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| NTRODUCTI ON

RAPTORS. Birds of prey. Everyone gets a differ-ent nental picture when they
think of birds of prey-birds who nake their livings as predators, the top of
the food chain. Some inmmedi-ately picture the American bald eagle, the synbol
of the United States, without realizing that the bald eagle is nore often a
fisher than a hunter, which is why they are nost often found near |arge bodies
of water. Sone think of babies being carried off (not in recorded history) or
savage gol den eagl es preying on lanmbs (unlikely—they are nore likely to be

t aki ng advantage of a | anmb found al ready dead; birds of prey rarely attack
anything too big to carry off). Sone inmagi ne nobl e thoughts goi ng on behind

t hose enormous, keen eyes; others, even in this day and age, see a "varnint,"
a creature that attacks a farmer's animals and conpetes for hunting resources,
and shoul d be shot on sight.

Most are at |east partly or conpletely wong in what they inagine.

As a licensed raptor rehabber, | know birds of prey personally; sonetines very
personally, as a great horned ow puts her talon through my Kevlar-Iined
wel di ng gl ove and into ny hand.

There are no nobl e thoughts going on in those brains. Real raptors have
relatively small brains, nost of which is conposed of visual cortex with the
rest nostly hard-wired with hunting skills. That doesn't |eave a |ot of room
for social behavior. | once read a passage in a romance novel describing a

| ady's falcon perched in a tree above her, watching protectively over her, and
nearly became hysterical with |laughter. No falcon in ny acquaintance is goi ng
to perch in a tree, protectively or otherwise, if left to her own devices.
Turn your back on her, and she will be out of there w thout a backward

gl ance—wahich is why falconers in this day and age nust fit their birds with
jesses and bracelets (the leg-restraints) that can be renpbved by the bird.
Nearly every fal coner has sad tales of the ones that escaped, and no fal coner
wi shes to think of his bird hangi ng upside down, entangled in her jesses in a
tree, to die a slow and horrible death. As for being "varmnts,"” nost birds of
prey neither poach on farmers' |ivestock nor conpete with hunters. The single
two nobst common raptors in the US-American kestrels and redtail hawks, which
can literally be found anywhere—prey, for the nost part, on insects, mce,
and sparrows for the fornmer, and field rats, squirrels,

and rabbits for the latter. Redtails rarely bother with flying prey—they are
built to hunt things that run. As such, they do farners nore service than

di sservi ce.

Fasci nation with birds of prey seens to have been with us for as long as we've
wal ked upright. A recent T-shirt called "Evolution of a Fal coner" suggests
that the hawk may have been adopted by early man al nost as soon as the dog.
Certainly there is some justification for saying that there have been

fal coners as long as there has been the witten word. Fal coners appear in



anci ent Persian and Indian miniatures, on the walls of Egyptian tonbs, and in
nmedi eval manuscripts. There are falconers in every part of the world today,
even in places where laws nmake it incredibly difficult. There are falconers in
Japan, where ancient tradition favors the goshawk, and forbids commoners to
touch the bird with their bare hands. There are fal coners in Mngolia, who
carry on their traditions of hunting wol ves with gol den eagles. There are
falconers in Af-rica, in South Arerica, and in virtually every European
country. The tradition of falconry goes back so far in Saudi Arabia that the
Saudi s cannot even recall its beginnings. And needless to say, there are

fal coners spread all over North America

There is, in fact, a fal coner joke which tran-scends all boundaries and sends
fal coners of every nation into snickers. "How can you tell a man who flies a
fal con? By the scratches on his

wrist where the bird decided to take a wal k." (Fal cons are smaller, by and

| arge, than hawks, and those who fly fal cons use short gloves to protect their
hands fromthe talons.) "How can you tell a man who flies a hawk? By the
suntan that stops at his el bow. " (Hawks tend to be larger, heavier, and grip
far nore tightly with their feet; only a fool flies a hawk wi thout a |ong

gl ove.) "How can you tell a man who flies an eagle? By the eyepatch."

(Sel f-expl anatory.)

Ki ngs and enperors have witten volumes on fal conry; hawks and fal cons figure
prom nently in nyth. The Romans seemto have been of two mi nds about eagl es;
they topped the standards of their legions with them and identified those
standards with the great birds so closely that the standards thensel ves were
referred to as "The Eagles."” On the other hand, it is fromthe Romans that we
get the myth of eagles carrying off babies. Zeus and Jupiter were both
identified with the eagle. The Arab world gave us the roc, a bird of prey so
large it carried off el ephants.

As for history, New Zeal and was once honme to a flightless bird of prey called
the nmpa that stood over eight feet tall! But nore inpressive yet, at one point
in prehistory, South America bred flighted raptors the size of snall

ai rpl anes, which certainly were capable of carrying off, not just babies, but
full-grown adult humans! Coul d these birds—er the di mnenory of them-have
given rise to the Native Anerican tales of the Thunderbird? Certainly they
woul d have been

the only birds strong enough to dare the deadly air-currents of tornadic
supercel |l -storns, so that their appearance in the sky woul d have been heral ded
by the flash of Iightning and the roar of thunder

But —+hi s anthology is not about real birds of prey. This is about the
intersection of fantasy and reality, where raptors and ot her neat-eating birds
are concerned. This is a wonderful collection full of surprises. For Diana
Paxton, the "thene" was bent slightly, including ravens (who are, after all
carnivorous). From M ke Res-nick comes a little fable that m xes revenge with
reincarnation. From Nancy Asire, a spirit bird—Froma dear friend, Dr. Sam

Conway, cones his first published story; | had warned himthat | would be
ruthless with it, and if it did not match the standards of the
professionals, it wouldn't make the cut, but to the delight of both of us, it

nore than qualified.

And my own contribution, which canme out of one of those odd cases of

serendi pity when a character demands nore attention than the author is

i medi ately prepared to give her. Wen | was working on The Bl ack Swan, ny own
ver-sion of the tale told in the famus ballet Swan Lake, one of Prince
Siegfried s bridal candidates sudddenly took on a |ife and personality far
be-yond that of a nere spear-carrier. The fal coner-Princess Honoria and her

birds absolutely de-manded to be center stage. Unfortunately, | had anot her
story to tell than hers. Fortunately, she
fit perfectly well into this venue, and | was happy to give her the spotlight

on a stage of her own, and a story that proves the adage that what is hell to
one may be heaven to another—or at |east, an escape.
W all hope you enjoy these highly unusual birds, and their flights of



f ant asy.

THE TALE OF HRAFN- BU

by Diana L. Paxson

Di ana L. Paxson's novels include her Chronicles of Westria series and her nore
recent Whdan's Children series. Her short fiction can be found in the

ant hol ogi es Zodi ac Fantastic, Gails: Quests of the Dazvn, Return to Aval on,
and The Book of Kings. Her Arthurian novel, Hallowed Isle, is appearing in
four volunes in the next two years, with book one, The Book of the Sword, in
stores now.

THERE was a man called Ketil A virson who | ook up |land below Hafnfjall in the
west part of Iceland. He had two sons, Arnor and Harek. Arnor, who was the
el der, liked best to go a-viking to England and Scotl and and the isles, while

Harek stayed home on the farm On one of his journeys Arnor took captive a
young wonan called Groa. H's parents were dead by that tine, and though his
brother said that no good would cone of nmarriage with a woman who had been a
thrall, he nade her his wife

She bore hima son whomthey called Bui, but they had no other child.

About this time Harek also took a wife, named H ld. They all lived together in
this way for some years, until Bui was fourteen years old. It happened then
that an ol d shipmate asked Arnor to go on a trading voyage to Norway. At the
end of the summrer, when they | ooked for his return, he did not conme. It was
not until the next spring that they heard that the ship had gone down wth al
hands of f the Sudhreyar Isles.

When that news cane, Harek sat down in his brother's high seat and Hld said
that as there were no witnesses to G oa's marriage, she was now their thrall.
When Bui tried to defend his nother, Harek told his nen to beat the boy with
staves and drive himoff the farm They dragged himto the brook that comes
down fromHrafn-fjall, and there they left him

But Bui did not die.

"Quo-oork!"

Bui opened one eye. Sonething black nmoved across his field of vision, paused,
qguorked again. He raised his head, and it disappeared. In the next nonment pain

speared through his skull, and he | ost consci ousness once nore.
When he woke again, the light had dinmed. This tine the pain was instantly
present, a dull, pounding ache |ocalized above his left eye. That eye was

swol | en shut, but the other was focus-

i ng now and he could hear the trickle of water from somewhere nearby. G ass
waved gently in the forefront of his vision. Beyond it, he saw the sl eek shape
of a raven. For a nonent its glittering black gaze nmet his own.

"Kru-uk? Ru-uk-uk?"

The inquiry was answered from above. Wth a groan, Bui rolled over, and the
first raven flapped upward to join its mate in the stunted birch tree. For a
nmonent of distorted vision he saw them as val kyries, waiting to choose the
doom fated nmen they would carry to Gdin's hall

"I"mnot dead, curse you!" he whispered. "You'll have to wait for your neal!"
He cl osed his eye again in a vain attenpt to shut out the inmages flickering in
menory—Harek and Hild in his father's high seat—the nalice in the face of the
thralls as they closed in. Did the nithings believe they had left himfor

dead, or did they account a beardl ess boy of so little worth they did not
care?

The noverent had awakened the rest of Bui's body to a host of new agonies. He
had t he woozy, sick feeling that comes fromblood | oss, but no wet warnth to
war n of reopeni ng wounds. He had been hurt badly, but he had spoken truth to
the ravens; he was not going to die for a while yet. For a noment, he found

hi nsel f as di sappoi nted as they.

Beyond the birch tree the fells rose stark against the dinmrmng sky. He
set his teeth

agai nst the pain and set about the business of learning to |live again.

Bef ore Bui | ost consci ousness he had managed to stagger a fair way up the
brook toward the fell. The upper part of the vale was a good refuge, far



enough fromthe farmto keep himfroma chance di scovery, but sheltered from
the wi nds. For sone days he had just enough strength to crawl fromthe bank to
the waterside where the vivid purple fireweed grew. There he quenched his
thirst and bathed his wounds.

It was high summer, and the weather held mld, with only a few showers of

rain. Once Bui began to nobve about, the ravens lost interest in him though he
of ten saw t hem crui sing over-head in search of food. They were clearly a mated
pair; he took to calling them Harek and Hild, and threw stones to drive them
away.

Three days of nothing but water and the tender inner bark of the birch left
himas hungry as the birds. Wak as he was, Bui nanaged to trap a fish in a
circle of stones, which he then filled with nore rocks until the water ran out
and the fish flopped helplessly. As he tore at the sweet flesh, he could fee
strength pouring back

into his body.

That night, as he lay curled in a nest of soft grass beneath the trees, he

dr eaned.

An ol d man cane wal ki ng over the fells, wapped in a dark cloak with a broad
hat drawn down over his eyes. As he trudged forward,

| eaning on his staff, a wind came up, bending the grass and lifting the edges
of his mantle so that it billowed |ike dark wings. And then suddenly it was

wi ngs, as the cloak separated into a host of ravens that swirled across the
sky.

The old man turned, and his figure grew until he towered into the heavens. But
now he wore mail and a helnet, and he had only one eye. His staff had becone a
spear, pointing back toward the farm

"Look to the ravens. They will be your guides.
Fromthat time, Bui recovered rapidly, being young and hardened by work on the
farm He followed the vale upstreamto the edge of the

earth had formed a small cave which could be unproved with stones and turves

until it kept out the rain. He twisted twigs of dwarf willowinto a weir to
trap fish, and fashioned a sling with which he could bring down birds that
cane to the lake on the fell. Wth a fire drill and a great deal of patience

he was able to make a fee which he kept snmoldering in the cave.

For the noment, Bui was surviving. The reasonabl e thing would be to nake his
way to some other farmand take service there before winter cane. But he
dreaned sonetimes that he heard his nother weeping, and could not bring
hinself to | eave Hrafnfjall

When he had been on the fell for a nmoon, he had the fortune to find a strayed
ewe caught

anong the stones. Swiftly he slit its throat with his belt knife and began to
butcher it, saving every part of the aninmal he might be able to use. It was a
messy job, and as he finished, it occurred to himthat anyone who cane
searching for the animal would find the remains and him as well.

A famliar "whoosh" of w ngs overhead brought his head up. Swearing, he | ooked
for a stone, then paused, frowning, for this raven was a stranger, smaller and
scruffier than the territorial pair, with a distinctive white spot upon its
tail. It hopped forward and then back again, avid and wary at the sane tine.
Ravens, thought Bui, could pick the sheep's carcass so clean no one woul d be
able to tell how it had died. He sawed off a hunk of fat and tossed it toward
the bird.

The raven exploded into the air in a flurry of black wi ngs, circled once, then
flew away westward over the fell, emtting a peculiar cry rather like a yell.
Bui watched it go in disappointment, then finished bundling the nmeat into the
sheepskin, shouldered it, and nade his way back to the cave. He fashioned a
rack in the back of the cavern to snoke the neat, and that night-he ate cooked
mutton for the first tinme in over a noon.

The next day Bui went back to the carcass, dropping to hands and knees as he
approached and taking care to remain unseen. It had occurred to himthat the
raven he had seen m ght be a young one, without the insolent confidence



of the territorial pair, and he did not want to frighten it away.

He need not have bothered. There were no birds to be seen. Then he | ooked
again and grinned. Raven tracks showed everywhere, and the carcass had been

pi cked clean. On the ground before himlay a black feather. Bui picked it up
and stood for a long tine, stroking the snooth vane.

Bui realized that he had decided to stay on the fell the day he found the body
of the man. It had been there a long tine, and there was little to be
scavenged fromthe clothes. The shaft of the spear had rotted away, but the
poi nt, though rusted, was still whole, as was the head of the ax that had been
t hrust through the man's

belt. A disintegrating |eather sheath had pro-ted the sword. The netal
framework for a | eather-covered helmet still shielded the skull. Bui m ght
tell himself that the spear was for the seals that winter would bring to the
shore, but the only use for the sword and hel m was when went to kill nmen.

The Althing had not judged himoutlaw, but Bui had heard stories enough to
know how to live like one. He turned fromthe fell, with the pal e nenace of
the glacier on its horizon, to the long dun slopes that stretched toward the
sea. The air was so clear he could glinpse the green

of the vale. Inner vision supplied the long, turf-roofed shape of the farm
his farm where his nother |abored, a thrall once nore.

"Qdin, hear ne! Show nme how to take back ny land!" He raised the sword to the
sky.

As if the action had i nvoked them black specks appeared in the sky. One, two,
t hree—Heart poundi ng, Bui counted as nine ravens plumeted earthward, rolling
inthe air and pulling up in a long swoop, only to spiral downward, w ngs half
fol ded once nore. Breathless, he watched the aerial display until on sone
silent signal they all circled above him and then flapped away across the
fell.

"Hr af na- gut h, Raven-god," Bui whi spered, renmenbering his dream "Let your

bi rds show me the way, and they shall never lack for an offering."

As the nights grew | onger, the air became clanmpbrous with the cries of
mgrating waterfow . Bui spent nost of the daylight hours beside the | ake,
using nets and his sling to bring down ducks of all kinds and geese as well:
He built a second structure of turf to snoke the nmeat, and cured the skins of
the eider-duck with the feathers on to serve as beddi ng.

H's activities very quickly attracted the ravens, and he and they began to

| earn each other's ways. Now, when he set out for a day's hunting a bl ack
speck woul d soon appear, checking at regular intervals until he nade a

kill. Usually it was one of the pair that "owned" Hrafnfjall that canme first.
Wien there was a carcass, one bird would sunmmon the other. Necks stretched
upward, feathers fluffed aggressively and standing up like two ears on either
side of the head, they strutted around the neat, and any younger birds that
m ght be present woul d back away, bow ng and bobbing, and waiting patiently
to pick over whatever "Harek" and "Hild" mght |eave.

"Why don't you stick up for yourselves, you stupid birds?" Bui swore at the
others. "They don't deserve to get it all."

But it was only when a young raven arrived before its elders, and even then,
only if its yelling succeeded in sumoni ng an overwhel mi ng nunber of its
fellows, that it would feed. At such tines, Bui would watch in satisfaction as
the ol der pair, comng late to the feast, were forced to take their turn with
the rest. He took to hiding carcasses under piles of stones until he saw one
of the wanderers, and soon he found that although the mated pair nmade their
patrols no nore often than before, wherever he went, one of the young birds

al ways seened to be near. Wth time, he was able to distinguish sone

from anong themene had a bent foot, another was large, with a rough head, and
then there was his friend, the bold bird with the white spot on its tail.

The weat her grew cool er, and sonetimes sleet cane mxed with the frequent
rains. The m gra-

tory flocks departed, and Bui decided that he would have to risk a journey to
the shore. He had fashioned a net of sinew for fishing, and with a great dea



of luck, he mght even get a seal

He travel ed cautiously, noving nostly in the early nornings and hiding during
the brightest hours of the day. Wen he lived on the farm they had al ways
gone eastward up the coast for fishing, so he made his way to the west. Moving
al ong the edge of the cliffs one nmorning, he heard a distant barking, and

| ooki ng down, he saw a scattering of brown-furred bodi es baski ng upon the
sands of a small cove.

He stared at the runble of rock where part of the cliff had slid away,
wondering if he could get down. Then a call from overhead brought his gaze
upward to the circling black shape in the sky.

"Are you telling nme | can nmake it, or do you just hope for nore food?" Despite
t hei r comnpani onshi p, he did not suppose the ravens woul d care whether they
feasted on the carcass of a seal or his own. Nonethel ess, he chose to take the
bird' s arrival as an onmen, and with spear strapped to his back, he began the
difficult descent to the shore.

By the time he reached the noraine at the bottomof the cliff, Bui was
scratched in a dozen places. As he sat down on a rock to catch his breath, he
heard a fam liar "swoosh" of wi ngs.

The raven braked, banked, and settled on an outcrop of basalt, where it sat
preening its wings and surveying Bui with a distinctly hunmorous gleamin its
bl ack eyes. He saw without surprise that it was the young bird with the white
spot on its tail.

In the first days of his exile, Bui had wondered if isolation would lead to
madness. It was the ravens that had saved himfromit, unless he was crazy to
think their response to himthe act of an intelligent will. The ravens

bel onged to din; t he god was watching over himthrough their eyes, and he
could reassure hinself that when he talked to them he was speak-

ing to the god.

"Are you laughing at this clunmsy human?" he asked, inspecting his bruises.
"You're right. It would be a ot easier to get down here if | were a bird. But
you can't kill a seal!"

Bui wondered if he could. Seals were accustonmed to human hunters, and wary,
but perhaps he no longer snelled like a nan after three noons spent in the
wi | d. Nonet hel ess, he stayed hidden for a day, observing, before he made his
nmove, clanbering down to hide among the rocks while the beasts were at
sea, and waiting until they had settled down to bask in the autum sunli ght
before rising with poi sed spear

The seal Bui had sel ected was young, without a thick a |ayer of fat to get

t hrough. He focused on the spot between the shoul derbl ades and drove downward
with all his strength, know ng, even as the honed bl ade struck, that his aim
was

true. Feeling its death, the seal reared up beneath him Bui hung on with al
his strength, know ng he nust not allow the wounded animal to reach the sea,
and even with the boy's weight to anchor it, the seal managed to reach the
edge of the water before it died.

It was fortunate, reflected Bui as the world stopped spinning around him that
it was just past high tide, for he knew he did not have the strength to haul

t he carcass back up the beach. He slit the animal's throat, and as the bl ood
drained into the sea, the raven spiraled upward, its exultant yelling

i nterspersed by ear-splitting trills.

By the time Bui had the belly open, the rocks behind himwere covered wth

bl ack birds. Cursing, the ravens drove off the yamering guillenots and gulls,
t hen dropped back to their perches, watching his progress with critical gaze.
As the boy pulled open the slit flesh, the steam ng guts spilled out onto the
sand and the entire flock rose in a fluttering mass, calling excitedly.

"Very wel |l —here's your share!" Bui exclaimed. "Now | eave me in peace while

get mne!" He scooped up as nuch of the slippery mass as he could and pulled
it to one side, and as he finished extracting it, the ravens swooped down and
began to feed.

The gods were kind, and gave himthree days of fair weather before the clouds



closed in once nore. By that tine Bui had carved nost of the nuscle neat away
fromthe bones, sliced it into thin strips and hung themto dry. The ravens
pi cked cl ean what remai ned and took to harryring the gulls and stealing their
food. The hide he pegged out, scraped clean and scoured wth

brine. But when the first drops of rain began to fall, he bundled it all into
the shelter of the cliff.

He had lived his life nostly inland, and was not prepared for the fury of the
storm Wen the waves were driven alnost to his refuge he was terrified, but
better he should die now than abandon the food that m ght get himthrough the
winter. And presently the waters began to calm It was when boxes and bundl es
and the tinbers of a wecked ship began to wash ashore
that he realized that the sea had nore bounty to bestow.

Wth them cane the corpses of nen.

Bui dragged the bodies ashore, swallow ng his revulsion at the feel of clamy
flesh for the sake of the garments that covered them Sea-stained though they
were, they were better than his own rags. It was a race between him and the
ravens, who did not understand why he would not share this windfall as he had
al ways shared his prey with them before.

He finished piling stones over the body of a man whose wool tunic had been
clasped with gold, and started toward the next two bodi es, which were |ying
tangled in the seaweed j ust

above the tide. The white-spotted raven had | anded on the head of the nearest,
but before

Bui could wave it off, it hopped aside with a screech of exasperation and then
fl apped away. As the boy reached down to grab the neckband of the man's tunic
he felt a faint pulse. His own pul se | eaped as the other body stirred, and he
realized that these two still Iived

They were barely conscious, and the tide was com ng in. Trenbling, Bui dragged
them over the stones to his shelter. It had been so | ong since he had spoken
to anyone he wondered if he could still master human words. He built up the
fire, and laid themas close as he dared to its flane, chafing chilled |inbs,
and presently first one and then the other began to cough and shiver and open
his eyes.

It was the next norning before they were able to tell himtheir story. They
were from Norway, nephews to the master of the foundered | ong-ship, cone on
their first voyage to trade for wadmal cloth and walrus ivory and the skins of
seal s. Hogni and Torstein were their names. Younger sons, they had intended to
make their way by trading, but all hope of that had drowned when their uncle's
ship went down. Did Bui know of a farmthat needed | aborers?

Bui felt his own features contorting in a twisted grin. "If you are willing to
live like thralls, no doubt they will take you on at the farm" he said
stiffly. "But if you have the courage to risk a winter in the wilds, you m ght
one day share it with me—= Swiftly he expl ai ned

how he had been bani shed by his uncle and aunt, and his plans for revenge.
"You woul d give us a share in your |and?" asked Hogni, the elder of the two.

"I would, or the value of it once it is producing once nore."

"And you have not been outl awed?" asked Torstein.

"They do not know what has becone of ne," Bui gave a nmirthless laugh. "I do
not offer you safety, but the chance to do deeds that will be renenbered. It
is up toyou. | ask only this. If you do not join ne, then say nothing of ny
presence on the fell. | think you owe me that much for pulling you out of the
sea."

Torstein | ooked at his brother, and then grinned back at him "It is clear
that Ran does not want us. Maybe we can earn a place in Gdin's warband wth
you!"

That seered |ikely enough, thought Bui, but he took it as yet another sign
fromthe god.

Wth two additional pairs of hands and the scavengi ngs fromthe boat, they
were able to take three nore seals and a quantity of fish to carry back to
Bui ' s hi deaway at the edge of the fell. Once nore, the ravens foll owed. Hogni



and Torstein marveled at the birds, and took to calling their rescuer

Hr af n- Bui .

"You are laughing at nme, but I will claimin earnest the name you give in
jest," answered Bui. "The ravens are our allies—you will see.”

As the days din nished, the weather worsened, but the warm current that flows
past Iceland' s shores kept the tenperatures on the south coast relatively
mld, and the hot springs warned the fugitives when they did begin to suffer
fromthe chill. They were al ways hungry, but they never starved, and for this,
t hey thanked Bui's ravens.

As once the birds had foll owed him now Bui and his conpanions followed the
ravens to food. In those days, folk used to |leave their herds to winter in the
woods, for there were no predators |arge enough to trouble a grown ani nal, and
sometines the exiles would find a cow or pony that had wandered off in search
of the dry grasses that grew on the fell. They preyed on w ntering waterbirds
and, between the frequent gales, on seals. And | eading or follow ng, the
ravens hunted with them just as they did with the pol ar bears.

During the | ong hours of darkness the three young nmen huddled in the light of
the seal-fat |lanp and told tales,

"I'"ll help you for a tine on the farm" said Hogni, "but the seais all | ever
dreaned of ."

"My father |loved the sea nore than he | oved ny nother and ne," answered Bui
"and it killed him"

Torstein sighed. "You can die anywhere. Qur father took a scratch that went
bad. H's armswelled up, and he burned with fever until he died. Wat glory
was there in that?"

In his voice was a note that Bui recognized

Bot h of them he thought then, had been abandoned by the fathers who shoul d
have protected them

"I's that what you want? d ory?" he asked
"OfF course. Don't you?"

Bui shook his head. "All | want is ny hore.
"Do you really think that the three of us can drive your uncle out?" Torstein
asked then.

"I have dreaned that Odin and the ravens will show nme the way."
Torstein exchanged gl ances with his brother, but neither replied.
Either they will keep faith with me, or they will not, thought Bui. He pulled

on the rough cape he had cobbl ed toget her from seal skin and went out side.

The nights were beginning to grow shorter at |ast, and though clouds bill owed
on the horizon, the sleet and snow had ceased. A soft half-light lay over the
fell and glittered on the branches of birch and willow where the buds were
beginning to swell. Bui let out his breath in a |l ong sigh

They had survived the worst of the winter. It was colder up here at the head
of the vale than

it had been at the farm but there was shelter fromthe worst of the w nd, and
t he coast took the brunt of the storns. The land here m ght not be as rich as
it was farther down the valley, but the fell provided good grazing. It
occurred to himsuddenly that if they had been able to live

in his crude shelter, in a properly built dwelling one mght do quite well.

A whoosh of w ngs overhead broke his train of thought, and he saw the young
raven with the white spot circle and alight upon a stone.

"Have you been hunting through the night, or are you just rising?" Bui asked.
Ravens, despite their color, were birds of the daylight. Could they carry
enough fat to sleep through the Iong winter darkness, or like men, were they
able to hunt the night when need conpelled?

I n anot her nonment a second, smaller raven dropped down fromthe sky. The sl eek
head turned and di pped as the bird half spread its w ngs, neck feathers
fluffing, and lifted its tail. The first raven watched for a nonent, then
appeared to expand, rising to its full height, feathers bristling around its
head. This was the one, he renenbered, that had al ways taken the lead in
calling the other young ones, and challenging the territorial pair for food.



Very inposing, thought Bui in amusenment. Does she appreciate it? He was al npost
certain that the smaller bird was a femal e now

For a nonent she watched the male, then repeated her bobs and bows, nurmnuring
love talk with coos and snaps. Bui was abruptly rem nded of the way the
servant girls used to flick their aprons to tease the nen in the hall

If these birds were not yet a mated pair, they were certainly courting. Good
luck to you—Bui thought wistfully. Even if he were to wi n back

the farm a kinslayer would be a poor marriage prospect for any man's
daughter. There was a girl called Asgerd, the daughter of Geiralf Bard-son who
had a farmover at Langdal e, whom he had thought mi ght make a good w fe for

hi m when they were both grown. Suddenly her face cane clearly to nmenory.

Since the day he was driven fromthe farmall Bui's energy had been focused on
survival, but in this noment poised between |ight and darkness while the
ravens danced, sonething |ong suppressed stirred and shaped itself into a
stave of poetry—

Mour nful the man who must go matel ess, Wio lonely lies in the lee of the fell;
Even Odin's friend, the doomfated raven, the bird of battle, a bride may w n.

When the Qut nont hs had passed, the days began to | engthen swiftly, and the air
rang with the cries of returning birds. The green of new grass veiled the sere
sl opes of the noorland, jeweled with dai sy and dandelion and the nore delicate
bl ossonms of pinks and saxifrage. The warnming air thrunmed with urgency, and as
t he young ravens played upon the wi nd, Bui and the two Norwegi ans cut sticks
of willow and began to practice their swordplay.

As they sat by their fire on an evening hal fway through the M| king Mon

Hogni lifted one foot, wiggling his toes so they stuck out of the holes in his
shoe.
"We need to kill a cow "

"What ?" The others | ooked at him

"I need new shoes, and so do you, not to mention rawhide and sinewto repair
our weapons. And | amgrowing very tired of eating bird-flesh and dried seal."
Torstein | aughed, but Bui grew thoughtful. Hogni had a good point, even

t hough, with the warni ng weat her, the people of the farmwould be nore
inclined to come |looking if one of their beasts disappeared. Still, he had

al ways known that he could not stay hidden here forever. Perhaps it was tine
to make his nove.

Nonet hel ess, he insisted on separating the heifer they chose fromthe herd and
driving her up onto the fell before they made the kill.

They had bl ed out the carcass and were hard at work on the hide when the first
raven arrived. Bui |ooked up, but it was not the white-spotted nmal e he had
been expecting. This was a smaller, younger bird. It lit on a boul der, | ooking
around nervously, then extended its wi ngs and fl apped away.

"That's right," Bui |aughed. "CGo call the others. There will be nore than
enough for all

They heaved out the guts in a pile for the birds and continued the butchering.
Presently a bird quorked from overhead and anot her answered it. Bui | ooked up
and saw two ravens circling, discussing the carcass with harsh cries. He
stiffened, thinking the territorial pair he had encountered the previous year
wer e back, though

he woul d have thought this kill out of their territory. Then the nmale glided
down, enmitting three slow "knocking" calls, and he saw the white spot on its
tail. After a noment the fenale followed him

Now he could see the other birds, half a dozen tattered bl ack shapes
fluttering across the sky. They swirled down in the wake of the first two, but
as they began to alight, the white-spotted male reared up, head feathers
bristling until they stood up on either side like two ears, and began to strut
back and forth, warning away the very birds whomthe season before he had | ed
against the territorial pair.

For a nonent Bui stared, gut twisting as if he hinself had been betrayed. Then
he ran toward them waving his arnms and yelling until all the birds had risen



squawki ng away. Torstein and Hogni watched open-nout hed, but Bui did not

expl ai n.
That night Bui dreanmed. He was mpving across the noor, and as he | ooked
down he real- ized that he was flying. A glance to either side showed him

bl ack wi ngs. The sensation was sufficiently novel that for sone tine he gave
hi nsel f up to t he pl easure of expl ori ng the capacities of this
body, soaring and diving, performing rolls and twi sts, dancing with the w nd.
H s play was so absorbing that it took sonme tine to realize that he was not
flying alone. Two larger ravens flewwith him one to either side.

Their feathers shone like polished netal, but the light came fromwthin. They
drew cl oser when they realized he had seen t hem

"I am Hugi nn— said the first raven. "To know thy way is to know thysel f =

"l am Munni n—= sai d the second. "Renenber. "

Then they soared ahead of him movenents matched until they seemed one being,
whose brightness nmerged, then blinded, so that he floated, w thout need or
volition, inthe light. In that blind brilliance it seemed to himthat he
heard anot her voice that spoke to himfor sonme time. But when he opened his
eyes at last to the thin light of norning filtering into the cave, he could
not remnenber the words

In the norning, Hogni, who had deci ded he wanted to make a drinking horn, went
back to the carcass for one of the heifer's horns while Torstein and Bui
stayed at the shelter to prepare the nmeat for snoking. But the young Norwegi an
returned rmuch nmore quickly than he had gone.

"Douse the fire!" he called, his face pale. "There are nen on the noor!"

As they covered the fire and bundled their tools into the shelter, Hogni told
his tale. The farnfol k nust have tracked the heifer. He had seen two nen,
circling the carcass and gesturing. As always, the boys had brushed away their
tracks, but the carcass would still have shown the marks of their butchering.
Bui had fright-

ened the ravens, whose voraci ous beaks had al ways obliterated all other

evi dence, away.

"They're thralls,"” said Bui when Hogni finished. "They will go back now to the
farmto report what they have seen.”

"Then we have a little tine—enough to get away.'
hi s things.

Bui shook his head. This must be why he had dreaned. |nages, half-understood
and hal f-remenbered, surged in nmenory.

"But we can't stay!" exclainmed Hogni. "Now they know soneone is up here, they
will be conmbing the fells for us by tonmorrow "

"That's so," answered Bui. "But they don't know that we've been warned—we nust
attack the farm"

He straightened, watching the color cone and go in their faces, willing them
to agree now, before they had time to think about it too nuch and grow afraid;
before he hinmself lost his

nerve. They had all known this nmoment must cone. No doubt they could survive

Torstein began to bundl e up

anot her year living |like beasts on the fell, but at the end of it would their
hearts still be those of men?

Just when he thought the silence nust become unendurable, Hogni gave a little
| augh.

"I"'mtired of sleeping on a pile of noss and birdski ns anyway. Wether | lie
tomorrow night in a farmhouse bed or in Gdin's hall, it will be an

i mprovenment over here."

Torstein grinned back at him "No doubt Bui will want to carry that sword he's

been shar pen-

ing, and you're best with the ax, so | guess that |eaves nme the spear!™

Bui wondered if they could hear his heart pounding in his chest. Wrdlessly,
he got up and went to the rock-built cupboard where he kept the sword. But
Torstein had been right—+t was already sharp, fitted with a new hilt of

seal -bone and well oiled. Wth it he kept the framework of the hel net.
Thoughtfully, he considered it, then cut pieces fromthe still raw hide of the



cow and began to piece themtogether over the frane.

But it was not enough. The image of the white-spotted raven strutting beside
the cow carcass teased at his nenory. During the winter he had found a dead
raven and saved the wi ngs. Now he bound one to each side of the hel mso that
they stood up like ears. Then he tried it on. Torstein rai sed one eyebrow and
Hogni | aughed, but Bui ignored them

Now Lam t he ki ng-raven, he thought grimy, and I will claimnm own!

When the last light had left the sky Hafn-Bui led his little war-band down
the vale. By the time they came to the wall of the garth, it was near
mdnight. But it was as well that Bui led cautiously, for as they started to
clinmb over, the door of the |ong-house swng open and firelight spilled across
the ground. A man's figure stood sil houetted against it. Bui's heart fluttered
in his

breast as he recogni zed his uncle's heavy shoul ders and the foreward thrust of
hi s head.

He reached out to push the others back and found t hem al ready crouched behind
the wal |

"I thought you said everyone woul d be asl eep by now," whi spered Torstein as
Harek trudged across the yard to the privy.

"They should be. They're nervous, too—

"They' ve been sitting up, planning howto catch you!" Hogni's |augh was
stifled as the door to the privy banged open and Harek went back to the hall
The dog stood up as he neared, but Harek kicked it aside and cl osed the door
They waited, shivering a little as their bodies began to cool and the stars
wheel ed overhead t hrough the slow hours of the outtide. When they | ooked
again, the glow around the door had di med, and the squat shape of the turf
wal | ed | ong- house bul ked dark agai nst the night sky. Bui stood up, feeling
excitement fire his blood, and slipped over the wall.

As he noved towards the house, the dog began to growl. Hogni and Torstein hung
back, but Bui whistled softly, and the grow becanme a grunt of delight as the
ani mal caught his scent and | eaped toward him Bui told hinself the dog's

af fection should be no surprise-he was probably the only one on the place who
had been kind to it—but his eyes stung with tears all the sane.

"Quiet, Ufr," he whispered, when he could get the beast to cal m down. He
dragged it by

the collar to sniff Hogni and Torstein. "Friend, Ufr, friend. Now be still!"
When he let the dog go, it frisked around them but nade no other sound. He
noti oned to the others, and they noved around the hall toward the sheds.
"This would be easier in Norway," breathed Torstein. "The houses are made of
wood, and we have lots of trees.”

"Here we have a woodpile," answered Bui. "And it will do—+ only mean to snoke
them out, not to burn the whol e house down."

The house had two doorways. Moving quietly, they piled firewod in front of
each of them while the dog frisked about, wagging its tail. Wen Bui snelled
t he approach of dawn in the danp air, he unstoppefed the cowhorn in which he
had kept coals snoldering and blew theminto flane.

"You two stand at the far door. Ufr and | will take this one," said Bui
grinning as fire sparked through the kindling and began to bite the | ogs.

The folk of the farmhad slept all the harder for staying up so long. By the
ti me enough snoke had penetrated to wake them the two fires were bl azing
merrily. The door slanmed open; for a monent they saw Harek, then he recoiled,
cursing. Frominside the hall came a wonan's scream

"Uncl e, uncle—= called Bui. "For a year |

have lived like a raven in the rocks. WIIl you grudge me a little fire?"

The main door was pulled back again and Harek peered out, breathing through a
cloth. H's eyes wi dened as he recogni zed his nephew beneath the fantastic
headgear. At the same nonent the far door opened. The flicker of Torstein's
spear was followed by a cry of pain.

"My boy, have you gone crazy?" called Harek. "I am your kinsman—=

"Was it the work of a kinsman to drive ne fromyour door? Send out my nother



and nen may call ne what they will." Bui had al ways known he risked outlawy
as a kinslayer, despite his fine words to Hogni and Torstein. But he could not
| eave Groa in Harek's power.

He cleared his throat. "She may bring with her the wonmen and all the nen
except those you set to beat me. But you shall choose whether to face ny sword
of this fire!" He heard his own voice crack and did not know whether it was
with fear or rage

He waited, shaking with tension, as light grew in the east and the fl anes

pal ed. What if his uncle decided to hold Groa hostage? No reputati on would be
left to him but would he care?

