"Clear, concise, and well thought out,” Shad said, setting the | etter down on the table. "What King
Tedric'sreply will be, however, | cannot say."

"Nor |," Sapphire said, blowing lightly on the | etter to make certain that it was reasonably dry before
folding and seding it. "Now, Sir Jared, seeif you can get an gppointment to deliver thisto King Tedricin
person. If you cannat, at least make certain thet it isdelivered to him.”

Sir Jared dipped abow that, to Elise's eyes, was at least atrifle mocking.

"AsY our Highness commands,” he said. "Perhaps | should take my leave immediately so asto better
effect your wishes."

Sapphire arched an eyebrow dightly, asif not entirely certain whether or not she was being teased.

AsDoc took hisbag in one hand and the letter in the other, Shad said, "And Sir Jared, you will use your
influence wherever possibleto get meaclean hill of hedth?’

"I promise," Doc said, and with abow to Elise and another to Sgpphire, he departed.

"Y ou were pretty quiet, Elise" Sapphire said. "Don't you like Sr Jared? | think he's quite
fine—interesting, intdligent, even handsomeif you likethat type."

Elisemanaged agmile. "l like him fine, too, cousin. | just didn't have anything to say.”

And, she added to hersdlf, I'd better practice finding things to say unless | want to chase him off
completely. After all, once we leave this place how often are our pathslikely to cross again? I'd
hate to lose a friend just because | think | might like him a bit more than just as a friend.

Admitting thisto hersdlf, for thefirgt time she wondered what her parents would say if a penniless man of
no title came courting her. Discouragement flooded her breast as she redlized that no matter her own
wishesin the matter her father, the baron, would probably show Sir Jared the door.

The next day, Firekeeper and Blind Seer were granted permission to go for along run through the scrub
forest bordering one edge of Silver Whae Cove—the actua cove rather than the city that bore the same
name.

The water table here was quite high, enough so that even in the driest wegther the ground afew feet
under the surface was damp and water tended to collect in shallow depressions.

However, dightly inland there was a point of higher ground, uncontaminated by the brackish water of the
bay. Here the castle had been built, possibly shored up by some of the same Old Country sorcery that
had oncelit itsinterior. In the vicinity of the castle and the fine naturd harbor, acity had grown up, but
there was gtill enough open land that no effort had been made to drain the nearby scrub forest. Strong
winds off the waters kept disease bearing insects to aminimum and the tides washed the pools and
puddles so. that only under the worst conditions did the damp area bear fever.

By tradition, the forest belonged to the castle and only those with permission hunted for waterfowl and
smal game dong its banks or under itstrees. True, children did snesk away to play there, drawn into its
shadow-haunted reaches and mysterious pools as children have ways been drawn by places unused by
their elders—as places that they can claim astheir own.

Firekegper found the scrub forest quite fascinating. She had never been near aland ruled by the tides,



and the marksthey |eft even away from the shore were intriguing. Shelost one of the boots Derian had
ins sted she wear when she stepped in asinkhole, and gleefully threw the other away. True, the ground
was cold, but she was accustomed to being physically uncomfortable in some fashion. Only recently had
she been otherwise more often than not.

Blind Seer aso enjoyed the chance to get out of the castle grounds and stretch. Heran circlesaround his
two-legged companion, darting off after interesting scents, starting rabbits and chasing them for the fun of
watching their panicked flight. He didn't kill any, however, for held been kept well fed—even
overfed—by acastle S&ff terrified of the consequencesif the giant wolf should fed even the least bit

hungry.

Together they explored, Firekeeper pausing to admire the iridescent interiors of shells vacated by the
mussalsthat clung to the rocks dong the shore, Blind Seer rolling in a particularly odoriferousfish solong
dead that its species could only be guessed at. They were crouched on the edge of atide
pool—Firekeeper poking a something that snapped at them with claws from behind acluster of small
rocks, Blind Seer barking in excitement—when ashrill screech interrupted their play.

An enormous peregrine falcon—as large as an eagle and thus as oversized for its species as Blind Seer
was for his—stooped from above and came plummeting down from the clear autumn skies. Inches above
the waters, it caught itsalf, banked itswings, and lifted. Flapping strongly but effortlesdy, the peregrine
rose, causing rippleslike the kisses of . aflirtatious wind to distort the surface of thetide pool. Then it
cameto a perch on the outthrust branch of an oak that had been haf-killed by the proximity of brackish
waters.

Folding itswings negtly, the peregrine commented sardonicaly, "Wdll, the two of you haven't changed
much. Still mad. Well, al wolves are mad and humans who think themselves wolves are probably twice

She was a magnificent falcon, even as arepresentative of a speciesthat many humans—as Firekeeper
had |earned—regarded as the most handsome of al the falcons. Her compact body was feathered a
deep blue-grey, while her head was capped in plumage the color of date. White feathers along her throat
and underbody provided contrast, while darker bars across the white added dimension. Her eyeswere
dark brown, rimmed with gold.

"Elation!" Firekeeper cried, the greeting echoing across the waters like awolf's howl so that those who
heard it shivered at hearing such asound a midday. "Elation, you have returned!”

Pleased, the peregrine ruffled her feathers and preened.
"Widl, you didn't think I'd gone forever, did you?'

"Wedidn't know what to think," Firekeeper admitted. "Derian said that one day you smply flew away. |
knew," she said in the tones of onewho isverging onto unfamiliar grounds,

"that many of thewingéd folk migrated. | thought perhaps that impulse had seized you.”

Elation chuffed. "We Royal Facons are not as bound by such things as our cousins are. True, we often
have the sense to take passage to better climates rather than winter where food will be scarce and
conditions hardly pleasant, but we can overcome the impulse.”

lla,].ll

"So where were you?"' asked Blind Seer. "Y ou said nothing to us of leaving.”



"l am not," the falcon snapped, "required to report to you."

Blind Seer lolled out histongue in awolfish laugh. "Never said that you were. Y ou're touchy today. Gone
short of food?'

"l wouldn't say no to arabbit or s0," the falcon admitted. "Harvested fields offer lessvariety in hunting
than | could wish."

"Mice" thewolf sniffed in understanding. "If my mere presence hasn't scared dl the gameto earth, there
are plenty of fat rabbitsin the woods."

"I'd prefer duck,” Elation said, "and the ones my coming startled should have settled to the water again by
now. Bideamoment.”

Firekeeper found a sunny patch and made herself comfortable against Blind Seer's flank. In the near
distance there was the sound of squawking ducks, the dull thunder of many pairs of wingsrapidly taking
flight. Then the peregrine returned, afat green-headed male malard held strongly in her talons.

"They're complacent here," she said, ripping into it with ashower of feathers and gutting the body with a
sngleskilled tear. "A pity that | won't have a chance to teach them due prudence.”

"You're leaving again soon?" Firekeeper asked.
Elation lifted abloody head from her medl. "Wedl are. I've come to take you home."

"Home?" Firekeeper asked, feding an odd mixture of excitement and dismay. "Isal well with our pack?
What are you talking about?"

"And sincewhen," Blind Seer asked with acuity, "have the wingéd folk run errands for the wolves?'

Elation gulped down the duck'sliver inasingle swalow. "I'll tell while | feed because | seeyou're
confused. I'm not running errands for the wolves, nor is there anything wrong with your pack. By homel
meant to the lands west of the Iron Mountains, the lands where humansrarely go.”

"Eat firdt," Firekeeper said with awolf's courtesy, because no wolf ever waitsamedl. "A taethat has
waited thislong can wait until you havefed."

Still, though the peregrine reduced the duck to feathers and bones—and not overmuch of the latter—in
very littletime, the wolf-woman found the wait for her tale very long indeed.

"Soon after thewar ended,” Elation began, "I went with Derian back to Eagle's Nest. Hisfamily wasvery
impressed with me, dmost as much as they were with the counsdor'sring he had received from King
Tedric. Although | think Derian would have enjoyed having more time a home, soon he had to travel to
Bright Bay for the wedding. | went with him, the finest member of the noble entourage that included Earl
Kestrd and Earle Kite"

"Weknow dl of this," Firekeeper interrupted, impatient with the fa con's salf-aggrandizement. "Why did
you go west?"

Elation ruffled her feathers, but otherwise did not acknowledge the interruption.

"We were within aday'sride of the castle at Silver Whale Cove when, to my great surprise, | was hailed
by one who spoke my language. | had been so long gone from civilized landsthat | had practicaly
forgotten that any but you and Blind Seer could speak to me."



"Birdbrain,” muttered the wolf, and maybe the falcon didn't hear. Certainly she didn't comment.

"The speaker was akestrel of the Royd kind. Had he seen him, Norvin Norwood would surely have
done anything to add him to his aeries

Firekeeper growled softly, but Elation would not be hurried.

"The kestrel—one Bee Biter—told me that rumor had come to the Royal Beasts of a grest battle
between hosts of humans. He asked meiif | knew of any such battle. | said that | did, that | had
witnessed it, and that | knew the reasonsfor its being joined at that place and at that time.

"Then Bee Biter charged me—using secret words known only to the wingéd folk—to come to make my
report. | could no more have disobeyed and maintained my stature among my people than | could have
eaten grain. Without any delay, | flew west, letting Derian see me depart. | was sorry to cause him worry,
but | could not go againgt the charge laid upon me by the kestrel .

"Why," Firekeeper asked, "didn't you stop in Hope and tell me where you were going?”'

"l accompanied you east,” the peregrine replied haughtily, "as an agent of my people. | owed you no
report.

"Also," Elation added after amoment, perhaps thinking she had sounded unduly harsh, "the kestrel set us
apath duewest and | did not wish to anger him by diverting north on the chance that | might find
you—after al, you might have aready have left Hope for Silver Whae Cove."

"True," Firekeeper admitted.

"We crossed the Iron Mountains with a speed and directness which | must admit | found wel come "after
months shackled to human pace. Once across, we went to aplace | don't believe you have ever
seen—the Brooding Cliffs, where many generations of fa cons have fostered their young.

"Oncethere, | found that the Mothers of many aeries had gathered. In addition to the raptors, there were
speakersfor some of our corvid kin—the ravens and crows. There was even an owl or two. However, |
soon redlized that something greater than my coming must have caused this gathering.”

Something in the peregrine's posture reveal ed the falcon's wounded vanity. Firekeeper smothered a
chuckle, eager to reach the part of the story that would pertain to Blind Seer and hersdlf.

"| told my story," Elation continued, "and found that parts of it had been known before me. Ravensand
crows have ever been drawn to battlefields and the Iron Mountains are not a barrier to the winged folk
asthey areto those who areflightless. However..."

Here Elation straightened, pride recovered. "The ravens and crows had not learned al of the story, nor
did any know in full theintricacies of the political maneuvering that had led to King Allister's War and the
eventud truce between Hawk Haven and Bright Bay.

"When | had concluded my tale, the Mothers went into conference. | believe they even sent messengers
to theflightless. After much discussion and much flying to and fro, | was commanded to fly east once
again, to seek you out, and to order you to come before the Royal Beasts.”

Firekeeper waited for further explanation, but it seemed that none was forthcoming. Findly she asked,
"But why? Surely you saw morethan | did. Indeed, at first | needed you to explain to me the ways of
monarchs and their vassals. Why am | needed?’



Elation looked uncomfortable. "1 wastold to tell you no more than | have, but out of respect for the
friendship that is between us | will say abit more. King Allister's War troubled the Mothers more than |
should have thought possible. Indeed, | thought that the more impetuous among them would have flown
to speak with you themselves. Some were ready to take wing when others pointed out that if humans
saw so many of us, questions would be raised—questions we are not quite ready to answer."

"Questions?"' asked Firekeeper.

Blind Seer raised his head from his paws. "Dearest, don't you recall the clamor that Elation and | raised
when we accompanied you east? Should aflight of the rulers of the air cometo visit you, surely other
questions would be raised. Didn't you listen when Elation said that Earl Kestrel would have loved to take
captive such afine kestrel as Bee Biter? Such greed would be the least of the emotions that would be
aroused.”

Elation added, "Our talestell how, in the years before humans came from across the seas, the Roya
Beastslived in the lands east of the Iron Mountains. Indeed, each year the M others warn the young
hawks preparing to make their first passage about the dangers of encountering humankind.

"I mysdlf," and here the peregrine hunched her head between her shoulders, "was once drawn out of the
air and kept by asmall holder in the west of Hawk Haven for an entire season before | made my escape.
However, the land-bound rarely cross the mountains and, as human memory is short and history rapidly
degenerates into fantasy, we have become aslegend.”

"But if the great birds were to come east in agroup,” Firekeeper replied, understanding, "then many
would begin to wonder if there wastruth to the firesde tales the old folks ill tell.”

"Y ou understand.” Elation nodded, ajerky motion that incorporated her entire body. "And now you
know why you must come west if the Mothers are to question you."

"I dill don't understand why they want to speak to me!" Firekeeper protested.

"Can you make the journey without knowing?' Elation asked. "If you would not do it out of friendship for
me, then would you do it for those who fed you during thelong years of your childhood?"

Firekeeper nodded. "1 can and will, though I will till expect some explanation. | suppose these Mothers
of yours want meto come at once."

"They do," Elation said, "but out of consideration for your limitations as atraveer, they have agreed to
meet you on the most eastern verge of the mountains, in a place where humansrarely ever go—indeed
where humans are certain not to go now that winter cold is stealing down the dopes.”

"Whereisthisplace?' Firekeeper asked.

"Almost due west of here," Elation answered, "asthe fa con flies. Do you recd| the rough, broken land
that bordered the field upon which Alligter's War was fought?”

"l do."

"Humans cal those the Barren Lands, and they are well named. Nothing much grows there and few
creatures live thereif they have another choice. The ground becomes rougher the higher one climbs, but
at thetop thereis an enormous lake—humans call it the Rimed Lake or Lake Rime, for thewaters are
often frosted, even in high summer. Among our peoplethereisataethat the lakeisthe child of a
mountain that once breathed fire. Thislake isthe source of two rivers—the Barren, which divides Hawk
Haven from Bright Bay..."



"I know that river," Firekeeper interrupted.

"And the Fox River, which isthe border between Stonehold and Bright Bay. The Motherswill meet us
on the western shores of that |ake and with them will be some of the land-bound. | believe your own
Oneswill beamong them.”

"That done," Firekeeper said, suddenly homesick, "is reason enough to make the journey. Give metime
to make excuses to the humans. | cannot simply disappear as you did. Some might come looking for me
and if they did, there might be seen what should not be seen.”

Blind Seer wuffed his agreement. "Don't forget, Firekeeper, that you must make excusesto Princess
Sapphire. She had wanted you to stand with her at both of her weddings. Even if we run hotfoot each
night | doubt that we could return to Eagle's Nest in time for that occasion.”

"True." Frekeeper bit her lower lip thoughtfully. "Still, | shall find someway to sweeten her. Elation, will
you cometo the castle with us?"

"I will come," the peregrine said, "though not with you. | should prefer to excite aslittle comment as
possible. Tell me rather how to recognize your window or Derian'sand | will go there.”

Firekeeper did so, though she found such descriptions difficult. She had never thought about seeing the
castle from the outside as the fa con would—nor had she considered the building in any detail. In the end,
the time she and Blind Seer had spent on the parapets came to her aid and she satisfied the falcon's
needs.

When thiswas resolved, they parted, Elation to hunt, Firekeeper and Blind Seer to return to the castle.

"Inany case," Firekeeper said as she rose and began trotting across the damp earth, "we shal have
begun to make the humans nervous by our absence. Ah! It will be good to be out of their care and free
once again. | can hardly wait to run by night and deep by day, to eat my food without spices and drink
only clean water."

"And a night," the wolf added dryly, "the ground will be damp or frosted. Y our feet will grow cold and
you'l tuck them under my belly fur for warmth. The water may not always be clean and so you will go
thirsty. If we stay on the roads, we may be seen and hunted. If we do not, we may run afoul of farmers
and herders”

"Pessmigt," shesad, kicking him lightly in theribs.

"Redlig," thewolf protested. "Given what | recal of the Barren Lands, even at their lowest reaches, |
redly think you will missthose boots.”

Firekeeper scoffed and he laughed. Jogging side by side, they ran through the marshy scrub toward the
cadtle, where candldight was setting fireflies behind the windows.

Chapter VII

Derian was packing in anticipation of Earl Kestrel's departure for Hawk Haven the next day.

Though his hands moved efficiently, Derian's thoughts were far away from his present task, wondering
which of severa choicesfor future employment he should make. He was still amazed by how his market



va ue had risen among people who wouldn't even have looked him in the face afew months before. Then
ashrill screech at hiswindow jolted him into the present.

Reveation Point Castle was equi pped with glass windows—many of these relics of the dayswhen it had
bel onged to some noble of the colony of Gildcrest—but no pane of glass, no matter how thick or how
well set, could keep out the cry of avery large peregrine falcon, not when she was determined to be
heard.

Derian legpt to hisfeet and flung open the window, unmindful of thefaint, chill drizzle that had just begun
tofal. The peregrinein all her glory swept in and took a perch on the back of achair near thefire. It was
aheavy chair, carved of solid maple and upholstered with heavy brocade fabric stuffed with horsehair,
but even so she nearly toppled it. What her talons might have done to the finish could be | eft to the
imagination, for—some might have thought by design—she had chosen the chair over which Derian had
hung his outdoor coat when he had come in hours before,

"Elation!" Derian said, stroking lightly along her head and back featherswith hisindex finger. "Fierce Joy
in Hight! I thought you'd gone forever!"

He had to swallow hard then to stop a sudden welling of emotion that was quite unmanly—there might
even have been tears.

Elation purled and chuckled deep in her throat in response, and Derian felt certain that the sounds were
more than meaningless expressions of contentment. Aswith Blind Seer, he had ample reason to think that
Elation understood him far better than he did her.

"Well, I'm glad to see you, too," the young man said. "Y ou look well fed, so I'll hazard you've been
taking care of yourself asusud. Let me close the window.”

Hedid so, noting that the drizzle was rapidly turning into steedy rainfall.

"I hope that Firekeeper and Blind Seer have the senseto comein out of therain,” he said to the falcon,
"but who can say with those two."

Elation flapped her wings dightly, perhaps to shake off the raindrops, but Derian couldn't help but fed
that she was commenting on the incomprehens ble motives of wolves.

"l wasjust packing,”" he said. "King Tedric departs tomorrow for home and Earl Kestrel istoo mindful of
opportunity not to leave with him. Well go dowly, for Queen Elexas health must belooked after. | think
the king will be glad to have the earl's entourage added to his own. Counting myself—though I'm not
certain Earl Kestrel would—well add four good fighters to the company, and Vaet is pricelesswhen
matters of personal comfort arein question.”

Derian kept talking, enjoying the peregring's listening silence. "And then there is Firekegper. She cannot
be overlooked. Blind Seer will terrify the horses, and Firekeeper herself will run off into the night, causing
comment and gossip. Still, though wetravel through territory that istechnicdly friendly, | will be happier
knowing that she isthere scouting for us. Race Forester has ahuman perspective and that means he
trusts sometimes. | don't think Firekeeper ever trustsastranger.”

Thistimethefacon did reply, athin, peeping noise that Derian was a alossto interpret.

He continued packing in relative slence for abit, but whereas before his thoughts had been his company,
now he smply relaxed into happiness that the peregrine had returned. Perhaps because he hadn't wanted
thelossto hurt, he hadn't let himsalf admit how much he had been worried about her.



City born and bred though Derian was, he had been given ample opportunity to see how the nobles
vaued agood hawk. That Elation was superlative went without saying. He had seen the covetous glances
she had attracted back when the armies were gathered at the twin towns of Hope and Good Crossing.

For dl hisrecent honors, Derian knew himsalf acommoner and knew there were those who wouldn't
think him worthy of such abird. That the bird had chosen him, not the other way around, would matter
not at al. Most would not believe the truth if they were told it, and those few who did would probably
not be among those who would covet another's possession.

But asred asthe possbility that Elation had been interred in some dien mews, snapping at her keeper
and tearing at jesses twined around her ankles, this had not been what Derian truly feared. It had seemed
far more likely to him that aswhimsicaly asthe bird had taken afancy to him, she could grow bored.
After dl, she had arrived with Firekeeper, transferred her atentionsto him, and now, quite possibly,
somethird party or interest had lured her away.

And now Elation had returned and sat drowsing by hisfire, leaving the occasond line of hawk chalk to
be scrubbed from his coat and his floor. Derian could not have been more content.

A thumping on hisdoor broke histranquility.
"Comein," he cdled, and the door was flung open and Firekeeper and Blind Seer romped in.

Both were bedewed with raindrops and panting hard, but they seemed to have escaped the worst of the
rain. Firekeeper, Derian noted, was barefoot.

"Where are your boots, Lady Blysse?' he asked sternly.
She turned to him, al wide-eyed innocence.

"They were tugged off by the mud. The forest floor iswet and full of wet places. | stepped in one before
| know what it isand away go the boot."

llet?l
"I could not runinjust one, could 1?1 |eft the other for the creaturesto chew on.”

"Those boots," Derian said with asigh, "cost what agood farmer might earn in ayear. Y ou are absolutely
incorrigible.”

"What that?' Firekeeper asked, honestly perplexed.
"Never mind. It wasn't acompliment.”

While they had been talking, Firekeeper had been shaking off theworst of therain from her hair and
combing the damp locksinto some sort of order with her spread fingers. It didn't seem to bother her that
her vest and breeches were wet and, as the leather had been treated to shed water, they probably
weren't too uncomfortable.

Blind Seer, fortunately, had apparently shaken off earlier, probably al over the guardsin the courtyard,
who would have been too scared to protest.

Derian noted that neither woman nor wolf seemed surprised to see Elation there and surmised that the
fa con had sought them out firgt.

"Derian,” Firekeeper said, itting hersdf in front of the firewith Blind Seer next to her—the room



promptly became suffused with the odor of damp dog—"| have a problem. Elation tell methat | am
wanted back home."

"Home?' For amoment Derian was puzzled; then he understood. ™Y ou mean with the wolves?!
Firekeeper seemed pleased by his quick comprehension.

"Y es, with thewolvesand..." She stopped, and Derian had the definite impression she was leaving
something out.

"The Ones," he prompted.
She nodded. "Y es, the Ones. They wish to seeme.”

"Can'titwait until spring? Travel acrossthe mountainsis going to be difficult thistime of year. Elation
could carry amessage, perhaps. It'seasier for her."

The peregrine preened asif accepting hispraise.

Firekeeper shook her head. "No. | am wanted now and if | not go, they may be angry. Y ou not want me
to make wolves angry, do you?'

"I don't," Derian agreed. He'd gotten used to Blind Seer, mostly by thinking of the wolf asaunique
individua. Theideaof an entire pack of such wolveswas rather terrifying.

"Then | musgt go and you must hep metaking.”
"With the wolves?' Derian started, less than happy with thisthought.

True, he'd planned to make atrip west—perhaps in the comfortably distant spring—in order to place
markers on the graves of those who had been of Prince Barden's party. However, atrip when autumn
would bewhedling into winter...

Firekeeper reassured him. "No, Fox Hair, not to the wolves, to the humans. | need to tell Sepphire | no
beinwedding at Eaglé's Nest. | need to tell Earl Kestrel, since he call me hisward and daughter.” She
sniffed dightly at this presumption. "I need to tell the king because he have been kind to me.

"I not worried about the king," she continued, "for he make no claim to me, but | worried about the earl
and the princess."

Derian nodded. "As aways, Firekeeper, you have put your finger on those who would be most likely to
be offended. Let's see. If we seethe king first and he gives his permission, the others could hardly deny
it, but then they might be offended—asif you were pulling rank. ..."

He mused for afew moments. "1 think | haveit. Y ou should see Princess Sgpphire firgt, sncethe earl's
immediate objection will bethat you might offend her. When you get her permission, then you should see
the earl. That way you can usetheking asareserveif ether of them balk.”

"Do you think they balk?" Firekeeper asked, her brow furrowed with worry.

"I think they might, initidly," Derian replied honestly. "But I'll et you explain in your own words and stand
by as backup.”

"Beeaser," Firekeegper grumbled asif to some comment Derian had not heard, "to just go, but then
someone would be sent to look for me.”



"Probably your humble kennel keeper,” Derian said, pointing histhumb a his own chest, "with Race
Forester as backup. Do us afavor and don't send us on such achase. | know we couldn't find you if you
didn't want to be found.”

Firekeeper grinned agreement. "1 make it easy on you then, Derian Fox Hair, eveniif it makeit harder on
m"

Although Crown Princess Sapphire and Crown Prince Shad had both been permitted out of bed, for
now their freedom was restricted to the castle's main building—no stables, kennels, kitchens, storage
buildings, or mews. Their guards didn't even want to let them outside the building, but Doc'sinsstence
that fresh air and sunlight—pallid though the autumn sunlight was asit filtered through the mist from the
bay—were needed for the pair's recovery to full health extended their parole to afew of the interior
gardens.

However, by the time Firekeeper had told Derian her story and they had discussed their strategies, it was
timeto dressfor dinner. After the dinner—redly aforma banquet to honor the departing Hawk Haven
nobles before sending them on their way—Sapphire found time to grant Firekeeper a private audience.

Shad was not with her, histime being even more in demand than hers since this was the kingdom where
hisfather reigned. In any case, it was Shad's job to make himsdlf visible to as many of the visitorsas
possiblein order to quell rumorsthat hewasill or dying.

When Firekeeper, Blind Seer, and Derian were conducted into the crown princess's presence, the
dark-haired beauty was in amellow mood. Apparently, Derian thought, the much anticipated wedding
night had been asuccess, nor had it hurt the proud, young woman's sense of well-being to be fawned
over by the many who had much to gain by acquiring her favor.

Immediately upon their entry, Derian could tell that Firekeeper's bow—the same she offered to any but
King Tedric—was not sufficiently deep and formal to please the princess. Apparently Sgpphireé's opinion
of hersdlf had changed over the last severd days—or maybe, he thought, recalling how Sapphire had
behaved during the trip from Eagle's Nest to Hope in the days before King Allister's Wal, maybe it was
returning to where it had been before the shocks of being murderoudy assaulted, revolting against her
mother's domination, and experiencing her first pitched battle had granted her greater perspective and
humility.

And maybe, Derian added to himself, Sapphire doesn't like that she is not the heroine of that fracas
in the Sphere Chamber. If anyone stood out from the crowd, it was Firekeeper. Sapphire has
never cared to have her light dimmed by another's.

Firekeeper started speaking almost a once.
"Am glad to see you are strong again, Princess Sapphire,” she said, and her tone was Sincere.
Sapphirelooked somewhat mallified.

"l have gresat favor to ask of you," Firekeeper continued. "Wish not to come to Hawk Haven and be at
second wedding.”

A gamut of emotionsrippled acrossthe princesssface: surprise, indignation, and, findly, something like
scorn.

"l suppose,” Sapphire said, her tone so expressionless as to condtitute a gibe more pointed than open
disapprovd, "that you are afraid that there will be another attack.”



"I no such afraid,” Firekeeper replied without heet. "King Tedric too grestly value you to take such risk.
Am surewill be careful guest-watching. Even if was assassn come," she added in admiring tones, "you
should be match for dl.”

The little bitch is flattering her! Derian thought in astonishment. Though why that should surprise me
| don't know. Isn't all thai jaw-licking, groveling, and backside-sniffing that |'ve seen dogs do a
form of flattery? Wolves must do it too. I've let Firekeeper know that Sapphire has the potential
to harm her and she's doing the equivalent of rolling over.

Sapphire dso seemed dtartled. Almost certainly, knowing Firekeeper possessed afighting spirit to match
her own, she had expected gibe to be answered with gibe. Faced with no return shot, the princesswas
forced to ask:

"Why don't you want to take part in my second wedding?’
Firekeeper pulled a sad face. Again Derian was reminded, uncomfortably, of adog.

"I have had message from home pack. | am wished there soonest, before winter closes the mountainsto
my feet. If | wait until after your next wedding, which isnot to be until Boar Moon has nearly turned her
face, then | should not be abletogo as| am called.”

Sapphire hadn't been raised by a domineering mother for nothing. She understood the compelling force
of family summons. Nor did she wish to lessen hersdf in the eyes of the sllently fascinated bodyguards
who stood their posts—one near the door, one near the window—~by asking just how Firekeeper had
received this message from home.

Or maybe. Derian thought atouch grudgingly, she has somehow learned of Elation’s return and put
two and two together .

Mollified by Firekeeper's nearly begging her permission, Sapphire's haughty mien had softened.

"| accept that you are not afraid to attend this second wedding,” she said, granting the concession
gracioudy, "but | will be sorry not to have you present. Taes of your swift Fang will have preceded you
and many will be disappointed not to seeyou a my side.”

Though you won't mind having her out of the way, will you? Derian thought.

Derian had to swallow a grin. Firekeegper was handling this very well. It wouldn't do for him to queer her
pitch.

"Then | have your permission, Crown Princess?' Firekeeper asked.

"And my wishesfor aswift and safejourney,” Sapphire replied. She added with the complete confidence
of someone who knows sheis offering a prize that cannot be claimed, "'If you re-cross the mountains east
before the wedding is concluded, please come to Eagle's Nest. There will be aplace for you among my
attendants.”

Firekeeper bowed, more deeply thistime, acknowledging Sapphire's kindness.
"When do you leave?' Sgpphire asked, forma manner gone and only common curiosity remaining.

"Tonight, if I can speak with King Tedric and Earl Kestrel before, next night if not. It is better for Blind
Seer if we go by darkness."



There was nothing groveing in the wolf-woman's manner now. She stood dim and proud, her hand lightly
resting on Blind Seer's back. She spoke of ajourney many days travel to the west, into mountains
dready feding thefirst fingers of winter, asif she were going around to the corner milliner'sto buy
ribbonsfor her hat.

Sapphire studied her, atrace of her guarded attitude returning.

"Good luck then. If your feet carry you into Hawk Haven again, you have my permission to cal upon
rrell

And, Derian thought sardonically, you rather hope she doesn't take you up on that little invitation.
Right, Princess?

Firekeeper accepted this dismissal. Derian made his own parting bow suitable for the occasion and
Sapphire's perception of hisrank. King Tedric could afford to chat informaly with carters sons, securein
his place. Sepphire—at least as of yet—was not confident enough.

As Derian had predicted, neither Earl Kestrel nor King Tedric presented Firekegper with any obstacle to
her departure. True, the earl asked many questions, including some rather pointed ones regarding the
likelihood of his adopted daughter's return.

"I cannot know," Firekeeper replied honestly, "until | know what | am wished for. But | have found
friends| care about in these east-lands and if nothing prevents me, | will come back.”

King Tedric offered Firekegper amuch more sincere invitation than Sgpphire'sto cal on him upon her
return.

"For | believethat you will come back, dear child. If we are il alive, either myself or Elexawould
welcome you quitewarmly.”

Firekeeper smiled at him and dipped into her degp bow rather more quickly than might have been
expected. Derian, rising from his own bow, saw the tears that brightened her dark brown eyes.

In the end, though Earl Kestrel—through Vaet—tried to press soft boots, warm clothes, food supplies,
and even the use of Patience the grey gelding on Firekeeper, the only things that the wolf-woman would
take with her were a good whetstone for her Fang, a canteen that could be strapped to her belt, and a
small container of salve that Doc assured her would hasten healing of any of the cuts and braises she was
certain to receive.

Shedready had her flint and stedl and clearly considered herself well—even overly—equipped for her
journey.

Derian walked Firekeeper to the castle gate and afew steps beyond, out of earshot of the guards.

"Please take the boots, Firekeeper," he said, holding out apair and some thick socks. "I've seen the
rocks at the lower reaches of the Barren Lands. During the war some of Bright Bay's scoutstold tales
about how sharp the rocks become higher up—sharp enough to cut thick leather.”

Stubbornly, Firekeeper shook her head. "Boots rub my feet raw. Why not let rocks do what boots do?"
Derian gave up.

"Becareful, then," he said.
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Then, to Derian's astonishment, Firekeeper stood up on her toes and kissed him lightly on the cheek. It
was acompletely sexless act—Ilike akissfrom a sister—buit it touched his soul. Asfar as he could
remember, the only person he had ever known her to kisswas Blind Seer.

Thewalf, in turn, gave Derian the deep bow that he had heretofore reserved for King Tedric.

"Thank you, Fox Hair," Firekeeper said softly. "Without you to nursemaid me, | could never have
become human. If | live, | promiseto vidt you again. If | die, Elation—or one of her kin—will be sworn
to bring you my Fang asword."

Before Derian could find areply the wolf-woman had turned and begun running. It should have been
impossible on such awell-traveled road, even on amisty night, but before Derian could dash away the
tearsthat suddenly welled hot in his eyes, Firekeeper and Blind Seer had vanished.

Chapter VIII

King Allister didn't know whether he wasrelieved or disturbed when the last of his high-ranking guests
departed Revelation Point Castle.

He sincerdly liked Uncle Tedric and Aunt Elexa, but he had never stopped worrying about their safety
from the moment that fast-traveling post-riders had brought him the word that the king and queen had
crossed the border into Bright Bay. Queen Elexas fragile congtitution was a matter of record, but that
would not have helped Bright Bay if her hedlth had failed while she was within the boundaries of a
kingdom that so recently had been not smply apoalitical riva, but a bitter enemy.

Nor was King Tedric's hedth much stronger, and the nation attempt—though apparently directed
at members of Allister's own household—had not made for arelaxing visit.

Someday, Alligter thought, | will look back upon these unsettled times and smile at my fussing.

And now that the foreigners had lft, King Allister had no doubt that theinterna kingdom politicking
would begin inforce. HEd aready had numerous private requests for favors. This morning would be the
firgt time those claims could be pressed in public.

When the Hawk Haven party had been seen off with due pomp and circumstance, Allister proceeded to
the Sphere Chamber. The room was cleaned now—all but the white carpet, which had defied dl
attempts to remove the bloodstain.

With aglow of the same inspiration that had made her agood household manager for aduke with no
duchy, Pearl had inssted that when the carpet was dry it be rolled and stored in the main treasure vault to
be brought out on the anniversary of the attempt as areminder "of the blood spilled to make thiskingdom
srong."

Never mind that much of the blood belonged to the ns—the symbolism was good.

The Sphere Chamber had been remodeled into its usua business mode. Ornate carved screens divided
the rounded centra daisinto two halves. Behind the screens, clerks and secretaries could do their tasks
without impeding magesty. In front, an imposing but surprisingly comfortable throne had been placed for



Alligter dong with severa good—but definitively not throne-like—chairsfor Pearl, Shad, and Sgpphire
should they choose to attend morning business.

Pearl would not. She had told Allister that she had her hands full doing a steward'sjob—in this case
finding permanent replacementsfor the staff Va orahad taken with her. Those servants hired in
preparation for the wedding now wanted their positions—and wages—formalized. Those borrowed
needed to be returned.

The servants from Pearl and Allister'sformer household could fill only so many positions at the royd
castle—most were needed to maintain their former estate. Allister was not giving up the place, modest as
it might seem by the family's current tandard of living.

At the very least, the estate could provide an inheritance for Tavis or one of the twins. Pearl might need it
asadower houseif Allister predeceased her. He had no illusions that Sapphire might prove adifficult
daughter-in-law. In aworgt-case scenario, he might need it as aretreat himsdlf.

Astoday wasthefirg return to business as usual since the wedding, King Allister did not expect aquiet
day. Still, he was somewhat surprised at the number of people waiting in the seats fronting the dais. This
would dmost certainly mean his afternoon would be filled with private appointments, for not everyone
would want to discuss their businessin front of acrowd.

Swallowing anogtalgic sigh for those days when he could count on hours to himsdlf for reading or riding
about hislands—or even playing with the children—King Allister mounted to histhrone. Ashe had
expected, both Shad and Sapphire joined him. He was pleased they were looking so well. When he had
seen them firgt placed in the makeshift infirmary, pale from pain and loss of blood, he had dreaded that
neither would survive.

A former undersecretary of Queen Gustin 1V, promoted to Chief Court Clerk because of hisfamiliarity
with Bright Bay'sroyd rituds, made the usua announcements and then cameto the king'ssde.

Although Allister had no plans to dispense with the services of the woman who had been his personal
secretary for many years, he thought he could have done worse than this young man. A junior scion of
House Sed—something like the second son of the current duchess's youngest sster—he did not even
bear atitle.

His given name was Bevan, afrequent gppellation in that particular house; however, he had asked the
kingto cal him "Cdico," anickname he had been given because of severd large brown birthmarks that
spread unattractively over hisface and hands—and for dl the king knew, over other parts of hisbody as
well. Allister admired Cdlico's courage in embracing his deformity rather than attempting to deny it. It
spokewell for his ability to see things asthey were.

Bowing to the king and his heirswith just the right degree of deference, Cdico sad, histone pitched for
their ersaone:

"Grand Duchess Seastar Seagleam has requested the first audience. Sheisnot here yet, so should | move
to the next order of busness?'

Allister thought for amoment. He knew his aunt. She would take offense at being skipped, even if the
fault was her own. Gustin I11's younger sister was rather sensitive about being passed over. She might
even havetimed her arriva specificadly in order to create a scene.

"L et us give the grand duchess amoment more. Hand me a stack of papers and send arunner you can
trust to be discreet to learn if sheison her way."



They had barely begun this subterfuge when the grand duchess, accompanied by her son, Dillon, swept
into the Sphere Chamber.

So she did hope to cause a scene, Allister thought. A point to the navy, rather than the pirates.
He perused the documents and then gestured Calico to him.

"| believe you may begin the regular order of businessnow," theking said, permitting his clerk to seejust
ahint of asmile

Calico remained the soul of perfect decorum as he moved to the desk set to one side of the dais.

"King Alligter of the Pledge," he announced in abooming voice that hinted at herdd'straining in his padt,
"is pleased to recognize the Grand Duchess Seastar Seagleam.”

Seastar Seagleam was about the same age as King Tedric and, like him, she showed her years. Those
years had marked her in adifferent fashion. Where Tedric was a bent old eagle, she possessed an
upright, if stiff, posture. The grand duchessswrinkled skin was powdered, giving it atranducent glow.
Like many of her age and generation, she wore awig, but it was not tinted to make her appear younger.
She wore the white of age with adignity that made it seem acrown.

She rose with grace rather than speed and swept up to the dai's, eschewing her usual cane of carved
rosewood for her son'sarm.

A good move that, the king thought. It permits her to bring Dillon to the fore without my express
permission.

Lord Dillon Pdican—unlike Allister himsdlf before his coronation, he bore hisfather's name rather than
his royal-born mother's—handed his mother onto the dais and took one of the seats|eft empty in the
front row of petitioners.

Grand Duchess Seastar had remained at Revelation Point Castle when most of the guests departed.
Alligter had noillusionsthat she had done so out of loyalty to himsdf or blief in hisdreams. Indeed, for
many years, while Gustin |11 had remained childless, the grand duchess had imagined that she hersdf or
one of her sonswould ascend to the throne of Bright Bay.

Vaoras birth comparatively late in her father's reign had not immediately dashed Seastar's hopes.
Children do die, or are awarded regentsif they take the throne at too young an age.

Only when Vaora had assumed the throne did Seastar swallow her dreams, and by al reportsthat had
been ahitter draught. Now, with the restructuring of Bright Bay, her ambitions had awakened again. Her
son Culver had borne the title Crown Prince—though no one but his mother had expected he had a
chancefor the throne. Vaorawas young and healthy and would certainly bear an heir. Indeed, Culver
himsalf had done little agitating for power. He was a strong sailor and had gone from a respectable career
in the navy to captaining amerchant vessd.

Alligter rather liked his cousin Culver, but he was less certain about Dillon. Dillon had dl his mother's
ambition and little of hisbrother's drive. He also possessed good politica sense—a potentiadly dangerous
trait, for it meant he could see his own advantage and would be willing to be used by others.

All of this sped through Allister's thoughtsin the time it took for Grand Duchess Seastar to progressto
the dais and make her deep curtsy to the throne.

"Nephew," she began, and Allister knew she used thetitle to remind any who might forget her reation to



thethrone, "in afew days time you will be departing Bright Bay to attend Crown Prince Shad's second
wedding in Hawk Haven."

She managed to say "second wedding” with an intonation that made the affair seem vaguely scandaous.
From the corner of hiseye, Allister saw Sgpphire bristle dightly—perhaps believing herself safe sincethe
grand duchess was turned in such away that she could not see how her barb had hit home. Dillon was
watching, though, and he would report.

| must find a tactful way to speak to Sapphire about hiding her reactions. They run too close to
the surface and, whether likes or didlikes, they can be used against her—and against my son.

"Thatisso," Alligter replied mildly.
"And when you depart, your heir gpparent will depart with you.”

"Hemug," Alligter said, managing to time hiswords so they were not quite an interruption, "asit ishis
wedding."

Therewasalight flutter of laughter at this, enough to discommode the grand duchessfor a breath's
pause.

Theking reflected, Doubtless she was about to say something such as "and the Princess Sapphire
will also be gone," underlining the absence of those in immediate line for the throne. | think | see
where sheis heading. Unhappily, sheisin for a shock.

Old hand at palitics that she was, Grand Duchess Seastar regained her poise without much difficulty. She
had grown accustomed to Allister's self-effacing manner when he was merely Allister Seagleam. The
twenty-some days that had passed since hisformal coronation had not been enough to reeducate her, but
the king had no doubt she would not forget again.

"With you and your heirs away not only from the capitol but from the kingdom," the old lady continued,
"the question has arisen asto who will hold thereinsin your absence.”

"| thank you, Grand Duchess Seagtar,” Allister replied, carefully not omitting her title, "for raisng ametter
that | had planned on addressing mysdlf. In my absence, | have appointed two of Bright Bay's noblesto
act asjoint regents.”

Seagtar frowned dightly. She had heard nothing of this, but then Allister had sworn the parties concerned
to absol ute silence—athing they were more than willing to do given the favor he was showing them.

"Duke Dolphin and Earle Oyster will act asregentsin my place. | had thought to ask my father-in-law,
Duke Oydter, to act as regent, but he begged for permission to travel to his grandson's wedding—a
return of the courtesy that so many of Hawk Haven's noble houses accorded us by sending their
representatives here.”

That stung! Allister thought, smothering a certain boyish glee. Aunt Seastar never offered to make the
journey to Hawk Haven herself, nor even to send either Dillon or Culver. She was too eager to
have them here to profit from my absence to realize that she was acting less than the great lady
she wishes to be thought.

"Duke Dolphin has gracioudy agreed to send hiswife and heir to thefedtivitiesin hisstead. Although heis
not ayoung man, his hedlth is unquestioned and with Earle Oyster as his deputy, he will have someone on
hand should pirate trouble arise.”



By common euphemism any nava trouble was assgned to pirates, though many timesit had itsinception
in Waterland or other, more distant, sea powers. It beat declaring war.

And | expect that when good sailing weather comes again, Allister thought, Valora's fleet will add
to the number of "pirates’ combing the waters.

Grand Duchess Seastar, who had clearly meant to gracefully offer hersalf or her son as regent, recovered
with aswiftnessthat did her credit.

"Y our thoughtfulnessin thisimportant matter,” she said with asomewhat forced smile, "is appreciated.
Having heard no announcement of the regency, | had mistakenly supposed that the excitement of Crown
Prince Shad's wedding had driven such relaively distant matters from your mind.”

Alligter gave her agracious nod, resisting the automeatic impulse to bow to her ashe had dl hislife.

"I had intended to make the announcement tomorrow. Today was filled enough with the departure of our
fellow monarchs. Still, I thank you from the depths of my heart for your concern for the safety and
gability of our ream.”

The grand duchess dipped a curtsy and took her leave. As Calico called the next order of business—a
report from the 1lustrious Commissioner who had charge of roads—King Allister mused:

Well, Aunt Seastar's going to be upset, but even so she cannot blame me. Oyster has been my
firmest support fromthe start and Dolphin is still eager to repay Gustin's lineage for the insult
Gustin I11 gave their house by divorcing Lady Brina. Asfine as Grand Duchess Seastar'stitlesare,
| must conciliate my Great Houses before worrying about lesser nobles.

Then heturned hisfull atention to the road commissioner'sreport. This particular commissoner was of
Lobster blood, if he recalled correctly. Her house had been the most fragmented by the recent upheavals
and clearly she was making certain that her new king would have no doubts where her loydties lay—uwith
Bright Bay, which had entrusted her with care of its centra road network. If Allister was careful and
courteous, he could turn that abstract loydty into oneto himsdlf, persondly.

Alligter leaned forward dightly to demonsirate his attention, took afew notes, smiled a aparticularly
sdient point.

Shad and Sapphire sat Sde by side, aso listening. Their expressions were set but attentive, their
fingers—off where they thought them hidden from sight—were discreetly intertwined.

Like Earl Kestrel, Baron Ivon Archer had seen adigtinct advantage to departing Silver Whale Covein
order to travel with King Tedric's party. Like Earl Kestrel, he could make himsalf visibly useful to his
monarch—a dlent reminder that he had remained when others had used the threst of nstoflee.

Elise had to swallow an unladylike grin when she thought just what Aurella Wellward might have said if
her husband had tried to leave. Lady Aurellawas devoted to her aunt, the queen, and had done her best
on thelong journey out to ease the strains of the road. Even so, Queen Elexa had been worn to—not a
shadow, Elise thought, shadows were too dark—more to athin, silvery-grey wisp of spiderweb shaped
in theform of awoman.

Thejourney out had taken six days and Elise was willing to wager—had there been any takers—that the
return trip would take at least seven. King Tedric was taking no chances with hiswife's hedlth, especialy
as shewould need to preside at the second wedding amost as soon asthey returned.



Since Silver Whae Cove was on the innermogt tip of the deep bay from which the kingdom took its
name, the Hawk Haven group began their journey well west of the ocean. They headed north, following
roads that would eventually take them to the border between the countries. There they would crossfrom
Bright Bay into Broadview, athriving town built at the confluence of the Barren and Hinrivers.

Broadview and her Bright Bay sister city, Rock Fort, took advantage of the trade that came down aong
both rivers from the interior of Hawk Haven on itsway to that kingdom's one port. There was no bridge
such as spanned the Barren between the twin towns of Hope and Good Crossings farther west. Here the
Barren, fed by the waters of its Sster river, was too wide and too swift.

Nor had Broadview become the center for illicit trade that its western Ssterswere. The very width of the
river made such goings-on less profitable, athough far more wealth, measured in the most basic terms,
went through this point.

Anather factor limiting smuggling in the vicinity of Broadview wasthat both kingdoms maintained large
garrisonsin the area. Before the peace Bright Bay had often tried to take advantage of the rich cargoes
shipped toward the ocean from the city. Needlessto say, Hawk Haven had taken steps to prevent them
from easlly doing so.

Now in peace both forces remained, reassigned to the difficult tasks of taxing legd trade and of
preventing the growth of illegal trade. Already entrepreneurs were establishing regular ferry service
acrosstheriver. Asthetricky currents were beyond even the skills of the average citizen of Bright
Bay—all of whom claimed they could sail as easily asthey could walk—these new businesseswere
doing quitewdll.

Elise Archer was rather pleased when she anticipated ajourney of six or seven days. Although not a
greatly experienced traveler, she was young enough that the hardships of the road didn't bother her
greatly. Just afew moongpans before, during the negotiations that had led to King Allister's War and
through the war itsdlf, she had lived in atent. Now, enough weeks had passed that she was rested and
nostalgic about the relative freedom of those days.

Even theincreasingly cool nightsdidn't trouble her. The pavilion she shared with her parents and Ninette
was floored with thick carpets and her own cot was supplied with agenerous heap of blankets. The
daytime weether was a gift from the ancestors—bright and clear and relatively warm, presented, all
agreed, asareward to the elderly king and queen for their courage in making ajourney to further peace.

Before their departure from Hawk Haven, Baron Archer had presented his daughter with afineriding
horse, a subgtitute for the gentle white pafrey that had been her more usua mount. Elise, never much of a
horsawoman, had taken over that pafrey from her mother; now she passed it on to Ninette.

Elisg's new mount was younger and more spirited, but not so spirited asto chalenge Elisgsriding skills.
Instead she—the horse was amare—was a bit of aflirt, given to tossing her head and somping a
forehoof. Taking acuefrom Lady Melina Shield, who had aways made certain her children's mounts
were fashion accessories aswell as mere trangportation, Baron Archer had sought a steed who would
accent hisdaughter'sfair-haired loveiness.

Cream Délight possessed a coat of degp, shimmering gold, but her abundant mane and high-set, flowing
tall were silvery white. Her head was ddlicate and pretty; her gaits were easy and, even at atrot,
surprisingly smooth. In short, she was the perfect mount for ayoung lady of quality who needed to look
good amaost more than she needed to travel.

To her own surprise, Elise grew fond of Cream Ddlight in away she had never been of any of the other
ponies and pafreys she had been given. Of course, groomstook care of routine grooming and feeding,



but even when they had safely arrived at the castle at Silver Wha e Cove Elise had found time to sted out
to the stableswith acarrot or apple. A few stolen moments stroking Cream's neck and murmuring her
troubles into the mare's perked earsrevitalized the young woman as did nothing else.

Elisefound hersdlf riding more often aswell. During the trips to and from Hope afew moonspans before,
Elise had tended to travel in the carriages or walk, only occasiondly venturing out on horseback. On the
journey to Silver Whde Cove, however, she had gradudly found hersdlf riding for longer and longer
sretches, until by the time they arrived she could stay in the saddle for most of aday without becoming
more than reasonably iff.

On thereturn journey, Elise planned to do the same. She regained her seat easily and felt quite good
about hersdlf, so that she welcomed Derian Carter when he came trotting up to visit with her.

His mount, Roanne, was a showy chestnut mare whose white stockings showed off her polished copper
coat asif ordered expresdy for the purpose. With her devel oping eye for good horseflesh, Elise could tell
that Roanne was a superior mount. For amoment she wondered how Derian could have afforded such a
horse. Then sherecadled that hisfamily owned an extensive chain of livery stables, and that smal mystery
was solved.

Derian reined Roanne in dongside Cream. The two mares blew at each other, Cream submitting just
dightly. Doubtless the horses had worked out matters of precedence while stabled at the castle.

"Helo!" Derian sad cheerfully. "How do you like the mare?’
"She'slovely," Elise answered promptly, "and as comfortable asachair in my mother'ssolar.”

"I must tell my father," Derian said with agrin. "He's the one who found the mare for the baron, though |
think my sster, Damita, had something to do with thefina choice. Dami's developing an eyefor the
proper turnout to give the lady of fashion.”

Eliselaughed. She vaguely recalled that Derian had asster afew years younger than himsdlf and perhaps
abrother aswdl. For amoment shefelt afamiliar flicker of londliness. AurellaWellward had inherited
the same weakness as had her aunt, Queen Elexa, but whereas the queen—perhaps out of a sense of
duty to her line—had borne three living children, Aurellahad borne no other child after Elise.

Inreturn, Aurellawasin far better condition than her aunt, showing none of the Sgnsof premature aging
that plagued the queen. Elise, who loved her mother, supposed it was afair trade, but she wished that her
parents had at |east adopted another child.

Apparently, the baron had considered such a course but had been dissuaded by his sister, Zorana, who
had loudly proclaimed that thetitle their father had won should not passto a stranger's child when she
hersdlf had four living.

Three now, Elise thought sadly, for her cousin Purcel, Zorana's eldest at fifteen, had died on thefield
during King Alligter's War.

Derian must have noted Elise's suddenly somber mood, for he said, "'If you'd prefer, Lady Elise, | can
leave you to your thoughts."

"Please don't leave," she said, putting ahand out to touch hisarm. "I was just remembering my cousin
Purcd.”

"A redl loss" Derian said sincerdly. "Purcel was agood horseman, aswell asagood fellow. | wonder
what happened to his bay hunter? It'stoo big ahorsefor little Kenre and | don't imagine that either Nydia



or Destewould fancy it."

"I don't know," Elise admitted. "Aunt Zoranamay have kept it for hersdf. She'sfar more likely to go
hunting thanisUncle Aksd."

"He'smorethe scholarly type," Derian agreed. "Well, if you find they're looking to sdl the bay, suggest
my parents stable. They'll giveyour aunt afair price.”

They taked for awhile of such general matters and eventudly, to Elise'sdelight, Sir Jared drifted over to
join them. His mount was asolid, unpretentious chestnut gelding, its coat showing atouch of red but
lacking Roanne's glowing hues. The gelding was clearly an older horse, dightly pastitsprime, and Elise
on her golden steed was uncomfortably reminded of the differencein their stations.

After bowing greeting to Elise, Sir Jared said, "I thought 1'd let you two know that a hdt for alight medl
will be called as soon as we get around that bend. Race reports that there's a harvested field ahead
whose owner is honored to let us stop. Afterwards, the king hopesto put in afew more miles before
we'reforced by lack of light to pitch camp.”

"Thanks, Doc," Derian said. "It'sapity there are no good inns dong this road. Those that are here are of
the six-to-abed and med-in-a-pub type. The pavilionsthe noble folk packed aong will offer far more
comfortable accommodations.”

"Someday there will be better inns" Sir Jared predicted, "if the peace holds. Thisroad will become a
maor trade corridor and nobles traveling between the kingdoms will be happy to pay for a pleasant
place to deep and agood hot medl ."

Elise nodded. "I agree. The distance between Eagle's Nest and Silver Whae Cove by water ismuch
greater. | suspect that the freel ance boaters crowding the banks now will be replaced by some sort of
regular ferry service. A bridge will dways be impossible with theriver sowide.”

"True enough,” Jared agreed.

Helooked asif he was about to depart, o Elise asked quickly, "Tell me, Doc, whatever became of
Sapphire's request?’

"Request?' Derian asked.
"She wanted Sir Jared made some sort of roya physician—Ilike Lord Rory."
Sir Jared grinned a the memory.

"Wedll, Lady Elise, the matter has been put by for now. King Tedric said that he'd be happy to grant the
princesss request, but he wants to speak with his own physician beforehand—make certain therere no
hurt fedings”

"Good idea," Elise commented.

"Then," Jared continued, "King Tedric says he may ill wait, consult afew people. Once our ranking
families hear how many specid titles and posts there are among Bright Bay's courtiersthere will be
agitating for parity in Hawk Haven—no matter how unzoranic that would be."

Elise grimaced. "Not everyone would be after new titles but somewould be just ddighted. My Aunt
Zorana, for example, or Titchy Trueheart. Do you know her?"



Sir Jared nodded, "Met Lady Titchy once when she cameto alarge party at Cousin Norvin's city manse.
Pretentious.”

"I met Titchy," Elise giggled, "one soring when sheinvited hersdlf to our family house to do watercolors of
the gardens—my great-grandmother Farmer put in some water lilies that have become quite famous.
Titchy complained night and day about the servants, and hadn't considered that there might be

mosguitoes.”
Derian asked, "Isn't the Archer Grant dong the Barren?”

"Itis" Elisereplied, pointing vaguely northwest. "East of Hope and Good Crossing, but west of
Broadview. Back when King Chamer granted my grandfather histitle and lands, the border was rather
hotly contested—just asit wasin the days when Queen Zoranalaid in the Crown's clams to much of the
river land. Despite the good access to water, no one particularly wanted land so susceptible to raids, so
no one argued when King Chamer gave my grandfather anice piece.”

"Who holdsthe land at the confluence of the Hin and Barren?' Derian asked. "Wdlward?"

"Not exactly," Elise said. "It's surrounded by much Wellward land, but Broadview isacrown city. | think
that Grand Duke Gadman istechnically its governor, though acity council does most of the day-to-day
managing. Grand Duke Gad man smply provides the final word on any mgjor changes and collects some
income.

"Even 0, the system workswell for everyone. Otherwise my grandfather Peregrine might have been
expected to provide all the troops for Broadview's defense—and no one would like that, not the troops,
not the Peregrine treasury, and not the king, since that would mean held need to permit the Wellwards to
mantain afarrly large private army.”

Sir Jared commented. "My family's lands are further north—part of the Norwood Grant. Mot of the
Norwood Grant borders New Kelvin dong the White Water River. | suppose because Hawvk Haven has
never been a war with New Kelvin, the Norwoods have never worried about keeping a standing army.
Theresaloca militia, but that's useful in severd ways. It giveswork for extrachildren of loca families
and providesthe Kestrelswith a pool of trained soldiersto draw on when the Crown calsfor troops.”

"Remember that the White Water's rougher than the Barren," Elise stated, tracing amap in the air with
her fingertip, "though the Barren's no millpond. Along most of the White Water's length it's broken up by
rocks and fals. That makes it amore effective barrier between the kingdoms.”

"Y ou do know your geography,” Jared said admiringly.

"| like learning about strange lands and peoples,” Elise admitted cheerfully. "That's one of the reasons|
was S0 glad to make thetrip into Bright Bay."

"Andyet," Jared said, "Bright Bay is practically Hawk Haven when you compare their peoples and
customsto ours. My family'slands are south of the White Water, in the foothills of the Iron Mountains.
Even though we're not on the border, I've met New Kelvinese traders when they come to sample the
year's pressings and order wine."

"I remember now!" Eliseexclamed. "Y our family ownsawinery."

"A new one, assuch interestsarejudged,” Jared answered, laughing at her enthusiasm, "but we sold our
harvest to larger growers before our vines produced enough to turn to our own use. I've been to more
than afew wine-fess."



They fdl to talking of wines and economics, of the strange habits of the New Kelvinese, drifted into
anayzing the customs of the plutocracy of Waterland, and touched on the current political question
before drifting to speculation about what countries might lie beyond those they knew.

Neither particularly noticed when the party stopped for lunch, but munched their bread and cheese and
drank their wine asthey continued talking. Neither noticed when Derian drifted off to vist with Ox and
Race.

Nor did ether notice the sour looks that Baron Archer turned in their direction.

Leaving Reveation Point Castle, Firekeeper and Blind Seer ran and walked, ran and waked until dawn
was pinking the horizon. Severa timesthey stopped to rest and dine—Firekeeper on fruit scavenged
from the upper boughs of some well-tended trees, Blind Seer on any wild creature unfortunate enough to
let him catchit.

Shortly before dawn they hdted. Firekeeper caught afishin astream and grilled it lightly over afire built
inacircleof river rocks. Their stopping place was dong the edge of amown hayfield. Firekeeper made
them aburrow in the Side of one of the many towering haystacks that dotted the acreage and there they
dept warm and well.

Shewoke siff and with feet aching from the unaccustomed exertions, but as she had not let herself get
too out of training—her run from Good Crossing to Silver Whale Cove had been only afew days
before—soon her muscles|oosened up and she had no trouble maintaining atirelessjog-trot.

Blind Seer, of course, was not taxed within even aniota of his strength. He had time to range widely and
did so, hunting freely and bringing back a portion of hiskillsfor Firekeeper's medls.

Elation scouted out their route, one that avoided main roads, towns, and even the larger farms. Asin
Hawk Haven, five generations had not been enough for the population of Bright Bay to recover from the
ravages that had begun with plague and continued into war. Moreover, since the citizens of Bright Bay
looked to the searather than the land as a source of wealth, most farmed for their own use rather than
growing surplusfor trade. Broad areas covered by second-growth forest were only just beginning to be
reclaimed for farming or pasturage.

Between these pockets of human habitation, wilderness abounded. Had it not been for the occasiona
scent of wood smoke or atrail bearing the marks of horse or wagon, Firekeeper might have thought
hersdf dready west of the Iron Mountains.

This established the pattern for the remainder of their journey west. Asthe year was drawing into winter,
the hours of darkness stretched longer and longer, giving them plenty of time to travel—for Elation was
an unusud falcon, even among her kind, and had no problem flying by night.

Her preference, however, wasto course ahead while there was light—either early in the morning or as
evening drew near—to map out their course, and then deep through afew of the dark hours. Inthisway,
Firekeeper and Blind Seer were spared at least some of her sardonic commentary on the duggish pace
of thewingless.

They timed their arriva at the edge of the Barren Lands with hours of darknessto spare. Thethriving
towns of Hope and Good Crossing werejust east of the foothills, and had they comein daylight there
was a chance that they might have encountered people.

None of them had reason to fear humans. Indeed, Firekeeper would probably have been known to



most—at least by reputation. However, sSince their destination was a secret—Firekeeper dtill felt alittle
bad about having mided Derian—they had no wish to be seen.

"Wisest," Elation said asthey rested before beginning the climb, "if you follow the canyon cut by the
Barren River. Asl told you, theriver hasits birthplace in the mountain lake and so you will not be taken
too far astray.”

Firekeeper frowned. She had seen something of river canyons during her migrations with the wolves and
knew that sometimes even the cleverest pair of feet could not find purchase. Sometimes the water had
risen to cover footholds; other timesit had worn everything smooth.

She expressed her concern to Elation, but the peregrine was confident.

"Surdly if you have trouble you can take to the waters for aspell. The great wolves don't fear getting wet,
do they?'

Firekeeper still had her doubts, but permitted herself to be convinced. Blind Seer, confident in hisyoung
strength—he was only rising four and despite hisinborn wisdom had seen much lessthan had
Firekeeper—was unconcerned.

"We ground travelers must try to gain height aswetravel," Firekeeper reminded bird and wolf. "Or else
we may find ourselves at the foot of some greet fal with asheer dliff blocking our way."

They entered the canyon and moved west for the remainder of that night's hours of darkness. However,
after only afew hours deep Firekeeper punched Blind Seer awake.

"I've been thinking," she said, speaking into his ear o as not to wake the peregrine. "Elation cannot be
our scout in this place. Shethinkstoo little of obstacles that would hat us, even force us to double back.
From this point until we reach the top of the Barren Lands, we travel when thereislight. If thetravding is
good, we can continue after dark."

Thewolf grumbled some but was convinced by the mere fact that Firekeeper would go on without him.
Moreover, he had aready seen how the waters had diced the sides of the canyon so that at timesthey
hed needed to jump from miniatureidand to miniature idand rather than walking or running.

Elation, when informed of Firekeeper's decision, merely shrugged her head into her feathered shoulders
inagesture of dismisa.

"Y ou know your limitations better than |," she said, and legpt into the air in aburst of wingsto avoid
Blind Seer's snap.

By the end of that day, it was apparent that Firekeeper had chosen wisely. Her keen eyes, which she
relied on asthe wolf did hisnose, found at adistance the trails that animals had used to come down to
theriver for water. These provided stretches of easier going, but as most of the animaswho lived in the
Barren Lands were small creatures—rodents and those who preyed on them, with the occasional goat or
sheep—these trails were hardly broad highways.

Moreover, the mountain wind liked the channe cut for it by the river and howled down it like some
gpring-maddened wolf. When the sun shone, the wind's game only made the travel ers uncomfortable, but
in the shadowed placesice formed wherever water had splashed, making the footing dick and
treacherous.

These difficulties dowed their progress. Indeed, sometimes Firekeeper imagined that by day's end they
had progressed only alittle distance farther west but had instead climbed endlesdy upward. Other times



she could not even fancy that much progress, for they wereforced to leave theriver entirdly, taking long
detours through sharp broken rock that made Firekeeper reconsider—if only in the privacy of her
thoughts—the wisdom of boots.

But after day and night, day and night, and day again, they made camp to the sound of unbroken thunder
and knew that they were nearing the source of the Barren River, the lake that humans caled the Rimed
Lake.

The next dawn they began their final ascent and found themsalves with some unexpected company. A
kestrel as vibrantly blue and red as Norvin Norwood's favorite wai stcoat—indeed far more brilliantly
colored than any other representative of that type that Firekeeper had ever seen—fluttered down to meet
them.

Even though, aswith most of the Roya Beadts, thiskestrel waslarger than usua, he was dtill diminutive
when compared with Elation. Indeed, Firekeeper found herself doubting that thislittle hawk could best
even a prime sparrow—>huit, then, the Cousin kestrel hunted mostly insects.

"BeeBiter," Elation sad, "what bringsyou here?"

Thetiny facon darted down and perched on atwig dightly above them. Firekeeper was reminded of a
songhird rather than a hawk—but Bee Biter's hooked beak and curving talons gave lie to that fancy. Still,
she supposed that the protective coloration served the kestrel well.

"l cometo guide you this last way up therock," the kestrel cried inahigh, shrill voice. "I have watched
and studied and will share my knowledge fredly."

Elation flapped her wings, clearly affronted that the other thought his guidance superior, but Firekeeper
cut in before the peregrine could spesk.

"Thank you, fleet Bee Biter. We are grateful. My naked hands freeze to the rock and the spray from the
waterfdl chillsmy skin.”

"Follow then!" Bee Biter shrieked, bounding into the air. " Follow!"

Unlike Elation, who must fly or soar, Bee Biter proved dexterous enough to nearly hover over them. His
eyefor detail was consderable and Firekeeper suspected that either he had been watching them and
consdering their limitations or he had watched other humans make this climb.

Time and again, the kestrel steered them away from the obvious path to one that—though more
difficult—proved a better choice. Eventudly, they climbed to where they could see the waterfdl, and
Firekeeper was amazed.

"From the sound and the migt, | had thought it close enough to touch,” she exclamed, "yet we are so far
anay!"