The door was beginning to snolder by the tine it opened once nore. Bui felt
his knees grow weak with relief as he saw his nmother hesitate in the opening,
coughi ng, then |l eap through the flames. Her shawl had caught fire; he sl apped
at the sparks, then shoved her be-

hind him sword ready, as the others began to cone through. He could hear her
sobbi ng quietly, but she knew better than to speak to hi m now.

One. . . tw . . . three ... he counted the maids and then the nmen. There was
a pause, then he saw Hld, with another woman nmuffled in a cl oak besi de her
"Ch ho, my aunt, have you got a new nmidservant since |'ve been gone?" As the
two wonen cane through the fire, he lunged and sent the cl oaked one spraw ing.
H s blade followed his arm and in the next nmonent he had the point at Harek's
t hr oat .

For a | ong nonent there was no sound but the crackling of the flames. Then
fromthe direction of the sunrise, he heard a raven's cry.

"You won't get away with this!" snarled Harek. "Kill me, and you'll be

outl awed; spare nme, and I'll have you killed!"

But Bui was not |istening. Fromthe west the raven was answered, and fromthe
direction of the fell, and fromthe sea. Fromevery direction ravens cane

flying; the bright air trenbled with the sound of their wi ngs. Harek's rolling
eyes wi dened as the black birds settled on the wall of the garth, surrounding
t hem

Bui began to laugh, and if there was a ring of madness in it, he did not care.
"WIl you accuse ne before the Althing? Here are ny witnesses! O perhaps they
are hungry, and think your guts will nake a good neal ."

A sickly stench began to pervade the air and he realized that Harek had soil ed
hinself. Hi|ld stepped back, the anger in her face giving way to scorn

Suddenly Bui renenbered how the king-raven had faced down an intruder, who
cowered and backed away.

| have won! he thought in amazement. Hild will renmenber this—they will all
remenber, and if he tries to attack me, soneone is bound to tell the tale.

He | aughed again, but now he was back in control

"Harek Ketilson, | accuse you of taking a free woman as a thrall and robbing
me of my inheritance. WII you acknow edge the wong and offer mne

sol e-judgnent, or mnust | take you bound in your filth to the Althing and seek
an arbitrator there?"

One of the ravens spread its wings to their considerable wi dth and | aunched
itself fromthe wall in a long glide to | and beside his uncle's head. Wt hout
surprise, Bui noted the white spot on its tail. Harek paled and cl osed his
eyes. The raven hopped cl oser, considered for a nonent, and yanked out a
strand of hair. Harek recoiled with a squeak of angui sh

"I agree—X

"Say it louder," said Bui. "Do you all bear witness to his words?"

"Make your own judgnent," cried Harek, "but send that bl ack-feathered trol
away!"

"That's no troll, uncle nmine, but Gdin's bird,

the best witness of all." Bui grinned. The part of his dream he had forgotten

was clear to himnow, and he understood many things. He felt the invisible

wei ght of Hugi nn and Munnin on his shoul ders,, giving himcounsel

"When he took a mate, he did not drive off the birds who nest near this farm
but clained a territory of his own, and so shall |I. This is the conpensation I



requi re—give ne the upper part of the valley and the slopes of Hrafnfjall.

will build a house of ny own beneath the fells. I will take my nother, and
whi chever of the men and maids she chooses, and the dog U fr, and half of the
sheep and cows. You will provide food and cl ot hing and weapons for nme and ny
men, and everything we need to begin. But you will keep this farm"

"Take them—= whi nmpered Harek, weeping, "and may Hella take you all."

Bui gl anced over at Torstein and Hogni, and saw wonder, and relief, in their
eyes.

"Tie hi mup— he pointed at Harek, "and then put out the fires. And when you
have done that, bring us food. No— he corrected hinself as the naids began to
nove. "Before you feed us, kill a sheep and put the carcass out on the hill. |
am Hrafn-Bui, and | will not forget what I owe ny kin!"

H s nmother came to himthen, and he hugged her hard. A sudden wind stirred the
ashes, and as the black flakes lifted into the air so did the

ravens, a swirl of bird shapes, black and bright, nounting the nmorning sky.
Note: For those who are interested in |earning nore about ravens, | recomend
t he foll ow ng.

Bernd Heinrich, Ravens in Wnter, N Y.: Vintage, 1989

Law ence Kil ham The Anerican Crow and the Commbn Raven, Texas A&M University
Press, 1989

Candace Savage, Bird Brains, San Francisco: Sierra Cub, 1995
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ARI KAN, travel -worn and weary, stopped on the narrow way between the cliffs to
catch his breath. It had been a I ong journey, and he was no | onger a boy to go
tearing along. And ... it had been a long while since he'd been here. Far too
| ong.

On either side, the jagged gray walls towered over him wth the bright blue
desert sky high overhead and the heat of the new day filtering down through
the fading chill of the night. Ahead, Arikan thought with a sudden surge of
joy so strong that it astonished him lay the village of the Eagle Spirit
Peopl e.

H s peopl e.

No doubt, Arikan thought, starting forward again, the | ookouts sonewhere up on
those cliffs had already spotted him And, presumably, since there'd been no
attack, they had recognized himfirst as not of the OM Spirit People, the
eneny, then as one of their own.

They woul d recognize him would they not? Arikan's mouth quirked up in a wy

grin. Maybe not, at that. He had, after all, spent a long time out there in
the desert, years alone, seeking a vision, seeking any sign of
O some reason to still have faith. To still believe in sonething. Arikan

couldn't trace the exact moment when he had | ost belief, only that it had
slipped away fromhim |eaving himenpty.

Ri di cul ous for a man grown to be hunting a vision. No wonder he'd seen and
felt absolutely nothing. Save fatigue. And thirst. And utter boredom

But the desert's privation had changed him given hima |ean, spare body and a
face sharpened by its lack of any extra flesh. His hair was | ong and ragged,
hi s reddi sh-tan skin burned a darker brown. A wld thing, he, no doubt about
it. Unlikely, Arikan thought wyly, that any woul d recogni ze him

Ah, but there lay the village, the skin | odges of the People spread out in the
so-fam liar jum

ble, and Arikan's grin becane a true smle. He hurried forward. At |east there
was this in which to believe, the village and those within it. H's people. H's
horre.



A child playing in the dirt saw himfirst, and let out a shriek that brought
everyone running. Arikan found hinmself facing a wall of warriors with drawn
bows, their eyes so wild with alarmthat he said hastily, "I am Ari kan! You
know ne, Karik, and you, Lathai—+ can't have changed that much!"

The warriors stirred, noving aside to let a lean old figure pass: Wnketh,

Ari kan realized. The shaman's hair had turned pure white, and his face held
nore |ines than before, but he stood as proud and strai ght-backed as ever.
"This is Arikan," was all he said, then turned away as though no | onger
concerned. As the bows were | owered, Wenketh called over his shoulder to
Arikan, "W neet. Join us. Now. "

No choice in the matter, eh? No chance to see if any would give hima place to
rest, food or drink in welcone? Ganted, the shaman had never been one for
idle chatter, but this

Wondering, Arikan took his place amobng the others, seated on the ground in a
circle about the village's central hearth, and acknow edged the stares with
polite dips of his head: Yes, he was back.

Courtesy demanded a conplicated ritual for one who'd been away fromthe Peopl e
so long—particularly, Arikan thought, for one who'd

gone off in search of a vision. O course no one asked if he'd actually found
one; that woul d have been unthinkably inproper. But the ritual was little nore
than the briefest of blessings fromold Wnketh, who dusted himw th pollen
there in the central neeting place, then fixed himwith an alarm ngly intent
stare. And there was such tension radiating fromeveryone that Arikan burst
out, even though it was not his place to speak first, "Wat has happened?"
"The eagl es are gone," the shaman told him al nost accusingly.

For an astoni shed nmonment, Arikan could do nothing but stare. There had al ways
been eagles, a mated pair, whether the same or their descendants, living in a
cliffside nest overlooking the village; beautiful birds with a vast w ngspan
and a glint of gold over the brown of their plunage, they were the tangible
sign of the People's nane!

Even if one no longer believed in the guiding Spirit behind them.

"Gone how?" Arikan insisted. "There's been no stormso mghty it could tear
down the nest, and no one could clinb that cliff!"

"No one human," soneone said darkly.

"Ai e, nonsense!"

But his voice was drowned out by the others. "Wat does it mean?"

"Has the Eagle Spirit abandoned us? Have all the gods?"

"The village still stands,"” Arikan pointed out.

"But without the eagles, how can the Eagle Spirit stay?"

Arikan bit back an inpatient, There is no such being! "W can hardly pack up

and | eave. Besides, the water here never fails, and the soil is rich enough—=
"For now "
"Wthout the eagles, the land will reject us!"

"W cannot stay!"

Only Shaman Wenket h said nothing, continuing his disconcerting stare at

Ari kan. Arikan shifted uneasily. "Were would you have us go? To the Wl f
Spirit People? They would | et us pass, yes, but never settle. And the Ow
Spirit People . "

"It is their doing," the old shaman said, and Arikan w nced, expecting an
uproar fromthe others. But ... no one said a thing. Wenketh's nouth al nost
turned up at the corners. "The others cannot hear me. But it is the OM Spirit
Peopl e who are behind this. Cone, Arikan. Walk with ne."

They left the circle unnoticed, walked on in silence for a time. Then Wnket h,
eyeing Arikan slyly, said, "Speak."

Ari kan held up a hel pl ess hand. "Wat would you have nme say? They are only
birds."

"You believe that no nore than do |I. They are only birds even as we are only
peopl e. And we both know that people need their synbols.”

"What are you sayi ng?"

"How went your vision quest, Arikan?"



Ari kan stopped short. "Forgive me, shaman, but that is a question not even you
may ask."

"That badly, eh?"

"I -you—=

"The people need their faith, Arikan, even if you think you have |ost your

own. They need the Eagle Spirit watching over them Wit, hear ne out. \Wether
or not you believe in that or any spirit is not the point. The OM Spirit
Peopl e have our eagles and are trying to destroy us. And if they succeed in
breaki ng our people's faith, they will succeed in all. | cannot use my powers
fromafar; the shaman of the OM Spirit People would know, and kill the
eagles. And I no | onger have the physical strength for the necessary journey.
Soneone el se nust go there and bring them back."

"But why ne? Go to the true believers, send themon a—a sacred quest!"

"Send them so blinded by their own beliefs they cannot see reality. O be
sufficiently profane. Besides," Wnketh added dryly, |ooking Arikan up and
down, "no one, not even our enem es, would ever recognize in so ragged a being
one of the Eagle Spirit People."

Ari kan ceded that with a shrug. "But why should | risk—=

"Why did you return?"

"Because . "
"Vl ?"
"Al'l right, yes, because these are ny people! Because, yes, | ampart of them

body, heart and
m nd—Gh, you are mani pul ati ng me nost beautifully, shaman!"

"One does," Wenketh replied tranquilly, "what one nust. But you will survive,
Ari kan. "

"A vision?"

"Know edge of you. Yes. Still. Even after so long a while. You are a clever
man, Arikan, perhaps too clever."

" "For there is a gap between 'clever' and 'wise,'" Arikan quoted.

"You may yet bridge that gap
nore to say."

"To ask. One question: How, exactly, did the OM Spirit People steal away the
eagl es?"

Wenketh flinched ever so slightly. "By magic. And before you ask: By mmgic so
sudden and overwhel ming that | could do nothing."

Ari kan stared. "And you want me to go up agai nst that?"

"As | say, you are a clever man. |If you are clever enough, there will be no
need for themto rouse any great and terrible powers."

"OfF course not. Al they need rouse is some arrow or spear. No need for
sorcery at all."

"There is always risk," the shaman retorted. "But there is reward as well. At
the very least, you will, if all is well, find your home anew, and know you
have preserved it. Is that not reason enough?"

"I . . ." But Arikan suddenly could find no useful argunment at all

"If all is well.” If. And | believed him Arikan thought. Hah

He was standing before the OM Spirit People's village, which was, like his
own home, sheltered between cliffs, with its skin [ odges |ooking so alarm ngly
like his people's own—al arm ngly, because there should be sonething
different, sonmething to mark this as Eneny Territory.

| let Wenketh overwhel mme with thoughts of hone and fanily

Arikan stiffened. Gimfaced warriors arned with bows and spears were swarm ng
out of the village to block his way. | let himtalk ne into this. Now, if only
| can talk ny way out again!

There was a tradi ng | anguage held in common by many of the Peoples. Init,

Ari kan said, keeping his voice carefully neutral and his hands outspread,
"Greetings. | cone in peace."

"Who are you?" a warrior asked coldly.

"A wanderer, no nore, seeking only a fire by which to rest for the night."

"W have no space for wanderers."

the shaman said dryly. "Come, | see you have



"Have you not? How strange! | have heard tales of the kindness of the Ow
Spirit People toward those alone and in need." Arikan paused, as though mldly
di sturbed by children's rudeness, then added, just as mldly, "A shame were
the tal es disproved.”

Oh, that struck the nmark! He saw the warriors stir uneasily, wondering, as
anyone mght, if this

stranger might not be nore than he seened, O her than he seened.

"Wait," one said. "W will speak with our shaman."

| can imagine you shall! But Arikan kept his face innocent. "Do as you nust,
of course.”

He waited, seenmingly doing nothing at all. But Arikan was seeing signs of

tensi on, of a people who were not at peace. Why? The rains fell here as they
did el sewhere; the hunting should be just as good. He saw children .

But not that many. Not as many, surely, as should be in a healthy village.
Ah, is that it? Was there disease here that slew the young, or prevented the
young from being born at all?

And do they think Wenketh and, through him all the Eagle Spirit People to
bl ame? Wenketh does not deal in such dark magics!

But these fol k might not accept that. And if their shaman had then stol en away
the eagles in retaliati on—

No, Arikan realized suddenly. For sacrifice.

Have they al ready been slain? Have | conme here, risked nmy life, for nothing?
A bit late to worry about that, he answered hinself dryly. For here cane the
warrior again, and with him a tall, lean figure that nust surely be this
Peopl e' s shanman

No. No, he wrasn't. "The shaman cannot speak with you now," the man said
portentously.

Ah, of course not ! Any magi c power f ul
enough to catch Wenketh of f-guard nust certainly need a great deal of recovery
time. "I would not wish to disturb him" Arikan said piously. "If | may just

rest a while?"

He held out his hands again in the universal gesture of: See? No weapons.
"What's in the pack?" the | ean man countered.

"Ch, this. Nothing rmuch, see?" Kneeling, Arikan unwrapped it: A worn, stained
hi de such as a poor man nmight carry, and within it, the bits and pieces
someone not quite . . . right mght carry—a shard of flint, a coil of tw ne,
some bright pebbles, and a shred of dried nmeat. "Wuld you like some neat? A
pretty pebbl e? No?"

"No. "
"Ch." Arikan wapped everything back up and slung the makeshift pack over his
shoul der again. "May I . . . ?"

After a noment, the |l ean man grunted and waved hi mon. Arikan wandered through
the village, then sat down in the shade of a | odge, cross-Iegged, and
pretended to be nothing nore than a footweary nobody.

Al around him life went on. And for all the underlying tension, this was
still the ordinary life of ordinary people, wonen carrying water, gossiping,
men tendi ng weapons, everyone doing their best to ignore the stranger in their
m dst. The children, though . . . they nmust have been warned to stay away from

him but that didn't nean that they wouldn't stare, curious as

t he young ones of his own people. Too few of them definitely, for a village
this size, but |ooking healthy enough. They al so | ooked like the children of
his own people, and Arikan rem nded hinself sharply again, No. They are the
eneny. These are all the eneny.

Where were the eagl es? They nust surely be kept near the center of the

vill age, near where he sat

They were.

Had been. Arikan fought a fierce battle with hinself: He nust show no enption
at the sight of the cage and the charred bones within, even though the shock
of horror that raced through himwas al nost beyond beari ng.

They can't be dead. They can't all be dead—



Not quite. One bird remained alive, trapped in a cage far too small for it...

a fledgling eagle, its brown plumage still nottled with white, its gapi ng beak
evi dence of shock and exhausti on.
It will die before they can even sacrifice it!

No, it would not. Not if he had any say about this. Amazed at the intensity of
his enotion, Arikan forced hinself to continue pretending to do nothing but
resting. But his sly, subtle glances took in every detail about his
surroundi ngs, about the eagle . .

Maybe, Arikan decided at last, then altered that to, no "maybe" about it. Now
that he'd committed to this, it was sinply succeed or die: basic choices.
Assum ng that poor bird lives | ong enough. Til

nightfall, youngling, he pleaded with it, at least till then.

Had the eagl e sonehow heard hin? The beautiful, wild head turned to him the
savage, desperate eyes seenmed to stare directly at him

Then the nonent passed. The eagle was but a bird, no nmore than that.

And I? | ama fool

Oh, indeed. And a fool wouldn't sit here all day. Arikan got to his feet,
forcing an aniable, alnost idiotic smle onto his face, and amnbl ed about the
village, projecting |'mnot quite right in the head with all his mght. He |et
warriors shove himroughly out of the way, hel ped the wonen carry their water
skins as though unaware that it was wonen's work, wearing his torn and badly
stained hide as a cloak—and all the while continued to subtly study the
village and the way it fit into the | andscape.

The cliffs here were barely nore than half the height of those shielding his
village. A determ ned nman could scale themif need be.

A man burdened by a fledgling eagle? And, Arikan added with a sudden start,
only if those owWls | see dreaming in those niches aren't trained to attack
Could owl s be trained?

No, Arikan scolded hinself, he wasn't going to worry about what m ght or m ght
not be.

Enough of this. If he hadn't established his sloww tted harm essness by now,
he never would. Arikan returned to his resting place, sit-

ting back down with the air of a nman prepared to stay the night.

It would seemto be working. A woman threw himsone scraps of neat, another
dropped a small watersack at his side, and Arikan, shrugging nentally, ate and
drank. This wariness of strangers, the |ack of genuine hospitality . . . yes,
t hese peopl e had been hurt by something. D sease, he thought again, gone now
but not without having taken its toll on the young.

Why bl ane us?

Why? Because we are the eneny. Because, were the situation reversed, we would
surely bl ane them

And he, Arikan rem nded hinmsel f sharply, was not there to solve the probl ens
of feud or enmty. He was there to rescue that eagle—and keep his life at the
sane tine.

The day faded into twilight, the twilight into night. Arikan, wapped in the
dirty hide, trying to ignore its sour snell, settled down as best he could,
wondering if he was really going to be |eft unchall enged.

Not quite. One warrior gave hima not too rough kick, and a harsh, "Are you
staying there all night?"

Arikan blinked up at him trying to | ook utterly innocent, utterly weary. "If
it is not inconvenient, yes, | was hoping to do just that. | will be off in

t he norning."

The warrior paused, then shrugged. "See that you are."

Ch, I will, I wll, indeed.

And still the night darkened. Little by little, the village grew qui et beneath
t he heavy bl anket of stars. Arikan waited. No sign of human |life now, though
he didn't doubt that guards had been set: That was the way of his people, too.
But they woul d be bordering the village, |ooking out to potential danger. No
one seened to be watching him so Arikan folded up the hide, slipped the rol
of twine on one arm and stood, picking out his path, shadow to shadow to



shadow, then noved forward as silently as ever he had in the desert. The
fledgling eagle woke, staring at himfromits cage, and for a heart-stopping
nmonent, Arikan was sure it was going to start shrieking. Could it know why he
was here? Was that possible?

It is a bird. No nore than that.

And it wasn't going to know he was a friend, or that he was trying to rescue
it. The cage was sturdy wood, too sturdy for an eagle's beak or talons, and it
was hel d together by thickly woven reed rope. Arikan studied the knots, as
much by touch as sight in the dimess, and warily began to untie them keeping
a cautious eye on the eagle.

He had it. Arikan took a deep breath, bracing hinself. Then he hurled open the
cage, enveloped the eagle in the folds of the hide—and instantly had his arns
full of terrified, furious chaos. The fledgling was heavier than he'd
expected, not that he could tell accurate weight fromthe frantic struggle the
creature was put-

ting up. At least he didn't have to worry about those sharp tal ons raking him
t hey had danped shut on the hide with alarm ng strength. The eagle was trying
its best to get himwith its beak, and Arikan got another fold of the hide
over its head, praying that he wasn't going to snother the creature, or kil

it fromthe sheer shock of being handled so roughly. But no, if it was going
to die of shock, it probably woul d have done so al ready.

Don't die, Arikan told it silently, repeating it like a prayer, don't die.
Amazi ngly, no one had heard, or else was so used to the sound of frantic
flappings not to notice. And the hide was nmuffling the eagle's attenpts at
shri eks.

Now, Arikan thought breathlessly, to get out of here.

Oh, indeed. Just walk right out of the village with a squirm ng bundl e about

t he size—and, he thought, the weight—ef a child. No problemat all.

Vell? Didn't really think this part through, did you, clever one? That the
eagle mght not want to be carried out |ike a package. There really is a gap
between "clever" and "w se."

Never mind sel f-nockery. Arikan w apped the eagl e-bundl e about with a few

| oops of twine, just for security's sake. No need to worry about airhol es—hat
sharp, w ckedly curved beak had al ready stabbed a fewin the hide. Gn-

gerly, trying to keep the beak pointed away

fromhim Arikan shoul dered what now | ooked, at least in this darkness, like
hi s pack, and—wal ked, keeping to the shadows since he wasn't suicidal

Too easy, his mnd kept whispering, far too easy.

Never nmind, he snapped back at hinmself. I'lIl gladly take the "easy."

At | east the eagle had stopped its wild thrashing. It nust be exhausted. It

. was only exhausted?

Don't die, Arikan repeated yet again.

"Hai. Where are you goi ng?"

One of the warriors. Arikan, heart pounding, snmiled his npbst innocent smle
and told him "Qut there. The stars, you know. They talk to ne."

"OF . . . course they do." The warrior hesitated, then shrugged. "Who aml to
deny the stars? If you want to spend a night out there, so be it."

Ari kan wal ked on, willing to the eagle, Keep Still. Keep quiet.

They'd be in utter darkness soon enough, the heavy shadows cast by the cliffs—
Just then, the eagle decided it was unhappy enough, and began a shrill series

of furious yeep-yeep-yeeps. And that, of course, was a sound that had to be
famliar to its captors.

Arikan didn't hesitate. He broke into a run, the eagle a shrieking, bouncing
wei ght on his back, hearing shouts behind hi mof:

"After him"

Ari kan kept going, stubbing his toe on rocks unseen in the darkness,
staggering, stunmbling, but refusing to stop.

"The shaman!" soneone yel ped. "Rouse the shaman!"

No need. The shaman nust already be awake and aware, because suddenly a cliff
was bl ocki ng Arikan's escape, |oom ng out of the darkness where there'd been



open space before. And even though he knew it rust be illusion—it was, wasn't
it?—even so, the sheer rock face | ooked utterly real, so very solid that

Ari kan stopped, whirling to face the village, the eagle protesting on his
back—

But that way was bl ocked, too, warriors rushing toward him A quick gl ance

forward again: the shaman's cliff was still there, still seemingly solid. If
he charged through it—o! Wio knew what sorcerous traps |ay hidden there?
Still, he was rapidly running out of choices—

Hah, no, not quite.

You said that the cliffs, the real ones, |ooked scalable. Now s your chance to
prove it!

No way to see the easiest route up. No tinme to be fussy about it. Arikan al
but threw hinmself at the nearest cliff, finding hand- and foothol ds through
sheer desperation, alnost totally blind in the darkness, frantic to get

hi nsel f and the eagle out of range of spear or arrow, sure he was going to be
struck down or sinply fall. The

eagl e wasn't hel pi ng, one heavy, squirmng bundle on his back, nearly pulling
hi m of f - bal ance. At least it couldn't get its beak or talons into him but it
was yeepi ng and yeeping in his ear

"WIl you . . . please just. . . shut up?" Arikan hissed breathlessly. "I'm
doing ... the best . . . | ... can!"

An arrow clicked sharply agai nst stone, alarmingly close, and Arikan
cl enched his teeth and conti nued his grab- bl i ndl y- at - handhol ds ni ght nare
of a clinb.

The cliffs not that high. | can do this. Hah, |I'd better

But what if this, too, was the shaman's work? Wat if there wasn't a top, and
he went on clinbing and clinbing till—

Al right, Spirits in whom!| really don't believe, if you want this eagle
alive and, not incidentally, nme as well, give me strength!

But he—yes! He was at the top of the cliff, and pulling hinmself clunsily up
onto the blessedly flat surface of the nesa.

For a tine, Arikan lay flat on his stomach, panting, the eagle a weight on his
back. But then a knife-sharp stab at a shoul der brought him staggering to his
feet, cursing breathlessly. The eagle had managed to get himwth the tip of
its beak.

At least it was still alive, Arikan told hinself, and grinmly set out across
the nmesa, hoping he wouldn't fall into a hole in the darkness. But was the
darkness quite as dense as it had been?

True dawn woul dn't be here for sone tinme, but when it cane, when the sun rose,
he'd be a clear target. Arikan groaned and forced hinmself on, determned to
put as nuch terrain between hinself and the OM Spirit People as possible.

Not too possible. He was just too worn out, mentally and physically, and the
eagle's weight wasn't hel ping. Couldn't be hel ping the eagle, either, being
wrapped up like that. No one seened to be coming after him presumably no one
was crazed enough to try a mdnight clinb after him

But the shaman . . . ?

He'd deal with that problem when it happened. The eagl e had stopped
struggling, and its yeeps were getting alarmingly faint. "So be it," Arikan
said. He worned his way out of the pack, then began very carefully to untie
the hide. The nonment the fledgling was free, it was going to try escapi ng.
Could it fly yet? He wasn't sure, but didn't dare risk ... a foot, now

where . . . ha, got it!

There was a brief, frantic, flapping struggle. Arikan, buffeted by wi ngs,

bl eeding from a dozen not-quite nmisses frombeak and talons, got a | oop of the
rope firmy about the fledgling's |l eg and anchored the other end to ... ah
yes, a good, sturdy little tree. He scranbl ed back, out of the reach of the
eagle as it tried to claw him |ost his bal ance, and sat down, hard. The
eagl e, perched on a rock, sat, too, glaring at

himin the darkness as though blam ng himfor the whole situation

"You could show a little gratitude,” Arikan told it dryly.



But the eagle, with a dazzlingly quick pounce, |anded on sone small creature,
a nmouse or ground squirrel startled out of hiding. The brown-and-white w ngs
spread wi de, the fledgling began devouring its small kill.

"Well, that's something. Guess that neans you aren't ready to die."

The eagle glared at himagain, then returned to its neal.

"That's not going to hold you for very long," Arikan said to it. "Ah, and what
do |l do with you now? How do | get you back honme?"

Yes, and what of the shaman? It seemed very strange that all he'd done so far
was create one convincing but not all that useful cliff-illusion.

Not so strange at that. Something was all at once there, Sonething great and
gray-brown-white, Sonething terrible, |oomng up over him The eagle screaned,
t hen huddl ed agai nst the ground, staring, terrified, and furious in one.

Ari kan wanted to huddl e, too, because what was formng he realized now was a
great OM —an OM with eyes that were only enpty bl ackness.

"Ch, nowthis is inpossible," he heard hinself say. "You don't exist."

“"Don't we?"

The voice had not come fromthat OM beak,

but fromall around him but Arikan persisted, "If no vision came to ne when |
sought one— "And do we come when we are bid?" "You came at the shaman's

bi ddi ng, didn't you?"

Was that a vast sense of ... anusenent? "Brave small one!"

"Not so brave,"” Arikan retorted. "Just too stunned to be w se!"

That was definitely a sense of amusenent radiating fromall about. "Wse
enough, it seems. W heard the shaman, ah, yes, but chose to appear here and
now. "

VW? "You are ... uh ... the OM Spirit?"

"I'n a fashion. Cone, fight ne."

The suddenness of it al nost overcame Arikan. As the OM lunged for him Arikan
desperately threw hinself sideways, rolling, hearing a huge talon scrape the
ground where he'd just been, com ng back to his feet—aie, here came the Ow
again, diving at the eaglel

"For there is a gap between 'clever' and 'wise.'"

Why shoul d he be thinking that now? There wasn't any tine for adages—

Wait! Yes!

"OMs don't stoop at eagles!"™ Airkan cried. "Nor could a nortal man ever fight
a—This is a trick!"

"Atest, rather,"” the OM replied, swooping up again.

But one long talon neatly sliced the rope hol d-

ing the eagle. And the fledgling proved that it could, indeed, fly, taking to
wi ng before the horrified Arikan could nove.

"No," he murnured as the young eagl e di sappeared into the graying sky, "ah, no
It was all for nothing, then. The last of his people's eagles was gone.

"Why did you—=

The OM was gone, too, dissipated by the first rays of the sun

If, Arikan, thought, it had even been there. But when he bent to study the
rope, it had not frayed |oose; it had been severed as cleanly as though by a
kni f e.

Wearily, heartsick, Arikan started for hone.

The people came running to greet him with cries of "Hero!" and "Rescuer!"”

Ari kan stopped. "I didn't . . ."

But they were pointing up, to the cliff where the eagle nest—

Was occupied by a bird with the nottled white of a not-quite-grown fledgling.
He . . . couldn't have found his way back here on his own. Could he?

"How went your vision quest?" a voice murnmnured

Arikan turned to see Wnketh sniling slyly at him "You knew. "
"Did |?"

"What was that, Wenketh? Did | really see and speak with a ..
"Wth a god? Wth an aspect of the Great Divine? Wiat do you think?"



"I ... don't know. | don't know how the eagle got back either. I only know,
well, that | don't know "

The ol d shaman chuckl ed and turned away. "There," he said, his voice trailing
back to Ari-kan, "is at last the beginning of wisdom Wl conme hone, Arikan."
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ADELI A the sorceress was an uncommonly proud worman. This was obvi ous from her
fine dress, a king's ransom of green satin, tucked and ruched, bright with

ri bbons and glittering with gold |lace. Her thick brown hair, beautifully
coiffed, was held in place by a gold net glittering with jewels, and in one
richly gloved hand she bore a delicate little peacock feather fan

She was certainly pretty enough to carry off these fripperies w thout |ooking
ridicul ous, which couldn't be said of every finely dressed lady at the fair.
But it wasn't nerely her appearance that nmade Adelia vain. The |l ady was a
sorceress of note; an acconplishment which made her a person greatly to be
feared as well as admred.

Adel ia wore the signal of her achievenment upon her snpboth white brow, an
illusion which the uninitiated saw only as a spot of flane. But the adept
could read her capabilities there and know that she was both capable and very
power ful i ndeed.

The sorceress noved through the fair with her glossy head held high, ignoring
the wary, often unfriendly stares of the folk around her. Ignoring as well the
enbarrassi ng nmeepi ng and cringing of her servant Wen, whose shyness had the
wretched girl well on the way to panic. Wen had dropped the parcels she
carried into the dust and the rmud tw ce after a meaningl ess sight or sound had
startled her; once, a cat sleeping on a window sill, then a dog barking in the
street.

Li stening to the sniveling and the whi npering behind her, Adelia rolled her
eyes. | should never have nade her from such a pathetic creature in the first
pl ace! What was | thinking? A wen is the very essence of shyness. If |I'd made
her froma nightingale, she'd still be shy, but at |east she could sing.
Suddenly she turned on her servant, glaring

at the small, brown-haired girl in her plain dress. Wen froze, her mouth
agape, panting in unabashed terror

"Return to our roomat the inn, Wen," Adelia conmanded. "I shall cone when
the sun is there," the sorceress indicated a spot just above the western

hori zon. "Have a hot . . . have a warmbath prepared for ne."

The last time she'd ordered a "hot" bath, Adelia had raised a blister on the
foot she'd so incautiously plunged into the near boiling water

W en gaped and panted.

"Do you understand ne?"

W en nodded.

"Then go!" Adelia pointed in the direction of the inn

The little servant girl turned and bolted through the crush of people, trying
to goin a straight Iine and calling out in little shrill peeps when she
couldn't.

Sone of the surrounding crowmd cast a surreptitious glare in Adelia's
direction, and she couldn't blane them There was every appearance of a girl
broken by ill treatnment. But the truth was that Adelia never abused Wen;

t here woul d be no point.

Exi sting is punishment enough for that poor creature. Wth a tsk of disgust
she continued on her way alone. It might be best to sinply unmake the girl
Adelia was not quite ready to take that step just yet. Though admttedly,



after this after-

noon she was nuch closer to it than she had been

Per haps, she nused, | would have better luck if I began with a bol der
creature. Adelia paced on. A stallion? The thought brought a smile to her face
as she wal ked al ong. Then, with a sigh, she dism ssed the idea. A stallion's
size and aggression would be as difficult to manage in their own way as poor
little Wen's terror. Pity.

At | ast her wal king had taken her to the far end of the fair, where the
animal s were kept. Here at the | eading edge of the animal market were snaller
| ess offensive creatures, and she passed by cages of dogs and ferrets and even
nonkeys.

Adel i a paused to exam ne the capuchin nonkey inits little velvet vest and
fringed cap, sitting on its master's shoul der. But something al nbost human in
its hands turned her away with a shudder

That won't do, she thought with a grimace. If | wanted sonething al nost human,
I could pick up any urchin off the streets. And she noved on

At last the sorceress cane to the sellers of birds, and her steps slowed. Her
experiment with Wen had been an alnost total failure. The girl that had
resulted fromher spells ate worns, feared everything and had to be constantly
coaxed down fromthe rafters. But sone part of Adelia resisted giving up

Here, she knew in her heart, was the answer.

Birds. They pl eased her so, their beauty, their grace, their freedom

She | onged to possess that freedom or at least to take it; on the theory that
if you could take something froman entity, then in some measure what you had
t aken becane yours.

She passed the song birds, lingered by the rare parrots. They were far nore
intelligent than the finches, she could see, but none of these had the fire
she sought.

At | ast she canme upon the hunting birds; sone in cages glaring boldly out

bet ween the bars, some, hooded, sat upon their perches.

Yes! Adelia thought triunphantly. A predator! Just like herself. This is what
| need.

"You there," she called inperiously. "Are these yours?" A gesture enconpassed
all the falcons of every variety.

The man she'd called | ooked up fromhis bargaining to note the | ady sorceress.
He bowed, and the man he'd been speaking with nurnured that he'd return |ater
and nade off.

"Tell me about these," Adelia denanded.

The man was tall and hazel -eyed, with a shaggy beard streaked with gray. Hs
craggy face fought a frown and Adelia wondered at it. Did the creature dare to
t hi nk of denying her whatever she asked for?

"My Lady Sorceress," he said at last in a voice deep and quiet. "lIs it your
pl easure to hunt w th hawks?"

"My pleasure," she said stiffly, "is to know

about t hese bi rds. I nstruct nme in their character."

It seened to the hawk seller that the flame on her brow burned brighter for a
nmonent, and he bowed his head, |eading her over to the cages. "Their

character, Lady?" He pursed his lips. "It varies fromone to the other, just
as character varies in people," he said at last. "Here," he said, pointing to
atiny kestrel, bright as a songbird, "this little |lass, perfect for a |ady
"No!" Adelia exclainmed contenptuously. "Nothing so small will do. And I want a
mal e, " she added on i nmpul se.

"Fermal es are preferred in falconry, Lady Sorceress,'
mal es are "smaller, you see.”

"Hrim " Adelia murnured. As she | ooked around, she spied a handsome bl ue-gray
bird perched on a bl ock, a curious |eather mask over its head. Its col or

pl eased her, and the size was just about what she wanted. "Tell ne about this
one," she said eagerly. "He . . .
"Ah!" she said approvingly. "Hel" "Yes, my Lady Sorceress. He is a goshawk.

the man assured her. "The



And," the hawk seller paused. "And if the Lady Sorceress is unfamliar with
fal conry, he would be a very poor choice to begin with."

Adelia leaned in close to the bird, studying its plumage, it had a clean

spicy fragrance. Suddenly she bl ew hard against its breast and the bird
started with a sharp cry, then settled.

"I like him" she said decisively. "How nuch?"

The hawk seller's nmouth dropped open. He | ooked at her, then at the bird, then
drew hinself up, like a man facing an angry nob.

"I cannot sell himto you, ny Lady Sorceress. Unless, of course, you have sone
servant skilled in the ways of hawks."

She was utterly astonished at his audacity. Fortunately for the hawk seller
Adel i a chose to find his response interesting.

Wth narrowed eyes she asked him "Do you imagi ne that anyone in this whole

fair will so rmuch as touch this bird when | have expressed an interest in

hi nP"

Wth a bow, the hawk seller replied, "The Lady is undoubtedly correct. If | do
not sell himto you, he will not be sold."

Adel i a studied him he would not neet her eyes, and she detected a fine sheen
of sweat formng on his brow Cearly, he feared her

"Then why will you not sell me this bird?" she said at |ast.

"CGoshawks are the nost difficult of hunting birds to bond with, my Lady. They
are sensitive and wild and are considered utterly indifferent to the fal coner
Sone think themquite mad. And this fellowis not even fully trained, ny Lady
Sorceress. Let himfly, and he will |leave you. And ... in panic, to which
goshawks are inclined, he may harmyou."

Then why is he here for sale?" Adelia demanded in exasperation

"Because, ny Lady, many fal coners prefer to train their own birds."

She frowned. Al this talk of training was unexpected, and i ndeed was usel ess
since she never intended to hunt with the bird. Still, as a predator, it m ght
need specialized care. Certainly it would need nmore than a seed cup and a
little water. Wth a deep sigh, she resolved to pay heed to the hawk seller's
concerns. Besides, she would need a nmal e slave on hand, she m ght as well get
sone use out of him

"Where might | find a servant skilled in the ways of hawks?" she inquired.
The hawk seller gave her directions and she tsked in disgust. The sl ave
nongers were on the opposite side of the fair fromthe animal sellers.

One woul d think that they would keep all the livestock together, Adelia
grow ed within her nind.