"Itislikeawolf pack," Bee Biter said, fluttering a safe distance from Blind Seer, "noisy enough that one
cannot judgethesize”

Blind Seer, however, wastoo weary to take offense at this comment. Whereas the climb had been rough
on Firekeeper, at least the human had hands with which to grasp. The wolf must leap from rock to rock
or scrabble up paths that showered down gravel as he struggled for afoothold. Even the paws of a
wolf—surprisingly skillful at bracing and balancing—were chalenged by this climb. Had Firekegper not
shoved him over some blockades and dragged him over others, Blind Seer could not have comethisfar.



Firekeeper stroked him, rubbing beneath his chin and along histhroat. She fancied he had lost some
weight during these past severd days, but then held had weight to spare. Now he was firm and strong, as
awaolf in pre-snowfal form should beif he expected to survive the winter.

They resumed their climb. The sound from the great torrent of water never diminished, but the time came
when they looked down at it, to whereits base vanished in mist. By evening, they were on level ground,
but another surprise awaited Firekegper and Blind Seer.

"Y ou said we were coming to alake!l" Firekegper said accusingly to Elation. "Thisisno lake. Itisthe
ocean held in the breast of the mountain!™

Elation laughed. "If you could take to the skies at midday, little wolfling, you could seethe far side of the
lake. Still, I admit itisagrand stretch of water and what you see before you is only one section. The
watersfill two lobes of amost equa size. One saills, asyou have seen, into the Barren River. Thereis
enough |eft to birth the Fox and yet even when midsummer is driest the waters recede only alittle.”

"I am," Firekeeper admitted, "awed and no little bit terrified. | an dso exhausted. Will the Mothers
forgive usif we deep? As| recdl, we are to meet them to the west of this ocean lake."

"They will forgive," Bee Biter said prompitly. "Indeed, it would be best if you had light for the next
chellenge”

"Next?' growled Blind Seer.

"Think, wolf," the kestrel said teasingly. "Have you yet crossed the Barren River?'Y ou began your climb
on her more southern bank. To go around the lake you must first cross to the northern bank.”

Blind Seer shook, more in dismay than because he was wet, though droplets did scatter from histhick
coat.

"True enough, bug-egter. At least the ground is softer here than below.”

Elation shrieked laughter, perhaps pleased that the wolf had offered the insult she had not dared. Then
she spoke:

"I will hunt for you land-bound: Lick your paws and soak your feet. Build afire and rest. Y ou have done
agreat thing for two who have no wings and only six legs between you."

Wolf and woman were too weary to answer to whatever insults might beimplied. Glad of achanceto
rest where the ground was level and dry, they stretched out on the carpet of dried grassfor abrief nap.

Eventudly, Firekeeper rose and found kindling among the driftwood washed aong the pebbly shore.
Blind Seer had eaten two rabbits—head, hide, and entrails—by the time her fire was ready for cooking
her own medl, but shewas glad of the blaze'swarmth as much asits usein preparing food. With full
darkness, the lakeside had grown cold.

When she dept, she curled between the fire and Blind Seer. Asthe wolf had predicted, she tucked her
bare feet benesth hisbelly fur for warmth.

Chapter 1X



Even when they did so, Allister had known that he and Uncle Tedric had been pushing the limits of
probability when they had set the date for the second wedding for amere fifteen days after thefirst. Still,
there had been little choice in the maiter.

Boar Moon shone down on late autumn, atime when the early harvest had aready been gathered and
most farmers were turning their energiesto preparing for the first snowfdls. In the northern parts of Hawk
Haven, he had heard, there would be snow before the moon finished waning. Bright Bay was enough
farther south and her climate was so influenced by the great bay at her heart that winter took a bit longer
growing severe, but once the cold set in it always seemed reluctant to let go.

Thefirst wedding had taken place on the twenty-second day of Lynx Moon, about as soon after King
Allister's coronation as was reasonable, given the distances some of the guests were required to travel.
The second wedding, therefore, could not be scheduled any sooner than the ninth day of Boar Moon.

After the nation attempt, Allister and King Tedric had discussed delaying the wedding afew more
days, but they had decided against it. Already they were tempting the forces that ruled wind and rain; to
delay further would tempt cold aswell. Moreover, Hawk Haven was farther north. The capitd, at Eagle's
Nest, lay somewhat closer to the mountains.

Yet if they did not hold the wedding in early Boar Moon, it must be delayed until winter had released its
grip on theland and the worst of spring's rains were past—|ate Horse Moon or even Puma Moon.

True, ahardy group might actually travel more swiftly once the snow was on the ground and whedls
could be exchanged for ded runners, but it would take a deep freeze indeed to ice over the Barren, and
King Allister had no wish to trust hisloved onesto asemifrozen river rifewith ice floes.

Moreover, much as heloved her, he was thefirst to admit—perhaps second after Pearl herself—that his
wifewas not ahardy traveler. Women Pearl's age still commanded ships or rode to battle—she was just
past forty, after all—but Pearl Oyster was not of that type. She was a settled noblewoman who never
rodeif there was a carriage to hand, had never sailed for herself since her sons had grown eager to take
thelines, and rgoiced in awell-managed househol d.

Thetwinswere ill dim girl-children, aslight and delicate as the fish and flower for which they were
named. Minnow and Anemone might start out finding amultiday deigh trip exciting. (Even with perfect
conditions, they couldn't hope to cover the necessary distance in lessthan four days.) By the end they
would be shivering and miserable, their noses bright red and running, hardly the perfect appearance for
maiden wedding attendants.

But as much asKing Alligter loved hisfamily—and he did so with the open heart of an unambitious man
who had never needed to dream his children into anything more than the people they were—it had not
been consideration for them or their needs that had made him urge King Tedric to | et the wedding remain
on itsscheduled day.

It had been palitics.

A dday until even Horse Moon—if the roads were not sodden with mud—would give the schemers half
ayear to plan and plot. Rumors would be spread that the wedding had been delayed because the truce
was weakening, because Shad and Sapphire had grown to hate each other, because one or both wereill.

In winter, rumors spread with the speed of a skater acrosstheice and grew around firesides like exotic
plantsin aNew Kevinese hothouse. Half ayear of rumors could destroy his reign more nestly than an
n'sdagger. Best ingtead that they go ahead and finish the formalities.



Shad and Sapphire would winter in Hawk Haven as planned—King Tedric's age and hedlth made it
unwisefor hisheirsto betoo far away when they might be needed. In return, severa of the younger
members of Hawk Haven's court would winter in Bright Bay. Allister knew that Sapphire was hoping
that one or more of her younger sisters would be among that number, but Lady Melinas recent behavior
made that uncertain.

Our young guests won't be hostages, Allister thought with grim humor, not really, not quite, but that
won't stop those who think the worst of rulers from seeing them as such.

So it was that on the second day of Boar Moon, King Alelister and afairly sizable entourage prepared to
depart from Revdation Point Castle. In the back of hismind, Allister was aware that King Tedric and his
party would not yet have arrived home—and that they would not until just afew days before their guests.

Sincethetrip out from Eagle's Nest had taken King Tedric's party six days, Allister had hoped that his
group—which after al contained no invaids—could doitinless.

Onelook at the long train of horses and carriages, baggage wagons and overburdened mules quenched
that hope. Allister had not been king long enough to fedl he could do as he desired—stride down thét line
like a captain ingpecting his officers and strip those traveling with him down to bare essentids.

Don't forget, Allister, hetold himsdlf, that they are making a brave venture into enemy territory.
They'll want to make a good show, put on their best finery for our new allies. Don't ruin their
pride.

Shad, il holding hisleft shoulder somewhat tiffly, rode up beside Alligter.

"Don't worry, Father," he said, hiswordsfor the king done. "Well makeit there no later than the evening
of the seventh. Sapphire and | have discussed tactics, and have decided that welll ride to the point,
keeping up the pace and shaming those who would go too easy.”

Alligter chuckled.

"Y ou can do that where | can't,”" he admitted. "Y ou're still touched with the glamour of your newlywed
date”

"And what better way," the prince added, showing that he too had been thinking of how vulnerable their
position was, "to qudl any rumorsthat Sgpphire and | might not like either each other or this arranged
marriage than to be urging everyone on?'

"You'reagood son," Allister said dmost complacently.
"And Sgpphireisafinewifel" Shad nearly glowed in hisenthusiasm.

Alligter followed the direction of Shad's gaze and saw his new daughter-in-law swinging into her horse's
saddle. Gone was the elegant bride, gone the pale invalid. Here was the warrior whose appearance had
enchanted the troops fighting before the walls of Good Crossing. Today she didn't wear armor or sword,
only ahunting knife at her belt, but her steed was the mighty Blue she had ridden into war.

The Blue was actudly apale grey, but Lady Melinas desire that her children be clad and accoutered in
keeping with the theme of their names had extended to horses. If there were no blue horses, then one
must be creasted—in this case, by means of dye.

When the Blue had been relocated some days after thefina battle of King Allister's War—he had fled
during aparticularly bad press—Sapphire had reclaimed him, treated his wounds, and then permitted her



mount to go back to hisformer color. To her evident delight, the Blue's mane and tail turned out to be a
smoky blue-grey, quite striking againgt his paler coat—and an ample reminder of hisformer gaudy glory.

"Lead on, son," Allister said. "Gather up your lady and tell whoever Whyte has assigned to point guard
that were to get under way. There's no better way to convince the stragglersto stop straggling than to
give them no choice.”

Shad trotted his own mount—adark bay with off stockings white amost to the knee—to join Sapphire.
Allister accepted a hand up into the carriage that had been prepared for him. Later, he would ride up and
down theline, viditing with his companions and consolidating hisreign abit more. However, he had
agreed with Whyte Sted's recommendation that to begin the journey in that fashion would beto invite
trouble.

And not just from assassins—if any are about, Allister thought. Too many would press for the
honor of riding in my vicinity. The main roads of Siver Whale Cove are wide, but we'd bottleneck
them just the same.

For thefirst severa days of their journey the weether remained clement and the king kept to hisresolve
to mix with his entourage as much as possible. The autumn air was crigp and his mount—asorrel with the
undignified name of Hot Toddy—was smooth-gaited at both walk and trot. Toddy's canter waslike
flying, but Allister rarely had the excuse to pressthe horse that fast.

Instead he rode at easy pace, aways dogged by one or more riders—even if his own court had not
taken advantage of the king's availability, Whyte Stedl would not have left him unprotected. Nor were the
members of his own entourage the only oneswho sought to get close. The passage of theroyal group
from Hawk Haven had not quelled the enthusiasm of those who lived anywhere at dl near the road for

Spectacle.

So many people crowded the verges, especialy whenever the group passed near atown or village, that
Allister idly wondered who precisely was | eft to get in the harvest. If the baskets of hand-polished apples
and other fresh goods—from pastries to eggs—they were offered were any indication, it had been a
good harvest, despite the fighting farther west.

They wereforced to turn away many of the gifts, or no people, only groceries, would have arrived in
Hawk Haven for the wedding. Still, at night when the temperatures dropped, Allister found himself glad
for amug of hot cider to warm hisinsdes.

The day after they crossed the Barren at Rock Fort and left Broadview behind them, the weeather turned
ugly. Rain washed down in torrents, turning the packed road sticky with mud. The sailors among them
pulled out foul-westher gear and rode on asif thiswere nothing more than asquall at sea. Sea chanties
were bellowed out to answer the force of the wind until even the horses seemed encouraged.

Uncle Tedric should be home by now, Allister thought as he guided Hot Toddy around the puddles.
Hed long ago |eft the Singing to those with better voices and fallen to daydreaming about what awaited
themin aday or two more. And there will be firesblazing in all the hearths and thick quilts on the
beds.

That evening, when they made camp in afarmer's barns, Whyte Stedl reported to the king that the people
much admired hisfortitude and noble bearing againgt the dements.

"They're saying that you contemplate great matters of Sate,” the guard captain said, "and soride asiif
through a soft pring day.”



Alligter laughed. Truly the mystique and aura of aking held aunique power if it could make people
believe such nonsense.

"Dont tdl them, Whyte" he said, till laughing. "I'm just seding my lipsto keep from drinking rain by the
gdlon"

"l won't," Whyte replied with frightening sincerity. "I mogt certainly will not.”

Walnut Endbrook hated his given name. Hed never gotten straight just why his mother had saddled him
with it. Whenever held asked held never gotten the same story twicein arow.

The worgt times were when she just giggled. Other times she offered him afanciful tale by way of
explanation: wa nuts had been her favorite food when she was pregnant with him or he'd been concelved
under awanut tree or hiswrinkled infant face had reminded her of anutmest.

Walnut couldn't ask hisfather, because his mother wasn't precisely sure who was hisfather. That lucky
gentleman had gotten away from Honey Endbrook long before Walnut had been born, maybe even
before he'd been conceived. There had been other men since. Many others.

Before he was eight, Walnut had beaten bloody anyone who dared cal him "Walnut." On children he
used hisfigts. Adults he bit or kicked. "Waln"—never "Nut"—became an acceptable diminutive. He
would have preferred to adopt some other name entirely, but though lots of people were nicknamed as
they grew older no one ever renamed him—not even acommon nickname like " Tiny" or "Sdlty.”
Perversdy, the hated name remained with him as stubbornly as wanut-rind stain remained on the hands.

Waln left his mother's home on Dog Idand shortly after hiseeventh birthday, sailing out as cabin boy on
amerchant ship. When hereturned, three yearslater, Honey Endbrook had vanished. No one seemed to
know where she had gone or even whether she wasliving or dead. Far too many peoplein hisold
hometown caled him "Wanut," though. Waln I&ft, the money he had meant to give his mother as proof of
his new worth heavy in his pockets.

He used the better part of three years wagesto buy into a cargo; the profits from that venture bought him
asharein aship. By thetime he was twenty, he was co-owner. By the time he was twenty-five, he
owned the vessel and another beside. By the time Waln turned thirty, he let othersrisk storm and pirates.
While he waited for his shipsto comein, he established a clearinghouse for various goods on Thunder
Idand.

Waln was forty and wealthy when the news came that the Ides had just become a kingdom of their own.
He had grown into abig man, somewhat fleshy but not in the least fat. Just afew years before, hislight
brown hair had started retreating from his forehead and thinning at the top, but he accepted this change
philosophically. A pesked-brim sailor's hat hid the deficiency aswell as protecting hisfair skin from
burning.

He was wearing that hat, squinting out from under the brim's shadow in away that had become habitud,
while he listened to the news that had come viafast ship to Thunder Idand Harbor. The roya governor
appointed by Bright Bay was to be replaced by Queen Gustin I'V—now to be known as Queen
Vaora—astheir monarch.

Waln Endbrook was awell-known man on Thunder Idand. In addition to his warehouses along the
docks, he owned afine estate on the coveted high ground above the harbor. He could have stood for
town mgor and found no one willing to stand againgt him, but politics would have cut into time for



making money.

He had married the daughter of one of his early partners soon after giving up the seafull-time, and now
had two daughters about whom he was quite slly and a three-year-old son whose current ambition was
to be apirate. Wan had finer dreams both for his children and for himsdlf.

When the advance party for Queen Vaoraarrived on Thunder Idand, Waln Endbrook was among those
who met them at the harbor. He offered them rooms at his estate, and made himself quite useful in
convincing theroya governor to peacefully accept his demotion from effective monarch of the five Gresat
Ides and the numerous small. Waln even persuaded the governor that the man's own best interests would
best be served by accepting the offered appointment as prime minister to the new queen.

Prime minister wasn't a post Waln coveted in the least. He wanted to be more than a court attendant, a
flunky chained down by custom and duty. He wanted to be invauable.

Queen Vaorarecognized Waln's abilities as soon as he brought himsdlf to her attention. Her first award
to him wasthetitle "lord"—with hintsthat he might be promoted to baron or even duke when she had
decided how to reassign territories within her new holdings. Intellectualy, Wan knew that atitleand a
promise cost Queen Vaoranothing, but he was pleased nonethel ess.

Lord Waln'sfirst mgjor duty for his new queen was diplomatic and quite dangerous. About the time that
Bright Bay was preparing for the marriage of Crown Prince Shad to Crown Princess Sapphire, Waln
sailed north on afagt, light ship. Inthe dead of night, he debarked at First Harbor, Waterland's capital.

Waterland had not yet decided the status of the newly made kingdom of the Ides, but in this
well-watered land wedlth was the supreme ruler. One of Waln's trade contacts could be trusted to stay
bought, and she arranged for him to travel west, to crossthe Sword of Kelvin Mountains, and finaly to
reach Dragon's Breath, the capitd city of New Kevin.

The talesWaln brought back from that trip—of houses made of glass and crystd, of veiled women
wearing silk and gold to the market, of horses wearing hel mets designed to make them look like strange
beasts from forgotten legends—would make him popular around any fireside, even among asailing
people who pretended to be jaded beyond any wonder. Y et thefirst tale that Waln told after returning
from that journey was one of failure,

The New Kevinese rulerswould not meet with him—not even when he presented his credentids as
ambassador for the Queen of the Ides. He thought he had caught aglimmer of interest in the eyes that
gazed out a him from the fantastically dyed and painted features of the officia who interviewed him, but
he couldn't be sure.

Only when Wan whispered ahint about what business had brought him so far and through such
hardships a atime of year when many travelers stayed close to home was Waln certain of theinterest.
Even the officia merdly recited in cadences that turned his accented speech into strange poetry:

"Y ou speak of sorcery, Ambassador, but you have no taste of that sacred art about you. We can no
more speak of sorcery with you than we could discuss color with one blind from birth. Return only with
onewho has eyesto see those arcane hues, return only if you bear with you that which you wish to
discuss. Otherwise, cross not our threshold again. Be warned. The penalties for disobedience would
make you welcome degth.”

No matter how he blustered, bribed, or even—just once—bullied, Lord Waln could get no better
answer. He returned to Thunder 1dand to report his defeat and found Queen Vaorain acurioudy
cheerful mood.



Queen Vaorawas alovely woman, neither tall nor short, but some feminine compromise of the two that
permitted her to be both dender and strong. More than one figurehead had been carved with her upper
torso asingpiration, but athough buxom, Vaorawas not in the least bovine. Her aristocratic features
were framed by golden hair just touched with awarm glow, like the first touches of aglorious sunset.
Eyesthe clear blue of the sea saw deep into aman and then right through him.

Seated next to his queen at acouncil table, Lord Waln felt his height and strength transformed into
awkward bulk. His expensive clothing—including awaistcoat cut from aNew Kelvinese brocade
purchased in one of their markets and of an ornate beauty never before seen on the |Ides—became the
mere gauds adorning arusty festhered crow.

In short, Vaoras heritage as a daughter of monarchs reduced Walnut Endbrook to what he had never
ceased to be deep inside—a prostitute's child who had never known his father and whose mother was
perhaps an even greater mystery.

Queen Vdoralistened to Lord Waln's report with perfect composure. They were alone—even her
secretary and bodyguards had been told to wait outside. When Waln finished, the queen touched his
hand lightly, a gentle caress that made his weethered skill tingle.

"Youtried, Wan," she said gently, "and made along journey with gull-wing speed. Y ou areto be
commended.”

"But | failed you, Your Mgesty!" Waln heard the pleain his own voice and wondered briefly at hisown
desirefor thiswoman's approva.

"Failed? No, you brought us back information. We now know that the New Kedvinese will treat with
us—only on certain terms, but that is better than nothing.”

"Thoseterms, Y our Mgesty!" Wan shook his head. "They might aswell have said '‘Bring usadragon's
egg and agriffin's heart." Where can we find a sorcerer? None have been known for ahundred years!™

The queen snorted softly. "The New Kevinese think otherwise. Didn't they as much as claim themselves
knowledgesble about those logt arts?!

Waln nodded reluctant agreement.

"And if askilled trader like yoursdlf saysthat he thinks there was aglimmer of interest, then I'll believe
him"

"They paint their faces so strangely,” Waln reminded her. "I could have been mistaken.”
" think not. Leaving out poetry and pomp, | see two terms have been set. Y ou must return with someone

skilled in sorcery and with the artifacts we wish to be taught to use. Simple asdragging aseine,
Ambassador.”

Waln sipped from hiswine—adry white from Stonehold, part of a shipload of interesting and vauable
giftsthat strange nation had sent to Queen Vaora shortly after her arrival.

"| don't seethat we have achoice," the queen continued. "King Allister has made no moveto retake
those royal treasures, but as soon as spring brings safer sailing, we may find ourselves pressed—if not by
Cousin Alligter, then by the Waterlanders or even by old King Tedric. Too many people know those
artifactsexigt. If we cannot use them to our advantage, we will lose them.

"And," she continued, emphasizing her point with astab of onelong-nailed fingertip, "if we do not learn to



use them, then someonedsewill. And then..."

Her blue eyes became stormy. Wan was reminded of gossip prevaent in Thunderhead, the recently
anointed capitd city of the Ides, gossp that said that Queen Vaorahad paid for assassinsto kill the royal
families of both Bright Bay and Hawk Haven.

Thetap of Waln setting down his wineglass shook the queen from whatever angry reverieinto which she
had descended.

"We know of one skilled in sorcery,” Queen Vdorasad. "At least, she claimsto be skilled in sorcery.
Y ou must convince her to accompany you to Dragon's Breath. Prepare to sail on the next advantageous
tide”

"And where shdl | tell my ship's captain to sail?' Waln asked. Hefdt aflegting regret that he would not
have more time with hisfamily, but soothed himsalf with the thought that he was acting in their own best
interests.

"To Port Haven in Hawk Haven," the queen replied. "From there you will ride west to Eagle's Nest and
attach yoursdlf to the diplomatic party | have sent to attend this ridicul ous second wedding. No one will
notice one more member more or less. Do not make asecret of your wealth or statusin the Ides, but |
think it would be best if you didn't mention your recent trip into New Kelvin."

Waln surrendered his pride. "Y our Mgesty, | beg you, tell mewho am | to seek when | get to Hawk
Haven?'

The queen smiled dowly, reminding Wan uncomfortably of a shark.
"Her nameis Lady Melina Shield. Sheisthe mother of Crown Princess Sgpphire.”

Waln remembered that the princesss mother had caused quite ascandal by failing to attend the Bright
Bay wedding—claiming asthin excuse to be in mourning over her husband. She could not o easly avoid
attending this domestic affair.

"Oneof Lady Melinas brothers,” Vaora continued, "was Prince Newell, the widower of King Tedric's
late daughter Lovella Newd | wasfriendly to my court.”

Waln knew why his queen used the past tense to refer to the prince and did not interrupt.

"Lady Mélinas own actions make me think she might be amenable to accompanying you to New
Kevin," Vaoramused. "1 wish you to sound her out. If my guess about her character is correct, convince
her to accompany you to New Kdvin."

"Yes, Your Mgesty," Waln said, swalowing asuperdtitious dread of sorcery, the Old World's shadow
over the New.

"Now," the queen said, "we must work out the details: what you can offer Lady Mélina, what securities
we must demand, how we may preserve the artifacts from those who will be more than ready to grab
them fromyou."

She opened a box and took out paper, pen, and aflask of purpleink.
"Then there will be somelettersto write..."

Her next words sealed his devation.



"And sincel must stedl you from your lovely wife and children, | will beg themto call on mewhileyou
areaway. | have so few friends herein these Ides. | fear | neglected these lands, even when | wastheir
queen. Your fair lady can advise me on how to repair my errors. Do you think she would, Baron?"

The newly made Baron Waln Endbrook could only nod, marveling over his good fortune.

Without Firekeeper to look after, Derian was freeto rgoin hisfamily immediately upon hisreturn to
EaglesNest. True, Earl Kestrel had offered him aroom at the Kestrel manse, but Derian politely
declined.

"I am eager to see my family," hetold the earl, and Norvin Norwood dismissed him gracioudly.

"Cal on me any time over the next few days" the earl said at parting. "1 will be staying in the capita until
after Princess Sapphireswedding.”

Derian promised that he would and, after saying good-bye to hisfriendsin the earl's entourage, he took
hisleave. HEd said hisfarewd s to Elise when they were approaching the city, having noticed that Baron
Archer was not overly fond of his daughter's familiarity with the unmarried—and less than perfectly
eligible—young menin the group.

Elise, too, had invited him to cdl. Her family owned anice house with fine gardensin Eagle's Nest—a gift
from the Wellwards to Aurellawhen she made her marriage to Baron Archer. Derian did not plan to call,
but neither did he refuse. He preferred to keep his options open.

But for now, Derian's thoughts were far from the manses of the noble folk. Hisfamily's main stableswere
not far from the east gate of Eagles Nest.

"Gate" was an accurate term only in the loosest sense of theword. The city of Eagles Nest had long ago
outgrown the sturdy stone walls that had surrounded the origina city—though those walls were
maintained by order of the Crown and by law no home or business could be constructed in such away
asto impede their effectiveness.

However, land within the walls could be expensive and horses required ample space if they wereto be
well kept. Therefore, the Carter livery stables—the business had long ago grown beyond mere
hauling—were outsdethewalls.

Roanne broke into abrisk trot of her own accord when she redlized where they were heading. Indeed,
Derian had to hold her back from bregking into a canter. Six days of leisurely travel along decent roads
had not tired the spirited chestnut even a bit. In very little time, Derian caught sight of the familiar stables
and outbuildings.

Unexpected tears clouded hisvision, so that it was agood thing that Roanne knew her way. She cameto
ahdyt, blowing dightly—more from excitement than from anything dse—in front of the handsome building
from which Colby Carter directed operations.

The building was wood-framed, painted white with lucky red trim around the door and window frames.
A prancing horse stepping high was painted within a circle and hung from a signpost over the door.

Asadways, Derian admired it. Roanne had been the model, and last winter they had officially changed the
busi nesss name from the smple " Carter's Services' to "Prancing Steed Stables.”

Colby Carter was out the door to greet his son as soon as Derian was out of the saddle.



"Qutriders and gossips have been coming through al day,” he said, hesitating between pumping Derian's
hand and hugging the young man and settling for doing both. "King Tedric'sreturnisbig news. I'm glad
you're home safe.”

Colby had just finished this speech—a remarkably long one for him, though when need arose he could
talk the near hind leg off adonkey and make decent inroads on the remaining limbs—when astocky
whirlwind blew up.

"Brock!" Derian said, grabbing his brother around the waist and swinging himintheair. The
eight-year-old laughed glesfully.

"Did you bring me anything, Deri?"

"Maybe," Derian teased. In fact, one of hisfew independent venturesinto the town of Silver Whale Cove
had been to buy giftsfor hisfamily members.

"I'll get your saddlebags,” Brock offered.
"Better not,” Derian said. "They're heavy. Dad, where can | stable Roanne?!

"Try Number Three barn. | told them to have aloose box ready for you there. Shelll be between Brock's
pony and old Hauler, so Roanne won't need to show off to everyone just how important sheis.”

Derian got the impression that his father was pleased that Derian himsalf hadn't tried to show how
important he was. After al, aman must wonder how a son who has been consorting with nobleswill act
when he comes home again.

Well, I may have been consorting, Derian thought as he led Roanne to the indicated building, but most
of thetime I'm just some sort of glorified servant.

Fleetingly, he thought of Firekeeper, of thelook she had given him right before she left. Then he turned
his attention to the boy trotting dong at his side. He could do nothing for the wolf-woman; better to
attend to those for whom he could do something.

After stabling Roanne and admiring Brock's new saddle, Derian returned to where Colby waited beneath
the sign of the prancing horse. All around him there was activity: grooms walked horses, stablehands
whedled loads of manure or hay, driversworked over rigsto have them ready when called for. Some of
these last were smple wagons, others carriages e aborate enough to suit the most fussy noble,

"Y ou've agood many people working for you now, Dad," Derian commented. "How many?'

"Two dozen or 0, if you don't count the drivers and the folks at the warehouse,” Colby replied atouch
complacently. "Planning on throwing up anew stable out by Number Two. Land inddethewallsis
getting o expensive that theré's a profit to be made selling it, so we're getting more boarders.”

"Sounds good,” Derian replied, "for us."

Colby nodded. "I think the trend will continue. Some of the nobles are buying up ahouse or two, tearing
them down and converting the lot into amini-estate with pleasure gardens.”

Derian thought of the family home that was securely within the walls.
"Y ou and Mother arent..."

"No," Colby chuckled. "Home's safe. We may be buying some acreage by the Hin and shifting some of



the horsesthere.™
"A second livery stable?!

"That's right. Mostly for boarding now that the nobles are learning the pleasures of having someone else
takeontheflies”

While Derian was till chuckling over hisfather'sjoke, Colby was shouldering into his coat.
"Toad!" hecdled.

An older man Derian had known for years came out of one of the wagon shedsin answer to the
summons. He beamed when he saw Derian and offered his hand.

"Welcome back, Derian! Good to see you! When you've settled in you must come and tell about the
princessswedding. Y ou were aguest, weren't you?”'

Derian shrugged. "Asatrusted servant might be."

"But you saw the ceremony with your own eyesand...” Toad paused, eyes shining. "And what followed.
The tales the post-riders brought back could hardly be believed. We heard that..."

Colby interrupted, bluntly but not rudely.

"There's enough time for that later, Toad. Derian hasn't yet seen his mother or Sster. I'm going up to the
house with him and Brock. If there's anything you can't handle, send up arunner.”

"Theresjust afew carriagesto go out and afew mountsto comein." Toad'sgrin didn't fade ashe
contemplated the evening'swork. "I'll try to leave you aquiet night at home, Colby. Good night, Derian.
Night, Brock."

Father and sons | eft the stables and walked dowly up agradua dope into the more densely popul ated
parts of the city. Brock, burdened by one of Derian's saddlebags—which he had ingsted on carrying
over his brother's protests—trudged happily aong, trying to get apeek at what wasinsde. Colby and
Derian talked eadily about nothing at al.

Derian had lived in Eaglés Nest dll hislife. Its sounds and smellswere asfamiliar and aslittle consdered
asthe pulsein hiswrigt, but moons had waxed and waned since he had walked these streetsin this easy
manner.

Surrounded by ordinary things made precious by homecoming, Derian found himself relaxing as he had
not since before his parents had decided that their eldest son's attendance should be a condition of
permitting Earl Kestrdl to rent the mounts for his expedition west. Now the expedition was over, the
matter of the king's successor settled, and Derian wanted to believe hislife was back to normal.

The heavy thud of the ruby ring he wore on achain around his neck warned him that, as much ashe
might wish it, there was no going backward.

Vernitaand Damita Carter greeted them at the front door of the big brick house that had been in their
family for severa generations. Derian grinned and threw open his armsto both mother and sigter.

Fleet-footed Horse! Derian thought joyfully as he hugged themto him. It's good to be home!

Chapter X



When Firekeeper awoke the next dawn, there was frost on the grass and the |ake waters nearest to her
were rimed with ice. She, however, was quite comfortable—reluctant indeed to leave her warm nest
againg Blind Seer'sflank. Embers from her fire till glowed. She vagudly recaled waking just enough to
add abit of wood, but the stack she had made the night before was amost gone. Had she used that
much wood?

Answering the question written on the wolf-woman's thought-wrinkled brow, Elation swooped down
from her perch in anearby tree and picked up one of the chunks of wood aslightly asif it had been a
rabbit. With artistic control, the peregrine dropped it onto the embers, fanning them into a blaze with the
wind benegath her wings. Y oung flames licked the dry wood and caught easily.

"So | nursemaided you through the night,” Elation squawked. "Bee Biter has flown ahead to tell the others
of your coming. When will you be ready to begin?'

Blind Seer rose and stretched. Without his blanketing warmth, Firekeeper was happy enough to legp to
her feet and jog in place to get her blood running.

"Food," she hinted, whining in the fashion of avery small pup, "would be welcomeif the greet lady of the
air could bring me some. | am as hollow as a bear-stripped bee tree.”

"I have anticipated your need,” Elation replied, not quite boasting, "and your breskfast hangsin thetree.”

Breakfast proved to be another rabbit. Firekeeper skinned and gutted it, tossing the offa to Blind Seer,
who sngpped it down in asingle gulp before racing off to find himself something more subgtantia.

Doubtless Earl Kestrel would not have found fire-seared rabbit a suitable repast for his adopted
daughter, but Firekeeper was well satisfied. The sky had not lost dawn's pink before she wasfed,
washed, and ready to go.

"Below," she said, admiring the view east from their vantage, "the clouds are like sheep on awell-chewed
pasture. Herethe sunis bright and warming.”

She blew her breath before her, laughing at the white puff it made in the chill air.

Crossing the Barren River proved to be a matter of leaping from rock to rock. It was not an easy task.
Many of the rocks had not yet been smoothed by the action of the waters, some rocked, though they had
seemed firm to the test. Both wolf and woman were splashed by the icy waters rushing through the
narrow channels between the rocks, but neither quite fell in.

On the other side, they shook themselves as dry as possible. Privately, Firekeeper missed just abit the
thick towels she had used at the castle. As she dried off, she noticed that the water beaded on the oiled
leather of her breeches and vest. Her skin, by contrast, beaded from cold where the water had splashed
it.

A fair enough trade, Firekeeper thought, enjoying the whimsy of theimage.

Once shewas asdry as she could get within her limited means, Firekeeper fell into the easy jog of a
traveling wolf. Giving his coat one more great shake, Blind Seer dashed away from the ensuing shower of

Sray.

Asthey ran, they set their course somewhat away from the shore of the lake, for the footing near the



water varied, inviting atwisted ankle or trapped paw. Here there was dark, glittering sand ground from
the rock, there heaps of brambles or branches tossed up by the waters.

Everywhere there were chunks of basalt. Many of these were deceptively rounded and smooth, but
Firekeeper had learned that their bubbled edges chewed into skin like small teeth. Where the rock had
more recently broken, it was often straight-edged and sharp.

Farther from the lakeshore, however, there was mountain meadow and beyond that forest. Running felt
good after the past severa days of creeping and climbing. The kinksin the wolf-woman's muscles
smoothed out and the dry grass underfoot felt like a carpet after the sharp stones of the Barren River

Canyon.

Wolf-like, she didn't brood about the inevitable descent. That would be dedlt with initstime. Nor did she
brood about the summons from the Roya Beasts. Elation had assured her that if they pushed on past
dark they could round the lake before the next dawn. Pushing forward, therefore, was what the
wolf-woman concentrated on. The answerswould come of themselves and time.

Severd timesthey stopped to rest and nap. Firekeeper ate only lightly, accepting what Elation brought
her with humble groveling. Elation's finds were worth the thanks, indeed. . Although the peregrine herself
ate nothing but flesh—and that preferably not only warm but till pulsing with thelife of the creature that
had grown it—Elation had made hersdlf ascholar of human tastes. Twice she brought chunks of
honeycomb, clotted with crystalized sugar. Once she brought a tattered bunch of wild grapes, tart and
juicy. Nuts were awkward for the falcon to carry, but after Firekeeper cobbled her a sack from atill
damp rabbit hide, the falcon brought them in such quantity that Firekeeper found herself wondering what
squirrel would starve that winter.

The wolf-woman spared little sympathy for the squirrel, but cracked the nutshellsin her fist or between
her jaws as sheran.

Day dimmed into dusk. The night sky darkened and then gleamed with hard, white stars. The moon rose,
thin now, but fattening. At last ashifting wind brought Firekeeper the scents of many beasts gathered
together. From the depths of the forest, a pale white form bounded to meet them at the tree line's edge.

"Mother!" Firekeeper howled in ddight.

Sherolled on the ground at the silver wolf'sfeet, rubbing her head againgt the she-wolf's jaw and whining
in an ingratiating fashion. The wolf ggped open her jawsin afashion ahuman would have found darming.
No food came forth, but Firekeeper, who had often been fed thisway, reached inside the fanged jaws
and touched the lalling tongue.

"Mother," she repested, more quietly.

The she-wolf licked her, then licked Blind Seer, who rubbed againgt the silver wolf, dmost knocking her
off her feet with the force of hisgresting.

"You've grown," said the One Female gpprovingly, "as has Little Two-legs. The hunting is good east of
the mountains?'

Blind Seer gave a short barking laugh. "1t could be. Not only are there deer and ek and rabbits, but the
humans keep creatures they make stupid so that they can control them. Horses are not bad—some of
them have spirit—but sheep and chickens beg to be eaten. What threset is a cow, especialy when she has
had her horns sawn off, or abull once he's been gelded?!



"Y ou hunted such?' The One Female's tone mixed curiosity and a certain degree of disgust—or maybe
envy.

"No," Blind Seer drawled. "Instead, humanstrembling in fear of my sze and power carried dready killed
mest to me on sheets of beaten metal. | grew fat without effort—and would have grown fatter but for the
need to watch over sweet Firekeeper.”

Firekeeper snorted and punched the blue-eyed woalf in the shoulder. She glanced from sideto side,
siffingtheair.

"Isthe One Mde with you, Mother?"

"No. He remained to mind the pack. The puppies are growing both bold and stupid. We did not dare
leave them with only the lesser wolvesto discipline them.”

The next moments passed as the One Femal e brought them up to date on the status of their pack—a
farly large one, asthe hunting in their territory was good and the Oneswise leaders. A yearling had
broken hisback in afdl. A two-year-old had dispersed and was reported to be hunting with asingle
male to the northwest. Two of last spring's puppies had died: one of afever or some poison, another
from tangling too boldly with an k.

"Elk do have horns—or rather antlers,”" the One Femae commented mildly, "and none of his birth siblings
will forget thet lesson.”

Firekeeper nodded somberly. She had experienced such losses before. A Roya Wolf pack did not
produce pups every year as did the Cousins, but if its size diminished, the answering urge replied. In all
her life with the wolves, she could only recall two years—and one of those dimly—that there had not
been pupsin the spring, and never once had every member of alitter survived into the following spring.

"Otherswait," the One Femde said, turning the conversation away from family matters, "to meet you and
speak with you. Would you rest first?"

Firekeeper considered. "What do you advise?"

"Cry deegp,” the One Femae said prompitly. "Bee Biter reported when you began this day's run. None
will doubt that you aretired.”

"l am, most honestly,” Firekeeper admitted, smothering ayawn behind her hand.

"Then rest," the One Femae said. "If you need food, | will hunt for you. Best that you face these
questionerswith aclear mind and full belly."

Blind Seer growled as a afaintly scented danger.

"Mother, they don't intend to harm Firekeeper, do they? | must warn you, if they have summoned her so
far only to hurt her, I will spill their blood and dl of mineif that iswhat is needed to defend her.”

The One Femae nipped him lightly on hisleft ear.

"Foolish pup! Do you think | would have nurtured Little Two-legs only to give her to enemieswhen she
findly learned to hunt on her own? No, they don't intend to harm her, but they are worried, and worried
creatures have tempers sharper than awinter thorn tree.”

Blind Seer relaxed, content with his mother's reassurance.



"Still, I believe | will not leave Firekeeper'ssde.”

"Seep hungry then,” the One Female said, approva in the dow wag of her tail, "and deep lightly.”
Elation, waiting unheeded dl thistimein atree above their heads, caled down:

"I will tel them that Firekeeper will be rested when next dusk comes. Y ou wolves deep well.”

"Y ouve made afriend of that bird," the One Femde said after Elation had flown off. "A good thing.
Perhaps you should make other friends among her kind. 1t would be useful .

"Why, Mother?" Firekeeper asked.

No answer came. Ingtead, the she-wolf curled hersdlf into aball, making anest for herself among the
dead leaves at the base of atree.

Firekeeper stared at the One Femae for along moment. Then she shrugged acceptance of her silence.

Going to the lakeside to wash and drink, the wolf-woman was aware of shadowy figures bulking large
againg the trees a short distance away. From them she caught wisps of scentsthat should not be
blended. These watchers did not trouble her, nor did she greet them.

Regoining the wolves, Firekeeper rested hersalf againgt Blind Seer's side. Even though shelay cradled
between thewolves grest bodies shefdt cold, chilled from within by apprehension of what the dawn
would bring.

Her fearsfollowed her into deep.

The wedding. Assassins surge out of the gathered throng. Firekeeper's heart squeezes tight in her
chest, tighter than the gown that tangles her feet as she tries to move.

Move she must. Blind Seer's warning echoes in her ears. To fail would be to fail not these kings
and queens, not these nobles and diplomats, but to fail him—he who has trusted her to hear his
cry and be his hands and feet.

"She must live. Someday we will have a need of her."

The Sphere Chamber is transformed, become King Tedric's field pavilion. Once again, Firekeeper
circlesround and round, her blood trailing only dightly behind her. Prince Newell laughs
mockingly. Then he is dead.

Firekeeper wants to rest, but the assassins are near. They want Sapphire and Shad. She alone
stands between them. " Someday we will have a need of her." They must live. Someone has a need
of them.

Sheraises her head, claws through the fog that enshrouds her mind, focuses on the assassins. For
a moment, their features become clear.

She knows them. They are her friends.

King Allister found his entourage's reception at Eagle's Nest handled so smoothly that no one would have
guessed that the master of the castle had been on the road himsdlf until afew days before.



Of course, hethought, Uncle Tedric and Aunt Elexa have been living here much longer than we
have in our new home, and all their key staff didn't get carried off by the previous tenants.

Alligter and his family—including Princess Sapphire—were given roomsin atower thet offered among its
amenities private' access to the castle's grounds.

Sapphire commented with astrange, sharp laugh that this was the same tower in which Earl Kestrel and
his party had been housed over the time when King Tedric had been inspecting Lady Blysse Norwood.
In those days, Firekeeper and Blind Seer had been much less familiar with human customs, and easy
access to the outdoors had been something of a necessity.

Most of those members of Hawk Haven's nobility who would usualy take rooms at the castle had found
placesto stay in the city or surrounding countryside. Asthe six Great Houses were becoming closely
intermarried, it was not difficult for anyone who was anyone to find someone from whom hospitality
could be claimed.

Most—nbut not al. Both Grand Duke Gadman and Grand Duchess Rosene—King Tedric's younger
brother and sister—retained their accustomed suites.

"All the better to see you, my dear," Allister thought, remembering Aunt Rosene's greeting.

There had been something fierce and even threatening about both Gadman and Rosene—aferocity
tinged with bitterness. Gadman's attitude might have been dightly less so, but then he had seen one of his
candidates for the place of heir apparent to the throne win the race—Sapphire was his granddaughter
through his son, the recently deceased Lord Rolfston Redbriar.

That Rolfston had gpparently been a disappointment to both hisfather and to hiswife, Lady Mdina
Shidld, and that Sapphire had so clearly dlied hersdf with the king, her new father by law and a
replacement for the lost Rolfston in fact, probably made the Grand Duke's apparent victory rather bitter.

And probably made him resentful of me aswell, Allister mused with an honesty that hisown paliticaly
charged childhood had given him. Sapphire will reign after me and so she grantsto me a certain
degree of deference—deference that doubtless Uncle Gadman thinks should be his alone.

But contracts between the two newly alied familieswere not al charged with political overtones. At the
banquet held the afternoon following their arrival, Prince Tavis rekindled histentative friendship with
young Nydia Trueheart, the elder daughter of Lady Zorana Archer.

It warmed Alligter that their friendship was based on a shared enthusiasm for some of the classc New
Kevinese poets. Heliked thinking that his younger son might have at least one friend herein Hawk
Haven who thought of him primarily as aperson and only secondarily asaprince.

Alligter snorted through his nose in derisive self-condemnation.

Nydia is only what—twelve? thirteen?—but her mother is ambitious for her children and will
probably contaminate even that innocent friendship.

He said as much to Pearl during the relative privacy of apair dance during the informa bal that followed
the banquet.

"I think," Pearl said atouch sharply, "you may do Lady Zorana an unkindness. There is nothing wrong
with amother wanting the best for her children, and what is more usdess than a surplus child of noble
heritage but possessed of no title or lands? Lady Zorana's brother, Ivon, will inherit the barony their
father won; her husband is, like hersdlf, ayounger child with minima prospects.”



Allister nodded, twirled his queen away from him, exchanged her for another partner. When the
movements of the dance brought her back into hisarms again, he had hisreply ready.

"All the more her duty then to see that her children havetraining for later life" he said. "My father did so
for me and there could have been no more usdless noble-born child than mysdlf.”

"Zoranadid her best for her eldest,” Pearl reminded him, strong disapprova in her softly spoken words,
though her expression remained tranquil. "And now Purce—aboy our Taviss age, remember—Iies dead
benesath the ground outside of Hope, dead fighting awar in which he hoped to serve hisking and win
honor for hisfamily.”

Allister used an intricate series of hand changes to mask an apologetic kiss.

"I will remember that sacrifice, and that many others paid the price for our dancing herein what was once
the stronghold of our enemies.”

Pearl softened. "And | will remember that many here will see our unmarried three—young asthey
are—as prizesto bewon."

Sometime later King Allister noted that Sir Jared Surcliffe, who had been dancing with Lady Elise
Archer, now stood near one of the refreshment tables, aglass of wine held loosdly between hislong
surgeon'sfingers, adreamy expression on hisface.

Remembering his promise to Shad and Sapphire that he would accord Sir Jared at |east the recognition
of hisevident favor, if not the position the princess thought he deserved, the king made hisway to the
younger man'sside,

Sir Jared came out of hisreverie with a start, dipped abow that was sincere if not polished, and asked
how he might serve theking.

"| thought 1'd request your professional opinion asto how Shad and Sepphirelook,” Allister said,
gesturing for Sir Jared to be at ease. "They indgsted on riding most of the way here from Silver Whae
Cove, even when the weather got ugly and wiser heads sought a space in the carriages.”

"I don't think their exertions did them any harm,” Sir Jared replied promptly. "They're young and possess
the reslience of youth. Mind, | wouldn't recommend a continuation of the punishment they've been giving
themselves. Both were wounded during the war and Sapphire was injured shortly before that aswell.”

The hedler's voice dropped so that among the eddying tide of those who hovered hoping for the king's
notice—or even among the closer circle that assured him amesasure of bresthing space—only Whyte
Sted might have overheard hiswords.

"Yet, Your Mgesty, | would advise you to find someone who shares my talent and make some excuse
for kegping him or her closeto the heirs. They would not have hedled so swiftly—and thus so
cleanly—uwithout the aid | was pleased to give them. If they continueto insst on leading by example there
will be other injuriesand | cannot dways be near to hasten their mending.”

King Alligter replied without thinking, "Would you like apost asthear physcian?'

Only as Sir Jared's eyeswidened in surprise did Allister redlize that he had forgotten his new power. He
had spoken as he would as master of his own former estate, one man offering another employment—not
as aking bestowing honors and likely to be offended if the other refused. He hastened to add:

"Fed freeto declineif you so desire, Sir Jared. | redlize you have other commitments.”



Sir Jared bowed. "My commitments are mostly to my cousin, Earl Kestrel, and | believe hewould
release me. Certainly your offer istempting.”

His gazeflickered for the briefest instant to where Lady Elise now danced with a scion of Duke Kite—a
youth severd years her junior and clearly enchanted with hislovely partner.

Allister Seagleam was no fool. He had noted the rapport between Elise and Jared, had redlized, too, that
such amatch was probably impossible. Earl Kestrel called Sir Jared "cousin,” but the relationship was
one of saverd removes—an indication of the earl's regard for the younger man rather than close kinship.

Baron Archer, like hissister Zorana, was only too aware of the tenuous nature of hisfamily's power. He
would wish hisonly daughter's marriage to serve future generations of Archers.

Suddenly, Allister thought he might understand why Sapphire had pressed both him and Uncle Tedric to
grant Sir Jared some greater degree of recognition and he liked his new daughter-in-law al the more for
thisindication of her compassion for the impossible romance.

"Think on my offer,” King Allister pressed the knight, "but know that you will be welcomein my court
whatever your answer may be."

Too many others had claims on histime for the king to extend the audience. He accepted Sir Jared's
thanks and turned to smile upon Duchess Trueheart.

"Grace," he said, claiming her asafriend, since she had served under his command during the recent war.
"I heard that you had not yet arrived.”

The young duchess—a mere twenty-four and new to her titte—smiled. She kept her composure at the
king's friendly address, but from the way her eyes sparkled, she gppreciated hisincluding her among his
intimates—and how theinclusion would raise her in the eyes of her doubters.

"We hit bad wegther ontheway in, Your Mgesty," she said. "May | have the honor of presenting my
husband, Alin, and our son, Baxter?'

King Alligter turned to do so, accepting the man's bow, and kissing the infant's cheek.

And so we go, hethought wryly. Passing on the aura of kingship, playing the game, cementing
alliances.

Just beyond him, the dancers swirled and eddied. Lady Elise went by, thistimelooking lessthan happy in
the arms of Jet Shield, the crown princesss brother, and once Elise's betrothed.

So we all dance, Alligter thought, whether to music or to other, more subtle, less pleasant tunes.

Baron Endbrook hadn't thought he'd be nervous. After dl, he was an important man on Thunder 1dand
and an internationally known shipping magnate—not to mention a baron, and a chosen member of the
diplomatic contingent from the Ides. He decided that the last factor must be why he was nervous. Hawk
Haven and Bright Bay had intertwined fingers and heirs and so made peace—a peace that looked asif it
stood a chance of lagting, not like previous truces that merdly had been intermissonsin an ongoing
conflict.

Thistime there was a new and important reason for both Bright Bay and Hawk Haven to keep the
peace. They had made enemiesin common and he, Baron Endbrook, was a representative of one of



those enemies. An undeclared enemy, true, but one nonetheless.

They'd have done better to kill Queen Valora, Wan thought dispassonately, remembering the
suppressed fury in his queen's deep blue eyes. But then others would have taken up her cause.

Baron Endbrook wasn't politically sophisticated enough to frame the thought that a dead
martyr—especialy amartyr who was ayoung and lovely woman—could be far more dangerous than
most living foes, but the idea lurked around the edges of hismind, trying to take form.

It had dmost done so when a subtle shift in the murmur of conversation caught Wan's atention. The
orchestra continued to play, the dancersto face off and form their elaborate patterns, but somehow the
dynamicsin the crowded hall had shifted.

Taking his cue from those around him, Waln glanced toward the high arched doorway into the hal. When
he perceived who it was whose entry had caused the shift in mood his heart skipped abesat. There she
was, the woman he had come so far to see: Lady Mdina Shield.

Waln had glimpsed her earlier, an honored guest at the banquet King Tedric had laid on to welcome the
vigitors, but at that event, aswas only appropriate for a close relative of the bride, Lady Mdinahad been
segted at one of the head tables. The delegation from the Idles, though accorded every courtesy, had not
been overly close to those august sedts.

Then, as now, Lady Melinahad been escorted by her son and heir gpparent, Jet Shield. Jet was ayoung
man in his early twenties, soimpressvely handsome that Baron Endbrook did not doubt that he had but
to smile and the girlswould fling themsalves a hisfeet. Despite Jet's € egant appearance—midnight black
hair, glittering onyx eyes, a sensuous yet somehow brooding mouth—there was nothing effete about Jet
Shidld. From the thickness of hisdark brows to the firmness of histread, Jet was as male as atomcat,
though far more polished.

Baron Endbrook moved to where he could get hisfirst close look at Lady Mdina. Pride suffused the
lady's bearing, pride and an alertness that said she knew that people talked about her—and that
sometimes, out of fear, they whispered.

Lady Melina's skin was pale and somewhat trand ucent. There were circles under her eyes, yet these
caused her to appear tragic rather than haggard, as they might have alesser woman. Otherwise, Lady
Melinawas so smothered under veils and black velvet that nothing could be guessed of her figure or even
her age.

Mother and son were clad entirely in black: gleaming rooks amid the brilliant rainbow that surrounded
them. From what Baron Endbrook had heard, Jet ways dressed in black, thus keeping theme—as dll of
Lady Mdinds children did—uwith his given name. Proof of this rumor was the diadem he wore even now,
athick band of gold set in the center with an intricately carved piece of jet.

Lady Mdlinas reasons for choosing to wear black were more obscure. Some said her choice was out of
grief for her late husband or—this last was usualy whispered—for her brother, Newdll, the traitor.
However, black was not universally recognized as symbolizing mourning. White would have done aswell
if that was her desire.

I'd bet half the cargo from any ship in my fleet, Wan thought sardonicdly, that the lady's real
reason for choosing that color was that she knew it would make her the center of all eyes, even
with two monarchs and their spouses for competition.

He sought a glimpse of the famous necklace of enchanted gemstones Lady Médinawas reported to wear



at al times. Rumor said that the necklace held five ssones—one stone each to bind the souls of each of
her five children. Some said that now the necklace held only four—that the blue stone that had
represented Sapphire was gone, vanished even asits mate had vanished from the diadem about the
princess's brow.

Tonight, however, Lady Melinas necklace was not in sight, though Waln fancied that something did bulk
benesath the neckline of her gown.

From his studying of the packet he had found waiting for him in his ship's cabin, Wan knew that Lady
Melina Shield was the youngest child and only daughter of the late Pola, Duchess Gyrfalcon. Asamuch
petted and long-awaited daughter, she had been given alarge dowry on the occasion of her marriageto
Rolfston Redbriar, afact that—if Queen Valoras spies were to be believed—had not set too well with
those three brothers who stood no more chance than she of inheriting the duchy.

Whether or not (he marriage that had occasioned such generosity had been agood oneremained a
matter of debate. Some said that the marriage had been happy, that Lord Rolfston had been content to
be ruled by hiswife. Others said that he chafed, maintained a series of common-born mistresses, and
longed for persond recognition, but that he feared hiswife too much to openly chalenge her authority.

Happy or not, the marriage had produced five children, each named for agemstone: Sgpphire, Jet, Opal,
Ruby, and Citrine. Jet had been the only son and—most agreed—his mother's favorite. Sapphire had
been too headstrong, too aware of her own power as heir apparent to the family's generous holdings.

Now, however, Wan mused, Sapphire isKing Tedric's daughter by law and Melina's favorite will
take over—that is, he'll haul the load but she'll touch the reins or the whip. Nor, if her forbidding
their attending Sapphire's Bright Bay wedding is any indication, has the lady given up plansto run
her younger daughters' lives.

Speaking to Lady Mdina here would be too public for his purposes, but there were ways he could
contact her, even in this press, without being any the wiser.

Waln waited until Lady Melina condescended to join one of the long pattern dances. Then he hastened to
find apartner of hisown, pleased that the nearest available was a pretty enough fair-haired minx.

When Lady Mdinahad marched her own partner to the head of the line, Waln guided his partner to a
space farther down, carefully counting so that—if the form of the dance wasthe same hereasin the
|des—before the dance ended he would tread a measure or two with Lady Méelina

Then, making asif to tighten the buckle on his shoe, he transferred into his shirt cuff the short note he had
written earlier in the privacy of hisroom.

"Lady Mdlina," it sad, "I have a proposition that should interest you greatly, but we must speak of
it only in the greatest possible privacy. Suggest where we may meet."

Baron Endbrook |eft the note unsigned. After al, Lady Mdinawould surely discover the sender's
identity.

Quivering with equa parts anticipation and apprehension, Waln concentrated on the dance. The steps
were not too different from what he had learned on the I1des, though he rapidly discovered that hismore
boi sterous execution of some of the moves was considered abit "country.”

A kind young fellow muttered afew hintsto him asthey passed in one set and by thetime Waln's
segment of the line had intersected with Lady Mdinas, Wan fancied that he was dancing aswell as



any—and better than many. Wine and sweet hard cider had been freely available and some of the
dancers had not sweseted their indulgence from their systems.

Partnered at last with Lady Mdina, Wan deftly did his note insde the palm of her black, lace-trimmed
gloves. With anod and asmile, he exchanged the lady for his own partner, whom he promptly marched
away under an archway of interlocking hands and into the next set.

The music ended before his set intersected again with Lady Melinas. Rather than make himsdlf
congpicuous, Waln thanked the pretty blonde and offered his services to another, somewheat older, lady.
After two more dances—changing partners each time—he felt abreather wasin order. He thanked his
mogt recent partner, handed her gracioudy to another dancer, and went to find himself something to drink
and abit of wall to lean againsg—the chairswere reserved for the ladies.

Waln was finding the hard cider atrace too sweet for his tastes when Lady Meinahappened to stroll by.
She was fanning hersdf gently while talking to aman Waln recognized as her second-eldest brother,
Lord Rein.

So intent was the lady on her conversation that she accidentally trod upon the hem of her gown. She
stumbled and her brother caught her up, but as she recovered her balance her fan dropped from her
hand. Waln bent to pick it up for her and discovered—not at al to his surprise—adip of paper tucked
into the base.

Extracting this, Wan returned the fan to its owner, inquired after her well-being, and, after hearing her
laugh lightly at her own clumsiness, excused himself. He traded the cider for aglass of white winewhose
sharp dry flavor cut the sweet fug in his mouth and seemed to clear his head aswll.

He was cornered by a plump energetic woman wesring a brooch bearing the silver heart of House
Merlin. She proved to be aminor functionary of that house, very interested in trade possibilities between
the Ides and Hawk Haven. They discussed possible markets for atime and Waln found her well
informed asto the needs of the idand communities—enough so that he did not need to feign interest.

After thislady departed—having exchanged contact information with him so that they might do further
bus ness—Wan took advantage of tucking her card away to glance at Lady Mdinas note. It was brief,
scrawled on the back of someone e sg's calling card.

"My roomin the castle. Tonight. Two hours past midnight.”

Baron Endbrook spent much of the intervening time by becoming a veritable hurricane on the dance
floor. He was helped in thisby the fact that thisbal wasfairly informd. That is, only the sticklersfor
form—or the extremely popular—kept dance cards. There were plenty of women available and eager to
dance. He even found himself acommodity—the exotic sailor from the Ides—and had to stop himself
from accentuating theroll in hiswalk.

Dancing continued until well after midnight. When the exhausted orchestra began to falter, Wan was
surprised and astonished to discover that there were those among the honored guests quite interested in
taking the musicians places. The subtitute musicians were less polished but more enthusiastic and the
dancerstook on an ebullience wherein Waln's " country™ steps were not out of place.

He excused himsdlf before the appointed timefor his rendezvous. With a question here and aquestion
there he had learned how to find Lady Melinas room.

After finding acorner where he could tidy himself, Warn made his sedthy way up aflight of sairs. He
counted cross-halls and landmarks and upon arrival found that stealth had been unnecessary. The



corridor was empty even of servants.
Apparently, dl those who were avake were enjoying the ball.

| suppose it makes sense, Waln thought, raising his hand to tap on the door. | doubt that the elderly
king entertains on this scale very often.

The door opened to histouch and he found himself entering a single room made up as a bedchamber.
Some of his astonishment must have shown, for Lady Melinasfirst words were "We castle resdents are
very tightly packed. The suite | would usualy command isgiven over, | believe, to the contingent from
the Shark Barony. My maid is deeping belowstairs, my children arein town staying with their Redbriar
relations. You and | are quite done.”

Waln collected himsdlf with some difficulty. Lady Melinahad al but purred those last few words, sending
an unexpected thrill through him.

Easy, Waln, remember that she's a sorceress, he cautioned himself, and found that the thought chilled
him asiced water might.

Freed from the veil she had worn in public, Lady Melina proved to be fair-haired, though even
candlelight revedled the silver intermixed with the fading blond. Although shewasasmal woman—Waln
was surprised to learn just how small now that they stood close—she exuded confidence.

The notorious gemstone necklace was visible now aswell—surely for his benefit, for she could have
continued to concedl it beneath her dress. He noted that there were indeed five stones. If Sapphire had
regjected her ornament, Meina had retained her own.

Waln dismissed fascinating speculation asto what effect Mdina's silent claim to continued domination
over her daughter might have on Princess Sapphire's reign as the crown princess established hersdf in her
new rolein Hawk Haven. His businesswas with Mdinaaone—and for her own qudities, not for her
relation to the princess.

Lady Melinadirected Waln to take a seat on one of two chairs she had drawn up ashort distance from
the bedstead. The bed's curtains were mostly drawn—asif to rgect any invitation to dalliance—but were
open enough that Waln could see that no one hid behind their shelter.

In any case, hereassured himself, even in a small room like this she could hide someone beneath the
bed or in a clothes chest if she wished to violate my request for privacy. Hereiswhen | must begin
thinking of her as a potential partner.

"l am," he said, "meeting with you at the request of a powerful personage.”

"Queen Vaora" Lady Melinasaid, something of adecisive snap in her tone. "Unless you wish to deny
that very obvious deduction.”

"No," Waln said dowly, "I do not. Very well. | am here as arepresentative of Her Mgesty. Recently she
has inherited some quite interesting objects. It is her belief that you could be of usein learning their true
useand vaue

"Inherited,” Lady Mdinainterrupted. "If these objectsarewhat | think they may be, some might say that
'stolen’ is a better description for how she acquired them.”

"Asyou wish," Wan said, bowing hishead dightly.



Hed learned long ago that the best way to deal with people who wished to show how wise and
knowledgesble they were wasto let them talk. HE'd also learned that nothing was to be gained by
arguing with someone you needed.

"Three enchanted objects—the very knowledge of their existence enough to trigger awar,” Lady Melina
mused. "There have been those who have said that Queen Vdorawas an idiot to take them from
Reveation Point Cagtle.”

Again Waln let the gibe pass, but he added the insult to his queen to the rapidly growing list of those
things he would not forget.

"No doubt," hereplied mildly, "Her Mgesty felt differently.”

"Asisshown by her taking them." Lady Medlinatossed her head, her hair silvery in the candldight. "Now
she wishes me to show her how to use them.”

Waln permitted himsalf to show some surprise. If Lady Meinawere more skillful, shewould taunt less
frequently. Asit was, the acid of her tongue was losing its sharpness. He merely anticipated it and
schooled hisreactions to play her moods as he wished. Sorceress or not, she was no master politician.

"Could you?' he asked, dlowing an eager tremor to enter hisvoice.

"Not without seeing them,” Lady Mdinareplied, suddenly reasonable. "And even then, the unraveling of
their secrets might taketime.”

"True," Waln said, dropping acard on the table, "'so the New K vinese said when they were consulted.”
"New Kevines=?'

Lady Mdinawas either genuinely astonished or far more skilled at dissembling than Wan would have
guessed.

"New Kevinese," she repeated. "Y ou took the objectsto them?'
"Not quite.”

Briefly and directly, Wan summarized hisvist to Dragon's Breath—all but the find command that he
return with someone skilled in magic or not &t al. This portion of his gpproach was according to Queen
Vaoras express command. He would probably have held more information back until he had sounded
Mélinaout in greater depth.

The queen, however, must have recognized some element of persondity in the materidsin Mdinas
dossier that he had not. When Waln finished speaking, the sorceresss eyes were dight with interest, even
with eagerness.

"New Kevin," she said, her voice areverent whisper. "Dragon's Breath. | was only there once, when |
was but fifteen. | spent two weeks..."

She sopped, pulling hersdf from her reminiscenceswith avisiblejerk.

"l envy you," she said, her tones parlor-proper again. "Much. The New Kevinese haveretained a
reverence for the past that waslost in this country. There was no burning of books, no rooting out of
sorcerous objects as there was here.”

"| saw their reverence for the past,” Wan said, seeing hisline now and praising his queen'singght.



He, too, had read the reference to that long-ago trip but had failed to deduce that it might be aromantic
memory for Lady Mdina. Wan went on, recalling the buildings he had seen, the strange ritua's he had

glimpsed.

Waln did not mention that he had thought that an honest desire for preservation could be carried too far.
If the New Kelvinese retained some of their founders enchantments and sorceries, these were not readily
available. More than one building had been smokily lit by torch or candldight rather than having a
window or two knocked in revered walls. City streets had often been far too narrow—as if constructed
to bear lighter or different traffic.

Although he found Lady Mdinaan avid audience for histraveler'staes, Baron Endbrook was too canny
to tak for long. While Lady Mdinawas till smiling gently in the glow of her memories, heflashed hislure
once more.

"Sadly, | failed to cometo any sort of meeting of the minds with the New Kevinese with whom | met.
When they spoke of magical matters, they used words that could not be trandated, either by the skilled
merchant | had hired or their own people. It was asif they spoke of color to aman blind from birth,” he
concluded, turning the New Kelvinesgsinsult to hisown use.

"My queen,” he said, "immediately deduced that what we needed was one who might not be blind to
those colors.”

That was asfar as he waswilling to go in mentioning Lady Mdinas reputation for sorcery. In Hawk
Haven—and most other countries he knew—sorcery was till consdered afoul art.

What the New Kelvinese might or might not do with magic was made acceptable smply by regarding
their interest asnot in sorcery as such. If some mad antiquarians dabbled in such artsthiswas smply part
and parcd of the nationa fanaticism for old things. That New Kelvin had remained asmdl nation,
unthreatening to any and al, had made this menta reservation an easy oneto maintain.

That New Kelvin is the only place we know that supplies silks and some of the more exotic drugs
doesn't hurt either, Wan thought cynicaly.

Lady Mdinafingered the stonesin her necklace.

"I have made something of astudy of color," she said, "and might be interested in turning that knowledge
to your queen's benefit. Indeed, why go so far as Dragon's Breath? Winter is coming and the Sword of
Kevin Mountains make aformidable barrier in the colder months. Why not let me study these objects
here—or evenin Her Mgesty'sdomain?’

Waln had been expecting something like this. Queen Vaoradid not want Lady Mdinagiven time and
leisure to toy with the enchanted artifacts. Nor did the queen bdieve that Lady Meina had the ability to
unlock their secrets without help.