In less than two hours she returned with her purchase. The nan she had bought
was in his mdtwenties, only alittle taller than herself, but with a
muscul ar warrior's build. He had a thick head of rough-cut black hair and a
short, curly beard. It was his shrewd, narrow, sherry-w ne eyes that had

deci ded her to buy him though, over the older fellow the slave dealer told
her was also famliar with hawks. Around his neck hung a rel sk stone, the
spell that rendered him

obedi ent despite the pride with which he carried hinself.

"My name," he murnured to her as they approached the hawk seller, "is Nairn."
H s nanme is Nairn, she thought, anmused. Nairn was a word in the ancient tongue
nmeani ng an anmount so small as to be nothing at all

She wal ked up to the hawk seller and, ignoring the customer he'd been speaking
with, the one she'd interrupted twi ce now announced, "I believe that this
person shoul d satisfy you. Ask himwhat you will of caring for hawks." She

gl anced at Nairn. "And he'd better satisfy you." She deliberately left it

uncl ear as to whether this was a threat against Nairn or the hawk seller

She wandered idly around, exam ning the little kestrel that had first been
shown to her. A pretty thing, but, she sniffed, female. Adelia |istened

wi t hout nuch interest as the two nmen tal ked, exchanging terns |ike "creance"
and "tiercel." At last they settled down to dicker on price. Adelia crossed
her arms beneath her breasts and raised one brow Still, though she had not

gi ven him perm ssion to do so, she allowed Nairn to speak for her in obtaining



the bird.

At last the two nen shook hands. Nairn turned to her to obtain noney, while
the hawk seller went into his little booth and returned with a heavy glove, a
perch, and what | ooked like a | eash

Nai rn put on the glove and touched the back

of the hooded hawk's ankles. The bird stepped back automatically, caught his
bal ance and settled on this tenporary perch

"I wanted to carry him" Adelia conplained, chagrined

"OfF course, ny lady," Nairn said soothingly. "But he's heavy, perhaps two
pounds in weight, and he is a bird. | should hate to see himsoil your

beauti ful gown."

She smled slightly at the mani pul ati ve courtesy of his response and wonder ed
where he'd learned it.

"No matter," she said with a shrug and led the way to the inn proud as a queen
at the head of a procession. Being followed by a handsone young man carrying a
hawk was far nore in keeping with her vanity than the attendance of the
wretched Wen. | shall definitely have to do something about her, the

sor ceress thought.

Wen began to screamthe nonent they brought the hawk into the room To scream
and to leap fromchair to bed to table to chair. Had it been open, she'd have
gone straight out the window. As it was, she bounced off the shutters nore
than once. And she kept up the cacophony until Adelia threw the bedquilt over
her, whereupon Wen dropped to the floor and lay silent and panting.

"Cbvi ously someone will have to sleep in the barn tonight," Adelia snarl ed.
Nai rn bowed,

"Not you! That's a valuable bird," she said. "I won't risk its being stolen
"And don't get any ideas," Adelia warned himas she noted a flicker of

i nterest spark in those sherry-brown eyes. "You will only be here to see that
this bird is well tended."

The sorceress turned and contenplated Wen where she lay quietly beneath the
bl anket, then the gently steam ng tub of scented water, and finally she turned
back to ook into the interested eyes of her falconer

"Put that down," she said, indicating the goshawk. "Then go and tell the
landlord that 1'Il need a curtain set up to run across the room If we can
keep Wen from seeing the bird, she should keep quiet."

She coul d have created sone sort of barrier magically, but Adelia never wasted
power if there was a nore nundane way of doing things. Particularly if the
doing required no effort on her part.

Nairn settled the hawk on its perch, bowed, and |left the room Adelia snled,
pl eased with her purchases. She could hardly wait to see what he and the hawk
conbi ned woul d becone.

Now | think on it, the girl | conbined with Wen was a coward. She renenbered
the pale, tear-stained face with disgust. The spell had been designed to put
the bird personality uppernost, but the shy little bird and the cowardly girl
had only accentuated each other's defects. This tineg,

she t hought happily, | should have much better results.

Adelia carried her hawk on her wist for the first few mles of the journey
hone, wearing the too | arge gauntlet over her own exquisitely enbroidered

gl ove.

Wen, blindfolded, rode behind her, clutching the high rimof the sidesaddle
and trying not to slide off. Every now and again, Nairn, walking beside them
put a hand beneath the girl's foot and hoi sted her back up

"Shoul d we feed hinP" Adelia asked Nai m

"Nay, nmy lady. Fromthe | ook of his crop, he'll be all right for a while. And
the hawk seller told me he hadn't been trained. Wiile |I'msure he could find
hi nsel f sone dinner with no problem getting himback to hand woul d be

i mpossi ble."

She | ooked down on himand all owed herself a very small snile

"I can do many things that others consider inpossible, Naim You would do well
to remenber that."



He bowed, and she | aughed at his ridiculous courtly manners. Then she pull ed
up her horse.

"You were right, the bird grows heavy. Take him" She | owered her arm and

rai sed her brows when Nai m sought to renove the glove with the bird. "Take
him | said," Adelia commanded.

The rel sk st one did its wor k and Nai m

brought his bare hand up i medi ately and touched the hawk behind the ankl es.
As soon as its talons clanped down on the man's arm bl ood began to flow
"Ah," she said, stripping off the glove and dropping it. Inmediately it filled
as though an armwere wearing it and it floated into position behind the hawk.
When the bird had stepped onto it, she said, "Now put your arminside the

gl ove."

W ncing, Naimdid so. She rode on, unconcer ned.

"Have you a shed where we can keep the bird, ny |ady?" he asked, his voice
thick with pain.

"Yes, but why can we not keep himin the house?"

"He is still half wild and would be frightened to be anong us. The dark and
qui et of the shed will be soothing for him and he will learn that when |
cone, there will be food and sonething to relieve his boredom These are the

first steps to formng a bond." The hawk shifted, and Naimdrew in a rasping
br eat h.

Adelia frowned. "I do not like it that he should be fearful."

"It is his nature, ny lady. Those creatures that do not fear humans don't I|ive
to breed.”

She | aughed at that, then fell silent for awhile, "Wen we return hone," she
said at last, "I will have Wen tend to your hand." She couldn't use wounded
flesh in her experinments. Still, by the

time she'd gathered the needed ingredients, these slight punctures should
be heal ed.

A week later Adelia flung down Nairn's hand in disgust.

"Why are these wounds not heal ed?" she demanded.

"They're very deep," Nairn answered. "One of the punctures went right to the

bone, |I'msure.”
She glared at him hands on her hips. "Well, this is very inconvenient!" He
bowed and she spun away fromhimw th an inpatient tsk!. "I detest delay," she

snapped. "Absolutely detest it!"

Nai rn opened his mouth to speak, closed it, frowned, then licked his lips. "M
lady," he said at last, "I must speak to you on a matter of some concern to
ne.
Adel i a cast a disdainful glance over her shoul der and asked, "O what natter
could a matter of concern to you, be to nme?"

He bowed, and her brows snapped down into a frown. She decided that she didn't
like all this bowing. A nere nervous tic, she thought contenptuously. A habit,
like clearing one's throat before speaking or always saying, "therefore." It
is an inperfection. And | do not like it that my subject should have an

i nperfection. Working with inmperfect material had created the disaster that
was Wen.

"I amthe son of Baron Tharus of Arpen. If

you will but send to him he will ransomme, | know. Whatever price you ask,
he will pay it." Nairn gazed at her npbst earnestly.

"Hmph," she said, turning to | ook at him "You are the son of a baron?" '
"Yes, my lady."

"Don't bow," she cautioned him "So you are familiar with the use of a sword
and | ance?"

"Yes, my lady."

Oh, excellent! she thought, hugging the information to her. | nust translate
those skills to nmy new creature. | knew |'d nade the right choice in this

sl ave!

"And how did the son of a baron cone to be in a slavepen?" she asked in idle
curiosity.



"I was kidnapped," he replied, "and carried over the border."

"Ch, really? Well," she said and brought her hand to her face, "I don't

i magi ne your father wants you back, then."

"I prom se you that he does,"” Nairn insisted, somewhat piqued. "I amhis only
son and his heir."

"Then don't you find it odd that your kidnappers never applied to your doting
papa for this ransomyou so confidently pronmise. | doubt the slave deal er gave
themas much as | paid for you, and | assure you, Nairn, you weren't very
expensive." She smiled, knowing by the ook in his eyes that she'd shaken him
at least for a nonment, and it anused her trenmendously.

1 gave an eneny who may have paid themto do it," he said slowy.

In a sudden shift of nmpod Adelia became bored by the subject, and she cut him
off with a graceful gesture.

"It doesn't matter!" she said dismssively. "I don't need your pathetic
ransom | can provide for nyself very well. And have | not said that | detest
delay? | don't need gold, | need you. So put any thought of |eaving here out
of your head." Adelia spun on her heel and noved toward the door of the

parl or.

"Wen told me what you did to her," Nairn shout ed.
Adel i a stopped |ike one struck in the back by a dagger, and | ooked toward the

ki tchen as though she could see through the wall. Then slowy, she turned
toward him "Wen speaks?' she said in astonishment. "Aye," he said defiantly.
"Just not to you." "Huh," she said, and quirked her |ips downward. "And your
poi nt is?"

"My point is that I ama nobleman! It cannot be that | amneant to be
destroyed by your evil nagic!" he cried. "There are standards in the treatnent
of nobl eman that every right thinking king or duke will acknow edge. You have
no right to do this to nel"

"But, Nairn," she said gently, taking a step toward him "you aren't a

nobl eman. You are a slave. And | have every right to do with ny property

what ever | wi sh. As every right think-

i ng king or duke would agree." Adelia gave hima taunting snmle. "Did you not
have sl aves in your father's house, Nairn?"

He gl ared at her, breathing hard.

Adel i a enj oyed his obvious anger, and his hel pl essness to act upon it.

"No doubt you enbraced them as your brothers, treated themas equals. Wat a
par adi se your father's house nust have been," she sneered, spreading her arns
wi de, "with everyone living in perfect harnony."

Nairn | owered his eyes, his cheeks flushed with fury or shane.

"Ch, no?" Adelia stepped closer, |lowered her head in an attenpt to |look into
his eyes. "Did you beat then? Hunmiliate then? Let them go hungry?"

"Yes," he whi spered.
"And yet you expect better." Adelia quirked the corners of her nouth downward
"I fear you will be disappointed, Nairn."

He nerely glared at her from under |owered eyebrows.

"CGo," she said. "Tend ny hawk. Feed it, make friends with it, do whatever you
must to keep it alive and healthy."

Nai rn gave her a surly glance, then stonped out of the room Ruefully, she

wat ched hi m go

So Wen can speak, Adelia thought. And she knows and understands, at |east a
little, what's happened to her. Hrph. Well, that's useful to know, but
somewhat annoying, too. Nairn mght well prove

a handful over the next few days if he believed she intended to destroy him |
woul d rather he had renained ignorant of his fate.

Not that knowing it woul d change anything. Adelia gave a little huff of
annoyance. Then deci ded that she would keep Wen a little longer. The girl was
hopel ess at nost things. But she does my hair so beautifully. Doubtless a
carryover of her nest-building abilities.

Wl l, there were worse reasons to keep soneone alive

She contenpl ated the necessary delay while Nairn continued healing and si ghed.



A few days shouldn't make that much difference, she thought. Adelia cal cul ated
pl anetary influences in her head and frowned, not greatly liking the results.
There woul d be anple power to draw on, but nothing that especially favored
her; ever the nost inportant part of the equation where the sorceress was
concer ned.

"I want you to show ne ny hawk," Adelia said, com ng up behind Nairn.

He started and turned, frowning, made a slight nove as though to bow, thought
better of it and did not.

"He has only seen ne for days now, ny lady," Nairn said. "It would not be good
for his training to introduce a new person into his life just now "

Adelia smiled brightly and nodded.

"I don't care," she said. "I have never seen ny hawk w thout that stupid

| ooking thing on its head, and | want to look at it."

"I't would cause delay, ny lady."

She stepped close to himand held his gaze with her own. "Are you trying to
mani pul ate ne, Nairn?"

"No, nmy lady." He seened genuinely confused.

Ha, so it really would affect the hawk's training. How very fortunate that it
doesn't natter.

She gestured for Nairn to take her to the shed, and they noved off.

"Have you given any further thought to what | told you, my |ady?" he asked as
t hey wal ked al ong.

"Of course not, Nairn. And we will not speak of it again."

Nai rn conpressed his |lips and wal ked on. He opened the door and stood aside
for her.

"Ch!" Adelia gasped in astoni shed di smay.

At her entrance the tethered hawk had flattened the feathers on its body, but
those that franed its head flared in a sunburst around its staring, blood-red
eyes. The hawk's beak gaped hal f open as though eager to rip at her flesh.
She took a step backward and | ooked at Nairn in horror

"Its eyes are red? The other hawks didn't have red eyes! This is nost
unexpected." That rotten-hearted hawk seller never mentioned those freakish

*yes. "What's wong with it?" she demanded of Vairn. 1'Il give that hairy foo
red eyes if he's sold

me a sick bird! 1"l pluck themout and feed themto him

"The bird is perfectly normal, ny lady. H's eyes will darken as he ages, but

al |l goshawks have red eyes."” Nairn couldn't help the superior little snmle
that twitched at the corners of his nouth. The | ady sorceress was so very
startl ed.

Adel i a | ooked up at him gazing into his eyes intently as though searching for
some great neaning there. Pleased, he turned the full force of his very
charm ng smle upon her

['"l'l have to keep Nairn's eye color, she thought. Size. Size will be a
consideration as well. Hm Perhaps I'Il inport Nairn's eyes entirely, just as
they are. But she was not pleased. She'd hoped to use the hawk's vastly
superior vision, but . . . the hideous color and freakishly | arge orbs would

be inmpossible to live wth.

Adel i a sighed, and Nairn closed his eyes and | owered his head, seeking her
lips.

"Back!" she snapped, her voice |like a whip crack

Nai rn al nost | eaped away from her, his eyes w de.

"What is the matter with you?" She | ooked at himas if he'd gone mad. "Is this
some ploy to get ne to send you back to your papa?"
"No, no," he stammered. "It's . . . when you looked into ny eyes like that

"By all that lives," she said in wonder, "you are a vain and foolish little
man." Then she

| aughed. Oh, dear, she thought. | do hope he'll be as amusing when |'ve
changed hi m

And | aughi ng, she wal ked back to the house, where Wen stared in wonder at her



as she cane through the door

"Ah. So you're here," Adelia said, smling. 'The time has cone at last."
Nairn stood in the door of her spell-casting chanber, his face sonewhat pale.
"Go away, Wen."

The servant girl, who'd summoned Nairn at Adelia's command, gave hi mone | ast,
desperate ook and flitted off. Adelia grinned conspiratori-ally at him

"She spoke to me, you know. On your behal f." She was genuinely delighted to
have heard Wen's voice, which was high and sweet. "She wi shed nme to spare
you. And |I'm so pleased that she dared to speak up that |'ve decided | shall.
Cone in," she gestured him forward.

"Do ... do you nean it?" he asked, |ooking very young in his relief.

"Yes," she said, bustling about. "Sit there.” She indicated a chair set within
a conplicated design. "Step through the break |I've left in the pattern.”

He | ooked nervously at the chair and then back at her where she m xed
something in a cup. The hawk, hooded, sat on it's perch inside an identica
desi gn.

"You're going to let ne go?" he asked.

No, of course not." Adelia glanced over her shoulder at him "I told you to
sit down."

Nairn sinply stood and stared at her. He swallowed visibly, |ooking stunned.
"Sit!" she told himin a voice of comand.

Nairn took a deep breath and then reluctantly, fighting the conpulsion of the
rel sk stone around his neck, noved to the chair.

"I don't understand,"” he whispered, his voice thick with tears.

"You have been well fed, you have enjoyed Wen." She grinned at his shock
"Don't |ook so surprised. | know everything that happens in ny house or on ny
land. It accorded with ny wishes, and so |'ve allowed it." She noved toward
him cup in hand.

"You said that you would spare ne." His eyes were pl eadi ng.

"And I will." Adelia held out the cup. "There is no reason for you to be awake
while the transformation takes place. Apparently that was the worst of it for
Wen, and so | shall spare you that." She smiled. "Drink."

"I do not want to be transformed!" Nairn shouted. "I merely wi sh to go hone,"
he said softly.

The sorceress cl osed her eyes and took a very deep breath.

"By the sane token," she said crisply, after a nonent's pause to hold onto her
tenmper, "there is no need for you to be asleep either. You can

sit here scream ng your head off, totally aware the whole tine of what is
happeni ng to you, or you can sleep through it." She held the cup out to him
"It's entirely up to you."

"Can | say nothing that will change your m nd?" he pl eaded.

"This is your last chance," Adelia said through clenched teeth.

Looki ng her straight in the eye, he took the cup. Then he flung back his head
and drank it all in three great swall ows.

"Excellent,"” Adelia said with a nod, taking back the cup

She knelt and conpl eted the open space in the pattern around his chair. Then
pl acing the cup outside her circle, she conpleted all the spaces |eft undrawn,
pi cked up her wand, and began to work the spell she'd | abored over so |ong.
Adelia called upon forces and el enments and gods so old they barely knew

t hensel ves that they existed. Her long hair belled out around her head wth

t he di scharge of power, and the words she spoke made no sound though she
shouted them She gestured with her wand and the words that she wote on the
air hung there, palpable, but invisible, yet squirming with a life of their
own.

Nairn's head dropped to his breast, his breathing the slow, regular rhythm of
deep sl eep; even as the goshawk screaned and bated, beating its w ngs
frantically as it sought to escape whatever thing craw ed insidiously beneath
its feathers. At the appointed nmonment Adelia spoke a word, and the air booned
like a thunderclap. The man and the bird began to streamtoward each other in
thin ribbons, neeting and m xi ng over a conplex pattern in the center of the



design. Faster and faster the elenents of their being mngled and solidified
into one mass, until the jesses hung enpty and the nman's cl othes coll apsed
with a small sound like a sigh.

When the shape that hung over the design was conplete, the sorceress called
out again and silence fell so sharply it stung like a slap

Adelia fell to her hands and knees, drooling with exhaustion and nausea. She
fell onto her side, panting, and stared up at what she'd created.

The man who stood over her had hair of a curious gray-blue shade, and proud,
i nperious features. Hi s chest was broad and rnuscular as were his arns. His

| egs, though, were thin and his feet curiously bony. But the eyes were

Nai rn's.

W can do sonething to build up his legs, Adelia thought. | am pl eased.
"There are clothes for you, there," she croaked, gesturing at a table in the
corner.

The man | ooked down at her, then went to the table and began to dress.

She' d chosen black for him trimred in blue. It went very well with his odd
hair col or.

He picked up the sword, drew it partway fromits sheath, and sniled at the
quality of the blade. Then he wapped the swordbelt around his slimhips as he
wal ked back to where she | ay.

Wth difficulty Adelia hoisted herself onto one el bow and reached up to him
"Hel p me up," she commanded.

"I think not," he said, his voice a sharp tenor. "There is no rel sk stone on
me to bind me, nor aml blindfolded." He smled down at her, flashing white
teeth. "And you are far too weak to command ne, sorceress.”

Adel i a blinked.

"As Nairn, | would have done anything you asked to stay as | was. |'d have
done twice that for ny freedom As a hawk, all | knew was that | wanted to fly
free. And you woul d have taken that hope fromboth of us. You neant to neld us
into one earthbound creature tied to your will. Didn't you, sorceress?"

She dropped onto her back and licked dry lips.

"You are bound to ne," she said.

He smi | ed again.

"No, | amnot." He | ooked down at her, exanining her with cold but interested
eyes. "I amny own. Mre than | have ever been."

He drew his sword and stroked the flat of it over her cheek

"What you have nade of ne, sorceress, is a better predator than | have ever
been. The hawk

in me thanks you for that. And the man in ne," he drew the sword down her neck
and across her breast to her heart, "he sees great possibilities. The man in
me knows that he doesn't need to fear the sorceress; your powers are spent.
The hawk in ne knows that | need not fear the stranger; you lie there panting
like a rabbit broken in the hunt.’

He grinned, nmost joyfully, and pressed the point of his sword onto its target.
"Good- bye, Adelia."

A GATHERI NG OF BONES

by Ron Collins
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I HAD fallen asleep last night without making a fire, and the stone walls now
stood with cold permanence in the overcast nmorning light. The sound of the
ocean echoed inside the hollow of ny room Cdors of salt and seaweed hung in
the air like new ghosts. Danp fog thickened the sky outside ny arched w ndow,
and waves rolled in the distance, steel-colored swells capped with streaks of
white foamthat broke relentlessly against the rocky beach.

| cleared nmy lungs with a deep breath, remenbering the chore that awaited ne.
My father is dead now

The ache of loss returned in a rush, filling me physically as if ny nighttine



dreanms had served

to keep this reality away. He had been working in our open-air |aboratory,
concocting anot her spell that he would sonmeday pass on to ne if he found tine.
Sonet hi ng went wrong. The explosion rattled the whole of Castle Talon, the
smal |l stone building nmy father and | have lived in for as long as | can
remenber.

He probably never knew what happened.

Fitting. My father had al ways been a man whose focus was intense, who could
set aside distractions in order to concentrate on what he found inportant. And
as one of the distractions he oftentimes placed aside, | knew how firmthe
wal I s around those conpartnments had been

So today | was alone inside this place he naned after the hawks, the place
where the two of us have lived for so long, alone to deal with himas |I have
al ways been.

And for the last time, deal with himl wll.

| tightened the drawstring on ny trousers and slipped sumer sandals onto ny
feet. The norning was cool and overcast, but the sun would soon burn through
the norning mist. Building Father's pyre would be hot work, and there was no
one else here to share the |abor

Ki va chose that nonment to |land heavily on nmy stone wi ndowsill. Her

gol den- brown feathers beat against the air as she navigated the tight
quarters. Once settled, she stood proudly on the sill and stared at me with
her intent black eyes, her gaze unwavering but nervous, the feathers of her
chest ruffled and full.

At her feet lay a bone, the small curved rib of perhaps a nouse, bare and
snooth, its surface gray in the norning gl oam

Her call pierced the room

"Fly, Kiva," | said while naking a sweep of ny flat hand, the notion that
nmeant she shoul d return whence she cane.

But she did not. Instead she cocked her head and continued to stare intently
at ne.

Confused and angry, | strode to the windowsill. The sound of the ocean was
stronger here. The wind blew cold against nmy face, nmoving ny dark hair away
fromny eyes. The bone lay pitched up at one end. | twisted it around in ny

fingertips. It was dry and brittle, its surface slightly roughened like the
finest of all sandpaper.

But it was just a bone.

| let it drop outside the wi ndow, knowing it would be lost am d the shale rock
that |ined the beach

Kiva call ed again, and she | eaped off the sill, swooping dowward to catch the
bone in midair just before it disappeared into the jagged rock. In a noment
she had perched back on nmy windowsill, and the bone lay again in its spot.
"Damation," | said to nyself, wondering if she had | ost the common sense that
the gods gave all creatures. "All right, Kiva. 1'll keep it." | slipped the
bone into a small pouch that was clipped to nmy belt, then turned and wal ked
out the door.

| had nore things to worry about than a deranged hawk.

For as long as | can renenber, we have kept hawks at Castle Talon. As of this
past breeding season there are fifty-eight of them W |leave themfree to cone
and go as they pl ease.

And yet, they stay.

They al ways stay.

My father studied themintently, casting sorcery am dst them on nore occasions
than | could possibly count. They fascinated him and drew every ounce of his
attention. Wiile he loved themall, he had been particularly fond of Lissa, a
huge hawk wi th gol den feathers and a wi ngspan as wide as ny father was tall

He doted over her, speaking to her in quiet nmonents, and watching her glide
over the land, flying majestically in the blue sky while he remai ned | ocked to
t he ground.

H s eyes would mist sometines.



And after these times he would increase his efforts in the |aboratory,
feverishly studying magi c and incantations at the expense of his own physica
heal t h.

He wanted to get closer to the hawks, | know He wanted a deeper connection

| remenber a night in a distant tavern where Father and | had traveled to fil
a contract for his sorcery. Father, as he always did, had brought Lissa with
him A woman with thick, red |ips and wearing strings of gold so fal se that
even a boy ny age could see themfor such, asked if | was jeal ous of the

bi rds.

| didn't know what to say then

Certainly I was jealous. | knew that to the core of nmy being. | never
understood my father's single-mnded fixation on these creatures while

stayed outside his circle of concern. But at the same tinme, the hawks were as
much a part of ny life as they were of ny father's. | fed themin the winters.
| cleaned after them as they needed cleaning after, and | tended their wounds
and sicknesses as they arose.

The hawks were a part of ny life, and if truth is told, I had in sone
epheneral fashion always felt attached to them | asked my father about them
once, though.

"Why do we have so many hawks?" | said.

H s face grew troubl ed and di stant, and he pursed his |lips. For just an
instant, his eyes softened, |losing the edge that his glance al ways carried
when he | ooked at me. He tried to speak, then stopped. He breathed deeply and
hesitated | onger.

"You wi |l understand when you are ol der."

Fat her's snmoke was gray and black. It curled upward in thick streans that
twisted |ike drunken snakes and snelled of driftwod and salt. The hawks, al
of them glided in the sky above, riding drafts and twirling dowward in a
dance that seened al nost ritualistic.

The fire baked ny face and prickled ny bare

chest with heat that made ny skin ache. Sweat | had given in the preparation
of the pyre boil ed away.

When the burning was done, | cast a spell over the enbers. Fire can hide, and,
no matter the castle's dilapidated condition, | had no intention of waking to
find my newy inherited manor burned to the ground. It was an easy spell,
anmong the first my father had taught ne.

| sighed, watching the | ast of the flanes snuffed.

When ny father was alive, there was al ways a goal —al ways a plan, a new spel
to try, or a fresh experinent to run.

But he was gone now. And yet | felt his presence stronger than ever before.

H s gaze seemed to come fromeach direction, expectation riding upon it as
thick as the norning mst. The famliar hills rem nded ne of hinm he had been

like these hills to nme, always here. How could they still spread fromthe
oceanfront and he be gone? | thought of the creases in his forehead that |
too, would likely have soneday, and he seenmed even nore real. | turned to the

castle, expecting at any nonment that he would step fromthe | aboratory doorway
and announce he had di scovered sonme new facet of his nagic.

He was not there, of course.

| had watched his body burn and the snoke that carried his soul waft up into
the hawk-filled sky.

Now | felt like a lifeboat freed froma ship, adrift and | oose on a w ndl ess
sea.

Drai ned and hungry, | returned to the castle.

Ki va swooped down to |and gracefully on a perch beside the doorway. Another
bone slipped fromher hooked beak, falling to the ground at ny feet. She
called again and stared at me insistently. | picked it up. This bone was
simlar to the last, but a bit |arger

It was certainly not froma nouse.

Ki va had been borne of Lissa, as had been the rest of the hawks that wheel ed
in the air above. But Kiva had been the first. She stood in rmuch the same way



as her nother had, held her head in a simlar fashion and noved on a perch

i kewi se. Strange, | thought. O perhaps appropriate. Lissa had died a
fortnight ago, sending nmy father into the | aboratory for his | ast feverishly
pitched efforts at devel opi ng new magi cs.

Now bot h Lissa and ny father were dead. And it was Kiva, Lissa's first

daught er, who brought nme these gifts.

My nuscl es ached fromny day's efforts. My stonmach growl ed and my thoughts
wandered. Wthout questioning her this time, | slipped the bone into ny pouch
with the other.

G ven a hawk's eyesight, nothing alive can nove so nmuch as a hair's breadth in
the territory around Castle Talon w thout the know edge of one of
our—y—-birds. So it was no surprise

when several days later, the hawks roused ny attention

Men were com ng

As always, | set the precautionary wardi ngs, magical traps that would protect
me if | needed to retreat into the castle. Men had often cone here seeking
sorcery, and ny father was nothing if not cautious.

Nervous energy played inside me as | waited. This was the first tinme | would
handl e busi ness on my own, and | worried about the encounter. | used the tine
to play conversations in ny head until the words becane a junbl ed ness that
was more confusing than hel pful

Five men arrived an hour later, riding horses that jangled with netal and

| eat her harnesses, and whose hooves beat heavy patterns on the earth. The nen
wore brown and dark green. They carried weapons, but not in any outwardly
aggressive fashion. | stood before themin tanned breeches and a bill ow ng

bl ue tunic. Leather talon guards were strapped around both of my forearns,
their rawhide cords tied with confortable pressure.

Hawks glided through the air above ne.

"We've cone to see your father," the | eader said. He was a rugged nan wth
sun-blond hair and a face chiseled fromyears on the trail

"He is dead,"” | answered, the words coming oddly to ny lips.

"That's dammed unfortunate,” the |eader replied.

| ignored his comrent. "I amCullen. | run Castle Talon now. My father passed
what he knew to ne. If you require the aid of a sorcerer, | will listen to
your situation.”

The | eader considered ny statenent, confusion witten on his face. "I am Parr

fromE lin-gsworth,” he finally said. "The king's daughter has taken a sudden
illness, and he has need of a sorcerer's aid."

| could not help but frown. My father had been born in, and had lived in,
Ellingsworth for many years before ny birth. Yet while men fromall across the
continent had fromtinme to time cone to barter for ny father's sorcery, none
had ever arrived fromthat city. And now, scant days after ny father's

passi ng, here stood five riders asking ne to travel to that place with them
"Ellingsworth has a strong clergy. Isn't such a problem better handl ed by
then?" 1 asked.

Parr's face darkened. "King's already tried that. The high priest prayed for
days but not hi ng worked. Now the church says she's been cursed by sorcery too
strong for themto break."

Li nes crossed Parr's face. He was anxi ous dealing with sorcery, as nany are.
It was a prejudice ny father suffered often in his life. Sorcery is wild and
confusing to people who do not understand it. It is powerful beyond their
ability to conprehend.

"I will goto Ellingsworth with you," | said. "Assuming the price is
acceptable.”

"Princess Terisa is the king's only daughter,"”

Parr said angrily. "The queen died years ago. Rest assured he'll pay you nore
than you're worth."
| snorted, surprised at the man's bluntness. "Fair enough. I'll travel with

you. But let ne tell you |l don't take kindly to such pointed comments, and you
can rest assured that an upset sorcerer will cost your king nore than a



confortable one will."

Wheeling in the sky, Kiva called and swooped down. | held out my arm and she
| anded lightly on it.

"W are going on a trip, Kiva."

The nmen | ooked at her, obviously distrustful of the bird and uncertain of its
tie to ne.

"Tell the others,” | said, notioning her to the sky once again.

She took to the air then, calling loudly with high-pitched screanms. The rest
of the hawks flew around her, responding and gliding out over the prairie that
stretched away fromthe rolling ocean

The nmen remai ned quiet, but | could see the display had done nothing to reduce
my stature in their eyes.

My father had taught me well

| offered to put the men up overnight in Castle Talon, but they decided to
make a canpground in the hills to the east, explaining that they had not been
near the ocean before and wanted to be in the open while they were here.

| smiled and pretended to accept their words, all the while sensing their

anxi ety.

So | slept alone in the castle, the physical separation of the nen from

El li ngsworth speaking volunes, telling me that | was not |ike them that | was
danger ous.

| suppose | could not hel p but dream about ny father. As the night passed
around ne, | asked him questions that he would not answer. | requested advice
he woul d not give. Despite these rebuffs, or perhaps because of them the
conversation felt warmand famliar. Hi s voice runbled, and his breathing
rasped nasally like it always had. Wen the beam of his concentration woul d
fall fully on ne, he was gentle and easy to talk to, a natural teacher with a
cal m deneanor and a |ighthearted approach

I woke fresh and oddly confident, feeling close to ny father, a sensation that
fought with ny ingrained fears and doubts to nmake a ni xture of enotions that
was not conpl etely pl easurable.

By the time we left, Kiva had placed three nore bones on nmy wi ndowsill—ene a
round vertebra the size of a pea, one the curved needle of a rib cage, and the
last a small pelvic segment. | placed each into ny pouch, still no farther
along in puzzling out why she was | eavi ng t hem

But my collection had now grown to a firm handf ul

The city was large and sprawing. It snelled of baked bread and fried neats.
Bui | di ngs of white stone and yell owed brick towered over the | andscape. A
large river ran past to the east, glittering with the silver-gold reflection
of the setting sun as we entered the main gates. Men pulled carts through
rutted streets. Wnen carried ceranic bows and woven baskets on their

shoul ders. | caught a whiff of cinnanon, and my stomach grow ed.

Parr had no tinme for nmy hunger, however, and directed us toward the king's
castl e.

This was the city nmy father had grown up in. | stared at it as we noved,
dwel | i ng over the buildings, imagining himas a boy playing tag or kicking
rocks, and wondering with each moment if he had ever stood in the exact spot
where | was now.

| glanced at Kiva.

She rode anxiously on my arm At first | attributed her deneanor to her

di staste for the city's closed space. But as we progressed she grew nore
agitated, ruffling her feathers and stretching her wings often. A hawk's

sil houette graced the sky above, another of our birds followi ng at a cautious
di st ance.

| had never previously known any of the birds to follow ny father and ne when
we travel ed, and the novelty of its appearance in conjunction with Kiva's odd
di sconfort made nme feel uneasy.

As we neared the king's castle, the gates opened and an arnored guard

appr oached.

"How is the princess?" Parr said as he slid fromhis nount.



The guard grunted and pulled at his well-trinmed beard. "Wrse off, from what

| hear," he said, his expression grave.

Parr gave a deflated sigh. "The king?" he asked.

"Wth the princess.”

"Come on," Parr said to me. "There is no tine to spare.”

I swung ny leg over nmy horse's saddle, glad for the opportunity to stretch

The guard pointed at Kiva. "W can put the bird in the aviary," he said.

Ki va had not cal ned any, and | would not |eave her alone for fear of adding to
her anxiety.

"Thank you," | responded. "But | will keep her with ne."

The guard gl anced at Kiva, then |looked to Parr with a question in his gaze.
Parr merely shrugged and notioned me to follow him

"It's all right," | cooed as | went, noting Kiva's hei ghtened nervousness with
each of my steps and hoping ny assertion was correct.

Ki va opened her wingspan, then settled in a little.

W wal ked across the manor yard. It was a large, rolling field that seened to
absorb sound. Crows strutted across the green grass, scattering

as | drew near, their shoulders shimering with bl ue-sheened | urching notions.
The fragrance of corn and beans and tomatoes canme fromthe king' s garden
Mermbers of the manor stopped as we passed them by. The wei ght of their awkward
stares burned on ny back, | felt the presence of ny father then, so close
could snell the bitter reek of sorcery that had al ways hung around him | had
wat ched himhandle this situation time and time again, walking into a place
where people around himfeared what he was, feared the whole of what he stood
for.

In an unusual burst of verbosity, he had once talked to nme about it.

"You must go into a newcity as if you owmn it, Cullen. O else it will own
you. "

Remenmbering his words, | threw back my shoul ders and set ny face with the sane
firm countenance that had once been his. W are very sinmilar in features, ny
father and I. | know this. And now | cast myself as him twenty years younger
and wal king into Ellingsworth with all the confidence in the world.

A door man opened the gates.

W entered the castle, our footsteps nmuffled by plush rugs that lined the
floor. Clean-burning candles lit the expansive hallway of gray stone.

Pai nti ngs and heavy tapestries lined the walls. Kiva grew suddenly subdued.
"Come," Parr said anxiously.

He |l ed me through the hallway and up a set

of wi de, sweeping stairs. Along corridor |ed past several doors before we
stopped at a guarded chanber.

Nur ses stood anxi ously around the bed. The king sat in an uphol stered chair by
the princess's side, his eyes worn and hollow, ringed by dark circles. Age had
lined his face and tinted his hair with gray streaks. He wore sinple,
un-kingly clothes—a yellow tunic and cloth breeches. But he held hinmself with
the firm posture of soneone accustomed to obedi ence.

"Parr," he said, rising.

"The mage is dead," Parr said quickly, not taking the care to soften his

| anguage for ne. "So | brought his son."

The king stepped before me, glancing once at Kiva with a strange expression of
dread. H's eyes took me in fromtop to bottom his face an odd m xture of

har dness and pain, and sonething el se, too, sonething seething underneat h,
angry and cold but hidden under |ayers of restraint.

He did not want a sorcerer here, yet had asked for one.

"You are your father's boy. No mistaking that," he said with a sword's edge to

hi s voi ce.

"Thank you," | said, trying not to furrow ny brow. My father had never
mentioned his association with the king before, which, of course, was so |like
himas to not need thought. "Let nme see the princess,"” | continued, trying to

divert the conversation into a place nore confortable.
He escorted nme to her side.



| placed Kiva onto the sill of the open wi ndow by the bed, then bent to

exam ne the princess. Kiva opened her beak as if to call out, but then settled
into place, staring now at the princess with intense concentration

Terisa was dark, |ike her father. Her face, however, was gaunt and sickly; her
skin pulled over cheekbones like dry |eather. She was about ny age, | saw,
maybe a year or two ol der

| placed my hand over her forehead and spoke a quick magi c. Her body radiated
the pale crinson light that only sorcerers can see. Her form gl owed through
the sheets with cold magic that echoed through ny nind.

At ny side, Kiva spread her wings and gave a shrill screech, a sound that
reverberated with a yearning for freedom so universal as to be unm stakabl e.
My eyes narrowed.

Burni ng heat grew against nmy thigh. | |ooked down to find light radiating from
nmy pouch. This gl ow was blue, however, and it nmet with the crinson sorcery
over Princess Terisa to bathe the roomin |avender and bl ack shadows.

The bones, | thought, this new magi c sprang fromthe bones Kiva had been
laying at ny feet since the day ny father had died.

Kiva call ed out again, and urgency canme to ny spell work.