"Not," the queen had said, "that | doubt she has made some study of the arcane arts, but compared to

Hawk Haven, Bright Bay was positively open-minded on the subject of magic. Lady Mdinamay have
stumbled on atext or two, even studied with some knowledgeable el der now gone to the ancestors, In
time, she might even unravel the secrets, but | don't have time. If | am to make my new kingdom more
than a playing piece on someone else's board—or worse, see it become a prize of Waterland—I must
have power of my own. Red power—not just the threat of power."

Waln had agreed. The more he listened to Queen Vaorathe more he realized how vulnerablethe Ides
were. True, agood part of the fleet had followed the queen, but without the stands of timber from the



mainland, without the metals, without the dozens of things theidand shipping industry had taken for
granted, they were doomed.

"I cannot permit you to do so," Waln replied bluntly to Lady Mdinas request. "My queen's ordersforbid
such. Wheat | can offer isachance for you to come with meto New Kelvin—to be my trandator in this
language of color.”

| don't need to tell her now—or ever—that bringing such a translator was a condition of New
Kelvinese cooperation.

"Andwhy," Lady Mdinasaid, her dow smile showing that she had deduced at |east some of the reasons
for Queen Vdorasrefusa, "does your queen trust me?"

AganWan was blunt.

"Shedoes not, Lady Melina. If you wereto join me on this expedition, she must have hostages against
your good faith."

Lady Mdinaslaugh was asrough as a pumas purr.

"| like you, Baron Endbrook. Y ou are asailor without adrop of artifice.”

If you wish to think so, hethought, swalowing aslent chuckle, | am pleased to have you do so.
"Hostage againgt my good faith," Lady Meinarepeated. "What might this be?"

"Y ou have children,” Baron Endbrook said, feding amomentary pang as he thought of hisown little girls.

"I do," shesaid, "four, now that the king has taken one. Jet cannot be spared his new responsibilities.
Sapphire wants her ssters as hostages to winter in Bright Bay. | might be able to spare you one, though.”

Baron Endbrook managed not to ook disapproving at Melina's cavalier disposa of her young,
remembering that it was not uncommon for the members of the Great Houses to trade children for entire
Seasonsin order to foster friendship between their families. Probably Lady Melinathought of this
arrangement as nothing more than arather peculiar form of such fostering.

"And there must be some guarantee in the form of something you vaue."
For thefirg time, Lady Mdinashowed aflash of materna fury.

"Asif | do not vdue my children! Think again, Baron Endbrook. | vaue them highly. They are my
greatest wedlth and immortdity—and al that remainsto me of Rolfston.”

Her sorrow on thislast point seemed genuine, but Waln had his orders.

"l am sorry, my lady, but we will be entrusting you with accessto three irreplaceable artifacts of great
vaue. Itisonly « reasonable that you giveinto our kegping something that you find equaly vauable."

"Andthat is?'
"Y our necklace."

Lady Mdina peded with laughter, the sound coming from her in shrieking waves and continuing until
tears ran down her cheeks.



"My necklace?'

Waln felt puzzled and uncomfortable. He had expected fury, refusal, counteroffers—anything but this
hystericd howling.

"Yes, my lady. Your necklace and at least one of your children to be kept in secret and sacred trust until
wereturn.”

Lady Mdinawiped the tears from her face, first with her deeve and then with adainty linen handkerchief.
"And what do | get for dl of this?'

"A chanceto gain knowledge," Wdn said, "monies from Her Mg esty's treasury, and favored trading
status between your personal house—and your Great Housg, if you wish—and the Ides.”

"And," Lady Melinasaid, hysteriavanishing to be replaced by studied menace, "one of the three artifacts
for mysdf."

Waln had expected this; so had Queen Vdora He did not pausein hisreply. Lady Meinawould have
had to be acompleteidiot to think that they would not have been prepared for this demand. He was
ready to believe her insane, but never would he mistake her emotional extremesfor idiocy.

"One of the artifacts," he said, "but that one of Her Mgjesty's choosing. Y ou cannot expect usto giveto
you something that might destroy us."

"And if these artifacts cannot be used except by one who can see these colors?!
"Then perhaps,” Waln said, "you might find yourself offered a place at the queen'sside.”

"I might enjoy that," Melinasaid, "and might need such sanctuary if my holiday with you is misinterpreted
by my homdand."

"That could be arranged, but we plan to take care that none but those who must know have any idea of
whereyou are going. It will not hurt that winter will dow communications.”

"Or," Mdinaadded with ady grin, "that | have been something of arecluse.”

Some haggling remained asto the payment Lady Mdina could expect—and how much in advance. They
also settled on her youngest daughter, Citrine, asthe least likely to be missed and most tractable.

Baron Endbrook departed Lady Méelina's chamber weary to blood and bone but curioudy exhilarated.
The wedding festivities must pass and certain other arrangements be made, but it was done.

It was done.

Chapter Xl

Derian had not been invited to attend either the banquet or the ball the day before the wedding, but he
did not fed dighted. Those grand events were mostly for the guestswho had traveled afair distanceto
attend the wedding. He was at home. Home, however, was not proving as relaxed and comfortable a
place as he might have wished. It wasn't that his parents didn't make abig fuss over his achievements. It
was precisely that they did.



"Deri," hismather said to him one evening after dinner afew daysfollowing hisreturn home, "your father
and | need to speak with you—in private. Shal we use my office?"

Despite her framing the last as a question, Derian knew an order when he heard one. So did Brock. The
little boy looked wickedly ddighted.

"Oh! Derian'sintroublel Derian'sin troublel If he's smart helll run on the doublel”

Brock's impromptu rhyming—amusing only when it wasn't directed at you—was cut short by abarked
command from Colby Carter.

"Enough, Brock! Obvioudy, you're overtired. To bed with you, my lad, and don't spare the soap when
washing. Damita..." Thislast was directed toward the thirteen-year-old, who was |ooking on with an
expression of pleased superiority. "... make certain Brock washes above his cuffs and around the back
of hisneck."

"Yes, Father." Damitalooked delighted to have an excuse to boss her younger brother.
"But, Father!" Brock began with the faintest hint of awhine. "I'm not..."

"Tired or not,” Colby cut in, "it'sbed for you. Any more arguments and I'll ban you from the stables
tomorrow."

Brock swallowed his protestsimmediately. The next day promised to be busy and exciting. Numerous
noble visitorsto the city—and even better, in Brock's opinion, their horses—were expected to arrive.

Other important people had rented carriages to take them to the castle for the introductory banquet or
had ordered that the vehicles and teamsthey kept at Prancing Steed Stables be polished and prepared
for use. Brock had been anticipating aday of running hither and yon, making himsdlf "useful.” Being
banned from the stables would mean remaining a home and doing his lessons under his mother's critical
supervison.

Derian sympathized with the boy, his momentary annoyance at being teased vanishing. At that moment,
he wouldn't have minded being sent to bed himsdlf. He'd spent the last few daysworking over at the
gtables, and his muscles ached from the unaccustomed |abor involved in mucking out stall after Sdll.

Today had been particularly busy because, in addition to al the other traffic, Steward Silver had sent dll
the castl€'s overflow to Prancing Steed Stables. Derian knew this was meant as acompliment to
him—one of the smd| benefits of being aking's counse or—but after the huge train from Bright Bay
arrived, late and muddy from bad weeather on the road, he would have been just as happy to have seen
the business go &l sawhere and go home to the fresh bread and bean soup he knew Cook had planned for
that night'sdinner.

Whenever Derian closed hiseyes, dl he could see were hooves needing to be cleaned, and every flank
and mane he'd groomed that day—not to mention other, lesslovely stuff.

Derian's eyes had drifted closed while Colby scolded Brock, but he was thrust from the edges of
drowsiness by the heat of amug of cider pressed into his hands.

Vernitastood over him, the amusement in her expression tinged with severity.
"Shdl we go to my office?' shesad.
Vernita Carter had been considered one of the great beauties of her day, and even after bearing three



children she retained a certain degance. With hisincreased knowledge—gained largely from
conversations with Ninette—of the arts gentle-born women used to maintain and enhance their own
appearances, Derian thought that his mother could till put any woman her age to shame if she cared.

But Vernita Carter didn't care—at least not on aday-to-day basis. She had passed over severa quite
interesting proposals of marriage to accept one from Colby Carter. Together they had built the small
carting business he had taken over from his parentsinto a concern with stablesin most of the magjor
towns and villages of Hawk Haven.

Colby's parents now lived in semiretirement in Port Haven, managing the stables there with Colby's
younger sster. Vernitals mother—her father had died some years ago—managed the stablesin
Broadview. Numerous other rel atives benefitted from various aspects of the business—either as
independent affiliates or as direct employees. And Derian stood to inherit the entire operation someday.

I'm glad, Derian thought as he settled into a chair in his mother's office and |ooked at the neat stacks of
contracts and other documents on the tables and desks, that | won't be expected to take over for a
long while yet. | don't know half of what isinvolved in something this complicated. | know a good
horse and how to avoid the obvious swindles, but I'm glad that | won't be in charge for along,
long time.

It never occurred to him until his parents brought up the subject that he might not take over at al.

"It'snot,” Colby hastened to say, "that we'd be disinheriting you, son, not at al. Smply put, you have
prospects that your younger brother and sister do not.”

Derian frowned. " Progpects?’
Vernitalooked impatient.

"Derian, you're smarter than this. Think! Y our nineteenth birthday is next week. Already you have been
made aking's counsdlor.”

"Thekingisold!" Derian protested. " Sapphire doesn't think much of me—doesn't think anything of me as
far as| know."

"Nonsense," Vernita snapped. " Son, think about what you just did. Y ou said 'Sapphire, speaking of the
crown princess by her first name not with irreverence, but with the casualness of close contact.”

"I'd never" Derian said, "speak so to her face.”

"Of course not. You're not afool, but you might to someone e se—say Lady Archer—and, more
importantly, Lady Archer would not think you were taking liberties.”

"Lady Elise," Derian said, "has her head on Straight. She doesn't go for fase pomp.”

"But don't you see, Derian,” Vernitapersisted. ™Y ou know her well enough to know that. Many of the
nobles of your generation are not strangersto you. The nobles belonging to your father and my
generation know that King Tedric selected you as a counsalor. Whether or not the crown princess aso
selects you doesn't matter right now. Y ou can use that favor to find yoursdlf other patrons. Then, even if
the crown princess does not offer you the counsdor's ring, you will benefit.”

"And," Colby added weightily, "your brother and sister will be secure.

"I don't know," Colby continued, stretching hislegs out toward the hearth, and speaking with the



deliberation of aman who preferred not to make speeches, "if you redlize how much business your
connections brought to usthese last few days. We don't have aspare gdll. | sent businessto Tolken
Farrier and his s ster—and they're paying me for the privilege. Well make the price of the new buildings
injust this next week."

Vernitaruffled through a stack of papers until she came up with one on which shed drawn columns.

"Thisismy estimate of how much business we would have taken in without your connections,” she said.
"| based my figures on how we've done during mgjor festivasthese last five years."

"And the important thing is," Colby added as Derian scanned the columns, "that if we do agood job for
these people—as we will—many of them will return to our stables again and again. They'll seek out our
affiliatesin other towns."

"All because of me?' Derian asked hesitantly.

"Not quite," Vernitareplied kindly, "but because of you, we were given the chance to show our services
to these people. Y ou gave us exposure that otherwise would have taken us years to gain through word of
mouth.”

Derian stared a the figures on the sheet of paper. His mother had drummed enough mathematicsinto him
that he could see the sensein them.

"Then what do you want meto do?" he asked, setting the paper down and wrapping hisfingers around
hismug of cider.

"Take one of the positions you have been offered,” Vernitasaid. "Earl Kestrdl's continued patronage
would be useful. HEll be Duke Kestrel before too long. The duchesss hedlth isgood, but her years are
agains her. Hisson, Lord Kestrel, isabout your age and if you make agood impression with him, you
will be securefor life”

Vernitarose and stirred the fire. " That's one course, agood, safe one. However, you could take a
position with someone dsefor atime. Didn't you say that Earle Peregrine spoke with you?'

"Her seward did," Derian admitted, "though the nature of the post was unclear.”
"And you said that one of Bright Bay's nobles had spoken with you," Colby prompted.

"Not directly," Derian said, "but one of Duke Oyster's people did mention that they will be needing
someoneto act as liaison between the kingdoms, smoothing the way for reunification.”

He regretted the cheerful boasting held doneimmediately after hisreturn home. His parents had taken
that information in adirection he hadn't considered.

"Oyder," Vernitasad, "that's Queen Pearl's birth house, correct?’
"Yes, maam,” Derian said.

"And the firmest supporter of King Allister,” she added.

"Yes, maam."

"l saw," Colby added relentlessly, "how many of the Bright Bay people knew you by sight and greeted
you warmly. Y ou have obvioudy made the type of impression we had hoped our son would make."



Derian groaned. Setting down the now empty mug, hethrust hisface into his hands.

"I need to think," he said, hearing to hisdismay awail not unlike Brock'sin hisvoice. "I'd never
conddered any of this. | knew you wanted me to make connections, but | always thought I'd smply
make a decent marriage and come home again. This..."

Hetrailed off and was both comforted and embarrassed to fedl his mother patting hisarm.
"There, there, Deri," hismother crooned. "I know it isagreat ded to tekein.”

"And never," Colby said, "think were throwing you out, but we have hopes for you beyond mucking
gals”

Derian nodded weskly. "I know."

That night his dreamswere not restful and late the next afternoon when the worst of the rush was
over—for the guests were al gone to the banquet—he asked his father to be excused.

Colby agreed so readily that Derian knew hefélt abit guilty about the pressure they'd put on him.

Derian pulled aknitted wool cap over his hair and hunched himsdlf into abarn coat. Then he went out to
walk the streets of the city that had aways been his home—and that he had dways believed would
continue to be so.

The sky was clear, asif therain that had so carefully muddied the roads for King Allister's entourage now
regretted itswork and was striving to make amends by shining with amost summertime brightness.

Isit lucky or unlucky for the bride if it rains on her wedding day? Derian mused. | never can
remember. Looks as if tomorrow will be bright enough.

Passing through the gates into the walled section of town, he walked along some of the trade streets,
glancing at the wareslaid out on display. Along Weaver's Row doors stood open so that the workers at
their looms could enjoy the pleasant daylight. Derian exchanged casua greetings here and there, enjoying
thefriendliness.

Turning aong Blacksmith's Way, Derian noted that the last of the active smithies was gone, moved
outside the walls because of the neighbors complaints about the noise and smoke. There were shops
here ingtead, some sdlling ironwork but others salling amixture of goods. Many of the shops had been
converted completely to resdences—though many of the shopkeepers had always lived above their
shops.

| recall Tannery Row has gone much the same way, Derian thought, despite the guild's complaints.
Sill, the air is kept fresher with the smellier trades outsides.

He was heading for the Market Square when he heard a dull, most monotone, but somehow musica
sound: the plunk-plunking of someone dternately plucking and strumming on afat-bodied guitar.

Derian's head snapped up like Roanne smelling hot oat mash. Thiswas a sound he hadn't heard in far too
long, the sound of a street musician absorbed in hiswoes. That the same instrument could be played far
more dexteroud y—made to ripple and sing like alaughing brook or trip through al the dances ever
danced—didn't matter to Derian.

Thiswas amusic engendered in the dark reaches of the heart and soul. It took its rhythms from the dow
besting of the pulse and the dragging of reluctant bregth. It had never set the pacefor sailorsat seaor for



farmers bringing in the harvest. It was city music, introgpective and forlorn.
In short, it fit Derian's mood perfectly.

He found the musician seated cross-legged on alow bench outside atavern that had closed for the dow
hours of the afternoon. A depressed-looking dog, lean and black with drooping ears and large brown
eyes, lay with its head on the man'swell-traveled boots. It raised its head as Derian came close, then
lowered it with an audible sigh.

Themusician didn't ook up as Derian approached. He was ascraggly felow with hair of an indifferent
brown pulled back into aloose queue. He was neither bearded or clean-shaven but rather looked as if
he'd forgotten which style he preferred and had settled for something halfway between. The clothes he
wore were grubby with street grime and mud, but not greasy.

His guitar, however, was spotless, rubbed to such ashine that Derian fancied he could catch the scent of
the polishing ail. An empty tin cup rested by the musician'sfeet with aworn token set in the bottom asa
hint to potentia patrons.

Derian leaned againgt awadll, thrust his handsinto his pockets, and listened. After severa minutes, asif at
last redlizing he had an audience, the man started to sing. His voice was rough and dightly cracked but
like his plunking on the guitar oddly melodious.

Unlike most of those who sang for their supper, this man didn't launch into atale of heroism or popular
legend. Instead he began:

She left me in summer, when the sun was bright
But without her lov'n, | was cold as winter night.
| forgot how to smile, forgot how to frown.

My heart she had frozen, like snow on the ground.

The musician moved hislament into autumn, when the abandoned lover couldn't see the beauty in the
colorsof thetrees or smell the rich scents of the harvest. Only beer gave him some comfort but left him:

Wish'n | was dead, with a pain in my heart

and an achein my head.

By winter the musician was warming to histheme, growing more passionate as he crooned about the
beauty of ice and the softness of snow, the embrace of deet and the glitter of cold.

Derian tossed a couple of tokensinto the musician's cup and turned away before the song could pass
through spring and return to summer. He didn't want to know if the unknown subject found redemption
or some chillier and more permanent peace.



As he continued hisway to the Market Square, Derian hummed the infectious lament to himsdlf.

You can't call it atune really or even a melody, but it's music nonethel ess, he was thinking when a
voice caled out hisname.

"Derian!"

The voice wasfemde, robust, and terribly familiar. Derian looked up from his contemplation of his boot
toes and saw arounded figure swathed in cloak and shawl, a basket over her arm, waving to him from
across the Square. There was no market today, so nothing impeded his getting a clear look at her:
Heather the baker's daughter, the girl he had been walking with before he'd been hired by Earl Kestrel.

"Hesather," he said, bending to bestow a chaste kiss on the round, red cheek she held up for his salute.
"How areyou?'

She smiled up a him, her bright smile tinged with something wicked.

"Wl enough, Merry Deri." Her smile became arch. "I'm betrothed now, or will be as good as, by the
end of next moon-span.”

Derian recdled that like him Heather had been a cold-weather baby. She'd be nineteen next month and
old enough for acompletely respectable betrothd. The fact that they both were on the verge of legal
adulthood had added a certain very interesting tension to their strolls—and to the occasiond visitsto her
father's flour shed or to some infrequently used barn.

As Hesather gossiped amicably about their mutual acquaintances, Derian recalled their time together.
Hesther hadn't been atease, not quite, for she'd made clear that a public promise of marriage was her
pricefor letting him get any farther than the insde of her well-rounded blouse.

Derian might have given her that price, too, but he was a bit more experienced than Heather
imagined—or she wouldn't have risked tempting him. There had been agirl or two who worked around
the stableswho hadn't been adverse to arall in the hay with the boss's son. Their willingness had kept
him less than desperate and so free.

"Y ou know, Deri," Heather was saying, achangein her tone bringing him back to the present. "1 liked
you quitealot. | cried mysdlf to deep at night for weeks when you rode off west with Earl Kestrel. Cried
and cried.”

"I'm sorry," he said awkwardly.

"| thought you'd get eaten by abear or something," she continued, shifting her basket from arm to arm.
Derian politdy took it from her. It was heavy with fresh-baked loaves, wrapped againgt the chill.

"Can | walk you wherever you're going?' he asked.

"I'm delivering these to the Archer Manse," she said. "'I'd be glad for the company.”

Elise's house, Derian thought. And | have an invitation to call.

He resolved to keep his hat pulled well down over hishair and douched abit, shuffling his feet against the
cobbles.

"My father," Heather said, "told methat you'd come back alive, but you'd never come back to me. He
wasright enough.”



"You," Derian said indignantly, "refused to see mewhen | called!”

"l did," she sniffed. "l wasn't going to chegpen mysdf walking out with afdlow who wasliving with
another woman—seeing her stark naked by al accounts.”

Derian shrugged. That had been true enough. He hadn't really been living with Firekeeper, but held seen
her naked often and had found it embarrassing rather than stimulating.

Stll, he didn't bother to defend himsdlf. He had no desire to resume his rel ationship with Hesther—or to
anger her dmogt-betrothed. Heather wouldn't be above teasing her fellow with the threat of arivad, just
to make sure that her sweetheart cared.

"Father said,” Heather prattled on, "thet if | waited for you it would be just likeit had been for him and
your mother.”

"My mother!" Derian was astonished.

"Sure." Heather was delighted at having information he lacked. "Didn't you know that they were
sweethearts? Daddy still saysthat she wasthe prettiest girl held ever seen. Makes Mother right annoyed
at him, but it dips out from timeto time, especialy when hel's had a cup too many."

"My mother and your father?' Derian repeated more camly. "Redly?"

"Sure, back when they were younger than we are now, seventeen, maybe," Heather said with the
loftiness of her dmost nineteen years. Y ou mother had bigger dreams than being a baker's wife, though.
She dumped Daddy when he got serious about her and eventualy married Colby Carter. Guess she was
right about his prospects. They've made areal busness out of just afew carts.”

Heather sghed. "And my father is still baking bread and so that's what my husband will do, too. I'll be
baking babiesin my oven and delivering loaves.”

"There areworse things," Derian offered awkwardly.
Heather gave him adefiant smile, but there was something ugly benesth the grin.

"Lotsworse, like being aboot-lick for the nobility or akennel keeper for anaked girl who eatsraw
mest. At least my husband will be hisown man.”

She tugged her basket from his arm and tore off down the street. Derian stared after her, too astonished
to be angry or even hurt. That would come later.

Digantly, he thought he could hear the guitarist plunk-plunking away.

Sheleft mein winter ...

Morning came early this high on the shore of Lake Rime, for there were no mountainsin the east to block
the sunrise, but Firekeeper awvoke even earlier than the sun. The wolves uncurled from deep at her
motion and there was no need for speech among the three.

Together they dipped into the woods and hunted, bringing down ayoung buck too stupid to be alowed
to breed since he had stayed in the vicinity of what even Firekegper's nose told her was an improbable
and even contradictory host of scents.



Sheusad flint and stedl to strike sparksfor afire, and lightly grilled astesk cut thin.
"Mother," she asked the One Female, "who taught me to cook my food?"

The One Female looked up from gnawing on athighbone. There was a sharp crack as she broke it to
expose the marrow within. Her silvery fur was dl over blood, not only muzzle and throat, but chest as
wall.

"Y ou have done so for aslong as| have known you. Isn't such practice the human way?*

Firekeeper sensed an evasion, but didn't press. She had held her question until the wolves had reached
what humans might call dessert, knowing far better than to distract afeeding wolf.

By the time the thighbone was cleaned, her own meat was broiled to her satisfaction and she kept her
slence while chewing on thin dices of the hat, rare venison. It was tough, but not impossibly o, for the
buck had not yet lost dl of summer'sfat.

By the time Firekeeper had finished eating, the sky as glimpsed through the interlaced tree branches was
streaked with pink and yellow. The wolveswere willing to let the crows and jays pick at what remained
of the buck. In truth there was not much. Severa days of dining on rabbits had given Blind Seer an
appetite for asolid med.

"Wash," the One Femade ordered. "The otherswill be waiting impatiently.”
Firekeeper asked, "Mother, are we then important that they must wait on our pleasure?!

"Weare," the One Female replied, "no more important, but no less, thus they can no more order us
about than we can them. We do them the courtesy of joining them, they of waiting until we arefed.”

"Itisunwise," Blind Seer quoted unexpectedly from the store of proverbs the wolves used for teaching
pups, "to talk with ahungry wolf."

Firekeeper nodded and loped beside the silver wolf and the grey to where the waters of Rimed Lake
waited dill and shining in the dawn light. The wolveswaded in directly, snagpping a thethin shell of ice
and drinking in great gulps of the chill weter.

Hesitating only to strip her clothing from her, Firekeeper stacked the pieces, placing her Fang on top
where she could easily reach it. Water would do no kindnesses to the tanned |l eather of her vest and
breeches, and even the fine blade that had once belonged to Prince Barden was not immune to rust.

As she stood poised for the plunge, she caught aglimpse of her reflection in aside pool that had returned
to tranquility after the wolves games.

Her hair, grown longer since she left the wildsto live among humans, was matted and poking out at odd
angles—no wonder, since she had neither combed nor brushed it since leaving Revelation Point Castle,
but only made certain that the longer ends remained pulled back into aqueue.

She had lost weight aswell, though she was far from the dat-sided waif who had first crept out of the
forest to speak with Derian. The small, rounded breasts that had devel oped after she had begun to eat
more regularly remained, as did a certain hedthy deekness.

Nothing but great magic would dter the scarsthat stitched her hide, nor did she particularly desire them
gone. They were the price she paid for being ahairlesswolf. More would she have preferred fur and
fangs and four strong legs and a voice that could how! across the void to shake the moon in her dance.



A buffet of icy wind across her naked body interrupted this momentary introspection. Firekeeper dove
into the clear waters of the lake, cutting the surface as cleanly as did the waterfowl from whom she had
learned the maneuver.

Ignoring the cold wasimpossible, so she accepted it without dreaming of hot baths as a human might.
Instead she grasped handfuls of black sand from the lake bottom and used them to scrub the blood and
trall grimefrom her hide.

Despite vigorous finger combing, Firekegper could do nothing about the knots and snarlsin her hair, so
after she had shaken and danced hersalf warm and fairly dry, she dressed, noting woefully thet al her
garments could use agood cleaning.

Then she used the Fang to crop her hair short once more. The blade bore akeener edge than even the
razor Derian used to shave and she honed it frequently, thus managing a neater end result than ever
before. She cropped the hair shortest near her face, alowing hersalf to retain some longer strands near
the back, which she gathered into adefiant little tail with apiece of faded black ribbon.

Blind Seer |olled on the sand near her, chewing aburr from between histoes and chuckling &t her efforts.

"Even awolf may have her vanity," Firekeeper said, booting him in the ribswith one barefoot. "If this
little tail becomestoo much trouble, I can chop it short asfast as | could remove your obnoxious bush.”

Blind Seer stopped laughing and besat histail on the ground, hearing the threat in the words. The
wolf-woman accepted his gpology and kndlt to kiss him on the black lesther of hisnose.

"Mother has goneto seeif the othersawait,” she said. "We should not make her call usto her likeidiot
pups who have been hunting crickets and so risk missing the mest.”

Rising and shaking the sand from his ill damp fur, Blind Seer said softly:

"And remember, | am with you, not with anyone else, not even with the One Female. If any or al press
you beyond endurance, | will guard your back."

Firekeeper buried her hand in his neck ruff for amoment in thanks, but said nothing more. Only Blind
Seer knew the comfort shetook in his steady, fierce support and he, in turn, was oddly comforted by
that knowledge.

Despite the conflicting mixture of odors she had scented since their arrival the night before, somehow
Firekeeper had expected the gathering to be largely one of birds. Doubtless this was because Bee Biter
had been the messenger to bring back Elation and because of Elation's own story of how she had been
guestioned by the Mothers. Therefore, Firekeeper had to concea her astonishment when she saw the
group that awaited her.

There was a pumalounging with lazy, golden-furred insolence on ashelf of rock that just happened to
catch the best of the morning sun. An autumn-fat brown bear leaned againgt the lower portions of that
samerock, little eyes actively denying its physical somnolence. A red fox sat conversing with ajay.

Nor wasthe jay the only bird present. Elation perched on abranch beside another peregrine; akite
swept out of the sky to land on the rock just above the puma. Bee Biter claimed a sweeping oak limb al
for himsalf. A gyrfalcon hunched her shoulders next to an apparently half-adeep owl. Like large and small
versons of the same bird, araven perched next to acrow.

But it was the buck dk carefully keeping his massive rack from tangling in the tree branches and the
white-tailed doe who surprised Firekeeper the most by their presence.



Once or twice awinter the young wolves might run races againgt the more arrogant of the elk, but to see
these two food animals sanding without apparent fear among the carnivores brought home the
importance of this meeting. She wondered who else might be watching more privately from the
concedlment of the underbrush.

No names were exchanged, no introductions made. Each of these creatureswas so clearly present asa
representative for their kind among the Roya Beasts that such flourishes as personal designations were
superfluous. The ek was clearly all Elk, even as at times King Tedric spoke as the voice of Hawk
Haven.

The raven proved to be the director of this meeting, and Firekegper was reminded of human posturing
when he flared out the long feathers on hislegs and neck as he landed on the dried grassin the center of
the circle. He strutted a few paces and then, without the preamble a human would have given, squawked
at Firekeeper:

"Human, can you confirm the tales told by one peregrine Elation that among your kind has again surfaced
the shadow of magic?'

"Among the humans of the lowlands,” Firekegper replied carefully, "such has been rumored, but | have
seen nothing that could be confirmed as such.”

She thought of Lady Melinas necklace and the magical control it seemed she wielded over her children
but chose not to volunteer that information.

| didn't see her useit, the wolf-woman comforted hersdlf, and didn't Hazel Healer say that the power
could have been some other thing she called trance induction rather than true magic?

The raven strode a step or two, fanning out his head feathers so that he now appeared to have ears or
little horns off the top of hishead. Although, like al the Roya Beasts present, the raven tended to be
larger than the average of hiskind, still he remained abird on the ground and Firekeeper was not
intimidated.

"Human," the raven began, and thistime Firekeeper interrupted.

"l can understand,” she said dryly, "that the question of whether | am human, asis my shape, or wolf, as
ismy heart and upbringing, could be a matter of long and useless debate, but, since there appearsto be
an antagonism to humansin the thread of your questions, | would prefer you address me by my given
name. | am Firekeeper and | demand that you not forget it.”

There was amurmur at this speech, punctuated by adry cough of laughter from the puma. The raven
flattened hisfeathers, raised them, then settled.

"Frekeeper,” he began again, "dthough you did not see anything that you could confirm as magic, isit
your best estimate—taking the scent from the wind as it were—that the humans believe that the kingdom
of Bright Bay was possessed of objects that they think are ensorcelled?

"Yes" Firekeeper replied. "Elation may not have known to tdll you, but those very items of which you
speak are no longer in the keeping of Bright Bay, but have been taken away by the woman called
Vdora, who isnow Queen of theldes."

This caused a hubbub, including afew queries shrieked at Elation who denied any desireto deceive. The
peregrine'sindignant denials were honest asfar asthey went. Since she had never reached Revelation
Point Castle, the peregrine had not learned of Queen Vaorastheft until after her meeting with the



Mothers.

Firekeeper and Blind Seer had confided in Elation later, during their journey west, and dl three had
agreed that it was best if Firekeeper presented that report—evidence of her good faith toward whatever
the Roya Beastsintended.

After theinitid astonishment had passed, Firekeeper reported on the circumstances leading up to Queen
Vaoras departure for the Ides with the supposedly enchanted objects, speaking with an ease and
fluency that would have astonished her human friends, who were accustomed to her more halting
command of alanguage that—to her memory at least—she had not spoken until dightly over haf ayear
edlier.

When she had concluded, a boar with gleaming white tusks, who had arrived during the early stages of
the mesting, grunted:

"Thistale troubles me. Such care to steal speaks of desire to use. One does not go to the work of
grubbing up roots merely to leave themrot.”

"Nor," agreed the jay, "does such passivity mate with what we have observed of this Queen Vaora"

"We are agreed then," the raven said, "to continue the course of action we settled upon when first the
peregrine Elation brought her report?*

Assent sounded dl around, no less enthusiagtically in the howling of the One Femade than in the bugling of
theelk.

Even the white-tailed doe, wide eyes reflecting concerns that Firekeeper could only guess at, ssomped a
forehoof firmly thrice.

"Human Firekeeper,” the raven said, deeking hisfeathers then ruffling them again, "we have caled you
here not only to add your report to that of the peregrine Elation, but so that we might set a charge upon
you."

Firekeeper frowned and would have spoken, but to her surprise the One Female nipped at her arm,
warning her to silence.

"Wewant you," the raven continued, "to find these three objects and stedl them from their current
possessor. Bring them to usand wein our turn shall make certain thet they are never again used.”

Firekeeper spoke, heedless of the snap of her mother's fangs against her bare skin.

"Stedl them?" she asked, her voice high and clear with amazement. "For you? What use do the Roya
Beadts have for things made by humans, for humans?’

From seeming deep the bear said in avoice thick with honey, "Because they were made by humans, for
humans—that is why we want them. Y ou are anaked wolf. | accept the evidence of my ears even though
it violates the evidence of my nose. Surely you know that nakednessis a human's greatest strength.”

Firekeeper stared a him.
"| cannot solve your riddle, wise bear."
But the bear appeared to have drifted off to deep again and it was the fox who replied.

"Because | am smdller than awolf, | must dig hiding placesthrough al my territory. Humans are even



wesker than | and so they make dens out of the bones of the earth and the flesh of the trees. They make
fangs from meta and from stone. They wear our skins—or those of our Cousins—lest they freeze."

Firekeeper nodded dowly. "I begin to understand. And these objects—what are they? | have heard
humans speak of the old magic asathing to fear, but | lack the knowledge to sort the stories abard sings
from thetruth.”

"We owethewoalf cub atale" the pumadrawled from hisrock. "I will begin."
Firekeeper sat, leaned back against Blind Seer, and opened both ears and heart to listen.

Chapter XII

"Frg of dl, littlewoalfling,” the pumabegan in avoice like velvet, "even the humans know themsdves
srangersto thisland. They cdl it the New World or the New Countries, asif they had created it by
stumbling uponit, but like dl lands this one has been here since the oceans suffered portions of the earth
to rise above them.

"Y ou may have dso heard their tales of how these lands were uninhabited, ripe for settlement, eager for
the axe and the plow. Thisis not true. We Royal Beastslived here and our tales say we have always
lived here, though our tales may miss some fragment of the truth.

"Sufficeto say that we lived here long before the coming of the humans. Wereit not for the talesthe
wingéd folk brought back from their migrations, we might have thought that there were no other peoples
than those we dready knew."

Firekeeper, who had been living and breathing politics since her departure with Earl Kestrel the previous
spring, thought she detected aripple of uneasiness on the part of some of the Beasts. The doe folded
back her ears and the boar grunted to himsdlf, but no one chalenged the puma, so he continued histale
unchecked.

"When the humansfirst landed their boats on these shoresit was at a place far from here. Some of our
kind went to meet with them and indeed for atime the humans behaved asvisitorsin our land. They
agreed to the limits we set and we even made tregties after the human fashion.”

The bear shook himsdlf and muttered deepily, "They had not the wit to read the warningsin claw-marked
trees or the noses to scent other kinds of markings.”

"Nor," the puma continued, "did they seem able to share the land with others. | have my territory, but it is
theterritory of thewolves aswell, and of birds and even of fish. Sometimes we challenge each other, but
when achalengeis ended and aparticular conflict solved, we go back to sharing. Humans cannot even
share land with each other—and never with those they fear.”

The doe spoke, taking up the thread of the tale with an enigmatic glance at the puma.

"And s0, Firekeeper, the time came that the humans exceeded the amount of land the Roya Beasts had
permitted them. More humans came across the oceans, wanting still more land. Some of the Beasts
fought—challenging the human right to claim our territories astheir own. And then we learned that they
had claws sharper than the pumas, armieslarger than packs of wolves. Lastly, we learned that these
seemingly naked creatures had weapons more terrible than any we had been born to—the power of



what humans now call Old Country magic.”

"When firg the humans came," the One Female said—her storytelling recalled to Firekeeper the many
stories she had heard in her childhood—"they were mostly sailors and merchants and farmers. Later, as
the colonies grew and were founded by many nations of the Old Country, the humans began to contest
among themsalves. Clearing away trees ahundred and more yearsold is great labor. A beaver enjoys
damming streams, but digging coursesto carry water to fieldswould defy the most optimistic mole. You
have seen the dens humans build, the trailsthey cut... None of this happens easily. Soon the newcomers
thought that it would be more efficient to take the first comers lands from them—as a bear might stedl a
young wolf'skill."

The bear opened both eyes and reared in astonished protest.

The raven squawked, enjoying hisrole as meeting head, flapping wings that spanned nearly Firekeeper's
full height when spread.

When the bear had halted—already hafway across the ground to the One Femae—the raven said.
"Tdl your tale, wolf, but remember that you are not speaking before your pack. Keep insultsto yoursdlf.”

Firekeeper was astonished when the One Femal e abased hersdlf, pressing her belly to the ground and
whining.

"| did forget my manners,” she said, "speaking as | wasto one of my pups.”

The bear collapsed back asif deciding against the effort to rise, but Firekeeper could tell that there was
bad blood between this creature and her mother. At thefolding of the raven'swings, the One Female
continued thetade:

"When the humansfirst fought those Beasts who chalenged their right to claim territory, they fought
mostly with their false fangs and claws. Worst were the arrows, for they came from a distance and often
from secret. Still, we held our own against even these. The wingéd folk especialy learned to spot the
archers, and how to spoil both their hiding and their aim.”

Judging from how the gathered raptors shifted from foot to foot and admired their talons or honed their
curved beaks against branches, the wingéd folk had spoiled more than those long-ago archers aim.

"When the humans began to fight each other, however, anew and terrible force entered our land, and
with its coming we learned to fed true terror of humanity. No longer did they seem naked creatures, but
more akin to a poisonous insect that seems small and weak, but injects fire and sometimes death into its
bite"

The elk—who had been digging furrowsin the soft forest duff with his spreading rack—now took up the
tale, histelling recdling the wind moaning through bare tree branchesin the dead of winter.

"We had long known that humans possessed magic. Indeed, that was one reason we had trested with
them as equa s rather than dismissing them as Cousins, for one of the things that separatesthe Roya
Beadts from the lesser Cousins are the magica giftsthat occur from timeto time.

"Among the first humansto come there had been those who could communicate with us—not asfredy as
you do, Firekeeper, but in ahating fashion. Almost every ship that had made the long voyage acrossthe
oceans had carried someone who could whistle up awind. Early in our meetings, their healers used their
talentsfor our good rather than reserving them for their people aone.



"But when the humans began to war among themsdlves, there came from the Old Country those who
were gifted beyond some taent. These sorcerers came in many varieties, but one and al they possessed
an ability we did not have—the ability to channdl power in multiple ways, not merely one, aswith atalent.
Through rotes and rituds, they shaped the magical force. The greatest among them not only used these
spells, they could enchant objects so that the least talented among them became suddenly sorcerous.”

The kite spoke from her high perch.

"At first they directed these powers against each other, but when they had resolved their wars, the
sorcerers acted againgt us. No talon is so sharp asto cut fire that explodes out of empty air, no bite tears
S0 deeply asto saizelightning from the skies. And our talestdll of other things—of magicsthat warned of
our approach so that even the stedlthiest were detected, of invisible shields that wrapped the humans
limbs so that they were unbiteable.

"Eventually, solemn counsd was held among the Roya Beadts. There was much land east of the Iron
Mountains, so much that the humans would be many yearsfilling the space. We resolved to flee—flock
and pack and herd—to make those mountains our stronghold.

"We had learned that iron weakened the sorcerers power, though it did not appreciably weaken the
abilities of those with inborn talents. We had noticed that the sorcerers were reluctant to chase usinto the
mountains and wondered if the very iron ore so plentiful in some of the mountains rock caused them
discomfort. And we had learned that humans were lazy. Surely they would not pursue usif there was no
need and room enough east of the Iron Mountains for them to spread.”

Inasharp voice, like but unlike the barking of adog, the vixen spoke on, "It was awell-thought-out plan,
yet not al the Roya Beasts chose to abide by the decision of the council and no one forced them to do
0.

"Initialy, those who remained behind found it eesier to hide themselves, for they were few and more
careful not to confront the humans. Even so, within afew generations none of the larger Roya-kind
remained adive east of the Iron Mountains. Some of the wingéd folk did go east, but these did not do so
out of stubbornness or supidity. They went—even as the peregrine Elation has so recently done—to spy
out human doings.

"As Roya-kind passed into human legend, any humanswho might chance upon an unusualy large hawk
or an especidly brilliant jay dismissed the evidence of their own eyes—an easy thing to do, for itishard
to judge the true size of aflying cresture.”

The sun had risen high during the deliberations and the tale-telling that followed. When the fox paused
and a crow was about to take up the telling, the kestrel Bee Biter interrupted:

"Much time has passed and | am hungry, yet | would not missthe smallest part of thisstory, for itisrare
to hear it told in full. Let us pause and hunt... and graze," he added with aglance at the herbivores among
the gathering. "I suspect that Firekeeper would like timeto think on al she has heard.”

The raven glanced around the circle and saw that many were in agreement with the kestrel.
"Then we shdl adjourn,” he squawked, "until evening time bringsthe sun low."

The Royd Beasts melted into the forest or soared into the air until Firekeeper stood alone but for Blind
Seer and Elation, looking around in wonder a what had been a crowded glade.



Elise awoke on the morning of the wedding day oppressed by afedling of nightmare.

She shifted into a Sitting position within her curtained bed, burying her hands deeply in her golden hair and
pushing her fingers againgt her scalp asif in that way to banish avague sense of wrongness. All she
succeeded in doing was bringing it into focus.

The bal the evening before... Accepting an offer to dance from the large man with theroll to hiswalk
and the Idander accent. Prancing up and down theline, trying to be polite to her partner, yet acutely
awarethat Sir Jared danced afew couples away, that his set would intersect with hers.

Glancing toward Sir Jared during one exchange and seeing what sheintuitively knew she was not meant
to see. Her partner, Baron Endbrook, tucking something into Lady Meina Shied's glove. The movement
had been smoothly done, so neatly managed that it could have been apart of the dance. Indeed, flirtation
was arecognized ement of the fun.

But Elisefdt certain that Baron Endbrook had not been flirting with Lady Melina. He had made no effort
to seek her out before this; after the dance ended he made no effort to ask her to dance.

Guardedly, not certain why she was so suspicious, Elise had kept an eye on the two, hel ped by the fact
that Baron Endbrook was quite tall and that Lady Meling, clad as shewas dl in black, made her
soft-footed and mogtly silent way among the more gaily clothed guestslike ablack cat in acage of
songhirds.

Elise had nearly given up her vigil when she saw that Lady Melina's course as she strolled about the room
on arm of one of her brothers would take her quite close to Baron Endbrook. Asthey had stayed almost
congpicuoudy apart sSince the note was passed, this seemed significant.

When Lady Melinahad dropped her fan where Baron Endbrook could retrieveit for her, Elise nearly
cheered with ddlight. Thiswastoo much to beinsignificant. She couldn't tdll for certain if Baron
Endbrook removed anything from the fan before returning it to the lady, but he certainly had the

opportunity.

Lady Mdinahad departed soon thereafter and Baron End-brook invited a new partner to dance. He
was gtill dancing when Elise's parents suggested that the family depart for home and Elise was forced to
giveup her vigil.

Y et once shewas out in the family carriage, Elise had found hersdlf doubting that she had actudly seen
anything important. Perhaps Baron Endbrook truly had been flirting with Lady Mdina.

Lady Meinawas not an unattractive woman for the mother of five, and she was now widowed. Her
family connections wereirreproachable—if one could leave out her traitor brother, and such a brother
might make her more interesting to an Idander. If Baron Endbrook was unmarried, he might wish toraise
his status by wedding her.

A casud question to Lady Aurella—easily enough asked, as al were gossiping about the other
guests—had brought Elise the information that Baron Endbrook was indeed married and the father of
three. That ruled out amarriage dliance, unless he intended adivorce, or was thinking about amarriage
for hischildren rather than himsdlf ...

Elise had bit her lower lip in frustration, glad that the darkness within the carriage granted her amessure
of privacy. She longed to ask what her mother thought, but that would mean explaining just why Elise had
such agreat didike of Lady Mdina—athing Elise had sworn to keep secret.



Nor could she confidein Ninette. The events of last summer had left her [ady companion no less afraid of
the reputed sorceress.

At that moment, more than ever, Elise had wished for the freedom of the military camp. If only she could
talk with Firekeeper or Derian or Doc! Firekeeper, however, was gone, apparently in answer to a
summons from the wolves—an odd thought Elise shied from thinking about too much, for it threstened
her sense of the natural order of things.

Then Elise had felt happier when she recalled that both Derian and Doc would be attending the wedding.
They were not in the wedding party, but surely she could speak to them at the reception, dert them to
her suspicions—vague as they were—and ask them to help her keep an eye on Lady Mdlina.

Now, with the coming of morning, anticipation chased away the nightmare. Elise swung her long legsto
the cold floor, grateful for thefire aready burning on the hearth.

Sherung for her maid, eager to start dressing, asif preparing for the event could make it come the
sooner.

King Allister stood thinking about the arrangements that had been made for wedding security, fidgeting
dightly ashisbody servant brushed histrousers and put afina polish on hisboots. In the next room he
could hear Pearl talking to the twins asthey prepared for the wedding—an intricate watz involving not
only the three participants but what seemed to be asmall army of maids and seamstresses.

Thelittle girlswere caught up in an emotiona whirl that was haf-fear, haf-excitement. They had spent dl
morning the day before being fitted for their new gowns, had attended the banquet, and then had insisted
on attending much of the ball. Consequently, they were now overtired and edgy.

They were dso nervous about how they would measure up when compared with the—to
them—sophigticated Shield sigters. Citrine was close enough to their own age not to worry them much.
She was dso a sweset child. Ruby and Opal, however, awed them from the heights of fourteen and
seventeen years.

It didn't help mattersthat only the previous afternoon Lady Melina had finally given her word that Ruby
and Opa would winter in Revelation Point Castle dong with—at their mother Zoranasindgstence—their
cousins Deste and Nydia Trueheart.

Alligter didn't quite understand why Minnow and Anemone were So anxious about processing in
company with the three Shield ssters. After dl, the twins could claim experience the others could not.

Pearl had laughed indulgently when he asked her what was the source of the problem.

"Minnow and Anemone knew then that no one would compare them to Lady Elise—she'sayoung lady
of eighteen whilethey are only twelve. Lady Blysseiscloser to their age but still enough older to bein
another class”

"And," Allister had chuckled, "sheisLady Blysse. But," he added, remembering, "though Ruby isjust a
couple years older than our girls, Opd is nearly the same age as Elise.”

"True." Pearl Sghed. "Ageisonly part of the problem. Lady Eliseis as unaffected as one could
hope—especidly given that sheisheir gpparent to abarony. Oh, she has her flighty moments, but most
of thetime, she'sareasonable girl. Probably that same frequent accessto the king's castle that her
cousinstwit her about gave Elise aredlistic sense of her own importance.



"Opal and Ruby, however, are quite affected. They are polished dancers and trained courtiers. Their
mother made certain that if they couldn't haunt their great-uncle's castle, they would be frequent guests at
the Gyrfalcon ducal residence. They at least pretend to a solid sense of their own importance—so much
s0 that the pretense has become a part of them.”

"Snobs" Alligter said.

"Snobs," Pearl agreed, "without area reason to be snobbish. All their claim to importance restson
relationships—and perhaps atouch of the not completely wholesome aurathat clingsto their mother.”

After hearing this, Allister resolved to make agreat fuss over the twinswhen they emerged from the
ladies bower and, indeed, it was not difficult to do so.

Although origindly, the bridd party wasto wear the same gowns to both weddings, the nation
attempt had made thisimpossible. Sapphire's gown had been completely ruined, as had Lady Elise's.
Even the twins gowns had been spattered with blood.

Thisled to adifficulty, for the augmented bridal party aready had gowns made to match that made for
Lady Elise. Fast post-riders had confirmed that enough of the expensive materia remained to make a
new gown on asimilar pattern for Elise, but not for the twins—even if wearing Hawk Haven's colors
would have been appropriate.

There smply had not been sufficient of the gold-hued sk for the underdress | eft to duplicate the twins
origina gowns; the material had been imported from New Kelvin by Vaorawhen shewas ill Gustin IV
and forgotten when she had departed. Nor would the strongly patterned green brocade look as e egant
without the gold Silk to balanceit.

Pearl had gone into conference with her favorite dressmaker and they had worked out a compromise.
The underdress was to be made of a pale yellow fabric onto which were appliquéd wherever the
underdress would show fantastica sea creatures cut from the origina gold silk. With something to
balance the sea-green brocade, the rest of the bolt could be put to use—although Allister understood that
it had taken some clever cutting on the part of the seamstresses to eke out enough fabric.

"| like these dresses so much better," he said, beaming at the girls. "The softer yellow brings out the roses
inyour cheeks."

Minnow tried to maintain her dignity, spinning so he could seethewhimsical crestures decorating the
undercoat. Anemone was less concerned about such things. She hugged him, causing his body servant to
swalow asgh as she crushed the king's own el egant attire.

Pearl joined them lagt, dlowing the girls an uninterrupted moment with their father while her maid carefully
st her crown in place among her eegantly styled tresses.

Although her gown had been ruined as well, Pearl, at least, had not needed to match anyone. A court
gown from her existing wardrobe sufficed, but determined not to have Bright Bay look poor in Hawk
Haven's eyes, the queen had spent much of the journey out stitching tiny pearls onto the chosen gown's
bodice and skirt. Her hours of |abor in the jolting carriage had resulted in a shimmering confection of
white over rose that enhanced her own warm coloring.

Alligter felt unreasonably proud of his family—unreasonabl e because he knew better than anyone that
gem-encrusted gowns and crowns did not make queens and princesses, but proud because these honors
were gracing hiswomen.



A bdl chiming summons as hisvalet st hisown crown in place saved the king from saying anything
embarrassingly sentimental.

Thelarge hdl in which the wedding was to be held was a solid stone-walled room without any of the
sorcerous embellishments that graced the Sphere Chamber in Revelation Point Castle. Nor were the
stone walls warmed by tapestries as might have been expected. King Tedric had confided to Allister that
Sir Dirkin Eastbranch had inssted on stripping away anything benegth which an assassn might hide.

Steward Silver had used holly and ivy, the former bright with scarlet berries, to soften the bare stone, but
even S0 thelong room held nothing that could match the magica trapped-within-a-pearl mood of the
Sphere Chamber.

Perhaps all for the good, Allister reflected. Thereis a security and comfort in solid stone.

Shortly before the ceremony began, the guestsfiled in. Each had been checked for weapons. Not even
the most highly ranked had been permitted attendants. Therefore the mood was tense with suppressed
indignation and excitemen.

When the orchestra began to play astately march, the musicians didn't sound as polished as they should.
King Allister knew that this was because their membership was heavily sdted with soldiersloyd to the
king. Last night's musicians had been—at least early on—professionds, but at that occasion the waiters
and serving maids had been drawn from Hawk Haven's military.

King Tedric waan't taking any more chances than he must.

When Sapphire processed in, following the long train of her attendants, the bride proved lovely. She
wore adressthat had been given to her by her grandmother the duchess and that some whispered had
belonged to Queen Zoranathe Grest.

The groom wore his second-best naval uniform.

And despite dl the preparations and worries—or perhaps because of them—the wedding proceeded
without incident. Thistime the amulet bag was sewn shut without disturbance, the witnesses cried their
acclaim without any scream of horror breaking the joyful accord.

Prince Shad and Princess Sapphire were wed before representatives of their assembled peoples.

And now, thought King Alligter, | hope and pray that they will indeed live happily ever after—both
for their own sakes and for the peace they can bring to our kingdoms.

Derian fet distinctly out of place a the wedding reception—all the more so when he saw Ox standing
solemn guard at one of the doorways, Vaet circulating with smooth grace offering wine to the guests,
Race puffing away on hisflutein the second row of the orchestra

That'swhere | belong, he thought, with the trusted servants, guarding and supporting, but not out
here pretending to be a person in my own right. | wish | could run off like Firekeeper did.

Hefdt terribly awkward when Lady Elise came gliding toward him in her beautiful gown, but the anxious
expression in her wide sea-green eyes set him paradoxicdly at his ease.

"Derian," shesad in hurried tones so soft asto be dmost awhisper, "I mudt... | need... Can wetak?'

For ahorrible moment, Derian thought that as once before Elise had suffered an enchantment that



restricted her ability to peak fregly. The young woman must have intuited his concern, for she managed a
wry amile.

"No, | can tak—I'mjudt... wdll... worried and I'm not sure that thisisthe placeto talk, but | need..."
She grabbed him on one forearm. " Come and walk with mein the garden. It will be cold outside, but no
one should missmefor afew minutes.”

Derian grinned. "And no one will belooking for meat dl.”
Elise looked embarrassed.

"l didn't mean it that way," she said indignantly. "Simply put, your parents aren't here wanting you to
dance with thisimportant person or say something flattering to that important person.”

Derian opened a door that—from last summer's sojourn in the castle—he knew led into a side garden.

The man guarding that particular door looked surprised that anyone would want to go out into the chilly
afternoon, but he schooled his expression to polite neutrality. His job wasto keep intruders out, not to
monitor the guests behavior, unless that behavior seemed to promise violence,

"No," Derian said to Elise asthey stepped out into the late-autumn sunlight. "My parents are a home
hoping that I'm talking to thisimportant person and asking that important person to dance—but it'sal
right if | leave the party snce I'm with you. They count you inthelist of those who are pretty important.”

Eliselaughed, relieved to be teased.
"Walk with me. We can pretend to be looking at frost-frozen roses or ornamentd kale or something.”

Obediently, Derian took her arm. Elise was shivering dightly, but that might be from nerves. The fabric of
her dress, as he knew from inspecting Firekeeper's similar garment, was quite heavy.

"Lagt night..."

Elise began her tale without further prologue and with a conciseness that was not typical of her. Shetold
Derian how Baron Endbrook had dipped anote to Lady Melina, how Lady Melina had responded,
about Elisg's own suspicions.

"Thewors thing of dl," Elise concluded, "isthat | don't know if I'm ssimply unwilling to trust the woman,
and so | am spinning shawls out of fog and moon dudt. It'sjust that after what we learned last autumn...”

Derian nodded his comprehension.

"Weknow that Lady Melinais cagpable of inflicting both pain and humiliation to achieve her ends" he said
bluntly. "Next to that, what's alittle political game-playing? The Idesaren't actudly our enemies, redly,
just less than perfectly friendly neighbors.”

Elisesghed.
"What should we do?" she asked, steering him back toward the door.

Derian frowned. "Off the cuff, I'd say we should see where both Lady Melinaand Baron Endbrook go
when thefedtivities are over. That won't be easy, but it won't be impossible. Almost everyoneis stabling
something or other with my parents stable—or through people weve contracted with. | can use that for
checking. And you can talk to Citrine—cautioudly, of course.”



"Citrine?" Elise was puzzled, clearly wondering why he would suggest involving an eight-year-old.

"Rumor says," Derian smiled atouch dyly, "that Ruby and Opd are going to winter a Revelation Point
Cadtle but that Citrineis not. Presumably, sheis staying with her mother and so will have anideaof Lady
Méeinds plans™

Elise showed her astonishment.
"How could you know that aready? It was only announced yesterday afternoon!™

"Jet Shidd looked into having afamily ded reuphol stered—or more specificaly, he sent a servant to do
30," Derian replied atrace smugly. "The servant explained that the young ladies were going south for the
winter, but that their mother wanted them to have their own light flyer for attending parties and such.”

"Amazing!"

The guard held the door for them. Elise smiled her thanks. Derian nodded and, when he was dmost past,
winked dyly at the man. After dl, the obvious reason for going walking with a pretty girl wasn't to
discussintrigue and congpiracy.

Derian escorted Elise to the hall where Baron Archer was—without making it too obvious—clearly
looking for his daughter.

"You'rewanted," Derian said, releasing hislight hold on Elisgsarm. "I see that dance cards are coming
out. Doubtless your father wishes you to make yourself available to dance with some of those important
people you mentioned.”

Eliselooked asif she was tempted to stick her tongue out a him, but all she said in parting was.
"Tdl Doc. Hessmart and..."

And, Derian thought without rancor as he watched Elise take her father's arm and give him awinning
amile, you like himin a way you don't like me, but that's just fine. I'm happy to have you as a
friend.

Hefdt infinitely cheered, no longer out of place—not because, he redized to his amazement, someone
had given him ajob, but because Elise had reminded him that he was at this function because some
people vaued him for himsdf.

Whistling would have been out of place, but Derian nearly did so as he strolled dong the edge of what
would become adance floor but was now thronged with the mingling guests.

Here and there women were fluttering elegantly printed dance cards threaded on satin ribbons. To be
invited to thiswedding at al, one needed to have some palitical or socid connections, but being
noble-born didn't make al women pretty or young or popular. Many of those would be worried that their
cards would remain empty, but for atoken dance from some generous relative.

Derian liked to dance and he had no lady or patron to flatter. After watching the ebb and flow for a
moment, he checked his own card for the names of some of the earlier dances. Then hewaked upto a
rather plain woman in Merlin colors and bowed deeply.

"I I could have the honor, Lady,” he said, "I was hoping you might have the Prancing Dapple open on
your card. My nameis Derian Carter. | have the honor to be a counselor to King Tedric.”



The woman looked pleased to have been noticed, but she colored dightly. Derian had noted smilar
responses in much more humble settings. He guessed that her card was completely empty and that she
was embarrassed to have him see that he was the first to ask her to dance.

He glanced away, sgnaded awaiter, and accepted two cups of punch. Taking this reprieve, the woman
looked up from marking his name on her discreetly shielded card.

Handing her one of the punch cups, Derian pulled his own card from the pocket of hiswaistcoat.
"If I might have the honor of your name..."

He sketched it in—she proved to be alesser scion of House Merlin, much as Doc was of House Kestrel.
Then Derian bowed and thanked the woman in advance for the promised pleasure. Now that the
preliminaries had sarted, Derian began enjoying himslf.

As he cast around for another suitable partner, Derian felt afleeting sorrow for Firekeeper. The
wolf-woman did love to dance and here she was missing another ball. He hoped that wherever she was,
shewas happy and at least reasonably warm.

Therest of the reception flew by on—for him quite literally—dancing feet. He found that many ladies of
title and prestige, including to his astonishment the e derly Duchess Kesirel and agiggling Princess
Anemone, were quite pleased to hint that they would like adance with him. Apparently his reputation as
adancer had proceeded him, quite possibly from the Bridgeton Ball that had provided the opening
skirmishes of King Alliger'sWar.

Derian was glad when Earl Kestrel offered him aride home on the box of the Kestrel carriage. Hisfeet
were S0 tired that he would have limped if he had made the long walk home a one—not that the drivers
of any of the dozen or more carriages hired from his parents stables would have let him do so.

After along afternoon that had begun with the wedding, moved into the reception, the first set of dances,
alight supper, and then a second st of dancing, Derian was astonished upon arriving home to realize that
the hour was not unduly late. Winter darkness combined with physical weariness had conspired to fool
himinto believing it a least midnight.

Coming into the house, he found his parents and Damitaawake, playing cards by lanternlight.
"Tdl us" Dami demanded, setting down what was clearly awinning hand, "al about it."

And he did, talking even while he eased off hisboots and put hisfeet in the shalow pan of warm water
that miraculoudy appeared. He was aware of Cook and the housemaid listening from the shadowy
kitchen door, that old Toad, who had retired from driving and now hel ped with the household's heavier
chores and around the stables, had emerged from his attic room and was listening at the top of the stairs.

Cook brought out hot peachy and thin wafer cookies to prompt Derian when he flagged and Vernita
invited the servantsto join the family circle. Brock woke about then and curled deepily on the hearth rug,
waking only fully to ask yet another question.

Derian did his best not to leave anything out, to describe the gowns, the uniforms, the jewels. He told of
every dainty served, answered questions about the wines (very good, but not excellent) and whether the
gentlemen had worn swords (no). He listed every dance he/d danced and with whom, and by the end of
hisrecita, histhroat was hoarse but his tiredness had vanished, replaced by a curious light-headness.

Theonly thing he didn't share was what Elise had confided in him, but no one would have expected that
from him—not even Cook, who was the most accomplished gossip in the marketplace.



When Derian finished, the hour wastruly late, for the telling had taken nearly aslong asthe doing. Derian
padded up to hisroom in his stocking feet and was just undressed and under the covers when there was
atap on hisdoor, and Vernitaentered. She sat on the edge of hisbed asif for al theworld he was il
Brock's age.

"l just wanted you to know, Derian, that if running astable or breeding blood horsesiswhat you want,
wdll that's fine with me and your father. We spoke serioudy to you the other day about the possibilities
open for your future, but never think we'd disown you or be disgppointed if you chose another way."

She bent and kissed his forehead.
"We're proud of you, son.”

For amoment, Derian didn't trust himself to speak. When he found hisvoice, he said abit rudtily, "I love
you, too, Mother."

He thought about asking her about what Heather had said, about the baker and about lost romances, but
by the time histired brain could frame the questions, he had fallen sound adeep.

Chapter XI11

When the glade filled once again with the graceful and impressive figures of the Roya Beadts, the ky il
held faint light, but the interwoven branches of the overarching trees sufficiently dampened the reddish
glow sothat it was asif shadows rather than substance kept company therein.

Thefirst to pick up the tale was a Beast that Firekeeper had not noticed earlier in the day, aboar
raccoon o burly and powerful that he might have been taken for asmal bear. In the direct fashion of the
Beasts, he did not waste breath on preamble, but took up the account precisaly where the vixen had | eft
off.

"And so we traded land for security and once we were gone from their ken, the humans preferred to
forget our existence. A few adventurous types made foraysinto the mountains and occasionaly beyond,
coming after furs and such other things as humans treasure. Roya policy remained avoidance rather than
confrontation, so those humans who returned told of thick forests, of untamed lands, of clear streams, but
never of our kind."

The raccoon paused then and in the dim light Firekeeper, who knew how to seein the dark far better
than did ahuman, could see him twisting and intertwining his dexterous black fingers asif undecided how
best to continue.

Glancing about the glade, she saw signs of the same indecision and wondered at it. Before she could
whisper aquestion into the One Femal€'s ear, the puma gave an arrogant stretch and snapped hislong,
tawny tail againgt the rock.

"Much time passed,” the puma said with agrowling purr. "How much, we cannot say precisdly, for
Beasts do not record time as humans do. Moreover, our lives—though long by comparison with those of
the Cousins—are often shorter than those of humans. Wethink of timein terms of seasons—the summer
when the deer ran asfat and thick as blackberriesin athicket or the winter when the cold was so severe
that even the water in the deepest |akes and fastest running riversfroze.



"Suffice to say that much time passed. We never forgot humans, but some of our fear abated, for they
seemed content to stay east of the Iron Mountains and to fight among themselves rather than trouble us.
Wetold our cubs and pups, fawns, piglets, and fledglings enough to keep them cautious, listened when
the wingéd folk brought happy news of war or sorrowful news of wide-sailed ships, and returned to our
ways.

"Then came the day araven—or wasit acrow?—brought acurioustae.”

"It wasaraven," said the raven, interrupting without fear of the long claws that suddenly unsheathed from
the pumas paws and scraped againgt the rock. "And this part of thetdeismine.”

The enormous black bird fluffed out the feathers on hislegs and neck, made a seeming of ears grow upon
his head, and strutted up and down in front of Firekeeper—a clownish yet somehow aso frightening
Sgnt.

"The tale the raven brought was one of degth,” the raven croaked in a voice so ancient and hoarse that
Firekeeper found hersdf convinced that this was the very raven who had borne the tale. "Death, but not
from war, not from age, not even from murder or from intrigue. Thiswas desth from sickness—a
sickness that spread with the speed of breath or touch, a sickness that caused the victim to burn from
within not so much with fever but asif a secret fire that fed on the human spirit had been kindled within."

"We ravens watched freely and openly, for the deaths were so frequent and so plentiful that there was
not atown or village, castle or cottage that lacked itsflock of carrion eaters. Any who saw usglimpsed in
our vast wingspans and triumphant swagger omens of their own deaths.

"Now you may ask," the raven said, turning a bright, beady eye on the listening wolf-woman, "were we
not risking the wrath of the sorcerers? Initially, we were indeed chary of these, but some moonspans of
watching taught us agreat and wonderful thing. Those who burned fastest and brightest and who never
ever recovered from the plague were those who practiced sorcery. From the merest apprentice to the
mightiest wizard, they died.

"The talented fared somewhat better, but among these too—as far as we could tell—not a one escaped
the sickness. Some of these, however, did mend. Nor did those without any hint of magical gift escape
the plague, but among them it was more likely to leave behind battered, broken, and shaken souls
who—if they escaped further illness, starvation, or murder at the hands of the wild oneswho, seeing
deeth dl around, forgot |law—then they might live.”

The One Female rubbed her muzzle against Firekeeper's arm, for the feral woman had started to tremble
at this cool account of chaos.

Firekeegper understood now why the humans always spoke of the plague in hushed voices and hurried on
to other subjects. Even as athing many more than ahundred years gone, it was terrible to contemplate.

She suspected, too, why there was o little magical talent anong the Great Houses of Hawk Haven
and—asfar as she knew—Bright Bay and elsewhere. The plague had killed those with sorcery,
weakened those with atrace of taent, and left those without elther to rise to power.

Fleetingly, she wondered if Zoranathe Grest, so revered in Hawk Haven, had been among those the
Roya Beadtstermed the "wild ones," the forgetters of law, but further speculation on this must wait, for a
crow had taken up the tale from the raven.