Sonet hi ng new grew i nside ne, burrow ng out of ny understanding |ike a rodent
emer gi ng

fromthe ground. The birds have magic, | thought, renenmbering nmy father's
words when | had asked of the hawks' presence.

Sorcery whirled around Kiva, and she fed ny spell wi th nagic of her own.

felt her heartbeat sw shing rapidly through her body. | saw into the nmagica
real mof ny spell work with the clarity of her vision. And what | saw shook
ne.

The I'ink that envel oped us grew, closing a loop that included the princess.
The three of us—Kiva, the princess, and | —-were all |inked, bonded in sone
fashi on seem ngly inseparable, and that bond was, in sonme way, ny magic.

"What is it?" the king asked breathl essly.

Ignoring his question, | bent further over the princess. Yes, her conpl exion
was dark like her father's. And she had the severe curve of his nose. But the
shape of her face was familiar, rounded at the cheekbone and tapering at the
jawl i ne. Her hair had bronze highlights.

Simlar features to those | saw every time | | ooked into the reflection of ny
father's mrror.
Kiva called, a shrill screamthat nmade everyone in the chanber junp.

"Cet the damed bird out of here," the king said.
The guard moved toward her

"No!" | called. "Kiva must stay."

She stood in the open wi ndow, her wings partially unfurled, their curve
graceful and fluid. Her heartbeat still fluttered agai nst nine, and her gaze
was still intense. Magic flowed fromher. Another heartbeat joined ours then

sl ow and nethodical, so famliar it could have been ny own.
The princess.
Wth that sound, with the throbbing beat of Terisa's heart so very nuch |ike

my own, | knew the truth with such startling clarity I found it hard to

br eat he.

I clutched the bedcl othes and turned nmy gaze to the king. Blood drained from
ny face

"She is my sister,” | said accusingly.

The king | ooked crestfallen. "Yes," he adm tted, his head noddi ng al npst

absently.

The gasp fromthose in the roomwas audi bl e.

"But ny father?"

"WAs once ny own wi zard," the king said. Hi s eyes grew sharp and he set his
jaw. "1 sent him away."

"But only after I was born and it became obvi ous who nmy father was," | said,
making it a statement rather than a question

Kiva cried again as if prodding the king. For an instant | pondered the power



of her magic, the sway she might hold over himas well as over ne. But there
was not time enough to consider this fully.

"Yes," the king finally said, speaking as nuch to Kiva as to ne. "I was angry.
| was jealous and enbarrassed. So | sent himaway, and | sent your nother, the
queen, away, too."

"But, sir," Parr broke in. "The queen died

with her stillborn son. The entire I and nourned her for nonths."

Movement stopped in the room The king chewed his bottomlip. Kiva spread her
wi ngs farther and stared into the king' s gaze.

The king shook his head. "No, Parr. Lissa did not die."

Li ssa.

The nane rolled off the king's lips and rang through nmy head with a peal as
clear as a church bell. Lissa. Lissa. The nane of the queen. The nane of the
hawk ny father had kept beside himhis entire life. Lissa. Lissa.

The I'ink between the princess and Kiva and ne still burned. | thought for a
nmonent, knowing now with certainty that just as Terisa and | were siblings,
so, too, sonehow were Kiva and |

"She becane a hawk," | said in a stupefied nonotone. "My nother, the queen
She was a hawk."

The king nearly broke down. Tears formed in his eyes. "Yes. She had al ways
kept a raptor in the castle, and it was her falconry that drew your father and
her together. So | felt it fitting punishment. | paid dearly for the spel

that made her a hawk and tied his magic to her soul. Then | sent them away."
The king drew a chest-w acked breath.

"But now ny daughter is dying, and | don't know why. Please save her. She is
all 1 have left."

Fire burned along the top of nmy thigh. The pouch gl owed with bl ue waves.

The bones.

| touched their magic flame and felt what | for the first time in ny life knew
to be ny nother. She was warm and she was ki nd. Through her eyes | saw ny
father, their awkward early neetings, the | ove that grew between themt hat
both fought against, and the fervor with which he had worked in his |later
years.

He had spent his life trying to free her, but the binding had been too great.
And with both of their deaths, the bond had passed to her next

gener ati on—ncl udi ng her daughters, Terisa and Kiva. Kiva and | were together
t hr oughout the past weeks, but Terisa was al one. And bound as we were, none of
us could live apart.

But the nmagic was weak, now. | could feel it, see the cracks in its casting.
And | could break it if | wanted to.

If I wanted to.

| shuddered with the thought.

"You wi || understand when you are older," ny father had said. And now | did.
The king had tied nmy father's nagic to the hawks. | knew this to be true. Al
of my magi ¢ was founded on the birds, fueled by their existence and the link I
had to them

If | broke this binding, I would no | onger have magi ¢ of ny own.
The thought rang in ny heart and sent ice
through nmy veins. | had been raised since a boy to be a sorcerer. | knew

nothing el se. The truth of the nonment sat before nme like a starved |ioness.
Terisa |lay on her bed. She had been apart fromus for too long. If | did not
cast the final spell, she would die. Kiva folded her wings and sat calmy on
the sill, awaiting ny decision. She, too, was caught in this web of deceit
spun by the king and queen and their wizard. If | did not cast the fina
spell, we would be bound for the rest of our lives.

And if | did cast the final spell, | would | ose ny sorcery, the only thing ny
father had left ne.

The king | ooked at me with deep, watery eyes.

He had lost his wife and his friend years ago. Wien news of his deceit was
rel eased, he would likely lose his rule. And now he stood to | ose his daughter



no matter what | did.
Qut si de the wi ndow, the sky was dark with circling hawks.
| reached into the pouch and withdrew the bones of ny nother. They were

wei ghtl ess, shimering with magical heat. | clasped nmy fingers around them
hol ding on to her for a nonent that seemed to | ast forever and to be gone at
the sane time. . She snelled of orchids, my nother

And her snile was playful.

The spell cane to ne unbi dden, the words

flowi ng easily, the fullness of courage and justice expandi ng ny chest and
maki ng ny heart feel as if it would burst.

This was the right thing to do.

| cast the bones down on nmy half sister's bed, speaking the final phrases of
t he spell work.

"WIl you stay?" ny sister said to me with pleading eyes. She had recovered
rapi dly, and now we sat on a pair of iron |lounges in the king' s gardens,

per haps as our nother and ny father once had. A light w nd bl ew dogwod and
appl e tree scents fromthe west.

| wanted to stay. That | could not deny. W had nuch in comon, having both
grown up without a nother

And | wanted to know ny sister. There was procedure to follow, but her father

was stepping down fromhis rule and soon she would be queen. | wanted to see
her grow through this nmonent in her life.

But | shook my head instead. "No," | said. "I have a whole life to discover
again, Terisa. And |'mnot ready to stay here. | will return, though."

She smiled. "I understand. This is your hone, though. Do you understand?"

| matched her snile and nodded. "Yes," | said. "This is ny home." And suddenly
it was. | felt it in the way Terisa smled, and at the way we had grown

confortable with each other's presence in such rapid fashion

W stood then, and | gave her a hug.

Terisa snelled of orchids, and | of ny now dead sorcery.

"WIl you go back to Castle Tal on?" she asked.

| stared into the birdless sky. The hawks had left after the spell had been
cast, scattering into the hills and the mountains to live in the high rock as

al |l hawks should. Even Kiva had left. | had given them back to the gods, to
whom they rightfully belonged. | was alone now, truly al one.

"No. I'll travel for a while. Father used to tell ne of his wanderings as a
boy. Perhaps I'lIl follow his path."

"Good luck," she said with a playful smile. "I'll look forward to your
return.’

"As will I," | replied. "As will [I."

| left the next norning.

The king offered ne a horse, but | decided | wanted to walk. | felt like a
week' s-dry sponge, enpty and waiting. | wanted to know the | and and see it up

close. And the closer | was to the ground, the nore real it would be, the nore
| would learn fromit.

| strode alone past Ellingsworth's tall buildings and out of the main gates.
The soil smelled of clay. The grass had the cold edge of the approaching fal
season. | set off to the east, toward the Ri dge Muntains.

The sun rose higher in the sky, and the day

becamre warm | eventually stopped to make ny | unch

My father was a good man. | knew that now. He |oved nmy nother, and she | oved
him He was caught up in his nagic, and he was caught up in his efforts to
find his | ove. Maybe that was enough for ne to forgive his lack of attention
| planned to think about it often in the next weeks.

A shadow fl ashed silently over the sundrenched grass.

| glanced up at the sane tine Kiva called out.

Her feathers golden brown in the sunlight, she swioped down fromthe sky,
gliding on unseen currents to land on a branch above ne.

She sat silently, her magi c now as dead as nmy own. Her gl ance was nervous and
sel f-consci ous, or perhaps | was just applying nmy own understanding to her



actions. The other birds were gone, their tie to Castle Talon rent with the
tearing of ny inheritance. Kiva and I were no | onger bonded by sorcery.
But | felt close to her in a way stronger than ever before, and | think

somewher e deep inside her eyes | saw this sane connection. | reached to ny
side and pulled out the pouch of our mother's bones.
They were still there, light as air. Kiva watched nme, her curved beak seem ng

to cut into the afternoon.

| untied the drawstrings and enptied the pouch onto the ground before ne. The
bones

fell, crunbling at the touch of soil, spreading and nelting into the earth as
if they were nade of water. A whiff of orchids twisted in the breeze, then the
scent was gone.

Kiva cried a mournful sound, full of sadness and enptiness, yet carrying
undertones of understanding. | had been born of two human bei ngs. Kiva had
been born of ny nother's body and ny father's nagic.

Now t he soul s of both had been joi ned.

Their lives were done.

Qurs was about to begin.

| stood up, wiping ny lips with the back of my hand. "You're welconme to travel
with ne, sister,”" | said to Kiva, strapping a |eather guard over ny forearm
And Kiva, bound to nme in a different fashion than |I had ever felt before, flew
to nmy hand.
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PRI NCESS Ki rna of Quonnor sat upon her bed and frowned at the barred w ndow.
The sun was down, and daylight was fading rapidly; she woul d be spendi ng

anot her night here in the wizard's tower, and once again, she would be
spending it locked in this room all alone. This was not working out at all as
she had expected. Running off with a wi zard had seened |ike such a very
romanti c idea! She had thought she could entice himto either marry her

wher eupon they would travel all over the world having wonderful adventures
together, or to take her on as his apprentice, whereupon she would spend years
learning all the secrets of magic and then soneday return to Quonnor to find a
usur per on the throne, whom she, as the rightful heir, would then depose and
puni sh horribly for his effrontery. Her subjects would cheer as she crowned
herself queen in her father's throne room and she would use her magic to
transform Quonnor into a paradi se, and to reconquer Dennanor, which her

gr eat - grandf at her had | ost.

And then perhaps she would reunite all the Small Kingdonms into an enpire—after
all, if that warl ock Vond coul d conquer a dozen of them w thout having even a
trace of royal blood, why couldn't a w zard-queen rule themall?

But this had all depended on this Gar of Ura-nmor falling in |ove with her, or
at |east taking her seriously, and so far he hadn't. He hadn't objected to her
conpany on the wal k honme, but when she had tried to flirt with him he had

| aughed and sai d she was too young, and when she had asked about an
apprenticeship, he had said she was too ol d.

And then when she had expl ai ned that she was a princess, so the ordinary rules
didn't apply to her, he had gotten angry and | ocked her up here, in this room
with the thick iron-bound door and the distressingly solid iron bars in the

wi ndow.

And then when he cane back—waell, it had been downright enbarrassing. He had
treated her as if she were little nmore than a baby, and hadn't agreed to
anyt hi ng. Wat was the good

of being a princess if you couldn't have what you wanted?

She pout ed, and bounced on the bed—+t wasn't as soft as her featherbed at

hone, but it was pleasantly springy and fun to bounce on



"Princess Kirna?" a breathy voice asked.

Startl ed, she stopped bounci ng and snoot hed out her face—her father had al ways
told her a princess nustn't pout. The voice hadn't been Gar's. It had sounded
as if it were right beside her, but of course there wasn't anyone else in the
room she turned toward the door and called, "VWho is it?"

"Hush!" She junped; the voice was right in her ear

"Who' s there?" she whispered.

A vague bl ue shape shimmered in the air before her, and the voice said, in a
slightly accented Quonnoric, "I amDeru of the Ninble Fingers. |'ve conme to
hel p you." The bl ue shape raised a hand, and she glinpsed a blurry face.

"A ghost!" she gasped. "A real ghost!"

"No, I'mnot a ghost," Deru said. "lI'ma w zard under a spell."

She flung a hand to cover her mouth. "You're under a curse? That terrible Gar
did this to you, and is keeping you prisoner here?"

"No, no," Deru assured her. "I did it to nyself, so | could get in here to
talk to you. It's called the Coak of Ethereality. It'll wear off soon."
"Ch," she said disappointed. "You just came to talk to ne?"

"I was sent to find out why you're here."

Kirna stared at the misty blue outline for a monment. Who was this person? Wo
had sent hin? Was he really here at all?

He said he was a wi zard—had the Wzards' Guild sent hinf

M ght Gar be in trouble? Kirna had heard stories about the dreadful things the
Wzards' Guild did to people who broke its rules.

Maybe he wasn't in trouble yet, but he could be, and it would serve himright
for mistreating her.

"He ki dnapped nme!" she said. "He dragged nme here and | ocked nme up, and he
tortured ne!" She held up her left hand, where Gar had nicked her with a knife
to draw a vial of blood.

The apparition stooped to stare at her hand, and she snatched it away before
he coul d see just how small the cut really was.

"He took ny blood," she said. "I"'msure he's going to do something terrible
withit."

"He took your blood," Deru said thoughtfully. "Anything el se? Hair? Tears?"
She blinked at him startled; this wasn't the reaction she had expected. She
deci ded she had better tell the truth—ore or |ess.

"Yes," she said. "He tortured me until | cried, then caught ny tears with a
cloth and a little jar." The "torture" had just been shouting and

teasi ng, but she didn't see any need to adnmit that.

The nmisty figure nodded.

"Well, that'll be sone relief to your father anyway."

"That | was tortured?" Then she realized what he had said. "My father?"

Deru nodded. "Your parents sent nme," he said "Didn't | say that?"

"No, you didn't!" Kirna felt cheated; this ghostly figure hadn't conme fromthe

Wzards' Guild after all. Then she renmenbered the rest of the conversation
"You think they'll be relieved that | was tortured?"
"No, they'll be relieved that Gar was collecting your tears,” he said. "Normal

tears aren't worth anything, but a virgin's tears are used in at |least half a
dozen different spells; if Gar was collecting yours, then he didn't rape you."
Sonehow Ki rna found that annoying. "Yet," she said. "He still mght, now that
he's filled that jar!

"I suppose he might, at that," Deru agreed. "Virgin's blood and hair and tears
are all valuable, but so are various parts of unborn children."

Kirna's eyes widened in horror. "He wouldn't."

"Well, people do," Deru said. "And if he kidnapped a princess, who knows what
he m ght do? On the other hand, he mght just keep you here and nurder your
parents—there are a few very powerful spells that call for the tears of a
virgin queen, rather than just any virgin. Those spells are beyond ny
abilities, but nmaybe Gar knows them"

Kirna shrieked. "Mirder ny parents?"’

"The @uild wouldn't approve, but . . ."



"No! You need to stop him"

"The easiest way for me to do that would be to take you hone," Deru said. "I'm
sure that if you were safely back at Quonnor Keep, with guards all around you,
that he woul dn't bother—he'd find an easier target."

"Take me hone!" Kirna said.

"I"'d be glad to," Deru said. "The question is, how do we get you out of here?
Do you think Gar would just let you go, if you asked?"

Kirna stared at him "Haven't you heard anything |I've told you?" she said. "He
ki dnapped ne and dragged nme here and | ocked me up and tortured ne!"

Deru sighed. "But he m ght have just wanted the blood and tears. He's got

t hose now, so maybe he'll let you go."

"You're crazy!" Kirna said. "He intends to keep me here forever, |'m sure of
it

Actual ly, Gar had said sonething about sending her home in the norning, but
she wasn't about to admit that. She had failed to inpress Gar, but perhaps
this other wizard, this Deru, m ght be nore amenabl e. Perhaps, once they were
out of this awful tower, she could convince himto run away with her, so they
could marry

and have adventures and he could teach her all his magic.

Maybe she could even get himto kill Gar! A w zards' duel, fought over her—
She shivered with excitenment at the thought.
Deru sighed. "Well, you're probably right. I'lIl just have to get you out of

here wi thout himknowing it."

"Ch." Her excitenent dimed. That nmeant no duel

But still, it would be a dramatic rescue that nmight |ead to ronance.
"How?" she asked.
"Leave that to ne,’
Then he vani shed.
"Hat!" she called. "Were are you?"

No one answered.

Deru stepped out through the | ocked door of the third-floor chanber, back out
into the stairwell, ignoring Kirna's calls.

He suspected the princess was enbellishing her story somewhat; he still didn't
think Gar had brutally kidnapped her and dragged her away, as she alleged. The
Wzards' Quild forbade its nmenbers to interfere with any sort of royal
successi on, and ki dnapping a princess would qualify; Deru had trouble
believing Gar woul d openly defy that rule. To do so was suicidal, and Gar
didn't appear to be sufficiently deranged.

Besi des, how coul d he have done it without

bei ng noti ced—and wi thout putting a single mark on her face? Deru had studi ed
her briefly before becom ng visible. He was in no hurry, since the C oak of

Et hereality lasted a predetermined | ength of time and he could not renove it
for hours yet, so he had taken a few minutes to explore the tower and | ook
over the princess. He hadn't seen a bruise or scratch anywhere on her, except
for the one little incision on her hand.

But Gar had | ocked her in, and collected blood and tears and hair—and besi des,
it would make a nmuch better story to carry out a magical rescue than to sinply
wal k her hone, and it would be easier to collect a huge fee if he had a good
story to tell.

Deru drifted invisibly up the stairs to Gar's workshop, and peered in at his
fellow w zard.

There was no need to do anything to Gar; he appeared to be settled in for the
evening, and if Kirna di sappeared, he probably wouldn't notice anything unti
nor ni ng.

And when he did notice, he probably woul dn't do anything about it. After all,
Kirna was Crown Princess of Quonnor, and the Wzards' @uild had rul es agai nst
meddling with royalty. If Deru could just get the girl out of the tower, that
shoul d be the end of Gar's involvenment. And after that, it was only twelve
nmles back to Quonnor Keep; that wouldn't be a difficult walk.

Deru | ooked past Gar at the open w ndow

he sai d.



the cool outside air was stirring the curtains slightly, and the light of the
greater nmoon tinted the white rmuslin orange. Sonewhere in the forest outside
the tower an ow hoot ed.

It all seemed peaceful enough. There was no point in being unnecessarily
conplicated; all he had to do was get Kirna out of the tower. He had cone
prepared for that. He had brought the materials he needed for Riyal's
Transformati on, and had even prepared the oakl eaf-tea count-ercharmin
advance.

He all owed hinself to sink through the floor, back to Kirna's room to wait
for the doak's spell to break.

There was no flash or bang; one nmoment Kirna was |lying in bed, half-asleep but
kept awake by wondering about her nysterious ghostly visitor, alone in her
candle-lit room and the next instant a curly-haired young man in a blue silk
cl oak was standing next to her, holding a finger to his |ips.

Her eyes opened wi de; she flung off the blanket and sat up. "You're back!" she
sai d.

"Yes, | am" he said, his voice low. "And in a few hours we'll be out of here
and on our way back to Quonnor."

"A few hours?"

"Yes," he said. "W'll be going out that w ndow. " He poi nted.

"But it's barred,” Kirna said. "Are you going to turn me into a ghost |ike
you?"

He shook his head. "No, that spell only works on w zards—but | brought another
that can affect us both. It will shrink us down until we can easily wal k

bet ween t hose bars, and then |I can levitate us safely down to the ground."
"Shrink us?"

He nodded. "We'll be not much larger than mice. It takes about three hours to
prepare.”

She hesitated. "Is it safe?"

"Ch, yes," Deru assured her. "It won't harmyou, and the countercharmis very

easy—fust a drink of a special tea." He slipped a battered | eather pack off
hi s shoul der, opened the top flap, and pulled out a brown glass flask. "This
is the cure right here. Asip of this will break the spell and restore you
instantly to your nornmal size. Once we're well away fromthe tower we'll drink
it, and then it's just a matter of wal ki ng you hone. "

"Ch," Kirna said

This was exciting, in its way—the i dea of being shrunk down to the size of a
nmouse was strange, certainly—but it wasn't quite what she had hoped for
Wal ki ng home? Not flying, or vanishing in a puff of smoke from one place and
appearing with a flash in another? Shrunk down, but not turned into birds?

Well, it would do, and perhaps it would be nore interesting than it sounded.
"Now, | need you to stay close, and stay quiet, while | prepare the spell,"”
Deru said. "Oh,

and you'll need to open the shutter and casenent, so we can get out once we're
smal | . "

"Al'l right," Kirna said. Rather than wait, she rose and opened the w ndow

i medi ately, while Deru renoved and fol ded up his silken cloak and fished nore
items out of his pack.

Beneath the rather dramatic cloak he was wearing a di sappointingly ordinary

br own- and- cream t uni ¢ and suede breeches. Kirna had hoped for sonething nore
wi zardly.

A moment | ater, as she sat on the bed and watched, Deru began the ritual. He
drew lines on the floor with sonething white and waxy, then positioned three
candl es on the resulting design before seating hinmself cross-legged at the
center.

He it the candl es one by one while munbling sonething Kirna could not make
out/ then set out a dagger, two scraps of fur, and two tiny, bright-red
objects Kirna did not recognize. The munbling turned into a rhythm c chanting,
and his hands nmoved through the air in curious patterns.

Every so often he would | ean over and nove one of the objects, and sonetines



he was holding a lunp of the white stuff, sometines he wasn't.

It was all very nysterious and magi cal -and after the first few m nutes,
boring. Kirna watched, waiting for sonething to happen, but the chant droned
on endl essly. .

She awoke with a start to find Deru standing

over her, shaking her gently. "Your Hi ghness!" he said. "Wake up!"

"I'"'m awake!" she said irritably, sitting up and | ooking at the room

The air was thick and hot, and she had trouble seeing clearly, whether from
sl eep or snoke she was not sure. All the candl es had burned out but one, which
was down to a snoking stub; the design on the floor had vani shed, but an

i dentical design of white snmoke hung in the air a foot above where it had been
drawn. The dagger was sheat hed and on Deru's belt, and the other things were
gone.

Her head seemed to be buzzing, and she suddenly was unsure whether she was
awake or dream ng or sonewhere in between.

"Stick out your tongue," Deru said.

"What ?" The unexpected order hal fway convinced her she was dream ng

"Stick out your tongue! Quickly! W need to do this before the candl e goes
out!"

Confused, Kirna stuck out her tongue, and Deru quickly pressed somnething onto
it, atiny sonething that tickled and scratched, and stuck

"Wha . . . ?" She tried to talk, but the object on her tongue nade it
difficult; she gagged

Deru was hol di ng out a piece of fur; he reached over her shoulders with it,
then stretched it out. She could feel it on her back, and it seened to be
stretching out forever

"What's that?" she asked, and discovered that the thing on her tongue had

di ssol ved away into

not hi ngness. She | ooked up at Deru, who seened to be taller suddenly. The
ceiling was rising up away from her, as well.

"It's the skin of a field nouse/' Deru said as he wapped it around her

She tunmbled fromthe bed, and it was a nuch longer fall than it should have
been; she | anded on her hands and knees, her palns stinging with the inpact.
Her vision blurred.

When it cleared again, she clanbered to her feet and | ooked up.

Deru stood before her, unspeakably huge, the pack on his shoul der the size of
Quonnor Keep; between the gigantic pillars of his | egs she could see the
snoki ng stub of candle, taller than she was. The pattern of snmoke hung over
her, out of reach. She |ooked up, and up, and up

Deru was putting a tiny red thing on his own tongue; that done, he took a
scrap of gray fur and lifted his hands up over his head.

And then he began shrinking. The mouse-pelt didn't stretch; Deru shrank.

And nmonent | ater he stood before her at his normal height, a few inches taller
than herself, as the candle flared up and went out and the pattern of snoke
di ssi pat ed. Darkness descended, broken only by the orange gl ow of the greater
nmoon out si de the open w ndow.

The little bedchanber stretched out before themin the dimess, an inmmensity
of space.

"There," Deru said. "It worked."

"Ch," Kirna said, |ooking around.

The worl d was strange and different, with ordinary furniture becom ng | oom ng
nmonstrosities, but she no | onger suspected she was dream ng; everything was
quite solid and real. She |ooked up at the w ndow, inmpossibly far above them
and asked, "How do we get out?"

"W levitate. O rather, | do. I'll have to carry you, |I'mafraid; | don't
have a levitation spell that will work on both of us."

She frowned, but could hardly argue. She was no w zard.

At | east, not yet.

Deru knelt and opened his pack. He pulled out a small lantern, a gray feather
and a silver bit; he lit the lantern, set the coin inside it, then drew his



dagger again and did sonething Kirna could not see. Then he straightened up
the lantern in his hand and the dagger back in his belt; the feather seened to
have vani shed.

"Cone here," he said.

Cautiously, Kirna approached—and then shrieked as Deru grabbed her and hoi sted
her over his shoul der, her head and arms dangling down his back, her |egs
pinned to his chest. She raised her head and turned to | ook around.

Deru was wal ki ng, one hand hol ding her |1 egs and the other carrying the

| ant er n—but he was not wal ki ng across the floor; instead he was wal ki ng up
into the air, as if clinmbing an invisible staircase.

"Varen's Levitation," he said.

Kirna nmade a wordl ess strangl ed noi se. She

had wanted to | earn magi ¢ and have adventures, but being shrunk to the size of
a nmouse, flung over someone's shoulder, and carried up into the air, with
nothing at all holding themup, all in quick succession, was a little nore

t han she had been ready for

But, she told herself, she was being silly. This was a mmgi cal adventure! She
shoul d appreciate it.

She thought she could appreciate it nuch nore easily if she weren't draped
over Deru's shoul der, though. She tried to twist around for a better view
"You don't want me to drop you," Deru cautioned. "The spell only works on ne."
Kirna ignored that and wat ched. Deru was marchi ng up higher and hi gher above
the floor, and had now turned toward the wi ndow. Kirna could see the sky and
the surrounding treetops, lit by the orange light of the greater noon. The
feeble glow of the tiny lantern didn't reach nore than a few inches.

Fitting between the bars would be no problemat all at their present size—but
how woul d t hey get down?

"Shoul dn't you have a rope?" she asked.

"W don't need one," Deru said, panting slightly. "Varen's Levitation goes
down just as well as up."

"Ch," Kirna said

That sounded wel | enough, but she had noticed the panting—this fell ow Deru was
al r eady

getting tired, and they weren't even out the w ndow yet.

VWl |, he had been working magic for hours, which nust be tiring, and while
Kirna certainly would never have said she was fat, or even stout, she knew she

wasn't a frail little twig |ike some girls—princesses were well-fed. Carrying
her mght get tiring eventually even for a bigger, stronger man than Deru.
"You're sure you'll be all right?" she asked.

"I'"ll be fine," he said, and the panting was nore obvious this tine.

Kirna was hardly in a position to protest, though, so she shut her nouth and
wat ched as they nounted up over the w ndowsill.

Deru |l evel ed off just a foot or so—no, Kirna corrected herself, perhaps half
an i nch—above the sill, and wal ked straight forward, placing each foot solidly
on enpty air.

The bars were as big as oaks as they passed, great oaks of black iron—and then
they were out in the night air, cool and sharp after the hot, stuffy
bedchamber. Kirna felt her hair dancing in the breeze, and she squirned,
trying to keep it where it bel onged.

"Stop it!" Deru hissed. "You do not want me to drop you from here!"

Kirna | ooked down the side of the tower—and down, and down, and down—and
decided that Deru was right. She knew it was only about thirty feet to the
ground, at nost, but in her shrunken state it |ooked nore |ike a thousand,

and besides, thirty feet was enough to kill someone. She stopped squirm ng
Deru marched forward, just as if he were wal king on solid stone rather than
enpty air; then he started descending, step by step, as if he had arrived at
another invisible stair.

Kirna, tired of |ooking down, |ooked up—and shrieked, "Look out!" She pointed
and began struggling desperately.

Deru turned, trying to hold onto his burdens and see what she was tal king



about. "Wiat is it?" he started to say, but before the words had left his
lips, he knew what had caused Kirna's panic.

It all happened incredibly fast for Deru; he had been | ooking down at his
feet, watching his descent and staying well clear of tree branches or whatever
seeds m ght be drifting on the wind, since Varen's Levitation would end
instantly if either the w zard stopped paying attention, or his booted feet
touched solid matter, when Kirna had shouted and begun thrashing. He had
turned his attention to the sky and seen nothing but a night-flying bird.

Then it registered that the bird was approaching rapidly, that it was an ow
swooping silently toward them

And then, finally, it registered that this was a threat, that in their
shrunken state an owl could eat them both.

He instinctly flung up his arms to ward the huge predator off, whereupon Kirna
tunbl ed off

hi s shoul der and plumeted into the darkness beneat h.

And at that instant Deru forgot all about Varen's Levitation and dropped the
lantern, and he, too, fell into the night. The owl, wings muffled and tal ons
spread, swept harnl essly through the space where the wi zard had stood half a
second before.

Kirna sat up, dazed, trying to renmenber where she was and what had happened to
bring her here. She was sitting on a gigantic |eaf, surrounded by a thick
tangl e of wood; it was dark, though the orange light of the greater noon
alleviated the worst of the gloom To one side she glinpsed an inpossibly tal
stone tower; everywhere el se she saw only forest

Everyt hi ng seened distorted

Then she renenbered why; she was only about two inches tall. That clunmsy young
wi zard had shrunk her, carried her out the window . . . and then what? Had he
carried her off sonmewhere and abandoned her?

No, he had dropped her, when that ow had attacked. She renmenbered the vast

rush of air as she fell, and the utter helpless terror she had felt, and the
crunch as she had hit a bush
The bush nust have broken her fall, though, because she was still alive,

al beit somewhat bruised and battered.

And she was, she realized, under that sanme bush, a few feet fromGar's tower.
But where was Deru? Had the ow gotten hinf

She scanned the sky overhead as best she could through the tangle of bush, but
saw no trace of Deru. She did spot the oW, however, drifting far overhead.
She tried to renenber what she knew about ows. Her father, King Tolthar, had
i nsi sted she receive a proper education, and while that had nostly neant
politics, geography, history, and etiquette, several |essons about her natura
surroundi ngs had been i ncl uded.

She thought the ow up there was a big one, even allowi ng for her own

di m ni shed stature, perhaps even what Tharn the Stabl emaster had called a
great horned ow, though of course ows didn't actually have horns.

At |east, she didn't think they did.

OwM s did have exceptional eyesight, even for birds, since they preferred to
hunt at night. They also had special fringes on their wings that let themfly
silently, with none of the audible flapping and rustling of other avians, and
they generally gave no cry in flight—-hooting was for when they were safely at
hone, not for when they were out hunting.

That one up there | ooked very nuch as if it were hunting.

If it had eaten Deru, she asked herself, wouldn't it be done hunting? She
tried to take encouragenent fromthat, to convince herself that this neant
Deru was still alive; the possibil-

ity that he was sinply too small to satisfy so large a bird was too
unconfortabl e to consider

For one thing, if the oW had swallowed him she doubted it had managed to
renove his pack first, and that was where the antidote to the shrinking spel
was. The idea of spending her entire life able to nmeet chi pnunks and | arge
spi ders face-to-face did not appeal to her



O course, when the oW spat out a pellet of Deru's bones and hair, the pack

and bottle mght still be init, but that was really too gross to think about.
And besi des, how would she find it?
So she woul d assune he was still alive, and that he still had that flask in

his pack. Al she had to do was find himand take a sip, and she woul d be
hersel f again, and the o would be no problemat all

She got to her feet and brushed bits of dry |leaf fromher gown. She was safe
enough here inside this bush, she was sure.

"Deru!" she called, as loudly as she coul d.

No one answered; she glanced up to see that the ow had wheel ed about and was
soaring overhead again.

"Deru!" she shouted again.

The owW wavered slightly in its flight, veering toward her

"Hush!" Deru's voice called back from somewhere a good way of f. He sounded
strai ned.

That was an imense relief; she let her breath out in a rush. He was stil
alive.

She woul dn't have to stay tiny the rest of her life.

"It can't get me here," she called back. "Were are you?"

"Over here; in another bush," Deru called back. "And are you sure it can't
tear its way right through to you?"

Kirna swal |l omed her reply, suddenly not sure at all. She ducked under one of
the I arger branches and | ooked around for better shelter, just in case.
There was a hole in the ground, half-hidden in the darkness; if the oW cane
for her she could duck in there. .

She stopped in md-thought. Wiy was there a hole in the ground? Presunably
something lived init.

That m ght be worse than the ow. She had a sudden vision of meeting a snake
while still her present size.

"Do something!" she shrieked. "G ow back to nornmal size and get nme out of
here!"

"I can't!" Deru called back. "I dropped nmy pack. It's out there in the open
somewhere—+f | go after it, the owl will get ne."

"Can't you do sonet hing?" She was starting to go hoarse from shouti ng.

"The countercharm needs oak | eaves fromthe very top of a tree ten tinmes the
hei ght of a man," Deru call ed back, his voice soundi ng weaker. "That's what
the tea is nade from Even if these

trees are oaks, | can't clinmb that high when I'mthis size!"
"Can't you levitate?"
"Where the ow can see ne? Besides, | lost ny lantern.™

"So what do we do?" Her voice cracked on the final word

"We wait until the owl goes |ooking for easier prey, and then | fetch ny pack
fromthe clearing.”

That didn't sound so very difficult, but what if the ow was stubborn? Wat if
Gar noticed her absence and cane | ooking for then? What if whatever lived in
that hole cane out? Kirna eyed the black opening fearfully.

She didn't really have nuch choi ce, though. She | ooked up

The oW was still up there. It seemed quite persistent. She wondered if
perhaps Gar had put a spell on it so that it would guard the tower.

She waited for what seened |ike hours, but which the notion of the greater
nmoon told her was only mnutes; then Deru's voice called, "Your H ghness?"
"What is it?" she snapped. She was afraid that their conversation was keeping
the oW interested, and that it m ght wake whatever was in that hole.

"I didn't want to worry you, but | think |I had better warn you—+ hurt nyself
inthe fall. |I landed on a thorn. | bandaged it, but I'mstil

bl eeding pretty badly, and I'mnot sure I can wal k."

"What am | supposed to do about it?" Kirna shrieked.

"I thought you should know," Deru called back weakly.

"Idiot!" Kirna shouted. She rammed her fist against a branch of the bush.
This was a nightmare. Everything had gone wong. Wen she had foll owed Gar



from Quonnor, she had thought she was bound for |ove and adventure and a life
of magic, and now. . . well, she had gotten sone nagic, anyway, but she was
alone in the dark, dirty and brui sed, stuck between a nonstrous great bird and
a nmysterious hole-dweller, with the only one who could hel p her probably

bl eeding to death a few feet away.

It wasn't fair! She was a princess. These things weren't supposed to happen to
her. People were supposed to obey her and protect her, not |ock her up or

steal her blood and tears or shrink her down to nothing or carry her around

li ke a sack of onions—and drop her

It just wasn't fair at all. The Wirld was not treating her properly.
If she could just find Deru's pack and get the antidote, she would be fine.
She could go hone to her parents and pretend this was all just sonme grand

| ark—but that ow was out there, and she didn't know where the pack had
fallen. If the oW would just go away.

But it was hungry.

And whatever lived in that hole m ght be hungry, too. It might cone | eaping
out at her at any nonent.

She frowned and | ooked at the hole. She had had quite enough unpl easant
surprises. At least if she knew what lived in there she'd know whether it was
dangerous. Whatever it was, it was probably asl eep; she could creep down and
take a | ook, then slip back out.

She picked up a big stick—a tiny twig, actually, but to her it was a thick as
her arm and somewhat |onger than she was tall. Thus armed, she crept across

t he dead | eaves and down the sloping earth into the hole.

She had only gone a few steps when she stopped; ahead of her, the hole was
utterly black. The moonlight did not reach that far. Going farther suddenly
didn't seemlike a good idea.

She wanted to cry. Here she was trying her best to do somethi ng useful
something to inprove her situation, and it wasn't working. She sniffled.

Then she sniffled again.

There was a snell here, a snell she recognized.

Rabbi t .

She suddenly relaxed. This was a rabbit hole! Rabbits wouldn't hurt her, even
at this size—they were harm ess vegetarians. Al she had to worry about was
the ow .

That was quite enough, though, if it wouldn't give up and go away. Then a

t hought struck her.

The owW was staying around because it was hungry, and knew there was prey
here. Al she had to do was feed it, and it woul d | eave.

She gat hered her courage, raised her stick—she was trenbling, she
real i zed—and charged forward into the bl ackness, shouting. "Hai; rabbits! Come
out, cone out! Cet out of here!™

There was a sudden stirring in the warm darkness, a rush of air, and she found
hersel f knocked flat against the tunnel wall as something huge and furry
pushed past. She flailed wildly with her stick, but whatever it was was gone.
After a noment the racket subsided. She hoped that at |east one of the furry
idiots had fled out into the open

She turned and headed out of the tunnel—er started to. At the mouth of the
hol e she abruptly found herself face to face with a rabbit that had apparently
decided its departure had been too hasty.

"Yah!" she shouted, jabbing her stick at the rabbit.

It turned and fled, kicking dirt and bits of |eaf at her; she blinked, trying
to shield her eyes. Then she pursued.

When she emerged into noonlight, she saw that the rabbit was still under the
bush; she ran at it, scream ng and wavi ng her stick

The rabbit fled again, hopping out into the clearing.