It cawed loudly asif realizing that Firekeeper's attention had fled, and said:



"Seeing how the Fire Plague touched those with talent, we feared for ourselves and our own, sSnce—as
you know—talents occur among Royd Kind. But these fears proved rootless. Even those among the
ravens and crows who had dined on the flesh of sorcererskilled by the plague—athing we did with
enthusiasm and glee before we redlized there might be danger of contagion—even these remained firm
and fit and hedlthy.

"After much time, the Fire Plague burned itself to ashes and was no more seen, but by then the world had
been transformed. The population of humansin this land had been reduced to a quarter of itsformer
sze—not dl by plague, but by the attendant menaces the raven has dready mentioned aswell. There
were no sorcerersremaining in the land and an aversion to sorcery in any form—aextending in some
placesto even the relatively innocent talents—had become universa among humanity.

"Moreover, the Old Country rulers who had once dominated these colonies fled early in the plague cycle.
Perhaps they hoped for healing in their homelands—for by al reports the use of magic there was so
prevalent asto make what we saw here seem nothing. If so, they were disagppointed, for the Fire Plague
had burned more fiercely in those lands.

"However, we crows believe that they fled because many of them had been cruel and contemptuous
rulers, and they feared the retribution of their subject peoples even more than they feared the plague.
Thaose foreign-born who remained were more likely to die, though whether this was because they
possessed more latent magic or whether they were Smply less hearty, having had othersto perform al
labor for them, isa matter we never have resolved.”

"Or," muttered the bear, "cared to resolve. It was enough to have them gone.”
A jay took up the narrative asif the bear's interruption had been intended.

"Indeed, we cared not adry berry husk. Other questions were raised a our councils—practically from
the moment that we redlized the extent of the plague and what it waslikely to do to our onetime enemies.

"The foremost of these questions was whether we should finish what the plague had begun. Should we
wipe humans from the face of the land? There was much contention on this point, but in the end the
lesson of the songbirds was recalled and the council decided to let humanslive asthey had lived
before—with one exception.

"One of the thingsthat had made sorcery so terrible to uswasthat its power could be separated from its
creator. We decided that these objects of power could not be left in human hands, that we would sted
them, oneand dl, and..."

There was adight awkward pause, and once again Firekeeper felt that something was being held back.

"And," chattered on the jay with perhaps atrace too much haste, "' so keep them from being used againgt
usin the future when humans might have forgotten their fear of sorcery. We were helped in this course by
the humans themsalves. Many a sorcerer's stronghold was burnt from the library outward, many awand
or saff wastossed into the flames. Still, there was work for usto do.”

The One Fema e spoke. "Nor did we larger creaturesleave dl the thieving to the jays and crows and
ravens. Roya Wolf packs crossed the mountainsfor the first timein living memory. We hunted down
those bandits who had taken booty from their dead masters and when the bandits were dead themselves
our wingéd alies bore away the spoils. Pumas hung from tree limbs and screamed from crags so that
horsesfled in terror. Herds of ek blockaded armies, braving arrows and spearsto hold them.
Clever-fingered raccoons and gy foxes dipped into camps and cottages, and removed artifactstied into
bags and boxes.



"Doubtless we took things that were not sorcerousin nature, for it was then arare talent among usto be
able to scent magic. Doubtlessinnocent books were consigned to flames, but we wished to be thorough.

"Even then," the One Fema e continued, "we had heard rumors of what Gustin Sailor possessed, but he
had fled to astronghold and aways had an army about him. Since his contention with hisformer alies
was over those very objects, Gustin Sailor took care never to let them leave his keeping, for he could not
trust that Zorana Shield might not force or bribe someone to sted the enchanted artifacts from him.”

"When," added the doe dmost kindly, "the Roya Beasts saw no indication of magic being used by this
first Gustin or the Gustins who followed him or indeed by any in his court or household, we thought the
rumorswere as dry grass. filling, but without solid sustenance. We thought that he—as had many of our
own—might have been fooled by a certain shine or degancein crafting into believing that such an ornate
thing must be sorcerous.”

"And," asked Firekeeper, "do you know otherwise now?"

The doe said honestly, "We do not, but we fear lest there be truth in the tales. Queen Vaora—according
to our spies—isan angry woman, one who would unleash arabid dog even at therisk of being bitten
hersalf. She has never seen the Fire Plague, has only afaint dread of magic. Now, like the sorcerers of
old, she may see only ameansto power, to domination of those who bested her, and to rulership.”

"Your spies?’ Firekeeper asked.

"Thewingéd folk," screeched an eagle with pride, "have not let humans go completely unobserved. We
resst being taken captive—though this has happened from time to time—but as you have aready been
told, we continue to watch. During this last war our spies knew where Queen Gustin 1V lurked, letting
othersfight her battles, and we knew the fury she concedled at being stripped of her place.”

Without much hope, Firekeeper said, "Cannot your own agents steal these objects? | cannot cross the
ocean without being noticed, nor can | walk into the queen's stronghold. What about the clever-fingered
raccoons or the gy foxes or those famous thieves—the ravens and crows?”

Murmurs rose at this protest and Firekeeper realized that some of the Roya Beasts were no more
pleased by her possible involvement than she was herself. Murmurs became roars and screeches, howls
and hoots and growls.

Perceiving that the council had degenerated into unredeemable argument, the raven adjourned the
meeting again, thistime until midmorning, so asto permit time for deeping and hunting.

Shortly before dawn, when she had fed and run and chased some of the fear from her soul, Firekeeper
curled hersdlf for deep between the warm bodies of the One Femae and Blind Seer.

The blue-eyed wolf, who had listened to dl that had been said but had held his tongue as was proper for
ayoung walf in the company of hiseders, now asked hisfirst question:

"Mother, what isthe lesson of the songbirds?

"Hush," the One Femde said, lifting her slver-furred head and scanning the forest with amber eyes. "This
isnot thetime or placefor that tale. Ask another night and | may tell you, though in truth it belongsto the
lore of the Ones."

Wolf-obedient, Blind Seer submitted to her wisdom—knowing as always that it was backed up by the
threat of her fangs.



Firekeeper wondered some as she drifted off to deep, but her mind was so full of new thoughts that she
could not hold another.

Winter or not, theroya contingent from Bright Bay did not leave Eagle's Nest the moment the wedding
cel ebrations were concluded. Indeed, the weather took one of those turns toward bright days and
sunshine that often happen in early winter, the type of weether that causes the optimiststo predict amild
winter and the pessmists to grumble about threats of summer drought.

Instead, there followed awhirl of parties, receptions, balls, and banquets that would be talked about for
yearsto come. Everyone was giddy with the promise of peace after acentury of intermittent war—or at
least everyone acted asif thiswas so.

Certainly there were those among the dancers and diners who must be less than happy with the changes
that had been made and changes that were to come, but these had the sense to keep their mouths shut.
Most of these, in fact, were more interested in finding out how they could best benefit from the new
order—if new order there was to be—without sacrificing the prerogatives they had claimed under the
old.

Asamember of the officid diplomatic contingent accompanying Duke Marek of Half-Moon Idand,
Baron Endbrook was invited practicaly everywhere. He used histime well, mostly making business
contactsfor his shipping flet, for he found many of Hawk Haven's noble-born were dmost patheticaly
enchanted with the sea, asis S0 often the case when atthing isalien and strange.

However, Waln a so found opportunity to spesk with the diplomats from New Kevin. Evenintheir
homeand, the New Kdvinese's peculiar manner of dressand facial ornamentation—which was echoed
to greater or lesser degree through al levels of society—had been astonishing. Herein Hawk Haven,
where even alady's cosmetics were styled to look as naturd as possible, the New Kelvinese seemed to
belong to another race.

And that may be their intention, the baron thought, given their damned superior attitude—though if
that was the case, they wouldn't bother with the stuff at home, would they?

The custom followed by both men and women of the New Kelvinese upper classes—at least Waln
thought they were the upper classes—of shaving the hair at the front of their heads, back to just before
the tops of their ears, and wearing the hair long behind conferred a curious androgyny.

This androgynous appearance was assisted by the ornate, floor-length robes the New Kevinese wore.
These gorgeous garments were usudly silk and often heavily embroidered. However, the weight of the
fabric and the cut of the robe masked al but the most obvious physical cuesto gender.

The New Kdvinese diplomats—there were three in the group—all affected amincing gait, rather asif
their curly-tipped shoes were too tight. It should have looked funny, but instead conferred a peculiar
dignity—something like the stiltedly deliberate walk of a praying mantis.

Happily for Waln, the New Kelvinese were known throughout the region as purveyors of goods that
could be found nowhere else. Best known, of course, were their silks and carpets, but they also sold
herbs and powders. Some of these were medicina, but others seemed to serve no purpose but to induce
strange dreams and visons. And then there was their glass—a difficult item to ship, but worth the effort
for itsfine, clear colors.

Since Duke Marek had styled Waln asthe Id€'s Minister for Trade, the baron's frequent conversations



with the New Kevinese excited no comment. During these meetings, they promised him
accommodations upon hisarriva, gave him maps with the best routes to Dragon's Breath from Hawk
Haven marked out, and smiled darkly when he refused to name who he was bringing with him.

Of course the bastards know, Waln thought in annoyance. They couldn't fail to know—as Queen
Valora herself said, there ssimply aren't many who are willing to claim knowl edge of the sorcerous
arts.

Momentarily, asuspicion flickered into hismind that this entire intrigue was a charade to get him to escort
Lady Melinato New Kevin. He dismissed theideaasidictic. If the New Kevinese wanted her to come,
al they needed to do wasinvite her. Her fervent interest in their land and its secrets had been obvious.

To comfort himself, Warn Endbrook dreamed of a duke-dom. He'd settle for Dog Idand, where he had
been born, and if any there thought to call him "Walnut"...

He smirked as he thought about the things he could do with atitle and a queen behind him.

Elise couldn't decide whether the huge stack of invitations that arrived by every post, aswell as by hand,
was awelcome or unwelcome distraction from the darker concerns haunting her.

Some were very welcome, such asthe one from Duchess Kestrdl, for Elise could befairly certain that
both Derian and Jared would be present at that gathering.

Another one that she welcomed was from Jet Shield on behdf of his mother and himsdlf. Elise knew that
her parents were astonished that Elise accepted, for she had avoided Jet as much as possible since their
engagement had been broken and she couldn't help but fed abit guilty when Aurella patted her hand

aoprovingly.
"I redlly had thought,” Aurdllasaid, "that we would need to drag you there and that then you would make
excusesto leave as soon as possible.”

Elise colored and looked at the tips of her shoes.

"Mother, | was an idiot about Jet—I know that now and I'm determined not to make another mistake.
Like him or not—and | don't—Jet is the crown princesss brother. Never mind that Sapphireis
technically King Tedric's daughter now. No oneisgoing to forget her birth family—just likethere are
those who will never believethat Lady Blysseis not his granddaughter.”

Aurdlapatted Elisg's hand. "I'm proud of you. Y ou've grown agreat deal wiser about such thingsthan
you were last summer.”

"I'velearned at ahard school,” Elise replied atrace hitterly, "and had agood teacher in your example.
Y ou've never forgotten that Queen Elexais your aunt and our family has benefitted from that.”

"It doesn't hurt,” Aurdlareplied mildly, "that | like Aunt Elexa, but, yes, I've been aware dl my lifethat if
| wasto give my children—my child—any advantages | should cultivate that relationship.”

The sorrow that touched Aurdlas ddlicate features when she mentioned "children"—areferenceto
Elisg's stillborn sblings—made Elise hold her tongue when her mother moved the conversation to aless
pleasant topic.

"Elise, on the matter of attachments," Aurelladipped her needle through her embroidery canvas as she



spoke, "your father and | have been concerned that you are forming another.”
Elise swallowed hard, knowing what lecture was about to come.

"Sir Jared," Aurdlasaid, asif unaware that the name on her lips sent an odd mixture of defiance and joy
through Elise, "isby all accounts agood, brave, and intelligent man. Heiswell connected by birth and
seemsto have won the favor of both of the heirs apparent. Moreover, the talent with which heis blessed
seemsto say that he has found favor with his ancestors.”

Her needle dipped and rose asrelentlesdy her andysis continued:

"However, Sr Jared islandless and without immediate prospectsin that direction. The Surcliffes hold
poor land and though they are gaining some reputation for their wines, they show no sign of becoming
anything but asolid trade family.

"In short,"” Aurdllalooked up and met her daughter's eyes, "heis not the man we would wish you to
mary."

Elise rubbed her hands across her face and said in tones not convincing even to hersdlf, "1 never said |
wanted to marry him," and then even more defiantly, "and he has never even hinted at such thoughts.”

"Hewouldn't," Aurdlasaid, needlerising and faling once more. "Heisagentleman in the truest sense of
the word. He knows your gtetion is above his own and would never insult you by suggesting a liaison.
Y ou would need to be the one to propose and even then you would probably meet resistance.”

Elise started. It had never occurred to her that Jared wouldn't offer for her. She had even daydreamed
something dong thoselines "My love, | have nothing to offer you but my heart and adoration. Even
so, | beg you for permission to ask your father for your hand..."

Her indignant snort was for her own idiocy, but Aurella—quite reasonably—took it as meant for hersdlf.

"Your father and | are dl too aware of how little abarony may cometo bein the new kingdom of Bright
Haven—a project we support with al our faith. Theland your father inherited from hisfather has been
borderland. Were it not that the Barren runs rough, we would have seen much fighting there. Even so,
you have seen the graveyard.”

Recovering hersdf, Elise nodded.

"Peace means that our lands—rather than being on the edge of a contested river—will bein the middle of
aprosperous kingdom. We have aready begun to toy with the idea of canals to bypass the roughest
reaches, but such would take money beyond our small treasury. Agreements could be reached with our
neighborsto expand the canasinto agreat network. Indeed, we are fortunate that much of theland is
held by the Crown, which should favor such development, for it would increase their revenues from what
are now tenant farms.”

Caught in thisvision for the future, Aurellaforgot her embroidery. Her hands sketched mapsin theair
and she seemed quite the girl.

"My father might grant us some fundsin return for a promise of return to House Peregrine, but afar surer
source of support would be one made through amarriage dliance on the part of the future heir of House
Archer."

"Me" Eisesadflatly.



"You," Aurdlaagreed. "Arranged marriages are not bad things. Y our father has been good to me, even
when it became clear that | could only bear him one child. The Archer Barony has prospered—as you
yoursdlf have seen—from itsties not only to House Peregrine, but to the roya family.”

"And now itsmy turn," Elise sad.

"Y ou need to consder what you would be giving up if you married arelatively pennilessman,” Aurdla
sad. "Thisbarony will be your responsibility. Evenif your father and | manage to build the cands, you
will need to upkeep them. Consider the importance of an dliance. Earl Kestrel may favor his cousin, but
he has children of hisown, and what of histreasury can be spared from the duchy will go to support them
and thelr projects.”

Elise bit her lip. Responsihility to her land had been drummed into her from aslong as she could
remember. Her father had walked her barefoot through the newly plowed fields, boated with her on the
little streams, introduced her to dl their tenant farmers, and made her attend every possible naming,
wedding, and betrothal.

The Archer Barony was not poor, but it was not as prosperous as lands managed by those with greater
resources. Could she ignore the needs of her tenants merely because she found it easy to talk to Jared?

"l understand, Mother," Elisesaid at last. "'l redlly do."

"One morething," her mother said. "Y our options are not limited to Hawk Haven any longer. Bright Bay
hasits Grest Houses and these often lack land, for their wealth has come from the sea. There will be
many a house happy to aly with alanded house—even of lesser rank—and to shower their moniesinto
its devel opment.

"l am very glad that you have agreed to go to so many of the socid events surrounding the roya
wedding. While you are there, | want you to get to know as many of the people here from Bright Bay as
possible. It could well be to our advantage.”

Elisetried to amile.
"I'll do that, Mother," she promised.

Later that day, between acard party and adinner, she stole into the small room where their family shrine
hung. It was aduplicate of the one at home. The ancestra masks hung on the sides. The back was
decorated with an ornate and detailed map of their lands. Elise studied that map for along time, filling in
from memory the faces of the tenants, the sound of the Barren asit rushed over rocks, the silence of the
graveyard.

That last stayed with her. Those who were buried there—including her grandfather Purce—had given so
much for Hawk Haven and for the Archer family.

Could shegiveless?

Chapter XIV

Derian found the days subsequent to the roya wedding pleasant ones. The weather was an ancestra
blessing, making working at the stables ajoy—sunny enough to fed warm, cool enough that there were



noflies

Waking in his own room with the bottle window and hisinitids carved into the doorframe seemed nicer
than being waited on by servantsin any of the castlesin which held stayed. The smdll of burnt sugar as
Cook sprinkled the breakfast bread, the sound of his mother and Damita arguing about the
appropriateness of her current outfit, even Brock burgting in to show Derian the progress of hislatest
effort at wood-carving were better than plush tapestries and vintage wines.

Derian came to atentative peace with his parents expectations. Thiswas not out of any nobility in his
own soul, but because he redlized that he was indeed a different person than the young man who had
ventured out with Earl Kestrdl the previous spring and that he now had very different options open to
him. The young man he had been the spring before had been full of prickly pride and quick to take
offense—even if that offense had remained unvoiced—at dightsreal and imagined. Firekeeper had been
alarge part of the change, Derian mused. While he had been teaching her, she had been teaching him.

The wolf-woman's fierce loyalty to those who deserved her respect, her open scorn for those she
despised might not be safe reactions, but they were honest. Derian now found that he sometimestried to
examineissues as she might and chuckled to himself as heimagined himsdlf trying to explain to her why
he resisted taking on ajob with some noble patron.

Derian: "I have my place here a home with my family. Why should | go esawhere?!
Firekeeper: "Y oung wolves have pack, but ill they disperse.”

Derian (stubbornly): "But, why should I? | have everything | need here.”

Firekeeper: "And you need nothing ese? 'Y ou no get things from going e sewhere?!

Derian (exasperated): "Of course | have." (Thinks, dmost guiltily, of the ruby counsgor'sring glowing
with soft firein hisfamily'sshrine)

Firekeeper: "Wolves have sharp fangs and thick fur. | have neither so | usethese” (Gesturesto clothing
and to bt knife)) "I think not dispersing be like me biting with dull human teeth—I caniif | mugt, butitis
dupidif can have knife."

Derian (thinking aoud): "And thethings | can learn, the people | can meet—not to mention the tokens|
can earn—those are dl like knives. If | stay here, I'm biting the challenges of the future with dull human
teeth when | could have had knives."

Firekeeper (looking dightly puzzled as she often does when confronting along speech): "Yes. In human
world there isnot just One Mae, One Fema e—there are many who are Ones. It isn't reasonable, but it
isso. If you would be awolf among rabbits, you need to have fangs."

Derian, who had been currying the sorrdl riding horse belonging to King Allister as he framed this menta
diaogue, laughed to himself with such gusto that the horse's earsflicked back asif asking what the joke
might be.

Firekeeper might say what Derian had just imagined; she might aso say that if Derian could rae his pack,
why did he want to be alesser wolf € sewhere?

"The point is," Derian said, continuing hismenta didogue, "1 don't rule 'my pack'—not yet and not for
along time if the ancestors are kind and can do without my parents for a while. That being the
case, what I'mreally saying when | say | want to stay here and work with the family businessis
that | want to stay a child. And while that might be nice for a while, I'd hate myself before long."



Having reached thistemporary truce with himsalf, Derian dove with true enthusiasm into both hiswork
for hisfamily and his private project for Elise. He confided some of the details of the latter to hisfather,
knowing that Colby had learned so much from other people's gossip that he eschewed the vice himself.

"What I'm trying to learn, Father,” Derian said one morning asthey walked out to the stables, "isif this
man, Wan—or any of his associates—is making plans for an unannounced journey. How do you think |
can find out without being obvious?'

Colby scratched his head, a gesture he had affected for so many yearsin his self-gppointed role of smple
stable man that it had become habit.

"Well, he hasn't made arrangements with me, son,” Colby replied, "though the horses the diplomats from
theldesrode herefrom Bright Bay arein our stables, but then, if Baron Waln isinvolved in skulduggery
he might not want to work through us—you being connected to the Crown and dl. Y et he's not local and
the Horse Fair won't be until the spring.”

That was along speech for Colby Carter and hefell sllent asthey continued on through a more crowded
portion of the streets. When they had passed through the wall and were in more open country again,
Colby sad:

"Y our man'll want to hire and, even if the lady you mentioned isinvolved, he won't want any trace of her
involvement. That rules out using her family's mounts™

Derian offered his own partly formed plan. "1'd thought to check the other livery stables, but | hadn't
worked out how to ask without making clear what | was doing.”

Colby brightened. "Tdl them you're asking because the same gent came asking us and we think he's
trying to undercut local business and tie up resources. He's aforeigner and we can use that to our
advantages. Don't be too coy—be indignant.”

Grinning, Derian dapped hisfather on the shoulder.
"That'sthevery thing!"

Hewent to it that very day, using the excuse of going around to the various stables to collect Prancing
Steed Stables portion of the stabling fees so that hisvisit would seem even less obvious.

Luck wasn't with him on hisfirst few stops. Happily, neither was the resentment he had thought he might
meet in hisrole asfee collector. Theflush of business at what should have been the beginning of the dow
season—combined with the fact that gentle-born patrons stood for ahigher tariff than did the merchants
who usually would have provided the bulk of trade—made for good humor al around.

This continued as Derian passed on to the smaller stables and carting establishments. For these he could
not use the excuse of collecting the Prancing Steed's share, but hed worked out aruse involving asking
after their avail able space and resources—implying but never promising that the Carters might be bringing
businesstheir way.

And I'm not precisely lying, Derian comforted himsdlf, for if the plans Mother and Father have for
expanding our business into Bright Bay come through, we will indeed need extra hands.

He ended each spid with avariation on the same theme.

"Weve heard—and in fact my mother intends to bring the matter before the guild next meeting—that
some of our foreign guests don't understand fair trade. There's one fellow—and | won't name names, just



say that he's abig man from across the water—who's been going around promising his businessto
severd stables. Theword isthat he's getting the best price he can by offering a solid commitment, but. .."

And here Derian let hisvoice drop. "The thing I've heard is that he's offered that commitment to more
than one stablel”

Eventudly, Derian got the information he needed and as he pieced together the picture his respect for
Baron Waln rose a notch.

Waln had indeed made contracts with severa stables, but never for more than two animas. In thisway
he had acquired three good horses—these trained for either riding or hauling, abrace of pack mules, and
alight wagon that converted with comparative ease to deigh runners.

Along with the last Waln had contracted for adriver, the promise being that the man would be paid for a
round trip in advance and if he proved satisfactory hed be given the wagon in the bargain.

Smart, Derian thought admiringly, for he's buying the man's loyalty as well as his services and since
Baron Endbrook doubtless plans to return to the Isles, he won't care to ship the sleigh home.

To each of these businesses—whether the owners expressed indignation or the dy satisfaction of those
who felt they had agood deal done and to perdition with anyone el se—Derian suggested that they keep
their part of the bargain and let the unnamed foreigner break the deal. Then the guild could step inand
take punitive action.

The various guilds spread their influence throughout both Hawk Haven and Bright Bay. Sincetheldes
had been until recently apart of Bright Bay, they also fell under standard guild rules and regulations. At
times of al but full-fledged war, the guilds had actudly served asaform of international government,
mai ntai ning standards between the two nations.

No one expected them to do otherwise now that the labeling on the map had changed. A carter,
therefore, could expect that a broken contract would be avenged.

Derian finished his rounds with afirm sense of pleasure at ajob well done.

Theinformation he had gathered confirmed Elise's guess that Baron Endbrook—and quite possibly Lady
Méelina—planned ajourney somewhere other than back home to the Ides. The question
remained—where?

Derian studied amenta map of the region, working out possibilities.

At thistime of year, the southern reaches of Hawk Haven—in which Port Haven itself lay—might or
might not see snow. A wagon capable of deigh conversion would be overkill—especidly since the post
road between the capital and the port boasted severa establishments where awagon could be traded for
adeighif the westher turned ugly.

In any case, Derian had dready |earned from hisfather that the diplomeatic contingent from the Ides had
arranged to hire riding horses and a baggage wagon all the way to Port Haven. Therefore, Waln wasn't
making those arrangements—not that Derian had redlly thought he was.

In the northern sections of Hawk Haven, however, as the post-riders aready reported, snowfal was
becoming regular. A deigh-convertible wagon would be agood idea, sinceit would bedifficult tosay in
what condition the roads might be.

Derian reported hisfindingsto Elise and Dog during aquiet moment at the Kestrel ball, the only one of



the numerous post-wedding festivities to which he had been invited. Thetrio had retired to aprivate
room that Doc, as aresident guest of the household, secured for them.

As Derian talked, he noticed that Elise seemed tense and unnaturdly tiff, especialy when she greeted
Doc. Inwardly he sighed, sensing yet another development in that undeclared romantic drama.

Derian finished hisreport by saying, I planto find that wagon driver if | can. Hisnameis Orin Driver,
caled Fox since hisfather has the same name but belongs to the Hummingbird Society. Fox isabit of a
scoundrel—as might be expected of someone who'd take a job which anyone could guess must be a bit
shedy. Still, | may be ableto get him atouch drunk and learn the route they're taking.”

Doc nodded his approval.

"Good. Now, | think you're right in guessing that Waln is planning on taking atrip north. If werule out a
mesting with someone in Hawk Haven, he's going either into New Kelvin or Waterland. Waterland isa
possibility, but not my favorite.”

"Why rule out Hawk Haven?" Derian asked.

"Because he could meet dmost anyone in Hawk Haven more easily and with lessfuss herein Eagle's
Nest. Theroyal wedding itself isexcuse enough for ajourney here.”

"I'll buy that," Derian said, "s0 you prefer New Kedvin."

"I do, but let'srule out Waterland first." Doc gestured asif he waswriting. "Rather like diagnosis of an
illness, don't you see? We rule out the less likely and then we have a better ideawhat is likely. Thenwe
canfind away totreat theillness.”

The knight glanced a Elise and the young woman managed atepid smile.

"Right," Doc continued. "Now, Waterland certainly seems a possibility. One, the assassins who attacked
at the first wedding were from Waterland. Two, Waterland has been—until recent events—an enemy of
Bright Bay and an dly of Hawk Haven. Itisstill unclear what new aliancesthey might find profitable. It
could be that Baron Endbrook is going there to plead his country's case.”

Elise stopped looking wan and tense long enough to protest, "But the Ides have long sheltered pirates
and privateerst Waterland wouldn't make an dliance with them!™

Doc grinned. "They would if those same pirates and privateers could be turned against Bright Bay's
shipping rather than Waterland's. Remember, Waterland traditionally chooses the course that leadsto the
greatest financid profit.”

"That istrue," she admitted, relaxing now that they were discussng internationd relations—one of her
favorite subjects.

Doc continued hisdiagnosis.

"Both of these reasons can explain why Waln might go to Waterland, but we are |eft with severd reasons
to discount them. One, as an Idander, he would probably choose to go by sea™

"Even at thistime of year?' Derian asked, with alandsman's distrust of ocean tempers.

"l think so, but,” Doc said, showing atrace uncertainty, "I could be wrong. My second reason is
stronger. What advantage would he gain in taking Lady Melinato Waterland?'



"Nonethat | can see" Elise said, "but there would be a possible advantage in ‘taking her to New Kelvin.
Sheisknown to have great interest in things sorcerous and they nearly worship the old ways.”

"Just my thought, Lady," Doc said enthusiagticaly. "Moreover, the waistcoat Baron Endbrook woreto
the wedding was made of intricatdly figured New Kelvinese slk—akind they do not usudly export but
that is sold in marketsin Dragon's Breath. | have seen the like on traders coming from New Kelvin to
wine-fests"

"That'sadim thing on which to base ajudgment,” Derian protested.

"True," Doc said, "but | do find it interesting that—as far as| can tell—Baron Endbrook is pretending
relative ignorance of New Kelvin."

"That isinteresting,” Elise mused, "and combined with hisinterest in Lady Mdina..."

"It may just mark hisdegtination,” Derian interrupted, forgetting protocol in hiseagerness. "It fitsnicely in
with the convertible wagon | mentioned earlier. New Kelvin is north and west of here. Thelikelihood of
snow will be greeter.”

"Crossing the White Water River from Hawk Haven isone way into New Kevin," Doc added. "It il
isn't precisdly smple, but there are recognized crossngs.”

"I hadn't redlized," Derian said uneasily, "that we were so vulnerable on that border.”

"Oh, werenot," Elise said digtractedly, speaking like one whose thoughts are mostly elsewhere. "The
White Water has cut deep canyons and theice is broken by rocks that make for treacherous spots that
freeze and thaw unpredictably. Still, as Sir Jared says, there are ferry points and much of our trade with
New Kelvin crosses during the winter months.”

"Thank you, mllady,” Derian said.

Hetried to sound flippant—afraid her serious mood would return—but genuine respect crept into his
voice. After dl,

Elisg'sown landswere dl the way across Hawk Haven from the White Water. Who would ever have
guessed sheldd know so much about distant lands?

Elise smiled and seemed to come back to the present moment.

"I enjoy such things, Derian. Now, | rather agree with Sir Jared that New Kelvin ssems more likely than
Waterland—especidly if Lady Mdinaisinvolved. | seem to recal my mother saying that she—L ady
Mélina—went there when she was about my age and talked about the journey for along time after.”

"A returntrip initsdf, then,” Derian said excitedly, "might be reason enough for her to link up with the
baron.”

"True" Elisesaid dowly. "Lady Mdinaand Lord Rolfston's family has never had as much money asthe
gems and fancy horses might seem to indicate. | heard rumor that the estate Jet istaking over carriesa
good deal of debt.

"But," Elise continued after amoment, "a pleasure trip would not be reason for the baron being so
secretive—unless he fears hiswife learning and socia scandd. I'm afraid | will continue to think the worst
of Lady Mdina"



Doc nodded gravely. "A wise thing to do. However, the fact that we can al think of reasonswhy Lady
Melinamight legitimately travel with Baron Endbrook, and the fact that neither New Kelvin nor the Ides
are our declared enemies..."

"Remember, the New Kelvinese got plenty pissy when we went to Bright Bay's aid againgt Stonehold,”
Derian reminded him.

"But they never declared war nor sent aid to our enemies,”" .Doc said.
"Atleadt," he added, "that | know."
He glanced at Elise as he said this and the young woman shook her head.

"No, not that | have heard either. Am | correct in thinking that you fedl, Sir Jared, that the evidence we
have to support our suspicionsis, asof yet, fairly flimsy?"

She didn't sound affronted—as she would have had the right to do, given that she was the one who had
started suspecting Baron Endbrook—merely interested.

"Not at dl, Lady Elise," Doc replied levelly, "smply that we have knowledge of Lady Mdinas character
that most do not and since we are sworn not to share that knowledge we are in something of abind.”

"l agreewith you," Elisesaid. "That'swhy | spoke with the two of you rather than my parents. My
mother may not particularly like Lady Mdina, but shethinks of her asacharlatan. Asfar as| know, my
father doesn't consider Lady Melinamuch at all—except as sister to atraitor and another failed
competitor for the throne.”

."Faint praise" Derian said, needling her deliberatdy, "for your confidants, eh?'

Elise colored and seemed for amoment the same lovely and uncomplicated girl he had mooned over for
atime the previous summer. Then acertain gravity settled on her features once more.

"| trust you," she said firmly, "both of you, like the brothers | never had. Isthat praise enough?*
Derian grinned. "Better."

"We can't stay closeted here much longer without causing comment,” Elise said. "What do we do to get
more evidence?'

"I'll dowhat | can to make acquaintances among the New Kelvinese diplomats,” Doc offered. "It isn't
easy. | know because I've dready tried—I'm honestly interested in their herb lore. Still, snce some of
their tradeis medically related, | have an excuse to keep pressing. | won't ask anything direct about this
matter, but | hopeto learn athing or two that will makeit easier for usif—Eagle spread her wings against
it—we need to cross the border after Baron Endbrook."

Cadgting a glance toward where Ninette—now fully and somewhat unhappily in her mistresss
confidence—was keeping an eye out for anyone who might chance upon them, Elise spoke:

"I've had little chance to speak with Citrine as of yet. Her mother is keeping her away from even her
usua playmateslike little Kenre Trueheart. Tomorrow night, however, thereisadinner and small dance
at the Shield/Redbriar home. I'm certain I'll be ableto talk with her there. Now, | must go."

Gifting each with asmall smile and agracious curtsy, Elise left them with such promptness that her
departure could have seemed flight.



After watching her out of Sght Doc turned to Derian.

"My cousin asked meto speak with you informally about the post he offered you for thiswinter. Hell be
heading to Kestrdl landsin afew days and hopesthat you'll accept and travel with us.”

Derian nodded. "I've been conddering it serioudy. It's certainly an attractive offer and one that would
permit me to see Firekeeper again—if she ever comes back.”

"When shedoes,” Doc said firmly. "Y ou say she promised you that she would visit you again. Surely she
would be more comfortable on the Kestrel Grant. Part of the North Woods are still wild and there would
be good hunting for Blind Seer.”

" She might not come back at al thiswinter,” Derian said.

"But the earl has offered you apost as riding ingtructor to his children and as advisor on his stable,” Doc
reminded him. "It's not makework. Duchess Kestrd | et the stable dide for atime and Norvin had other
projects with which to occupy himsdf.”

"That'strue," Derian admitted. " Otherwise he wouldn't have needed to hire mounts from my parents
when he sat out west."

"Exactly," Doc sad. "Do comeout. Y ou'll have friends there, which ismore than you can say in any of
the other places you've been offered pogs.”

Derian nodded. "And I'd see another part of the kingdom. I've only been out that way once or twice and
then usualy in the summer. We have one stable—an affiliate with ardative of my mother's—and they
don't need much managing.”

"Did you know," Doc asked with an abruptness that Derian redlized was part shyness, "that the earl has
also asked Elise to spend some time thiswinter with his household? He has two sons, both of whom are
within afew years of Elisgs age. The eder—Edlin—will be hair."

"Maichmeking?"

"l expect s0," Doc said. For thefirst timein their acquaintance, Derian saw the desperate sorrow that
underlay Doc's undeclared devotion to Elise. "It would be agood match. Their holdings are on opposite
Sdes of the kingdom, true, but that could be seen as spreading influence, rather than concentrating it in
the north."

"Has Elise accepted?’ Derian asked.
"Not yet. Nor has she declined.”
Doc's expression becamewry.

"Aswith you, Derian, the earl has hinted to Elise that her presence would be acomfort to Lady Blysse
should shereturn from the wilds."

Derian couldn't help but chuckle. "He plays people as Race plays the flute—knowing just the right stops.”

"Why then,” Jared said abruptly, "would he then also ask me to make myself free of his home thiswinter?
He's no fool—he must know that | ... care for the young woman. Nor is he cruel. Do you think he

might...."
"Hope you could win her?' Derian shrugged. "Now, that's an interesting thought.”



"Maybe," Doc added bitterly, asif the thought had just cometo him, "he uses me as bait to get her there.”

"Right now," Derian said bluntly, "your presence might not be an advantage. She seems uncertain of
hersdf."

Doc hit the table with hisfig.
"If only | had something to offer her!"
Derian thought he had nothing to say, but found his tongue working anyhow.

"I'll come out thiswinter,” he promised. "Even if Elise does not, you'll be glad for afriend and s0," he
added, knowing it wastrue, "will 1."

Jared reached out and gripped Derian's hand in wordless thanks.

"Inany case," Doc added, "other interests seem to be pressing north. Perhapsit isjust aswell that we
have an excuse to head that way, with or without the lady.”

Derian thought from the touch of desperate hopein hisfriend's eyesthat Jared Surcliffe would much
prefer "with" to "without."

When the convocation of the royal beasts reformed in the middle of the next morning, early comments
from bear and boar to the general company caused Firekeeper to think that some negotiating among
various groups had been going on.

She was certain of thiswhen the puma—who had been fervent in his avocation of her acting asthe
Beasts agent—rose languid and golden in the morning sunlight, stretched, and addressed the convocation

ingenerd.

"Thewolf pup with human form has asked most reasonably why we ourselves did not go after these
enchanted objects. | here request that honorabl e battle-bird, the raven, to speak for hiskind."

The raven flapped hiswings once, setting up a miniature storm of leaf mold and dust, then croaked:

"I speak for dl my kin on this matter—the ravens, crows, and jays. Smply put, we are clever of beak
and talon, sharp of eye, and swift of flight, but never have we possessed the means for opening locks or
of gaining access to rooms closed and barred against even human access.”

"And," squawked ajay, lest any missthe point, "it is supremdy unlikely that Queen Vaora keegps her
treasures on digplay on her dressing table—or that many windows would be conveniently openin
wintertime.”

Then the pumasaid, "But you agree that this stealing is essentia—that it must be done?”
Theraven spoke, "Again, for dl my kin, | say yes"

Next the puma put the same questions to the hawks and eagles and received asimilar reply. Then he
turned hisinquiry to the raccoons and foxes. Their reply was as the wingéd folks had been—that against
human buildings, locks and keys, even their nimble paws and legendary dyness could not avall.

The pumalicked one of hisforepawsin athoughtful manner and continued—and there was such
predatory power about him that even the largest and fiercest of the Beasts did not question his sudden



domination of the discussion.

"So we admit we have aneed and adesire, but not the meansto gain what we want. The human-shaped
walfling, though, she would not be baffled by doors and locks. Her hands are made for the undoing of
these"

Firekeeper, who had kept silent to this point as if mesmerized, now gave tongue.

"| cannot cross the oceans—nor can | wak unheeded among humans. Y ou seem to think that they are
indistinguishable from each other, but | tell you, among them | stand out as awhite crow among the
black.”

And here ahuge, knife-winged gull—abird Firekeeper was certain had not been among their company
the day before—spoke from where he squatted on arock near the puma.

"Andif | told you, Firekeeper, that no crossing of the ocean was needed? Then would you take on this
hunt?"

"I might," shereplied cautioudy, "bemoreinclined.”

"Then know that on the day when the two human kingdoms celébrated their aliance through the marriage
of their heirs—"

(Hestingly, Firekeeper redized how her experience of human culture had shaped her thoughts. Before
that time, she would have heard what the seagull said as something like "when the two riva territories
joined through the mating of their young.")

"—then did Queen Valoraleave her new capita upon afleet ship and sail to Slver Whae Cove, and
there garelongingly at Revelation Point Castle, as might ayoung gull when awhaling vessel has hauled
aongside adead deep dweller but not yet cut through the hide into the succulent flesh!

"In her arms, againgt the fullness of her bosom, she held ameta box. Never, through dl thelong vigil, did
sherdeaseit, though her husband, King Harwill, offered more than once to spare her. And when the
news was brought to her by a ship even more fleet than her own—though not constructed for sailing on
deep water..."

The pumagrowled, "Stay to the point, fish-eater.”

"She carried the box below with her,” the gull said hastily, glancing at the clawsthe tawny cat idly bared.
"Y et that very box..."

And here the gull's squawk rose with triumphant smugness. "That very box was seen by one of my
kin—seen asit was encased in alarger box of wood, well padded within, and itstrue cargo
disguised.with an abundance of dried fish. Thisbox was put upon a ship for the mainland, aship that
carried one of the queen's underlings. The underling went on to Eagle's Nest—as the humans so..."

A dry cough from the puma hdted the gull's commentary in midcry.

"The box remainsin astorehouse in Port Haven, doubtless to be caled for when the underling has built a
nest for it. So theitemswe wish rest on the mainland, little wolf, beyond our beaks and claws, but
not—we believe—beyond your fingers."

"Likely," Firekeeper protested, "this servant of Vaorawill have moved the box long before | can come
to that place. Have you forgotten that | lack wings? The journey to Port Haven—acity to which | have



never been—uwill take me hands of days.”

"We have not forgotten,” the gull said, atrace disdainfully. "And one of my kin now watchesthe place
where the box was put. She knowsthe ook of the big box, the look of the small, and the look of the man
who brought it there. If it istaken away, sheisto follow."

"And sted 7" asked the raccoon—who had been among those most adamantly against Firekeeper's
involvement in the theft.

"And gted," the gull replied, "but we fear that she will not be given the chance."

The argument that followed thisreply gave Firekeeper achance to marsha her thoughts. The task did
seem more possible now, but still she could not help but recall how she was the white crow whenin
human company. Her newly cropped hair would not help the Situation, either, for al women in both
Bright Bay and Hawk Haven wore their hair long—augmenting itslength with falls and twists of
purchased hair if needed or even resorting to wigs.

Firekegper had worn awig once—back during the days when Derian was teaching her in West
Keegp—and had found the thing smothering and given to dipping into her eyes. Surely she could not
chase after this box so encumbered.

Eventudly, with much squawking from the raven, and the intervention of the ek in asquabble threstening
violence between the raccoon and the fox, the Roya Beasts resumed their convocation.

The ek now took up the matter:

"Speed isindeed important,” he said, his voice seeming too high to emanate from his great chest, "and |
am prepared to humble mysdlf to its cause. Firekeeper, among the humans did you learn to ride their
horses?'

"Poorly," she admitted, but her admission was shaded with pride. "They feared having awolf astride their
backs so only the most mild would carry me.”

"I would more fear apumathan awolf,” the elk said thoughtfully, "if it was amatter of backs. Therefore,
mysdlf and one of my brotherswill carry you from the shores of Lake Rime northward. Much of the
journey will be through mountain lands, but we know passes and hidden valeys and can so go swiftly.”

Firekeeper did not much carefor this assumption that her participation had been agreed upon, but she
was so awed by the ek's offer that she was temporarily rendered mute.

"And," said the Mother Kestrdl, "severa of the wingéd folk—corvid kin and raptors both—will risk the
crossing of the Iron Mountains ahead of you. Wewill be your far-flung eyes and ears so that you do not
chase down this box only to learn you have been tracking echoes.”

"And wewolves" said the One Female, "will cross the mountains with you, hunting for you and breaking
trail through the snow so that you may travel with speed and safety.”

Thislast offer, though smpler than the others, made the greatest impression on Firekeeper. For al of her
life she had listened to the teaching tales of the Ones. Every spring, every winter, every autumn, every
summer therewas anew tae to caution againgt crossing the Iron Mountains and venturing into those
dangerous lands.

That dl her home pack—her mother and father and brothers and sisters—would risk that crossing to
assure her speedy journey made Firekeeper redlize how serioudy the wolves viewed this matter of



enchanted objects.

It had been on her tongue to ask what gain was there to be had for her if she did this dangerous thing.
Now she redized how human that thought was. Wolves might tear the very mesat out of apack mate's
mouth, but they did not deny the weak the bones.

Here she was thinking not like one of a pack, but like some mad creature who had forgotten that no
matter how flush was summer's hunting only the joined strength of the pack carried the wolf through the
coldest freeze.

"l 52" Firekeeper replied lightly, "that we have fine winter hunting here. | can do my part in bringing
down the game. When do we leave?’

There was no applause as there might have been in a human council when the champion took up the
gauntlet, but the stillnessthat held for along moment was as resounding.

Then the raven angled his head to look at the sun.
"We have spent the best part of the sunlight in chatter,” he said, "and the elkstravel best by day.”
"Still," the elk snorted, "we should travel whilethereislight. | say we should not wait."

In reply, Firekeeper rose and the One Female and Blind Seer rose with her. The peregrine Elation took
totheair, caling back:

" tell your pack that you come, ground runners!”

"And, too, you might find amed waiting at thisday'send trail,” the puma purred, vanishing with aflick of
histail.

The gull surged into the air with a heavy, awkward beating of hiswings, heading east—presumably to
brief the watchers asto the result of this meeting. Firekeeper hoped that Lake Rime had surrendered
severd deepy fishto hisbely.

Her own wasfeding abit empty, for she had dined early and the morning had been long; she was not
ungrateful when the bear lumbered over and thrust asticky and somewhat dirty chunk of honeycomb at
her.

She thanked the bear and turned to the ek, who wasjust finishing adightly heated discussion about best
routes with the One Femaeand ajay.

"If you go near that rock," she said to the herbivore, who looked quite enormous up close, "1 think | can
get onto your back with the least trouble for both of us.”

The elk acceded, though something about the way he shuddered his skin made Firekeeper think that he
was not nearly as relaxed about the idea of carrying her—or traveling in the company of wolves—as he
had pretended.

At firgt, they walked, each learning how to balance againgt the other. Firekeeper found that she must grip
hard with her knees and wished for something to hold on to. The elk's antlerswere well out of reach as
he leaned forward into the motion of hiswalk. She had a premonition that she would ache later and
hoped that her body wouldn't fail her.

A broad gametrail led from Lake Rime into the forested mountains, and for that day they kept to it.



Since there had been no heavy snow for some time, the elk found an easy road. He broke into a gait
smilar to a canter, an easy lope that ate the miles as did awolf'strot. Blind Seer and the One Femae
kept pace easly and Firekeeper found hersalf wondering if perhaps she could have done aswell running
on her own two feet.

She banished that thought the next day. They'd made camp at dusk, the elk finding good browsing and
the wolves dining on ayoung deer they found draped over atree branch and reeking of puma.

At dawn they set put again, and when the first elk grew tired another buck of similar magnificence met
them to accept the human burden. Firekeeper would have been more than willing to rest &t this
juncture—indeed, traveling on her own she must have done s, for the cold ground, partly frozenin
places, would have punished her bare feet to aching soreness.

Thewolves kept the pace set by the ek, jogging steadily aong, but then each of them werein fine shape.
The One Female was the best her pack had to offer—as she must be to hold her place. Blind Seer was
toned from hisjourney west with Firekeeper and still possessed ample ready fat from the easy seasons
among the humans.

As had happened so many timesin her life, Firekeeper—who had grown confident of her strength and
woodcraft while among the humans—had to reassess her abilitiesin light of those born to the Beasts with
whom she lived. Asdways, shefound hersdlf pathetically weak in comparison.

Over and over again, asthe journey stretched interminably on and she gripped the ek'sflanks with
aching legs, she reminded hersdf: They need you. Remember —they need you.

That thought was small enough comfort.

Chapter XV

Elisefelt like a perfect beast for how she had avoided Doc at the Kestrel ball, but her conversation with
Lady Aurdllawastoo fresh in her mind for her to encourage him, even to the extent of accepting adance.

Thefollowing day brought the Redbriar/Shield fete. The intricate unwritten rules of precedence had
decreed that it must be scheduled later than those events held by the Great Houses—that is, if the family
hoped for any gueststo be available to attend. Y e, the very fact that King Allister and hisfamily delayed
their departure for Silver Whae Cove to atend gave the gathering a socia importance beyond what it
would usualy command.

The cynics said that thiswas smply because King Allister wished Ruby and Opal to travel in company
with his own party and that they could hardly be expected to depart before their own family's
entertainment.

The less—or perhagps more—cynica said that this delay was King Allister'sway of acknowledging his
daughter-in-law's birth family and that acknowledgment conferred arise in gatusto a house that
was—factually assessed—neither a Great House nor alesser.

Rumor wasrife that Crown Princess Sgpphire was agitating King Tedric to make her brother Jet abaron
and confer title of "lady" upon her younger sgters.

Elise had her doubts about this last. She knew too well the rivalry between Sapphire and Jet—arivalry



that had come to a head with Sapphire's gppointment as King Tedric's heir apparent.

That Lady Meinamight be agitating the king, her uncle, or her birth daughter the crown princessto grant
thesetitles, Elise could well believe. Thus she was rather surprised, upon her arriva at the fete with her
parents, to find Lady Melinaeffacing hersdlf in favor of her handsome son.

It was Jet who stood at the door greeting his guests as they arrived, not—as any who knew her would
have expected—Lady Mdina. Nor was Lady Melinareadily evident in any of the more public rooms.

Jet reported—claiming Elise for a dance to do so—that his mother's spirit was quite broken by recent
events.

"My father's degth,” the dark-haired young gentleman said, looking sorrowful, "was agreater blow to her
than anyone imagined. Mother saysthe absence of his presenceislike having awall of the house blown
away in asudden sorm.”

Elise, who knew that Lady Mdinahad barely spoken to her husband and had frequently refused him her
bed—thislast being common gossip in thewar camp last autumn—took this piteous description with a
grain of sdt. Certainly Lady Mdinawanted everyoneto believe her in degp mourning. The question was

why?

If Lady Melinas behavior was nearly impaossible, finding an opportunity to speak with Citrine was easier
than Elise had dared hope. The eight-year-old could hardly compete for attention or dance partners with
her older Ssters and was amost patheticaly glad to have Elise visit with her.

"I wanted so much,” Citrine confided in Elise asthey took seats at alittle table off the dance floor,
shielded from notice but where they could watch the dancers, "to go to Bright Bay with my sigters, but
Mother said | wastoo young.”

"Maybe your mother needs your presence to comfort her in her loss" Elise said, curiousif Citrinewould
agree with what Jet had said.

Citrine shook her head angrily, her round eyes flooding with indignant tears.
"Mother doesn't care!"

Thelittle girl dmost sammered in her anger and frustration. Then she trembled and her fingers drifted
unconscioudly to the cognac-dark facets of the citrine imbedded in the band encircling her brow.

"Not about Father, at least,” she said more softly. "I heard her say to Nanny—I was under the bed
looking for my doll—that she was glad to have him gone.”

"Glad?' Elise blurted, horrified that an eight-year-old should overhear such things.

" She used some other word." Citrine waved this minor point asde with agesture of one plump hand.
"But from her voice| could tell shewas glad. They'd quarreled, you know, about Sapphire.”

"I'm not surprised,” Elise said. "After Sapphire lost her gemstone headpiece?!

"y egh”

Elise was tempted to press for more detail, but redlized that she would only be pumping the child for old
gossp.

"So, why do you think your mother doesn't want you near for comfort?" Elise asked, feding unpleasantly



filthy as she grubbed in what was clearly afresh wound. " Sometimeswe don't give our parents enough
credit for being weak."

If Elise hadn't been Citrine's salf-gppointed favorite cousin, thelittle girl might have merely snorted and
refused to answer. Even so, the ook of scorn Citrine turned on the older girl waswithering.

"If Mother needs me, then why is she sending me to some peoplein the eas—ypeople | don't even
know?'

"East?' Elise sad, puzzled. "Winter at the seaside?’
"Just about,” Citrine said sulkily. "And Mother won't be there and | won't know anyone.”

Elisedidn't like hersdf aniotamore for continuing to cause her little cousin pain—all the more so because
if Citrine hadn't been fond of her Elise doubted that she would have talked even this much. Plump she
might be, amere eight-year-old she might be, but Citrine shared a certain dignity with her eldest Sdter,
Sapphire, adignity that Ruby and Opal both lacked.

Therefore Elise didn't belittle Citrine by asking her if shewas sure of her facts. Nor did she offer her
platitudes. Instead she asked, with adult directness:

"Do you know why she's sending you there?”

Citrine shook her head, and for thefirst time Elise redlized that an undefined dread underlay the child's
defiance.

"No," Citrine whispered. "I don't. Ever since Sapphire stopped wearing her circlet, Mother hasn't liked to
let ustoo far away. Then dl of asudden, the day of the wedding when | was asking againif | could goto
Bright Bay with Ruby and Opal, she looked at me—right at me—and told me that no | couldn't, to stop
whining like ababy, and that | was going somewhere ese for the winter where | could do her more

good.

"That'swhat she said?" Elise asked. "Where you could do her more good?’

"That'sit,” Citrinesaid. "And | am. Y ou don't cross Mother, not when she gets that look.”

Her voice, which had risen dightly as she narrated the events of this peculiar exile, now dropped again.

"Y ou were lucky, you know, not to marry Jet." Citrine's eyesteared up suddenly. "But I'm sorry you're
not going to be my sdter after dl.”

That pitiful confesson broke Elise completely. Forgetful of her gown, forgetful of not wanting to attract
attention to thislittle conference, she gathered Citrineinto her lap and hugged her.

"You can ill bemy sgter,” shewhispered fiercdly in thelittle girl's ear, "maybe not by law, but in my
heart. | never had asister, but I'd be glad to have you."

For some reason, this set them both crying. Elise felt the rounded hardness of the gemstone fastened to
Citrine's brow pressing against her breast and resolved to someday free Citrine—just as Sapphire had
been freed—from her mother's domination.

Citriné's sudden storm of tears vanished as quickly asit had arisen and her round face was sunny.

"Thanks, Elise," shesaid. "I'm sorry | was such ababy. I've been so scared and nobody wantsto talk to
rrell



"That'swhat big Sstersarefor,” Elise assured her. "Tdking to."

"Not mine," Citrine said with characterigtic bluntness. " At least not the other ones. I'm just the baby
nuisanceto them.”

Unwilling to stir up another storm, Elise settled for hugging her.
"When do you leave for the seas de?’

"Tomorrow or the day after,” Citrinereplied. "I've only stayed this long because Mother thought | should
be seen at the party.”

Once again, thelittle girl was clearly echoing her mother'swords, but without Elise's broader knowledge
of theintrigue in which Lady Mdinamight beinvolved they did not trouble her. To Elise, however, that
"should be seen” had adigtinctly ominous ring. She put her worries from her with an effort.

"Well, then,” Elise said brightly, "you should indeed be seen. Come with me and well wash that smudge
off your nose and then well seeif we can't find apair of galant soulswho want to dance.”

Citrine glowed and put her fingers confidently in Elise's hand. Asthey went on their quest for partners,
Elisefound hersdlf wishing that she had abrother for Citrine to marry. Then she chuckled to herself:

There you go, arranging other people's livesin the same fashion you yourself have been resisting.
Maybe Citrine wouldn't want to marry your brother—if you had one—or maybe he wouldn't want
to marry her!

Stll, though she laughed the thought away, Elisefelt vagudy awkward, understanding for thefirst time
from her heart—rather than merely from lessonsin etiquette and procedure—how and why her parents
might want to arrange their only daughter'slife.

It was not comfortable to redize that their interests might be directed toward insuring Elisg'sown
happiness, rather than merely working toward their own gain. And thisredization made it even harder for
Elisetoress their desires.

With Citrinetrying hard to walk in adignified fashion besde her—but nonetheless bouncing just a
bit—Elise made her way to where two young scions of Bright Bay's nobility stood sipping punch and
studying the dancers.

"l understand,” Elise said, smiling, "that the next dance is Clover in Springtime. My cousin and | thought
you might not know it and would enjoy showing you the steps.”

Both of the young men—boysredly would be afarer term—colored while still managing to look quite
pleased.

"Wed be honored," said the elder of the two—a youth of perhaps fifteen. "We've seen it danced at afew
other eventsherein Eagles Net, but it isn't donein Bright Bay."

"Though," hisfriend said with an dmost scholarly thoughtfulness, surprising in one who couldn't be more
than thirteen, "it does resemble the dance we call Dolphin Pod—at |east in some steps and the generd
cadence of themusic.”

Conversation came easily as—after introducing themsealves—Elise and Citrine showed the young men
what they would need to know to comport themsaves with sufficient skill. WWhen the current dance ended
and the two couples proceeded out onto the floor, Elise glimpsed an expression of proud satisfaction on



her father's face before Baron Archer returned to his conversation with another of the foreign guests.

Not all our victories are won on the battlefield, Elise thought as the music began and she subtly
steered her partner through the first steps. The most important ones may be won in places like this.

Elisgs satidfaction at this thought, however, was muted by a glimpse of Lady Méelinaentering the room,
attended by asmall entourage of men—Baron Endbrook of the Ides among them. Elise concedled a
shiver, thinking that Lady Melinawas far more skilled than she at manipulating the socid battlefield and
wondering what victories the older woman might have aready achieved.

Baron Endbrook had stopped feding in the least bit nervous. Arranging for horses, driver, and wagon
had been so much like tasks he had performed dozens of times before in the course of his varied shipping
ventures that the entire realm of internationa intrigue was beginning to seem smply like another business
dedl.

Indeed, why shouldn't international politics be conducted so? Wasn't the principle much the same?
Queen Vaora, Lady Méelina, the New Kelvinese—even himsa f—each wanted something, each had
something to trade. In the end, with abit of give-and-take, atouch of compromise, everyone should be
more or less satisfied.

Even the element of secrecy wasn't unfamiliar. Too many good trades could be queered if the information
got out too soon. Mogt of the deals that had made Waln's fortune had been conducted in secret.

The day following the Redbriar/Shield fete, Baron Endbrook joined Duke Marek and his diplomatic
entourage in departing for Port Haven. Although he had not said he was leaving the mainland, it wasto
Baron Endbrook's taste that most think he was gone. In thisway he would avoid the complications of
continued socid and businessinvitations. HE'd been surprised at how eager Hawk Haven's monied
elements had been to talk the possibilities of seaborne trade. They might have been from Waterland
rather than gented, nearly landlocked Hawk Haven.

There was agood, straight road between Hawk Haven's one port and her capital city. After the ldes
diplomatic party had ridden afew hours out from the capital, Waln changed to afresh horse and picked
up his pace. He had many reasonsto get to the port before the others, and his companions—knowing
the queen's favor was upon the baron—asked no questions.

Waln'sfirgt task upon arriving in Port Haven would be to findize arrangements for Citrine Shidd's
captivity. After some rather heated argument with Lady Mdina, Waln had agreed that thelittle girl would
not be taken to the Ides—her mother had expressed reasonable enough concern regarding the
late-autumn storms,

What Lady Melinadid not know, nor did Waln fed she needed to know, was that Baron Endbrook had
never intended to take Citrine across the waters. It would actualy be more difficult to hide her on the
Idesrather than in her native land. Instead, he had arranged to stow her in an isolated tower—afailed
lighthouse in the swamps north of Port Haven near the Waterland border and more accessible from the
ocean than from the land.

The tower might havefailed as alighthouse, but it had succeeded admirably asadrop point for smuggled
goods going into Waterland across the swamps. Hawk Haven was traditionally wesk at sea, so it could
not effectively prevent traffic in those tricky waters. Waterland, in her turn, risked violation of itsdliance
with Hawk Haven if it wastoo blatant in itsfleet's attacks in the neighboring weters.



The swamps made an effective barrier by land, though when Princess Lovella had been aive, she had
trained some of her dite forcesin the area and had nearly vanquished the smugglersfor atime. But
Lovellawas dead these two or more years and no one else had cared to take up the
chalenge—especialy since the pirates scrupuloudy left Port Haven aone and concentrated their force on
Bright Bay and, when necessary, Waterland.

Therefore, the tower had become a pirate stronghold: a mainland base for those who raided the watersin
the region and a point from which they could disperse at |east some of their goods without fear of
retdiation—and without paying the high' prices charged by go-betweens ashore.

The swamp dwellers had long learned to avoid Smuggler's Light, asit had come to be caled, no matter
what they heard or saw initsvicinity, so Citrine should be quite secure.

That the smuggled goodsincluded daveswas al to Wan'staste. Should Lady Mdinabetray him, Citrine
could vanish into the Waterland markets none the wiser. That her mind might be damaged by numbing
drugs or her tongue cut to keep her from telling who she was certainly was a pity, but if her mother kept
her word, Citrinewould be sasfeasaclaminitsshell.

Baron Endbrook had made certain that Lady Melinaknew what her daughter wasrisking as an added
assurance that Citrine would indeed prove bond against her mother's treachery. He thought he owed the
little girl at least that much consideration.

Perhaps there would be some in Hawk Haven who would be surprised to learn that a respectable
merchant had contacts with pirates and smugglers, but none would be in Bright Bay. It had long been a
problem for the Bright Bay navy that some otherwise respectable Idanders worked with the
pirates—sometimes merely by hiding them, other times by shipping stolen goods under | egitimate sedl,
gtill other times by joining in the occasional sea battle on the side of the pirates.

The Idandersjustified this asinsurance againgt pirate actions directed toward their own vessels—aform
of patriotism—for it meant that the pirates chose to prey on mainlandersinstead.

In addition to arranging for Citrine'sincarceration, Baron Endbrook must aso retrieve the precious
artifacts he had stored in a secure warehouse in Port Haven. The warehouse owner's register showed
that he was holding acrate of dried fish. If he believed that there was anything more within the crate, he
had been paid to look the other way. However, if despite that payment he had looked, he would have
discovered acouple of casks of very expensive, highly tariffed wine from aland south of Stonehold. The
box with the enchanted objects was within one of these casks, hidden in a secret compartment around
which liquid doshed quite convincingly.

Waln had checked and found that each of the three artifacts was packaged separately, each so securely
that the contents did not rattle. Asthe largest of the boxes was only about the length of his shoe—though
much flatte—Waln had arranged to stow the boxesin asturdy leather bag with straps that permitted him
to carry his burden over his shoulder or across his back.

After the boxes werein his saddlebags, Wan planned to proceed north and west—roughly parald to the
swamps. There he would rendezvous with Lady Melinaand receive her securities. After these were
ddivered to their hiding placesit would be a smple enough matter to make their way into New Kelvin.

Baron Endbrook was pleased with his arrangements, very pleased. At the close of hismost recent letter
to Ordia, he had asked hiswife what colors of silk shewould like for her new gowns and which shades
she thought would best suit the girls. He himsalf would choose the colors for his son.

After dl, hisfamily must bewell attired when the queen invited them to court.



In the middle of their second day of travel Blind Seer dunk up to Firekeeper. The smal group had
paused in order to let the elk find something to drink and to enable Firekeeper to eat a quick mouthful of
cold rabbit and waxy honey.

The ferd woman was gppdled by the fashion in which the blue-eyed wolf hung his head and by the
droop of histall. For amoment she thought that the One Female must have been reprimanding him; she
saw no blood nor even adamp sdivatrail on histhick grey fur, so that guess must be wrong.

"What makes your tail droop, dear heart?' she asked, dropping to her knees beside the wolf.
"I must tell you something that makes me sorrowful,” Blind Seer replied.

Firekeeper's heart raced with fear. Surely the One Female had not forbidden him to accompany her back
into the human lands. True, he did attract attention—attention that she now understood that the Royal
Beasts had avoided for many years—but he had been seen, he was known! Concealment at this late date
would be like digging after the rabbit once it had bolted out a back tunnel from its burrow.

"Tdl" was dl she could manage to say, and her tone was unwontedly severe.

"I havelied to you, sweet Firekeeper,” the blue-eyed wolf confessed, raising his head so that their gazes
must mest.

Normdly, Firekeeper would have been horrified, for her faith in the basic honesty of wolf-kind—except
perhaps when it came to confessing where they had stashed some hoarded bit of food—was abelief so
deep that she did not even think of it asabelief but instead as Truth.

Now, however, shewas S0 relieved that he didn't plan to leave her that she laughed lightly and punched
him in the shoulder.

"Tdl me, two-tongued wonder. Tell me of thislie! Have you been too much among humans and so have
learned their ways?'

"It was awolf who taught meto lie," Blind Seer said, something in hisfolded ears and raised hackles
showing that he, too, had been shocked by thisviolation of Truth. "When first | decided to run east with
you and see what lay across the mountains, the One Mae cameto me.”

"He came?' Firekeeper said. "'l never knew!"

"He came one of those long afternoons when you beieved me adegp and you sat in the human camp
learning of their ways. Hetold me not to tell you of his coming, for he feared aweakening of your
resolution. For the same reason, none of our family came to see you off on your journey.”

"I wondered at that," Firekeeper admitted, "afterwards, but thought that the pups were so tiny that the
pack could not rangefar."

"My lie," Blind Seer continued, dragging them back to the subject with an dmost physicd effort, "made
you aliar, too, though unknowing, and will force you to continue as one al-knowing."

"For you, dear one, anything," Firekeeper promised. "Now spit out thislielest it poison you like rotted
mest unvomited.”

"Before| |eft with you for the lands east of the Iron Mountains,” Blind Seer said, "the One Mae cameto
meand told methus



" 'Son," he said, ‘when you go east, you may see those who are of Royal-kind—wingéd folk mostly, but
perhaps some others. | bind you to never speak of them to Little Two-legs. Sheistoo young and faces
too many challengesto her ideas of the world to be confronted with thisaswell. Let her believe that the
only creatures of our kind who dwell east of the Iron Mountains are those who travel with her—you and
thefacon Elation.’

"| agreed readily, nor wasit adifficult vow to keep. Even | saw few that | could feel certain were of
Royal-kind and these never spoke to me. But on the day that Sapphire and Shad were first wed and |
stood on the parapet outside our room longing to be with you and see you in your glory, agull flew up to
me

"In afew words he told me how Queen VVaoraand some of her trusted dlies waited in the bay, waited in
hope that a coup attempt would succeeded. The gull suggested that | warn you of their presence, that |
put you on your guard. When | asked how | should do thiswithout telling you how | knew—when later
you asked as you surdly must—the gull pecked me on my nose and said:

"'l suggest you claim to have scented the queen. Humans are nose-dead and the child—by which the
gull meant you—'is credul ous regarding the power of wolves." | protested, but could not think of any
better solution. Moreover, | fet | must warn you lest your desth come from my failure.”

Hefinished and his great head hung so low that it touched the ground. Firekeeper seized it and pressed it
to her heart.

"I forgive you your lie, dearest. Y ou were trapped between honorable obligations.”
Shelaughed, il light-headed from her relief.

"And | was not so credulous asthe gull believed—I smply thought you the best at scenting distant odors
of any wolf ever born."

Blind Seer shook his head from her hold and licked her cheek. They rolled together in play, asif for a
moment both were puppies again. Too soon did the One Female summon them, and Firekeeper hauled
herself onto the elk's back once more.

Her muscles seemed to ache less; however, anew uneasiness had entered her thoughts following Blind
Seer'stde. If thewolves had lied to her—even if merely by omisson—what about those other interesting
gapsin the various stories she had heard during the last few days, what about the timesthe teller had
paused and then hurried on?

Firekegper might have agreed to do as the Roya Beasts commanded her, but in the silent depths of her
heart she was uncertain. She remembered what King Tedric and King Allister had said about the risk of
war if Queen Vaorafet hersdf threatened. Firekeeper didn't know if she could face the brutdity of
another war—especialy since thistime she would know hersdlf its creator.

Caught within amesh woven of old fears and new, she was relieved when Blind Seer reminded the One
Female of her promiseto tell the story of the songbirds. Perhaps the defiant note in his request came from
smilar uneasiness or, perhaps, his conscience now clear, he smply wanted entertainment for the way.
Wheatever the reason, when the One Fema e tried to put off the tale, the blue-eyed wolf pressed.

"Y ou said we might hear, Mother."
The One Femae ran on, as mute as the day's old snow.

The dk, surprisingly, forced theissue.



"Let the little ones hear the story of the songbirds," he said, "for it isapart of our history they should
know—an ugly tale, but no less useful for that. They are your pups, o | will give you precedencein their
teaching, but if you refuse, | shdl tdl them.”

The One Female snarled so that al her fangs showed and her hackles were stiff dong her neck, but
though Firekeeper felt the ek tensefor flight, the she-wolf did not spring.

"Very wel," the One Femae conceded. "1 am fairly trapped between a swift river and araging fire. | will
teach my pups, though among our people such stories are not told to any but the Ones."

"And arethese not,” the ek said with amildness that bespoke a desire to save face for the wolf, "these
two as Ones when they venture east done? Surely they will have no pack headsto guide them. If we do
not give them wisdom, we are dooming them to failure.”

The she-wolf's hackles relaxed and her expression became thoughtful.

"I had not considered that point. To our pack, Little Two-legs has been our pup forever, but you are
right, Steady Runner. | owe these two ateaching and suspect | resst because the tale does no credit to
any of our kind."

Without further delay, the One Female began:

"Long ago, so long ago that even the fixed stars have moved since those days, the Royal Beastswerethe
rulers of this land—even into the reaches beyond the broad river to the west and to the ocean beyond it.
Through the wingéd folk and the water folk we sent out embassies to other places and were regarded as
great among the powers of the earth.

"But great powers must sometimesfight to keep their greatness and so the Royal Beasts fought. Those
wars are not part of thistae, however. Sufficeto say that because of the fighting certain of our kind
became very important—among them the raptors of the air and the hunting beasts of the land.

"Now, in those days, there were Royal-kind such as are not seen in these lands today. These were the
songbirds and the smaler game animals. Like dl others of Royal-kind, they were gifted with somewhat
greater Sze, somewhat longer lives, and occasiond magical taents.

"The hunters among the Roya Bessts considered thesefair game, fair but difficult to catch. Usudly,
hunting Cousin-kind was a better return on effort.

"But in those long-ago days, the hunting beasts of air and land became arrogant. They said to each other:
'Why should we make our meals mostly on those creatures of Cousin blood? They are smdler and less
filling. Nor does hunting them hone our skills as they must be honed for usto serve asthe warriorsfor our
land. The Roya deer, dk, rabbits, and squirrels—as well as the song and game birds—were clearly
cregted for our meals!’

"They spoke thus only to each other and soon the idea spread. At first, the songbirds and herbivores
were none the wiser—accepting their losses as part of the natural order. However, eventudly the bears
and raccoons and other such who ate both meat and plants learned of the concerted effort being made to
exclusvely hunt Roya-kind. They became uneasy, for they did not know whether they would be grouped
with the prey or the predators.

"Thus these in-betweens spoke to the herbivores and the songbirds and the game birds, and these were
horrified to learn that they were now being sought out as prey rather than falling to the hunter asin the
norma course of things. In fact, in theflurry to hunt only Royal-kind, many of the Cousinswere dain and



|eft to rot as not fine enough for Roya stomachs.
"The songhirds protested both this abuse and the waste, but to no avail.

" 'What use in asonghirds? gibed the raptors. 'What useisagrouse or rabbit? laughed the wolves and
pumeas. 'We shdl eat them and grow fat and—well—if some escape, dl for the good for that means more
interesting hunting in the future. ™

The One Femdefdl slent, using as an excuse for her slence the fact that the terrain they were
Ccrossing—a pass between two low mountains—was steep and that she and Blind Seer must bregk a
path in the snow so that the ek could follow with greater ease.

Firekeeper, however, could see the slver wolf's embarrassment at reporting this ancient folly. However,
when they were through the worst of the snow and into better land, the One Female conquered her
embarrassment and resumed:

"In time spring passed into summer and around the seasons until spring again, but this spring brought with
it hordes of insects. There werelittle ones of the air that bit noses and swarmed in eyes, there were fat
grasshoppers who stripped the land of grass and the trees of leaves.

"Needlessto say, without sufficient grazing and browsing, the deer and ek and other game animas grew
thin. Even fish became difficult to catch, for the starving herbivores had stripped the riverbanks of every
growing thing. Thus, when the rains beat down their water they flayed the soil from the banks, turning the
swiftly flowing streamsto mud torrents, and choking the creatures who lived within them.

" 'What useisasongbird? sang the few surviving songhbirds. 'What use agrouse or arabbit? And the
wolves grown lean and hungry, the pumas grooming tatty fur over jutting ribs, listened to the song and
were humbled.

"Asatoken of their change of heart—their admission of the waste and destruction they had
permitted—the Roya hunters ceased hunting the Royal songbirds and game birds and the land-bound
herbivores though they were starving for agood feed.”

Firekeeper felt as much as heard the indignant snort of the elk who carried her. The One Female must
have aswell, for she moderated her fierce enthusiasm for this particular e ement in her account.

"Yet," the One Femae went on with an unreadabl e glance toward the ek, "this admisson of wrongdoing
was not sufficient—till the hunters must be punished.

"The surviving songbirds—made fat on grasshoppers and other insects or on grass seed too small for
othersto find—guided flocks of their Cousin-folk to sheltered places where the raptors could not see
them. The rabbitsfortified their Cousins burrows with clever twisting and turning. The grouse and other
ground birds played decoy for their less clever kin—and often led the exhausted hunters on amestless
chase. The ek and deer hid their Cousin-folk in their own secret yards. So it seemed that the Royal
huntersmust al sarve.

The ek muttered, "Fair enough, for—as our senior cowstell this part of the story—we were starving
aongsde our tormentors though we were guiltless. Redlizing that the wolves and pumaswould day the
weakest and so survive while we still died, we struggled to punish those who had violated ancient custom
and brought this doom upon guilty and innocent aike."

To Firekeeper's surprise, the One Female did not growl at thisinterruption or take offense a this
criticism. Ingtead, she gave asinglelow wag of her well-furred tail in acknowledgment of the other's point



of view.
"l did say," the One Femde said, "that we hate thistae.”

The dk bugled shrilly in laughter. "But you tell it well, with only the least flavoring of self-pity. Speak on,
she-walf, you are dmost cometo an end.”

"Even the carrion vanished," the One Female continued, "gobbled up at afantastic rate by the crows and
ravens and jays, for corvid kin had sided with the seed-and bug-eating members of the wingéd folk,
turning away from those of uswho had long permitted them to share our hunting.

"The bears and raccoons and wild pigs hel ped drive us from even these poor meals—for lessrestricted in
what they could et they were stronger than we—and they stood us off when we would have sacrificed
eyes and earsto the beaks of the corvid kin in return for amouthful of rotting mest.

"And when the starving was nearly complete, when theribs of every wolf stood out like tree branchesin
winter, when the pumas lacked the strength to groom even the paws they rested their heavy heads upon,
when the foxes considered their own fleas fine dining, then an embassy came to the eaters of meat, an
embassy of those we had in our arrogance taken to be our rightful prey.

"A fat robin sat upon atree branch and whistled, 'What use a songbird? A wolf replied, 'We have
ceased to hunt the Royd Beasts. We are humbled to death. What do you want?

"'A promise,' said the robin, ‘that you will never do thisagain, that you will teach your children of your
fally."

"Thewolf, speaking for dl the hunters, said, 'We gladly give this promise. From thisday forth, no Royal
Beast will be preferred game, but will only be hunted as before—when made vulnerable by the course of
life'

"The robin bobbed acceptance, but was not yet content. ‘And we demand an gpology from dl of you for
thinking that smply because you could day our enemiesyou had earned theright to view any living thing
asyour enemy. We want an apology for the wasted lives—both kin and Cousin—that were spent in your
pride.

"Again thewolf agreed, adding, 'We have learned that it is pure madnessto kill without esting. How often
have we longed for those Cousin-kind we dew without eating. We beg forgiveness and ask to be
alowed to eat once more. If you wish, we shall forgo Royal-kind completely and dine only on Cousins!'

"Therobin sang amerry note. 'What use a hunter? We, too, are hunters—though you mocked our insect
prey as puppy game until you were starving. Even those who eet the growing things are hunters, for
without them the trees would be choked by their own saplings and the grass by its older growth. Hunt as
before, hunt warily and well—and adways eat what you kill." "

Here the One Female stopped her story and glanced at the elk. Firekeeper could tell from the set of the
wolf's ears that she was uncomfortable and her tones when she addressed the elk held traces of a puppy
whine

"Great dk," the One Female said, "this next part of the tale has always troubled me for it s;eems more a
hunter's fantasy than any possible redity.”

"Tdl the gory," commanded the ek, "asyou learned it when you rose to strength.”

Even with this assurance, the One Female seemed unhappy as she continued:



"Asmy first mate told me the tale when | had begaten al comers and become the One, at this point the
robin flew down from the tree and offered her fat breast to the fox. A deer and an elk legpt from ahigh
place, breaking their own necks and backs, and thus there was food for the wolves and pumas. Even the
timid rabbits and foolish ground birds bent head and necks to the hunters fangs. In thisway the hunters
were given strength to hunt again and returned to the chase—though never again did they turn exclusively
to Royal-kind astheir prey."

Firekeeper gasped at thisincredible conclusion to the tale. She understood why the One Female believed
it fancy, but the ek running beneath her did not gainsay the account.

"Soitistold among my people,” the ek said, "with dight variation of detail and emphasis. For we aretold
that the robin's lesson—the lesson of the songbirds—wasfor dl Roya-kind. Though our livesare
preciousto us, gtill the tradition of sacrificeisin our blood. When the hunters come, we put our young in
the center of the herd and defend them. When al must run, the weakest know that their falling back
preservesthe herd. Thistradition isnot so different than that of the hunters.”

The ek snorted and bounded over a place haf-ice, half-mud, before continuing.

"For the lesson of the songbirdsisfor usaswell. If our numbers grow too great, we will become asthe
insects that stripped the land of al growing things. Every year when the tale isrelated somelittle calf asks
why Roya-kind gave of itsdlf rather than herding forth some Cousinsto die instead—if indeed...”

Herethe ek chuckled. "If indeed that calf thinks the hunters should have been preserved at dl. And we
tell the calvesthat had we et the hunters continue to starve—or had preserved them at the cost of
Cousin-kind—then we would have shown that we had not learned the lesson so dearly taught.”

The One Femdereplied dowly, "I dmost understand.”

"Y ou understand,” the elk said, "else Little Two-legs here astride me would have died long ago. Surely
some of your own went hungry to feed her. It isnot so great a step from that sacrifice to the other.”

But the she-wolf was not certain and the ek read thisin the angle of her tail and thetilt of her ears.

"Think thisthen, slver wolf. The story beginswith the hunting beasts protecting our lands from those who
would take them from us. Many are said to have died in those battles and you have no trouble accepting
thetruth of that part of the story. How doesthat dying differ from the other?'

Blind Seer protested, "In afight the blood is hot!"

" tell you, young wolf," the ek replied, "the blood of those who gave their livesto feed the hunterswas
hot aswell, for fear makes the heart pump, even as does fury.”

They weredl slent, thinking about thisfor atime. Then the One Female said to Blind Seer:

"Now you and Little Two-legs know the story of the songbirds. May you be well served for your
curiogty.”

Firekeeper puzzled over this; then at last she asked:

"But, Mother, what happened to the songbirds? According to thistae, they lived and even prospered,
yet | have never seen aRoyal robin or other singer. Royal rabbits and such are smply joking excuses for

failed hunting. Many times have | heard apack mate swear, That one must have been Royd, eseit
could not have escaped me." ™



The One Femae sighed, "We live in borderlands, upon the fringes of which those battles so long ago
were fought. No one seesthe smaller beasts here, but it is said that they can gtill be found in the deeper
lands, farther from the ocean, nearer to the great wideriver."

"My people,” the ek added unexpectedly, "say that the songbirds|eft thisland for it had been made
sorrowful by memory of the carnage. Hying far away, they found new nesting lands where they never
again had to fear abreaking of the truce. In the londliest part of winter, our young bulls bellow long, low
songs describing idands full of Snging birds whose every note s ripe with wisdom.”

"Who knowswhich isthe truth?' the One Femde sad.

"Maybe will learn the truth someday,” Firekeeper said, “for it isin my thoughtsthat | shal travel far
before | dig aden for mysdlf."

"Comeand tell ustaesof your journeying,” the ek requested atrace wistfully.
"Weghdl."

And that promise came from Blind Seer.

Chapter XVI

King Allister and his party began their return journey to Silver Whae Cove on the fourteenth day of Boar
Moon. Without Sapphire and Shad dispensing cheer among their fellow travelers, the group seemed
much smaller, dthough in fact it waslarger by the addition of four young ladies and their various
attendants.

The young ladies were Deste and Nydia Trueheart, the daughters of Lady Zorana Archer and Lord
Aksd Trueheart, and Ruby and Opd Shield, daughters of Lady Melina Shield and the late Lord Rolfston
Redbriar. In point of fact and order, only the latter two had been specificaly invited, but when Lady
Zorana—aforceful woman not above trading on her close kinship to King Tedric to get what she
wanted—chose to assume that her daughters were included in the invitation, King Allister had accepted
them without protest.

Pearl's reminder of the son Zorana had so recently lost certainly played a part in softening the king's
heart. He hoped that Pearl wouldn't regret her sympathy, for managing the young ladieswould fal much
into her sphere.

Alligter had narrowly escaped taking along a handful of other young people—scions of various Grest
Houses—but had been saved from thisinflux by arumor which suggested that the girls were not so much
guests as hostages for the safety and good treatment of Prince Shad in his new home.

Thiswasridiculous, but asthe rumor served Allister, he didn't particularly mind. In fact, the gigglesand
gossip coming from the carriages had been a nice balance to the emptiness he felt when they took their
departure, leaving Shad behind in Eagle's Nest.

The odd thing was that thiswas hardly thefirst time that Shad had been away from hisfamily. Indeed,
over the past severa years Shad had served in Bright Bay's navy and, had the ancestors not chosen to
make Alligter king, Shad would have spent the greater part of the next severd years—if not decades—at
Sea, coming home at last to whatever estate was hisinheritance.



But thistime, Allister thought, Shad is going from us not merely into unfamiliar waters, but into a
way of life none of us can imagine. Now he must learn to reign—not simply to command—and he
must learn to be a married man, not smply a promising youth. | wonder if I'm feeling the first
touch of old age's frost.

Alligter laughed a theidea. In truth, he had rarely felt more dive or more anticipation for what the future
would bring. Thetrip to Hawk Haven had solidified hisrelations with some of those members of his court
about whom he had felt uncertain. In an unfamiliar place, surrounded by people for whom strange
customs and accents were familiar, the guests from Bright Bay had formed atenuous bond that their king
looked forward to twisting into a stronger rope.

Allister was not so naive asto think that the trip had been enough to win over those who wereinclined to
be his enemies—not in the least—but he was certain that he had progressed in forming aliances with
those whose fedings were more neutrd.

Reports from the two regents he had Ieft governing in his stead at the capital were promising. Grand
Duchess Seastar was taking advantage of his absence to promote her sons, but not to the point of
encouraging treason. Mostly she seemed interested in having Culver made an admird and Dillon being
promoted to some important but not too onerous position at court.

Earle Oyster, who had taken charge over investigating the assassination attempt in the alosence of both
the king and Whyte Stedl, reported (in cipher!) that she had run into nothing but dead ends. She
apologized to her brother-in-law for her failure and begged his permission to continue. As of yet,
Opulence Rosen was not agitating to return home to Waterland and she still hoped to learn something
from him or his correspondence.

Let her keep trying, Allister thought. There is nothing to be lost by appearing firm, but | suspect
that the Opulence knows no more than anyone else and that no one will be foolish enough to write
anything incriminating.

Redlly, given that no oneirreplaceable had been killed and that Shad and Sapphire had become heroesin
the eyes of the public, Allister could amost be grateful to whoever had attempted the assassination. It
didn't hurt to have one's heirs popular with those who would be ruled by them. Not only did their
popularity solidify the future, but it strengthened the present reign as well—at least until the heirs apparent
grew ambitiousfor the throne. Shad and Sapphire would have plenty to keep them busy, so that they
should not bein ahurry for more respongibility.

King Allister chuckled softly to himsdf, thinking that had not there been so much blood and theinjuriesto
both Shad and Sapphire and the dain guards, his palitica adversaries might have thought the entire thing
aput-up job on the part of the king. All the tales being told and ballads being sung would nicely keep
both Shad and Sgpphire vivid in the public imagination, even when their duties carried them off into
Hawk Haven.

Some of the king's cheery mood left him as he thought of the guards who had died, those men in their
shining dress armor, so proud to have been chosen to attend upon the royd family. Deeth in the line of
duty had been common enough of late—King Allister's War had seen to that—but even so the king
should invent some posthumous award to recognize this particular sacrifice on this unusua battlefield.

Such an award would provide incentive to those guards who—as they had every day since the

assass nation attempt—continued to put themsel ves between their king and possible disaster. Since
Allister had refused to be locked in acarriage, fedling that thiswould smply mean that their undeclared
enemy had won asmadller victory, the guards had adifficult task indeed. Still, aking who hid in fear soon



becamenoking a al.

Allister nudged Hot Toddy with his heels and the sorrel trotted up toward the middle of the line, where
Queen Pearl rodein acarriage with her ladies. On the way, he passed Nydia Trueheart—now her
family's heir gpparent—and Prince Tavisriding Side by side, engrossed in acompetition to discover who
could recite from memory more lines out of the canon of some New Kelvinese poet.

The rhythmic syllables—never mind that they werein alanguage Allister didn't understand—provided a
completely nonmartial counterpoint to the thudding of horse hooves on the dirt road and jingling of
harness|eathers.

Life seemed very pleasant indeed. Even the weather changing to rain the next day, transforming the roads
to mud couldn't dter Allister's sense of deep contentment. The weddings were over, the coronation
concluded. Now he could get onto challenges he understood without ceremony to fetter his energy.

Swinging down from the saddle, Allister hummed softly as he helped shove yet another wagon out of a
patch of sticky mud. Discovering Tavis behind him, placing his own shoulder againgt the wagon'sside
while dtill reciting poetry to alaughing Nydia, only added to the music in the king's heart.

On the day following King Allister's departure, in those dusky momentsthat are neither evening nor yet
night, that time when stars can be seen but the sky itself is bluish rather than black, a curious thing might
have been glimpsed in the semi-wild gardens back of Eagles Nest Cadtle,

A figure, dim and graceful, so soundlessthat it might have been taken for a shadow had there been
anything present to cast such a shadow, mounted thewall that separated the wilder gardens from the
exquisitey tended oneswithin.

In the days when Eagle's Nest had been merely the name for a castle, rather than that of the town
Sprawled about the castl€'s feet, the dwellersin the castle had claimed for themsalves not only the
gardens within the walls, but the space surrounding those walls.

Asthe castleitsaf sood on a high bluff overlooking the Flin River, and asthe owners of the castle were
both martial and magica in nature, no one felt inclined to protest. Even years later, when the castle had
been captured by she who would become known as Queen Zoranathe Grest, the claim on the
surrounding lands had been maintained.

In more recent years, indeed, since the reign of King Tedric (long though that had been), the city had
grown up closeto the eastern walls of the castle. A wide, open field was still maintained there, but it was
used often as a gathering place when the king addressed his people or as an arenafor public spectacles
such ascircuses, tilting matches, and important executions.

The areawest of the castle, however—the high ground aong the bluff—had remained in the keeping of
the castle. No herds or flocks were grazed there, excepting afew dairy cows and goats kept for the
convenience of the castle's occupants. No crops were grown there—even the castl€'s kitchen gardens
werewithinthewadls.

Sometimes smd| parties hunted in thiswilder zone—moastly with hawks, for larger game found itsway
onto the bluff only rarely now that the surrounding regions were so well farmed and tended. Modtly it was
left to itsalf but for occasiona ingpections by intelligent and sharp-eyed soldiers who came to cut back
trees that might be felled to bridge the ravines that separated the bluff from the lower lands.

Y et it was from thiswild garden that the shadowy figure emerged. Nor did the stone wall—quite high and



topped with iron spikes—give it pause. It dipped between the spikes and dropped lightly to the ground.
Moments later, had any been listening, they would have heard the thunk of abolt being shot back, afaint
squesk asthe hinges of alittle-used gate swung open.

Now a second shadow, more massy than thefirst but lower to the ground, joined thefirst. After it had
passed in, the gate was closed and, if ears could be believed, the bolt did home.

The shadows were lost in the gathering darkness.

Firekeeper had been puzzled about where to go when she returned to Eagle's Nest—for Eagle's Nest
was where she hoped to find friends to help her in the duty imposed on her by the Royal Beadts.

Wolf-like, she wanted the support of apack, but that was not her only reason for coming here first rather
than hurrying down to the warehouse in Port Haven where the enchanted objects might still be found.
Firekeeper knew too well her weakness regarding human ways and means. If she wasto be better than a
raccoon or fox at thistheft, she needed human knowledge.

Although she had lived in Eagles Nest for sometime, Firekeeper knew little of the city. At King Tedric's
request, she had resided at the castle and had been glad enough for the invitation to do so. The city
contained more humans than her mind had been prepared to accept. In the castle's grounds, amid its
smaller population, she could adjust to the idea that she was not the only human on the earth.

So to the castle she had returned, making her way with ease across ravines that would have barred
armies—partly because no one sought to actively prevent her, partly because she could find footholds
and handholds where most could not.

Blind Seer had experienced some difficulty in the climb, but Firekeeper had anticipated this. A farmhouse
had provided acail of light but strong rope. Now understanding something of human customs of
payment, Firekeeper had |eft atrio of freshly killed rabbitsin its stead. Thisrope, knotted into arough
harness, had provided the meansfor hauling the wolf across the deepest divides.

But Blind Seer, too, had learned something in his journeys. Climbing up the Barren River Canyon had
given him perfect skill in judging just how far he might jump, just how high he could leap. Thus, they only
needed to resort to the harness afew times.

Once within the castle grounds, Firekeegper made not for the towering fortressin which the king resided,
but for the low-walled kitchen gardens. Asthese walls were meant mostly to hide the mundane herb and
vegetable gardens from the sight of those who would walk among the roses or through the intricate knot
gardens, their gates were not |ocked.

Firekeeper knew the kitchen gardens well—having frequented them the summer before King Allister's
War—and now she made her way through the mazes of walls and buildings to where asmdl cottage
nestled among gnarled fruit trees. These were bare now, picked clean of even the withered leavings of
the harvest, but Firekeeper had seen them bent beneath their bounty and welcomed them like old friends.

Most of the cottage's windows were shuttered against the cold, but asmall one near the front door
remained open, though curtains were drawn againgt the glass within. Through this trand ucent aperture,
Firekeeper glimpsed the warm reddish light of afire not yet banked to coas.

Shelifted the knocker—a clever thing shaped like a hummingbird nestled in a flower—and rapped
severd times, enjoying the sound asthe bird fell against the wide-spread petals of the bronze blossom.



Her sharp hearing caught the sound of achair being pushed back from atable, the sound of footsteps
assisted by a cane. Then she saw the curtain pushed back from the window as the occupant sought to
see who waited without. Some bit of mischief made her stand away from the window, but the door was
opened nonethel ess and a strong though aged voice began:

"Robyn! How many timeshavel told you..."

The remonstrance, delivered with firmness but not anger, cut off in midphrase. The cottage's occupant, a
rather bent woman with aface like awithered apple haoed in wispy white hair, said instead:

"Dan... Firekegper! Out in the cold and snow, and with bare feet and head! Comein, child, and warm
yoursdf by thefire.

Firekeeper obeyed, for though there had been little snow since she left the mountains, the stone flags of
the path were likeice. The air temperature without was not unbearable for one who had been climbing
walls and thelike, but it was brisk when one stopped.

Blind Seer paused at the threshold asif uncertain that the invitation included him, but the old woman
waved himinaswell.

"Comein, comein!" she said to the wolf, glancing up and around and into the tree branches, "and the
fdcon, too, if she'swith you.”

"Elaionisnot," Firekeeper said. "She has goneto look about, maybe for Derian.”

"Shell find him at his parents house, | believe," the old woman said, leading them into the cottage's
central room and clearing her dinner dishes from atable by thefire as she continued, " Though not for
much longer. Derian takes service with Earl Kestrel thiswinter, teaching riding and hel ping assessthe
debles.”

"Y ou have seen him?' Firekeeper asked.

"Hevisted, dearie," camethe reply asthe old woman moved the teapot over thefireto hedt, "afew days
after the wedding. Timin had some small business with Prancing Steed Stables and Derian choseto run
theerrand.”

Sheturned and held open her arms.
"Now givethisold lady ahug and tell her where you have been and what you've been up to."

Gladly, Firekeeper hugged her. Holly Gardener had become her friend at atime when the feral woman
knew few she trusted to value her for hersdlf, rather than out of any hope of persond gain. Holly was no
noblewoman; her family's place as the castle's gardeners was secure. Thus she had accepted Firekeeper
samply asagirl who wanted to learn gardening.

The former head gardener for the castle, Holly had retired some years before, passing the job on to her
son, Timin. Both mother and son possessed the Green Thumb, atalent that assured that these walled
gardenswould produce more and better fruit and flowers than could be expected under even the best of
ordinary care.

From Holly, Firekeeper had learned something of the mysteriesinvolved in growing rather than hunting
onésfood, and familiarity had not diminished the high respect she felt for the old woman's knowledge.

Once she had released Holly from an enthusiastic embrace, Firekeeper nestled on the hearth rug and



leaned back againgt Blind Seer, who lay watching the flames through dit eyes.

"l been up to mountainswest,” she said in answer to Holly's question. As she framed the sentence, she
was vagudy aware that her grammar had suffered from disuse.

"So Derian told me," Holly replied. "He said that your folks needed you."

Firekeeper smiled, pleased at how Derian had related what to most would be rather odd information.
"They did," shesad.

"And arethey wel?"

"All well enough.” Firekeeper couldn't talk about the council of the Roya Beadts, but she saw no reason
for not talking about her own pack. "One new pup not lived through spring—fd | into runoff creek and
drowned. Another pup died infal when it not see an angry snake, but other young are well. The Whiner
isno longer scrawny, but growsinto afine she-wolf."

Blind Seer thumped histail in agreement. Hed been completely surprised by the improvement in his
younger sister. When they'd I eft, it had been anyone's bet whether the yearling would make it through
another summer.

"One other—BIlind Seer's older brother by one litter—has come back from travels, but should go out
again. The pack is strong and Mother saysthat no pupsthis year to raise the little ones stronger.”

Hally, accustomed to Firekeeper's somewhat peculiar sentence structure—and probably the only person
to whom Firekeeper had talked about the family she had | eft behind—followed thisfairly well.

"Y ou look well, too, dearie,” Holly said. "Was your family proud of you?'
"Very," Firekegper said atrace complacently.

Holly handed the wolf-woman a cup of rose-hip tea and took another for herself.
"And now?"

Firekeeper reflected that when she desired to do so Holly could go after information asif she were
digging for potatoes—directly, but without abruise or scrape left in passing. It was adifferent form of
tact than the misdirection common in the court, and the wolf-woman rather liked it.

"Now," Firekeeper said, "1 find Derian. Y ou say he go to Earl Kestrel thiswinter?!
"That'swhat hetold me."

Firekeeper frowned. Elation was actualy not seeking Derian—she was trying to find out whether the
stolen artifacts were till warehoused in Port Haven. If they were, having Derian scheduled to go west
and north to Norwood lands, rather than east and south to the coastal city, would be difficult.

She shrugged the thought away. There was nothing she could do to change that now.

"l find Derian," the wolf-woman repested, "but | have problemin that | not know how to find Derian and
| think that Blind Seer not be welcomein the city.”

"True," Holly replied, adding adollop more honey to her tea. "Honestly, child, you wouldn't be very
welcome either. Have you taken alook at yoursdlf?'



"Not but in water," Firekeeper admitted, "and then not long or hard.”
"| thought not,” Holly tutted. "Y oure amess.”

Firekeeper was indignant.

"l washed!"

"I'm sureyou did," Holly agreed, "but dipping into a stream here and there, and scrubbing off the worst of
the mess does not a proper grooming make."

"She'sright,” Blind Seer commented. "Now that | see you in human company, you look positively
molting."

Firekeeper hit him, but the wolf continued to snigger.

Holly accepted thisincomprehens ble act on the young woman's part with the calm of one who had seen
the like before.

"Happily," the old woman continued, "this cottage has some amenities. | indsted on them when | gave
Timin the Head Gardener's house."

"Amenities?' Firekeeper asked.

"Inthiscase" Holly replied, "that means atin tub, akettle big enough to heat water in, and plenty of
soap. Hop to and well get you set. Y ou can wear one of my dresses, and I'll seeif anything can be done
about those |eathers. If you're good and quick, | believe thereis an apple pie somewhere about and
some mutton stew.”

Firekeeper sghed. A hot bath would fedl good, but somehow shefelt asif shewould be washing off
more than trave dirt in the water. Still, Holly was right. She couldn't stay as she was and not cause
embarrassment or worse for her human friends.

Jumping to her feet, she went to pump water into the kettle.

Firekeeper dept on the hearth rug in front of the fire and had to admit—even if only to herself—that the
blanket Holly gave her to put over hersdlf felt good.

When morning came, Holly offered her use of one of Holly's own gardening dresses.

"Itisn't very big," she admitted, "but then neither are you, though | think you've grown since | saw you
lest."

Firekeeper, her mouth full of bread and honey, nodded. She knew she had, mostly from needing to have
her clothing atered.

"My other clothes?' she asked.
"I haven't had achanceto seeif | can get them cleaned and mended.”

There was a stubbornnessin the old lady's expression that made Firekeeper think that she wasn't likely to
see that particular set of vest and breeches again. She accepted the use of a dress—arather shapeless
smock of brown homespun that hung to midcaf on he—but none of Holly's shoes would come closeto



fitting the wolf-womean.
"That fine," Firekeeper said. "1 have gone without for long.”

After Firekeeper was dressed and fed, and Holly had given up on trying to make some order out of her
knife-cut hair, they headed for town.

"l do wish you'd wear abonnet,” Holly sighed, but Firekeeper flatly refused. She was beginning to think
that hats—Ilike shoes—probably had their place, but she couldn't see how this was one of them.

Holly had come up with asimple solution to the problem of Blind Seer.

"Put himon aleash,” shesaid. "l il find it astonishing what people will accept if they think it isunder
control."

Firekeeper took the old woman's advice. While Blind Seer wasn't absolutely thrilled with the collar and
leash they rigged for him, he was willing to accept the arrangement.

The gardens were nearly empty when they crossed to the unobtrusive gate used by the staff. There was
no need, now that the hard frost had killed most of the annuals, for the garden staff to get out early to
tend to anything.

The guard a the gate started from drowsy contemplation of the steam rising from his mug of teawhen he
saw the two women and the wolf approaching.

"Good morning, Goody Holly!" he said, doing his best to hide his surprise. "And good morning, Lady
Blyse"

Firekeeper nodded gravely. She knew the man dightly—he had been among those who had fought in
King Alliger'sWar.

"Good morning, Rush,” she said. "Isyour leg better?"
"Healing, heding," hereplied, obvioudy pleased that she had remembered. "And your injuries?’
"All wel," shesaid.

Holly snorted at this. The evening before, when bathing Firekeeper, she had said agreat deal about
people who would let a"mere dip of agirl go running about with scarslike that hardly mended.”

Firekeeper had let the criticism pass. She took a curious pleasure in the way the old lady fussed over
her—perhaps because dl Holly could do wasfuss. It might have been different if Holly had possessed
the power to stop Firekeeper from doing what she wished.

Rush didn't ask any questions, having become, like most of those who served with King Tedric'sforces,
accustomed to the wolf-woman's odd comings and goings. Giving the trio a hearty wish for agood day,
he sent them on.

"And," Holly said as soon as they were descending the road from the castle, "hell be telling what he saw
to the next person who uses the gate—if he doesn't abandon his post to pass on the word. | hope you
had no reason for wanting your coming kept secret.”

"None," Firekeeper said.

She didn't fed much like talking. Although she had grown more accustomed to human cities and towns,



Eagle's Nest remained the largest she had visited. The towering two- and three-story buildings made her
fed shut in. The Streetsthronged—at |east to her way of thinking—with foot traffic filled her with adesire
to bolt.

Blind Seer didn't like it any better than she did and hung closeto her sde, growling or whimpering
occasiond rude comments.

Holly guided them through streets too narrow for any but foot traffic—knowing that Blind Seer would
cause the most panic if he was encountered by horses or oxen. Firekeeper thought that the old gardener
was enjoying this smd| adventure quite abit. Even though Holly leaned heavily on her cane, her steps
were steady and brisk.

When they reached the corner on which the Carter family's house stood, Holly had Firekeeper and Blind
Seer wait in an dley aong the back of the gardens while she went and rang the bell.

"Derian might not bein,” she explained, "and there's no need to cause afuss.”

Firekeeper hunkered down and waited, her head againgt Blind Seer's flank. From the other side of the
white-painted fence she could hear chickens fussing. Doubtless they'd somehow become aware of the
wolf and were just smart enough to be afraid.

"They probably think you the biggest fox ever," she said, trying to lighten both of their moods.
Blind Seer, who had dined lightly on the remnants of the mutton stew, only growled.
Derian'sfamiliar voice caled out from the back door of the house.

"Comeonin, youtwo!" he said. "We've warned the cat and the cook."

They emerged from the aley to find Derian unlatching the Sde gate, awelcoming grin lighting hisface. He
was dressed in working clothes: rough trousers, asmock, and scuffed boots—all smelling strongly of
horse. Hisred hair was drawn back with aleather thong rather than the black ribbon he had worn at
court. All indl, hewasacomforting Sght.

Firekeeper saw Derian's grin broaden at her attire. Then he frowned dightly ashelooked &t her hair.
"Y ou've chopped off your hair again,” he said sternly.
"Hadto," shereplied. "It got in my eyes."

"And just when | had you passing in company,” he said, but there was laughter in hisvoice. "Comeinside.
| want you to meet my mother and my sister. Father and Brock have aready gone to the stables, but |
stayed hereto help old Toad with shifting some timber.”

"Good thing," Firekeeper said.

She felt suddenly shy. Derian had told her about both Vernitaand Damita, speaking of them with great
fondness. For amoment, she wished she had done as Holly wished and found more suitable attire. Then
she gtraightened and followed Derian into the house.

They entered through abroad, bright room smelling of bread. She remembered how Holly'sloaf had
been brought to her by her grandson, Robyn, and the numerous busy bakeries they had passed on their
way through town. It seemed to her that Derian'sfamily must befairly well off if they possessed their own
ovens.



A stout woman with greying brown hair, her blue-flowered dress covered by afull apron, curtsied stiffly
asthey came through.

"Cook," Derian said with easy courtesy, "thisismy friend, Blysse Norwood. Firekeeper, thisis Evie, our
cook and housekeeper—our family's Steward Silver.”

Firekeeper, who greatly respected Steward Silver, gave Evie Cook adeep curtsy. Cook suddenly
dimpled.

"Peasad to meet you, Lady Blyse."

They passed through the kitchen to afront room that nearly matched the kitchenin sze. A long table
stood at one end; comfortable chairs were clustered at the other. A fire burned merrily in atall stone
fireplace, adding itslight to what poured through a multipaned window that looked out into the street.

A tdl, degantly graceful woman rose asthey camein, gesturing for the girl next to her to do the same.
Both mother and daughter shared Derian'sred hair. Vernitas showed some threads of slver, but
Damita's was as bright as polished copper. The three woman curtsied dl a once and somehow this
broke the solemn mood.

Vernitasmiled at Firekeeper.

"Weve heard much about you, Lady Blysse. Please, make yourself comfortable.”
Damita, her gaze on Blind Seer—though in fascination rather than fear—nodded.
"| about you too," Firekeeper managed.

Holly, seated in achair near the hearth, chuckled.

"Our girl hereian't at her best for talking until she getsto know you," she explained. "I recal when she
firgt started haunting my gardens. Sheld climb up on the wall and stare down a my digging, looking for al
the world like an oversized cat."

Firekeeper, remembering from some vague lesson in etiquette that the otherswould not sit unless she did
so firdt, plopped down near Hally's fet.

Damitas eyes widened. Firekeeper saw Vernitanudge her daughter covertly, so covertly that the
wolf-woman probably wouldn't have even noticed if she hadn't been on the receiving end of smilar
nudges so many times.

"May | offer you refreshment, Lady Blysse?' Damita said quickly, red flooding her cheeks.
"Am thirsty," Firekeeper replied, "and, please, am Firekeeper to Derian's family—not Lady Blysse."

Damita smiled and headed into the kitchen, emerging again so quickly with atray of tea, cookies, and
diced bread that Evie Cook must have had it ready and waiting.

Passing out refreshments took the rest of the awkwardness from the meeting, especially after Firekeeper
had fed Blind Seer severd dices of bread.

"He'sso dainty!" Damitaexclamed.

"Sometimes,” Firekeeper agreed.



"Y ou wouldn't think so," Derian laughed, "if you'd ever seen him go after ahunk of raw mesat. Hard to
say who was doppier when | met them—BIlind Seer or Firekeeper."

Vernitagave her son adisapproving glance, so Firekeeper came to the rescue.
"Istrue," she admitted. " Derian have much trouble with me."

They chatted until the teaand cookies were gone; then Holly said that she redlly must return to the castle.
Firekeeper turned then to Derian and—under the cover of Vernitas polite parting requests that Holly feel
freeto vigt again and Holly's return invitation for mother and daughter to call on her at the castle
gardens—spoke urgently:

"Canwetak?'

Derian nodded, looking quite serious.

"I havethingsto tell you, too. Why don't we walk Holly back to the castle and then find some privacy?"
"Blind Sexr?'

Derian shrugged. "The leash isagood idea. Anyhow, it's about time the people of thiscity got used to
him. You are

Earl Kestrel's adopted daughter, and that gives you some privileges.”

Firekeeper took the young man'sword for it. After taking their leave of Derian's mother and sister, and
complimenting Evie Cook on her excellent cookies, the three humans and the wolf made their way back
up toward the castle. The streets were more crowded now and Holly moved more dowly asthey
mounted the hill to the cadtle.

Derian frowned, snapped hisfingers, and then signaed to ayouth pulling alight cart. Apparently, it had
until recently held aload of root vegetables, for their earthy smell—and a dusting of dry soil—remained.

"Want to earn abit extrathismorning?' Derian asked the youth.

The youth—yprobably about thirteen, but well muscled—nodded, tow-colored hair shaking into his eyes
from aloosdly tied queue.

"If thework is honet."
"Givethe grandmother here alift to the castlein your cart. I'll help pull if the weight'stoo much for you."

Theyouth bridled. "I hauled thisfull of carrots and taters this morning two loads aready. She doesn't
look asif sheweighs morethan abird. | can haul her, the chit, and her dog without your help.”

"Easy, brother,” Derian said, lgpsing into an accent Smilar to the young man's. "1 wasn't faulting you.
Here'saKestrel token. Make the ride smooth and you'll have another.”

The bargain was struck, though Holly protested that she didn't need aride. Derian only shook his head
and helped her into the cart, spreading abit of sacking for her to St upon.

"Y ou've dressed and fed the earl's daughter,” he said. "He'd beat meif | didn't take care of you."

Firekeeper redlized that this was meant as much as abrag for the listening youth as to reassure Holly, and
swalowed asmile. Apparently, Derian had not liked hearing hersalf described asa " chit” and had



decided to give the youth something to think about.

They saw Holly to the castle gate, but didn't pass through themsel ves lest someone delay them. Theold
gardener gave them each akiss on the cheek and made them promiseto vist again before they Ieft the

city.
The youth with the cart had pulled hard and well, refusing help even on the steepest parts of theroad. As
Derian gave the boy the rest of his pay, he added:

"And if you're looking for more work, stop out at Prancing Steed Stables and ask for Colby. Tell him
Derian referred you and will tetify that you're ahard worker."

The youth bobbed respectful thanks—though without atrace of groveling—and hurried down the road.

Firekeeper, Derian, and Blind Seer veered off the road short of the city and headed toward the banks of
the Flin. Upstream of the city, the river's waters ran sweet and clear. Theroya family owned the land and
kept it open for reasons of defense, but as the castle had not been besieged since the time of Queen
Zoranathe Grest the broad strip of river meadow had effectively become a public park.

Given the briskness of the late-autumn morning, Derian, Firekeeper, and Blind Seer had the broad strip
to themsalves. Market day had passed, so even the merchants who paid asmall fee to camp along the
river were not abouit.

Blind Seer cut loose from the two humans amost as soon asthey were off the road.
"Rabbits?' Derian asked.

"And maybe just too many people,” Firekeeper said. "He no like the leash, even though | promise not to
hold him if hewant to fight.”

"Good thing that the people who were staring at you on the streets didn't know that,” Derian commented
dryly. "Now, who firg?"

"My newsiseasy," Firekeeper shrugged, "to tel if not to do.”
lld.]?l
"They cal me because they hear of the magica objects" Firekeeper replied.

"From watching the battle," she added, seeing Derian's expression of surprise, "the ravens and
crows—not wolves."

Derian nodded dowly. He knew Elation. It wasn't too great alegp for him to imagine crows and ravens
of amilarilk.

"And," Firekeeper continued, "they not like having those objects out and want meto sted them. They not
understand how this not be easy, even with the objects not onthe ldes.”

"Not?" Derian said, hisbrain whirling at the implications of wolves and crows and ravens meeting to
discuss what and what not humans should be permitted to do. He seized on something he thought he did
understand. "Back up alittle. The magicd artifacts are not with Queen Vaoraon the Ides?!

"They not."

"But..."



"Waitand | tel.”

Firekeeper told Derian what the gull had reported to the conclave of the Royal Beasts. Thetelling took a
while, for she had to keep stopping to clarify whenever Derian's puzzled expression told her that she had
skipped too much—usualy some gpparently minor point she took for granted because of her upbringing.

By the time shefinished she had afedling that Derian now knew—or could deduce—more about the
inquisitiveness of the Roya Beasts than perhaps those creatures would think was wise.

Derian, however, ignored that aspect of her story, worried about amore immediate problem.

"Damn, Firekeeper! What you just told mefitsal too well with what 1've been waiting to tdl you," he
sad.

Pacing back and forth over the stubble, Firekeeper listened as Derian told her how Elise suspected that
Lady Mdinawasintriguing with Baron Endbrook, how Baron Endbrook had made arrangementsto
travel by land—and their suspicionsthat the pair intended to go into New Kelvin.

"Doc thought that what connected the two might be magic,” Derian said. "I wondered, but now I'm sure
he was right. They're going to do something with those cursed magica objects.”

He kicked hard at awater-polished branch. Firekeeper had heard enough campfire tales by now to have
anideaof thehorrors her friend might be imagining.

"Elation go to Port Haven," Firekeeper offered in an effort to relieve Derian'sworries, "to seeif objects
dill there”

"I'll bet they're not," Derian said, driving hisfist into his pam. "Baron Endbrook |eft Eagle's Nest severd
days ago—early the morning after Lady Mdinas party. | was ableto learn that he/d made arrangements
to trade horses at post-houses dong the way, so if he'swilling to have a punishing ride, he could be
collecting the artifacts even now."

Firekeeper frowned. "If he does, there will be awatcher to follow him, but awatcher isnot athief.”

"And," Derian added, "if the watcher doesn't have anyoneto relay information to, then no one will know
just where Baron Endbrook has gone."

"True," Firekeeper admitted. There were shortcomings to the surveillance net set up by the Royal
Beasts—largely created by the fact that it had been put together to collect information, but not to enable
anyoneto act onit.

"If only," Derian said, "you knew how to write and had sent Elation ahead with anote! We might have
stopped him or delayed him or at least followed him!"

Firekeeper bristled, al the more defensve because she had been thinking dong smilar lines.

"If 1 do this, how | know you be of a shape of mind to believe me? Without Elise seeing what she

"Saw," Derian corrected automatically.
"Would you be so ready to believe me when | say that those things are not on Ides?

Derian shook hishead. "From you, Firekeeper, | find it easier to bdieve theimpossible than not.”



"Wolvescan lie" Firekeeper said, remembering what Blind Seer had told her.

"Oh, | don't doubt that," Derian said with a breeziness that Firekeeper suspected was assumed, "but
youre so incredibledl in yourself that | just try to seetheworld asyou do. It'satwisted view, but it's
easer than trying to stuff everything you say and do into theworld as | was taught to seeit.”

Firekeeper didn't understand al of Derian'swords, but she understood the sincerity of histone.

"Writeor no," shesaid, "istoo late. We must wait for Elation. No use running after this man Waln and
finding him gone. Maybe wetedll Elise and Doc what | know and seeif they think what you think."

"Sounds good," Derian replied. "Now, where do you want to stay while we wait for Elation?”

Firekeeper had been congdering this matter on and off since she had |eft her wolf pack in the eastern
foothills of the Iron Mountains.

"If Earl Kestrd is here, then his daughter Blysse should go to him,” she said.
"Not abad ideg," Derian agreed. "He's used to you and Blind Seer—at least as much as anyoneis.”

"And," Firekeeper added, brushing at Holly's dress, which had picked up twigs and bits of brackeninits
rough weave as they had walked along the Flin'sbank, "1 fit into histrousers.”

Chapter XVI1

Elation's report, upon the falcon's return to Eagle's Nest was not encouraging.
That is, Derian thought, if we all believe that Firekeeper is actually translating.

Thedifficulty with that excuse was that Derian knew that the three of them—Doc, Elise, and himsdf—did
believe. As Derian had said to Firekeeper two days earlier, it was easier to believe than not.

And that makes the three of us—four if you count Firekeeper—mad as a kitten in a catnip patch,
at least as far as most of our circle of acquaintances would judge us. "A gull," Firekeeper reported,
"was there when Elation come to Port Haven, but Waln had come and gone. A crow followed him, but
the gull had heard nothing back from the crow."

"Which direction did he go?' Derian asked.
"North," Firekeeper replied, "on the back of a horse with his saddiebags more full.”
"And that's the |ast any have seen of him?' Doc asked.

"Thelast the gull have," Firekeeper said. " Certainly the crow—unless blinded—continues to see him even

A certaintwinklein her dark eyes made clear she wastrying to lighten the mood.

Elise rose from the chair where she had been sitting doing fancy work when they had caled on her so
that she could hear Elation's report firsthand. Her embroidery hoop did to the floor unheeded, nor did
she notice when Doc picked it up and set it on adelicate three-legged table.



"And | cannot learn anything about where Citrine might have gone," Elise said, beginning to pace. "She
left Eagle's Nest with her mother two days after the family fete. Although it was generdly assumed that
they went to some of the family's country holdings, I've found excuse to write and the post-rider brought
back my letter undelivered.”

"Citrinedid tell you though," Derian said, recdling Elisgs report the day following the Redbriar/Shield
fete, "that her mother planned to take her to the shore. Isn't that correct?’

" 'East tothe seaside," " Elisereplied, quoting thelittle girl as best she could, "to stay with some friends of
her mother's she didn't know."

Firekeeper growled—adigtinctly bestial sound, not the human facamile. Derian wasn't surprised. Citrine,
aong with her dightly younger cousin Kenre Trueheart, had been the first friends the wolf-woman had
made at Eagle's Nest.

"Easy," he said to the wolf-woman, patting her arm. "Lady Mdinawon't let her daughter cometo harm.”
"Hah!" was Firekeeper's unbdlieving retort.

Derian'sfedingsweren't hurt. He had to admit that he didn't believe his own reassurance, but he kept that
doubt to himsdlf..

"If Ruby or Opal were here," Elise continued, pacing back and forth with a steady, restlesstread, "then |
would certainly be able to pry something out of one of them, but they've gone to Bright Bay."

"And J&?'

Doc asked the question Derian had wanted to ask but hadn't dared, recalling too well Elisg'sformer
infatuation with the handsome young man.

"Jet?" Elisefrowned. "I don't think held tell me anything and if he got suspicious held be certain to report
to hismother."

"Do you think he knows how to contact Lady Mdina?' Derian asked.
Elise spread her handsin apretty gesture of frustration.

"I don't know, but I don't think we can take the risk that he can. Our best hopeisthat the crow
Firekeeper mentioned will somehow get a message to someone who can contact Firekeeper.”

Firekeeper nodded. "1 ask a kite with broad, fast wingsto go to the gull at the shore and then to find us
hereif there is news from the crow. When we leave here araven will watch and send the kite after us.”

"I'mfascinated," Doc said. "Isthisusud behavior?

Firekeeper snorted. "Not one bit! The corvid kin mock and tease the raptor kind, but for this, for fear of
the sorcery coming to power, they will give up ancient rivariesfor atime.”

Elation squawked and ruffled her feathersin something that |ooked remarkably like agreement.

"North," Derian said, seizing on something solid. "The report isthat Wan went north. That confirms our
guesses.”

"And the wagon and horses that he arranged for?" Doc asked.



"No confirmed report beyond aday from the city, but one of our regular driverstold me that he passed
what could have been that rig on the road heading north.”

"Very well," Elisesad, ticking points off her fingersrather like her father the baron organizing hisarchers
for battle. "L et us assume then that Baron Endbrook and Lady Melina departed separately to minimize
comment. Let usfurther assume that Baron Endbrook—who had afull day's head Start,
remember—went to Port Haven while Lady Mdinatook Citrineto these 'friends." "

Firekeeper, who had been studying the map of Hawk Haven, now looked up with afrown. She il had
trouble thinking of lines on amap as honestly representative of places.

"This 'seas de—it meanswhat it say? | mean, it means at the side of the sea?"
"That'sright," Derian said.

"Onthis" Firekeeper gestured at the map, "I can cover Hawk Haven seaside with my thumbnall—itisa
little place between river and river.”

She pointed at the Barren to the south and the White Water to the north.

"Why would Lady Melinaleave her there? Isit becauseit is close to the sea and this Waln come from
over sea?'

"Possible," Doc said thoughtfully, "but you must remember, Firekeeper, that agood many peoplelivein
that thumbnail space. None of us are precisay good friendswith Lady Mdinaand it is quite possible that
she smply wanted her daughter to have anew experience. In fact..."

Doc'sfacelit asif illuminated from within by anew idea.
"Infact, whoisto say that Lady Mdinaisnt "bringing Citrine with her to New Kedvin?'

"Citrine said nothing about going there," Elise replied dubioudly. " She was rather upset about this seaside
trip.”

"True." Doc'swords tumbled over each other in hishurry to get them out: "But if Lady Mdinadidn't want
her own going to New Kelvin to be known at large she wouldn't tell Citrine precisely where they were
going. She might even lieto her so that if anyone did question Citrine about her—or her mother's—plans,
thelittle girl wouldn't be able to give the game away."

"It does make sense" Elise said dowly, her worried expression lightening. "And it'snot at al unlikely that
Lady Melinawould want her daughter to have achance to see New Kdvin, given that she herself
remembered her own trip there so fondly. It makes perfect sense, when you think of it that way."

She beamed at Doc.
"And |'d been so worried about Citring!"
Doc flushed from his recently grown beard to his eyebrows.

Derian spoke up quickly lest Elise have a chance to remember that she had been treating Doc like a
piece of particularly useful furniture—something you didn't abuse, but you didn't redly notice either.

"Good," he sad heartily. "Then we will assume Citrineiswith her mother. Now, to take up Elise's
recongtruction of events. After Baron Endbrook does his businessin Port Haven, presumably he will join
up with Lady Mdina—and Citrine—at someinn. That's where they'll aso meet up with the hired wagon



and horses”

"Sounds reasonable,” Doc said. "It even makes more sense now that Waln opted for awagon rather than
horses. Citrine'stoo small to make that long aride astride a horse, and a pony would tire out.”

"And be noticeable," Elise added. "A rider or two alongsde awagon could be dmost anyone, but alittle
girl onapony..."

"Little girl with citrine on forehead," Firekeeper added, indicating where Citrine, like dl her mother's
children except for Sapphire, wore a sparkling gemstone.

"Yes" Elisenodded. "Evenif Citrinewore ahat or scarf, it could dip. Better have her wrapped in fursor
blanketsin the wagon with the luggage.”

"If they don't want to be noticed going into New Kelvin," Derian added practically, "they'll pose as
merchants. Asyou noted, Elise, thisisagood time of year for trade with New Kelvin. | didn't think to
check if Waln aso arranged for cargo.”

"Well assumefor our purposes,” Doc said, "that he did or that he has plansto pick up something aong
theway. | didn't have much luck with the New Kedvinese before they eft for home—they'rea
closemouthed lot, or at least those | met here were. Still, | did have a couple of decent chats with a
younger fellow—nhardly more than a servant. | got the impression that he had encountered Baron
Endbrook before this, but he didn't want me to know.

"Mind," the knight added hastily, "1 may have been seeing what | wanted to see. At the very leadt, | did
pick up some trivia about the customs of the country that could comein handy.”

"So you think that we might need to pursuethisinto New Kelvin?' Elise said dowly.
"Yes," Doc sad bluntly, and Derian nodded his agreement.

"l go," Firekeeper said, tracing her finger a ong the map of the New Kelvinese border. "'l go wherever
and however far | must to steal those three things."”

The wolf-woman looked at them all, her dark eyes serious and her expression quite worried.

"l promised.”

After her guests had | eft, Elise attempted to return to her embroidery, but her thoughts kept wandering
and twice she tore out stitches before giving up entirely. Idly, sherolled the hoop between her hands,
feding the flexible wood bounce lightly like carriage whedls againgt aroad.

Findly, she admitted to hersaf what she had been struggling to deny: she didn't want to be left out of this
venture.

True, Firekegper had returned from her journey with orders that made this matter her own. True, Elise's
aertness had served them well, enabling them to deduce not only who had the artifacts, but where they
might be being taken.

Surely thiswas better man the vague information which otherwise would have been dl that Firekeeper
had to act upon.

I've been useful , Elise reminded hersdlf sernly. 1've done my part. | have other duties now.



Foremost among those duties was choosing which of her winter guestings she would accept. She had
made winter visits before—they were acommon way to liven cold-weether dullness—but never before
had she recelved so many invitations.

Elise took the hegp of handwritten cards from where she had wedged them into her embroidery basket.
There were the usua ones from her Wellward rlatives, invitations to stay for amoonspan or more. Each
of Hawk Haven's other Great Houses—or one of their cadet branches—had also invited her to stay: for
aweek or afortnight, for ahouse party culminating in a dance or masquerade.

Elise couldn't help noticing that most of these invitations mentioned in passing some son or nephew who
would be acompanion for her.

There was even an invitation from Sgpphire asking Elise if shewanted to come stay at the castle. That
one was tempting, because—as far as Elise could tell—it offered no attempt at matchmaking.

Despite Lady Aurellas hopes, there were fewer invitations from Bright Bay. Doubtless the noblesthere
were dtill trying to figure out what aliances offered the greatest advantages. Still, therewasonefroma
Duchess Sed and—no surprise—the duchess mentioned having a houssful of young sons and nephews
who would be happy to keep me winter days from growing dull for their foreign guest.

Elise sighed, blowing out her breath with such force that astray tendril of her fair hair fluttered asina
gde

In most cases, the invitation from the crown princess would have had unquestioned precedence, but Elise
thought that she could manage to appease Sapphire with ashorter visit. However, to do so without
hurting her feings—Sapphire had always been quick to perceive insult—Elise should have her
destination picked out and some good excuse for going there.

Once again she spread out the invitations, sorting them by what claim they had on her. Asmuch as she
would enjoy visiting her Wellward kin, they must be given lower priority. Shewaswell known to them
and they to her. That she might still end up marrying some lesser Peregrine was possible, but, as Lady
Aurdlahad indicated, the Archers dready had ablood tie to that house.

Elise consdered the others, diding them back and forth on a polished tabletop in afashion that reminded
her of Sapphire and Shad playing the pirate game.

This, too, callsfor strategy, Elisethought, grinning to hersdlf a the comparison. She must shareit with
her mother a dinner.

At last she had reduced the pile to two or three in addition to Sgpphire's e egantly written card. Duchess
Sedl certainly had aclaim and Elise thought that she couldn't quite ignore the one from Lord Polr, Duke
Gyrfdcon's second brother.

The Shiddswere il rebaancing the scales—honored by having a granddaughter of the house chosen as
crown princess, shamed by having a son of the house a proven traitor. For those reasons, they might
offer some advantageous dliance or even business dedl.

Thentherewses...

Elise set Lord Polr's card, which she had been about to reread, aside and reached for one that had sat in
itsown pile of one at the table's edge since the sorting had begun. 1t was from Duchess Kestrel and
invited Eliseto travel to the Norwood Grant with the Kestrel family when they returned home.

During their recent visit, Elise had learned that Derian would be among the Kestrdl party, aswould Doc



and Firekeeper. The duchesss invitation was open-ended—a routine courtesy with winter coming on.

And | could go with them, Elisethought, and miss nothing. Nor does it hurt that Earl Kestrel's
eldest son, Edlin, isa few years older than me or that his next, Tait, isjust a bit younger. That
should satisfy my mother and father .

She remembered an earlier visit some years before when she had been about eight. She'd torn about the
gardens and fieldswith Edlin and Tait asif shewere aswild as Firekeeper.

My hair wasin plaits down my back, she remembered fondly, and Edlin kept tugging at them. |
kicked himin the ankle and he limped for two days. His father wouldn't let Doc...

Doc—or Sir Jared—had been neither healer nor knight then, merely a beardless youth of fourteen or
fifteen with dark hair and the Norwood nose. Hed been showing traces of histalent then, but Earl
Kestrd had bluntly refused to let him useit for Edlin's benefit.

"You say it isn't broken, Jared?' the earl had said. " Then let Edlin learn the consequences of his
actions. It's not too early, not if he's already being bruised for them.”

And young Jared had solemnly agreed, but held bound up Edlin's ankle, then taken them all fishing so his
young cousin could take the weight off the injured member and cool the bruisein the water in which they
dangled their lines.

Elise was pulled from her memories by the sound of the solar door opening. She looked up to see her
mother entering, her footsteps noisaless on the thick carpets thrown down to guard againgt the chill from
the stonefloors.

Lady Aurellasmiled when she saw what her daughter had been doing.

"I remember those days," she said with alight laugh. "My sisters and cousins and | would count our
invitations and lord them over each other asif wed actualy done wonderful by receiving them. Have you
decided where you wish to go?'

Elise hedged for time.
"I must visit with Sgpphire at least for aday or S0, or her fedingswill be hurt,” she began.

"Wise" her mother agreed, taking a seat where the light was good and opening her own embroidery
basket.

Elise noted that Lady Aurellahad aso chosen a place from which she could not see which cards her
daughter had selected. There was ameasure of courtesy and restraint in this that Elise appreciated.

Doubtless Aunt Zorana would sweep over here and run her fingers through the cards, pointing out
which important ones | had overlooked.

"But you will not winter with the crown princess?' Lady Aurdlaasked, needle dipping and rising.

" think not," Elisereplied. "Sapphire will be busier than she knew when shewrote thisout. | remember
something of court routine. She's forgetting that her dayswill not bethe usud idles of winter.”

"Perhaps s0," Lady Aurellaagreed. "If you make good excuse, she will forgive you not offering to give
her alonger vist."

"Just what | wasthinking.”



Elise paused, wondering if she should move directly to Duchess Kestrd'sinvitation or lead up to it
through some of the other candidates. The latter tactic would give her opportunity to read her mother's
expression. She was about to begin when Lady Aurella stole amarch on her.

"I understand from the butler that you had visitorsthis afternoon: Lady Blysse, Sir Jared, and Counsglor
Derian. Did they cdl to bid you farewell before returning north? | understand that Duchess Kestrd is
beginning to be concerned that the weather will turn and make their journey unpleasant.”

"Not quite" Elisesaid, unwillingtolie.

"Then did they come to plead with you to come to Norwood with them?’
Therewas ateasing note in Aurdlas voice that made Elise suddenly angry.
"No, they didn't!"

AR

There was awedth of sympathy and understanding in the single syllable that made Elise even angrier. She
kept her temper, however, as befitted alady.

"Too courteous, no doubt,” Elise managed, "or perhaps embarrassed. Duchess Kestrel doesmentionin
her note that Lady Blysse standsto have alonely winter. Doubtless they didn't wish to pressure meto
come and keep her company.”

"Doubtless”

Lady Aurdlastone was unreadable.

"I'd liketo go, though,” Elise admitted. "I have good memories of viststo the Norwood Grant.”
"Summer vidts" her mother reminded her. "Winter gets bitter in the North Woods."

"True, but Lady Blysseisafriend.”

Silence punctuated by the rise and fall of the needle.

"And | don't fed ready to contract amarriage yet."

The words, snesking out from some quiet parlor in her soul, startled Elise even more than they did her
mother.

"You dont?' Lady Aurdlasad, raisng her elegant eyebrows. "Y ou were ready enough last summer.”

"I think that'swhy I'm not ready now," Elise replied. "I'm not nursing a broken heart, Mother, honestly
I'm not, but | can't bear the idea of spending the next several moons making courting conversation and all
therest.”

"You'll need to be polite on the Kestrel estate,” Aurellasaid. Y ou're no longer achild of eight who can
kick her hogt."

"Y ou remember that too!"
Aurdlalaughed. "Y our father and | wereterrified you'd crippled the heir apparent to a Great House."

"Apparent, gpparent,” Elise said, remembering an old jest they'd used to taunt Edlin when he got too full



of hisown barely understood importance.
"And," Aurdlasaid, sharing Elisgs amile, "Edlin and Tait are both potentia matchesfor you.”

"Edlin," Elise sad, "has lands coming to him through his grandmother and father, but you'reright, a
Separate tie to our barony—given how far apart we are—would benefit us both.”

"And | think you were oncefond of Edlin," her mother prompted.

"True, but, Mother, | meant what | said. I'm not ready to contract a marriage: not to Edlin or Tait or
Jared."

The last name did out but once spoken could not be ignored.
"No?'

"No. I'm hardly an old maid yet. | won't reach my mgjority for moonspansyet. | promise to consider any
Kestrd offer, but | think 1'd like to wait until | have abetter idea of our needs.”

"our?
"The Barony of Archer."

Aurdlastudied her daughter for along moment. At last she nodded.

"Go to Norwood then, Elise, with my blessings. I'll make your father understand that thisis best.”
Eliseran her fingers acrossthe piles of invitations.

"But what about these? What about the other possibilities? Theré's an invitation here from Duchess Sed
of Bright Bay and another from Lord Polr that might aswell be from Duke Gyrfacon.”

Aurdlashook her head dowly. "Those don't matter if your mind is made up not to contract amarriage.
Indeed, it might be dangerous for you to go to them under what might be construed as fase pretenses.

Not every good match will be made this winte—though many will be. If you're thinking of the barony,

we must not sel it chegp.”

"I'mthinking," Elise admitted honestly, "about me."

"And someday you will bethe barony," Aurdlareplied, "so it ismuch the same. DuchessKestrel's
invitation has an advantage over the othersin that it asks you to come as acompanion for her adopted
granddaughter as much asfor any other reason. Y ou won't be misrepresenting either yoursdf or our
house."

Elise nodded, thought fletingly of enchanted artifacts, of New Kévin, of the excitement to come.

"l suppose not,” she said. "1 do wish to keep Firekeeper—I mean Lady Blysse—company. She may run
wild."

Actually, shethought, I'll be more surprised if she doesn't.

"Very good, then. Write out your reply and well have arunner bring it to the Kestrel Manse the moment
theink isblotted. Duchess Kestrel will want to send news ahead so that your suite can be readied.”

Elise found a sheet of heavy paper embossed with the Archer coat of arms and bordered with alight



tracery of scarlet and gold.

As she began to write her acceptance, she heard her mother speaking on, her tones those of one thinking
aoud.

"Y ou will take Ninette, of course, and your winter mantle will need mending. | noticed that the hem had
been trodden upon. And you'll need to write Sapphire as soon asthat letter is completed. It may be
difficult...”