And then, without a sound, the ow struck.

The rabbit let out a brief squeal, and then bird and prey were both gone,

vani shed into the night.

For a nonent Kirna stared at nothing; the strike had been so fast, so silent,



and so sudden that at first she had trouble realizing it had happened.

And when she did, she also realized how cl ose she had cone to follow ng the
rabbit out of the bush, trying to herd it further. She flung away her stick
and | et out a strangl ed gasp.

For a nonent she stood there, |ooking out into the night—first at the
clearing, then up at the sky.

The owW was gone. The rabbit was gone. Everything was still.

And Deru's pack was out there somewhere.

It was several minutes before she could work up her nerve to go find it.

She was still searching when Deru staggered out to join her. His face and bare
chest were deathly pale, and one | eg was wapped in a bl oody bandage nmade from
the tunic he had dof f ed.

"There," he said, pointing.

She hurried to the spot he indicated, and a nonent |ater she held the precious
flask. She turned to Deru.

"I's there any ritual ? Anything special we have to do?"

He opened up a palm "Just drink it. One sip."

She opened the flask and sipped, then handed the rest to Deru—barely in tine,
as she began growi ng the instant she swal |l owed.

The oak-leaf tree had a harsh, slightly nutty taste, but she hardly noticed as
she wat ched the world around her shrink back to normal. The bush she had

shel tered beneath, which had seemed as big as a castle, barely reached her

wai st; the tower wall, while still nassive, was no | onger the vast
Wrld-girdling thing it had been a nmonent before.

It was also far closer than she had realized.

She | ooked up at the barred wi ndow of her room and saw that their entire
adventure had only taken thema yard or so beyond the bars.

Then Deru, who had been nowhere to be seen, shot up to his old height beside
her; she stepped back to avoid catching his elbow in her chest. He staggered.
He | ooked awful —and, she realized, it was her fault. He had cone here to save
her. And it had been her own fault she needed saving in the first place.

She hadn't meant for anyone to get hurt. And no one had really neant her any
harm ei ther. She had thrown herself at Gar, and he had taken sonme advantage of
that, but he hadn't tried to

hurt her. Even the ow, which would gladly have eaten her, had just been
hungry.

Deru had been trying to hel p, but he was the one who- got hurt. It wasn't
fair.

"Do you have any healing magic in there?" she asked, as he swayed unsteadily
on his feet.

"No," he said, "but I've been thinking about it. The C oak of Ethereality
shoul d stop the bleeding and take the weight off ny injured | eg—=+ won't weigh

anyt hi ng when |'methereal. You start walking; I'Il catch up."

"How long will it take?"

"Just a few minutes."

"Then I'Il wait," she said.

It was still early in the morning of the foll owing day when Princess Kirna,

escorted by what appeared to be a crippled wi zard's ghost, arrived safely back
at Quonnor Keep.

Judgi ng by the expression on her father's face, her arrival was not half as
surprising as the first thing she said when shown in the audi ence chamnber.
"I"msorry, Daddy," she said. "I won't do it again."

He snorted. "W should hope not." he said.

"On the way home Deru explained to me about wi zards not being allowed to get
involved with royalty," she said. "I need to tell you that Gar didn't really
kidnap ne; | followed him | don't want the Wzards' Guild to punish him" 1In
fact, Deru had gone on at sone |ength about

how ruthl ess the Wzards' Guild could be—nformation that Kirna knew she had
heard before, but had never paid the attention it deserved.

Tolthar frowned, clearly puzzled. "W have nothing to do with the Wzards'



@Quild." He looked at the rather insubstantial presence standing just behind

his daughter. "Is this the wizard we hired? He looks . . . different."
"He's under a spell. He got hurt, and needed to enchant hinself until he can
get home. You'll still pay him even though | wasn't kidnapped, won't you?"

Deru hadn't said anything about his fee; nentioning it was entirely Kirna's
own i dea.

Tol thar | ooked at Deru, who definitely did not | ook human just now "Of
course," he said, with a rather forced-looking smle. "W wouldn't want to
anger a wizard. If we did, the Wzards' @uild you nentioned m ght decide to
show us the error of our ways."

Ki rna nodded, very seriously. That was exactly what she had been thinking on
the way home. Wzardry was powerful stuff. The Wzards' @uild, given a reason
m ght well swoop down on them

Just like an ow, she thought.

A BUZZARD NAMED RABI NOW TZ

by M ke Resni ck

M ke Resnick is the multiple award-w nning author of such novels as Stalking
the Unicorn, lvory, Purgatory, Kirinyaga, and A Mracle of Rare Design. His
novel | a "Seven Views of O duvai Gorge" won both the Hugo and Nebul a Awards in
1995. He is also an acconplished editor, having edited such anthol ogi es as
Al'ternate Presidents, Sherlock Holnes in Orbit, and Return of the Dinosaurs.
JUSTIN O Tool e had it nade.

It took hima while. He'd started by illustrating the Continental Lingerie
catalog ("for the oonph girl!"). Then he'd worked on the daily War King Sky
Killers strip. Fromthere he'd junped to the editorial page in Hackensack

then to Dayton, and finally, the big time—ehief editorial cartoonist for the
Chi cago Beacon

He had wit, he had talent, and now that he was in Chicago, he had nore subject
matter than he could use in half a dozen lifetines.

At first he'd gone the normal route, caricaturing everyone fromthe President
to the Mayor, but then a fan sent himone of Walt Kelly's old Pogo books, the
one in which Senator Joe McCarthy had been drawn as a wldcat (and which
subsequently made Kelly's reputation as a political satirist), and he realized
that no one had done anything like that for years.

So the President becanme a bellicose rhino, and the Mayor becanme a sly weasel,
and Al derman Berlinski becanme a skunk, and Senator Nei der-man becane a
cockroach, and Police Comm ssioner Ryan becane a sloth, and within two years
O Tool e had won a Pulitzer Prize and published his first book of politica
cartoons, which becane an instant bestseller, not just locally but nationally.
O course, not everyone was pleased with his approach. The President was above
it all (or at least pretended to be), but the Mayor actually took a swi ng at

hi m when they met outside the opera. Commi ssioner Ryan kept a 24-hour watch on
him and if he went one nile over the speed limt, he could count on a ticket.
Al derman Berlinski actually sued himfor defamation, though the case was

| aughed out of court. As for Senator Neiderman, he mailed O Toole a box of
dead cockroaches on his birthday.

But no one—repeat: no one-was nore outraged than Saul Rabinow tz.

Saul lived in dencoe on Chicago's posh North Shore. He wasn't a politican

hi nsel f, but he owned nore than his share of them He had no party
affiliation; he'd buy any politician of any political stripe. And suddenly
farms woul d be condemmed, to be replaced by Saul Rabi nowi tz Devel oprents,
conplete with golf courses and recreation centers. Public parks would vani sh,
to be replaced by nodern new Saul Rabinowitz O fice Buildings. Od city bl ocks
woul d be replaced by brand-new i nproved Saul Rabinowitz Gty Bl ocks.

It wasn't long before O Tool e began | ooking into Rabinowitz's dealings, and
found, to his surprise, that the Catholic Church was no | onger the biggest

| andowner in Chicago. Rabinowitz was. He owned 3,016 apartnent buil dings, 82
of fice buildings, 3 shopping malls, 4 local airports, and the word was that he
was the real reason the Chicago Bulls had been able to afford M chael Jordan's



sal ary.

It was when O Tool e discovered that in addition to his real estate enpire,

Rabi nowitz al so controlled nost of the prostitution and drug traffic in the
Chi cago area, that he began incorporating himinto the editorial cartoons—as a
buzzard, an ugly eater of the city's carrion

Rabi nowi tz was on the phone the next norning, the soul of reason, suggesting

t hey have di nner and di scuss the situation before his |lawers were forced to
sue. O Tool e agreed, nmet Rabinowitz at an upscal e steak house on the CGold
Coast, started listing what he had found out about the drugs and the
prostitutes and the bought politicians, and left before desert when Rabinowtz
threw his main course against a wall in a fit of rage and began threatening

O Toole's life.

The subpoena arrived after the third cartoon appeared. A black Lincoln tried
to run himdown after the fifth. Awld shot cane through his bedroom w ndow
after the eighth.

O Tool e kept drawi ng, and the people kept reading, and before | ong the Myor
was serving 15 years for fraud, and Conmi ssioner Ryan had been fired for

i nconmpet ence, and Al derman Ber-linski was sitting in the cell right next to

t he Mayor, and Senator Neiderman was censured by a vote of 92-7 in the Senate
(the only abstention was Illinois' other Senator)—and Saul Rabinowitz was
serving six consecutive 30-year ternms with no hope of parole.

O Tool e soon accepted an offer, at double his current salary, fromthe New
York G obe, and spent the next couple of years happily turning the New York
city government into a new batch of aninmals. Then one day he got a phone cal
formthe Cook County Jail

"Yes?" said O Tool e.

"Do you know who this is?" demanded a faniliar voice

"Hi, Saul. How are you doi ng?"

"I"mdying, that's how |I'mdoing!" grated Rabinowitz. "And it's all your
fault!"

"I"mnot responsible for your bleeding ulcer or whatever the hell you've got,"
said O Toole calnmy

"It's your fault," repeated Rabinowitz, "and |I'mgoing to get you for it!"

"I thought you were dying."

"I"ll come back fromthe grave if |I have to."

"Gve ny regards to Hitler and Caligula and that whole crowd," said O Tool e
hangi ng up the phone.

And that was that. He saw on the wire that Rabinowi tz had died the next week,
and a few weeks later the Mayor conmitted suicide and Al derman Berlinsk
contracted cancer, and within a year everyone he'd gone after back in Chicago
was dead.

He didn't give it another thought, until one fall day when he was wal ki ng

t hrough Central Park on his lunch hour. There was a flash of nmotion off to his
left, and he turned and saw a weasel, which was passing strange, since there
aren't any weasels in Central Park.

This wasn't just any ordinary weasel either. It |ooked exactly like his
rendering of the Mayor in the Chicago Beacon. Curious, he approached it. It
snarled and bared its teeth.

He wal ked a little farther and suddenly canme to a skunk. Not any skunk, but an
Al derman Berlinski skunk. It glared at himwith red little eyes.

Frowni ng, he passed under a tree, and suddenly felt a heavy weight fall onto

t he back of his neck. Caws dug into the flesh, and as he reached up and tried
to di sengage whatever it was, his foot hit something and he fell heavily to

t he ground.

It was a sloth—the very image of Conm ssioner Ryan—that was tearing at his
neck, and as he tried to get to his feet he found the weasel hol ding one and

t he skunk gripping the other

Then he heard a rustling sound above himand | ooked up. It was a buzzard, a
huge bl ack creature with Saul Rabinowitz's face, diving down toward him claws
extended to rip out his eyes, beak razor-sharp to tear open his belly, hooded



eyes filled with hatred.

Just before the raptor reached him Justin O Toole heard a fanmiliar voice say,
"I told you there was nothing funny about a buzzard!"

In the nmoment of life remaining to him O Toole found hinmsel f agreeing.

TWEAKED | N THE HEAD

by Sanuel C. Conway

Samuel Conway hol ds a doctorate in organic chemistry and is a pharnaceutica
researcher when he is not busy witing. He has worked closely with birds of
prey as a hobby since 1989, both in Vernont and in Pennsylvania, where he now
resides. He has witten several stories on the theme of anthroponorphic
animal s, bringing together his |ove of nature and his scientific background.
"Tweaked in the Head" is his first published story.

ACRCSS the chess board sat a hawk, its feet gripping a padded perch, its keen
eyes fixed attentively ahead. Dr. Pollard sat facing it, chin resting on his
hands. An analog tinmer clicked nmonotonously on the table. It was the only
sound in the room

"Aren't you going to make a nove?" Dr. Pollard said at |ast.

Red's gaze never shifted. "Shut up," he rasped. "The second quarter is
starting."”

Pol I ard si ghed and | ooked over his shoul der. Through the w ndow he coul d
barely make out the tiny speck of a television screen glow ng on the other
side of the conpl ex.

"Goddam Philly," Red muttered. He fluffed his feathers up and shook them out,
head first, then body, then tail. "They pay these guys enough. You'd think
they'd actually nmake an effort once in a while."

"What is it with you and football ?"

Red shifted his weight and tucked one foot relaxedly up into his breast
feathers. "What is it with you and chess? Maybe | just |ike watching humans
beat the snot out of each other." The feathers on his head suddenly stood up
in an angry crown. "Ch, you stupid son of a bitch! You were w de open. Jeez
Pol l ard cl osed his eyes. "Wy do you keep paying attention if you don't Ilike
how t hey' re pl ayi ng?"

"I got a bundle riding on this gane."

"You bet on Phil adel phi a?"

"Yeah. Figured you'd have nade ne smarter than that, huh?"

"Mm" Pollard stood up resignedly, stretched, and watched as Red shifted his
cigar to the other side of his beak and took a | ong drag. The tip gl owed
merrily, and twin jets of blue snoke shot upward fromthe bird' s nostrils. "I
wi sh you woul dn't snoke those things in here.™

"Kiss ny cl oaca."

"I"ve told you before, they're bad for your lungs."

"They're ny lungs."

"No, they're not. They belong to the governnent."

Red grunted and glared at him After a nonent he | eaped fromhis perch and
flewto the windowsill. Bending, he ground the cigar out against the snmudged
and sooty paint and then spat the butt out through the wire nesh. "Stuff your
government," he croaked, settling down on the sill with his back to Poll ard.
"I can see the ganme better from here anyway."

Pol | ard watched the hawk for a long tine, and then sank down dejectedly on the
sofa, wondering where it had all gone wong.

Dr. B. Philip Pollard had been the first scientist with the courage to
announce the conclusive identification of a genetic sequence that deternined
the level of intellect in higher animals. "Courage" is perhaps the wong word;
Dr. Pollard was rarely accused of possessing such a trait. It was nore a case
of unchecked scientific zeal that caused himto blurt out his findings in an
eager paper to an international journal. Sadly, his colleagues had not yet
recovered fromthe devastating public outrage over the few tentative
experiments aimed at conbi ni ng human and ani mal chronpsomes. Sonewhere al ong



the line, someone had decided that this nmeant that Science was out to create
some grotesque hy-

brid. Spurred by breathless news reports, sonme of which were al nost accurate,
mobs of terrified citizens all over the country had descended upon any
institution involved with genetic research, forced their way into the

| aboratories, and proceeded to smash everything in sight. Wth the dust from
t hose unconfortable nonths still settling, it is perhaps understandabl e that
Dr. Pollard' s peers did not take his report well. Wth cries of "intellectua
di scrimnation" and "eugenics" echoing at his heels, Dr. Pollard was driven

i nto hiding.

That is where the governnment found him

Dr. Pollard listened unhappily to their proposal. They had foll owed his
earlier work in the field of gene therapy, and were particularly intrigued by
his talent for overconing the body's annoying habit of destroying damaged or
altered DNA. This handy mechanismis nature's way of avoi ding genetic

mut ati ons, but creates a dreadful conundrumwhen it is the nutations one

wi shes to preserve. Dr. Pollard had made tremendous strides in the use of
viruses as delivery vectors for what he called "tweaked" DNA. Dull and

m ndl ess and tiny, viruses had nonethel ess perfected the art of injecting
genetic material into living cells and successfully altering the DNA therein,
all for the singular purpose of replicating thenselves. By renoving the
contents of a viral particle and replacing it with genetic material of his
choosing, Dr. Pollard could introduce that genetic material into whatever part
of the body the virus would normally infect.

At first, Dr. Pollard thought that the government men were trying to recruit
hi m for biological warfare experinments, and he tried to flee through a w ndow.
They caught him though, and gently explained that they wanted no such thing
fromhim Wuld it be possible, they asked, to "tweak" the intellect-coding
sequence he had discovered in order to enhance a living creature's nental
capacity?

Dr. Pollard reluctantly admitted that it was possible. This was the sort of
thing that had nearly gotten himstrung up on the nearest |ight pole, though
and he wanted no part of it. Once nore he tried to make good his escape.

After calmng himdown again, the visitors patiently explained that they

wi shed to inplenment a programin which ani mal s—Aot humans, they assured

hi maoul d be intellectually enhanced and used for purely peaceful mlitary

m ssions. They evoked dazzling i mages of thinking creatures with keen ears and
noses who could help find lost children or disaster victinms buried in rubble,
who coul d | ocate unexpl oded | and m nes or chem cal weaponry facilities and

t hus save thousands upon thousands of innocent |ives.

They wanted himto |l ead the program Wth the prom se of secrecy, protection
fromlynch nobs, and a fat, fat research grant, Dr. Pollard agreed

Initially he chose dogs for his research subjects, both for their native
intellect and their susceptibility to the rabies virus. Wth its conveni ent
ability to cross the blood/brain barrier and infect the brain tissue directly,
rabi es was the ideal delivery vehicle for genetic material meant to enhance
mental capacity.

Though the idea was sound, the task was daunting. The exact sequence had to be
det erm ned whi ch woul d have the desired effect on intelligence; once that was
acconpl i shed, the "tweaked" DNA would have to be introduced into rabies
particles fromwhich all native DNA had been eradicated. |If any remai ned, the
test subject would die frothing at the mouth within two weeks. Vaccination was
out of the question, as it would defeat the purpose of the experinment by
destroying the virus once it entered the body. Even if the new DNA were
successfully inplanted, there was still the question of whether it would do
what it was neant to do.

Dr. Pollard worked nany | ong days sequencing, testing, resequencing, testing
again. He worked many | onger days scooping out the guts of viral particles and
refilling themwith his own artificially created strands of DNA. Then there
were nonths of watching and waiting. Secrecy was maintained at all tinmes, and



Dr. Pollard referred to his work only by saying he worked with aninmals that
were "tweaked in the head."

The first breakthrough had been a Labrador retriever named Jack who had
progressed to col -

| ege-level trigononetry by the time he was four years old. Sadly, Jack's
remarkable life was tragically cut short when he junped up to lick the face of
the visiting President and was shot dead by a nervous Secret Serviceman. dd
habits do, indeed, die hard.

The incident dealt a terrific blowto the program especially after the

Presi dent, who was not fond of dogs, proclainmed that cani nes, would henceforth
be off-limts to further experimentation. Dr. Pollard s vehenment protests were
i gnored; the Executive Branch, thoroughly ignorant of the scientific basis of
the project, stood stubbornly by its decree and ordered Pollard to choose

anot her species or risk losing his funding. An influential menber of the Joint
Chiefs of Staff quickly stepped in and persuaded (rather, bullied) the unhappy
scientist into considering birds of prey. The CGeneral obviously felt than an
enhanced hawk or oW would not only be a nore dignified sight than sone old

sl obbery dog, but would al so make the perfect spy, sitting unseen in a tree
while quietly noting all that was happening in the range of its keen vision
Had he known what this endeavor woul d bring about, he would have kept his
bright ideas to hinself, or perhaps even stepped into the latrine and bl own
his brains out. Either way, it would have been a boon to national security.
Science raced blindly forward, however, and the result was Red.

Red had arrived in a flurry of feathers and | ashing claws on a hot summer
afternoon a year after the death of Jack. The animal technician who carried
himin was unfamiliar with birds of prey and was carrying Red around the
mddle, leaving the bird's feet free. Pollard tried to give a warni ng but was
too late. In a heartbeat, the hawk |unged forward and freed first one wing,
and then the other. He scranbled away fromthe stupefied technician and nmade
for the nearest w ndow, which was cl osed, and upon whi ch Red soundly cracked
his head. He fell, dazed and panting, and lay on his back with his feet waving
comcally in the air.

He began to chirp in alarmas Pollard approached. Eyes w de, he raised all of
his feathers and brandi shed his talons, daring the man to even try to touch
him Back off! his gaze said. | know how to use thesel

Pol ard crept closer, eyes on the bird s. He knew that he only had to contro
the feet and the hawk woul d be defensel ess. Getting past those vicious claws
was al ways the trick, though. Carefully, Pollard raised one hand to hold the
hawk's attention, and with his other he began to reach for Red' s | egs. He kept
his movenents slow and fluid. He watched Red's eyes, dark and defiant, to make
sure that the bird's attention stayed on the diversionary hand.

"Here—this mght help." Pollard was distracted for just a second by the handl e
of a net being waved in his face, and in that second, Red struck. Four talons
sei zed Pollard's uprai sed arm and cl anped down hard.

Pol  ard sucked in his breath and stifled a yell, and through a superhunman
effort he managed not to jerk his hand back; to do so, he understood, would
only have encouraged the hawk to squeeze harder. Red had stopped his chirping
now, his icy glare holding nore triunph than terror

Slowy, Pollard turned his head toward the ashen-faced technician. "Don't say
it," he croaked when the man began a feebl e apol ogy. 'Just give himthe
injection while he's busy with ne."

Noddi ng nervously, the technician hurried to the bench and returned with a
syringe. Red paid no attention to himand gave Pollard' s arman extra squeeze,
as if to enphasize the fact that Pollard had nade a big mistake in trifling
with him He did not let go, nor did he take his intense gaze off the
scientist, even after the technician had given himthe first injection of the
virus that Pollard had spent the | ast year engineering.

"There," Pollard said shakily. "That wasn't so bad, was it?" Again he turned
toward the technician standing nearby. "Now, if you would be so kind as to
help pry his talons out of ny arm . . ?"



Dr. Pollard worked with Red then on a daily basis. He would spend hours

talking with the bird, showi ng himpictures and reading to him Periodically,

Red woul d have to endure anot her

injection of the virus, an artificial strain of avian pox which Pollard had

engi neered hinsel f after exhaustive research, and whose core contained the

rare m xture of nitrogenous bases that had granted Jack the dog such high

marks in mathematics. Every injection meant another westling match, during

which Red would try his level best to draw bl ood from Pollard. He often

succeeded.

For nmonths Red showed no interest in the pictures. He would preen his feathers

during Dr. Pollard s reading and sit notionless during his nonol ogues.

"Subj ect 'Red' continues to show no sign of enhancenent,"” Pollard would munbl e

into his tape recorder at the end of every day. "No reaction to verba

stimulus, and no discernible interest in the selected i magery." He grew

increasingly frustrated, and increasingly worried about how rmuch | onger his

funding would last at this rate.

One spring norning, Pollard stepped into Red's cage as he had hundreds of

times before. "Hello, Red,"” he nunbled as he sat down on a well-whitewashed

stool. "Hello. Hello?"

Red peered levelly at him

Pollard took a little red ball fromthe pocket of his lab coat. "This is a

ball," he said patiently. "Aball. A... ball. I'"'mholding a ball."

"Ch, shut up."

Pol | ard gasped. The ball fell fromhis fingers and bounced away. "My Cod," he

stamered. He thought at first that one of his technicians

was playing a far-fromfunny joke on him but a hasty search reveal ed no one

el se in the corridor, no hidden speakers, no | aughing underlings sweeping into

the room and cl appi ng hi mon the back. "Red," he ventured again. "It's . . . a
ball. Say 'ball." "

Red had tucked one foot up into his body feathers while Pollard was searching

the room Now he lowered it again and gripped the perch. He raised all of his

feathers and shook them out thoroughly, ending with a little shake of his red

tail, newwy nolted in just that year. "Shut up," he rasped again. "CGo away."

The technicians barely recognized the wild-eyed man that burst, babbling, into

their coffee room One of themdropped a full cup and sent coffee splashing

across the floor. Pollard bore down on themlike a crazed ani mal, whooping and

yanking at their lab coats. He half-led, half-pulled themdown the hall into

Red's room "Ball!" he shouted. "Shut up!" Go away!"

Red peered at himas though he were mad. So did the technicians. "Shut up!"

Pol | ard repeated, exasperation creeping into his voice. "Shut up!"

The technicians gl anced at one another uncertainly. One of themraised a hand

tentatively. "Dr. Pollard. . . ?"

Pol lard whirled toward him "Shut up!" he shouted hoarsely. "CGo away!"

The technicians hurriedly conplied, leaving Dr. Pollard al one, red-faced and

out of breath. He | ooked around hel pl essly, and then suddenly

renenbered the tape recorder in his pocket. He funbled for it, dropped it,

snatched it up again and jabbed the "rewi nd" button. He counted ten breathl ess

seconds, and then pushed "play."

"Shut up." The words on the tape were unni stakable. "Go away."

Rai sing his eyes to the perching hawk, Pollard broke into a tremendous grin.

"You did it," he panted. "You feathery bastard, you said it!"

Red fluffed his feathers regally, paused to preen a wing, and then peered

straight down into Pollard' s eyes. "Bastard," he repeated.

Sci ence had triunphed once agai n.

The cel ebration was short-lived, however, as Red took little interest in the

items Pollard brought in to show himover the next nonth, nor did he seem

inclined to engage the good doctor in conversation. |ndeed, he showed a

remarkabl e inclination for retaining only those words and phrases that Pollard

woul d have preferred Red not to learn. After a peculiar increase in the nunber

of four-letter words that Red was picking up, it was discovered that a playful



techni ci an had been sneaking into the lab after hours and teaching the bird
the nore col orful aspects of the English | anguage. That technician was sent
packi ng over Red's |oud protests.

One day, on the notion that Red would nost likely be interested in itens that
woul d appeal to his predatory instincts, Pollard brought in a cage containing
two white | aboratory mice. "Now, Red," he began, "These are—*

"Mousi es. "

Pol l ard nearly dropped the cage. "That . . . that's right!" he exclained, but
then he realized that Red was staring not at the cage, but rather out the

wi ndow i nto the courtyard

"Mousies,"” Red repeated. "Crispy fries, choc-choc-chocol atey shakes."
Confused, Pollard stood on his tiptoes and peered through the wi ndow. Only
after fetching a pair of binoculars fromone of the guards at the front gate
did he discover that a television set was visible through the w ndow of the

| unchroom on the far side of the courtyard. At that noment another conmerci al
aired for Muusie's Burger Bistro, and on cue, Red raised his wings and |oudly
procl ai med the virtues of the popular restaurant's choc-choc-chocol at ey
shakes.

"I'"ll be damed," was all that Dr. Pollard could say.

A requisition was hastily drawn up for a television to place in Red' s cage,
but the bird showed only noderate interest in it, preferring to stare at the
far-off screen in the lunch room It made sense, of course—hawks are desi gned
to perceive things at great distances. Pollard thus had the tel evision nounted
in aroomon the opposite side of the conpound and facing a wi ndow t hat Red
could easily see, and ordered that, it remain tuned to educational and
"socially fulfilling" programm ng.

Red wat ched his television avidly for many

weeks, and it soon becane clear that he preferred its conpany over that of Dr.
Pol lard or his technicians. At first, Pollard tried to discourage this
behavior, but with Red's vocabul ary growi ng at a pace far beyond every
reasonabl e expectation, Pollard reluctantly allowed himto watch as nmuch as he
wanted to. The programmi ng, at |east, was whol esone.

Soon, however, Red began to repeat off-color jokes and to utter sone decidedly
ungentl e-manly propositions to the femal e technicians. Pollard dogged the
staff, demanding to know who was teaching the bird such outrageous | anguage.
It was then discovered that whereas the scientific crew had been behaving

t hensel ves, the janitorial staff had been taking nocturnal advantage of the
big tel evision across the courtyard and had even hooked it to a cable feed.
The eveni ng programm ng was far fromwhat Dr. Pollard considered proper, and
he proclained that the television was to be turned off for good.

Red rebelled. For a full week he refused to speak a word, and the next week he
stopped eating. A week later, Pollard ordered that the hawk be force fed. He
was concerned, of course, but stubborn in his resolve not to allow his subject
to be exposed to the polluting influence of prine tine cable TV programi ng
ever again.

At last, one of the senior technicians intervened. "Wy don't you just let him
wat ch the tel evision?" she asked.

"No," Pollard grow ed. "He has to learn."

The tech crossed her arms. "You don't have any chil dren, do you?"

"Me? WAy ... no, | don't. Why?"

"I't shows." She suddenly strode past him "Allow me to denonstrate."

Pol l ard fol |l owed her, sputtering in protest, as she marched into Red's room
The bird turned his back to her and pointedly whitewashed a portion of the
floor at her feet. She stood firm "I've had just about enough of this," she
barked sternly. "Do you want your TV back?"

Red turned his head around and peered at her

"Do you?"

Wth a flap he turned fully to face her. "Yes," he rasped.

"Then you're going to have to be a good bird and do what Dr. Pollard tells
you. You will eat all of your food, and you will answer Dr. Pollard when he



talks to you. Gtherwise, no nore TV. |Is that clear?"
Red gl owered at her and raised all of his feathers indignantly.

"l said, 'Is that clear? "
After a tense nonent, the feathers slowly canme back down, and the fiery
defiance in the hawk's eyes cooled. "It's clear,"” he nmuttered sulkily.

Red's nental capacity continued to advance, breaking new ground on a daily
basis. The mlitary, of course, was ecstatic, proclaimng the

project a rousing success and ordered the project expanded, and new targets
for the treatnment identified. Pollard conplied, but remained troubled by Red's
persi stent defiance. Fromthe very begi nning Pollard had worried that the
fierce i ndependence inherent in all hawks would be a stunbling block in
training themto performon command, and Red's attitude seenmed to be
confirmng his fears. He tried to convince hinself that Red was sinply
suffering the usual growi ng pains, and that once he had progressed to a nore
mature |l evel of intellect he would becone nore manageabl e.

Day by day, however, the hawk grew both wi ser and nore troubl esone, and he
began to acquire nunerous bad habits. One day, he sonmehow nmanaged to
obtain a cigar—Pollard never found out who gave it to himand fromthen on

i nsisted being allowed to snoke. Naturally Pollard refused, but the bird
retorted, "l saw the General smoking them Wy can't |?" "Because they're bad
for you." "They aren't bad for the CGeneral." "Yes, they are.”

"Then why does he snoke then?" "Because . . . he's the CGeneral, and
he's al |l owed. "

"So let me ask himif | can have sone.’
that's final."

Red fluffed his feathers peevishly. "Final, eh? | can't wait to see the

"No, Red. You can't smoke cigars, and

Ceneral again. I'Il say to

him 'Pollard says you're an idiot for snoking cigars. Can you believe that
guy? If I were you, Ceneral, 1'd hire another principal investigator.' After
all, near as | can figure, I'mthe star of this show, not you."

Pol | ard was shocked. "You woul dn't
"In a heartbeat. Now give ne the damed cigar."

Pollard gave it to him

Now, two years and countless cigar-butts later, Pollard stared at Red' s back
as the hawk stood on the sill and watched the football ganme on the distant
television. His intellect nowrivaled that of a college student; so,
unfortunately, did his attitude. He was surly, obstinate, self-reliant and

sel f-assured—n short, the quintessential hawk. Still, Red's enhancenent had
been the crowni ng achi evenent of Pollard' s career, and Pollard had to adnmit
that he had grown fond of the bird; and despite the apparent hostility, he
liked to believe that Red cared for him too, if even a little.

It made it so hard. Red was such a profound scientific acconplishment, perhaps
the greatest ever nmade. The nmilitary were the ones footing the bill, however,
and Dr. Pollard' s reports could not hide the truth forever. The goods were
simply not being delivered. Red's refusal to submit to any human authority did
not meet their expectations. They wanted an obedi ent drone—Pollard had gi ven
them a person. Annoyed with what they perceived to be an expensive failure,
the mlitary had finally handed down the order. It formed a painful lunmp in
Pollard's throat to think of the one word that he had never had the heart to
teach to Red: Euthanasia.

He took a deep, faltering breath. "Red," he began, and then paused,

swal  owi ng. He did not want to say good-bye. "Red ... | just wanted to tel

you . . . that | really, really amproud to have been able to work with you

t hese past couple of years."

Red grunted in annoyance. "Yeah, yeah. Mg, too. Can it wait until half-tine?"
Dr. Pollard closed his eyes tightly. "Red, please listen to nme, just once." He
sat forward and put his head in his hands for several nonents, thinking of how
to tell the bird, or even if he should. Maybe he should just let it be done.

At | east Red would not suffer—Pollard woul d never permit that.

When he | ooked up again, Red had turned to face him The usual fire in the



hawk' s eyes was subdued, and Pollard realized at that nmonent that Red al ready
knew. "Save it, Doc," he rasped. "I guess | feel the same way. You're hunman,
but you've got your good points."

Pol l ard snil ed and nodded. "Thank you, Red."

"Don't nention it." Red | ooked back over his shoul der, through the wire nmesh
at the sky. "You know, Doc, | really wish you'd have given nme a chance to fly
around free, just once."

"I wish | could have let you."

Red flexed his wings and shook hinmself. "So why didn't you?"

"Because | couldn't. They wouldn't allowit. If | had, |I'd have ended up in
jail."

The hawk turned and stared fixedly at him "Like ne."

There was a long, awkward silence. Finally Red flexed his w ngs and si ghed.
"Yeah, | know. They wouldn't want their precious specinmen to fly off and spil
his guts to the nedia."

"Wul d you have done that?"

"Hell, yes | would have! I'd have sung like a canary. Tol d' em everything
know about this project, and all the other stuff that goes on here. |I'll bet
the President wouldn't last two hours in office after | told the world about
Jack the Dog."

Pol I ard nanaged a nel ancholy snile. It seenmed that Red shared his own feelings
about the government. The only difference was that Pollard woul d never be able
to stand up to themthe way Red woul d—+the way he had. Since that very first
day when he had sunk his claws into Pollard s hand, Red had never let his
spirit be broken. Pollard could not help but adnire him "So then what woul d
you have done?"

"Hell, | hadn't thought about it." He cocked his head pensively. "I guess
woul d' ve gotten a job at a |ocal newspaper. Eye in the Sky—get it? I'd have
done just what the boys who sign your paychecks wanted ne to do: be a nice
handy little spy, except |I'd be watching them and letting John Q Public know
exactly where

his tax noney was being spent. Al the secrets, all the crap the mlitary gets
away with. They wouldn't be able to take a dunp in their billion-dollar
latrines without the Eye in the Sky plastering it in the headlines.”

H s feathers had puffed up proudly; now they sank back down, and Red peered
out the wi ndow again. After a while he said, "At least let nme finish watching
t he gane."

Pol l ard fol ded his hands in his lap and stared at them "I w sh there was

anot her way, Red. | can't do anything about it, though."

"No, you can't." Red kept his back turned. "You wouldn't want to | ose your
preci ous funding."

"Red, please."

"You're right, Doc. I"'msorry. You' ve got to do what they tell you, after all
Good little puppet. Damed shame you won't ever be able to publish your
findings. They can't have you sharing your secrets with all the other
scientists, after all. At |east the noney keeps rolling in—that's what
matters, right? You get to keep your job." He snorted and added in a sour
tone, "Too bad you gotta | ose your soul to do it."

"That's not fair."

Red chirped in cold amusenent. "Right. Tell me about unfair."

Pol lard had no reply. He watched the hawk for a long time as it sat unnoving
on the win-dowsill. Red was pretending to watch the game, but Pollard could
see that the bird was really

staring at the sky instead. At |ength, he asked, "Wuld you really have gone
to the press?”

"As fast as ny wings could carry ne," Red said without m ssing a beat. "You
could bet onit."

Pol I ard humed softly, pondering for a while, and then nmade his deci sion.
Reaching to either side of the astoni shed hawk, he grasped the | atches that
held the mesh in place and heaved upward. Dry old paint cracked and trickled



downward as the mesh cane away fromthe wi ndow and clattered out into the
courtyard.

Red's wings flapped in alarmand he turned to face the man, who was smling
softly. "Make sure they spell ny nanme right,"” Pollard whispered

The hawk hesitated, bew |l dered, and then his eyes mirrored Pollard' s smle
"Deal ." He gripped the windowsill tightly with his feet and | eaned his head
out, peering this way and that. He crouched, w ngs stretching out w de. "Take
it easy, Doc," he rasped. "G ve ny regards to the Ceneral ."

Wth that he gave a nmighty beat of his wings and | eaped fromthe wi ndow. Hi s
flight was somewhat awkward after so many years cooped up indoors, but he

qui ckly gained altitude, soaring over the w ndow where his tel evision set had
been kept. The last that Dr. Pollard saw of himwas the sunlight shimering
off of the

hawk' s magnificent red tail feathers, and soon that, too, was lost in the

di st ance.

Dr. Pollard stood at the wi ndow for sone tine, just staring at the sky, and
then he turned away and took his |l ab coat off for the last time. He nade no
stops on the way hone, wanting to be there in plenty of time to catch the six
o' cl ock news.

ONE W NG DOMN

by Susan Shwartz
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contributor to anthol ogies. She lives in New York, which is sufficient
justification for witing fantasy and horror. Her recent Star Trek novel
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GAVWAI N woke di zzy, swaying back and forth.

God, this was worse than when Lancelot's blow had fallen on the old bad wound,
and he knew this tine it would be the death of him He'd even witten that
dammed French renegade who'd carried off his uncle's wife and begged himto
return to aid Arthur against Mordred. And he'd signed the appeal in his own
heart's bl ood before he surrendered to the sleep he knew woul d | ast unti
Judgnent Day.

Apparently, his judgment had been off. Not for the first tine.

Now what? First things first. \Were was he?

Instinct told him he was outside. It was night.

He was near a battlefield. Judging by the stink of blood and death, he thought
the battle was wi ndi ng down or had just ended. He extended his senses, trying
for the razor-sharp awareness that had made his brothers back in O kney
conpare himto the hawk for which he had been nanmed in the O d Language. He
reel ed again.

Jesus, he was blind.

He tried to raise a hand to his wound and heard the high peal of tiny bells.
He had no hands, but felt unaccustoned nuscles twitch. WAs he a prisoner? Was
he mai mred as well as blind?

CGoddess. Triple Goddess, help. So his nother, his aunt, and those w tches who
hid beneath a veil of Christian faith had been right, and the priests with
their Gails and their talk of heaven and hell had been wong. Live your life
wrong and you had to conme back and do it over. Mich |ike an arnsmaster
drilling boys who might grow up into warriors, assuming they lived that |ong.
And | earned fromtheir m stakes.