Elise wrote the necessary missives, hearing only half of what Lady Aurdlasaid, for her own excited heart
beat adrumin her ears.

Baron Endbrook made good time to Port Haven and better to the large post-house where he had
arranged to meet Lady Medinaand her daughter. Despite stopping aong the road to stash Lady Melinas
gemstone necklace where he done could find it again, he arrived just asthe setting sun was stroking the
skieswith orange and red.

Good travel weather for the morrow, hethought idly.

As he swung from his saddle, it seemed to Waln that the saddlebags containing the satchel with the three
magica artifacts bulged unnaturaly large, though to outsi de appearances—and indeed even to casud
ingpection—it was no more extraordinary than its mate. Still, he stood between it and the windows of the
inn as he stretched Out the kinks from his back and legs. He was more sailor than rider, but these last
few weeks had prepared him well for the long ride to come.

Baron Endbrook's paranoia regarding the treasures was not helped when alarge crow swooped down
and began tugging at the straps asif trying to untie the bag. Doubtlessit was merdly the polished buckle
catching the late-afternoon sunlight that had attracted the dumb beast, but nevertheless hefdt achill.

The horse that Waln had ridden was a hired mount and the baron turned it over to the stablehand without
asecond glance. The precious saddlebags, however, he carried himself, biting back a sharp rebuke when
aporter moved to perform the routine courtesy of unstrapping it for him.

If the porter noticed Waln's anxiety, he surely dismissed it asausua caution. There must be many
travelerswho worried about strangers handling their baggage.

AsWaln was dinging the heavy bags over hisarm, he heard athroat being cleared off to one sde. He
glanced that way and saw Orin—Dbetter known as Fox—Driver leaning againgt a shed.

"Hello, Driver,” Waln said with affected heartiness but genuine relief. "Good to see you reached here
sady.”

"Roads arefirm and dry," Fox Driver replied, coming afew steps closer, "and the horsesin good fettle.”
"And our cargo?’

"Riding light," Fox reported laconicaly. "I'm cozy as can bein aroom over the wagon sheds so's | can
keepaneyeonit.”

"Good."

The cargo itself wasn't worth much—not when compared with what Waln carried in his saddlebags—but
the baron had decided that it must be of good enough qudlity to justify atrip north. Therefore hed done



some shopping and, before leaving Eagle's Nest, Fox Driver had picked up severd crates of mixed trade
goods. Nothing in the load was too heavy—Wan hadn't wanted to dow them overmuch nor tirethe
horses—but the cargo was costly enough that if Driver hadn't taken precautions with it, some might have
wondered.

"Y ou're warm enough?' Waln asked, samping hisfeet, which were chilling as the cold seeped up through
the thin soles of hisriding boots.

"Warm enough and I've arranged for mulled wineto esse the frost in my bones.”

Waln cursed inwardly, but said nothing. Fox Driver seemed sober enough to not have forgotten
discretion.

"Then I'll let you go back whereit'swarm,” Wan said. "Ismy 'sster’ here?!

He and Lady Melinahad decided that traveling as brother and sister suited them better than posing as
husband and wife. It permitted them both a degree of distance that would have attracted attention
between spouses, and their story that they hadn't seen much of each other these last few years allowed
for any discrepanciesin what they might say.

"She's here and ingde with your niece," Fox replied with asardonic grin.

Waln hadn't told Fox who Lady Meinawas, but it was poss ble the man might have guessed. Eveniif he
had not, the secrecy to which Waln had sworn Driver regarding what elements of his plans he had been
forced to tell the man would have made Driver certain something illicit was going on.

Hopefully, he just thinks I'm running off with someone else's wife, Warn thought.
Then hebid Driver agood rest, reminding him that they would depart early the next morning.

Lady Melinawaited for Baron Endbrook within the hostelry. She had claimed atable in acorner and sat
knitting in the light that came through the leaded panes.

Asthey had agreed in one of their planning sessions—these few enough and filled with tremendous
anxiety for Waln—Lady Melinawas dressed after the fashion of awoman with some means but with no
particular claim to wealth or title. In her long wool traveling dress, thick shawl, and close-fitting cap, Lady
Melina Shield was transformed into the very picture of a progperous farm owner.

And what elseis she, after all ? Baron Endbrook thought, bowing the dight amount that would be
courteous from brother to sigter, trying to quell the uneasiness he often felt in this formidable woman's
presence. SO her mother was a duchess and her brother is a duke, but what is she herself?

Hisinternd remonstrancesfailed to buck him up satisfactorily, for Lady Melinas very purpose for being
here was an unceasing reminder that the woman was more than she seemed.

Citrine sat beside her mother, handsin fingerless gloves clasped around amug of some steaming
beverage. AsWaln took his seet, he caught awhiff of good cider and ordered amug for himsdlf.

"Just the thing to take off the chill," he said, when greetings were completed.

Citrine smiled shyly at him. Like her mother she wore atraveling dress lapped jacket-style, Sdeto side,
to better hold her heat. Her honey-gold hair was covered completely by aruffled cap of atype not
uncommon in the country, though somewhat out of fashion in the towns.



The cap suited Citrine, though, emphasizing the pert roundness of her face whileincidentally conceding
the citrine-embellished band that Waln did not doubt still encircled her brow.

That band could well be a giveaway as to who sheis, Wan thought. | wonder if Lady Melina would
agreeto removeit lest gossip start about just who is the "guest” the smugglers are keeping.

He decided not to make the request. Descriptions of the sorceress's fury when her eldest daughter
ceased to wear her sgpphire band were legion—for the balad singersin the taverns and inns he had
stayed in dong the road were taking advantage of the royal wedding to regale their audiences with stories
of the warrior princess and her noble spouse.

Baron Endbrook wondered if some policy maker in King Tedric's court had put out the word that the
singers should make clear that the princess was no longer under her mother's control. That was possible,
but it was equaly probable that the mingtrels smply knew agood story when they heard it.

Fear of the magicd arts and of those who used them to control their vassals were along-standing
tradition—and was why Wan himsdf was being so careful to hide from any but his accomplice thered
reason for hisjourney.

Dragging the saddlebags under the table where he could prison them between his knees, Waln accepted
the mug of cider a pigeon-chested serving woman brought to him.

"Your sigter,”" the woman added, "ordered soup and joint, bread and cheese, and a savory to follow. Do
you wish to add anything?'

"What's the soup?' he asked.
"Bean and bacon,” she said, "and thick enough for amed itsdlf.”

"Sounds wonderful,” Waln said. He didn't bother to ask about his room, knowing that Meling, in her role
ashissger, would have arranged for it. "Just amug of aewith the medl then."

The serving woman nodded. "This year's brewing won at the local harvest-fest. Y ou'll be pleased.”

She swept off with such sdf-importance that Waln promoted her from servant to owner. Citrine was
gtaring at him with such wide eyesthat he felt uncomfortable and turned his attention to her placidly
knitting mother.

"Gloves?' he asked.

"That'sright," Lady Mdinareplied with abrief samile. "l expect to be grateful for extra pairs before this
winter isended.”

"True enough,” hesaid.
"Unde?' Citrine interrupted with asudden burgt of familiarity. "Let me come with you!"

Waln shook his head, but he felt an unexpected lump in histhroat. Citrine wasn't far apart in agefrom his
own girlsand denying her reminded him of their tears when hislast homecoming had been cut short
amogt beforeit had begun.

"I'm sorry, swedt," hesad, "but thisisn't traveling weether for alittle thing like you. Y ou'l like where
youredaying."

Citrine pouted dightly, but she didn't complain further. The rapid glance she cast in her mother's direction



held enough apprehension that Waln redized that this had been the last feint in an ongoing battle and that
Citrine had risked punishment to defy her mother's wishes.

Their conversation over dinner was casud, mostly about the various journeysto this point. After dinner,
they retired early in anticipation of the morning's departure,

Shortly after dawn, fortified by an astonishingly substantia oat porridge, they took to the road. Waln was
pleased with the quality of the horses he had purchased, and the wagon moved as smoothly as could be

hoped.

Lady Mdinahad decided against bringing any servantsfor either hersalf or her daughter, so Fox Driver
wastheir only attendant. He drove with the reinslightly in his hands, half-dozing once the horsesworked
off their early energy. Citrine sat in a padded nest among the crates, well protected from the cold, and
played some game with her dolls.

After leaving the post-house, they traveled north for aways, then bore east. Thisroute forced them to
retrace some distance and to leave the best roads, but was necessary in order to go toward the swamps
rather than into Port Haven.

The post-house that had served as their rendezvous point the evening before had been chosen since it
was about aday from their eventual destination. No mishaps delayed them, and by late afternoon Waln
imagined that a certain dampnessin the air proclaimed their proximity to the swamps. By evening they
had come to a house Wan had visited but the day before.

It stood back from the road atop a hill that the tired horses labored to climb. Nor wasit the most inviting
of dedtinations. Although built after the fashion of many afarmhouse—peaked roof, wooden sding, and
square windows—it looked ominousin the twilight.

The paint was peding, and dried leaves swirled in gusts of wind benegath bare poplars. Summer's flowers
stood stark and twisted where the frost had killed them, and the hedges bordering the regped fiel ds were
untrimmed; the shoots of summer growth rattled in the wind. Shutters were sedled so tightly over the
windows that not one glimmer of light shone out. Only the duggish smoke from the chimney testified that
anyone wasin residence—the word "home" could never be gpplied to such adwelling.

AsWaln's party dowed, a pack of brown-and-white hounds loped toward them, seemingly out of
nowhere baying afierce mixture of defiance and warning. Coming asit seemed from out of the gathering
dusk, the hounds seemed supernaturd rather than the rather ordinary dogsthey were.

Citrine squealed in shock and fear. Normaly laconic Fox Driver hagtily drew his feet back onto the
running board. Even the horses, tired as they were from along day's haul, samped their hooves.

Lady Mdinaremained as cam as could be, circling her giddy mare away from the hounds with afirm
hand on therein.

Waln, having the advantage of the rest, and knowing that they were watched from within, forced hisown
mount to the door of the house. Leaning from the saddle, he rapped on it with the base of hisriding crop.

"Rainriders," he called, speaking the prearranged phrase loudly, "seeking shelter for the night.”
"Tonight iswet," replied amuffled voice from within.

The words were incongruous, for though the gathering night was cold, the sky was clear as could be.
Waln heard a bolt being shot back, though the door did not yet open.



"Wet indeed,” Waln agreed, offering the countersign, "though | can seethe stars.”

The door opened promptly then and several hooded figures hurried out. Two took charge of the wagon
and of Driver, another of Citrine. A fourth helped Lady Médinafrom her saddle, then stood by while
Baron Endbrook removed his saddlebags.

"I havedl | need inthese,". Waln told to the shadowy face benesth the hood. "Y ou'll find the ladies
overnight bag at the back of the wagon."

"Well bringitin," amae voice replied, "once the mounts are under cover.”

Transfer of horses and wagon was accomplished in so little time that Waln had no doubt this routine—or
someform of it—was afamiliar drill. He did not delay his own steps, but walked through the front door
into the seeming farmhouse.

"Weve brought the girl," he said once the door was firmly closed behind him, "and planto leavein the
early morning.”

Citrine, thinking that this was where she was to winter, burst into sudden panicked tears. Wan fdt the
purest hypocrite as he patted her head.

Poor little thing, hethought. | wonder how she'll feel when she sees Smuggler's Light?

The man Waln had addressed had shoved his hood back as soon asthey wereinsde. Hewas atdl, lank
figure whose clothing hung loosdly from hisbony frame. His festureswere smply but efficiently conceded
behind akerchief tied over the bridge of hisnose and hanging over hislower face.

Catching sight of him, Citrinestears turned to howls of terror.

Thewind howled in return, shaking the wooden farmhouse and banging at the fastened shutters asiif
trying to get indde.

"How nice" Lady Mdinasaid politely to their hogt, "to beinside out of therain.”

BOOK
TWO

Chapter XVIII

By the night of the twenty-sixth of boar moon, Baron Endbrook and Lady Mdinawere ahdf-day'sride
from Plum Orchard, the town on the White Water River from which they planned to cross over into New
Kevin.



Their route had been fairly direct once they left the rendezvous with the smugglers. They had joined up
with aroad that led between Plum Orchard and the royd post-road. Since Plum Orchard was the major
crossing point between the nations—the others, farther west, were less convenient to Port Haven—the
road was well maintained, and despite the wagon's dower pace they made reasonable time.

The weather was flowing in that mysterious and subtle trangition which carries autumn into winter. Most
of the treeswere legfless and those that still bore foliage sported rags of greyish brown rather than the
flamboyant scarlets, yellows, and oranges that represent the vegetable world's last desperate declaration
of life. The daysthat were not overcast hosted a sharp, biting wind beneath a clear blue sky that made
Waln wish for the dull grey days—even with their threet of rain.

Now that their party was reduced to three, Baron Endbrook became more intimately acquainted with
Lady Mdina. Although she maintained al of her ladylike airswith Fox, she softened toward Warn.
Severd times aday she mounted the serviceable dapple grey Waln had purchased for her and rode
aongsde him. At these times shewould chat lightly and pleasantly, telling tales of her childhood or the
court. Despite the subject matter, Waln felt she was talking with him as equd to equd. A time or two he
even thought she might beflirting with him.

When she did not ride, Lady Méelinaretired to the back of the wagon, where, seated on a heap of
bedding that did something to absorb the jolts of the road, she buried her attention in severa books she
had packed aong from Eagle's Nest.

When she took up these studies she was so absorbed in her own world that she noticed nothing else.
Severd times Fox Driver had needed to warn her to get into cover when rain began to fall—athing he
never failed to do after she had vicioudy scolded him when afew raindrops plopped onto the printed

pages.

Before too many days had passed, Waln learned that Lady Melinas books—which at first he had
supergtitioudy shied away from as potentid treatises on magic—were nothing so exotic. They were
merely writings on New Kevinese language and culture.

New Kelvin had not been colonized by the same Old Country that had founded Gildcrest—the origina
colony of which Bright Bay and Hawk Haven were halves and the Ides a sprig. Waln supposed, given
their destination's name, that the founding nation must have been named Kelvin.

Whatever the truth of that matter, the language spoken by the New Kelvinese was quite peculiar. Waln
had |earned enough to respond to common grestings, to offer thanks, and to ask very smpledirections,
but even this sparse knowledge had been enough to convince him that he did not care to invest more of
histimein thet direction.

New Kevinesewasfull of round soundsending in"a’ or "o," of drippingly liquid polysyllables, and
sharply accented phrases. It was—s0 he had been told—alanguage that turned even the Ssmplest request
into poetry, alanguage filled with idiom and allusion, not alanguage that was inviting to a plain-spoken
merchant salor like himsdf.

Lady Mdina, however, seemed obsessed with it. When she wasn't poring over her texts, memorizing
rules of grammar and form, she was laboring over volumes of poetry or drama. Even on horseback she
did not abandon her studies. Severd timeswhen Waln had ridden up alongside her, he had heard her
chanting rhythmic phrases. When questioned, Lady Melina had explained that these were parts of poems.

A few she had recited for him in al their musica fullness, but when he had asked her to trand ate she had
refused with agiggle that was definitdly coquettish.



Apparently, Lady Melinatold him, acommon entertainment among the better classes of New Kevinese
was poetry recitation. Another was a game that involved one person reciting aline from a poem or
play—and not necessarily from the opening—and then challenging the rest of the group to continue the
piece from that point.

For Baron Endbrook, whose idea of a pleasant socia occasion involved dancing or perhaps drinking and
telling seagtories, this sounded impossibly dull. Lady Melina, however, seemed to belooking forward to
joininginon a least some of these socials.

He wondered—after a particularly long recitation after which she colored and glanced up at him through
her lashes—if she was contemplating other entertainments aswell. He found himself restlessy anticipating
the day when they would have some privacy from Fox. He had married Ordia after he had given up a
salor'slife, and his mother's profession had made him fedl nothing but revulsion for those women who
sold themsdlves.

Lady Mdinawas different from these. She was a born noblewoman—not one newly promoted to title,
like hiswife. Though he despised himsdf asasnob, Waln redized that Lady Mdinasrank drew him
amost as much as her persond charms. And he redlized with amixture of guilt and amost painful desire
that she could tempt him into infiddlity where no other woman could.

Occasiondly, Lady Mdinaput her grammars aside and studied instead a book illustrated with colored
woodblock prints of some of the designs the author/artis—a silk merchant from Eagle's Nest—had
observed in histravels. The author aso offered his conjectures as to the significance of the designs and of
the manner (painted or tattooed) that they were applied.

Discovering her fascination with these, Baron Endbrook spent an evening or two looking &t the paintings
with Lady Mdinawhile she peppered him with questions regarding which designs he himsalf had seen.
Since his hosts had seemed one chaotic swirl of color, Wan wasless hel pful than she had hoped, but
under her persstent questioning he was able to remember enough to satisfy her.

"If the author is correct in his conjectures” Lady Melinasaid, dmost reverently shutting the book after
one of these sessions, "and you are correct in your remembering,” she added with what he took for
affectionate severity, "thenitislikely that those who interviewed you were representatives of the same
group, but whether that group corresponds more closely to one of our Great Houses or to a Society is
uncertain. The author hasfailed to ascertain even such abasic point.”

"How," asked Waln, "do you figure that they are dl members of the same group?"

"Severd timesyou have mentioned the use of atight spird design,” she said, sketching the representative
pattern on the back of his hand with the tip of one finger. "This seemsto be one of the Sgnature designs.
Significant, too, isthe predominance of the color orange in the paint near the eyes.”

Waln nodded, only partly convinced and very distracted.
"There'san awful lot of color dl of them seem to wear," he cautioned.

"And doubtlessit seems applied without rhyme or reason to the untutored eye," shereplied severdly, "but
my sources indicate that to the knowledgeable they are as distinct as, say, types of shipswould beto a
slor.”

Waln didn't careto argue, that not being hisjob. Nor did he wish to dienate Lady Mdina, not when they
were growing so comfortable together, not when they were nearing atown where they might stay at an
innwith the luxury of private rooms.



No. Most certainly he did not wish to aienate her now.

His parents had named him Grateful Peace—perhapstheir wistful ensorcellment that he might be aquiet
child. Their previousthree, helearned when he grew older, had al been loud, screaming infantswho
refused to deep through the night.

Whether or not the ensorcellment had taken, Peace, as he had been more usually called—though his
eldest sster tormented him with the name Grey Pee—had indeed been a quiet child. Bookish and
solemn, he had roamed through his earliest childhood in anearsighted haze.

When Peace was five, hisfather had been promoted to full scribe at the Scriptorium. This new prosperity
had meant that he could at last afford apair of spectaclesfor hisyoungest son. These precious
ground-glass lenses had revealed miraclesto the boy. For the firgt time he saw mountaintops and the
intricate lacework of tree branches. He reveled in the mgesty of cloud formations and the mystery of the
distant horizon, but even after they had become memory those early years|eft their mark.

Grateful Peace could never forget what it had been like to dwell within the private idand of his myopia.
Indeed, each day when he put the spectacles aside for deep he was reminded afresh. Raindrops or the
sudden cold that misted his lenses reduced his sght once more. From an early age he resolved to
become wedlthy, for to dide back into the near poverty of his childhood would mean that he might aso
dip againinto near blindness.

Ironicdly, it was his myopiathat opened the way to wedlth and influence for him. The same wesknessin
Peace's eyes that made the distance ablur made it possible for him to focus closdly without difficulty, nor
did he suffer the headaches that plagued others when they worked up close for overlong.

Peace's father was a scribe, his mother an illustrator—perhaps one reason they both believed so strongly
in the magic of written things such aswords.

Before Peace was seven they trusted him with their brushes and inks. By the time he was ten, his mother
let him do his own makeup. By the time he was twel ve, she was requesting he touch up hissiblings
work—earning their resentment.

At the age when most children of his class were being apprenticed, Peace was dready acknowledged a
magter in the basic crafts of writing and painting. Rumor of hisskills cameto the ears of the
[lluminators—those revered mystics who were trusted with transcribing the treasured records of the past.
His gpprenticeship into their class promoted him forever beyond hisfamily and guaranteed that he would
never want for any basic need.

Grateful Peace missed his parents when he moved from their home into the many-windowed pa ace of
the Illuminators. He did not, however, miss his siblings. They had resented how their parents favored him
and had made hislife such amisery of smal tormentsthat the punishments promised for the
afterlife—even the fabled torture of living pictures—seemed lessterrible.

When he was twenty-five, Grateful Peace was tattooed asfull Illuminator. He was given apprentices of
his own, servants, and a suite in the palace. At thirty, he married a pretty young woman who had been his
apprentice.

Chutiawas not as talented as her husband. Indeed, she had never risen above the ranks of ajunior
[lluminator. However, she possessed a capacity for joy and awealth of compassion that made her
company anever-ending ddight.



She died when Peace was thirty-five, taking their unborn twinswith her into the Enchanted Paradise. He
vowed never to marry again and tattooed his vow across the bridge of his nose so that none could doubt
hisresolve.

Aswith hismyopia, that tragedy proved to hold a hidden blessing. Redlizing that Grateful Peace sincerely
meant never to marry again, noting that while he honored his parents he barely spoke to hissiblings, the
Dragon Speaker—the first among the thaumaturges of New Kevin—initiated Peace into hisintimate
circle, devating him at last to one of the Dragon's Three,

Fifteen years had passed since the day Grateful Peace had added a dragon's claw to the feather and bar
aready permanently adorning hisfeatures. His hair, like that of hisfather, had politely receded, making

the tedious work of shaving hisfront head unnecessary. What hair remained showed stregks of grey, so
Peace had it bleached bone-white. His features had settled into grooves and lines but had not yet begun

to sag.

Apheros, the Dragon Spesker who had appointed Peace, remained in power—they were much of an
age—and showed promise of retaining hisinfluence over his peers. In fifteen years he had given Grateful
Peace many peculiar and often distasteful tasks, but none quite equaed the one before him in its potentia
to transform their world.

Grateful Peace had |eft Dragon's Breath as Dead Leaf Moon was waning and New Snow Moon not yet
adiver on the horizon. He took with him asmall entourage: agroom, his body servant, ascribe, severd
guards. He aso carried with him aresolve to connive a murder.

Had there been any chance that Queen Vaorawould insist on seeing the body of her ambassador, then
more el aborate theatrics would have been necessary. Queen Vaora, however, was far across the seas.
The prevailing winds were from the north thistime of year, meaning that to vist New Kelvin she would
need to risk sailing againgt them and the greater danger of landing in countries where she was not

wel come—and this assuming that she would dare leave her new domain before her rulership wasfirmly
established.

No, eventually Queen Vaorawould receive areport that her ambassador and his party had been set
upon by bandits—if possible the report would hint that these were ruffians out of Hawk Haven, athing
not unheard of this closeto the border. All had been dain but for the baron's lady companion, and she
was suffering from acute amnesia—doulbtless brought on by shock and her own terribleinjuries.

The beauty of the scheme was that Queen Vaorawould bein no position to publicly protest. To do so
would beto risk that the Dragon Speaker would inform King Tedric of Hawk Haven and King Allister of
the Pledge what cargo her messenger had carried.

These dlied monarchs might well decide that Queen Vaoras punishment for toying with sorcery would
be amore permanent demotion than she had suffered at the close of King Allister's War. Even her
closest relations would not dare openly support Queen Valorawhen they learned she had dared dabble

in sorcery.

And New Kevin? Grateful Peace's own home would be doubly safe—protected once by the artifacts
they would then hold, protected twice by the fact that they done of dl the nationsin the known world
had never proclaimed a hypocritical aversion to sorcery. Everyone would fear that they possessed the
knowledge and power to turn those artifacts againgt them.

Despite decades of intrigue on many leves, Grateful Peace was impressed by the intricate smplicity of
the plan. Nor did hefed any particular guilt about betraying Queen VVaora. He had no doubt she
intended to double-cross New Kevin—amost certainly as soon as Baron Endbrook had learned the



nature of the enchanted artifacts. If not then, after she had settled the score with Bright Bay and Hawk
Haven.

What did concern Peace was that the skeleton of this plan had come from one mind—that of Lady
Méeina Shield—and that she hersalf was &t least temporarily safe from being hersalf put out of the way.
She must suspect—if she didn't outright know—that the thaumaturges would not suffer her death until
they had learned everything she knew about sorcery.

Peace wondered uneasily what other plans Lady Mdinahad in mind, what safeguards she had laid in
place lest she be betrayed in turn.

The plum orchards that had given their name to the town were bare now, their tall compact forms
sretching toward the sky like spiky fingerslightly clasped or perhaps the bones of afan dightly extended.
They surrounded the town on three sides, connected to it by firmly packed dirt roads that were cobbled
from just outside the fringes of the town into the town proper.

The sudden trangition againgt the flat, bare land gave the town something of a pretend look, reminding
Waln of thedoll cities his children constructed from wooden blocks and other odds and ends.

Most of the buildingsin Plum Orchard proper were constructed with rock from the river. Some houses
were made of smoothly worn cobbles, but a more popular choice seemed to be jagged rock broken into
chunks about the size of ahealthy pumpkin and roughly mortared together. The result was surprisingly
attractive, the uneven edges catching the sunlight and giving it back flecked with mica.or shining from
various shades of quartz.

Not many of the buildings exceeded two stories—cresting the impression that higher walls would have
collapsed under the sheer weight of stone. Thetallest was aguard tower near the river. From chatting
with innkeepers aong the way, Waln had learned that the tower commanded the crossing to New Kelvin
and that no one used the ferry without paying their toll to the local government.

Plum Orchard was a Crown city, technically under the administration of Grand Duchess Rosene. The
elderly grand duchess, however, preferred to spend her timein the capital city and collect her rentsfrom
adistance. When she died, the city would revert to the Crown. Had King Tedric had any surviving
children, one of the next generation of grand dukes or duchesses would have been granted the right to
collect therents.

Idly, Baron Endbrook wondered to whom the Crown would give this plum. He grinned at his own joke,
then soured, for he had no one with whom to shareit. Lady Mdinawould not find a mere pun amusing
and while Waln waswilling to chat with Fox Driver asameansto fill those long hours on theroad, he
had learned in hisdays as asailor of the danger when a hirdling thought himsalf too much hisemployer's

equd.

Waln tucked the joke away in memory so he could includeit in his next letter to Ordia. He planned to
post one from here before they crossed into New Kelvin. Lady Meinadid not seem to notice Waln's
daily epigtolary efforts. She certainly never wrote to anyone—not to the son who now administered her
edtates, nor to any of her four daughters.

Their travel had spent thefirst part of the day. Obtaining travel permits and declaring their trade goods
would teke the rest. Waln settled Lady Mdinain amidclassinn called the Rocky Pink, which had come
well recommended by one of his casud gossips. To his disgppointment, the establishment maintained a
separate wing for female travelers and, when offered, Lady Mdinaaccepted aroom there.



The two-storied inn was made of rough stone in which rose quartz predominated, doubtless the reason
for the establishment's name. Flord skel etons suggested that the garden might be planted to continue the
theme. Now, like everything elsg, it was grey and brown.

After their trade goods had been assessed by amildly interested customs officer, Fox Driver took their
equipageto alivery stable—aloca branch, Baron Endbrook noted, of the Carter enterprisesthat had
been so dominant in Eagle's Nest.

Waln himsalf went to pay their fees and obtain permission to make the crossing. He had practiced hiding
his Idander accent behind something more neutra and on diminating therall from hiswak. Hefancied he
did well enough. The woman on duty, distracted by the quarreling of two young children in aback room,
hardly gave him more than apassing glance.

The next morning, Waln and Driver loaded the wagon and horses onto the ferry without the dightest
difficulty. Lady Melinaassisted to the extent of leading her own dapple grey and carrying the bag with her
precious books.

The ferryboat was attached to a cable running between towers on each shore. However, athough much
of the motive power for pulling the boat across was supplied from the other Side, that didn't mean their
boatmen didn't have anything to do.

Huge, burly men—no women asfar as Wan could tell—they fended the craft off from the rocks using
long, heavy poles and lots of heated language. Even here where the White Water was considered
fordable, the currents were unpredictable, the foaming waters likely to hide boulders didodged from
higher up the river's course benegath their churning surface.

Waln suddenly understood the preponderance of stone as a building materia throughout the town. It
must be dredged out by the ton al year round and the first crossing after the spring floods had abated
must be reserved for the bravest and most skilled—or at least for the most foolhardy. But enough of the
town's prosperity rested upon this fragile crossing to make the risks worthwhile.

Although Wan was askilled saltwater sailor, he found the splash and foam intimidating, arousing
long-held fears of reefs and sandbars that could tear the bottom out of a ship with adeeper draft. But the
ferry's bottom was asflat asan iron, and even loaded the vessdl drew very little water. Itsvery size
granted it ameasure of stability, and the bargemen were very good. They knew themselves skilled and
shared with their saltwater sailing fellowsthe cocky pride that comes from successfully defying the
eements.

When they were put ashore on the other side, Lady Melinawanted to continue immediately to Dragon's
Breath. Fox Driver didn't quite dare counter her directly, but he spoke to Baron Endbrook in avoice
loud enough that the baron knew it was meant to carry.

"The horses are shaken, m'lord. If we hitch them up now one would belikely to do something
foolis—and agprain or the likewould delay usfar longer.”

"Canwe," Lady Mdinainquired acidly, "buy other horses?'

"What the lady suggests would take aslong," Fox replied, still addressing his remarksto Waln rather than
to Lady Mdina, "aswhat I'd suggest.”

"And that is?' Waln asked, wishing he weren't caught in between Lady Melinas eagerness and the
driver's sense of respongbility.



"L et these rest until noon,” Fox said. Something in histone said that held intended to suggest waiting until
the next day, but that he didn't quite dare. "I'll take them where they can't hear the water so plain and
walk the nerves out of them. Maybe give them abit of hot mash—not enough to bring on colic, just
enough to remind them that the world isfilled with more pleasant things than raging waters.

"Horses," Fox added, "have too much imagination for their own good.”

Wan didn't glance at Lady Melina as he gave Fox permission to do as he had suggested. He could no
moreing st that the horses be pushed on than he could ing<t that a ship sail with a cracked mast.

The baron toyed with the idea of ingsting that they stay the night in town, but dismissed it. Lady Mdina
was not the only one eager to press on. Back on the Ides, Queen Vaorawas waiting for news and he
doubted that hisintermittent travel reports—mailed less frequently than hislettersto Ordlia, but still with
dutiful regularity—would satisty her.

Nothing would satisfy his queen but the news that the secrets contained in the three artifacts had been
unlocked and that they were being returned to her, ready to arm her for her reconquest—or perhaps
merely for her revenge.

Chapter X1X

With one thing and another, Boar Moon had nearly passed into Owl Moon before the Kestrel party
settled in at the Norwood estate. Had it not been for the charge laid upon her by the Royal Beasts,
Firekeeper would not have minded the passage of timein the least.

For onething, she findly got achance to know her adoptive grandmother, Duchess Kestrel. Saedee
Norwood was a nice enough woman, even if the edge of her tongue could be a bit sharp when she was
displeased. However, she was canny, had been fond of hunting and woodcraft in her youth, and didn't
believe in young people being idle. That meant she didn't try to keep Firekeegper from running wild. If
anything, she encouraged it.

Another pleasant aspect of the trip was being reunited with Derian and Elise, neither of whom Firekeeper
had spent much time with since King Allister's War had ended.

But even the wolf-woman's pleasure in her friends company was troubled by the fact that not one of the
wingéd folk had brought news regarding the whereabouts of Lady Melinaand Baron Endbrook. Not
even Elation's frequent scouting missions turned up any indication of where the pair might be, and
Firekeeper came to accept that her prey might be lost to he—if not forever, then for longer than sheld
like

"l wish," she said to Blind Seer one afternoon shortly after their arrival at the Kestrel estate, "that birds
howled. Then the crow or gull or whoever knows where those two have gone could how! usthe news.”

Blind Seer chewed at the edge of one forepaw pad in a philosophica manner.

"It might not do any good even if they could,” hereplied, "for to whom would they howl? If we howled,
no Cousin could carry acomplicated message. It must be the same for the wingéd folk."

"True," Firekeeper Sghed, "but | cannot smply wait."



"Why not?' thewolf replied. "Waiting doesn't seem any more useless to me than chasing off after game
that may not be where you seek it."

"We know," Firekeeper countered, "that they are going to New Kdvin."
"Wethink we know," thewolf said with dight emphasis on theword "think."

Firekeeper chewed a one knuckle in unconscious imitation of thewolf and his paw. She was till doing
S0 when there was an interruption.

She and Blind Seer had been relaxing in aroom the wolf-woman particularly liked—a southern-facing
chamber wdled dong most of one Side in panes of glass. The forest on the other sde of thisglasswall
had been cleared away and alawn—shegp-mowed in the warmer months—stretched in lazy green
openness. The sun kept the room moderately warm. Old carpets were heaped deeply on the floor,
perfect for sorawled sunbathing.

Norwood family legend said that the glass-paned wall had been built using aremnant of the old magic.
Earl Kestrel, who had traveled some in hisyounger days, said that the New Kelvinese still possessed
nonsorcerous meansfor building just such aroom.

Never mind which story was true. The room was open, warmer than the outdoors, and shielded from the
wind. Because the humans found it chill—it lacked a fireplace—Firekeeper and Blind Seer could escape
the bustle of the house party without being precisaly rude.

However, severa people had learned the location of thisfavored refuge and one of these came strolling
inat that moment.

Edlin Norwood, Earl Kestrel's son and heir apparent, was atall, dender youth, ayear or so Derian's
elder. Hisface was angular—and rather surprisingly lacked the distinctive Kestrel nose. His features
were topped with acap of black curls, for he wore his hair unfashionably short, on the excuse that
otherwise it pulled from its queue and got in his eyes. Those eyes—pae grey and very smilar in shadeto
his father's—danced rather than brooded. All in dl, Edlin Norwood was ayoung man who thought well
of theworld.

Although, past his mgority, and therefore entitled to be called Lord Kestrel, Edlin was more usualy
styled Lord Edlin, asif hewere yet aboy. For Firekeeper, who longed to prove herself acompetent
adult in either of her worlds, Edlin's permitting himsealf to be so addressed wasamystery.

Firekeeper had been introduced to .this new "brother"—along with the three other Kestrel
children—immediately upon her arriva. Tait, the next in line, was ashort, rather chunky lad of seventeen
who was caught between aboy's build and aman's. Facially, Tait more resembled hisfather than not,
though his hair was sandy rather than dark. Toward Firekeeper he had been distant, but not unkind.

Thetwo girls, Lillisand Agneta, were till clearly uncomfortable with their newly adopted sster. They
were not so uncomfortable that Agneta—age eight—had failed to inform Blysse with cheerful
sdf-importance that athough Blysse wasthe elder by seven years, Agnetawas actudly the "big" sister
because Blysse's recent adoption made her the younger within the Kestrel birth order.

Whatever hissblings reactions, Edlin was clearly fascinated with Blysse. Whenever possible, he
peppered her with questions about her childhood—questions she answered rather shortly, newly aware
of the former enmity between the Royd Beasts and humankind.

Edlin, however, was not discouraged by her terseness. Nor was he intimidated by Blind Seer. Edlin liked



dogs—one of his prideswas akennel of red-and-white spotted bird dogs, smilar to Race Forester's
Queenie.

In hisinteractions with the wolf, Edlin Norwood chose to treat Blind Seer as he would any big dog—that
is, he accorded the wolf distance and respect. Edlin aways held out his hand for the wolf to sniff, never
stared down a him, and even sat on the floor or alow chair lest the wolf think he was attempting to
dominate.

Now, breezing into the room, Edlin held out his hand to Blind Seer and then, when thewolf sniffed it
politely, plopped down onto the rug. Firekeeper had learned that the courtesies Derian had taught her
didn't dways gpply between brother and sster. Edlin, by walking in on her like this, wastreating her no
differently than hewould Lillisor Agneta

The wolf-woman, with her own strong sense of hierarchy—for even wolf pups fought each other until an
acknowledged order was arrived upon—wasn't a al sure she liked sbling informality. However, she
didn't know how to get rid of Edlin without insulting him—and she knew enough of human customsto
know that insulting heirs apparent was a bad idea.

"Hi!" Edlin greeted her brightly. "I thought you'd like to know that Mother isback at last, bringing with
her the rest of the house party, what?'

Firekeeper nodded, her pulse quickening a bit. The only member of the Kestrel family she hadn't met
was Lady LudlaKite, the earl'swife. Race Forester had warned Derian that Lady Luellahadn't been
completely delighted by her husband's adoption of Blysse—Iess because anything about Blysse hersdlf
offended her than because the adoption had been a Kestrel matter and the earl, caught up in hisown
dreams of power, had not consulted hiswife until after he had gained the duchess's approval.

"Whendo | meet Lady Ludla?"

"She'sresting from the road now," Edlin replied atouch more serioudy, "and told Father that shortly
before dinner would do.”

Firekeeper swallowed a groan.
"Formal dress," shesaid doud. "'l must see Derian.”

"l say!" Edlin said quickly. "I have news for you about that, too. Grandmother thinks you're too old to
have amd e attendant—especialy one as young as Counsdor Derian.”

"I have heared that," Firekeeper admitted, "from other lips. What do | do? Ask sister's maids or maybe
Ninette?"

"Grandmother has someone for you," Edlin replied, "if you like her that is. She'sawoman who does all
sorts of things for Grandmother. Most of the lady's maids are frightened of the wolf, you see, but
Wendeeisnt."

"Wendee?'
"Wendee Jay," Edlin clarified, grinning asif he'd just offered Firekeeper a present.

"When," Firekeeper asked, feding avague despair that Edlin could talk so much and say solittle, "do |
mest this Wendee?"

"As soon asyou want," Edlin said. "Shdl | have someone bring her to you?'



Firekeeper remembered her human-style manners.
"Thisroom cold, maybe | meet her in my room?"

"| say, that sounds great!" Edlin replied. He rose, bowed dightly to Blind Seer, and then paused. "And
don't worry about Mother. She's no monster and | think shelll like you awholelot, just likel do!™

He dashed out then. Firekeeper got to her feet and brushed off her breeches.

"He seem younger than Derian,” she said at lat, "but they tell me heisolder by ayear'sturning and
more."

"Edlinlikesyou," Blind Seer replied with adry cough, "and from what | have seen of human maesliking
afemae can make themfrolic like puppies.”

Firekeeper, thinking of the times she had caught Doc laughing overloud at ajoke or humming to himself
just because Elise had smiled at him, nodded.

"I dont like Edlin—not likethat," she said stubbornly. "I will tdl him."

"Not wise," Blind Seer warned her. "Even puppies have sharp teeth and no matter how he frolics now,
Edlin Norwood is not a puppy.”

Firekeeper sghed and then bolted to the stairs nearest to her room, running asif she could outrun these
awkward socid entanglements. Blind Seer loped behind her, nipping at her hedls.

Wendee Jay was not at all what Firekeeper had expected. In her experience, lady's maids had falen into
two categories. Either they werelike Ninette, Elise's companion, agented -gppearing woman of fairly
young years, or they were older women, bossy and officious, often assuming their importance among
servants was equivaent to that of their mistressamong her peers. In both cases, more often than not they
were unmarried.

Elise had explained that a married woman could not be expected to keep the odd hours alady's maid
did. If amaid married, she either |eft service entirely or was reassigned to a post with amore regular
schedule.

Thefirst thing that was clear about Wendee Jay wasthat she was amother, for thelittle girl with pale
blond hair who clung around her neck when Wendee entered Firekeeper's room was obviousy her
daughter.

"I'm sorry | had to bring Merri dong, but my. mother and my older girl, who usudly watch her for me,
are busy helping get the banquet ready for this evening. That'swhere | was when Lord Edlin found me."

Firekeeper nodded, studying thiswoman who wasn't afraid of wolves—as she clearly wasn't, having
glanced to where Blind Seer lay gpparently dozing in front of the fire and then dismissed him.

Wendee was dightly taler than Firekeeper, with dark blond hair, blue eyes, and avoluptuousfigure that
turned her smple kitchen dress and white gpron into something remarkable.

"But here I'm talking like you know me," Wendee went on, showing atouch of shyness, "becausewe dl
fed like we know you. I'm Wendee Jay. Thisis—as | suppose you must have guessed—my daughter
Merri."

"And | am..." Firekeeper hesitated, knowing that here shewas Lady Blysse, but fedling that someone



who would be dressing her and such should call her by name. "Firekeeper, but also Lady Blysse.”

"Whichever name suitsthe situation,” Wendee said with alack of fussthat Firekeeper immediately
appreciated. "Well, Lady Blysse, Duchess Kestrel asked if 1'd tend you while you're here and | will do
50, if only asafavor to her. She's been good to my family. We have a cottage here on the grounds which
isnice”

Seeing Wendee switch the child from hip to hip, Firekeeper remembered her manners.

"Mease dt. Wejust keep Merri from Blind Seer. He not eat children, but not likes earsand tail pulled
ather.”

"Who would?' Wendee replied practicaly. She set her daughter down next to achair and handed her a
doll from a pocket of her apron.

Oncethe child was ettled, Firekeeper—aware that Lady Luella might summon her at any
time—explained her need.

"I need someoneto help mewith formd attire,” the wolf-woman explained. "1 not do laces mysdif.”

"Who can?' Wendee shrugged. "Laces areimpossible. | like comfortable clothes mysdlf, work smocks
and such, but there are times awoman wantsto look elegant and then it'slaces and dippers and taking
four or fivetimes aslong to get ready."

Firekeeper heaved a heavy sigh of agreement.
"Today, Earl Kestrel'swife has come and | need formal attire. Can you help?!

"In aheartbesat,” Wendee promised. "First wering for bathwater. Y ou've been running outdoors and
even in cold weather that leaves astink.”

Wendee pulled a short rhythm on the bell-rope.
"That will get hot water up here. Next we pick out what dress you should wear."

Wendee began arranging things so efficiently that Firekeeper relaxed enough to ask her new maid some
guestions about hersalf. Wendee told her that she'd been an actress before children tied her closer to
home, and that—though there was nothing wrong with routine domestic work—she till preferred ajob
that challenged her.

Without being prompted, Wendee began talking about Lady Ludlla

"Shelsafar migress, though | don't think she particularly likes her diminished importancein what is, after
all, the duchess's establishment. She much preferred when she and Earl Kestrel were younger and had
their own residence, but several years ago Duchess Kestrel began turning over more and more of the
responsibility for running the Norwood Grant to her son. That meant living here, so she could confer
more closdy with her son.

"Lady Luellahas never quite gotten over having to make the choice between living apart from her
husband and giving up being mistress of her own estate. It's strange but, when the earl travels—as he did
s0 much of last year—L ady Ludlastaken to digging her hedlsin and staying behind. Saysthe children
need to have some gability. | think she'sfighting her reflection.”

Firekeeper, who had been dutifully scrubbing the dirt from her feet, wondered if she'd misheard.



What?"
"Fighting anothing that seems like something,” Wendee clarified.

Although this didn't help much, the mention of fighting brought Firekeeper's main concernto her lips.
"How | make Lady Ludlanot see me asafight?' Firekeeper asked bluntly.

"Wdl, well gart by putting you in thisgown," Wendee said, the very fact that she didn't ask for
clarification showing that she was aware of Lady L udlas resentment regarding Blysse's adoption. "Most
of your stuff looks asif it was designed for court—I guess it was—but we don't want to put you in
something that screams 'Kestrel.' That'll just remind Lady Luellathat she's annoyed at the earl.”

The gown Wendee eventudly selected was one of the smpler ones Firekegper had acquired along the
way, apretty light brown frock trimmed with a darker brown and touched with lace at wrist and throat.

"But you should wear the blue and pink beads,” Wendee went on, "no need to deny the Kestrel
connection. Thenwell put your hair up—isit true you trimmed it with aknife?"

Firekeeper nodded.

"Wdll, we can't mend that, but well tuck the ragged ends under anice girlish cap, so you look abit
younger and more helpless. The knife stays, doesn't it?

Firekeeper nodded again.

"That'swhat Vdet warned me. Very wel, snceit stays, well bdt it on nice and plain. No need to have
anyonethink it'sanegotiable point.”

In lesstime than Firekeeper could have imagined, she was clean, gowned, and groomed. Wendee Jay
looked at her in satisfaction, then scooped up Merri, who had fallen adeep on the rug.

"Judging from thelight, Lady Luelashould be sending for you soon. Wait here and be prompt when
someone comes for you. Remember,” Wendee paused in the doorway, "she probably wantsto like you,
but you'll need to give her areason why she should do o."

With those cryptic words, Wendee darted out the door. Firekeeper could hear her footsteps, light in
spite of the child she carried in her arms, as she pattered away and down the nearest servants dtair.

Wendee proved a prophet. Firekeeper had hardly time to give herself one more ingpection in the glass
when atap at the door brought the expected summons.

"My lady wishesto meet with you in her parlor,” the servant said, and departed with the anxious haste
Firekeeper had seen so often in those who were less than comfortable around Blind Seer.

"Shdl | come with you, dear heart?' the wolf asked, raisng his head from his paws.

Firekeeper was about to suggest that he stay behind when she recalled what Wendee Jay had said about
her Fang.

"Come," she said, "but with manners asfor the One. Y ou may not be what Wendee calsa'negotiable
point," but thereisno need for us not to show you at your best."



Blind Seer rose and shook then. Despite hisfondnessfor deegping near thefire, hisfur was thickening into
hiswinter coat and he looked even larger than normal. Firekeeper felt amomentary nicker of uneasiness.
Had she made the right decison?

Side by side, the pair made their way to Lady Luelasrooms. When a servant admitted them in response
to their knock, Firekeeper saw that the earl'swife waited for them aone.

Lady LuellaKitewore her long, straight hair loose and combed from a severe center part into two
shining chestnut waves. From the strong scent of rosemary inthe air, Firekeeper guessed that it had been
recently washed and was—beneeth the upper layers—till drying. Thisinitial impresson—founded as
much in olfactory as visua impressions—was confirmed by the long loose robe the lady wore belted at
her waist and the soft dippers on her tiny feet.

These feet were the only things precisaly tiny about Lady Luella She was awoman of above average
height and the four living children she had borne had seled her figure; into solid womanly curves.

The gaze sheraised from her stitchery at Firekeeper's entrance was cool but not cold, and her
greenish-yelow eyes met the young woman's with appraisd rather than challenge.

Firekeeper gave her best curtsy and Blind Seer stretched out hisforelimbsin abow. Lady Ludladid not
rise nor did she offer her hand, but her initia greeting was courteous.

"Take a seat, child, and make yoursdlf comfortable. | gpologize for my undress, but these severd dayson
the road |eft me feding more akin to ascullion than a hostess.™

Firekeeper accepted the indicated seat—afat puff printed with bright flowers—though she would have
been more comfortable on the floor. Blind Seer sat beside her, careful not to get too close and shed even
more slver-grey hair on the brown of Firekeeper's dress.

When Lady Ludlastudied her in slence, Firekeeper did not lower her gaze from the ingpection, but
neither did she challenge the older woman, staring her down as she might have the Whiner when that
young wolf grew overly arrogant.

At last, Lady Luellaspoke.

"Y ou know how to hold your tongue, I'll give you that, Blysse. Or isit true what the rumors said last
summertime—that you cannot speek a al?"

"I can speak," Firekeeper replied, choosing to ignore the insult. " Some, though not too well."
Lady Luellasmiled, and Firekeeper thought that she had passed some test.
"Y ou speak quite clearly. If your accent is harsh, what €l se can be expected?”

Thiswasthefirst time Firekegper had been told that she possessed an accent and the unfamiliar word
puzzled her. Her habit of asking questionstook over before she could stop herself.

"Accent?'

"A touch common,” Lady Luellaexplained, "but then your tutors have been common-born, have they
not?"'

Firekeeper was already beginning to regret her question, but the rabbit was running and she saw no
course but to chaseit.



"I not know what ‘accent' is," she replied.

"Accent..." Lady Ludlalooked thoughtful for asecond. Then she said, "Accent isthe way you say a
word, the way you shape the sounds.”

Firekeeper tilted her head to one side, reluctant to ask for clarification, but completely confused. Lady
Luellacontinued, the cadence of her reply faling into the pedagogica rhythmswith which Firekeeper was
dreedy familiar.

"A gentle-born person,” she said, "will mogt often say words carefully, pronouncing dl the sounds
digtinctly. A less gently born person will often run them together—Ilazy or perhaps hurriedly.

"T'morrow," Lady Luellasaid by means of illudtration, "instead of ‘tomorrow." "
Firekeeper could hear the difference and nodded.
"And one way of saying is better?' she asked.

"Some people,” Lady Luelasaid with smile, "think so. My mother and father were very gtrict on this
point.”
"And so you are?' Firekeeper asked.

"I try," Lady Luellalooked fleetingly sad, "but since we have come to spend so much time a Norwood, |
think that my children are becoming lazy. Y ou lived at court, did you not?"

"Some," Firekeeper said, knowing from Elise's stories about her childhood that humansenvied thisasa
wolf might another wolf tearing the liver from afresh kill.

"Didyoulikeit?"
"Sometimes,”" Firekeeper said honestly. "Others, no. It was very close and full of stone.”

Lady Ludlafrowned dightly, but there was no anger in her expression, only the mild puzzlement that
Firekeeper was accustomed to see on others faces when the wolf-woman thought she was being
perfectly clear.

"I like Norwood," Firekeeper explained. "There are more trees and fewer people.”
"So you like trees better than people?!

There was chdlenge in the older woman'stone and amildly malicious glee asif she had trapped
Firekeeper into some misstep.

"No." Firekeeper shook her head vigoroudy, atrace frustrated. "I like people much—some people. |
don't know al people. But sometimestoo many peopleis..." She gestured wildly. "'Too many.”

She fdt trapped by the cool eyes of Earl Kestrel'swife, a sense that somehow, despite her best efforts,
she was going to offend this woman and cause trouble for herself. Desperate to avert the disaster shefdlt
approaching, Firekeeper blurted:

"Lady Ludla, | no take the meet from your cubgl”
Lady Luelalooked completely astonished.



"Meat?'

"I no want anything that isyour children's," Firekeeper said more dowly. "Earl Kestrd came west for a
reason. He no wanted me; he wanted Prince Barden's Blysse. | know this."

Lady Ludlaleaned forward.

"Areyou Prince Barden's Blysse?'

Firekeeper shrugged. "I don't know. King Tedric didn't say | am, so eveniif | am, I'm not."
Lady Ludlalaughed, adry, throaty sound.

"Y ou're moreinteligent than I'd have believed. Tel me about your childhood with thewolves.”

So Firekeeper did 0, continuing when Lady L uellals maid—made rather nervous when she redlized
Blind Seer was present—arrived to style the lady's drying hair. It was the longest narration the
wolf-woman had ever attempted to sustain without ass stance and she was quite relieved when Lady
Luelaraised afinger in an imperious gesture for silence.

"Blysse, the dinner hour is gpproaching and, athough your atire is quite gppropriate, perhaps you should
return to your room and ring for your maid."

Lady Ludldsarigtocratic lipstwitched in what might have been an amused smile. Tel her to removethe
worst of thewolf hair from your gown."

Firekeeper rose from the flowered puff with atouch more aacrity than might have been perfectly polite,
but she remembered her curtsy, and Blind Seer—showing hisfangsin an amused grin at the maid's
anxious start when heroseto hisfull height—gave a polite bow.

Asthey hurried back to Firekeeper's room, the wolf-woman couldn't help but think that as cold aswas
the winter wind, she rather preferred it to the frost that had never quite left the lady's smile.

Fox Driver was as good as hisword. The horses were camed by midday, hitched, and ready to go.

For his part, Baron Endbrook employed himself inquiring after road conditions and confirming that the
map he had purchased in Hawk Haven was accurate enough for his purposes.

Lady Mdinawas actively hel pful—even eager—in these preparations for travel. She hovered near,
effacing hersdf lest in this border town she might chance on some acquaintance from Hawk Haven.
However, whenever Waln's ability to splice his dozen or so New Kevinese words to gestures and

carefully enunciated phrasesin Pellish—the language of Gildcrest and thusthat of Hawk Haven and
Bright Bay—failed to communicate their desire, she stepped forward and acted astrandator.

Often the subject of their inquiry—be it shopkeeper, hostler, or locd official—was so pleased and
astonished to be addressed in the language of the country that he—or she or it, Waln privately admitted
that he still had trouble telling the gender of many of the heavily robed figures—would reved areasonable
fluency in Pdlish.

Inthisway, they learned that the roads should be clear for this day's journey, but that they should be
prepared to convert the wagon to deigh runners before continuing on the next day.

The road they would be taking to Dragon's Breath ran along the western foothills of the Sword of Kelvin



Mountains and these, extending asthey did in aroughly north-south line, trapped both the weather from
the oceansto the east, and that blown down from the Iron Mountains (called here the Death Touch
Mountains) to the west. However, though the weather promised to be unpleasant thistime of year, the
New Kevinese government paid to have thisimportant road packed and rolled, so dedding should
prove both easier and swifter than hauling the wagon over rutted and muddy New Kevinese roads had
been.

Asan |dander—amember of a people who, until just afew moonspans before, had smply been loosdaly
annexed to akingdom whose effective ability to reign had been limited by the interposing ocean—Baron
Endbrook was astonished by the New Kelvinese's pride in the works of their nation.

Intheldes, onewasfirg of dl onesdf—asailor, amerchant, afisher, awhoreson (thislast flickered into
his mind unbidden and was squelched immediately). Next one might be aresident of a particular
idand—though even that was not areason for pride. Ianders were more likely to identify themselves by
the shipsthey sailed upon. Belonging to Bright Bay had been an incidental matter, ussful when collecting
bounty on Waterlander vessd s fortuitoudy chanced upon, but little more.

Evenin Hawk Haven it had seemed to Waln that those he met identified themsalves first as members of
their own houses—if they were noble-born—or as members of their families, craft guilds, and Societies.
Serviceto thelarger kingdom—asin King Allister's War—was done as a matter of serviceto those
more persond aliances.

But herein New Kelvin dl the people he had spoken to—whether on thistrip or hislast—seemed to
think of themselves as New Kdvinesefirs and foremost. Even the filthiest beggar on the streets of
Dragon's Breath had seemed to look upon the baron's unpainted face and then to accept his charity with
the condescension of one making a concession to alesser being.

On hisinitid journey, Waln had thought that perhaps his assessment of the New Kelvinese character had
been colored by his personal awvareness of his gutter origins. Now, astime after time Lady Mdinas
ability to speak—even hdtingly—in the language of the country opened comparative floodgates of
information, Waln redlized he had been right.

Perhaps the ability to speak of "color” that the New Kevinese diplomats had desired was not only the
ability to speak knowledgeably about magic, but to do so in their own language as well. Doubtless, Lady
Melina's previous vist had made her aware of their bigotry, and thus was explained her dutiful—even
fanatica—attention to her sudiesin the course of their journey.

Baron Endbrook had not made hisfortune in trade without learning the value of intangibles. He
immediately resolved to learn to speak New Kelvinese and acted on hisresolve so prompitly that by their
last stop before departing—the public room of a pleasant inn where they ate a hot meal—he was making
the serving wench laugh with his attempts to echo her as she told him the local namesfor such basicitems
as beer, bread, and soup.

Though the customs officer who had checked their map had been deprecating about the condition of the
road immediately outside of town, Waln was pleasantly surprised at how smooth and well cared for it
was. Replete with hot food and perhaps one more mug of the dark autumn beer than he should have
drunk, he sat his horse and estimated that they would reach their destination—an inn accustomed to
foreign travelers—by dusk if not before.

His mount, a sandy bay gelding whose feathered hocks bespoke one of the larger breedsin its ancestry,
seemed to have forgotten its earlier fear and paced dong, its ears perked forward in pleasant anticipation



of what lay aong their course.

"Ride with me, Lady,” he said to Lady Melina once they were under way, "and continue my studies. |
appear to have been remiss.”

" am pleased to do s0," she said, trotting her dapple grey to hisside.

Asthey rode on, Wan was encouraged to think that Lady Mdinas pleasure might have had amore
personal eement aswell. When he finally pronounced correctly an intricate phrase, she blew him akiss
asalady might to acknowledge her champion on the field. When he mangled a complicated honorific,
she playfully leaned from her saddleto swat him lightly on the arm. Indeed, given that they were
separated by the need to control their mounts, she seemed to find more man ample excusesto touch him.

When they arrived at the promised inn—named the Stone Giant, after somelocd legend—Lady Medina
held out her arms quite automaticaly to be lifted from the saddle. Despite himself, Waln's blood was
humming as he followed her into the Stone Giant. Hewas asailor along way from home and herewasa
woman who seemed to desire him, not some whore more interested in his money than his person.

Astheinnkeeper led theway to their rooms, Waln cleared histhroat.

"l wasthinking, Sster,” he said, fearing that the words sounded stilted, "that we could dinein my suite
tonight. Thereismuch | would discusswith you."

"That would befine, Brother," Lady Mdinaagreed with demure courtesy.

Her words were proper—even dull—but the dightly lascivious twinkle in her eyes as she amiled up at
him suggested that she had guessed his ulterior motives.

Waln wondered if the porter who trudged behind them with the lady's box balanced lightly on one
shoulder saw the color that flushed his cheeks. Not wishing to seem too eager for Lady Mdlinas
company, Wan excused himsdlf until dinner.

Leaving dl hisluggage but the satchd with his precioustrust in hisroom, Wan headed downgtairs again.
A few words with the innkegper—who thankfully spoke Pellish fluently—arranged for asmall but elegant
private banquet for two. Then Waln went out to check on their mounts and goods.

"They'red| settled, Baron," Fox said, atrace of insolence—or perhaps envy—in histone despite the
respectful words. "Not even too worn. | had to fight to get stabling for them, though, some
high-and-mighty from Dragon's Bregth is staying here aswell and his groom was puffed with his master's
importance.”

Fox grinned. "'l diced him for spaces and we're settled now.”
He gestured with atoss of his head toward arow of stalls. "Four of the best, right &t the end.”
"And the wagon?' Waln asked.

"That was easier,” Fox said. "The high-and-mighty isn't traveling with trade goods. Ours are under cover
right outside the stable. I'll be deeping in the loft above the horses, so no one should meddle without my
heering.”

"Can you find someone to help you change the whedl s for runners?* Waln asked. " The innkeeper
confirmed that the roads are packed snow from here to Dragon's Breeth."



Fox nodded. "Easlly done.”

Though his pulse was begting timein hisears, Waln chatted a bit longer with Driver before returning to
the inn. He gtrolled through the common room, catching aglimpse of acolorfully painted personage with
hair the color of ableached seashell Spping some steaming beverage at atable dmost concededina
sheltered dcove.

Waln's salf-possession abandoned him when he was free of the public areas and he found himsdlf taking
the stairstwo at atime, suddenly nervousthat he had dallied too long. As he had ordered earlier, hot
water for abath waswaiting. With asense of anticipation he had not felt since he was courting Oralia,
Waln scrubbed thetrail dirt from every inch of his skin, conscious of the fact that, if al went as he hoped,
he would be open to quite a private inspection.

Lady Melinawasjust late enough that Waln had begun to fear that the knock on the door would
announce not the lady but some flunky bearing her excuse. However, she hersdf glided in, apologizing
that she had needed to wait until a serving maid was available to lace her into her dress.

The dresswas one of severa she had brought aong, quite suitable to her persona as a progperous farm
owner. Waln thought Lady Melinawore the smple midnight-blue wool asaqueen might, her own inner
dignity infusing it with grace and elegance. Her slvering hair was braided and caught up in aknot at the
back of her head. Wan found himself imagining how it might look after he had set it free.

Through the four courses, while the serving maid hovered near, they talked of ordinary things: of the
road, of how long it would take them to reach their destination, what price they might get for their goods,
and what they might purchase for sdle on their return. Using the foods on the table, Lady Melina
continued to tutor Waln in New Kelvinese and more often than not, she found excuse to offer a caress
that stayed just on theright Side of Sgterly.

Waln grew light-headed—at first, he thought, from her attentions. He knew the sensation could not be
the wine, for he was no foolish boy to make himsdf haf-drunk for courage only to fail in performance.
Though he drank fredly of the chilled water, his mouth remained dry and he found himself surreptitioudy
licking hislipsto moisten them.

Another man might not have realized what had happened. Another man might have taken the symptoms
he felt as mere nerves, but Baron Endbrook had not always been rich, had not aways been titled. He
had grown up in his mother's house and knew the little bottle she kept for dosing the occasiond client
whose manners were too rough or whose purse too tempting.

Even as he recognized the symptoms, Waln knew what wedlth had tempted Lady Melinato thisrash act.
The three magical artifacts that had severed Gustin Sailor from his aliance with Zorana Shield, that had
prompted Stonehold into war on the mere rumor of their existence, that had tempted Queen Vaorainto
theft—those same three artifacts had seduced another victim.

The ardor that had fired Wan's blood froze into fear, but the baron was not some drunken sailor flush
with wine and voyage pay. Making polite excuses, he departed asfor the privy. Lest Lady Mdinaredize
his sugpicions, he gave her adow wink and brushed hislips against her cheek. He only regretted that he
dared not dig the satchel out from where he had hidden it, but that would not be in keeping with hisrole
as besotted fool hurrying away only to hurry to return.

As hetook the back stairs to the outdoor privy, Wan laid his plans with the deliberate care of aman
who cannot trust his mind to hold more than one thought at atime. First, the privy.

He stumbled across ayard deserted because of the night's cold. Most guests would prefer the privacy of



achamber pot, but most weren't entertaining alady in their rooms. His breath steamed in aragged
plume—his own lifes banner urging him forward.

In the privy, Waln forced hisfinger down histhroat until he vomited up the contents of his somach. Then
he decided what to do next. He had hidden the satchel well. Lady Melinawould wait to seeif hewould
return—or if whatever she had dipped into his wine had knocked him out—before beginning her search.
She might even need to dismissthe maid if that worthy was till clearing awvay dinner. Therefore, she
would bein theroom for sometime.

Waln rose from hisknees. His mouth tasted foul, his knees were trembling, but his mind was clearing.
Next he must find Fox Driver. Wan didn't doubt that he himself could subdue Lady Mdina, but he would
need Fox's cooperation if Lady Meinahad alies—even the maid's screaming could bring unwanted
attention.

Hewondered if it was pure coincidence that an important person from Dragon's Breath was staying a
this public inn just now. The more Waln considered, the less likely that seemed. He recalled how
determined Lady Melina had been to get on the road as soon as possible. Had the rendezvous been
planned?

It began to seem likely. Even if she had succeeded in stedling the enchanted artifacts, where could she go
with them? She could take them into Hawk Haven, but if their secretswere as difficult to understand as
Queen Vaorahad bdieved, Lady Meinamight prefer to take them into New Kelvin, where those
secrets might be unraveled.

Waln's head pounded as he sought to untangle this net of betraya. He spat and focused again on his next
step. He must find Fox, brief him, then return as quickly as possible to where Lady Mdinawas.

On shaky legs, Waln climbed up to the loft where Driver had said he would be staying. At firg, he
thought the other man had turned in early and was deeping soundly. After al, sitting on awagon box al
day in the cold was fatiguing, bone-jarring work.

Only when he put his hand on the man's shoulder and found him gtiff and cold did Waln suspect the truth.
He turned Fox onto his back and discovered that the other's throat had been cut with neat efficiency. The
blood had drained into a sodden massthat only the body heat from the horses below had kept from
freezing solid in the winter night's cold.

Lady Mdinamight have done this. She could have come out between the time Wan had | eft Fox and
when she arrived—a bit late—at Waln's own room. True, she had appeared clean and well groomed,
but she merely could have changed her dress, tidied her hair, and dabbed on a bit of scent.

Waln didn't doubt that Fox would have et the woman close. She hadn't seemed to be flirting with the
driver, but then she'd been very good about hiding her own flirtation with Waln. If sheld cometo Fox,
made some excuse to get himinto theloft...

The baron shook his head angrily, redizing that even now hefdt jedlous. Hefet no grief for Fox. The
man had been a second-rate scoundrel—though afirg-class driver. His death was an inconvenience, but
sailors were swept overboard by storms and il the ship sailed on.

Since Lady Melina could have done this aone, perhaps she didn't have an dlly. Perhaps Waln had timeto
catch her before she finished her search. Waln's blood pounded as he anticipated the beating he'd give
her for betraying him and his queen.

Setting his hands on the sides of the loft ladder, Waln did down as he might have between decks, trusting



the strength of hisarms and not bothering with the rungs. The rough wood rails splintered—not being as
polished as those on a ship—but Wan landed on the straw-strewn floor, ingtinctively flexing hisknees.

Doubtlessthis saved hislife, for the man standing to one side of the ladder swung a where Wan's head
would have been if the baron had descended in a more conventiona manner.

Waln heard the swoosh as the club passed through the air, the crack as it impacted with the wooden
ladder. His latent queasiness was forgotten, washed from his blood by the fearful certainty that if he didn't
make his return blow count hewould die.

Waln's assailant was a New Kelvinese, a husky, bowlegged man with stylized horse heads tattooed in
dull green on each cheek. This might well be the groom who had thrown dice with Fox for use of the
galls. Had he used that earlier game as an excuse to mount to the loft and get close enough to Fox to
murder him?

Rising from the crouch in which held landed, Waln butted his head into the groom's midsection. The
technique was pure gutter brawling, as was the fashion in which he brought his knee up into the other
man's groin as the groom sought to keep his baance and his breath againgt the force of the first blow.

The groom was solidly built, with arms and chest well muscled from histrade. His strength meant nothing
to the pain that ripped up from his battered privates. The breath that had been knocked from him when
Waln's head impacted his solar plexus had not returned, so that his scream—or shout for help—came
forth asafeeble shriek.

He made no other sound. Waln seized the club that had been meant to shatter his own head and used it
on itsowner. He put behind the blows the raging force of his own disgust at being so duped, hisfear of
what might come—and of what Queen Vaorawould say if he did not regain the artifacts.

Waln'sfirg thought asthe groom fell to the stable floor—his head so battered that the horse tattoos were
fragmentsin abloody mass—wasto rush back to hisroom, beat aside any in hisway, and seizethe
saichd.

A glancetoward the inn showed him ablaze of lights on the second floor. A hulking figure almost
conceaed in shadow stood near the back door from which Waln had exited on his flight to the privy.
Doubtless someone would be out momentarily to seeif the groom had done his job.

During a hurricane, Wan had discovered hisbody could act without conscious command from hismind.
So it was now. Helifted his saddle from where it rested on the partition between two stals and dropped
it onto his horse, tightening the girth amost before the horse redlized what was coining. Later—if there
was alate—Waln would need to smooth out the blankets and set the saddle properly, but damageto his
mount was far from his greatest concern.

The bridle went on with equa speed. Then Waln led the gelding—now snorting with confusion and
annoyance—fromthe al. Anirritated jerk at its heedstall convinced it that the big man wasn't inamood
for games and it stopped fighting.

Stll moving with dreamlike deliberation, Waln heaved himself into the saddle. The stable door was
aready open—he'd never closed it when he came to fetch Fox, doubtless how the groom had known
whereto look for him. Now he booted the gelding solidly in the ribs. The horse, aready agitated and
needing little encouragement to bolt, shot out of the stable.

Thefigure from the doorway came running out, waving his arms and shouting something.



"Sorry," Waln shouted, "don't speek the language.”

The man paused dightly, perhaps thinking Waln was surrendering, but Waln kicked his horse again and
the man flung himsdlf to one Sdeto avoid being knocked over.

Night was with the baron, night and the cold that had kept everyone insde who had even the dimmest
excuse. There were afew shouts behind him, but Waln pressed the horse on, past the inn, out onto the
road, and furioudy down the way they had come earlier that day.

Herisked afdl, abroken back or neck, a shattered leg for the horse. Compared with what lay behind
him, these were glory and wonder and the hope of seeing the next sunrise.

Chapter XX

Elation returned the day after Firekeeper met with Lady Ludla The peregrine facon's knife-edged wings
cut through the flakes of alate-afternoon snow flurry like aphysica embodiment of the last rays of

daylight.

Firekeeper and Blind Seer were running circlesin the snow, legping to catch the large, fluffy white flakes
before they could touch the dry grass of the lawn. Once again—despite Lady Luella's outspoken
disapprova—the wolf-woman had discarded the boots procured for her. Though these were light things
of the softest |eather, shaped to her foot by a patient cobbler and lined with fur, she still claimed they
made her clumsy. The woolen hose were not as bad, but she discarded them when they grew sodden.

The peregrine soared in to land upon a stone pylon set on the fringes of the garden in memory of some
youthful deed of the current duchess. Settling herself, she folded her wings with a disgpproving squawk.

"Mad creatures and wolved" she cried. "Who can tdl the difference?’

"Shrieking winds and the words of the wingéd folk," retorted Blind Seer. "One and the sameto these
eas."

Firekeeper booted him gently in theribs.
"Perhgpsthat is so," she said, "but perhapstoday Fierce Joy in Flight has some newsfor us."
"Perhaps,”" replied the facon atrace sulkily, "but if my words are as empty as shrieking winds..."

"Thenthefault liesinthelistener'sears,” Firekeeper responded soothingly. "Tell me your news. My ears
aretuned to your cries.”

"I have flown long and hard, through ugly westher,” said the falcon, unwilling to be so easily pacified.

"Thereisample gamein thesefidds for so mighty ahunter,” Firekeeper said, "and awarm perch for her
by thefiresde. Will you comeinsde or tell your te here?"

Elation permitted hersdlf to be appeased.
"I have found the crow," she said, preening lightly. "And he hastold me of those he followed.”
"Did he not stay with them?" Firekeeper asked, dismayed.



"Hewasworn to awindblown leaf from hisfollowing," Elation replied, "but he did not forsake his task
until he found a replacement to take it for him. By good luck, another of the corvid kin—a raven—found
him before | did. The raven has taken up the chase."

"Sothey arelost to usagain.” Firekeeper sighed, then brightened. "But what was the crow's news? What
direction do the treasures go and is Lady Melinayet with them?"

"North," the falcon replied, "and, yes, sheis.”

Firekeeper had thought that knowing this—along with those scant details Elation had been able to
add—would be enough to set them on the chase. She was dismayed to learn, upon reporting her newsto
Derian, that they could not set out at once.

"Wewill need to take our leave with care,” the young man said. "Otherwise, the Kestrels are certain to
send someonein search of us."

Firekeeper wanted to ask "why" asif she were merdly awhining pup, but she knew enough of human
custom to know that what Derian said was the merest truth. A wolf might choose to hunt aone,
especidly during the warm days of summer, and the rest of the pack would not comment. However, it
seemed to her that al ahuman needed to do was step out of aroom without explanation and aflood of
questions and conjectures began.

"Moreover," Derian added, sounding quite stern, "while you and Blind Seer may be content running
barefoot in the snow, Doc and | will need some gear and either good riding horsesor adeigh.”

Again Firekeeper swallowed an impulsive desire to protest. Hadn't her very reason for seeking out
human help in this matter been a suspicion that she could not handle this matter without ass stance?

"I know you want to bay down thetrail,” Derian said, borrowing an idiom she hersaf had used earlier in
her report, "but what will you do when you get there? It is one thing to attack atraitor like Prince Newell,
quite another to go after Baron Endbrook and Lady Meina—both of whom are outwardly blameless.
Theleast you could hope for would be a blood feud between House Kestrel and their houses. Y ou
could igniteawar.”

Firekeeper shivered at the latter possibility. It nested too closdly to her own private fears.

"They might not know it me," she offered, knowing she was diding out onto thinice. "I cometo them by
night, go by night."

"And leave behind the prints of asmal person—asmal barefoot person—and an enormous wolf."
Derian laughed and Firekeeper wilted.

"Remember," the young man continued more kindly, "that there will likely be snow upon the ground and if
not snow, then mud. It is not so late in the winter that the ground will have acquired rocky hardness.”

"But what we do when we catch up to them?' the wolf-woman asked. "Will we not take away what they
have? | have sworn to take those three things."

Derian looked more uncertain.

"l don't know yet," he admitted. "I suppose that we could take our chances and go after them disguised
as bandits. Elation did say that there were only three, right?"



"Three," Firekeeper agreed. "Baron Endbrook, Lady Melina, and a man who drove the horses.”
"No sgn of Citrine."

"Not that the crow saw, but the crow did say that she was there and that they kept her muchin the
wagon. She could have till been there.”

"Morelikdly," Derian said unhappily, "Citrine iswith those mysterious friends a the seashore. | wish | fdlt
confident that she was so safely placed.”

"You fear," Firekeeper said. "Why?'

"Remember what | told you along time ago," Derian said, "when you were going to challenge Earl
Kestrd's right to order you about?'

"No."

Derian sighed. "Y ou said he couldn't hurt you, not if he wanted to use you.”
"es"

"Then | pointed out that he could hurt Blind Seer.”

Firekeeper nodded reluctantly. "I forget because | no like that thinking.”

"Wadl, | likethethoughts | havejust aslittle," Derian admitted. "It seemsto me that Baron Endbrook
would want some assurance that Lady Meinawould behave as he wished—after dl, those artifacts are
the most vauable things his queen has.™

Firekeeper nodded.

"And taking Lady Melinas daughter..." Derian paused. "Let's put it thisway. I'm worried that the
friends Citrineis staying with are his friends, not Lady Mdlinas."

"And if anything happensto artifacts," Firekeeper said, her brow furrowing as she worked through this
very unwolfish logic, "then something happen to Citring!"

"Precisdy," Derian agreed unhappily. " So whatever we do, we can be sure that Lady Mdinawill bethe
baron'sfirm aly. We can't hopeto turn her againgt him.”

"I not hunt with her!" Firekeeper protested sharply.

"Not even to get the artifacts?' Derian's expresson waswry. "l wonder if your Roya Beastswould
goprove of your selectivity."

Firekeeper, rather uncomfortably, found herself wondering the same.

Elise was surprised, even alittle dismayed, when Sir Jared sought her company during the leisure hours
after the evening medl. To this point he had been palitely forma, respecting her unspoken desire to keep
some distance between them, but the note he sent her via Ninette permitted no polite excuse.

"Lady Elise," read his square but tidy hand, " Some news regarding one of our common interests came by
alate post. I would shareit with you. Could | cal upon you inyour suite or, if that isnot convenient,
could you cal onme?’



Initidly, Elise thought that Sir Jared must have received some medica text or an answer to one of the
long letters he had sent to Hazel Healer. Talk on such subjects had been the extent of their conversations
of late. Then, with a sense of shame so sudden that it brought color to her cheeks, Elise recdled the
entireissue of Lady Mdinasintriguing with Baron Endbrook.

| am behaving like a girl with her first crush, she scolded herself', forgetting good sense and
thinking myself wise. Surely Sr Jared must have news regarding Lady Melina. Why else would he
request a private visit?

Hadtily, she scribbled anote back asking for the knight to call on her an hour hencein her suite. Ninette
would be present to chaperon and if indeed Sir Jared wished to confer regarding such sengitive matters
there must be no risk of being overheard.

Elise wondered why Derian or Firekeeper had not been the onesto bring her the news. On reflection,
sheredlized that Derian's calling on her would excite as much—or even more among some of the
guests—comment than if Sir Jared did so.

A vigt from Firekegper would not be amaiter for gossip, but the wolf-woman was il not skilled in
relating complicated matters. Her vocabulary, though growing, remained hardly more sophiticated than
that of afive-year-old and she resisted learning new terms where she thought an dready known one
would serve.

And we cannot discuss political intrigue in terms of good and bad, right and wrong, Elisethought,
no matter how much we would like matters to be so simple.

She had composed hersdf by the time Sir Jared arrived and welcomed him with courtesy, but kept the
gpecid warmth shefelt whenever she saw him locked tightly within her breest.

Sir Jared bowed deeply before taking the seat she offered him. He bore with him afat leather-bound
tome and adim case she recognized as the one in which he kept pressed samples of herbs that had
interested him. For amoment, she thought she might have incorrectly guessed the reason for hisvisit, but
hisfirst words, prompted, it seemed, by her questioning glance at the book, set her right.

"I brought these so we might have an excuse for our visit,” he said, "and | even dropped a passing
comment to my cousin that some of his guests seemed less than pleased by our dull discussions of such
serious matters as medicine and herb lore.”

"S0?" Elise asked, puzzled.

"So that if anyone questions our private converse Norvin will be sureto reply that we are doubtless
discussng matters that we feared would seem dull to therest of the party.”

Elise smiled. "Y ou seem anatura-born conspirator.”
In return, Sir Jared made adightly mocking haf-bow.

"Rather, Lady Elise, say it isassociating with Firekeeper and her friends that has given me practicein
these matters.”

"Firekeeper!" Eliseleaned forward. "Has she news?'

"Newsindeed," Sir Jared said. "Thefacon Elation has returned and, if we are to believe that Firekeeper
can honedtly trandate the bird's report..."



"Wedo," Elisesaid digmissvely.
"Then Elaion'sreport isthus."

Momentarily, the physician squeezed his eyes shut asif a an effort of accurate remembrance. Then he
continued:

"Elation saysthat araven—or acrow—I get abit muddled asto which birdiswhich... Inany case,
Elation saysthat one of these Roya birds reportsthat Lady Meinaand Baron Endbrook—traveling in
company with athird person, aman—were heading north. The crow—I recal now, it was acrow—was
fatigued from following them unceasingly from Port Haven and as soon asit found another bird of
Royal-kind—that's where the raven comesin—it turned over the duty of following the pair to the raven.
Elation found the crow while it was resting from itslabors."

"Agonishing," Elise mused, "to find one cron—even for afalcon as gifted as Elation.”

"My understanding,” Sir Jared said, and the young woman could see that he was far more uncomfortable
than she in accepting the reportage of birds, "isthat Elation finaly grasped the logic behind maps..."

"A thing Firekeeper hasyet to do," Elise murmured, "at least with any assurance.”
The knight gave awry grin of agreement.

"Once Elation understood what the maps portrayed,” he went on, "she redlized that certain roads would
be more likely conduitsfor Lady Mdinaand Baron Endbrook if they were indeed heading north. She
then set hersdlf to backtrack aong those roads toward Port Haven. It was while doing this she found the
crow.”

"Amazing!" Elise exclamed despite hersalf.

Sir Jared shrugged. "'l suppose it makes sense. We draw our maps asif we are seeing the world as aflat
thing, viewed from above. How e se does aflying bird see the world?"

"Stll," Elise sad, "what awonder! | suppose that Elation did not locate Baron Endbrook and Lady
Mdina?'

"No." Sir Jared shook his head. "Though my fedling isthat she intendsto set out after them come
morning. She came herefirgt to give Firekeeper this confirmation of her theories. The crow wastoo
weary to make the flight here with any speed.”

"Birds," Elise offered, only certain of her own uncertain knowledge of the race, "must egt agreat ded to
sudainthefireinther little bodies.”

Sir Jared nodded. " Such has been my observation aswell. Now, have you any thoughts about the wisest
course of action to take? Firekeeper, | hardly need to tell you, was ready to charge out after Lady
Melinaand Baron Endbrook as soon as Elation brought the news. Derian has managed to convince her
to wait, but | doubt even he can hold her long."

Elise toyed with atrailing thread of the embroidery she had been working while waiting for the knight to
cdl. Digantly, she was aware of Ninette stirring unhappily over where she was brewing teafor their
refreshment.

From the very moment that Elise had confided in her maid her own suspicionsregarding Lady Mdina,
Ninette had been nervous and unhappy—a nervousness that had eased dightly when the journey to the



North Woods and then the early days of their sojourn had passed uninterrupted. Although Lady Meina's
sorceries had not touched Ninette asintimately asthey had Elise, she feared them more and Elise could
not dismiss her good sense.

"Short of locking Firekeeper in aroom," Elise said, "'l do not see how we can keep her from pursuit.
Therefore, what we must do isfind how to make that pursuit at least somewhat acceptable.”

"Y ou are of one mind with Derian and mysdlf," Jared replied. "We have determined that we will
accompany her. Moreover, | will ask my cousn's hdp in this matter.”

"Earl Kedirel?'

"None other. As Lady Blysse, Firekeeper is his adopted daughter. Were she to depart without his
knowledge he would be forced to look for her."

Sir Jared looked rueful. "Indeed, | am not certain that only duty would force him to do so. Beneath his
gruff exterior, heisfond of the girl—asis his mother, the duchess"

"Very wel," Elisesad, "then the earl must be spoken with—but how much will you tdl him?

"That isone of the things about which | wished to consult with you, Lady Elise" said Jared
uncomfortably. "You see, if wetdl any truth a all of why Firekeeper is determined to leave the North
Woods at such an unseasonable timefor travel, we may be forced to tell something of your involvement
in the matter."

Why?

The sharp question came not from Elise but from Ninette. The maid had paused in the very act of pouring
tea, her posture so defensive that Elise feared she might hurl the pot at Jared.

"Ninette!”
Sir Jared held up ahand. " She asks agood question and | will give my best answer.”

Looking directly at Ninette, he replied, "Because, good lady, | know my cousn well. He hasamind like
aknife, and can cut through any fog of deceit if he setshismind to it. Hismother is, if anything, less easy
to fool. Some light tale—we had thought to tell him Blind Seer had run off—will not divert him if he
sensesthat truth isto be had.”

"What iswrong with the tale about Blind Seer?' Ninette asked. "It s;emsagood oneto me."

"Tomeaswdl,” Sr Jared said, "and we have not discarded it entirely. The difficulty isthat our route may
take usinto populated areas of this grant, areas where areport would easily get back to the earl that his
daughter and her escort had been seen. Indeed, we may need to encourage their notice by asking
questions.

"Earl Kestrd isnofoal. If thewolf would run, why wouldn't it run into more wild areas? The only reason
an untamed wolf—and Blind Seer isuntamed for al that Firekegper'sword leashes him—would frequent
human-populated areasisif it had become mad, and amad wolf isadanger to people and to beasts.”

"Mad," Ninette said thoughtfully, "or so accustomed to people that it no longer feared them. Either way, it
would be adanger to those the earl has sworn to protect.”

"And s0," Jared said, nodding, "Earl Kestrel himsalf—or some of histrusted hunters—must set out in



pursuit. The complicationsthat could result are enough to horrify, even on mere contemplation.”
"l think we see," Elisereplied, "why this deception hasits hazards."

"Derian and | had thought,” Sir Jared said, "to offer the earl some version of the truth. How much and
what we will say, we are as of yet uncertain. However, in tdling that truth we may implicate you—though
we would try not to do so. The difficulty is, as| have said, that | know how good the earl isat dicing
through falsehood when he sets his mind to the task.”

Something in Jared's expression made Elise suspect ayouthful indiscretion uncovered and she bit back an
urge to tease him. Such would be unseemly if she truly meant to discourage his affections.

"A verson of thetruth,” she said doud. "Very good. What version do you propose?

Ninette brought over the teatray, then settled into her own chair off to one side. She might efface hersdlf,
but Elise knew that neither she nor Jared would forget her presence—nor would Ninette expect them to
do so.

"Wdll," Jared replied, "l was at the same ball where you first noticed the exchange of notes. Indeed, |
was dancing in the same s&t."

Elisefdt the dight burnings of ablush, remembering how it had been her awareness of Jared's
presence—indeed her seeking his place in the set—that had caused her chance gaze to catch thefirst
exchange.

"True," she said hastily. "So you will pretend that you were the one to see Baron Endbrook pass the note
to Lady Melina. That should work. | doubt that even Earl Kestrel noted the precise order of every
dance.

"Then," Jared said, "I shall smply continue asyou did. My excuse for kegping watch over Lady Melina
shall be that given her brother's recent treachery and her own overt mourning it seemed unlikely to me
that she would encourage flirtation.”

"Good," Elisesaid. "Very good. In thisway, you need not mention our prior reasonsfor distrusting the
lady."

"Precisely. From that point, | can say | consulted Derian—even asyou did. Derian'sinformation can be
related without deception. We can leave what we learned from Citrine out of the picture...”

Hetrailed off then and Elise noted alook of extreme unhappiness cross hisface.
"What iswrong?'
"I had dreaded telling you this, but Citrine may have disappeared.”

In afew pithy sentences, he reported, beginning with what Firekeeper had learned from the crow: how
Citrine had been with her mother, then had not been. He added Derian's suspicions—which he admitted
to sharing—that Citrine was being held hostage againgt her mother's good behavior. When he finished,
Elisg's head was pounding with angry astonishment.

"If thisistrue," she said, keeping her voice steedy with agreat effort, "then Lady Meinaistruly
depraved!”

Then she frowned. "But will we be any better? | mean if we go after Lady Medinaand succeed in



retrieving those hateful artifactswe may put Citrinein danger.”

"I think Firekeeper isworried about that, too," Jared admitted, "but she's given her word to retrieve those
artifacts no matter what. My fear isthat if something happensto Citrine, Firekegper will make certain

Lady Mdinapays.

Elise shuddered. "Let's not talk about that right now. We need to settle the question of what to tell Earl
Kestrd."

Jared nodded. He looked vaguely relieved that this particular bit of bad newswas out and, at least for
now, so well accepted.

Elise continued. "I think your manner of presenting theissue is perfectly sound. If Earl Kestrel somehow
seesthrough it and my involvement arises, well, so beit. | can't say out of it in any case.”

"What do you mean, my lady?'

Sir Jared's question seemed to anticipate asmilar one from Ninette, for Elise heard atifled yelp from
where her maid sat.

"I mean," Elisesad ddliberatdy, "that | am willing to offer my servicesin this chase. Certainly, you don't
think it would be proper for Firekeeper to run about with no escort other than two young men?”

Sir Jared relaxed dightly. "We'd considered that. We're going to ask Earl Kestrdl for the loan of Wendee
Jay—Firekeeper's new attendant.”

"I've met her! Nicewoman. Severa children."

Jared refused to be interrupted. "Wendee Jay was once an actress and knows the areawell, including
certain townsto the east I've only visited rarely. Moreover, she hastraveled in New Kedvin and if, aswe
dread, we cannot intercept our pair before they crossinto that land, Goody Wendee could be some help
tous"

"Ascould|," Elisesaid fiercdly. "l speak New Kevinese. Do either you or Derian? Does this Wendee
Jay speak it except for afew phrases of poetry?’

Sir Jared blinked, gtartled by Elise'sintengity.
"I don't know. | suspect that she does, actudly.”
"That doesn't change the fact that neither you nor Derian know more than afew phrases of the language.”

"I don't think either of usknows eventhat," Sir Jared admitted. " The merchants who visited my family
gpoke Pellish well enough to get by."

"Well, so therel" Elise said, dropping entirely the polite and measured manner of speech she had
maintained and reverting for amoment to thelittle girl who had kicked her host.

"Y ou do have apoint, my lady," Jared admitted after along pause. "1 will raiseit with the others. For
now, let us keep you uninvolved. The earl will have enough to accept what with our clams of colluson
between foreign powers—not to mention Firekeeper's more outlandish claims.”

"Do we need to mention those at dl?" Elise said, temporarily mollified.
"Wemugt, | think," Jared replied, though from his expression Elise guessed that he would be happy if she



could give him areason he needn't do so. "How else do we justify our need to find Baron Endbrook and
Lady Mdina? Thereisno ruling againgt traveling to New Kelvin—not even in such company.”

"Trug" Elise admitted. "Still, | wish we had some other excuse.™

They talked for awhile longer, trying to guesswhat Earl Kestrdl's reaction would be; then Elise spoke
aloud the worry that had been in the back of her thoughts, present but not completely redlized.

"But what do we do when we find them?" she asked. "Asyou've sad, thereis no reason they shouldn't
travel to New Kelvin. How do we stop them? What do we do if we do?’

Sir Jared looked uncomfortable. "We haven't exactly settled that part. Derian has suggested that we pose
as bandits. Therewill only be the three of them and there will be at least four of us—and Blind Seer
should cause havoc with their horsesjust by his presence.”

Elise was momentarily shocked; then she nodded.

"That may be the only way to go about it," she admitted. "If we have no lega recourse, we must act
ilegdly.”

"My hope" Sir Jared said, "isthat my cousin will give us some legitimate reason to act against
them—suspicion of trading in magic is reason enough for athorough search. If, however, weintercept
them outside of the Norwood Grant then hislega right to commission us becomes rather shaky. In any
case, Earl Kestrel may not wish to arouse Duke Gyrfacon's anger. Lady Mdinaremains amember of
that house. For Kestrel to act against her without first appealing to the head of her house could lead to
omedifficulties”

Elisebit her lower lip as she concentrated on recalling the rules of precedence and such that governed
interactions between houses.

"Yes," shesaid dowly, "there could cause difficultiesfor House Kestrel—even if Lady Mdinawas
intercepted on the Norwood Grant in possession of forbidden magics. In any case, I'm not certain that
Baron Endbrook and Lady Melinawill even comethisfar west."

Sir Jared shrugged. "One of the mgjor crossingsinto New Kevin is on the Norwood Grant. They could
even choose to crossinto Waterland and then traverse the Sword of Kelvin Mountainsinto New Kelvin.
They could ford the White Water River into New Kelvin at amore easterly point. If the White Water has
frozen, they could even eschew the more legitimate crossngs entirely.”

"| doubt they'll go into Waterland," Elise said with certainty. "The best meansfor doing that would have
been to take aship out of Port Haven. Moreover, going that way would lengthen their journey
condderably and involve at least some contactsin Waterland. The evidence of their equipment dso
testifiesthat they intended aland journey.”

"So far, you make agood ded of sense” Sir Jared said. "What €l 27"

"We need to inquire whether the White Water hasfrozen,” Elise said. "My guessit that thisistoo early in
the year. However, the post-riders report such information—at least they do on my father's lands—so
we should learn it easily enough.

"If we knew their destination,” Elise continued, thinking aloud, "we could guess where they might cross,
but..."

She glanced around, then rose and drew forth from her belongings aflat portfolio containing severa



maps.

"l brought these just in case," she said, unfolding amap depicting the northern extent of Hawk Haven and
something of the countries beyond the White Water.

Running her finger long the sweeping curve that represented the White Water River, she frowned.

"| fear that we have little hope that they will crossin the Norwood Grant," she said. "Dragon's
Breath—the capital of New Kevin—is stuated on the northwestern verge of the Sword of Kelvin
Mountains. If we assume that city istheir destination, then the best route would be to use one of the more
eastern river crossings. As| recall, there are some good trade roads heading to Dragon's Breeth.

"Even if they are not heading into Dragon's Breath," she continued, trying to anticipate Sir Jared's next
guestion, "there are severa smaller towns dong those very trade roads. In any case, they would be safer
from detection by Hawk Haven forcesif they traveled as much as possible dong the New Kelvinese
road system rather than covering the same distance in Hawk Haven."

"And we must assume,”" Sir Jared added, "that they will want to avoid notice in Hawk Haven. The New
Kelvinese do not share our averson to magic.”

"Or to potentidly traitorous members of House Gyrfa con traveling in company with nobles from the
Ides” Elisesad.

Sir Jared drummed hisfingers on the table with a sudden burst of pent-up energy.
"Frgt wetak with Earl Kestrd," he said. "Then..."

"Head out," Elise said, "even if there has been no further report from Firekeeper'sfriends. Thereisariver
road running roughly paralle to the White Water. We should head east dong it, asking questions aswe
go. If the falcon Elation knows where we will be, shewill be ableto find us."

"l agree," Sir Jared said. " Certainly action of some sort will be better than asking Firekeeper to sit here
with her handsfolded. It isaday's journey to the White Water from hereif conditions are good.”

Elise noticed that he no longer questioned her participation in the venture. She wondered if hewas
convinced that they would need her help or merely too wiseto argue until matters were settled with the
earl. Suspecting the latter, she decided that she, too, could hold her tongue.

After Sir Jared took hisleave, Elise refolded her map and tucked it avay in her portfolio. Her lips moved
as of themsdlves, supplying answersto Ninette's flurry of nervous questions, but her degper mind was
occupied with another thought.

Lady Aurellahad never told Elisethat she shouldn't marry Sir Jared. Indeed, she had even said that Elise
hersalf would need to do the proposing. True, Lady Aurellahad also said that the match was not one
which either hersdf or Baron Archer would want for Elise, but she had not expresdy forbidden it.

Musing over that fact, redizing that the choice still remained her own, Eliseredized that this made her
decison even harder than it had been before.

Chapter XXI



Terror gave a strange complexion to the events surrounding Wan's flight from the Stone Giant Inn.
Afterward, he could never quite remember how he managed to evade his pursuers. On the other hand,
gmall fragments remained extraordinarily vivid. He recalled the exact pattern of bare branches and
elegant, dmogt polished, thornsin the bramble heldd pulled to cover him when helay in aditch, holding his
breath. He remembered listening to his pursuers thundering off after his horse—which held loosed asa
diverson—but he could never recal just when he got to hisfeet and continued south.

There had come atime when he sat on arock staring down at his boots, which he held in hishand. His
feet were wrapped in scraps of fabric held torn from the elaborate waistcoat held worn to dine with Lady
Melina. Judging from the mud caked upon these makeshift dippers, he must have been waking in them
for sometime, but he could remember neither making them nor walking in them.

All Waln could guess was that he'd decided that leaving boot tracks in the snow aong the verge of the
road wouldn't be agood idea. He would have liked to depart the vicinity of the road, but he wasn't
certain enough of his bearings—clouds having robbed him of the guidance of the Sars—to risk leaving it
entirdly.

Again he cameto himsdlf, at midday, to find himsalf buried deep indgde ahaystack. Oddly, Waln'sfirst
thought was that this was not the best hay—it smelled musty and dightly rotted. Only after he had formed
that thought did it occur to him to wonder how he had come to be buried inside ahaystack and, even,
where he was. He had been too absorbed in Lady Melina's company and the promises hinted at in her
smilesto notice details of the local landscape.

His skin felt damp and he guessed that he'd been swesting. Further examination of his surroundings
caused him to suspect fever, for his breath—when he cautioudy surfaced from the hay—was visble even
though the cloud-shrouded sun was high overhead.

Waln lay buried in the hay, wondering where he was, how far he had come, how intent the pursuit might
be, and a dozen other things, each thought chasing the other in ajolting circle, like acat chasing itstalil.

He must have drifted off to deep again, for when hunger awakened him he discovered that darkness had
again falen. His thoughts were clearer now, but atrace of fever-induced whimsy made him fed rather
like amouse as he tunneled hisway to the surface.

The night proved to be clear and crisp. The upper layer of hay snapped with frost as he pushed through
it. Therewas no visible moon, but his eyes were dready adjusted to what faint light there was.

His haystack stood against the side of asmall anima shelter. The shelter was empty now, but smooth,
rounded droppings suggested that goats had been kept here. That would explain the condition of the hay,
aswdl asthe lack of concern for its keeping. Goats were notorious for egting anything.

At that moment, Waln rather wished he were agoat. His med with Lady Mdinahad been the night
before and his excursons had burnt what little he hadn't purged from his system asacandle flame burnsa
moth. Although theidander carried extraflesh on hisbig frame—flesh his body was doubtless consuming
even now—nhis ssomach clamored its emptiness, accustomed to being filled three or four times aday
whether it needed to be or not.

After assuring himself that he was done, Waln eased himsdf from the haystack. He noted with idle
curiogity that he was wearing his boots again. He didn't recal putting them on. The muddy pieces of
waistcoat were stuffed behind his belt.

Fever mounting again as he exerted himself, Waln was pleased to find that his unconscious self was such
an organized and efficient type of person. He rather wished he could just go away again and let that other



sef take over. However, not knowing just how to call up that other salf, he decided held better not
chanceit. He might just fal adeep in the snow and freeze.

Therewas ahut off to one side of the goat pen. Its door was open, swinging a adrunken angle from the
upper pair of aset of leather hinges. The lower hinge was broken or had been eaten by mice or rats.

Waln picked hisway over to the hut. He redlized that he was tiptoeing—aridiculous thing as he was
moving across open ground. He made an effort to stop himsdlf, but as soon as he stopped he redized he
was tiptoeing again—doubtless some attempt on the part of his hidden sdf to be stedlthy.

The hut proved to be empty. The thin dusting of snow across the floor showed only rodent tracks—tiny,
eyelash-fine traceriesfor the feet and along, narrow track for thetail. These converged around alarge
hunk of bread, apparently broken from alarger loaf and abandoned with the carelessness of plenty
whereit had falen near the open door.

With no thought for the dirt or gnaw marks on the bread, Waln scooped up the bread and shoved it into
his mouth. As he chewed, feding the grit againgt histeeth, he squatted down on the floor, blotting up
loose crumbs with thetip of onefinger. These he stuffed in after the bread, disregarding the fact that he
shoved in more dirt than bread. He wished held not scared the mouse away, his mouth watering at the
image of that warm mouthful.

Clarity of thought returned just enough to make Waln fed revolted at this descent into bestidity, and with
that revulson came an awareness of his predicament.

The bread—while not precisely fresh—had not been completely stale. Nor was it the heavy black bread
one would expect a goatherd to drop. This bread had been a pale honey-brown in color, the color of the
rollsthat had graced the dinner table he had shared the night before with Lady Melina.

Therefore, the person who had dropped it had quite possibly been hunting for Waln. Perhapsthe
searcher had overlooked the haystack because both the hut and goat shed were nearer and were so
much more obvious hiding places. The same late snow that had frozen the top of the haystack would
have disguised any prints Wan would have left—especidly if the searcher had come by when the light
was poor.

Waln realized with asudden thrill of fear how fortunate he had been—and that he dare not stay herea
moment longer. The haystack might not escape a second inspection.

Hedid remain long enough to thoroughly search the hut, hoping to find some provision hidden avay
againgt need. However, though he searched with dl the cunning héld gained in his Streetwise youth, he
went unrewarded.

Satisfying hisbelly with great handfuls of the cleanest snow he could find, Baron Waln Endbrook trudged
out into the darkness. When the wind began to blow and snow to fal, al he fet was gratitude at the
certainty that histrail would be covered.

His mind centered itself on adream of fire, areddish-orange glow that gradudly resolved itsdlf into the
memory of agem-stone glimmering with citrine fire upon the forehead of alittlegirl.

Earl Kestre listened with very few interruptions while Doc presented their case. Firekeeper wondered if
thiswas because Doc was his cousin.

Perhapsthe fact that Derian wore his counsdor'sring, the ruby in it glinting in the morning sunlight, hed



aso reminded the earl that one of them had been considered wise enough to advise aking. Then again,
perhaps Norvin Norwood had merely grown so accustomed to strange happenings that he no longer
questioned them.

Firekeeper didn't know which wastrue, but she enjoyed trying to puzzle out the intricacies of human
motivations as she might agametrail.

The earl had agreed to seethem in his private study, adark-panded, thickly carpeted room that might
have been oppressive but for the huge, multipaned window that dominated onewall. Firekeeper liked this
window amost as much asthe onein her favorite refuge. It was constructed in three sections that jutted
out from the room in the style she had been told to call a"bay"—though asfar as she could tell it bore no
resemblance either to abody of water or the cry of ahound.

Theindividua paneswere diamond-shaped and leaded into the three component panels. The beveled
edges of the diamond-shaped panes caught the light in afascinating fashion, creating random sparkles
that transformed the entire construction into the heart of agigantic crystalline gemstone.

The wolf-woman had been watching the dancing sparkles as Doc spoke, allowing her thoughtsto drift. If
shelistened too closdly she became dl the more impatient to be off. She had just arrived at the
conclusion that perhaps the sparkles more resembled the dancing of light on water than the cold glittering
of gemstones when she heard the earl spesk her name.

"So, Firekeeper,” Norvin Norwood said, and his use of her wolf name seemed agood sign, "as|
understand Cousin Jared, you will go after these stolen objects whether or not | give my permission.”

Firekeeper met the earl's pde grey eyes.

"Yes. | givemy word to amother who ismy mother beforeyouis..."
"Are" Derian muttered automaticaly.

"Beforeyou are my father."

Earl Kestrel stroked his beard.

"Thisonce," hesaid at last, "your desire and my own run together."

Firekeeper blinked in surprise. She had expected—as had Derian and Doc—along argument with the
earl. With adight twitching of hislips beneath his mustache that might have been asmile, the earl
continued:

"Cousin Jared has presented your case very well—so well that had he not been gifted with the hedling
talent | might be tempted to have him train asacourtier.”

"Eagle's broad wings forfend!" Doc protested, seeming honestly dismayed.

"We arefaced," the earl continued without commenting on Doc's minor interruption, "with—if your report
iscorrect, and | choseto believethatitis..."

"Gracious of him," Blind Seer commented dryly.
"... the potentid releasing of forcesthat we had al hoped were banished from our land.”

Firekeeper tilted her head to one sdeininquiry.



"Y ou mean these magic things?' she asked, adding aquick "sr" at the end of her sentence when Derian
gently booted her—athing that was fairly easy to do undetected because of where she sat on the floor.

"Thatissn."

Asthe earl continued, Firekeeper could tell he was making an effort to cast histhoughtsinto smple
words and phrases rather than the embroidered bardic turns that came so easily to him. Even had he not
been the heir to the Norwood Grant, Earl Kestrel would have been in demand as astoryteller—a
tendency that made him lean toward eaborate phrasing whenever he felt agreat moment was upon him.

"That iss0," the earl repeated. "If these objects have been brought to the mainland, it is our duty to
recover them."

"My duty,” Firekeeper sated bluntly, feding it was not too early to remind him, "isto take them home."
Earl Kestrel looked momentarily uneasy, but some thought smoothed the unease from hisfeatures.
"Before they can be taken anywhere," he said, "first we must have them. We agree on that.”

"Yes." The wolf-woman gave asharp nod.

"And | will giveyouwhat aid | can,” the earl said. "Cousin Jared's presentation of events has convinced
me that sending out an armed body of our loca militiawould be counterproductive. Their authority would
end a the borders of my grant. My neighbors might rightly protest to the king and then there would be
awkward questions to answer. Worse, rumors that we know what we know might get back to Queen
Vaoraor to her agents. That, above dl things, we cannot risk."

Firekeeper wrapped her arms around her bent knees, content to listen since the earl was saying what she
wanted to hesar.

"I will make excusesto cover your departure. Cousin Jared has suggested a complication in your old
wounds. | think that, given hisfame as a hedler, that excuse would be seen through too easily. Rather, |
suggest that | say that it is Sir Jared who has been called away. Y ou had been fedling housebound, so |
agreed to let you go with him. Counsdor Derian will accompany you to ded with the mounts—after dl,
working with my stables was one of the reasons he came here.”

The earl permitted himsdf asmall smile. "And it can go ungpoken that heisaso known for his ability to
work with you, my dear."

The affection in that |ast seemed genuine so Firekeeper gave an answering smile.

"Wendee Jay, if she agrees, will be sent as your chaperon. If not, | will find some other suitable woman
to accompany you so that your honor will not be besmirched.”

Firekeeper wondered idly what sort of man anyone thought could take advantage of her. Judging from
Blind Seer's puffs of laughter, the wolf was having smilar thoughts.

"Thisisgood,” Firekeeper said, when the earl leaned back in his chair, sgnaing the completion of his
gpeech. "Thank you."

They left the earl's office well satisfied. Derian went to select appropriate horses. Each of them aready
had their own mount, of course, but they would sill need a couple of pack mules. Sir Jared went to
confer with Wendee Jay. Firekeeper returned to her room to inform Elation of the results of the
conference.



The facon could have attended, but the earl had seemed reluctant to have her decorate his study's
carpetswith hawk chak. In theinterest of gaining Norvin Norwood's goodwill Elation had agreed to stay
in Firekeeper's room, where a canvas cover had been spread beneath her perch to facilitate cleaning.

Bursting into her room filled with good news, Firekeeper was surprised to find that the peregrine was not
aone. Elise sat in achair near the window, the book spread open on her lap illuminated by the morning
light asit filtered through the loose curtain of her golden blonde hair.

"So the meeting went well?* Elise asked.
"It did," Firekeeper sad.

She knew that Doc—and to alesser extent Derian—were worried about potential complicationsif Elise
inssted on accompanying them. Not only was Elise the heir to a barony, but she was not an
outdoorswoman. Riding long hoursin cold westher would test her in afashion that it would not the
others.

Firekeeper, with awolf's cruel view of surviva, fet that if Elise wanted to test hersdf she should be
permitted. If shefailed, they would leave her at the nearest town or village. If she succeeded, their pack
would be stronger by one.

Briefly, the wolf-woman told Elise about the meeting.

"But Sir Jared didn't mention my going,” Elise replied when Firekeeper had finished. "Nor did Derian
Carter."

Firekeeper shook her head.
"Doyoumindif | gowith you?" Elise asked.

Firekeeper hesitated. "Winter is hard even on those who are winter-hard,” she replied. "Many who are
summer-grong diein winter."

Elise puffed indignantly, reminding Firekeeper of asquirrel preparing to scold.
"I know that," she said fiercely, "and | ill think | can handleit. Therewill be villages dong theway."

"l not stay in villages," Firekeeper reminded her. "Blind Seer not welcome there. Also, if we areto go
fast, we may need camp when we can, not siop when aniceinnisshown."

Elisefrowned. "So you don't want me."
"I not say," Firekeeper replied evenly. "Only want you to know truth. Truth is sometimes cold as winter."
"Andif I amwilling to try that cold?'

"Then you must do aswe do and tell the earl where you go," Firekeeper said. "Helook for you just as he
look for usif weleave without saying.”

"True"

Elise stood, looking out into the gardens as she considered what Firekegper had said. The snow from,
the day before till clung here and there, evidence enough that the sun'slight was not even aswarming as
acandleflame. Firekeeper watched the young woman, unwilling to either persuade or dissuade.



At last Elise turned away from the window.
"You sad Earl Kestrel wasin hisstudy?' she asked.
"When we left," Firekeeper agreed.

"I must go seeif he can give me an audience,” and in aswirl of skirts, Elise was gone.

Derian Carter wondered if he would ever learn just what Elise had said to Norvin Norwood to persuade
the earl to permit hishonored guest to join their insane venture.

Had Elise reminded him that she was the daughter of abaron and that someday either he or his son
would need to deal with her as anear equa? Had she hinted that she might be persuaded to ally her
house with his own? Or had she smply stated that she would go where she would go and thet if he
thought wolveswere willful, he would soon learn that they were nothing to highly born ladies?

Or maybe she had argued logically, presenting to the earl as she had to Doc the advantagesto the
venture if she were permitted to join the company.

Derian doubted that he would ever know, but whatever tactic Elise had employed, she had employed it
well, for there was no doubting that she rodein their midst. Her coat was of winter-fox fur, slvery white
and lined with lamb'swool. Her gloves and boots were lined with rabbit fur, and her hat was fur both
within and without. Despite these trgppings, she huddled in Cream Ddlight's saddle, only her eyesvishble
abovethesilk scarf she had wrapped around her face, and whenever the wind blew with particular fury
she shivered.

That wind had blown up from the north on the morning of their departure, on the day following their
conference with Earl Kestrdl. It had carried the scent of snow on its breath. As Derian had moved about
the stables readying their mounts, he couldn't help but remember old Toad's predictions when Derian had
announced he was going to the Norwood Grant, that winter would be early and bitter thisyear.

Hunching his head againgt the cold, Derian tried to remember the proofs. something about how many nuts
the trees had borne that autumn and something el se about how early the wild grape leaves had turned.
Thefina proof had been how thickly the horses winter coats were coming in.

Derian couldn't deny that Roanne's coat had lost some of its summertime sheen, but he couldn't swear
that it was any thicker than usua. Still, he wished that Firekeeper hadn't been so determined to set out
before the storm sedled themiin.

She didn't seem to mind the cold. Maybe it was because she was pacing them on foot rather than riding.
Certainly the exercise would be warming and the bulk of the horses acted as awindbreak, but dogging
through drifts that sometimes topped her boots couldn't be precisely comfortable.

Boot tops.

Derian grinned. Those at least had been a victory. When Firekeeper had tromped down the stairsthat
morning she had looked frustrated but not in the least sullen. At first Derian had credited Wendee Jay
with the victory in this often-fought battle. He'd been surprised to learn that Firekeeper credited him
with—or blamed him for—convincing her.

"You tak of barefeetprintsin the snow," she had said, holding out afoot in front of her, and glowering at
the elegant work of the cobbler's art that adorned it asif it wereadisfiguring bail. I no can leave



feetprintsin boots. Just boot prints and everyone have those."
Up ahead, Doc—who was taking his turn on point—swiveled in his saddle and called down theline.
"We're closing on atown," he said. "Does anyone have reason to stop?"

Derian gave adight shake of his head. One reason he'd been riding to the rear was so he could watch the
horses. None of them were showing any sign of distress. He'd taped their hocks to give them some
added support and the road surface was not frozen hard. Nor was the party setting too fast a pace.
Doubtless none of the mountswould resist awarm stall and hot mash, but none needed it.

Elise shook her head sharply, but didn't say aword. Wendee Jay, d most as thoroughly bundled but less
obvioudy uncomfortable, gave alaugh.

"I'd love acup of mulled cider,” she said, "but | can go on without.”
Firekeeper spoke last.
"Wearefing" she said, adding atrace sernly, "and the sunisyoung.”

"Not so young," Doc said, nudging hishorseinto adightly faster wak. "We're risng noon. Still, you're
right. I'll divert when we get to town and buy usaflask or two of something warm. Blazeisfresh and we
can catch up easly. Anyone want to stop with me?"

Elise shook her head asif knowing that Doc's eyes were on her.
Maybe, Derian thought, she's afraid that if she ever getsinto a warm taproom she'll never leave.
Wendee Jay was elther less proud or perhaps smply wiser when it came to taking an offered respite.

"I'll stop with you, Doc. | know the innkeeper. | may be able to convince him to give usagood rate on
the drinks and not charge too dearly for the flasks.”

When they came to the town, Doc and Wendee turned to the tavern while Elise and Derian took charge
of the pack mules. The fact that these could not be asked to stand sweating under their burdens was part
of the reason for keeping the band moving. Another was that even if the pack animals could stand
without stiffening, they should not be pressed to a quicker pace to make up thelost time. Doc's Blaze
and grey Patience, who carried Wendee, would have lighter burdens and could be sheltered in alivery
stable for the duration of their brief stop.

Firekeeper and Blind Seer had vanished when the first house came into view. Derian knew that the pair
were making awide circle of the areaand would intercept the rest dlong the road once it eft the town.
Doubtless the wolf would not pass up the opportunity to hunt abit aswell. Blind Seer was keeping clear
of the horses—Cream Délight in particular was taking offense at the wolf's presence, though she seemed
to take some comfort from Roanne's acceptance of the massive beast. Still, the scent of fresh blood
would be an incentiveto fear.

Derian fancied that Firekegper must have said something to the mules, for they were being astonishingly
cooperative. Idly, he wondered why she didn't do the same with the riding horses. He must remember to
ask her sometime.

When Elise spoke, her voice was tiff with disuse.

"He's humoring me, isn't he?' she asked.



"He? Who? What?' Derian replied, confused.

"Sir Jared,” she clarified, and Derian redized that the rusty tone he had taken for disuse was barely
subdued anger. "He's humoring me. All thistalk about towns and hot drinks. He wouldn't bother if |
wasn't dong.”

"Y ou don't know that," Derian replied pacificaly, though the same thought had crossed his mind.
"l do," Elise said. "I'm the soft one. Look at Firekeeper. She isn't even bothering with a heavy coat.”

"The coat she'swearing,” Derian countered, "is heavier than shehaswornin adl her life. Sheseven
wearing boots."

"But no gloves, no hat. And Wendee Jay..." Elise sounded, if anything, more offended. "Sheé'sagrown
woman—amother! And yet she'sriding aong likethisisalark. I'd expect such from, say, Sapphire, but
from the mother of two?"'

"Wendee Jay," Derian said, feding he was doomed even as he spoke, "spent many yearsriding the roads
when she traveled with the thegter troop. Thisis nothing new to her.”

"So you're admitting that Sir Jared is humoring me!™

Derian threw his hands up in disgust, sartling Roanne, who punished him with afew dancing sdeways
steps. By the time he had the mare under control again, Derian had framed hisreply.

"What if heis?' he asked, glancing over at the angry eyesjust visble over the scarf. "What'swrong” with
thet?"

"I don't want humoring." The words were fierce and implacable. >

"So | shouldn't have wrapped the horses hocks," Derian said.

What?"

Derian took some smdll relief in that Elise sounded confused rather than angry.

"So | shouldn't have wrapped the horses hocks," he repeated. "Even though they are proneto sprains
and ice might cut them. I'm humoring them.”

Elisedidn't laugh, didn't smile (Derian had to guess at that last), but her sea-green eyes grew thoughtful,
the curve of her brows softening from their scowl.

"l guessyou are," she said. "But I'm not ahorse. | want to be treated like everyone else.”
"We aretregting you in the only way possible" Derian replied. "Let metell you about the..."
He paused to substitute amore polite word for the one he'd been about to use.

"... lecture | got from Earl Kestrel when | tried to show Race Forester that | was just astough as he
was"

Elise listened without comment as Derian told histde. He didn't exaggerate. He didn't need to—hed
been aproper young idiot trying to match skills with the best forester in Hawk Haven. When hefinished

spesking, Elise sighed.



"Stiff and cold?' she asked.

"Asaboard,” Derian promised. "And | blistered the living daylights out of my feet walking in riding boots
rather than having the sense to change my footwear when | knew 1'd be walking."

Elise9ghed again.

"l don't like being the wesk sigter,” she admitted. "I'm not used to it, and | did so well between Bright
Bay and Hawk Haven."

"Firekeeper wasn't setting the pace then,” Derian said dryly. "And the weather was more clement.”

Elise went on asif she hadn't heard.

"I mean | never rode or hunted like Sapphire, but | was as good—or better—at the things that mattered.”
"Like dancing and writing letters," Derian said.

"Right," Eliseagreed. "'l know it sounds stupid here and now with the snow falling, but I've never had to
think of mysdlf aslessthan capable. Tell mewhereto begin.”

"Drink Doc's posset when it comes," Derian advised her, "and wrap up againgt the cold. Otherwise you'll
catch something and be sniffling when we need you to trand ate with the New Kevinese."

"That wouldn't be much good, would it?" Elise said, and thistime he was certain he saw the muscles of
her face movein asmile beneath the silk. "Very well, Counselor. I'll take your advice.”

Grateful Peace found the two-and-a-haf-day deigh ride from the Stone Giant Inn to the city of Dragon's
Breath one of the most exhilarating yet wearying journeys of hislife.

Travel conditions were not to blame for the contradictory state of hisemotions. The deigh runnersran
smoothly over the carefully tended roads. The horses—changed at every post-station—were fresh and
not yet dispirited from along winter's hauling. Indeed, they seemed to enjoy how the chill air made the
weight of their dragon caparisons negligible, to be rgoicing in the absence of fliesand dust.

Nor did Peace have any complaints regarding his attendants. Even the young man who had taken over
for the groom murdered by the escaped Baron Endbrook was proving quite satisfactory.

Baron Endbrook—or rather his continued absence—contributed a 5 zable amount to Grateful Peace's
WOrTi€es.

Although guards had been after Endbrook almost from the moment of his mad dash from the Stone Giant
Inn, the idander had escaped and careful searching had not yet discovered him. The searchers had found
his horse that first night, but Waln had been nowhere about. The man had vanished asif the legendary
White Sorcerers had scooped him up onto one of their traveling clouds and flown away with him to their
strongholds at the peaks of the Eversnow Mountains.

After careful consderation, Grateful Peace had not el ected to remain at the Stone Giant Inn whilethe
search for Baron Endbrook continued. His primary responsibility wasto bring Lady Melinato Dragon's
Bresth. The execution of Endbrook and the driver had been amere matter of housekeeping. Therefore,
Peace | eft his guards behind—he knew he could commandeer more at the first post-house he passed on
his return to the capita—expecting them to tidy up thisloose end without much difficulty.



Peace had anticipated that the rider who arrived at the inn where he and Lady Melinahad broken their
first day's journey would report Baron Endbrook found, killed (if he had not died aready of exposure),
and the little matter closed. The thaumaturge had been so irritated at therider's report of failure that he
had dmaost sent the man out again without permitting him time for rest or amed.

Only the knowledge that acting out of pique was as foolish as making faces at the moon had caused
Grateful Peaceto curb hisinitid frustration—that and the awareness that Waln might have been found in
the intervening hours since the rider had departed to bring hisreport.

The report that was carried to Grateful Peace late the second night—riders could race faster than even
the best deighs, especidly with frequent change of mounts—had been no more satisfactory. Peace
redlized that he would arrive in Dragon's Breath before the next report could catch up to him, especidly if
the search was forced to spread out over agreater distance and farther to the south.

But the disappearance of Baron Endbrook was not the only thing troubling Grateful Peace. Lady Melina
Shidd hersdlf was responsible for both alarge amount of hisworry and asizable portion of his
exhilaretion.

Superficialy, she had been the very image of cooperation. She had given over to Grateful Peace the
sedled box containing the three magicd artifacts—suggesting that it not be opened until they were safely
in Dragon's Bresth.

Peace had agreed. Doubtless Baron Endbrook had safeguarded the artifactsin some way and Peace
himself was not skilled in trgps and locks or their undoing. By day the artifacts rested in a cabinet beneath
the seat of the deigh in which Grateful Peace and Lady Mdinatraveled. By night, he dept with them as
an uncomfortable pillow.

Suspecting that Lady Mdinahad used her physical charmsto distract Waln—the serving girl a the Stone
Giant Inn had made this more certainty than suspicion—Grateful Peace had politely ignored Lady
Médinastentative overtures.

As s00n as was possible—he found excuse during adiscussion of his persond faciad markings—Peace
had explained his renunciation of any woman other than hislong-lost Chutia

His salf-esteem was dightly dented when he sensed relief on Lady Mdinas part a his announcement.
Even aman who suspects heis being used wants to believe that the attraction is sincere.

Oddly, it was only after Lady Meinahad abandoned her attempts at sexua enticement that Grateful
Peace redlized that he found the woman rather fascinating. Her naked face both interested and repulsed
him, though she was neither beautiful nor ugly. Rether her eyeswerewhat drew him.

From a distance these were unremarkable, a pale shade that might be blue, might be grey, fringed with
blonde lashesthat did nothing to make them digtinctive. Seen from close up—as Grateful Peace had
ample opportunity to do during their long deigh rides each day—the irises proved to be aclesr,
crysdline blue, anincredibly pure yet € usive shade.

Grateful Peace found that he had to struggle not to be drawn into the depths of those pale eyes. He
wanted nothing more than to stare, to find the wellspring of that hint of color. More than once he caught
himsdlf doing just that and had to jerk himsalf back to awareness of himsdf and his surroundings.

In hiseffortsto avoid being transformed into agawking fool, Peace found himself responding to Lady
Mélinas myriad questions with rather more readiness than would be his usua wont. He found himsdlf
explaining how his name was atypical when she referred to the Dragon Spesker as Rudting Iron—aliterd



trandation of hisnameinto Pdlish.
"No, never call him that," he said, rather shocked.

Iron was the metd antithetical to magic, and so never mentioned if at dl possible. Even Apheross name
more closely meant "Eater of the Grey Metal that Turns Red.” It was avery powerful name and showed
that his parents had ambitionsfor him from birth.

"No?' she asked, dl innocence.
"Names are not trandated. Names are names”
"But you introduced yourself to me as Grateful Peace—not as Trausholo."

Peace nodded. "That is because my parents named me for a concept or ahope—my nameistheidea,
not the words. Thisis not the case with most names.”

"NO?I
"Well, what does your own name mean?"

Lady Mdinablinked. "It's smply apleasant sound. We have agood many of those, traditional names
from the Old Country."

"Itisthe samewith us" hesaid. "l am sorry that my own name led you astray, but pray, take care.”

Lady Melinanodded and changed the subject. It seemed that the lady wasinterested in everything to do
with New Kedvin. She questioned him with an avidity the thaumaturge might have found unsettling in
another person.

From her, however, such interest seemed only reasonable. Was she not a reputed sorceress, though born
inaland that abhorred the art? Might not New Kelvin seem awelcome refuge?

Lady Mdinas comprehension of his explanations both astonished and discomfited Grateful Peace. He
was accustomed to foreigners who made no effort to understand the ways of the New Kelvinese, who
stopped trying to understand as soon as they had learned what basic courtesies they must know in order
to tradein silk or exotic drugs. In contrast, Lady Melina gave evidence of ample prior knowledge—far
more than could be credited to her onelong-ago visit.

Asaman who had learned the power of information from his earliest days as an Illuminator, Grateful
Peace might have been inclined to lieto Lady Melina, but he had no ordersto do so. Moreover, evading
adirect answer proved to be quite difficult. Lady Medina seemed to remember everything he had told her
and to weigh one fact againgt another, rephrasing her initial question until she received aprecisereply.

This tendency awoke a curious hope in Grateful Peace's most secret heart—the source of some of the
excitement that coursed through him. If Lady Mdinawasthis dogged when smply learning the customs
of theland, how determined would she be when she turned that interrogating mind to unraveling the
mystery of the three artifacts that now rode upon this very deigh?

Almost unwittingly, on the third day of their journey, Peace found himsdf sharing his hopeswith Lady
Mdina

"In the treasuries of New Kelvin we have many objects that we are certain once held enchantments,” he
explained. "There are e egantly bejeweled weapons, globes that once lit without the need for fire,



elaboratdly jointed statues that moved of their own accord, books that once spoke wisdom from the lips
of theilluminated figuresinscribed upon their pages.

"Now, however, few"—he stopped himself just short of saying "none," an admisson that would have
been treason—"of these objectswork."

Grateful Peace went on, vaguely aware that perhaps he was saying more than he should, but feeling that
this reputed sorceress needed to know dl the intricacies of the situation so that she could better solvethe
difficulties

"What theories, thaumaturge,”" asked Lady Mdina, "have been arrived at to explain this problem?In
Hawk Haven the lack of magic is ascribed to the farseeing efforts of Queen Zorana the Great, who had
forbidden dl magic, itsteachings, and who ordered destroyed all vessals of enchantment. Such isnot the
caseinyour own land.”

"No," Peace agreed, nodding ponderoudly.
The world seemed to have resolved into those two pale blue eyes. With an effort he made himsalf speak.

"One theory—the one most widdly held—isthat when the Burning Degath spread over the land, the most
powerful sorcerers among our revered Founders came together and placed a sedl over theland, ased
meant to keep magic from functioning.”

Lady Mdinafrowned. "Why would they do that?

"Itisagreat mysery," Peace admitted. "However, some of the writings from that time seem to indicate
that the Burning Desth was most deedly to those who were sorceroudy inclined. They may have hoped
that by sedling away the magica emanationsthey would save their lives until a cure could be found.”

"And was one?"

Peace shrugged. "We don't know. The Founders departed to the homeland and never returned. We of
New Kevin keep the faith of the old ways and will be rewarded for our perseverance upon the glorious
day when the Founders cometo us again.”

"The plague was over acentury ago!" Lady Melina protested. " Surely you don't believe they will return!™

"l do not look for that great occasion in my lifetime," Grateful Peace admitted. "Indeed, some of our
philosophers believe that the Founders are waiting for usto find them, to prove oursalves worthy of
joining in their wondrous magica community across the oceans.”

"And you?' she asked, the note of protest replaced by mild curiosity. "What do you fed ?"

"l do not seeany harm in striving,”" Peace said. "Indeed, | see much virtuein the effort. That iswhy | view
your arriva—and that of the things you bring with you—with such interest.”

He kept his speech as controlled as possible, but the intensity of hiswords gave away some of his
excitemen.

"And why do you think that these three objects and my humble self could mean so much?' Lady Mdina
asked.

He was drowning in those eyes!

Grateful Peace shook himself and stared out into the sunlit snow, but even that blinding whiteness seemed



to bear theimprint of two pae blue eyes.

"Toundergand,” he said in an effort to get away from delicate subjects, "you must first understand
something of the politica forcesin New Kdvin."

"My understanding,” Lady Mdinareplied, and he thought he heard atrace of annoyancein her tone, "is
that your nation isamonarchy with the monarch advised by abody of noblesled by the one caled the

Dragon Speaker."

"That istrue," Peace said, "but only to apoint. Y our understanding is colored by your own governmental
gysem.”

"Pray," Lady Mélinasaid, staring a him, "enlighten me."

"We areindeed amonarchy," Peace said. "Our ruler is cdled the Hedled One. Heisawaysaman, a
direct descendent and—some bdlieve—the reincarnation in the flesh of the last of the founding sorcerers
of New Kdvin."

"| thought you said that the Founders dl departed?”

"All but thisone," Grateful Peace said. "Hewastoo ill to leave with the rest and remained to give hislast
daysto the colonists. To hisown surprise, he survived, but whatever had been done to prevent the use of
magic in the land kept him from employing his own sorcerous powers. He spent hislast days preserving
the traditions of the homeland and keeping us from faling into barbarism aswas the case in so many
other lands.”

Bdatedly, Peace redlized that thisfina sentence had been less than tactful, but Lady Meina—though a
descendant of those barbarians—chose to overlook the implied insult.

"So thisHedled Oneisyour king," she prompted. "What happensif a Healed Onefailsto engender a
oNn?'

"Then welook among hisrelatives for a successor," Grateful Peace explained. "A search not unlike that
which your own King Tedric recently undertook."

Lady Mdinagave asour little smile. Clearly the memory of that time was not afond one.

"The Healed One must be male," Peace went on, "because of the belief that heisin some sensethe
reincarnation of thefirst Hedled One."

"l understand,” Lady Mdinasaid. "So, isthisthe only difference from the system in Hawk Haven?If so,
itisnot avery big one."

Grateful Peace shook his head.

"In many ways, it isthe least of our differences. Y ou spoke of 'nobles.’ In New Kedvin we have nothing
resembling your hereditary Grest Houses. Instead we have sodalities of enchantment. One does not enter
these by birth alone. One must show talent and inclination.”

Lady Mdinatapped thetip of her nose with afinger.

"I have come across references to the soddlities,” she said, "but | did make the mistake of equating them
with our Great Houses—even though in some ways they seemed to more closaly resemble our trade
quilds"



Peace smiled, disproportionately pleased by this admission of ignorance. It returned to him some sense of
control.

"Thereisasmilarity,” hesad kindly, "for askill in one of the magicaly related artsis needed to gain
admisson. My soddity, for example, isthat of the llluminators. Although both of my parentswere artistic,
neither had the leved of skill to gain admission. I, however, was something of aprodigy and was admitted

quiteyoung."
Lady Mélinalooked impressed.
"But your titleisnot Illuminator,” she said. "Y ou introduced yoursdlf to me as athaumaturge.”

"That comes later,” Peacereplied. "Bideamoment and | will clarify. There are thirteen
soddities—IIluminators, Lapidaries, Artificers, Stargazers, Alchemists, Beast Lorists, Songweavers,
Divinators, Crystdl Spinners, Herbalists, Sericulturalists, Choreographers, and Smiths. The thaumaturges
are gppointed from these ranks."

"And none of thisis hereditary?' Lady Melinaasked.

Peace shrugged. "It isto apoint. Inclinationstoward askill do runin afamily. Additionaly, amember of
asodality has resources beyond those of the average person. Training, therefore, can be acquired for a
promising but not overly talented child. My Chutiawas one such. Her kill a caligraphy wastechnicaly
accurate but lacked the purity of inspiration. She was more than adequate to enter a sodality, but, even

had she lived, she would not have risen beyond the lower ranks.”

"The soddlities, then," Lady Mdinaasked, "are not restricted by gender?’

"Not at dl," Peace assured her. "Neither for entry nor within. The current heads of severa of the
sodditiesarefemale.”

"And your Dragon Speaker, how does hefit into this system?"

"The Dragon Speaker is dected from within the ranks of the thaumaturges,” Grateful Peace explained. "I,
personally, have no ambitionsin that direction, but there are dways those who do. They gather around
them those who support them and once every three years an election isheld.”

"So your government can change every three years?'
Lady Mdinasounded dishdlieving.

"Or more often or less,”" Peace replied. "Although the dection isheld every three years, astrong Dragon
Speaker isusualy confirmed. If the Dragon Speaker gives cause—for example by physical infirmity or
by undertaking some course with which the mgority of the thaumaturges do not agree—then he can be
replaced. This happensrarely.”

Yet, Peace thought, we came close last year when the southern nations went to war. There were
those who did not like Apheros's neutrality. They would have had us side with Sonehold and
attempt to crush both Hawk Haven and Bright Bay between us. Then there was the matter of the
enchanted objects Queen Valora was rumored to possess.

He smiled softly at thislast. Here, at least, Apheros had acted decisively. Many of the doubting
thaumaturges had been swayed to his sSide at even the rumor that the Dragon Speaker had found away
to acquire the artifacts.



Still, there were those who found the threat of Hawk Haven and Bright Bay reuniting into the proposed
kingdom of Bright Haven reason for aggressive action before that reunion could occur. For now they
would wait. The promise of active magic was a powerful one.

But the election isin two years, Grateful Peace thought, and there could be a challenge before then.
We need active magic before then. Otherwise, Apheros's government could well fall.

He thought of the sedled box, of the mysteriesit contained, of what would happen if those mysteries
could not be awakened. So deeply did Peace lapse into his thoughts that he did not realize that he had
stopped speaking, nor did he notice the appraising gaze of the pale blue eyesthat continued to study him
with slent intengity.

That gaze did not waver until the deigh drew around a broad curve and the glittering lights of Dragon's
Breath became visible againg the gathering night. Then indeed did Lady Médinas gaze shift, but in the
dimness Peace did not notice how hungry wasthe light within those crystdline eyes.

Chapter XXII

Firekeeper had been aware that someone was following them since their first day on the road from the
Kestrel estate. By the second day, she was certain—as Blind Seer had been from the start—who their
shadow was.

A peculiarly wolfish eement in her sense of humor kept Firekeeper from telling her companions—a
waggish desireto learn if they would notice they were being pursued. It was an impulse akin to that which
led a puppy to jump from hiding to pounce alittermate, a"got you that time!" sort of laughter. That the
pursuer might prove a problem never crossed her mind. Indeed, that he could track them so closely
without the others ever knowing he was near only made Firekeeper raise her estimation of him.

Of course, that estimation had never been high.