Warriors like Gawain. He tried to nmove again. Mre bells. He tossed his head
and smell ed | eat her binding hi mabout. Not bandages, then, wound about his
cracked skull, over his eyes, but a | eather hood. He was no | onger a man, but
the raptor for which he had been naned.

H s Aunt Morgan, who had al ways been a creature nore suited to the hol | ow
hills than to

court life, had a fancy nane for what he had undergone. Trans-mi-gra-tion
Now that was a tricky word, especially for the lines of Gawain. Quick with a



curse, quick with a blow, even quick to forgive until Gareth died and al
forgiveness along with him Gawain had never had time for fancy words. And
tricky words were for the likes of Merlin and the sly young nen that the
Bastard had brought in: Gawain trusted no one who tal ked too fast or too
fancy.

Better make tinme to understand what's going on, he warned hinsel f. Assum ng
you have it, after a battle of this size. Mrdred must have called in not just
t he Saxons but the Danes. He makes Vortigern | ook |ike a puppy dog.

He tried to make hinself laugh. If only the sun would rise! Even if he
couldn't see it, he would feel it. He always had nore strength after dawn, had
al ways counted on it. He tried to | augh again.

Skr eeeeeel!

The enraged hawk's shriek nearly deafened him He began to toppl e backward and
was caught.

By j esses.

He woul d have sold his patrinmony, assum ng anything was |eft of the kingdom he
had inherited fromLot, if he could Sign hinmself, but the bells, rang again.
Trinket bells, bestowed upon a prize hawk.

Gawai n, lad, he told hinself again, just so

he'd be sure of it, you' ve been transm grated. Translated, you could say. Into

the body of a hawk. Left here on this . . . what was it, what was it... it was
an oak tree . . . while his uncle Arthur fought his son for the mastery of
Britain.

Skr eeeeeel!

Oh, God, his head.

He reeled again, to be rescued by his jesses.

Art hur had needed Gawai n, needed his support, and he had failed him Once,
he'd failed in charity, turning against his uncle when he knew that Lancel ot
woul d have sacrificed anything to save brother Gareth—except the Queen. A
second tine, Gawain had failed in strength, when he had fallen and died. So he
had had to cone back and "this time, do it right!" The old arnsmaster's
conmmand.

What di d What ever —he doubted it was God—think he could do in the body of a
hawk?

"Ah, so you are awake now?" a voice whispered in the oak | eaves, still tender
in their early-My growh. Wen the sun struck them they would be al npst
transparent, like green silk. Assum ng he could get this damed hood of f.

He knew that voice. He grimaced, and heard the snap of his sharp beak on

not hi ngness. All that blood and no tidbit for the hawk? He had taught his
young warriors better falconry than that.

Bel i ke, they were all dead now. And he was trussed past his power to fly away
and teach the selfish bastards what it nmeant to stint a hawk.

| seemto be fresh out of mice, the voice rustled again in the |eaves, husky
and ironic. The tree seenmed to shake, as if a man chuckl ed deep in his
chest—and t he j oke was on Gawai n.

Jesus, he always had hated it when Merlin got sarcastic.

You are not the only one nanmed for a raptor, you know. But for the past few
years, since Ninmue locked me in this tree, | have dined on sun and rai nwat er
and soil —a surprisingly pleasant diet.

Shut up, old wi zard, Gawai n wi shed. He hadn't been the only fighting man who'd
breathed a sigh of relief when Merlin disappeared. Arthur's mage—who had j ust
had to turn out to be sone sort of cousin, too—-had been as bad as the old
worren. Tal ki ng, always tal king at himabout old ways and strangenesses when
there were battles to be won, kin to be protected. If this hood were off, he'd
peck strips of bark off Merlin's tree, see if he did not.

W have no tinme to waste on these pleasantries, Merlin told him as arrogant
in his prison within the oak as if he still stood behind Arthur's chair,
intimdating his household. W are famly, of a sort, Merlin continued. W owe
it to our blood to lay any quarrels we had aside.

Li ke the battle that's still going on?



O course, his question cane out skreeeeeel Not as angry as Gawain's | ast
outcry, but then hawks, |ike nmen, had different tones and different voices. In
the nane of God, Gawain didn't \en know who was w nning this fight!

W were so close to peace! the wi zard' s voice | amented. One nonent |onger, and
Art hur woul d have made peace with his son on the field at Cam|ann. Not a good
peace, but it would suffice to let us build a better. And then, that idiot had
to draw his sword upon an asp, breaking peacebonds. Al ny hopes, shattered
agai n.

It nust have been hell on Merlin, know ng hinself trapped, unable to act. As
hard as it was now for Gawain to listen to the final throes of this battle, to
know hi s uncl e needed every man, to realize that he had been raised fromthe
dead, but now was no man at all, but a hawk. For the first tine in his
life—his lives—Gawain felt a pang of fellowfeeling for the w zard.

By now, said Merlin, dispelling Gawain's brief flicker of kinship with him
even you nust realize that your soul has transmgrated. You have what nen have
al ways want ed—a second chance. Make anends, reparations for your sins, and
then fly free.

Dam the wi zard, he wasn't teaching fledgling nages. Warriors survived by

pl anni ng as nmuch as by heart and prowess.

Gawai n shifted on his oaken perch. Sword-play echoed in the distance, the
sound cupped by the valley, nagnified by the water. He could snell snoke: the
Saxons' ships had been burned. Soneone screaned, then gurgled. Another voice,
high as the witless song of an old man turned childish, called out three names
before falling silent in its turn. Al that bl ood—blood, flesh, waste from gut
wounds, but not so nuch

as a haunch of rabbit or even rat for the likes of him Gawain mantled in
hunger, rage, and di smay.

Hush

Rustl es, not |eaf-sound, but footsteps, inperfectly conceal ed, and the
occasional crack of a twig drew nearer and nearer. Gawain heard a whi sper of
musi ¢, breathing along his nerves. Hawk he might be, but his bl ood was of the
old line and the Od Way ran in it.

Merlin was working a spell, perhaps one of the fewleft to him

You had better work fast, Gawain told him Sonething is com ng

In the aftermath of a battle, the pillers and reavers slunk out to plunder the
dead or hasten the living after them A fine falcon, left on its perch by a
warrior who never returned, could be easily snatched and sol d.

Gawai n had had little truck with such human carrion in his human life. Just

| et a robber |lay hands upon him.

Not so bold, ny feathered kinsman, Merlin cautioned. This is a thief you need.
Abruptly, Gawain's mind flashed back to a happy eveni ng when Arthur and his
men | ounged around the firepit, Gawain's aunt the Queen pouring wine for them
al | -a Saxon custom though they called it Roman to put her in heart—and

Pal omedes told of a creature of his honel and, caught and inprisoned in a
bottle for years and years on end. Adjinni, he called it.

For the first century, the djinni vowed to give his rescuers power and gol d.
For the second, he promnised thanks. But during the third hundred years of his

i mprisonnent, he swore to kill the | aggards who had not found himand rel eased
hi m

The kni ghts had appl auded the canny fisherman who'd tricked the djinni back
into its bottle, calling the tale a wonder fit for Arthur's hall, and then

t hey wandered off to bed. Even then, Gawain knew better than to specul ate who
would wi nd up in bed with whom

I will kill this thief, Gawain told the inprisoned w zard. Wuld not you?
will. I wll.

The rustling grew nearer. The nusic thrumed again. More of Merlin's work.
Gawai n forced inmobility upon hinmself. The thief would have to take hi m down
fromhis perch before unhooding him If he mantled, he could startle the nan,
and then his beak, sharp as any bl ade, would serve to maimor kill. He'd peck
hinsel f free of these dammabl e j esses.



And then what ?

Not strategy, perhaps, worthy of an Al exander or even an Arthur, but it would
serve agai nst offal

Near er .

Cone cl oser, prey. Gawain shifted on his perch, hoping that the tiny bells
adorni ng hima falconer's vanity—would lure the thief in closer. Hood and
bells mght fetch a good price all by

thenmsel ves. He renmenbered the sounds of contented falcons in their nmews. He
made t hem

The branch rocked as a hand, tentative at first, then grasping, reached for
him placed himon a padded arm drew breath in admration, and then—an idi ot
as well as a thief—+enoved his hood.

Moon and starlight struck Gawain's eyes. H s sight was changed from human
sight, but even so, keen senses told himit was a fine May night, or would
have been, if any night so full of treason, pain, and death could be called
fine. Now, he would add to it.

He mantl ed, scream ng threat and fury.

And felt hinself dropped.

He caught hinmself, a beat of his wings on the snoky air. In the moonlight, he
saw his prey: a bl oodsneared, ragged boy, nore wild thing than thief.

Take his eyes, Gawain. Go ahead, do. Take his life, Merlin challenged. He
fears you. He even adnmires you—such a fine, fierce, valuabl e hawk. \What stops
you?

If I fail now, what beconmes of me? Gawai n asked the nage.

He spared a gl ance for his would-be falconer. Terrified, scrawny the young
thief m ght be, but he watched Gawain with admration

Here was a boy, Gawain saw it clearly, who wanted nore than he had. He wanted
to be nore than he was: a warrior, perhaps, with hel mand shield, bright
sword, and hawk. He had hel met and shield: Gawai n recogni zed the heral dry,

al t hough his vision was changed from when he had wal ked as nortal nan.

| can't kill a child, Gawain said

He belled, then settled his wings and stroked his beak against his feathers in
a groomng reflex he had not known he possessed.

| knew a cat like that, said Merlin. Let himstunble in mdleap, and he would
groomhimself as if telling the world, "I neant to do that."

Quiet, wizard. But Gawain's attention was nostly for his woul d-be fal coner
Gawai n made hinmsel f chirp. The boy's eyes wi dened with astoni shed joy. He

wr apped a cloak too long and too fine—and too sword-rent—+to be anything but
spoi |l s about his armand offered the makeshift perch for Gawai n's approval .

Do not grasp too hard, the wi zard, contrary as ever, exhorted him

The boy started toward the water, Gawai n wei ghi ng down his arm

But what do | do? he called back to Merlin, trapped within his oak tree

The child, undaunted by the hawk's scream (a point in his favor), attenpted to
soothe his prize with fingertips, prudently avoiding his beak. H s touch was
not inexpert, Gawain narvel ed, but, damm it, he had not returned fromthe dead
to be a fal con manned by a woodwose or peasant brat.

Find the king, Merlin cried, a rustle of leaves in the night wind. And foll ow
hi s comrands.

Gawai n coul d feel the boy adjust his balance to take the hawk's weight.

Al ready, he raised his armin the studied, elegant gesture of the fal coner

And turned his back on Merlin's tree.

Fortune attend you! cried the nage. The | eaves rustled.

Up ahead, a clash of arms, a death shout, erupted. Gawai n decided Merlin could
not have pronounced a blessing. It was not his way.

The boy dodged through the trees that surrounded this side of Caml ann's
battlefield. It would be better to call it butchery than battle.

The stream they passed ran dark with blood. Fromtime to time, they edged past
bodies. Fromtine to tinme, Gawai n recogni zed the sl ashed devices on shields.
He woul d have Signed them but he had wi ngs, not hands. Well, John the Bel oved
Di sci pl e was an eagle: that would have to serve, he thought, not that he had



ever been one of the knights noted for holiness.

W apped in his own thoughts as conpletely as if they hooded him he becane
only tardily aware that the boy was talking, telling his fears and dreans to
the creature he thought of as "his hawk." O perhaps, he spoke to hinself,
"Thomas this" and "Tomthat." Al ready, the storyteller's cadence rippled in
hi s speech, not burred like the bardic voices of Gawain's North, but |ike
enough for pleasure.

Li ke enough for rmusic.

Merlin, what do you know about this child that I do not? Is he your pawn as
Arthur was?

No answer from Merlin, but Gawai n expected none. The boy was tal ki ng enough
for an arny, all by hinself. It was a wonder no one el se heard him

Fromthis Tom s relentl ess babble as he sought to reassure hinmsel f, Gawain

| earned that the boy, though ragged as one got after a battle, was at |east of
birth that Gawain in his human incarnation as king's son, queen's son woul d
have deened at |east nmarginally gentle. But he was a dreanmer and poor: such

| ads took chances.

As Gawai n had assumed, Toms first plan had been to sell him But now? Dreans
of grandeur floated up in clouds of words. Tom now had sword, shield, helm
and hawk. Let himbut find a horse

And let any surviving warrior identify any of his takings, and Tom woul d
speedi |l y become not warrior but corpse.

Per haps one shrewd peck, a bite, a deep scratch, and | can fly free . . . | am
a risk he does not need.

Tenpting as the thought was, Gawain knew he would not act on it. Raptor though
he was, the habit of protecting the weak was still too strong.

Moonl i ght spilled onto the sodden ground. Blood mixed with the dirt, making
clay that would never hold the breath of life. Caml ann's

field was dark, except for the skulk and rustle of those who crept out to rob
t he dead.

Tom st opped so quickly Gawai n wondered if he had tripped over a root or

m st aken one for a serpent like the one that had cost Britain its peace.

"Up ahead," he whispered. "Sweet Jesu, do you see?"

Gawai n did not see before he heard. My God, that was Bedwyr's voice, pleading
wi th someone not to fight. "He is unhappy."

Unhappy? On this battlefield, Bedwr was indul ging in understatenent. Wo was
unhappy?

"He wears the Dragon,"” Tom whi spered. "They both do, the old man and the
young, though the younger man's is barred. Sweet Jesus, it is the king. Both
of them"

Bedwyr's voice rose, inploring king and king's bastard son.

Tom crept closer, trying not to breathe or trenble. And failing.

As they neared, Gawai n could hear how the nmen panted, could snell the bl ood of
t he wounds suffered and inflicted. Arthur, when his bl ood was up, could be as
fierce as any Orkney-man. Hi s bl ood was up tonight, what remained to him
"Tide me life, tide ne death," he screaned, then charged his son

Arthur was king, had Merlin's training, decades of victory in battle. But
Arthur was an old man, and swordplay was a young man's gane.

Mordred was desperate, wounded, in fear of his life. And al one, where Arthur
had Bedwyr .

But Arthur waved his kinsman back. And Mordred was younger

My uncle! Gawai n thought, pride piercing the rage and terror. Aged, heartsick
exhausted, but by God, there was still enough of himleft that he would try to
wreak justice on a traitor

Aye, and get hinself killed and the kingdomwith him Gawain could practically
hear Merlin saying.

He felt hinmself jolted fromside to side, and up and down as the boy Tom al
but danced in fear and excitenent, his absurd plundered sword drawn. Hawk on
one arm shield slung on his back, waving a sword nore than half his I ength:



what coul d he do?

Get hinmself killed. Stupidity was a hell of a way to die.

Rel ease me

Neither Arthur and Mordred turned to see where the hawk cried. Now they danced
wearily together, their blades clashing like bells on a hawk. Bedwyr held
back, bound as nmuch by fear of striking the wong warrior as by the king's
conmand. And the boy Tom danced in an agony of doubt.

The sky pal ed. By dawn, the survivors would be out and about. The boy woul d be
caught, and all the work that had hail ed Gawai n back from heaven or hell to
perform woul d be I eft undone.

"What shall | do?" the boy asked hinself.

Race in and be struck down? Race away and be forever condemmed as coward by
such consci ence as he had?

Rel ease me

Tom was no Celt, but clearly he had the gift of tongues. As the hawk's rage
shrieked out, the boy flung up his arm and Gawain was free.

The sky was lighter now, a white line at the water's edge, and that was good.
He was not a nightflyer like the great ows or the gtvynhwyfar that betrayed
themall, for treachery ran in the wonen's kinlines as well as the nmen's.

He fl ew above the duel, circled three tines, and swooped down. A feint, a
parry, followed by a deadly lunge: he had taught the royal bastard hinself and
knew his tricks. As Mrdred |unged, Gawai n swooped as if upon his prey,

defl ecting the sword.

It sliced feathers fromhis wing and, fromthe fire he felt, a slice of flesh
Hawk's blood fell to the earth. He screaned in outrage and astoni shnent and
began to fall, startling Moirdred so that he stepped forward, evading, his head
down. .

And Arthur brought his bl ade down upon Mdirdred' s helm Sparks flewin the

dar kness before dawn; the helmsplit. Blood sluiced down, with paler nmatter
Brains, not that Gawai n thought the traitor had had that nany to spare.

Gawai n screaned in triunph. H s wounded wi ng burned. If he perched now, he
woul d never have the resolution to fly again, and he would be a target. Merlin
had not intended that. .

But what? He gl anced down at Mordred.

The Bastard was dead in that nmonent, he had to be. But just as a bird, its
head cut off, junps about the farmyard for an instant nmore, the bastard' s body
jerked, bringing up its blade and piercing the king' s side.

He fell. Bedwyr, released fromhis trance of duty and terror, caught him and
eased himto the ground.

"God, is there any aid? Wo's there?"

Bl ood pul sed from Arthur's side, beat in Ga-wain's tenples. He heard a clatter
of harness—the boy, throwing down his arnms and seeking the nearest priest,

per haps?

He might arrive in time to shrive the king, and then he m ght not.

The wind blew, bringing with it snells of oak and water, cleansing the stench
of war, renminding Gawain of Merlin's spells.

He coul d not have saved the king. He could not save hi mnow

What coul d he do? One need not be a nage to realize he had been brought back
to do somet hi ng.

Instinctively, he banked, caught a thermal, and soared. The sensation
exhi | arated hi m past consci ousness of pain, though he knew he was | osing bl ood
and must |and soon. But where?

Beneath him the battlefield grewtiny. He ould see Merlin's tree and far
beyond it, the

Abbey where St. Joseph's thornbush no doubt wept at a fresh martyrdom

At the shrine there . . . but the boy had gone to fetch priests, healers,

guar ds—

He sought beyond, his farsight taking in the broken needl e that was St

M chael's Tor.

M chael, Prince of Varriors, aid us now



Misi c raced across the wind, turning into laughter like tiny w cked bells.

Put not thy trust in princes.

He heard a woman's voice sing in the dawn wi nd. Not M chael, then

Gawai n turned away fromthe Tor, the battle, the tree, and out toward the
water. Drops of blood fell fromhis wing, splattering the winkled gray
surface bel ow

Guard your strength, he warned hinmself. He had fought wounded before, he

rem nded hinself. But now, he was hawk, not man. O, for that matter, not
waterfow ; if he fell, he fell froma height and he woul d sink, one w ng down.
Sonet hing fl ew beneath himover the water. It was seized and shaken—ence,
twice, three times, by light that rose fromthe water's depth, rippling its
surface like wind upon feathers. Light erupted, then died, sinking into the
dept hs. What had that been? A seanonster? He could neither eat it nor fight
it. He forced hinself to gain altitude. Hi s wing ached, and he knew he could
not fly nuch | onger.

A shadow rose between the water and the dawn, fragrant with the scent of
appl ebl ossons, shimering now in the msts: Avalon drew near. Could he reach
it before his strength failed.

He could see a tower there, a broch built in the old way of stones piled on
anci ent stones upon the headl and. He screaned a warning. H s hawk's voice
sounded strai ned.

Three | adi es emer ged.

Mot her ?

It came out Skreeeeeel The |ady rai sed her head.

He had seen her dead, lying at Lanorak's side, their blood and their hair
flowi ng together as Agrivai ne sweated and shook and tried to make excuses.
Dead, betrayed, corrupt: but if Gawain could return fromthe dead to redeem
unfi ni shed work, why could not his nother? She had studied with Mrgan, he
knew t hat .

Three | adi es hastened toward the shore and the boat tied to an oak tree by the
shore.

Hi s nother and his aunts, all |adies who were enchantresses. The sun rose,
glinting off their hair and their rubies, |ike gouts of bl ood.

Morgause flung up an arm calling Gawai n down fromthe sky nuch as she had
called himin fromplay so long ago in the Northern islands. He wobbl ed, his
strength flowing fromhimlike blood now that he saw an end to the ordeal of
flight, but he managed to descend, rather than fall. He | ooked out for a

per ch.

Not on her tender arm Gawain thought, and settled deadly claws upon a | ow oak
branch. He was glad his landing was fairly neat: Mrgause had al ways | acked
pati ence w th weakness.

Merlin, are you here, too?

He heard the nusic, but it was not Merlin's.

The | ady stepped forward and gazed into his eyes.

"The hawk cane with a warning. Qur brother the king. . . ! W are late, ny
sisters! By now, the king' s wounds have caught cold. And the brave hawk is
wounded. "

The wonen keened as wonen of the Celts had al ways done, but, true to their

bl ood, did not pause an instant to wipe their tears. They tugged the boat down
to deep water, unbound a glowing sail, and prepared to cast off.

Their skirts streamed water. Their hair flowed free under their gl eaning
circlets.

Two boarded. Morgause still held Gawai n's eyes.

"I see," she said. "And | know you." She tore a long strip fromher sleeve and
bound his wing. "Conme with me, ny son. We will bring himhere for the healing
of his wounds, against a time of need when he will return

The king had been her husband's foe, her brother, and Mrdred' s father. They
had been enemi es, lovers, and kin. But in the end, it seened, the call of

bl ood drowned out the call of hatred.

"Blood calls to blood." Mrgause inclined her head. She raised a hand to



Gawai n's wing, the blood dripping there. "W nust find you better healing.”
And then what? Could he fly free? Wuld he rest?

"I cannot return you to your old form" she said.

"Sister! W nust hurry!" came a cry fromthe boat, hawk-shrill.

"I offer you only service," his mother said. "Come with us. Wait with us. A
time will cone when he will need you."

Gawai n inclined his head. He flew after Mor-gause, a little pain-filled flying
hop toward the boat.

She clinbed into the boat, released its sail, and let fly a battered banner of
the Red Dragon. Gawai n perched above it like the eagle on a legion's staff as
they sailed from Aval on toward the shore of the waking world.

Arthur lay upon the shore as the boat drew up, his head in Bedwyr's lap. Hs
sword was gone. The | adi es keened again. This time, Gawain added his cry. He
mant| ed in painful salute.

Wor dl essly, Bedwyr bore up the king and carried himto the boat, spreading his
cloak over him It was too tattered for warnth, and Arthur was cold, so cold.
He woul d never survive a journey on the water

Mor gause had been right. Already, Arthur eeded him even in this new body.

Pai nful |y, Gawai n dropped from his perch,

spreadi ng his wi ngs—+he hal e and the wounded—ever his uncle. A hawk's bl ood
burned hotter than a man's. Let it warmthe king.

Bedwyr set shoulder to the boat, pushing it out fromthe shore. Beyond him
stood robed figures and a smaller one, his eyes avid.

At his skreeee, the boy started forward, but a nonk restrained him

Wat ch, child. Watch and renmenber, Gawai n thought.

He stared into the rising sun, as able as an eagle to bear its light, but not
the sight of the wounded nan whose body he warmed. After a while, Arthur's
hand rested upon his head, ruffling feathers, then smoothing themas a

fal coner will when day is done. A while longer, and his hand lay still. Gawain
t hought he sl ept.
Rest, ny uncle. | wll keep good watch.

The tiny boat turned back toward Aval on
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IF the sun's angle was right and she squinted slightly, Yslinda could nake out
the Prince's banners flying fromthe summit of the governor's pal ace.
Lord-Hill, the local people called it, for of all the buildings in the region
it alone rose high above the surroundi ng countrysi de—a nman-made hill erected
as if to glorify humankind's triunph and mastery over the earth. Yslinda's own
hone was simlar to other dwellings in her country, built to reflect the world
about. Lowlying, generally of a single tory, w de-eaved and open-w ndowed,

t hey in-

vited contenpl ation of their surroundings. Only the ruling class, descendants
of the conquering Asketi, whose invading | egi ons had swept over the old sl eepy
ki ngdom of Del ad three generations before, considered thensel ves beyond the
touch of nature. The world was theirs for the taking, to be used, harnessed,
and turned toward their wll.

This nmorning was a quiet one, a gentle breeze barely stirring the dense | eaves
of the trees above Yslinda's head. She |eft her doorstep and her feet found
the well-worn path | eading fromher house into the forest. Behind, she left
the gentle |l ap of waves on the shore of the | ake wherein her island stood.

Bef ore her existed only the quiet of the woods, the call of birds, and the
hush of hal |l owed pl aces.

Priestess of Savanya, Yslinda trod the sanme path toward the shrine her



predecessors had taken for hundreds of years. The trees grew cl oser away from
the shore, the light nore diffuse. Soon, she noved through a green-drenched
wor |l d where sil ence reigned.

Drawi ng deep slow breaths, Yslinda stilled her heart, her mind, her soul. One
did not enter the goddess' presence beset by cluttered thoughts.

Automatically, ancient words came to her lips, prayers uttered in praise of
life, thanks given to the goddess of w sdomwho ruled over the unlinited
reaches of the human intellect, who was patroness of Del ad.

Suddenl y, she stunbl ed. Sone small exposed

root, perhaps, or, nore likely, the intrusion of thoughts she had been keeping
at bay for days now. She stopped, her hands trenbling, closed her eyes, and
sought in that darkness to resettle her mind, to regain the cal mess necessary
to performher duties as priestess.

The statue rose fromthe center of the clearing into which Yslinda stepped. No
one knew how old it was, this rendering in stone of the goddess of w sdom nor
who had carved it in the deeps of time. But the centuries thenselves held
smal | domi ni on over the statue—the facial features and other details renained
so crisp and defined that one could inmagine the artist only yesterday had made
the last finishing touches to the white stone.

As al ways, when her eyes nmet those of her goddess, Yslinda's heart seened to
expand, to grow warm w thin her. Savanya stood there in quiet mjesty, clad
simply in a flowing robe, with her great ow riding her shoul der. Yslinda
bowed | ow before the statue, then sank to her knees.

"O Savanya, Mther of Wsdom still ny mnd," she prayed, lifting crossed
hands and covering her eyes. "Tell me, Mther, what should |I do? Cuide ne,

G ver of Wsdom Let my choice be as wise as your nane and the w nged synbol

of your thought."

She had al ways dreaned of ow s, one of the early signs that had set her on the
path to beconme Savanya's nouthpiece. In addition to her

i nborn healing powers, froman early age she had been so in tune with the

pur poses of the goddess that people had sought her w sdom when she was stil
very young. Yslinda's formal training had commrenced when she reached the age
of nine, a source of wonder and pride for her parents. But always, aside from
skills quickly devel oped under the kind tutelage of the old priestess, Yslinda
had been attracted to and had dreaned of ow s.

For seven nights now, her dreans had been full of w ngs.

Prince Gonten | eaned back in his cushioned chair, swatted absently at a
passi ng i nsect, and watched his conpanion prowl the room Though painfully
aware of the inmportance Hvandi wi elded in the Asketian Empire, he both | oathed
and feared the H gh Priest of Keti. Few had ever given Gonten pause, but this
one did, as evidenced by the Prince's presence in this godforsaken corner of
the Enpire, bored nearly to tears by the |ack of entertai nment and creature
conforts.

"I must have her," Hvandi said at last, planting hinmself before Gonten, his
dark eyes snol dering. "Her goddess must be brought to heel at the Bright
Lord's command. "

Gonten reached for a goblet of too-warmw ne. "So you've said, nore than once
since dawmn. And | believe | understand what—=

"You don't," snapped Hvandi, perhaps the

only man save the Enperor hinself who could use that tone of voice to the
Prince, Heir Apparent to the throne. "It is sonething those untutored in the
mystic arts can only glinpse. But | will try to explain. Again."

The Prince nodded, despising his fear of the priest. Though he had never
spoken of it, Gon-ten had al ways sensed sonet hing dark, something at odds wth
Hvandi 's position as Priest of the Bright Lord whose power sustained the
Asketian Enmpire. But he had al so witnessed evidence of Hvandi's vast power and
was not foolish enough to challenge it. Not yet, at least. Let the priest talk
on; it was only slightly nore boring than listening to the governor conpl ain.
"My powers come fromthe god," Hvandi said, his voice falling into a lecturing
tone, as if he spoke to a young child. "Every kingdom we conquer has its own



gods, its own beliefs. Al must be subjugated before Bright Keti. This
Sa-vanya—thi s purported goddess of w sdom—nust bow before the Lord of Heaven
or we are dimnished. | can acconplish this task only by wedding the
priestess.”

"As you've wed other priestesses before," Gonten said, refilling his goblet.
Gods, how the priest could go on. "But this one—she's refused you."

Hvandi 's eyes flashed. "So did the others, but eventually they yielded."

"This priestess seens different,"” the Prince observed, keeping his voice
level, "Just like the

peopl e of this damabl e ki ngdom They didn't even raise an arny to defend
their country when ny grandfather conquered them Onh, to be sure, isolated
groups of nmen took up old and rusty arms to protect their villages and towns,
but they never nounted any serious resistance. It was as if they had forgotten
war and how to make it."

He stood and wal ked to the wi ndow that opened onto the sl eepy countryside.
"This place is like living in some drug-dream It's enough to drive any sane
man mad. Not hi ng ever happens here—the people go about their sinple, ordinary
lives, and raise their grain and fruits and livestock. Aside fromthe pursuit
of learning and the arts— CGonten snorted derisively. "They do as we denand,
they pay their taxes, they give way to us in all things. Soretines | wonder
why my grandfat her bothered conquering Delad. It has no real wealth save its

| earning, and that al one shouldn't have been enough to tenpt our |egions. W
have | earning and arts aplenty in the Enpire. The defeat of peasants w el di ng
anci ent weapons is no source for pride." He fixed the priest with what he
hoped was an innocent | ook. "How can a goddess of such a gentle people
conprom se the power of the Bright Lord, whose strength and power and majesty
are beyond conprehensi on?"

Hvandi threw both hands over his head and nuttered something the Prince was
earnestly glad he did not hear. "lgnorance can be danger-

ous, Prince,' he said. "This may seemto you a backwat er ki ngdom wi th not hi ng
of great value to be found within its borders. But there is nuch power to be
won fromthis goddess. If | amto have it at all, it rmust be achi eved through
the marriage act."

Gonten cl osed his eyes and rubbed themwearily. He and Hvandi had gone over
and over this point, and, try as he mght, he still could nmake no connection
bet ween marriage and the assimlation of power.

"Why not just rape her and be done with it?"

"Your father, Prince," Hvandi replied in an icy tone, "has instructed nme to
treat this priestess well. Her people are neek, yes, but we don't know how far
we can push them before they break. She is a national treasure, the nouthpiece
of the goddess who rules this kingdom" H s eyes hardened. "Your father is
facing rebellion to the north and west; even you should be able to see that he
hardl y needs anot her uprising on his hands."

Gonten tensed at the inplied insult but kept his face expressionless, yielding
the point to Hvandi. "Well, then, if she refuses to wed you, we must convince
her ot herw se."

"And how mi ght we do that?" the priest asked. "No one has any doni ni on over
her, not even the King."

So you don't have all tiie answers, do you? Gonten thought. He smiled slowy,
hopi ng he appeared nore sure of his reply than he felt.

"There are ways, priest. Believe me . . . there are ways."

Fatigued fromthe | abors of the day, Yslinda blew out the last |anp and stood
for a nonment in the warm darkness. Mre folk than usual had taken the boat
ride to her island asking for her help. She had given freely of her w sdom and
her healing touch as always, but tonight she felt especially drained.

As she stretched out on her sinple pallet, she shivered and drew the thin
covering up to her chin. O Savanya, she prayed silently, tell me what to do.
Quide me. | cannot wed that foreign priest—I can't! He'll use ne, drain nme of
nmy power, and | eave our people without your guiding light! Gve ne a sign, O
Wse One! A sign



But the darkness of night remmined sinple darkness, and the soft wind was only
a wind. Yslinda closed her eyes and sl ept.

W ngs beat across the heavens. Wngs star-bright, vaster than worlds, nore
powerful than tinme. Eyes, huge and gol den agai nst the bl ackness of space,
glinting in alight nore than light, seemed to see through Yslinda into the
core of her very being.

OuM Light, OM Bright, speak to nme, give nme sight!

The huge bird sat silent on the | ower crook of the moon, then spread its wi ngs
until they hid the wheeling stars. Its head turned, its feathers ruffled in a
wi nd that blew through Yslinda's mnd. Softly,

surely, the OM descended fromits perch and wapped those wi ngs around her

t he touch of down-soft confort keeping the gibbering shadows at bay.

By torchlight, the young King's face appeared pal er than usual. dad, as
always, in a sinple white tunic over white breeches, save for the slender
golden circlet on his dark head, he m ght have been any of the young nmen who
had journeyed to the capital to further their education. H s gold eyes caught
the light, and for a nonent Prince Gonten seenmed snared by his gaze. But he
had stared down opponents far nmore mghty than this fourteen-year-old boy who
stood before him and he shook off the strangeness, refusing to be cowed.

"So you see the problem here," Gonten concluded conversationally. "W ask very
little of you, King. W will not take your priestess fromyou. W honor you
that rmuch, to be sure. Tradition, however, nust be upheld, and tradition
demands that Lord Hvandi wed this wonman, a synbolic union between our gods and

yours."
"I have no power over her," the young King nmurnured, repeating hinmself for the
third tinme. "I can't conmand her."

"Ah, but you can recommend, nost strongly, that for the good of her

ki ngdom-$or the greater good of the entire Enmpire—she do this thing."

The boy | owered his eyes nonentarily, then raised themagain. "I can," he
admitted, "but

whet her she listens or not is entirely up to the goddess."

Gonten smiled slightly. "Perhaps. And perhaps | can do nore than you think to
per suade the goddess to give strength to your words."

Yslinda waited by the dock as the royal barge came to rest. The King was first
to alight, followed by his guard and Prince Gonten's men. The Asketians, she
not ed uneasily, far outnunbered her countrynen.

"CGoddess bl ess, King" she said as he reached her. She bowed her head, in
deference both to himand to the unbroken |ine of kings that stretched back

| onger than nenory.

"CGoddess bless, Priestess,"” he replied. H s face was shadowed, as if he had
not slept well. "We will talk in private."

She bowed again and |l ed the way fromthe shore to the front steps of her

house. Neither the King's guard nor Prince Gonten's men foll owed.

"I"'mafraid I know why you're here, King," Yslinda said, once they had stepped
inside. "And | can't pretend |I'm pleased to see you play the role of
messenger . "

The young man bl ushed slightly. "You nmust listen to ne, Yslinda," he said "For
t he sake of our kingdom you rmust listen. Do you think | enjoy comng to you
like this . . . like sone paid | ackey of the Asketi? But | must. | don't see
that | have a choice. Prince Gonten woul d have you wed this priest Hvandi— He
lifted a hand to

forestall her reply. "—and there is little | can do to prevent his.
"But the goddess can," Yslinda said, her voice trenbling. She struggled for
conposure. Surely she could not be hearing the words com ng fromthe King's
mout h. He had al ways supported her in all that she had done. But not in this,
an inner voice spoke. What are his choices? Say no to someone who could crush
this kingdomlike an eggshell beneath his |egions' feet?

"OfF the goddess' power | have no doubt. But at what expense can this denand be
turned aside?" he asked, echoing her thoughts, as if he, too, had the ability
sonmetines to see into another's mnd. He | ooked directly into her eyes, his



own very steady. "The Asketian was very blunt. | have no heir; | aman only
child. No issue of ny famly survives save ne. If you do not agree to this

t hi ng, an—accident will be arranged. The line of kings will end with nme, and
our kingdomw Il go down in darkness, our link to our ancestors gone."

A cold wash of fear ran through Yslinda's veins. "He wouldn't!" she excl ai nmed,
shying away fromthe very notion of an ending to the House of Kings. "How
could he even dare to—=

"He can,"” the King said, his voice full of a v eariness that went far beyond

his age. "And he will. Unless the goddess herself intervenes in ways | cannot
i magi ne."

OnM Light, OM Bright—

"O Savanya," Yslinda nmurmured. "O goddess! Let it not be so!"

"Prince Gonten also said the priest will arrive at sunset three days from now
to take you to Lord-Hill. He gives you that tine to prepare yourself and for
himto make the pal ace ready for the cerenony. You will be married at sunrise

of the fourth day, for that is the time when his god ascends over the world."
OnM Light, OM Bright—

A fragnented nosaic of alternatives to her forced marriage scattered across
Yslinda's nmind, choices she could nake and the repercussions flow ng from
them At the end of each pathway into the futures lay a curtain of darkness,
beyond whi ch even she coul d not see.

"Have | no choice in this?" she whispered. "No choice at all?"

The King's face grew nore shadowed yet. "That, Yslinda, lies with Savanya.
Pray as you have never prayed before. Qur lives and the survival of our
kingdomlie in the goddess' hands."

The King had di senbarked and had been escorted to his home by his guard

wi t hout so nuch as exchanging a word with the Prince. He had favored CGonten
with only a brief nod, a wordl ess acknow edgnent that he had kept his word and
had spoken to the priestess.

Gonten inwardly adnmitted to admiration of the boy-king. In the past few days,
he had wondered nmany times if he could have handl ed him

self with such aplonmb had their rol es been reversed.

"So," drawl ed Hvandi who stood at the Prince's shoulder. "You' ve arranged it,
then. ™

"I"ve arranged nothing," Gonten corrected the priest. "I've only passed on a
prom se of the King's denise if the priestess refuses to return with you.
These people revere their kings, seeing themas an unbroken link to their
ancestral past. The life of their kingdomis the life of their king. If this
priestess does refuse, then we'll deal with the King at our |eisure. An
accident, this close to the water, should not be hard to arrange."

"But what of the people? Don't you think they'll recognize our hand in this?"
Hvandi asked. "Be very careful here, Prince. Remenber your father's

predi cament . "

Rem nd nme again, old dog, CGonten thought, and by the Bright Lord, priest of
his or not, you'll suffer for your inmpudence! He allowed the slightest of cold
smles to touch his lips. "If enough of our people die with the King, how
coul d anyone suspect us?"