Near evening on the second day after their departure from the Kestrel estate, the little band reached the
town of Stilled. Snow mixed with deet drove down dantwise, diding into every crevice, soaking the
travelersto the bone despite their winter wraps.

When she had lived with the wolves, Firekeeper had retreated to a cave on such days. If she had fud,
she huddled near afire. If shedid not and one of the wolves chose to stay with her, she huddled next to
the wolf. Otherwise, she shivered. While so trapped, she usudly became quite hungry, but hunting had
been out of the question. Food had been the dream through which she had passed the hours.

Today the wolf-woman was not hungry, but she was learning that being icy and wet could be even more
unpleasant. She was dso exquidtely lonely.

Blind Seer had not quite abandoned her but, knowing that his presence would keep her from taking
shdlter in the town, he had made his excuses and vanished into the surrounding area. Doubtless, he had
found himsalf acomfortable oot in some hollow, and was | etting the snow settle around him, insulating
him from the worst of the cold. After awhile, not even the passing rabbits would know the wolf was
there.

Come dawn Blind Seer would make his own river crossing and meet them on the other side.



The town of Stilled took its name from the partial dam that here quieted—or stilled—the raging torrents
of the White Water River. Crestion of the dam had been amagjor engineering feat undertaken in thetime
of Earl Kestrel's grandfather, but it had been worth the effort and expense. Before, trade had only come
across farther eadt, effectively ruling the Norwood Grant out of the economic opportunitiesjust across
the border.

The dam could not stop the river'sforce, but it could redirect it, thus making ferry traffic possible,
especidly during the winter, when theriver ran lowest. In the spring, passage was impossible, the torrents
of snowmelt resisting any obstacle. Then the people of Stilled opened the floodgates and et the waters
run through. Spring was planting timein any case, not atime for trade.

Tomorrow morning—westher permitting—Firekeeper and her companions planned to take the Stilled
ferry acrossinto New Kelvin. Blind Seer could make hisway acrossthe dam itsdlf, trusting footholds a
human would find dick indeed. In fact, the wolf had dready done so, running ahead the night before thelr
departure to test Elation's scouting and circling back to meet them aong the road.

Firekeeper knew Derian had been relieved when she had reported that Blind Seer could get acrossthe

White Water on his own. The young man had been devising various plansto get the wolf across without
attracting undue attention—attention that might at the least delay them and at the worst somehow reach

the ears of Baron Endbrook and Lady Meling, derting them to the possibility of pursuit.

Fox Hair worries too much, Firekegper thought fondly. He's like a mother wolf with too many pups
for her teats and no nursemaid about.

Theimage of Derian as a mother wolf amused and distracted Firekeeper so that she forgot her
discomfort and was even surprised to find their saddle train coming to a hat before what was, evento
her eyes, clearly aninn.

She couldn't read words painted on the Sign over the door, but the picture—glimpsed whenever the wind
swung the sign back into a somewhat vertical position—seemed to be of amouse sitting on its haunches,
an extraordinarily long tail twisting out behind it.

The warm orange glow through the opague glass of afront window immediately conjured up images of
firdight and comfort. Asthey stopped and Derian was tiffly swinging down from Roanne's saddle, the
orange light was blocked by aform about the size of ahuman head. Moments later, the big front door

was flung open.
A cloaked and hooded figure smelling of beef and roses burst forth.

"Welcometo the Long Trail Winding," it said in acontralto bellow that carried easily over thewind.
"Comein out of the cold."

"The horsesand mules..." Derian began.

"Send 'em round the side," the innkeeper interrupted, "to the | eft. I've dready rung so the gate will be
open. Weve stabling enough. No one's out on anight like thisand our last big group left two days ago.”

Before the innkeeper had finished her speech, Firekeeper had dready stepped onto the porch. The
wolf-woman'simmediate impul se was to rush to the comfort indoors, but she knew Derian would not
comeingde until the horses and muleswere sttled.

Elise would be usdessin this matter. Doc and Wendee might be somewhat better, but Firekeeper had
reached an accommodation with these particular animals. She moved over to where Wendee was



mounted on Patience and helped her down. Wendee gave her agrateful smile.
"Thanks,"” Wendee said. "I'm abit iff."

Firekeeper, who had run most of the way rather than get chilled, nodded. She knew shed be iff, too, if
sheld sat on aplodding horse in the cold and wind.

"Get intowarm,” shesad. "I hep Derian.”
Then she turned to Patience.
Move! she growled, dapping the horse on the rump.

The gelding was only too glad to move, even without its sometime rider's encouragement. Petience wasn't
an equine genius, but it had scented the stables. If the mules had been inclined to argue—and Firekeeper
wasn't certain that they actualy were—Firekeeper's growl got them hurrying along at abrisk pace. A few
even trotted.

At the stable they were met by two young men who stated that *Mawould have their heads for the soup
pot" if they let guests of the inn remain uncomfortable any longer than absolutdly necessary.

Derian took onelook at the nest stable, grinned histhanks, and started unstrapping their baggage.
Firekeeper helped him carry the few necessary bagsinside.

"We can trust those fellows with the rest of theload,” Derian said to her once they were outside
again—the cold and damp seeming al the worse for the temporary respite in the stable. "I think the
innkeeper's some sort of cousin of my mother's. My parents have an agreement with them, and I'll just
make certain that the innkeeper knowswho | am.”

Whether whatever Derian said to the innkeeper was necessary, Firekeeper didn't know. The
innkeeper—adigtinctly fat woman with mouse-grey hair and a cheerful laugh—seemed delighted to have
more guests. She sent hot wine to their rooms, plied them with bread and soft cheese as soon asthey
came down to the common room, and set before them not only the beef stew Firekeeper had scented,
but aside of roast venison aswell.

Some hours later when they were warm, dry, and well fed, deet no longer rattled against the
windowpanes. By the time Firekeeper had retired to the room she was to share with Elise and Wendee
Jay, the starswere bright against a sky that looked like freshly brushed black velvet.

"No, you don't," Elise said, looking over from where she stood bent over, brushing her hair, the steadily
repeated strokes making it ook like awhest fidd rippling in the wind.

"No, | don't what?' Firekeeper asked, astonished at the rebuke.

"No, you don't go running around outside of town howling for Blind Seer," Elise said. Her lipsformed
numbers as she counted the brush strokes.

Firekeeper, who had been thinking of doing precisely that, was offended.
"Why should | no?' she asked indignantly. "I no get lost."

"Not and won't" Elise corrected. "Becauseit isdark and cold out there, because you've been chilled to
the bone and you need to rest before tomorrow."

"Think of this," Wendee added soothingly from where she was hanging their damp clotheson alinethe



accommodeating innkeeper had strung before thefire. Her hair was dready tightly plaited, her flannel
gown tied closeto her throat. "The wolf has probably got himself nice and warm. He doesn't need you to
wakehim up."

Wendee's argument convinced Firekeeper to stay in. Still, as she drifted off to deep on the pallet before
thefire, looking up a the shadows the dangling laundry cast in the flickering light, she wondered how she
could fed so done though crowded into aroom with two other women.

The next morning they passed through customs without difficulty. Doc had gone ahead and presented the
officid with aletter from Earl Kestrd while Derian supervised the readying of the horsesand mules. The
earl'sletter, combined with the fact that nothing in their baggage was worth notice, sped them aong
without even the payment of abribe, dlowing them to commandeer nearly dl of thefirst ferry.

Firekeeper was amused to note that their shadow had also found a place on the same ferry. He stood to
onesde, leaning over therailing asif fascinated by the patterns the sunlight made on the water. The hood
of histraveling cloak was pulled up around his head—abit unusua since the weather had turned fair asif
gpologizing for its behavior the night before—but Firekeeper didn't think her companions noticed him.
They were al occupied with keeping the horses and mules cam during the crossing.

Whilevisting Silver Whae Cove, Firekeeper had gone out once on arowboat, but thisriver crossng
was quite adifferent matter. The ferry jolted and bounced on the rough water, making her somach
uneasy and causing her to wish that sheld dected to cross viathe dam with Blind Seer.

The town on the other side of the White Water was named, in ornate New Kelvinese phrasing, the
Gateway to Enchantment—typicdly shortened to Gateway. At the customs house, the officia glanced
through their gear, accepted the border tax Derian had ready, and otherwise ignored them.

In early winter, many visitors crossed into Gateway from Hawk Haven, each hoping to buy something
unique, vauable, and possibly antique. Their party looked little different.

Wendee Jay had frequently visited Gateway during her days as atraveling actress and she became their
guide.

"Youll find that most of the people herein Gateway will speak some of our language,” she said. "In fact,
most of them will speak more than they'll admit. It'sto their benefit to pretend ignorance—especidly
when the bartering gets fiff."

Asthey rode from theriverside toward the town square, Firekeeper looked around the town with
disnterest. The square stone buildings seemed little different than, those on the other Sde of theriver. The
dreets were marginally cleaner perhaps, but that was dl. Elise apparently saw things differently.

"L ook at the stone carvingd" she marveled doud, reining in Cream Ddlight so she could study the
archway that spanned the road into the square. "The work that went into this one dragon-thing alone
must have taken months.”

Firekeeper looked where Elise pointed. On the polished side of the arch atwisting figure had been
incised into the stone. Having never seen adragon, she had to take Elisesword for what it represented,
but to her eyesit looked like nothing so much asanest of hibernating snakes with only one head—and
that head merged the characteristics of wolf, horse, and snake in what the feral woman privately thought
was an improbable fashion.

"We not hereto look at rocks,” Firekeeper said impatiently. "Day is clear but sun not shineforever. We



should move."

She knew she was being rude, but a sense of urgency was rising within her. Stormy weather the past two
days- had made areport from the wingéd folk impossible. Elation had gone out with the dawn to seeiif
she could intercept amessenger.

Despite lacking a precise destination, Firekeeper felt they should pressinto the interior of New Kelvin.
Surely such vauable things as they sought would not be kept near the border.

Wendee Jay shook her head at Firekeeper'swords, her lips pursed in an expression Firekeeper
recognized from when Merri became unruly.

"Before we go anywhere," Wendee said sternly, "I want to shop for afew things that may be essentia
whenwereach theinterior.”

"What?" Firekeeper asked, torn between curiosity and annoyance.

Wendee looked around, saw that no one wasin earshot—indeed, the New Kelvinese seemed to give
them a wide berth—and continued:

"Herein Gateway our atire and lack of cosmeticswill not cause comment, but further in we will stand
M.II

"Won't wein any case?' Doc asked.

"Asagroup,” Wendee agreed, "but an individual scouting—or spying—may escape casua notice with
theright disguise”

"Good point,” Doc admitted.

Firekeeper privately agreed, but she refrained from saying so. She trusted hersdlf to the cover of
shadows, but none of the rest shared her skill.

Fleetingly she thought of their own persona shadow. He had gone off in another direction as soon asthe
ferry docked, but she didn't doubt he would know when they left Gateway. Five horses and two pack
muleswere hard to concedl. Indeed, they were less than welcome in the town center, so Derian had
taken them to a stable near the north of town where they could be held until needed.

Elise and Wendee moved purposefully toward a shop whaose garishly painted sign apparently advertised
cosmetics. Doc waked afew steps behind them, looking for an apothecary. Firekeeper trailed
somewhat sullenly intheresar.

She didn't like being wrong, nor being out of her element. Her sojourn west of the Iron Mountains had
reawakened a wildness she hadn't known had been quieted by the moon-spans she had spent among
humans until it arose again. More than ever she resented being treated like a pup—and more than ever
she wasforced to admit that among humans, as among wolves, shewas il little more.

At least among the wolves she had been used to that ranking. It was harder to accept when among
humans. They were wesker than her, less swift and agile, absolute dugswhen it cameto foraging for
themsalves. To the speech of most of the world's crestures they were deaf and weren't even aware of
their disability. Y et—and this Firekeeper hated admitting—even Elise was better prepared to functionin
the environment they now entered.

Fleetingly, the ferd woman consdered leaving Gateway and seeking out Blind Seer. The wolf would be



delighted to see her, would doubtless have stories about his adventures since splitting from the main
group the night before. Firekeeper was no less able than their shadow to tell when the rest [ eft town.

She was one foot on that trail when she seemed to hear again the debating voices of the Royal Beasts as
they argued their need. They had chosen her because she was human—not wolf—because she could do
things not even the clever pawed raccoons could. If she turned away now, wasn't she betraying their
trust?

Firekeeper shook hersalf and trotted to catch up with the others. Doc had excused himself to visit an
apothecary shop. Elise and Wendee were standing outside the window of the cosmetician's.

"No," Wendee was saying to Elise, "no one will think it the least bit odd if we purchase abroad selection
of colors. More than onelady of Hawk Haven wears New Kelvinese cosmetics—though the custom is
wider soread among the commoners than among the nobility. Another of Queen Zoranasinfluences|

Suspect.”
Elisesmiled. "Perhgps s0. Thenlet'sgoin. | can hardly wait!"

Firekeeper entered with them. Theinterior of the shop wasariot of color. Patterned slks hung on the
walls. Infront of these were open-backed shelves holding bottles and flat boxes, some spread wide to
show the pats of color within. Polished mirrors caught the varied hues and sent them back again, tinted
with slver. Thefloor wasthickly carpeted, swallowing their footsteps so thet dl at once their breathing
sounded loud.

Once over the threshold, it took al of Firekeeper's newly cultivated resolve not to bolt out again. The
place reeked—and not with the honest odors of manure, sweat, and blood that she had learned humans
found distasteful, but with heavy floral scents, melted wax, the sharp tang of acohol, and a hundred other
things she could not separate from the general mélange.

Elise and Wendee sniffed gppreciatively.

"It'slike being ingde asachet,” Elise said with ahushed laugh, "or maybe insde awhole drawer of them!™
Wendee was about to reply when a voice echoed from one corner.

"May | st theforeign vigtors?'

All three women jumped dightly asaportion of theintricately decorated wall separated itself from the
rest, resolving into ashort, round man. He wore afloor-length robe cut from the same silk that hung on
thewalls, and hisface was painted in the same patterns. Even his hair was concedled under a close-fitting
cap of the same material.

The effect was eerie and startling and Firekegper—accustomed to the ways animas camouflage
themsalves—had no doubt that it was meant to be.

"Like magic!" gasped Wendee in tones that were convincingly astonished—unless, like Firekeeper, you
had heard her use them whenever she played peekaboo with little Merri.

"Mereilluson,” said the shopkeeper, sweeping them abow. "How may | assist you?'

While Wendee and Elise tested the various preparations—smearing a bit on the back of their hands,
testing them for water resistance, using abit of unguent to remove each color in preparation for the next,
Firekeeper drifted about the shop, examining everything, touching tentatively.



It was fascinating, she had to admit, though she wondered why the New Kelvinese needed to hide their
truefeaturesin thisway.

Werethey trying to scare away predators after the fashion of those moths whose wings were imprinted
with what seemed to be wide, Staring eyes? Werethey trying to ook like something else, as anewborn
fawn resembled nothing so much as a bit of sun-dappled duff?

She could hear the unctuous note in the shopkeeper's voice gradualy moderate to one of genuine
approva and interest as Wendee made her salections—though to Firekeeper one shade of scarlet or
indigo or primrose yelow seemed much like the rest.

Another forest where | am a stranger, she thought with atrace of her earlier dissatisfaction. Time to
learn these trees—which have thorns and which bear fruit, and which do both.

Wendee Jay neglected neither bartering for the best price nor proper packaging for her purchases.
Despitethis care, Firekeeper was pleased to see that the sun had moved only alittle when they emerged.

"The next job will go more quickly," Wendee said, catching the direction of Firekeeper'sgaze. "l want to
buy ahalf-dozen or so robes. They sdll them herefor the tourists. | understand the prints are so basic that
no one of the upper classeswould be seen in them, but common and undistinguished isjust what we
want."

Trueto her word, Wendee was in and had made her purchases before Firekeeper had even finished
examining the curiosities stacked on the shelves and piled on the floor. Glasswasin ample evidence,
mostly blown into vessels or drawn into soft-limbed formsthat Elise claimed were monsters from legend.
There were stone carvings, garishly painted wooden masks, and hegps of carpetsthat glowed with color.

"Trade goods for the tourists," Wendee sniffed when they were out on the streets. "Exotic
‘antiquities—none ol der than last year's workshop."

"They'relovely," Elise protested. Only the reminder of the journey ahead of them had kept her from
buying giftsfor her parents.

"Until you seethered thing," Wendee said. "Y ou'll understand when we go deeper into the heartland.”
"We go now?" Firekeeper asked, trying to keep a pleading whine from her voice.
"Right away,” Wendee said. "There's Doc coming out of the apothecary's.”

Firekeeper noted that Doc's coat pockets bulged, but she was too eager to get under way to ask
questions. When they arrived at the edge of town, she found Elation waiting. The facon did not even wait
for flattery or questions.

"I found the raven. Baron Endbrook and Lady Melina crossed into New Kelvin five days ago. They
traveled north on the Dragon's Breath road until nightfall. That night, Baron Endbrook fled on
hor seback with nothing but the clothes on his back. The crow had caught up with them. Together,
raven and crow elected to remain with Lady Melina, for Waln could not have borne the treasures
away with him.

"Come daylight, Lady Melina and a white-haired New Kelvinese rode in a leigh to the north. The
crow under stands some human tongue New Kelvinese-style and his under standing was that they
were heading to Dragon's Breath. The raven came to find us, while the crow went on."

Firekeeper trandated this as the falcon spoke. Wendee Jay |ooked somewhat wide-eyed. Even her



awareness of the history of this venture and her observation of Firekeeper and Blind Seer had not
prepared her for the redity of the Stuation.

The others were moreinured to miracles.

Derian arted tightening girths, dapping the horse's bellies when they tried to hold their breeths. The
sound punctuated hiswords.

"I've been studying the maps and had afew words with the stablekeeper here. Thisroad goes dightly
north around the loca fields, then doglegs northeast. Even with the best possible roads, we have at least
four days travel in front of us—probably more.”

Firekeeper gave an impatient legp into the air.

"Thenwe go," she said, running afew steps down theindicated road. "We go now."

Lest their guest think hersalf too important, Apherostold Grateful Peace to have her wait afull day
before he would see her.

"Let her recall that sheis separated from family and friends, that none may recdl her to them unlesswe so
will it,”" the Dragon Spesker said. "Then she will be eager to work with uswith the proper humility an
apprentice should show amaster.”

Privatdly, Peace didn't think such asmall thing could humble Lady Melina. However, in kegping with the
spirit of Apheross command, he himsdlf did not bring Lady Mdinathe message. Instead he trusted it to
Kigtlio, an apprentice [lluminator who had reached the top of hisform without rising to mastery. Still
ambitious, Kistlio now sought advancement by working as a clerk in the Speaker's offices.

AsKigtlio was Peace's own nephew, he encouraged the lad and gave him advantages whenever
possible—nobly refusing to hold his sster's childhood tormenting against her son.

Trusting Kistlio to do his duty, Peace walked the carpeted pathways behind the stone walls of the
residence in which Lady Melina had been given asuite. There were peegpholes here, perfectly conceded
within the shadows of awall carving, through which he could observe the encounter.

Lady Mdlinawas aone when the door chime rang, her head bent over abook. She did not moveto
answer it at once, perhaps accustomed to servants who performed this service. The Dragon Speaker had
ruled, however, that she was not to have servants for now—another of hislessonsin humility.

When the chime sounded a second time, Lady Melina sighed, closed the tome, and, tucking it under her
arm, crossed to the doorway.

"Who'sthere?' she cdled.

"A messenger from the most powerful and influentia thaumaturge, Grateful Peace," came Kidlio'sreply,
dightly muted by the weight of the wooden door.

"Jugt amoment.”

Lady Médlina set the book down and went to work on the door latch. Despite himself, Peace was
impressed that she did not—as would be the way with most women and many men-check her
appearance. Either she was supremely confident or didn't care what kind of impression she made.
Neither boded well for Apherossintention to humble his guest.



Kistlio entered promptly when the door was opened. He was adim youth of thirteen or so, wide-eyed
and full-lipped, new enough to shaving his face and foremost head that the ritual remained adelight rather
than atrial. He wore the blue-black silk robe of aclerk with poise, shaking the deeves from his hands
with the ease that transforms aroutine action into grace.

He ducked his head in the dight bow that youth aways grantsto age, but otherwise offered no courtesy.

"l am here," he announced, the basso flatness that had disqudified him for song making even the most
routine words sound portentous, "to inform you on behalf of the thaumaturge Grateful Peace that the
Dragon Speaker will be unable to grace you with his presence today. He will see you tomorrow, if

possible, the day after perhaps.”

Lady Mdinas back wasto the peephole, but a provident designer had placed along mirror near the
door s0 that Peace was able to seein itsreflections the dight ook of annoyance that touched her features
before she could schoal them into implacability.

"And what am | to do in the meantime?' she asked atrace sharply.

"Wait and prepare yoursdlf for the great event," Kistlio suggested pedanticdly.

"May | leave thisroom?'

"I have no orders on that point, but | will remind you that the snows outside of the building are heavy."

"l see Lady Mdinaturned now and paced toward the window, her steps quick and light. "Then you are
suggesting | remain intheserooms.”

"I make no suggestions. | only comment on the weather."

Peace smiled to himsdlf. Kistlio could go far in the government—even though hislack of rank withina
sodality barred him from a seat among the voting representatives.

"l see," Lady Melinasaid again. "Very wdll. | will wait here. My breskfast was brought to me. May |
expect other measaswdl?'

"] have no reason to bdieve not," Kistlio said.

"However, | lack basic comforts—servants, entertainment, books other than those | brought with me.
May | ask you to tell the thaumaturge Grateful Peacethat | would like these comforts provided?”

"You may," Kidtlio agreed.

Peace grinned. Kigtlio had only agreed that she might ask—he had not consented to relay the message.
Hewondered if Lady Mdinarealized the messenger's game.

"Thank you," she said after along pause.
"l seek only to serve my masters,” Kistlio replied.
Then, after performing another perfectly insulting bow, he withdrew.

Peace continued to watch, but Lady Melina proved to be supremely boring. After pouring herself the last
dregs of what must be cold tea, she reopened her book. As best as Peace could tell, she was reciting
listsof verbsin New Kelvinese.



Lady Meinahaunted his thoughts throughout the morning. In the late afternoon, he decided that he would
not be violating either the letter or the pirit of the Dragon Speaker's commandsif he called on the lady.
Indeed, he might learn something of her state of mind.

Her face when she opened the door ran through agamut of emotions: pleasure, irritation, and finaly mere
politeness.

We wear our face paint for many reasons, Grateful Peace thought, not in the least in that it provides
us with a constant mask.

"Good afternoon, thaumeaturge,” she said.

Her New Kelvinese was good but accented, making him unsureif he had imagined adight siresson the
word "&afternoon.”

"Good afternoon,” hereplied. "I have cometo seeif you are comfortable.”

He did not apologize for his absence to this point. He owed her nothing. Nor did he step around her and
into the room. If she wished to scorn him, he would leave and suggest to the Dragon Speaker that her
interview be moved to some later date.

Lady Méelinahesitated before replying. Finaly, shesad:

"l have had food brought to me, but | am rather lonely. Will you come in and spesk with me? | very
much enjoyed our long talks on the road from Stone Giant Inn to the capitd..”

Grateful Peace smiled. "I have sometime before my next duty.”

She ushered him to the grouping of chairs where he had seen her reading. He took a high-backed chair
upholstered in red brocade, resting his hands over the carved claws on the armrests. Lady Mdina
returned to the small couch a short distance away where she had been seated before.

Peace expected her to begin listing complaints, but she surprised him.

"Onour last day on theroad,” she said, "you were telling me the theories why magic does not function
easly evenin New Kelvin, about sedl's, and about the hopes you entertain for the objects | have brought
with me. The artifacts are safe, aren't they?"

"Very," Peace said. "The Dragon Speaker is having their case examined for traps. At least one has been
found and deactivated.”

That last was alie. The boxes were securely locked and sealed, but there was no evidence of any traps.
Stll, it didn't hurt for the lady to think there had been.

"I'm glad to hear they are safe.” She leaned forward dightly. "Have you unsealed the individua boxes?!
"No. Weare dill examining them.”

Lady Mdinas expression became so neutral that Peace imagined her features were merdly painted lines,
then she animated into polite sociability once more.

"Tdl me" shesad, fastening her pae blue gaze on him, looking deeply into his eyes, "about your hopes
for those artifacts. Doubtless | share them aswell.”

Peace blinked, feding atouch light-headed. Then he tugged on hislong braid—a gesture that dated back



to hisearliest days with pen and ink, when amore vigorous shrug might have smeared hiswork.
"Very wdl," hesad. "Where did | leave of f?"

"Y ou had told me how your government was structured,” she said, "about the Healed One who is your
king, about the sodalities who send representatives to counsal him, and about the Dragon Speaker who is
the first among these counsglors. Y ou aso mentioned the theory that the Founders of New Kelvin might
have placed a sedl againgt magic over the land in an effort to halt the spread of the plague—what you
cdled the Burning Degath."

"All that," Grateful Peace said with an amused chuckle. "Well, then let metdl you abit more. | told you
that few of our magica artifactswork.”

"That'sright," she prompted, "because of thissed "
Something in her inflection conveyed her doubt. Momentarily angered, Peace snapped:

"Y ou may doubt me, but let metell youthis. Indl... mogt," he hastily corrected, "cases magic hasfailed
to function within the boundaries of New Kedvin. Even those gifts your people term ‘talents are sorare as
to be unknown among us. Where they do occur, the possessorstend to live near the borders of New
Kelvin—near the edges of thissed.”

"l am convinced," Lady Mdinareplied mildly. "Pray, continue.”
Still somewhat angered, the thaumaturge did so.

"Some of us hold the theory that awakening the magic in those enchanted artifacts which the Founders
left behind when they returned to the homeland would be very difficult unless onefirst found away to
desctivate the sedl."

Lady Mdinafrowned dightly, but did not interrupt.

"However," Peace continued, "magica artifacts from another land—such asthe three you have brought
here—would not have been sedled in the same fashion.”

(Unless, adefestist voice from deep inside him whispered, the sealing was placed upon the entire
region the Founders held, rather than upon specific items. If that is the case, the seal will have
barred magic from the land as effectively as rubbing wax into fabric causes it to repel water.)

He shook hishead asif to physicaly displace the doubts.

"Quite certainly not," Lady Mdinaagreed, "unless, of course, they were constructed in New Kevin.
Many of thetexts| have consulted say that even before the plague, New Kelvin was known for her deep
and abiding interest in sorcery.”

Grateful Peace hid hisreaction to this disquieting notion beneath an urbane smile.

"We cannot know," he said, "until we make the attempt—an attempt | fedl certain was made by King
Gustin the First or one of his successors. However, their failure need not be ours. Only in New Kevin
were the libraries not burnt; only here was the old knowledge preserved.”

As he prepared to relate his most secret hope, Grateful Peace's heart began beating rapidly, asif he had
been running up one of thetightly coiling spird sairsthat led to the Scriptorium.

"Now," he said, pleased that his tone remained calm and academic, "if we awakened the power of the



foreign artifacts might not the force of foreign magic be used to reignite the magic in our native relics?"

"l begin to understand the magnitude of your hopes," Lady Mdinasaid softly. ™Y ou hope for not only the
awakening of the magic within these three artifacts, but through them the breaking of the sed placed upon
New Kelvin by your Founders."

Peace nodded eagerly, al his composure lost in contemplation of that wondrous event.

"l imagine," he said confidingly, staring deeply into those understanding blue eyes, "that the effect would
belikelighting afire from an ember. An ember initsdlf isnot very impressve—hardly more than agrayish
lump covered with ash. However, when the ember istouched to tinder its hidden heat isreleased and the
tinder burgtsinto brilliant flames. These flameslegp from point to point, igniting every receptive e ement
that they touch.”

Lady Mdinareached forth impulsively and grasped his hand.
"And you believe | have brought the ember, while New Kdvinisfilled with tinder for thefirel"
Grateful Peace beamed at her, pleased to have discovered such akindred spirit.

Peace knew that the Dragon Speaker was an advocate of the ember/tinder theory. Many members of the
rising generation, however, scoffed at it. These belonged to what Grateful Peace termed the Defeatist
Party—though they viewed themselves as progressives. At first they had been little more than anuisance,
but now with Hawk Haven and Bright Bay vowing to reunite and become a power to riva any inthe
areq, the Defedtists were winning influence.

The Defeatists had many theoriesto explain thelack of magic among their people—the Founders sedl
was irrevocable; the Founders had drained al the magic from the land in order to fuel their escape from
the Burning Desth; the former enchantments left by the Founders would work only for their creators.

They held that the New Kelvinese should forget the past and work on making fresh
enchantments—rather than seeking to preserve and awaken the old. Someradica elements said the New
Kevinese should forget magic entirely, and concentrate on mundane technologies. Only this split over
which tactic to pursue had kept them from becoming a power to riva the current Dragon Speaker.

"What you have told me," Lady Mdinasaid, breaking into Peace's thoughts, "makes me eager to begin.
Why does the Dragon Speaker delay?"

So intimate had been their discourse that Peace amost blurted out the truth. Only years of ingrained
caution prevented him from doing so.

"Apherosisabusy man," he said atrace weakly. "Not knowing the precise date of your arriva, he could
not schedule an opening. | am certain he will see you tomorrow.”

Lady Mdinasmiled and pressed Peace's hand—which only then did he redlize that she till held within
her own. He smoothly extracted it and rose, wanting nothing more than to escape before she could ease
thetruth from him.

"l, too, have duties," he said with what he hoped was a courtly—rather than chill—smile. Best to keep
her happy.

"Thank you for taking thetime to call on me," Lady Mdinareplied, risng smoothly from her seat and
moving with stately grace toward the door. " So that | might better serve the purposes of the Dragon
Speaker, might you arrange for me to have some more books? | have exhausted those | brought with



rrell
"They will bein our language," he cautioned.

"I have been studying most dutifully,” she said, "and have a copy of the dictionary the Merchant's Guild
suppliesto those who wish to trade in New Kevin."

Hefelt warmed by her dmost childlike eagerness.

"l will dowhat | can,” he promised and, indeed, after making his excuses and returning to his office his
firgt task was arranging to have afew basic works on sorcerous theory delivered to her room aong with
amore comprehensive dictionary. He even arranged for a servant to attend her, at least in limited matters
of atire and grooming.

After all, hejusdtified to himsdlf with atrace of uneasiness, we brought her here to serve our purposes.
What good do we do by keeping from her the tools she will need?

The reasoning was quite sound. Peace wondered why he remained so uncomfortable.

Chapter XXI1I

The condition of the pams of his hands and the fabric of his breeches, rather than any clear memory,
testified to Waln asto the nature of his escape from New Kelvin.

Dirt had been so thoroughly ground into both—and into his knees where the breeches had become
unbuckled, leaving the fabric to ride up. One stocking remained gartered.

The other drooped around his boot top. The seat of his trousers was stiff with grime. The nature of the
dirt fascinated him. Sandy grit had left its mark beneath his skin, tiny black dots like amateur tattooing.
Therewere smears of clay interspersed with sour feca-smelling materid, even smal bits of chaff. From
these—and smatterings of memory—he deduced that he had hidden in many an unsavory hole while
making hisway back to the White Water River.

Once there he had stowed away in the covered cargo section on one of the ferryboats—he remembered
that in detail, including the way his stomach had growled and surged bile up his throat when he dared not
pry open one of the crates holding cheeses afew inches from his nose.

He had dropped overboard when the ferryboat had been dragged onto rollers on the gravel strand at
Plum Orchard—no one wanted to unload cargo in the mixture of deet and rain that began when the ferry
was hafway across, but they hadn't trusted the vessdl to the unpredictable waters.

Doubtless the ugly weather had been the best friend Waln could have asked for, but at the time he had
cursed the icy water that soaked him seemingly to the very core of hissoul. Hed broken into a
warehouse near the edge of town. It was mostly empty, thus unguarded.

Amid therelics stored within he had found a partid case of water-spoiled dried mesat, awedge of ederly
cheese, and apartial barrel of sour wine. With rainwater gathered in an old bottle and the bottom of a
metal box for acook pot, he made himsdlf abanquet. There was wood enough to burn from old packing
cases and crates. At least the foul weather without meant that he did not need to worry about anyone
gpotting what smoke eddied out through the warehouse roof.



Though he ached for respite, Waln left before dawn the next morning. Hisfever had burned from him, but
he could fed it lurking, waiting for an excuse to return. He hiked overland, clinging to the banks of the
White Water for guidance and because something deep within him took comfort from the presence of
living water.

Sometimes hisfever must have returned because for long stretches he was accompanied by phantoms.
Once hismother came and wa ked with him, mincing her way over the sand and grave in too-tight shoes.
Waln asked her who hisfather was. She only laughed and vanished.

From ashack aong the riverbanks Waln stole a heavy old coat and an oilcloth hat with afloppy brim.
From the line outsde afarmhouse he stole a pair of long workman's trousers and a smock. He regartered
his stocking with abit of string and carried those provisions he scrounged in asquare of fabric bundled
on theend of agtick.

Hisreflection, when he glimpsed it in aquiet pool at the edge of the river, was so unlike the robust Baron
Endbrook that he doubted his pursuers—even if they should glimpse him across the breadth of the White
Water—would know him. Bent with weariness, limping in boots never meant for so much walking, he
was incarnated as the man Walnut the whore's son would have become had he never escaped to sea—a
thief and beggar, weary, wounded, and alone.

Oddly, Wan's hatred did not center itself on the queen who had sent him on thismission, nor upon the
woman who had betrayed him. It rooted in something he had trusted as he had never trusted either queen
or lady—in the two items he had taken from Lady Melina as guarantee of her fiddlity: anecklace of
gparkling gemstones and alittle girl with red-gold hair.

With this hatred to fire his heart, Waln tramped on long after darkness had falen. The wisdom of both
thief and bully kept him from stealing a horse, though he passed many set out to pasture when the days
were fair—as the weather turned soon after his escape, asif regretting the discomfort it had caused him.

A hbit of clothing or afew eggs or achunk of bacon from a smokehouse might not be missed; if it was, it
was not likely to be pursued. A horse, however, especialy one strong enough to carry aman of hissize,
would be missed. Horse thieves were usudly dedlt with on the spot.

So Waln kept his stedling smdl, the hours of hiswalking long. The river proved atrue guide and late one
night the clear cold air carried on it the sdt tang of the sea.

In order that he be able to retrieve Citrine Shield when he returned from New Kelvin, Wan had been
taught the land way to Smuggler'sLight. As Princess Lovellals campaign long years ago had proven,
Smuggler's Light could be reached by land, but only with great care.

Happily, Wan had assumed that he would be coming to the siwamp directly from New Kelvin, sothe
landmarks he had been given were visible as soon asthe swvamp wasin sight. A tal cypresswith a
boulder at its base marked the beginning of thetrail. Thiswas gpparent as soon as dawn pinked the sky,
but Wan waited until daylight shone clear and bright to venture further.

Winter had stripped the deciduous trees of their leaves, but the swamp was home aswell to thick
growths of long-needled pinesthat seemed dl the more dense amid the skeletons of trees and vines.
Despite the chill wind that whipped at the baron, the footing remained marshy beneath hisboots, the taint
of sdt and the warmer temperatures here to the east of New Kelvin having kept frost from the ground.

Tying abundle containing aflitch of bacon to hisbelt, he converted his stick to awaking staff, testing
before each step. The Ideshad their share of swamp and marsh, so Wan was familiar with the tricks it
could play: mudholes without apparent bottom, sand spread lightly over water, hummocks that rocked or



sank when you jumped on them.

In addition to watching hisfooting, Waln kept dert for the trail markers. None of these were as crude as
ablazoned tree or acairn of rocks. The smugglers preferred more subtle sgns. Two bird's nestsin the
crotch of adead scrub oak marked one turning, a sapling "chance bent" aong the ground made along
pointer. By these and other signs, Waln made hisway.

He had just redized that thefiat grey in the near distance was dressed stone overgrown with vines when
avoice spoke to him from above:

"Name yoursdlf and your busness”
"Rainriders” Waln sad, "seeking shdter from the sorm.”

"Come aong, Baron Endbrook,” the voice said. "We had not |ooked for you so soon and garbed so
fashionadly."

There was dry laughter benegath the words, holding within it mockery and menace. With asudden saizing
of hisheart,

Wan Endbrook wondered if he had cometo arefuge or to yet another betrayd.

Winter thunder was rumbling among the upper peaks of the mountains on the day that Grateful Peace
escorted Lady Mdina Shield to her first meeting with the Dragon Speaker.

Peace was an educated man—few Illuminators were not, given the range and variety of textsthey
encountered from their youngest days at the desk. Even o, he felt his bowels chill at the distant rumble.
His parents had controlled their large, unruly brood with avariety of threats regarding the
wizard-spawned horrorsthat dwelt in the vast reaches of the Sword of Kelvin Mountains, and whenever
he heard winter thunder he was once again avery smdl child.

Lady Melinadid not appear to hear the distant rumbles. Bright, aert, and, asfar asthe thaumaturge
could tell, not abit nervous, she walked with quick and eager steps toward the Speaker's Tower.

Shelooked quite nicein agown of autumn gold velvet trimmed in black. That she choseto wear the
colors of House Gyrfacon said something, Grateful Peace knew. He wondered what. Was she reminding
them of her noble birth and status? Was she asserting her continued alliance to her homeland? Or wasthe
choice smply habit, what she was accustomed to wearing for matters of state?

Even after they had climbed thelong spiral stair—A pheros had ruled againgt revealing to her the secret of
thelift—Lady Mdinahad log little of her energy. Grateful Peace found himsdlf admiring her despite
himself. The New Kelvinese capita city was set high in the Sword of Kelvin Mountains and strong men
had found themsel ves reduced to short, panting breaths until their hearts and lungs adjusted to the
dtitude.

When the herald announced them, the Dragon Speaker rose with stately majesty to greet them. In his
robes of office, Apheroswas atowering figure, magnificent in scarlet silk trimmed with gold. His
long-jawed face was painted black but for ahint of crimson rimming each eye and silver, bat-winged
dragons sparkling on each cheek.

A gold dragon clung to the top of hishead, claws digging into the Dragon Spesker's scalp so that athin
trickle of blood oozed from benesth them. The dragon's eyes glittered so redistically that the reptile



seemed dive and watchful. Any moment, it seemed, the dragon might bend its sinuous neck and whisper
secrets into the Speaker's ear.

Grateful Peace knew something of the artistry that went into creating this effect. Apheros was atall man,
but the shoes he wore hidden benesth the hem of hisrobe were what gave him that unred height. His
face paint was not purely black, but included a subtle shading of greens and browns that sharply defined
his features despite the gpparent monotone.

The gold dragon was, of course, not aive. It was an heirloom of the Founders days, set onto a skullcap
shaped anew with each Speaker to precisaly fit that Speaker's head.

Peace wished he could have known the face artist who had thought to add the blood coming from
beneath the dragon's claws. It added a certain horrid realism. Indeed, he knew otherwise quite sturdy
thaumaturges who admitted not liking to look directly at the Dragon Spesker when hewasin full formal
garb because of this single touch. They claimed the damp-seeming trails of blood made them queasy.

Lady Mdina, however, was not showing any such weakness. Upon entering the audience chamber she
had sunk into a deep curtsy such as was used to honor monarchsin Hawk Haven. She did not move until
Apheros spoke.

"Rise, vigtor."

The language he used was New Kdvinese. He might have spoken Pdllish, but that would have been a
concession to aforeigner. In any case, Apheross command of languages was nowhere near as good as
Peace's. It would break the carefully constructed illusion of power if the Dragon Speaker trotted out his
hating command of the other language.

Lady Meinarose and stood with her head thrown dightly back, studying the Dragon Speaker'sface.
Perhaps Apheros was somewhat put out by thisingpection, for he moved to the business at hand more
rapidly than Peace had anticipated.

"Thetime has come," Apheros began in deep, resonant tones more thrilling than any commanding bellow
could be, "to unsedl that which you have carried so faithfully to thisland. Asreward for your determined
efforts, it has been decided to grant you, Lady Mdina Shield, the great honor of opening each box and
reveding what has been hidden within."

Peace concealed asmile. Actudly, Apheros and hisintimate counsel ors had been concerned by the fact
that—asfar as any of their artisans could tell—the boxes were in no way trapped, were each closed with
afairly smple mechanical lock, and were sealed only with awax impression of Queen Vaoras coat of
ams,

Fear that there was some more subtle protection upon the boxes rather than a desire to honor Lady
Médinawas what prompted this generous gesture. Otherwise, the boxes would have aready been
opened and their contents studied. After dl, why let the foreign woman have a chance a them if her
knowledge would prove unnecessary?

If Lady Melinawas aware of what a dubious honor she had been granted, she gave no sign. Dipping
another curtsy, she murmured in New Kelvinese:

"Thank you, Honored Apheros.”
Her accent only made her humility the more charming. Apheros gave a haughty nod.

"Herad, summon the Primes."



The Primes were the thaumaturges representing each of the sodalities. Added to their number were the
Dragon's Three, the Speaker's own chosen counsdlors. Apheros would have preferred to limit the
witnessing to thislatter group, but his precarious hold on the office made it unwise for him to risk
dienating hisdlies

The Primeswore full face paints, designed not only to display the patterns of their sodalities, but meant to
minimize any persond tattooing. In this gathering, they were not themsalves, but their soddities.

Lady Melinawatched with interest as the thaumaturges processed in, her brow furrowing with,
concentration as she sought to identify each pattern. Asthiswas dl the introduction she wasto get to this
august body, Peace thought shewaswise.

He himsalf would not have kept her so uncertain of her own status, but Apheros had been firm. No
honors or privileges would be granted to the foreigner until she had proven hersaf necessary. Otherwise,
should the need arise to dispose of her, awkward questions might be asked by the members of the
conclave who, rightly, might fear that their own privileges would no longer protect them.

After the procession had ended and the Primes had seated themsalves on the high-backed, gilded chairs
set dong the curved walls of the tower room, Peace drew back to his own seat. Thiswasto one side
toward the back, at an angle from which he could study the gathering without being obvious himself.

He knew that by Hawk Haven's standards his place was alow one and saw one of Lady Mdinas
dender brows arch in momentary surprise. Doubtless she was reassessing hisimportancein view of this
information.

Angered, Peace contemplated enlightening her as soon as they were a one together—finding some subtle
and cutting way of explaining that being the Dragon’s Eye was among the highest honors. Then he
decided not. Let her learn the truth and grovel when she redlized how she had dighted one of the

powerful.

After the thaumaturges had settled into the statue-still poses etiquette demanded when display rather than
debate was the order of the day, apair of the Dragon Spesker's staff clerks—one of them
Kistlio—carried out alow table and set it in front of Lady Mdina. A chair was brought next.

Apheros had not wanted to give Lady Mdinaeven this, but Peace had argued otherwise, saying thet if
she was not to suspect the ambivaence of her position she must be granted at |east some courtesies.
Lady Mdina, however, ignored the seat. She remained standing, taut as a drawn bow, awaiting the first
box.

Kistlio brought forth the largest of the three, along, broad rectangular box that, despiteitsrelative
breadth, was so lacking in depth asto seem nearly flat. He dso carried the ring of keysthe New
Kelvinese smiths had made to replace those the vanished Baron Endbrook had carried away.

A flicker of anxiety touched Grateful Peace as he thought of the absent baron. None of the search parties
had located Endbrook, nor had the New Kelvinese spies heard anything about him. Doubtless, asthe
guard inssted, Baron Waln Endbrook was buried in some snowdrift or had drowned trying to crossthe
White Water River.

Dismissing thoughts of the baron, Peace returned his attention to the center of the room.

Lady Mdinawasfitting thefirst key into the lock. She had to struggle to turn the lock—not surprisingly,
given the weather through which the boxes had been carried. Still, Peace found he was holding his
bresth.



All around the chamber not a person moved. A Songweaver shut her eyesasif in anticipation of an
explosion. Then, with asolid metdlic click, thelock snapped open.

"I think it was abit rusted,” Lady Melinasaid gpologeticaly.

At her words, Grateful Peace noted a generd release of tension among the brightly garbed ranks, but his
gaze was drawn inexorably to where Lady Mdinawas now raising thelid of the box. Whatever lay
within was swaddled in fabric, so she lifted out the entire bundle and dowly unwrapped the contents.

Like used bandages, the cloth coiled in aheap at her feet. At last therewasaglint of slver, ahint of
color. When the last piece of cloth did to thefloor, Lady Meinaheld her discovery out so that all
gathered could seeit clearly.

It wasasilver mirror, set into along-handled ivory frame. Theivory wasintricately worked with patterns
of twining vines, open blossoms, and impish faces. In places the surface had been stained with pigment
and set with tiny gemstones, the color just enough to bring out the details without obscuring the perfection
of the carving itsdif.

In his deepest heart, Peace knew thismirror to be afit vessel for sorcery.

The next box brought before Lady Meinawas aso fairly flat, but much smaler, hardly long enough to
gpan her hand from the hedl of the palm to thetips of her fingers. The lock worked after adight struggle
and thistime severd of the thaumaturges forgot dignity—and prudent fear—enough to lean forward to
watch asit was opened.

There was not so much padding in this box, just alayer on the top that Lady Melinalifted out and set to
one sde. For along moment she stared in puzzlement at what was revealed. Then she remembered her
manners and lifted the artifact out, holding it up for general examination.

It was acomb—not an ornamental comb used to adorn an eaborate coiffure, but asmple comb such as
anyone might useto tidy up. It was crafted from a smooth, highly polished wood in rich shades of reddish
brown. The comb was quite attractive in its Smple way, but no one could deny its essentialy utilitarian
nature.

Had Lady Mélina hersdf not been so evidently puzzled—and equdly evidently trying to conced that
puzzlement—Grateful Peace might have wondered if she had made a subgtitution at some point during
her journey. However, had she done such athing, surely she would have picked something else with
which to fool them—adim wand or an dlegant dagger—certainly not acomb.

Thefinal box was square, and about the size of Lady Melinas pam. Thistimethelock clicked open
smoothly. Peace wondered in passing if the practica Kistlio had dabbed in abit of oil after seeing the
struggles with the previous two locks.

From the moment Lady Melinaopened thelid, those directly alongside her could glimpse agleam from
the contents, for what the box held had not been swathed or padded. There was no need; the interior of
the box had been shaped to hold, the lid'sinterior quilted with satin.

Stll, the artifact within was so smal that it was not until Lady Mdinatook it upon hersdf to parade
around the room, holding up the box so that each Prime might see the contents, that Peace got a clear
look.

A ring rested within, aring cast from pure gold and set with a bluish white moonstone that seemed to
glow with apaelight of its own. The curved surface of the moonstone had been carved in the likeness of



an enigmaticaly smiling face, its eyes half-hooded, though whether in laughter or in mockery Grateful
Peace could not fed certain.

Upon closer ingpection, Peace redized that the setting that held this unsettling gem was no smple band.
The prongs that clasped the moonstone in place were the fangs of asnarling beast that held the
moongtonein itsjaws.

The creature so represented might have been abear or perhaps awalf, though its mouth was stretched
so wide that any likenessto an actual anima was more fancy than otherwise. The beast's eyes were
represented by perfect rubies, so tiny that it seemed beyond possibility that any human hand might have
faceted them, but faceted they were so that they caught the light and gave it back sparkling aswith rabid

fury.

Unlike the comb, the ring seemed—as with the slver mirro—aworthy vessd for enchantment. The
enigmatic expression of the moonstone countenance remained with Peace even after Lady Mdinahad
passed on around the room. He contrasted it with the snarling beest that held it.

What power was concealed behind that smile? Might it glow with light? Might the stone hold the secret
of dowing the moon in her nightly voyage? Might the carved face speak in riddlesthat held enchantments
within their convoluted prose?

Grateful Peace saw atrace of his own wonder and excitement on the face of Kavinia, representative for
the Sericulturdists, and schooled himsdlf to impassivity. Lady Mdinaaready knew more than enough
about his own hopes. No need to add to her store of knowledge. He still wondered that he had spoken
S0 fredly to her.

The Dragon Speaker stared longest and hardest at the ring, then he gestured Lady Melina back to her
place. Obediently, she returned, thistime taking her seat. She did not lay as much asasingle finger on the
three artifacts, but arrayed them in their boxes on the tablein front of her so that &l might glimpse them.
Then she spoke unbidden for thefirgt time:

"Now we see what we have, honored thaumaturges. Where do we go from here?"

The foreign woman's expression as she looked around the room was as enigmetic as that of the
moonstone ring—except in her case there was no doubt that her smile held just the dightest trace of
mockery.

Immediately after Firekeeper had related Elation's report regarding Lady Mdinas movements, the
company had left Gateway, riding aong the northeast road toward Dragon's Breath until nightfall and
resuming the journey again dmost before dawn had lit the sky.

It was on that second day that Elise realized with pleasure that her body had hardened to the long daysin
the saddle, that the journeys between Silver Whale Cove and Eagle's Nest, between Eagle's Nest and
the North Woods, had been nothing but training for this moment.

With that knowledge came a certain odd freedom. Until it wasn't needed, Elise hadn't realized how much
of her attention was centered on guiding Cream Delight—though most of the time the mare was content
to follow the other horses lead—on shifting to avoid aching muscles or to avoid other little discomforts.

Now that her mind was rel eased from these digtractions Elise began to work through just what they must
do when they arrived in Dragon's Bresth.



"When we get there," she said, her words breaking alazy silence, "what are we going to do? I've been
told that Dragon's Breath isabig city. We can't go door to door asking after Lady Mdina. For that
matter, her presence there may be a secret.”

"Should it be?' Derian asked. "After dl, Hawk Haven and New Kédvin are dlied—even the events that
led up to King Allister's War didn't break that aliance.”

"Strained it," Elise agreed, "but didn't break it. Unhappily, given the secrecy of Lady Mdlinas departure, |
don'timaginethat shelll be making her presence widdly known."

"| agreewith Lady Elise" Sir Jared said. "Lady Melina could have traveled as atourist, perhaps seeking
distraction from her grief over the deaths of husband and brother. Instead she traveled in secret. We have
our suspicionswhy, of course.”

"We know," Firekeeper growled.

Unlike the rest of them, the wolf-woman traveled mostly on foot, saying that jolting about on horseback
was more wearying than running. When she did need arest, she clambered up on top of one of the mules
and perched on its back, a cloak about her shoulders, looking rather like agargoyle on acastlewal. She
had trotted up near Elise when that young lady had begun speaking, so now Elise grinned down &t her.

"We know," Elise agreed, "and Lady Mdinais going to want no one else to have a chance to guess.
Meddling with magic is still frowned upon in Hawk Haven and Bright Bay. Her brother the duke, if no
onedse, might get very stern with her if she did further damage to House Gyrfa con's reputation.”

Derian was currently riding point, Roanne prancing asif she fancied she wasleading a parade. He craned
around in his saddle, hislean body flowing with the horse's gait and reminding Elise how much more she
had to learn abouit riding.

"Weve been over thisbefore," Derian said. "Elisgs origina question has been troubling mefor a
while—ever sincel saw Gateway and redlized how very different the New Kelvinese are from us. How
arewe going to find Lady Mdinawithout her knowing were looking for her?

"l have athought..." Wendee Jay said softly. Then she paused.

There was a hesitancy to Wendee's manner that surprised Elise abit. The other woman had proven
hersdf chatty, quite acomfortable person to be around and, if not a subgtitute for Ninette, an adept
replacement. Then Elise realized that Wendee wasn't sure just where they—Sir Jared and hersdlf in
particular, she suspected—drew theline at servants putting themselvesforth.

Firekeeper might have atitle, but she dismissed it except as another name to which she would reluctantly
answer from timeto time. Derian might be aking's counselor, but he was a carter's son without title and
his noble connections were patronage, not family.

This matter, however, had been raised by Elise—the future Baroness Archer—and clearly Wendee was
uncertain if her advice would be welcome.

"What isit, Wendee?"' Elise asked, trying to project warmth and reassurance into her tone. "Don't hold
back. I may have studied New Kelvin, but my knowledgeislimited. Y ou are the only one of uswho has
done more than crossto a border town."

Wendee seemed even more uncomfortable.

"Actudly," shesad, "what | had to say wasn't about New Kelvin, not redly. It relates, but it's something
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"Go on," Elise prompted, wishing Ninette were along. Ninette could have privately assured Wendee that
Elise wasn't asnab, but for Eliseto do it hersalf would sound like just the thing a perfect snob would say.

I'll just have to prove to Wendee by my actions that | don't think less of her because she doesn't
hold a title.

"Well," Wendee said, "isit important that Lady Melinanot know were looking for her? | mean, |
understand why you didn't want her to know at firss—when you weren't certain your suspicions were
justified—but now... It'slike Lady Firekeeper says, you know."

Elisemulled over this, nodding her head so that Wendee would not take her silence asregjection.
"That'savery interesting thought,” she said. "1 hadn't seen thingsthat way."
Derian frowned. "But what do we do if Lady Mdinagetsthe wind up and runs?'

"We chase!" Firekeeper said fiercely, jumping lightly asif she might bolt acrossthefdlow fiddsthat very
moment, like adog after ahare. "Winged folk should be watching Lady Meinaand the treasures. They
see, we run, we catch her!”

Derian grinned. "I bet you would and then the New Kelvinese would chop you into little, tiny pieces. Still,
| like what Wendee's saying. It should make Lady Melinaeasier to find if we're not hiding ourselves, and
if shedoesbalt..."

He shrugged.
"We chase," Firekeeper repeated firmly.

"So how arewe going to find Lady Mdina?" Elise asked again. "Even if we don't need to hide, it's not
going to be easy. | suppose we could set up aresidence and start entertaining on alavish scale, but |
don't have the resources for that. My father, you may recall, doesn't even know I'm here.”

Instantly, Elise wished she hadn't reminded them, but no one commented. Derian did nod a bit resignedly,
but even he didn't protest. Maybe since Elise had acted as atrand ator the night before, hisreluctance to
have her along had begun to ease.

True, Wendee possessed afair command of New Kelvinese, enough to get by, but her vocabulary was
frequently archaic and often she lacked the words for common termslike " chamber pot” or "spoon.” Elise
supposed these didn't come into use very often in high drama.

"Therésaway we could sort of entertain,” Wendee offered, "without needing more funds than weve
brought with us."

Elisegrinned. "Good! | was dreading writing my father."

Wendee relaxed. "We make ourselves a part of loca society—afairly visible part. People should come
to us, then."

"Getting to be part of the local culture won't be easy,” Derian commented dubioudy. "Asweve seen, the
New Kelvinese don't exactly embrace foreigners.”

"Actudly..." Wendee paused thoughtfully. "I thought that Doc might hold the solutionto al our
problems.”



"Me?" Doc garted. Elise noticed that he managed to look astonished, pleased, and worried al a once.
"How could 17’

"Go into practice," Wendee said, "asaheder.”

"But New Kedvinese herb loreisrespected in every land!" Doc protested. " Some of my best drugs come
from here. How could | compete?’

"Y ou havethe healing talent,” Wendee replied, "and that would make you specid in any land.”
"They must have their own doctorswith the talent,” Doc said, not protesting, just Sating a point.

"They may or may not," Wendee said with ashrug. "The point is, the talent makes you useful beyond the
average apothecary. In any case, I'm not so certain that the talents are common in New Kelvin. Did you
ever see The Tragic Romance of Tiliata and Mermetio?'

"I'm afraid | missed that one," Doc admitted. Elise liked how the faint trace of agrin visble beneath his
beard made hisface light up. "It soundslike quite a show."

"Oh, itis" Wendee enthused. "1 played Tiliatain a production some years ago. The play dealswith a
romance between two lovers..."

"It would," Doc teased, "by definition.”

Elisefdt aflash of envy. Doc never teased her—but then he might have known Wendee for years.
Wendee frowned at the knight. "Thisis serious.”

"Sorry."

"Tiliataisamaiden, amember of the Soddity of Herbdists. Mermetio—the youth she loves—isarising
member of the Choir of Songweavers. They fal in love—an innocent enough passion—~hbut soon after his
voice beginsto change."

Doc and Derian exchanged sidelong glances, which Wendee vdiantly ignored. Her voicetook ona
certain melodramatic tone as she related the story.

"Desperate to help Mermetio maintain his place—for if his voice broke dangeroudy he would be forced
to find anew soddlity, and the pair's hoped-for marriage would be long delayed—Tiliata makes
Mermetio a potion. Unfortunately, sheisamere apprentice and doesn't realize that the same concoction
that will stabilize hisvoicewill dso geld him. Mermetio losesinterest in her and she—facing not only her
lover's abandonment but the wrath of her superiors—poisons hersdlf.”

"And your point?' Doc prompted.
Wendee glared at him.

"My point isthat if they had doctors with the hedling talent Tiliata.could have paid oneto cure him. That
isn't even mentioned as an option. There are dozens of incidents like that in modern New Kelvinese
drama—ypeople maimed or mortally wounded—and never once is a person with the healing talent
summoned. That only happensin traditiona drama—stories set in the days before the Burning
Death—what they cdll the plague.”

Doc nodded, sketching agracious bow in the air above his saddl€'s pommd.



"Y ou have a point, Goody Wendee. | apologize for my doubts. Very well. Let's seek out the local
equivaent of the Street of Apothecariesand Hedlers."

Hefrowned then. "'l wonder if | need a guild membership to practice?'

"I don't know," Wendee admitted. "We can look into that when we get there. | guessif you can't be
licensed, welll just have to do without.”

Doc didn't look happy about this aspect of the plan, but Elise didn't let such aminor wrinkle keep her
from being charmed.

"WEll rent afew rooms," she said confidently, "ground-floor onesif we can find them. I'm certain that if
Lady Mdinaisintown someone will tell us—people dwaystdl foreigners about other foreigners.”

She spoke with assurance, having witnessed similar exchangesin Bright Bay and even at homein Hawk
Haven. People were dways asking where you were from and then asking if you knew someone else from
the same place.

Suddenly, the days that must pass before they reached Dragon's Breath seemed an eternity. She longed
to thump Cream Ddight with her hedls and go racing aong the roads until they reached the city of

sorcery.
Firekeeper seemed to sense her burgt of enthusiasm.

"l wishwe could fly," she said ‘wigtfully, "like Elation.” The wolf-woman pointed aboveto wherethe
golden-eyed peregrine shifted lazily on theair.

"Sodol," Elise sad softly, asif they were sharing agreat secret. "Sodo !

Chapter XXIV

The man who had greeted Baron Endbrook outside Smuggler's Light proved to be Longsight Scrounger,
one of theleading figuresin the pirate organization. Nor had it been complete chance that he had been
waiting to meet the baron. Lookouts had spotted Waln almost as soon as he entered the swamp; reports
of his progress had been passed aong to the lighthouse.

"We might even have pulled you out if you'd blundered into aboghole," Longsight said. " Then again we
might not have."

He grinned at his own joke, showing ajagged front tooth, broken some said when he bit another pirate's
arm to the bone during a brawl.

Longsight had taken Waln into the lighthouse and encouraged him to bathe and dine. It was only after
Waln had suddenly nodded up from aguilty drowse following an excdllent med of fish poached in white
wine that he thought to wonder whether the door to his room was locked.

The baron decided not to bother checking. Hed walked into the pirates lair fredly. It was up to them to
decide whether he was their guest or their prisoner. For now he needed rest more than freedom, and
deep was not denied him.

Waln'sdreamswere full of storm-tossed seas through which he piloted a ship crewed by skeletons.



Eventually the ship was wrecked against rocks the crysta blue of Lady Melinas eyes.

He swam to shore, where he spent an eternity dogging through swampsin athick fug of summer heat. He
struggled on endlesdy, pushing through vines that wrapped around hislimbs, twisted around his throat.

Severd times he nearly strangled, but ways the pressure relented just before his heart burst from lack of
ar.

When Waln awoke, clear light was shining in through the narrow window in hisroom. A girl with hair the
color of fire or fine brandy was seated at his bedside reading abook. Seeing he was awake, she put
down the book and dashed away—jpresumably to fetch some adult. Only when she was gone did Waln
redlizethat the girl had been Citrine Shidld.

He dept again before anyone returned to speak with him. When he awoke, the light had dimmed and a
man waited nearby. Waln could not recal seeing him before, but judging from how the man reached over
and took hiswrist to test his pulse Wan thought he must be some sort of hedler.

"Fess Bones," the other said by way of introduction. "Here, drink some of this—it's just weter."

Waln did ashewastold, redizing he felt wrung-out, so weak that he could hardly get hisfingersto close
around the handle of the heavy pottery mug. Fess Bones helped him, wiping the water that dribbled
down Waln's chin as negtly asamother might.

"Y ou've been sick these past two days," Fess reported. "Fever rose the very night you arrived. Y ou dept
the night through and dl the day following. Woke once this morning—uwe thought you were with us—but
the fever dragged you down again. It's evening now. How do you fed ?*

"Thirgty,” Wain croaked. "Wesk."

"Y ou can have more water in bit. Let your ssomach learn to swallow what you just drank. I'll seeif the
kitchen has any broth and tell Longsight you're awake and likely to live."

Fess was back some indeterminate time later with acontainer of warm fish stock.
"Longsight saysyoureto rest. Hell talk with you come morning.”

Waln wanted to disagree. His task was too important. He needed to get news to Queen Valora, but
when hetried to speak histhroat would not obey him. He let Fess Bones spoon fish stock into him,
drank more water, drifted back to dleep.

When Waln awoke once again, darkness had falen. Someone ese sat vigil with him, just visblein the
flickering candlelight—aweathered old crone with a scar through her right eyebrow and the top of her
left ear missing. She gave him water and broth, helped him use the pot, then settled back in her chair to

nap.

Waln himself was at last wide awake. In some ways he felt more dert than he had since meeting with
Lady Mélinaat the post-house, hismind clear, histhoughts cogent. He wondered if hisfamily had missed
his letters or had smply believed that some vagary of winter shipping had delayed them, wondered how
he could get a message to Queen Vaora, wondered how she would take the news of Lady Mdinas
betrayal.

The queen was certain to be angry—furious. A sudden redlization chilled Waln asif the fever was
returning. What if Queen Vaoratook her anger out on him?



Somehow the thought had never occurred to him. Held fled toward her, trusting the queen to avenge the
wrongs done to him and, through him, to her. Why had he never seen that Queen Vaorawould most
likely strike out at the nearest person holding part of the blame?

Lying on hisback in the dark room, listening to the ragping snores of the old pirate woman in the chair
beside his bed, Baron Endbrook frantically reworked his plans.

Before, in some vague fashion he had thought to take ship for the Ides, to let Queen Vaoraassume
respong bility for the entire mess. Now Waln redlized that if he hoped to return home with some shreds of
his reputation intact, he must act at once. Fortunately, the very secret nature of his embassy for her made
it unlikely that Queen Vaorawould inquire after him too publicly lest embarrassng information cometo

light.

He had time. The thought comforted him. He had time, time to put pressure on Lady Mdlina, to regain
the artifacts, to make his own ded with the New Kevinese to activate the artifacts o—better—to smply
get off this cursed mainland. Queen Vaoracould find another ambassador.

After he had the artifacts back, then Waln could tell Queen Vaorathe truth. If nothing had been lost but
alittletime, surely she would be willing to accept that the heirlooms' secrets had not been
unlocked—especialy when she realized how close she had cometo losing them entirely.

All through the long hours of darkness Baron Endbrook lay awake. When dawn filtered pale and chill
through the narrow window the crone ceased her snoring. She moved flaccid lips over bare gumsand
amiled pinkly a him.

"Seep well, ducks?!
"Wl enough, mother," Wan replied politely. "Do you think Longsight will see me today?"
The crone cackled mirthlesdly.

"Oh, yes, helll seeyou. The questioniswill you be wanting to see him again once he's done with you.”

Derian was amazed how the deeper they traveled into New Kelvin theless he felt he understood the
country. It was as though this strange and uninviting land had receded farther away now that they rode
their horses acrossit.

In an effort to fight this sensation of dienation, Derian paid close attention to the terrain. He forced
himsdf to notice how the land began to rise as they turned north toward Dragon's Breath, how the towns
became more infrequent as the land became rockier.

Thelr first day or two out of Gateway, the little group had ridden through farmland or through forest. The
gyle of the houses and barns had been odd—functiond, but built with a different sense of beauty. The
colorful facid decorationsworn even by field laborers out mending fences or attending to some other
routine task had made the New Kedvinese seem like drawings brought to life rather than living, breathing
people he might understand.

Their group seemed to be the only ones on this stretch of the road who weren't purely local travelers
going from one town to the next. Moreover, the New Kdvinese didn't seem to like strangers, ignoring
Derian's pleasant greetings or at most responding with agrunt.

Even the innkeepers, who might have been expected to be more friendly, even if only for reasons of



business, were taciturn and curt. Privately, Derian was glad that Elise wanted to practice her New
Kevinese. He could stand back afew steps and let her bear the brunt of the foreigners rudeness.

Certainly, their Stuation didn't seem to trouble Elise nearly as much asit did him. Derian wondered if that
was because everything about this journey—from spending the day mostly in the saddle to doing without
apersonad maid—wasweird and different.

After thefirgt two days of travel, the farms h