For the first tine in years, CGonten saw the priest blink slightly. Good, you
old tyrant, he thought. Learn now that I, too, have teeth!

The two days that followed the King's visit to

slinda's island had passed in what seened to

her a blur of confusion. She held to her duties,

ering up her prayers to the goddess and

nmeeting all those who cane from across the | ake for confort, healing and hope.
But for her, hope was slowy dying. Even the goddess kept silent, though her
ow continued to visit Yslinda's dreans at night. But the oW, like the
goddess, offered no words of confort, no hope that the nmarriage could be
halted. Despair took root in Yslinda's heart, though she refused to allowits
dar kness to show on her face as she ministered to the people.

Only one constant remained in the world for her now her faith and a certainty



that, when the tine was ripe, Savanya woul d speak at |ast.

On the second day after the King's visit, sone of Yslinda's visitors recounted
the arrival of Asketians in their chariots to the capital city. |nportant
arrivals, these local lords, if inportance could be assumed by the nunber of
their servants. Yslinda held her tongue as she listened to these tales, not
wanting to vocalize her fears. First and forenost, she was Priestess of
Savanya and her duties were those of a priestess, not a young woman who
trembl ed before a dreaded event.

But the people who visited her island could not understand the danger she
faced, the peril behind this supposedly cerenonial marriage of Asketian Hi gh
Priest and Del adi an Hi gh Priestess. They could not guess how the very powers
that made her priestess would be jeopardized by marriage to the Lord Hvandi
How he could, in the moment he consunmated their narriage,

bind an invisible chain to her and her nystic powers, |essening the ease with
whi ch the goddess could nmanifest in the physical world. They had no idea of
the threat she faced. They thought the event merely synbolic and,
consequently, remained undi sturbed by the upcom ng cerenony.

Only the King, she perceived in sone vague manner, was capabl e of
understanding just how terrible this event would be. And, like Yslinda, he
appeared powerless to prevent it.

Her duties done for the day, Yslinda took a slice of cheese and sonme greens
one farner had brought as paynent for healing his youngest son, and settled
down on the front steps of her house. N bbling at the cheese, she gazed over
the waters of the |lake, at the glowing colors the setting sun painted on the
water. Never, in all her years on this island had |oneliness plagued her. Now
t hat enotion overwhel med, rocking her self-assurance to the core.

Tears m sted her vision as she | ooked across the darkening | ake toward
Lord-Hill. Only one day left. One day.

Suddenly, in ghostly quietness, a great white

4 di pped down fromthe trees at her back and snatched up a nouse nearly at
Yslinda's feet. The surprise she felt at seeing the bird claimits ] ey so
close was only slightly [ ess than that

cited by its presence. As a night hunter, sunset was not its preferred choice
of times to hunt. Did a nmessage lie here that she could not read?

The ow stood for a nonent, one foot on the dispatched nouse, and its eyes met
Yslinda's. She held her breath, waiting for the owl to speak, but this one did
not. It nmerely spread its wings and lifted effortlessly into its worlds of
trees and com ng nighttine.

There was no nmessage. There were no words. It was only an ow, not the OM of
her dreans.

Irdun, King of Delad, last link to all the kings that had gone before him
awoke froma night of dark dreans and cl anoring voices. Al he could renenber
of those nightmares was a sense of despair and a feeling of inpotence greater
than he had ever known before. It was not the same enotion he experienced when
dealing with the Asketians, for he had grown frominfancy to young manhood
knowi ng he was King in title only, that the real power in the Iand was the
Enmperor's, exercised by the governor who ruled fromthe shadows behind Irdun's
t hr one.

No, this was a know edge that he should be doi ng sonet hi ng—sonet hi ng he
instinctively shied from something that no one had attenpted since the
Asketians had overrun Delad. The rising tide of terror that gripped hi mwas
nearly enough to ruin his norning neal.

The governor's palace humed with activity this norning; courtiers hurried
back and forth on what to his eyes seemed neani ngl ess errands. The Asketian
guests stood on the broad terrace overl ooking the | ake, bowi ng and nur-
muri ng unctuous words to Prince Gonten and the priest Hvandi. Irdun gazed at
the I ake as well, toward the goddess' island, and wondering how Yslinda had
passed her [ast night of freedom

He shook his head, as if he had taken a fall and was not clear-m nded after
The nmenories of his nightnmares returned. He tried to grasp at them to bring



theminto focus. Wiat was it he nust do? What? And how?

He | ooked away fromhis view of the | ake and returned to his house that stood
in the shadow of Lord-Hill. Silent servants bowed as he passed, touching their
foreheads in homage. Irdun drew a deep breath. Hi s hands trenbled slightly,
and his stomach threatened to reject what he had eaten earlier. He rubbed his
eyes, his mnd still clouded, and entered the snall chapel of the goddess next
to his roons.

Bowi ng before the statue of Savanya that sat on a snall altar, he knelt and
some of his fear and confusion subsided. He nmurmured prayers he had said since
he coul d speak, but this time felt an urgency to utter those words with al

the strength he possessed. He cl osed his eyes and sought in the silence of the
roomto achi eve ~ome neasure of calm

An owl appeared before himw th a suddenness that made hi m gasp. He knew this
to be

o ordinary bird, though he had contenpl at ed

ws in his prayers before. Here was an OM

ow s, huge—+npossi bly huge—and gl owi ng

fromwithin with a pure radi ance that outshone anything he had seen before.
And in one of the OM's feet there was a dagger.

I rdun flinched backward, his eyes snapping open. But instead of seeing the
smal |l famliar statue of Savanya, he knelt face to face with a huge OM, white
as the light of stars ... an OM that sat where the statue usually rested.
Irdun's heart pounded in his chest as he stared at the bird and at what the
bird carried.

Fol | ow your heart, a voice whispered in his mnd. Trust inne. I will not fai
you.

As if he were soneone else, Irdun watched his hand reach out and take the
dagger fromthe OM's talons.

The sun was sinking low in the sky, and the feast had entered a new phase of
excited merriment. Prince Gonten sat at the head of the table, his eyes never
still, weighing and assessing the words and actions of the nobles who had

gat hered to honor the upconing nmarriage of the H gh Priest of Keti and the

H gh Priestess of Savanya. He had been accused of many things in his life, but
no one had ever so much as hinted he was stupid. He had | earned well at his
father's knee, howto listen without seeming to listen, how to nake small
conversation w thout those he spoke to knowi ng he was keeping track of every
word they uttered.

Now was no different. He was well aware, even wi thout Hvandi's pronpting, of
the situa-

tion facing the |l egions of Asketi to the north and the west. And, sensing a

hi dden current of discontent swirling through the room he listened to the hum
of conversation with nore than what to others m ght appear bored ears.

The two nobl es who sat several places away had lately come fromthose regions
of unrest and he heard, in their seem ngly innocent conversation, hints of
uncertainty as to the strength of his father's hand in | eading the I egions.
Cick. He made a nental note of that, prepared to repeat nearly word for word
all they said to his father. Another nobl e spoke casually of the recent

acqui sition by one of his friends of lands to the far west, an odd nove for
someone who had gained fane for being wildly in love with the conforts of the
Empire's capital city. dick. Another nental note taken and stored.

"Ah, Prince Gonten," said a slightly nasal voice in his ear. He cringed

i nwardly, but assuned his nost gracious smile as he gestured the man to a seat
at his side. The governor's timng could not have been worse, having ended for
all practical purposes Gonten's eaves-

roppi ng. "Do you think Lord Hvandi can stand nother hour of waiting? Look at
him He's nearly beside hinmself with anticipation.”

Gont en | ooked. The governor was accurate in his observation. The Prince could
not remenber

aving seen the priest in such a state before.

onet hi ng nudged at the back of his nind



| aybe there was nore to this priestess than he

knew. Maybe Hvandi was correct in thinking nmuch power could be won fromthis
worman and her goddess. Maybe.

"She's an extraordinarily beautiful woman,'
sure that fact al one woul d ki ndl e anyone."
"Ch?" CGonten kept his voice pitched to polite boredom "I was unaware that
Lord Hvandi had ever met the priestess.”

The governor waved a |l anguid hand. "He hasn't, Prince, but he has ears. |'ve
met her many tines myself, when |'ve been obliged by ny position to visit her
island. She is beautiful, in a very un-Asketian way. Those gold eyes of hers,
t hough, are unsettling. There are tinmes when | swear she's | ooking straight
into ny heart."

For an instant, the Prince remenbered the young King' s eyes, golden as were
those of his countrynen. Beast eyes, bird eyes. Eyes hardly human. His
grandfat her's | egi ons had brought hone tale after tale of the silent, gentle
peopl e they had conquered—a people with eyes of gold.

Servants lit torches in the feast hall, as well as hanging | anps, and the
shadows that had begun to creep into the roomwere pushed back by the warm
light. The Prince | ooked around casually, but did not see the King. That in
itself was not odd. The boy was known to come late and | eave early fromthe
feasts held in the governor's palace. At any other time, Gonten would

have di snissed the | ateness of the King's arrival, but on this night in
particul ar

Lord Hvandi approached the Prince's place and bowed slightly. Gonten returned
the nod, glanced out the wi ndows and noted it was nearly the hour of sunset,
the tine the priest had chosen for his trip to the island to claimhis prize.
"Walk with me to the barge," Lord Hvandi said. "I'Il be |leaving nonentarily."
Though CGonten sensed the order behind the invitation, he nodded and shoved
back his chair. At that nonent, there was a stir at the w de doorway to the
feast hall, and the young King entered. Dressed sinply as usual, he stil
seened nmore subdued than the norm He wal ked slowy toward the Prince as if in
some dream his cloak drawn cl ose though the air was warm

The Prince heard his guards shift positions behind his chair. He sensed
somet hi ng strange here—sonething he could not put a finger on. H's guards had
noted it al so, though no one else in the room including the priest, appeared
awar e of anything odd.

"Prince," the young King said, nodding po-aly. "A fair banquet you have
tonight." "It is," Gonten allowed. His gut tightened ightly and he gl anced
sidelong at the priest, at Hvandi's attention was focused out the w ndow
toward the island in the mddl e of the arkening | ake.

"And for such an occasion,"” the King said in a curiously uninflected tone,
stepping closer, "I have brought you a gift."

What happened next took place nearly too quickly for the eye to follow. Before
the Prince could set hinself, the boy-king drew a dagger from beneath his

cl oak and sprang at Gonten, his youthful face untouched by any enmption at all
The hall erupted into chaos. Tripping over his chair, the Prince fel

backward, and felt cold fire burn along his armas the dagger barely ni ssed
his chest. Lord Hvandi cursed, lifted a hand, and a streak of red fire | anced
toward the King. Fromhis vantage point on the floor, his guards standing
above himw th drawn swords, the Prince watched the young King falter, drop

t he dagger, and slunmp slowly to the ground without uttering so nuch as a

t he governor continued, "and |'m

gr oan.
Silence fell like a | eaden weight on the room then exploded into a hubbub of
voi ces. Prince Gonten, helped to his feet by his guards, stared down at the

boy-king, still too startled by what had happened to think. As the shock wore

of f, he snatched up a napkin fromthe table and dabbed at the wound in his
arm

"You're not injured badly?" the governor asked, his voice trenbling. "O gods!
To think of it! To think of it! Wat possessed the King to—

"Whatever it was, it's gone," CGonten said, only now feeling the pain that



foll owed his woundi ng. "Thanks to Lord Hvandi, | live."

The priest stood by the slunmped body of the young King, his face bew | dered.
"I aimed to kill, Prince," he said to Gonten, "yet the boy's alive."

Gonten brushed aside the priest's puzzlement. "All the better to make an
exanpl e of himlater," he grow ed, holding out a hand. One of the servants
ext ended a gobl et of w ne which he snatched and downed in only a few gul ps. He
tossed the goblet aside and it rang in the silence as it bounced on the fl oor
He felt his face harden into a mask. "Quards, take this young nman to his
chanbers so we can— He glanced up at the priest, and smled coldly. "No, a
better idea yet. Lord Hvandi, | will acconmpany you to the island for your
bride. And, to nake the trip nore entertaining, the boy will conme with us.”
Yslinda grew aware of the sun setting without the need to | ook. She knelt
before the statue of Savanya, her pul se beating at her throat in an uneven
rhythm Now. It nust be now. She nust make her choice. Should she rise and go
to the clock, to wait |ike sonme sacrifice for the Lord Hvandi to take, or
shoul d she refuse to bow to his demands? What woul d be the outcone of either
choi ce?

Her mind raced wildly ahead, filled with the

m fications of both choices. If this, then that. She felt overwhel ned by the
nere fact that she

Jul d choose at all.

She lifted her eyes to the statue, a dimwhite

now in the fading light. Still the goddess kept her silence. Still she refused
to give a sign, or to answer the repeated prayers her priestess had offered.
O, Yslinda wondered, had the goddess answered in sone | anguage that she was
ill-equipped to hear even after all her years of service?

A pang of fear swept through her heart, and she doubl ed over in her kneeling
position, her head touching the ground. O Lady of Wsdom Mbther of Del ad,
what nust | do? What answer can | give this priest when he conies to our
island? 1'm afraid, Mther, but not so much for nyself as for what wll happen
to the kingdom | have no priestess-in-training. | amthe only link you have
with this world. And | know what the priest can do to that link, to ny powers.
Pl ease, Lady, please! Fount of Wsdom grant me the know edge to know what to
do!

O a sudden, the hair on the back of her neck stiffened, and she felt the

cl osure of another place and tine on that in which she and her world existed.
She raised her head and | ooked up at the statue. Far fromgrowing dimer in

t he gathering dusk, the statue began to glow with a steady, strengthening
light. A faint buzz and the distant sound of tiny bells filled Yslin-da's
ears, and the air seenmed charged much as it does before lightning strikes from
a storm

Child, a voice said, and she trenmbled with joy at the words, knowing it was

t he goddess her -

sel f who spoke. Have you so little faith in ne that you think | cannot shield
those | |ove?

"No, Lady- | amonly nortal, and | fear."

Then fear no nore, child, the voice continued. Ri se and take your place
between the two trees cl osest.

Yslinda did as she was instructed, feeling detached from her body as if she
wat ched anot her performthe notions. Once between the two trees, she stood
silent, waiting.

The priest comes, the goddess said, along with the Prince and your King.
"Lady? The King? Wat is he—=

Later, child. For the nonent, all you need to know is that he has played his
part in this thing. Now, trust in ne and do not be afraid of what follows
next .

Yslinda stood notionl ess, her eyes fixed fast on the gl eam ng statue. A
strange feeling rose fromher feet, one of rootedness, of connection with the
earth. Hi gher and hi gher the sensation spread, and, suddenly, a cocoon of
safety wapped all around, and she existed in a place where she could see but



could not be seen

And now, the goddess whispered in a voice |like the rushing of wi ngs, let us

show these for-Hgners that there are other powers in the world than *hose they

own.

Prince Gonten was the first to step fromthe oyal barge. He heard Lord Hvand

di senbark text, then the scuffling sounds of his warriors is t hey set the
unr esponsi ve Ki ng on the

wooden dock. The Prince gestured, and ten guardsnen, swords drawn and shi el ds

at the ready, preceded himfromthe shore toward the priestess' hone. The
remai ning nine and their captain, followed at Gonten's back

H s armstill burned fromthe knife wound he had taken, but, bound now and

swat hed with healing herbs, his injury was nmore of a nuisance than a

hi ndrance. He gl anced sidelong at the pliant King who still walked as if in

some dream Sonething isn't right here, he thought. Hvandi never m sses what
he ains at, and he swore he struck to kill. What is it that protected this boy

from Hvandi's power?

There was a subtle stirring in the air, as if a wind had sprung up from across

the water, but when he | ooked, he saw the | ake Iying glassy and calm sone

vast mrror that would soon reflect the light of the stars. Set on edge by the

oddness of the evening, CGonten reached out to touch Hvandi's shoul der

"You wal k into this goddess' realmnow, Priest," he said quietly, "and Keti
has dropped bel ow the horizon. |Is your power sufficient to withstand the

mar shal i ng of Savanya's power ?"

Lord Hvandi turned his head and it was all that Gonten could do to keep from
gasping. The priest's dark eyes were full of fire now, a fire that was
presently banked but could and would spring to blinding flames if called upon

The Prince | owered his gaze, knowi ng his silence -poke nore than words.
Hvandi's thin snile acknow edged Gonten's unease. "You," he said, shaking the

young King's shoulder. "Do you know where your priestess nmight be at this
hour ?"

The King remained silent. Only his gol den eyes regi stered any evi dence he had
heard sonething other than his inner voices.

The guard captain, followed by half his nmen, enmerged fromthe house and shook
hi s head.

"The priestess isn't here,’
hi nsel f for having done so.
"So it seens," returned Hvandi, openly enjoying the Prince's disconfort. "Send

your warriors out to search for her. She can't have gone far."

Gont en nodded and call ed forward the captain of his guard. "You and ni ne of

your nen split into pairs and scour the island fromits farthest side to this

CGonten said, stating the obvious and hating

shore. It's not large, so it shouldn't take you long. W'll wait here for your
return.’
"And, " Hvandi said, "do not, | repeat, do not enter the grove of the goddess.

To do so now might inperil your lives."

The guard captain saluted, gave his orders, and disappeared into the gathering
darkness vith his men. Once nore, the Prince sensed a vind that was not a w nd
bl ow across the water, nd he shivered through the night was far fromchill
Time seened to craw by as CGonten, Hvandi,

and the young King waited by the doorway to the priestess' house. The
remai ni ng guards sensed the Prince's unease; their hands- never strayed far
fromtheir sword hilts, and he caught one of themlicking his |ips nervously.
He wi shed he could give in to his own nerves, but a | eader of nen never |et
hi s subordi nates see anythi ng but confidence.

The eveni ng had deepened to darkness by the tine the captain and his nen
reappeared. CGonten had ordered torches lit and, fromthe expression the guard
captain wore as he stepped into the flickering Iight, the Prince knew he and
his men had found not hi ng.

"So," Hvandi said, his voice so cold that it caused an involuntary shiver to
skitter down CGonten's spine. "The battle lines are drawn." He reached out and
lifted the King's chin in his hands and stared for a long tinme into the



wi t hdrawn, gol den eyes. "You will lead us, then, ny lord," he said in a
nmocki ng voice. "Surely you, better than any of us, know the way to the
goddess' grove."

For the first tine since he had attacked Prince Gonten, the young man nodded
and, steady once nore on his feet and w thout any help fromthose around him

he set out at a slowwalk into the forest. Lord Hvandi lifted an eyebrow,
gestured to Gonten and his nmen, and e«al |l owed.
Irdun felt the cl oseness of the grove now, but was still unable to experience

any enotion other than patient waiting. Another guided his footsteps; another
held his mnd. Before him unseen by the priest, the Prince, or any of the
acconpanying warriors, flew a ghostly shape, wings silent in the clinging

dar kness.

OnM Light, OM Bright—

The ol d prayer sprang up from some deep well in Irdun's being as he led the
way beneath the clustering trees. Awarnth filled his heart as he wal ked. He
was not forgotten. He had played his part, done his deed, though another had
nmoved his hand. A small snile touched his face, unseen by those who
acconpani ed him

Hs mnd was filled w th w ngs.

The statue of the goddess was the only thing that stood in the center of the
grove, but Prince Gonten | ooked about uneasily, as if he expected to see arned
men dash out fromunder the cover of the trees. H's eyes snapped back to
Hvandi . The priest had cone to a halt several oaces fromthe statue. The young
Ki ng seened aninmated at |ast, but gave no indication that he

voul d nove from his place al ongsi de Gonten

"Savanya!"

Hvandi's voice split the silence of the grove, ausing Gonten and several of
his men to start. Tie Prince sawthe glowing fire brighten in the iriest's
eyes, and | ooked away.

"W have a score to settle, goddess, you and I, and so let us begin!"

The priest lifted his hands and a fiery ball appeared between them H s body
rigid with the effort it took to control the power he had unl eashed, Hvand
drew back his hands and flung the bl azing sphere toward the statue.

And that was the last thing Prince Gonten renmenbered seeing with his physical
eyes.

I rdun recogni zed Yslinda, standing between two trees at the very edge of the
grove, but knew the other nen saw her only as one nore tree. His heart sang at
this sinmple manifestation of the goddess' power. And when the priest flung his
fiery weapon toward the statue of Sa-vanya, Irdun wanted to | augh at the
futility of the effort.

But suddenly, there was nothing left to see but the gol den eyes of the Ow.
Light nmet light—fiery Iight opposing that seem ngly fashioned fromthe stars.
Wnds tore through the grove: a rush of winds bent the trees about, sent

| eaves scattering before its coming. Fromout of the heavens, on w ngs too
vast to be viewed in this world, the OM descended in thundering sil ence.
Waiting for the OM was no longer the priest, but a giant serpent, raised up
on its coils, swaying back and forth, its gaping jaws opened to reveal fangs
that ran with fire. The two nystic

beasts grappl ed, the Serpent trying to snatch the OM in its coils, and the
OnM attenmpting to clutch the Serpent with its tal ons.

Encased in her enchanted arnor, Yslinda watched the conflict, unable to do
anyt hi ng save pray. The OM and the Serpent closed again, both existing in
some other world, yet visible to those who had eyes to see.

The w nds how ed.

The Serpent's coils entrapped the OM, and Yslinda heard a shout of triunph
fromthe Asketian priest.

But the OM becane Light—a |light that consuned, that strove to tear the
Serpent fromits human base.

A screamfilled the night. Ri pped fromHvandi's throat, it echoed down the
worl ds. Yslinda barely noticed the Prince and his nmen, fallen to the grass.



Only the King stood steadfast, his face shining in the OM Light.

Shapes bent in upon other shapes, vistas of worlds she did not understand

war ped each other into worlds even nore indefinable. The wi nds how ed, the

wi nds sang, the wi nds blew the unclean |ight away, spinning down the spirals
of conj oi ned universes into a nothingness that could not be seen, only sensed.
And suddenly, silence.

The grove stood as if nothing had happened, is if sone titanic battle had not
j ust been waged.

slinda's eyes filled with tears as she watched he OM settle silently on the
edge of existence, the glitter of starlight inits eyes. It slowy folded its
wings, tilted its head, and faded as a dream upon waki ng.

And its light faded with it, to find a new home in Yslinda's heart.

Freed from her enchantnent, she joined the King, whose eyes were still filled
wi th the wonder of what he had w tnessed. The expression on his face let her
know none woul d ever see this King as a boy again. Tonight, consumed by
wonder, he had been made a nan.

Prince Gonten stirred, lifted his head and | ooked confusedly around. Hi s nen
had vani shed, |eaving behind only their swords and shields. The Prince's face
was haggard in the noonlight, as if he had seen nore than he had ever wanted
to. The King extended a hand and, shaking uncontrollably, the Prince took it
and stood.

"A lesson, Prince," the King said, his voice seenming to have deepened since
sunset. "A lesson for all to learn. Never place your faith in someone who

wi el ds heaven's powers for his own end."

"The goddess has no quarrel with the sun lord," Yslinda added, standing at the
King's right hand. "She has no dispute with any save those who wal k in

Dar kness. And your priest, though he held hinmself out as nouthpi ece of the sun
god, was in | eague with those shadows." A small smile touched her lips. "By
now your peo-

pie will know what has happened on this island. Renenber it. Leave us to our
own nysteries, and we will |leave you to yours. Now, go. Praise the goddess who
has let you live."

Prince Gonten stood unsteadily before the statue of Savanya. Hi s gaze dropped
and he uttered a groan of fear. Wth a nuttered prayer to whatever god of his
was listening, he fled the grove toward the | ake, running as if the fiends of
his nine hells were at his heels.

Yslinda | ooked down at the base of the statue by the goddess' right foot.
There, absent fromits usual perch on Savanya's shoul ders, stood her OM, its
talons clutching a serpent, the face of which was that of the priest Hvandi
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| MOH crept along the blind edge of the crag, trying to ignore the stones
rubbing at his el bows, knees, and bare belly. Though he was slim there was
little roomfor himto maneuver. H's tanned skin and soft | eather pants and
shoes were already gray with dust, and his freshly washed and oil ed bl ack hair
that he had braided so neatly had been wrenched and twisted into a

mess by the sharp evergreen twigs he'd crawl ed under. He had never once cried
out, although he guessed strands of his long hair hung from bushes from here
all the way down the cliff. Nor had he nade a sound when that |ast sapling
whi pl ashed himin the forehead, sending a trickle of blood down into his dark
brown eyes. He nust be silent as air. Fromthe shrieks and peeps ahead, the
great eagle was on her nest, feeding her young. If he thought too nuch about



what he was about to do, his insides quivered. Several tines already he had
al nrost turned around to go back to the village, but that would have been too
much of a disgrace for hinmself and his clan

He was gl ad that he had to face his adulthood test by hinmself. It was

undi gnified for one of the Eagle clan to craw on his face with his runmp in
the air like a kitten stalking a feather. Wrse yet, he would have hated to
have anyone know the fear in his heart. The flat truth was that he was
terrified of eagles. He'd seen themtear rabbits in half, and haul fish out of
the river that were alnost too large for himto carry. |Inmoh would far rather
make friends with a wolf or a wildcat, but his famly's totemwas the great
bird of prey.

Every great clan had as its guardian one of ancient animals of the forest. The
Wl ves were the | eaders. The WIldcats served bravely the warrior class. Even
t he | oat hsome Toad wood for the keepers of the Tribe's wealth,

based upon the | egend of the jewel in the head of their nane aninal.
Surprisingly, the Toads were very w se people, as wise as the healers of the
Turtle Can, who were hermits by the nature of their specialty. The Eagles
were the seers. Their totemsaw all, flew over all, and knew things before
they came to pass. In order for Inpbh to gain the sight that was his famly's
gift, he nust look into the eye of the eagle who would be his guardian for the
rest of his life. And to do that, he nust brave themin their own habitat.

Not that they were difficult to find. The greatest of the eagles, called
Hands- and-face because of their white heads and primary feathers so |ike
outspread fingers, sat in the very tops of trees, surveying their realmwth
t hose keen, pitiless eyes. The dead trees were their favorites. The el dest

wi se man of the Turtles had said it was because the other branches were too
pliable to support them "The eagle stands npbst securely upon firm supports,
much as the tribe stands upon the proven strength of its menbers,” A d Hel deh
had said with his eyes raised to the ceiling, speaking as nmuch to the unseen
spirits as to him "Inmoh nust find the eagle who shares his vision, clinb up
to him and neet his eye."

I moh hinself was |ike a young tree too green to hold the weight of a

Hands- and-face. Hi s young body, not yet a full man's height, was still nore
pliable than m ghty. He was grow ng shoul ders on his narrow frame and cal ves
to his

legs. His strength increased daily, and he pushed hinself to the extent to
whi ch his rmuscles were capable. Some of his capers were risky, like junping
fromrooftop to rooftop all around the village circle, but he trusted his
body. He knew he coul d handl e whatever part of his ordeal did not have to do
with eagles. Mdther worried greatly about him but she was a worrier by
nature. Inmoh was her fourth child. After three daughters, she hardly knew how
to treat a daredevil son.

"He needs to acquire steadiness,'
hi s head.

"Eagles are wild," he said sinply. Inph's nother sighed.

Whet her he liked it or not, Imoh was |earning steadi ness. The attenpt to |ock
eyes with the nother eagle was by no nmeans his first attenpt, nor his first
eagl e.

The great birds were absolutely territorial, and their territory stretched
wide. Wthin a day's walk fromhis tribe's winter village, he could touch

| and bel onging to no nore than three. The first bird he disturbed so nmuch
maki ng his rackety way up the tree where he'd spot-ed it sitting calmy that
it had taken off on huge 'ings and had not been seen since. Inoh's nid-le
sister made a single reference to cutting the ibe's luck, and was puni shed by
both her par-nts for trying to cause trouble. It wasn't true, noh told
hinsel f, remenbering it all as he awed in the dust. H's face burned with re-
menbered shame. The eagle would return. It must. If only he could conplete his
trial quickly and return, the village would forget about his past nistake. He
had asked others for help, but no one had easy answers. No other clan nmenber
woul d answer his questions, or indeed, could answer them Each clan had its

she conplained to Imoh's father, who shook



own com ng-of-age ritual, its own neans of gaining acceptance by its guardian
and the bestowal of power. He was the only boy of the Eagle clan in their
village, and his elder sisters were too canny to tal k about how they had
managed their ordeals. They woul d say only he nmust solve his probl ens by
observation

Such a notion was indeed against his nature, but that was exactly what he had
to do if he wanted to be a man and a full nenber of the Tribe. He nade hinself
| earn to observe

For his second attenpt, he picked the younger of the two renmaining eagles, a
mal e just out of adol escence. In his opinion it had clained the nicest range
for its hunting ground. He sat watching it for many days, making friends with
it in his mnd. W will speak to one another, he promised it, keeping watch as
the great bird opened its wings and fl oated down to pick another fish out of
the river, or dove like a falling rock on a small animal in a field.

| moh pursued that bird for alnmost the full turn of the moon, trying to figure
out where it would hunt, when it would stoop for prey. He was di sappointed
when it refused to alight anywhere he could reach while remaining in safe
cover. It was only when he noticed that the mal e chose the sane snaggy tree
for its perch alnost all the tinme that he felt hope.

Laboriously, he had clinbed the tree nearest the dead one, waiting in the
branches until the Hands-and-face |lit and closed its huge tal ons around the
upper nost branch. The linb creaked slightly under the bird' s weight. Slowy,
trenblingly, Inoh had come out of his hiding place and shinned up the rest of
the way until he was level with the great bird' s perch. Forcing hinself to be
brave, he stared at the eagle, who watched hi minpassively. Suddenly, it
turned its head, and the two of them were eye-to-eye. |Inph gasped. The
brown-red disk with the tiny speck of black was fully on him

Just as abruptly, the great bird turned away, sweeping its keen gaze over the
river far below them A splash of silver winked on the water's surface. The
Hands- and-face opened its wings and lifted off the branch, |eaving |Inoh
clinging to his branch, shaking with reaction and di sappoi nt ment.

There had been no conmuni on. The young | ale was not his guide. Its mnd was
closed to him Inoh had made his way down fromthe vaying tree, feeling heavy
of heart.

The third eagle, an older female, had alit beside himon the bank of the river
when he went to wash off the sweat of his effort. Al nost offhand, she had

of fered hima casual, fearless glance. Inmoh got a very good | ook at her

adm red her soft gray breast feathers and the snowy brilliance of her cap of
feathers, as white as his own hair was black. There was nothing personal in
her regard. Although she seemed to offer himthe courtesy of one kinsman to
anot her, she was not his conpanion either. |Inoh had gone honme to the village,
staring at the ground before his feet all the way, never |ooking up at the
enpty sky. He was out of eagles. He had failed the ordeal. He would never be
an adul t.

H s grandfather had been synpathetic.

"Don't be upset, young one," he said, bringing the boy to sit with himclose

to the evening fire. "You will find your guardian. The H gh Ones proni sed at
t he beginning of the world that there was a totem a guide, a nentor for every
human bei ng that wal ked the earth, and promsed it will not take thema

lifetime to find it. By that the Tribe believes that it is within a cl ose

di stance to where one is born."

Hi s nother had | eaned over to renind himas she handed them bowl s of the
supper stew, "Inmh was not born here, Father." Then she stopped in surprise.

| moh had started, too. He knew the story. He'd asked for it time and again at
bedti me since he could talk. It was one of his favorite tales. Hi s nother had
cone on her time while the Tribe was on its sem annual migration, and had to
stop to give birth in the honeyconb caverns al ong the narrowest part of the
passage | eading fromthe Tribe's col d-weather hone to its warm weat her one.
She and the infant I noh had had to conplete their journey al one as soon as she
was strong enough to travel. It had been his first adventure, full of danger



and portents, even though he'd been too young at the tine to appreciate it.
Why had he not renenbered that fact before?

| moh had been excited and danced around the fanmily canpfire. The failure to
find his eagle near the village was not his doing. He knew his birthplace
well. His birth marker was alone in a small cave along the great river that
marked the Tribe's way two days' walk to the south. He would go there to find
hi s guardi an.

Only two eagles made their nests within the accepted range of the honeyconb
caverns. He hoped one of the two great birds would be his soul's guide. Both
birds lived on cliff |edges at opposite ends of a turn of the river cut. The
farther-ranging bird was an old male with a | arger w ngspan than any | nmoh had
ever seen.

Inoh found it hard to beheve that a bird of that he had not found his human
counterpart. But, he thought, holding on to hope, few people had ever been
born near here. Maybe it was yet unrisen. The closer of the two eagles was a
mature fermal e, whom | noh spotted standing on the edge of her huge nest,
bendi ng over again and again. So, she had chicks to feed. That could nmean she
had to return to that place frequently. No nore chasing about. |nph had

| earned his |l esson on that. He woul d approach her first.

The edge of the nest showed on a shelf of rock a third of the way fromthe top
of the bank, making it inaccessible fromabove. To reach it would not be an
easy task, but Inmoh's nuscles had been growi ng harder over the course of tine.
The land itself was relatively easy. The river had cut a deep V-shaped channe
in the earth's heart, but in gradual stages. Natural terraces rose in |layers
on either side of the rushing water. If the banks had been enpty, it would
have taken a matter of an hour to wal k up. Instead, thick overgrowh had
sprouted fromthe clay and rock, providing both shelter and obstacle. |Inph
sighed at the length of time it would take himto clinb, but the bushes woul d
al so keep the great female fromseeing him He nust not make her think he was
a threat to her chicks. Flat on his belly, |Inph | ooked down over the lip of
his path at the rush of rapids over subnerged rocks over six nman-hei ghts bel ow
him It didn't matter if the nother eagle tore out his heart herself or
knocked him off the bank into the river; either would kill him High Ones,
take me into your care, he prayed.

A twi g, reached out and tangled itself in his hair again. Inoh was forced to
creep a pace backward and reach above hinself blindly to untie hinself from
its grasp. There, he thought irritably.

He heard a booni ng sound as he crept around the last fold in the river bank
and crawl ed around the corner to look triunphantly at his future guardi an. The
nest's edge was enpty! While he'd been distracted, the nother eagle had gone
away agai n. The boom ng had been the beating of her wings on the air. He heard
the contented peeping of the hatchlings in their nest. |Inmoh groaned. She m ght
not be back again for hours.

Inoh tried to make hinself confortable, and settled down with his head on his
crossed forearms to wait. The sun drew its golden Iight upward fromthe river
val l ey, leaving it graystone dark. Imoh realized that the eaglets were the
only ones who had been fed. If he stayed here, he woul d pass a hungry night.
When the sun was only just below the lip of his hiding place, Inoh decided to
go. The mother could return in the next heartbeat, or not until dark, when he
woul dn't be able to see her eyes anyhow. If he hurried, there was still tinme
to catch a fish for his dinner. Carefully, as silently as he could, he eased
to his elbows and k :es, and began to nove backward. As soon as he was abl e,
he turned around to head down the sl ope.

| moh' s mat ernal grandnother was a great fisherwoman. She had taught himto
make a s ing-pole, a devise that plucked a hooked fish r tly out of the water
using its own weight. He cut a couple of wllow saplings, one half as

long as the other and with a fork at the end, and bent theminto a bow at the
river's edge. Wth the string fromhis hair as a line, he tied on the flint
hook he had in his pouch with his tinderstone and a dropped feather for a
lure. Fish would do, although he would have preferred a nice rabbit. The



cliffs were riddled with warrens, but with the eagle on the w ng somewhere
above, the rabbits were hiding out of sight.

He sat on the bank with his knees pulled up underneath his chin, alnost dozing
as he waited for a catch. The sun was scarcely touching nore than the
clifftops, and the sky was still. Suddenly, the spring-pole quivered and

expl oded erect with a loud twangl |nmoh scranbled to his feet. Hanging over his
head fromthe upper sapling was a fine young salnon. Its silver skin tw nkled
inthe dying light as it wiggled on the line. Inoh was delighted. He'd have a
feast tonight.

I moh had no sooner taken out his knife and stared to bend the twig toward him
when he heard an unearthly scream He |ooked up to see the nother eagle
stoopi ng out of the sky toward him Inoh flung hinself down into the bushes
agai nst the bank, his heart poundi ng. The eagl e never |anded, but swooped | ow,
grabbed his catch-his catch!—and was gone with it before he could draw breath.
How dare she? | noh gasped with frustration. And she'd taken his hook with it.
He had no choice but to go to sleep on an enpty belly. He could nake a spear
out of his knife and another sapling, but it was now too dark to see the fish.
He sl ept uneasily, seeing those outstretched tal ons reaching for him In his
troubl ed dreans she was coming to tear out his heart and feed it to her
chicks. Inmoh woke as tired as he'd gone to sleep. Stiff and irritable, he rose
with the sun to fish for breakfast.

The Hi gh Ones nust have favored him As he stood astride a pair of rocks in
the river, he was sent a whol e school of young salmon to choose from Their
bright scales glinted under the brown water like bits of mca. Inph stood very
still, careful not to let his shadow quiver on the water's surface as he
waited for just the right fish. He hoped the nother eagle wouldn't steal this
one, too! Could she not at |east have shared with hin She was surely neant to
be his guardi an. Maybe if she would teach himthe Sight, he could teach her
right from w ong.

He didn't want to have to keep chasing the great beast of the air up and down
the nmountain time and again, he thought. Inmoh stiffened as a very fat fish
paused for a nonent near the rock under his right foot. That one! He pl unged
the jear down, inpaling the fish with a stroke.

woul d the nother eagle not stay in one place for just one nmonment? He pulled in
hi s catch.

The school of sal nmon scattered, but came back the cool shadows as soon as
their brother's food had washed away downstream Wtching them |noh had an
idea. He could bring the nother eagle a gift to show his respect. He'd bring
it to her nest. She'd go there, if nowhere el se, because she nust continually
return to her young. If he cane with food, she nmust see that he neant her and
her famly no harm Full of plans, he went to cook his breakfast.

The second clinb up the riverbank toward the nest was nuch easier, because
he'd already bl azed his own path. This tinme he had to contend with a slippery,
snelly burden in a net made of woven w || ow branches on his back. He'd caught
several fine fish, a fitting gift for a holy guardian. But the gift attracted
other animals, who followed himavidly. It was easy to chase off the small
predators, but a young wildcat stalked him threatening to ruin his plan.

He renonstrated with the wildcat, telling it he was not of its kind. The cat
just stared at himwith its squared pupils, noving closer as |Inmoh edged away.
In the end, he had to drop a fish on the ground. He left the cat to its prize,
and hurried away on hands and knees.

As norni ng passed, the dead fish got warner. Inoh could no | onger snell the
ground or the greenery. There was sonething horrible in the way they felt,
slithering against his skin through the openings in the willow creel, He
reached the top for the second tinme, reeking of fish

He felt this time he nmust make a bol der gesture. Though his heart pounded in
hi s chest,

nearly choking him he got to his feet and shoul dered his gift. Wth all the
strength of will and the know edge that everyone at hone would soon find out
if he failed, he stepped around the |ast outcropping to behold the huge nest.



As soon as he cane into view, the dark-headed chicks began to clanor, partly
out of fear and partly out of curiosity. Here was a stranger—nAot nother—but he

snel | ed of good things to eat ! I moh st udi ed them as t hey churned
about in the nest craning their skinny necks t owar d hi s creel . They
wer e al nost fledged. It couldn't be long at all before they were ready to
fly. I1moh stood tall, just far enough away fromthe nest that woul dn't be

construed a direct threat. Holding up one fish as a lure, he scanned the trees
that lined the river valley. Here and there bare snags poked up gray fingers.

I moh's eyes were dazzled with sun. He knew the mother could see him at

di stances so great she could be invisible to him No, there against the

bl ack-green was the white dot, the head of a Hands-and-face. Inmoh waved his
burden high in the air. The distant dot lifted straight up fromits ~rch. Wen
it was clear of the treetops, Imoh uld see the great white-tipped wings. It
was ming at him faster than it had stolen his din-r last night. He quail ed,
but stood his ground til the |ast nonment, when she was hovering t overhead.

Her huge tal ons grabbed for the iish, but he dropped to the ground and rolled
toward the nest, trying to make her land there so she would be at eye level to
him She grabbed the fish out of his hands and settled on the edge of the nass
of twigs and sticks to glare.

Bravely, Inmoh drew hinmself up and met her eyes. And felt nothing. Hs heart
went hollow in his chest. She was not the one! He could have cried with
frustration. The eagle dropped her fish, opened her nouth and screaned. |noh
backed off, preparing to run for his life.

He felt a tug on the creel in his other hand, and | ooked down. The four little
eagl ets had cl anbered out of the next and bustled toward himw th their
waddl i ng gait, their hooked yell ow beaks open, crying for the fish. H's eye
still on the nother, he dropped the dusty mess and |let them have it. They fel
upon it, peeping busily. He backed away another pace as the nother shrilled
her piercing war cry. As lightly as a cloth whi sked fromone spot to another
she rose on her great brown wi ngs and di pped down onto the | edge between him
and her children. She shrilled again, stopping Imh's heart in his chest.

Go away, the call said. Now

I moh felt behind himfor the outcrop of rock, keeping his eye on the nother
Anot her failure! Now he woul d have to go south, to the other great bird, and
hope the Hi gh Ones weren't playing tricks on him that there was not a third
pl ace he rmust hunt for his guardian. Mist he follow the Tribe's trail clear
south to their sum

mer home, trying to guess where he'd been conceived?

He backed away. Just then, one of the eaglets peered underneath its nother's
feathered skirts and peeped. It blinked at him its nut-brown eyes bright and
unafraid. Imoh stared at it, and suddenly understood it. He knew its
fierceness, its feeling of safety being with its nother, and its satisfaction
at having a full belly. It was a male, second of the four chicks to hatch

| moh gasped, alnost feeling tears come to his eyes. H s guardian, his teacher
his totemcreature was an infant Hands-and-face! They bonded in an instant so
brief there was no tine for Inbh to draw a single breath. He had only one
chance to blink at his sacred gui de before the nother eagle, out of patience,

| aunched herself off the | edge at him

| moh dodged and rolled, trying to avoid the outstretched tal ons. He plunged
toward the narrow neck of the path, worried about falling off the cliff. He
caught hinself with one hand at the very edge of the rock, and wi ggled hard to
get back under the bushes out of reach. The nother's talons tore through the
thin twigs. Inoh felt a hard claw catch in his skin and rake up his shoul der

bl ade as he shinnied back toward the sl ope. The white-hot pain was risked by

t he assault of thousands of pine nee-s and broken branches ripping his skin
from Dve and below until he could get down to shelf in against the riverbank
H s hair was hopeless now It'd be years before he'd have the shining tails of
hair again that he'd been so proud of, but he had his guardian

In a short while, the nother eagle realized she couldn't reach himand gave up
the chase. After all, there were the remains of five fine fish in her nest.



Panti ng, |nmoh scranbled downhill, keeping hinmself invisible fromabove. Avoid
the path, he told hinself, staying under the cover of the trees along the
path. The nother could conme back, and if he was in open sky, she'd have no
trouble seeing himfrommany mles away. He was marked now, and not only on
his back. He turned his face toward hone.

Inside hinmself he felt the presence of the little bird, and if he concentrated
he coul d see what it was doing. At the nmonment it was enjoying fish, snatching
tidbits fromits siblings and fussing for the best parts. He gave it a nane,
Sky C aw, and knew that he would never tane it. He might also never see it
again, but they were bond brothers now until the end. They would gain strength
from one anot her's successes. The presence of his guardi an woul d keep himfrom
harm Thanks to Sky Caw, he was |less afraid of eagles, but he had nore
respect for them as was fitting for one of his clan. And he woul d have the
gift of Sight. Did he? Inoh wondered.

He t hought of his nother, and suddenly, he could see her in the village, as if
t hrough the eyes of soneone near her. Inpoh had to stop wal king, |est he fal
over roots on a path he could no |longer see. H's nother was on her knees
pounding corn in a nortar for bread, and tossing in green herbs as she went.

I moh grinned. That was his favorite food. She was making it for him already
knowi ng that he had succeeded at his quest. A true child of the Eagle, she had
the Sight, too.

Through his new gift, Inmoh witnessed the fledgling flight of Sky O aw an hour
bef ore sunset on the day he reached the outposts of his village. A good onen
for us both, he thought, waving to the Wldcat clan warriors guarding the

sout hern approaches. He grinned at them and knew how they saw him dirty,

bl oodstai ned, with torn shoes, pants and hair, but a nan today. Today we both
learned to fly.
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Wer ehunt er and Bl ack Swan.

| NTRODUCTI ON

Every so often, a character takes over and demands that nore attention be paid
to him (or her). This was mny dil emma when witing The Bl ack Swan; one of the
characters, a relatively mnor spear-carrier, stood up and insisted that | go
into nore detail about her. Now, the story was supposed to be about the
characters of Swan Lake—there was no roomthere for a digression about one of
the Prince's bridal candidates.

Honoria didn't care. She wanted her story told, and to Tophet with what |

want ed. Fortunately, since Honoria is a falconer, | had a place to tell it. So
here it is, and | hope you like it.

THE shadowed interior of the mews, redolent with the nmusky aroma of hawk-nutes
and full of the restless energy of birds ready to be hunting, was an odd pl ace
to find a princess, but Honoria never tired of introducing the intricacies of
falconry to devotees; she was always happy to create new worshipers at the
shrine of the news. It troubled her not at all that nost of the congregation
were mal e; she had encountered enough trouble in her own quest to becone a

fal coner that she would not care to visit such difficulty on any other female
unl ess she had the sane degree of need for the birds that |onoria herself had.
Fal conry—true fal conry, nd not merely accepting a bird fromyour fal-oner and
tossing it into the air w thout pausing or a nmonent in conversati on—was
already dif-:ult enough w thout that added hardshi p. Young Bern, bl ue-eyed,



bl ond-haired squire to

her brother, Sir Hakkon, watched Honoria as closely as ever he watched his
master. She had her favorite peregrine, Valeria, sitting calmy un-hooded on
her gl oved hand, and the jesses fromeach of Valeria's feet held ready to
attach to the leash that would allow the bird to make a short flight, called a
bate, if she was startled, but not to escape. "And see, this is how you nake
the knot at the end of the jess," she said, deftly tying jesses and | eash
together in the fal coner's knot, doing so one-handed and with the aid of her
teeth, much to the amazenent of the young squire. The | eash was already tied
off to the ring in her glove. "Now that you have the falcon on your fist and
secured, you can hood her."

She slipped the beautifully crafted hood, ornanmented with a Turk's Knot on
top, out of a side-pocket on her game bag. Fixing her gaze on her peregrine's
eyes, and making a little "pishing" sound to quiet her, she brought the hood
up to the falcon's breast, then popped it on her head in a single, swft

nmoti on. Using hands and teeth, she tightened the braces at the back of the
hood before Valeria could shake her head to get it off. That was Valeria's
latest trick, and she was perfectly capable of playing it for an hour unti
she consented to wear the hood.

"There!" she said, holding up the hooded fal con on her |eather-gauntleted
fist, game bag slung on her hip, |eash properly fastened to the jesses and to
the ring on her glove. If ever anyone painted a portrait of her, this is how
she

woul d choose to be nenorialized: in her best brown riding habit—sot a fancy
court gown with tight sleeves, trailing dagged hem and fur-1lined
houpel | ande—and wi th her hair tucked neatly under a tight coif, and not a
single jewel. "Now we're ready for the field."

She cast a side glance at young Bern, who gazed at her with awe, and sml ed.
He woul dn't be in such awe if Valeria had been in one of her noods—for it
woul d have been a struggle to take her up; she'd have bated off the fist at

| east a dozen tines before she calmed, and then she'd have snaked her head
around |like a serpent to avoid the hood. "Tine for your catechism" she
continued nmerrily. "Wat bird is this?" "A peregrine falcon," Bern said
promptly. "And why is she called a fal con?" she asked, wondering how detail ed
hi s answer woul d be. "Two reasons; first of all, she has |ong, pointed
wi ngs and she waits on up in the air. A hawk has broad, w de wi ngs and hunts
fromtrees or fromthe fist." He screwed up his face for a monment. "OF course,
you can hunt a falcon fromthe fist too, but she has a better chance at the
prey if you put her up so that she can stoop. It's her shape—that and the way
she likes to hunt—that nakes her a falcon. That's the first reason." He

wat ched her alertly, to see how sati-fied she was thus far

She was quite pleased, actually. "Good, and the second reason?"

"She's a fal con, because she's a girl. The boys are tiercels." Bern | ooked

pl eased with hinmself at answering the question with both correct answers.
"Excellent," Honoria rewarded him as she gestured to himto follow, and |ed
the way out of the mews. The birds watched with alert interest through the
slats of their stalls, and she wondered what was goi ng t hrough their heads.
"Now, why am | hunting with a falcon and not a tiercel?"

"Because tiercels are snaller?" Bern hazarded, as Honoria used her free hand
to pick up her skirts as they entered the stable-yard. Wth spring gradual ly
com ng on, the stable-yard was a nmess of half-frozen nud, and the current
fashion of riding habits still had skirts |Iong enough to mre the hemif one
wasn' t careful

As if we wonen hadn't enough to hobbl e us already, she thought, as she made to
answer Bern's reply. "Mst falconers do prefer to hunt with the | arger

fal cons, yes," she told him continuing his education as an austringer, one of
the many skills he would need to qualify for knighthood. "Mst falconers will
also tell you that females are nore serious about hunting, as well. They fee
that falcons are nore deternmined in a tail-chase, less inclined to let the

prey slip."”



Bern scratched his shaggy head, |ooking earnest. "Maybe that's because they
have to feed the babies and can't |et anything get away?"

Honori a | aughed delightedly. "That mght be—but it is also possible that npst
fal coners let greed get the better of their judgnment, and let slip at gane
that is too big, too fast, or too difficult for a tiercel. | seldomtake a
peregrine tiercel at anything larger than teal, and | have seen no difference
in attitude between Valeria and Victor. In fact, since Victor is snall and
nore agile, he's better at partridge and wood-dove than Val eria. But today, we
hunt duck, and for duck, we need Valeria's weight and strength."

There were ducks returning formthe south in one of the wheat fields bel ow the
castle bailey; they were at a disadvantage there, away fromwater, though
there was a cow pond not far away. Honoria was going to take Bern out for his
first lesson in hunting where someone woul d actual |y explain what was goi ng
on, and why. The young squire had been on many hunts before this, and had
absorbed quite a bit sinply by observation, but no one had ever expl ai ned what
was happeni ng, step by step

Bern had a spaniel trained to flush on a | ead; he would handl e the dog today,
and Honoria the bird. Tonmorrow, or the next day, if ducks were still there,

t he positions would be reversed. He would not be flying Valeria, however. He
al ready had success this winter with his own istrel, or "tower-falcon," a bird
he had not |ined, but had assisted with training—Honoria would | end himthe
use of an older, steadier Icon called Melisande, who had none of Valeria's
tenmper. Melisande had once been as high-rung as Valeria, but that had been in
her prime

ten years ago, and with age cane steadi ness and wi sdomthe younger falcon

| acked. This bird was unlikely to fly off if her falconer made a m st ake;
birds of prey were consunmate opportunists, and an old bird, conditioned by
ten easy years in the news, would allow herself to be called in to the lure
and a ready neal rather than seek freedom and uncertain hunting. Melisande had
been Honoria's first young peregrine, taken as a brancher, as Valeria had been
| ast year.

She and Bern wal ked obliquely toward the field; the ducks weren't visible in

t he snow and stubble, but if you |listened, you could hear the quacking. She
listened carefully, and paused whenever the quacking sounded a little nervous.
Finally, she signaled to Bern to I et the spaniel |oose.

The dog knew the ducks were there; he could snmell them and had been so eager
to hunt he trenbled. Now he went to his belly and crept toward the field like
a slinking cat, getting downw nd, in position for a good fl ush.

Honoria slipped off Valeria's hood; the falcon blinked in the dazzling
sunlight, and Honoria felt her talons tighten on the glove. She untied the

| eash fromthe jesses, and whi spered to Bern.

"Now, while the ducks think we can't see them we put the falcon up. Wile she
gets height, the dog creeps in and holds for the flush."

She | oosened her hold on the jesses and gave

her fist an upward shove that signaled to the falcon she should take to the
air. This was a tense nonment; if the ducks saw her and were spooked, they'd
flush early, before she got proper height for a stoop. If she got anything at
all, she'd have to take it in a tail-chase—al ways a dubi ous proposition wth

| ess than even odds for the fal con

But the birds didn't flush, and soon Valeria was just a spot high in the sky,
circling overhead.

Honoria pointed. "There she is—that's called "waiting-on." She's waiting for a
signal fromus, or for the ducks to flush. W'll try to give her both at about
the same tinme."

By now the spaniel was in place, on point, every hair quivering with repressed
excitement. Honoria gave a shrill whistle and waved her arm

The spaniel raced through the stubble into the nmidst of the feeding ducks,
flushing them perfectly; they flewup in all directions, quacking wildly with
confusion and | eavi ng behind a cloud of feathers and down that floated away on
the breeze.



But Bern's eyes were on the falcon, who fell fromthe sky like a thunderbolt,
in a perfect stoop; her wings tucked in close to her body, her talons pulled
in and fisted, her eyes on one of the ducks anbng the twenty or so flapping
heavily to gain speed and di stance. Some of them already knew she was coning
and there was panic in their voices as they rowed the air, trying to find sone
nmeans of escape.

But for one fat hen, it was already too |late.

Val eria closed with the duck with a audi ble crack, |ike a thrown stone
striking a plank. And striking her was just what the fal con had done.
"There!" Honoria cried with satisfaction, as the duck fell, an inert,

noti onl ess weight. "The falcon balled up her talons in a fist, and struck the
back of the duck's head! That's the best attack with a bird this size. Look
see how she used the attack to bounce up and get nore height, in case the duck
wasn't stunned or killed and she had to try agai n?"

Valeria didn't need a second attack this time; at the top of her bounce, she
went into a second stoop and followed the duck down to the ground. Honoria and
Bern ran toward the place where both had fallen.

As soon as they got her in view, however, Honoria stopped running and notioned
to Bern to stop as well. "All right, this is where inexperienced or
overexcited fal coners lose their birds," she cautioned. Valeria perched atop

t he duck, her wings spread over her prey, glaring at them "See how she's
mant | i ng? She's protecting her prey fromus. It's our job to convince her that
we have something for her that's better than what she just killed. W have to

reward her both for making the kill and for giving it up to us. Everything we
do has to bring a reward for her, or she'll |eave us w thout |ooking back."
Honori a reached into her gane bag and orought out a pigeon breast, fresh and
still warm with feathers and a little blood on the feathers. She slipped it

into her gloved fist and held it up, chirruping to her bird; the feathers
ruffled in the breeze, catching the falcon's gaze. Today, all the gods of
hunti ng nust have been sniling on her; Valeria |loved pigeon, and she hadn't
yet tasted or even seen the hot bl ood of the duck. Wthout hesitation, she
shoved of f the duck and made straight for the glove, settling dowm on it |ike
the I ady she was, and contentedly started to tear at the pigeon neat beneath
her tal ons. She spread her wi ngs again and mantl ed over her meal, protecting
it jealously fromany potential rivals. As she ate, Honoria tied her jesses to
the | eash and secured the jesses in her gloved fingers. Only when she was done
did Bern run to fetch the duck

"Lady Honoria!" the squire said, as he wal ked back with the duck tucked under
his arm his blue eyes round with amazenent. "The fal con roke the duck's
neck!"

Honori a nodded, flushed with gratification at ter bird s success. "That's the
best and cl eanest sort of kill," she replied with a touch of pardonabl e pride.
"The next best is when they bind to | e duck, either on the way down or on the
round and pierce the heart with their talons, hat's why the falcon is called
"the bird of the oot/ because they kill with their tal ons and not heir beaks.
What woul d we have done if Val -

eria hadn't come to ne?" Valeria plucked the bit of pigeon daintily, and bits
of fluff and feathers flew away in the breeze.

"Uh—ake in to her slowy," Bern said, after a nonent of hesitation. "If she

| ooked nervous, or |like she was about to fly off, we'd go in on hands and
knees."

"Or crawl on our bellies if we had to," Hon-oria rem nded him "Then what?"
"Bring the glove with the pigeon in from behind and coax her up on it, bring
it up under her little by little," Bern continued, nore sure of hinself now
"You'd want to hide the duck while you were offering the pigeon. Only when she
was eating the pigeon would you take her up and secure the jesses."

"Because?"

"Because we never want to nake her think we're taking her dinner away from
her. W always want her to renenber that we give her dinner." Bern was quite
sure of himself now, and Honoria was gratified that her |essons were being



recited with real feeling, not just by rote.

"Because?" she pronpted again, wanting himto be sure of the reasons behind
everyt hing she taught him

"No falcon or hawk is faithful to anything but its best interest," Bern
recited confidently. "She can fly away at any tine, and will, if she thinks we
aren't serving her. The fal coner serves the bird, the bird never serves the
fal coner."

Honori a | aughed. " Good—but do you know

what that means?" She notioned to Bern to wal k beside her as they nmade their
way back to the castle; she wouldn't hood Valeria until the bird had eaten her
fill.

"I do now' the boy replied. "I used to think you could make a friend out of a
falcon, like you can a dog, but all they ever really do is tolerate you.

Except once in a long while you mght get a bird Iike Freya."

"Once in alifetine," Honoria corrected. "And then, only if you are very, very
lucky. Stick to what is the rule for the whole nmews, and continue." Hope and

even pray for a gos like Freya, and dream of one at night. Maybe you'll get
one, little fellow
"Well, the best you can get is tolerance—a kind of partner, but a partner that

is always waiting to see if you're going to do sonething she doesn't like. If
you do, she's going to | eave you." Bern sighed, but with a note of
exasperation that tickled Honoria. "Just like Sir Gegof's bird did
yesterday."

"And what did Sir G egof do that was wong?" Honoria knew very
wel I what the night had done, but she wanted to know if Bern had seen it.
Bern grinned i npudently. He could; G egof wasn't his knight. "Wat didn't he
do wong? le didn't wait for the bird to get enough height, e flushed the
partridge hinmself so the poor fal-on had a tail-chase, and when the fal con
actu-l1ly caught a partridge, he ran up to it! And since it was a partridge,
and small enough to carry, that's what the falcon did; she carried it off, and
the I ast he saw of her was disappearing over the hill with the partridge in
her tal ons.”

Oh, excellent; no doubt, he has the eye and the brain to match. "Very good;
you caught all of that. Now, what do you think my father's fal coner did |ast
night, while Gegof went off in a tenper, cursing the bird and the trainer
toget her?" This part Bern hadn't seen, but she wanted to see if he'd intuit
it.

"l don't know what Heinrich did, but I know what 1'd do," Bern ventured

slowy, as they neared the gates of the palace. "I'd follow the falcon, slowy
and quietly, until she stopped to eat the partridge. | wouldn't go after her
t hen, because she'd already been offended. |'d Il et her eat, then I'd mark

where she went to roost for the night; she'd want to sleep right anway with a
full crop, but she'd do it somewhere she felt secure, and she m ght be nervous
wi t hout the mews walls around her. In the norning that meal would have worn
of f, she'd be in a strange place, and |I'd conme back before dawn with a live

pi geon and a trap, but a different trap than the way she was caught before, if
she was trapped and not taken fromthe nest as an eyas."

"Excel lent!" Honoria appl auded, and cl apped the youngster on the back with her
free hand, while he grinned up at her, a lock of hair falling inpudently over
one eye. "Although with a bird as well-trained as one of Heinrich's, a lure
and

a pigeon wi ng woul d probably be enough to get her. In fact, it was; he brought
her into the news just before you arrived this norning."

"And | bet he never lets Sir Gegof fly another royal bird!" Bern grinned.
"Sir Gegof will be fortunate if he is allowed to fly anyone else's

mar - hawks, " Honoria told himseverely. "Unless he comes to Heinrich and agrees
to nend his ways, and begs to be taught the proper way to serve a bird."

Bern trudged al ongside her for a few nore yards, then asked, "But what if he
just goes into the news and takes one?"

Honoria frowned. "He'd better not try," she said with a touch of anger. "I'lI



hor sewhi p hi m of the mews mysel f."

The [ ook on Bern's face said that the boy fully believed her—which was just as
wel |, because she would do just that, taking full unfair advantage of her sex
and position, knowi ng that as a knight and inferior, Sir Gegof would not dare
to protest, rmuch less strike back. The birds were worth any anount of her own
unchi val rous behavior in their defense.

As they gained the hard-packed, icy road, and wal ked up the aisle of trees
toward the pal ace, Valeria finished the last bit of pigeon, stropping her beak
on the glove to clean it. As she settled down and rel axed, Honoria paused a
monent to slip the hood over her head. It was a conmon thing for young knights
to gallop their horses wildly up this road, and she didn't want

Valeria to bate in startled surprise if one did come poundi ng up unexpectedly.
The usual guards stood sentry on the outer walls; they were used to seeing
Honoria and her "apprentice" coming and going w th hawks, and grinned and
waved congratul ations to her when they saw the day's catch

Bern handed the duck to the first servant they encountered once past the gate
and inside the outer walls; the servant would take it to the kitchen to add to
what ever fow were on the menu for the next meal. Hunting wasn't just for

pl easure and sport; hunting put extra provender on the table, especially in

wi nter, when the promi se of hospitality brought nore mouths to the table. The
Crown Prince, Honoria's father, never turned guests away, but also relied
somewhat on those guests to repay that hospitality with the results of hunting
parties that were as nuch necessity as recreation

"Al'l right, Bern, your lesson is over for today; go back to wait on Father
while | put Valeria up," Honoria said cheerfully, as they passed the inner
walls and into the stable yard. "If tonmorrow is as good as today, and the
ducks are still there, it will be your turn to take Melisande out to hunt."
"Provided she's in condition and fit," Bern added, quite properly, though it
was obvi ous how excited he was, and how di sappointed he'd be if the falcon
wasn't fit to fly. "Please, my lady, don't risk Melisande just to keep from

di sappoi nting ne."

"If she's not, we'll contrive a substitute,” Honoria prom sed on inpul se.
"You're ready for your first hunt with a real bird, and you' re going to have
it while hunting weather still holds. You know, Freya is so steady as long as

' maround, we might even have you hunt with her."

Bern's eyes lit up at the suggestion of hunting with the fanous Freya, but he
very properly bowed as he thanked her, rather than hugging her like the child
he had been when he first arrived to serve her father. He was grow ng up; al
too soon he'd be nade a kni ght hinself, and he'd probably becone one of the
horde of young nmen who either di sapproved of her "unmai d-enly" ways, or tried
to court her, or worse, "tame" her. In any case, if that happened, she'd | ose
a pl easant hunting conpani on.

Wll, at least he'll be a proper falconer; that's sonething, she consol ed
herself, as he ran off to find his master. She continued on through the stable
yard to the mews, where she opened the door to Valeria's stall, took off and
hung up the

| eash, unhooded her, and left her |oose on her perch. If Heinrich, the

fal conry naster, chose to weather her today, he'd cone take her up later and
fasten her to one of the outdoor perches.

She checked to see that Valeria had fresh water in her pan, and left, latching
t he door behind her.

"What fortune, ny lady?" Heinrich asked, as she passed him hard at work
mendi ng a | eash in the tiny equi pment roomat the end of the news. The room
snel |l ed pleasantly—at |east to Honoria's nose—ef hawk-nusk, |eather, and
neats'-foot oil.

"Val eria took a hen-duck on the first stoop,"” Honoria replied with another
flush of pleasure. "Bern's to take Melisande tonmorrow, if the ducks are stil
there."”

"I'f not—= Heinrich considered for a nonment. "1'll salt the field with young
doves. They'll give old Melisande a good stoop, and Bern a success for his



first hunt.”

"Thank you, Heinrich, that is very good of you," Honoria replied warmy.
Heinrich didn't often volunteer to sacrifice his doves, for they were too
valuable in training, in catching wild birds, and in luring in | ost ones. They
were special birds, guaranteed to come home to their cote if not caught, swift
fliers, and clever for their kind.

"Yon Bern's going to be a good one; worth going to a bit of extra for

Besides, | need to do sone weeding out of the last hatch, for sone of them
aren't up to standard," the old, grizzled naster replied gruffly, and Honoria
kept her smle to herself. Bern had endeared hinself to Heinrich by hel ping
out with some of the | ess-pleasant tasks of the mews, on the strength of
Honoria's assertion that a real falconer knew everything there was to know
about the care

and condition of his birds. Wen Bern acquired his kestrel, he even took over
all of the duties of caring for it, including cleaning its stall. H's rank
woul d have excused himfromthat, but he never once shirked it, and only

st opped when Heinrich told himthat the youngster had nore than proved he knew
what he was about, and his master needed his services nore than his bird did.
"Do you think I should take himstraight up to a real game-hawk, and skip the
nmerlins altogether?" she asked the naster

"You know, |ady—+ think you should. Your instinct has been right with him al
along." The old man scratched his bearded chin. "Besides, we haven't got a
merlin that hasn't been spoiled by your sisters. They're either too fat,
because the silly chits will come tidbit themall the tine, or too skittish to
fly this close to spring." He growl ed and ground his teeth. "How |I' m supposed
to keep themin condition to fly and eager to hunt when they're al ways

sneaking bits of chicken heart to them 1'Il never know. "
She nodded, pleased that he agreed with her judgnment, and sighed over her
sisters. "I w sh soneone would give themlarks in a cage, or starlings, or

somet hing," she replied in answer to his plaint. "They keep thinking the
nmerlins are pets. If nother would let them they'd have the poor things on
perches in the solar and try to stuff themw th sugar pluns."

"Then screech and faint when they got footed

for their foolishness,” Heinrich agreed sourly, then brightened. "Ah, well,
soon enough they'll find some other foolishness—and you know, it m ght be
worth my tine to catch some young starlings this spring, and give a handsone
little male to each one of them ™

Honori a | aughed at his changed expression. "That's one of your better

t houghts, master falconer! Call them'dragonfly-falcons' or some other
nonsense, or have sone of the boys teach themto whistle a roundel ay, and
they' Il be as happy as children with a bright bauble."

"Chances are, they won't even manage to sicken the poor creatures with al
their treats,"” Heinrich replied with content, so pleased with hinmself that
once again, Honoria had to hide her snile. "Never have seen a bird so hard to
kill as a starling."

Honoria | eft himmaki ng plans, and went back out into the brilliant sunlight
pouring down into the stable yard. She noted little things that probably would
have escaped her sisters; the rooks beginning the first courting dances up on
the roof tiles, the restive curvetting of a stallion being held for a knight
to nount. Spring was com ng, and no matter the snow still lying heavily in the
fields. Soon it would be tine to decide which birds would be internmewed

t hrough the sunmmer nolt, and which would be released in time to find mates and
buil d nests. Soon there would be nothing to occupy Hon-oria's tine but proper
"mai denl y" pursuits—

until sunmer canme, and Heinrich found fal con aeries and hawk nests to pick
this years' eyases from

If they could be reached, that is, and if the parent birds didn't defend them
too fiercely to be worth the price. Better two eyes and no eyas, was

Hei nrich's phil osophy, and Honoria agreed, even as she yearned for a downy
eyas to feed and warm The hel pl ess young babies, with big heads too heavy for



their tiny necks, brought out a maternal warnth in her that she took care
never to let anyone but Heinrich see.

"Lady Honoria— The soft, diffident voice broke her out of her thoughts, and
she stopped as a very young knight, still in his "mmiden" year, approached
her. He was new to the court, golden-haired with brilliant blue eyes, and she
had to search her nenory for a nmoment before she found his nane.

"Sir @nther?" she replied politely, as he waited for her to respond.

"Lady Honoria, | wondered if—would you pernmit—that is— He flushed, and she
repressed a sigh. Ch, Blessed Virgin, another one! Wiy do they persist in
finding me attractive, when that is the last thing | try to be? But a cynica
voi ce answered the question readily enough. It's not the |ady they find
attractive, it's the rank

Meanwhil e, Sir @Qunther managed to find his voice and a few nore words. "I am
Bern's cousin, and ny aunt—that is—

That put a very different conplexion on

t hi ngs, and Honoria | ost her annoyance with him "She wants you to keep an eye
on him" Honoria chuckled deep in her throat, relieved that this time she
wasn't going to have to fend off another woul d-be admirer. "Wuld you care to
cone along on his hunt tonorrow? Then you'll be able to tell his nother, and
his father, too, what a fine fal coner he's becom ng." She rai sed an eyebrow at
him "Master Heinrich and | both believe he's ready to hunt with a peregrine,
and we nean to take himup to a gane-hawk in the autum, one he'll catch and
train hinmself."

Sir Gunther |ooked surprised and gratified; Honoria now saw how like his
younger cousin he was, with the same guil el ess eyes, rough-hewn features, and
intelligent expression, the same unruly blond hair. This was the muscul ar body
that Bern would one day grow into, and she felt a little elated, and a little
sad as she saw Bern's future in his cousin's face.
"Thank you, Lady Honoria—+ hadn't expected that honor,

he replied, surprising

her with the honesty she sensed beneath his words. "I only wanted to | earn
fromhis teacher if the student was progressing. To learn he is doing so
wel | that will please his father and nother very nmuch. And I, | amvery happy
for him"

He flushed again, and added, "Wen | was a squire, the falconry naster was as
irritable as one of his goshawks, and my knight never cared to | earn nuch
beyond how to cast a bird up and how not to flush the prey too early; he left

all else to his falconers. | amglad Bern has better teachers.™

Honoria wanted to |l augh, but retained a serious expression, sensing that a
| augh woul d probably hurt this young fellow s feelings past repair. "In that
case, | invite you to share your cousin's | essons, provided you pl edge ne not

to be shocked at nmy unmaidenly joy in the sport." He hesitated, naking
Honori a wonder if she had al ready shocked him then said, with a little bow of
respect "Your kindness to one of indif-ferent rank, my |lady, only makes ne

determ ned that there can be nothi ng unmai denly about you, only good will and
a true, brave heart. | would gladly join ny cousin in his | essons, and | give
you my thanks again." Well! That is the prettiest speech |I've ever heard,

especially from soneone who isn't trying to win my hand! she thought with a
sense of shock. From his words, there was no doubt that he nust be the younger
son of soneone no higher in rank than | anded kni ght; he would have no | and of
his own, nothing but his title and whatever snall help his parents could give
him That al one would keep himfromturning into a hope-ful suitor; he hadn't
a hope in the world of as-piring as high as the Crown Prince's el dest
daughter. Hi s best chance at fortune was to serve soneone |ike her father, and
hope that faithful service or an advantageous marriage would lead to a snall
manor or mnor keep one day. If it did not-he would live and die a bachel or
kni ght, always in the service of sone greater lord until he was no | onger fit
to fight—assum ng he survived that |ong.

"And | thank you, for providing me with a second congeni al hunting conpani on
and a willing pupil,” she replied warnmy, then | aughed, now that the |augher
woul d no | onger hurt his feelings. "Do believe me, Sir GQunther, there is



not hi ng that pleases the fanatic nore than the opportunity to make anot her
such! | look forward to your company at sunrise at the mews on the norrow. '
Taking that for the dismssal it was, he bowed hinself out of her presence,
| eaving her feeling far happier and contented with her |lot than she had in
many a day.

Such high feelings couldn't be naintained, of course, and as soon as she
entered the royal suites, a page cane to spoil theminmredi ately. "Lady
Honoria/' the boy said, with a solemm bow all out of keeping with his tender
years. "Your father the Prince and your nother the Princess request your
presence imredi ately, in their private chanbers.

Transl ation: Mdther and Father are about to |ecture ne again, she thought
bitterly, as her fine feelings flew away. As she handed the boy her cloak to
take to her wonen, she snmoothed her skirts and tried to think how she could

have outraged their sensibilities this tinme. | didn't—despite nmy lecture to
Bern—ake in to Valeria on

my belly. I didn't kirtle ny skirts above ny knees. |'m not wearing breeches
beneat h ny habit, though w thout a doubt they'd be warmer than ny stockings. |
went to nass before we went out hunting, and | intend to do the sane tonorrow

| haven't cut ny hair since the last time Mther caught me at it. She sighed,
as she hurried up the stairs to the royal chanbers. There was not hing she
could think of, but without a doubt, there nust be sonething they were annoyed
with her about.

She paused for a nonment on the |anding to snooth the wool en skirts of her
habit with a nervous gesture, took a deep breath to conpose herself, then
stepped into the first roomof the royal suite.

This was the nost public of the royal chanbers, and the one where the Prince
and Princess nost often received visitors informally. Her nother and father
seated side-by-side at a small table covered with docurments, had been talking
together in | ow voices, but they stopped as soon as Honoria entered, turning
as one to stare at her

Honoria | ooked into Prince Karl von Hans-berg's face and saw her own

di sconcerting violet eyes, her own high cheekbones and finely etched eyebrows,
but the face was square-jawed and unashanedly masculine with no hint of
femninity. Fromher father, too, cane the color of her hair, a deep
sabl e- bl ack. Sul amith von Hansberg had contri buted her expressive nouth and
the heart shape of her face to her daughter, and the fine figure that all of
her daughters had inherited, but her eyes were an odd and uncanny col or of
pal e gray-blue, and her hair an unconprom sing bl onde.

Honoria nade a brief curtsy, and approached the heavily built wooden table as
if there was nothi ng what soever in her mnd but greeting her parents. "Bern
and | had fine hunting, Father," she said with forced cheer. "He is | earning
his craft swiftly. Heinrich and | believe we should take himstraight to a
gane- hawk and skip nmerlins altogether this season. | venture to say that at
the rate he's |l earning, your squire will be ready for knighthood before he has
nore than three hairs on his chin.”

The Crown Prince had to snile at that, despite the lines of concern about his
eyes and the faint crease between his brows. "I am pleased to hear you
recommend himas highly as his other nasters, daughter,"” he replied, as the
Princess conpressed her lips in silent disapproval. "But | did not ask you
here to discuss ny squire. Please—~ he gestured to a | ow backed chair placed
slightly to the side of the table. "Sit."

Oh, dear. She took the chair and sank into it with a further |owering of
spirits.

"Honoria. . . ." Her father paused for a nonment, |ooking not at her, but at

t he docurments before him as if searching themfor the words he needed.
"Honoria, | have gotten a very generous marriage proposal for your youngest
sister, Theresa. | intend to accept it; the betrotha

cerenony will take place after Eastertide, and the weddi ng next year."

For a nonent, Honoria could feel nothing but a rush of relief. Not ne! Thank
you, Jesu, it was not for me! Not that her father would force her, for he had



pl edged never to do so, but rejecting yet another proposal would result in
weeks of tears, recrimnations, and attenpts to change her mnd. Sulamith took
her daughter's refusal to wed as a personal affront and an unmtigated

di saster.

But her father wasn't done, not by any stretch of the inmagination. "Honoria,"
he conti nued, earnestly, "All of your sisters are betrothed now. You are the
only one of ny daughters unpledged. It isn't fitting that they be wedded
before your future is decided. It goes against all custom and the Court wll
be appall ed."

I want nmy future to be just as my past has been! "But it is not counter to

| aw, Father," Honoria replied, as firmy as she dared. "The | aw says not hi ng
of what order the daughters nust be wed in, and custons are wont to change.
The Court will manage to survive being appalled, | amsure."

The Princess made a choking sound, and put a silken kerchief to her I|ips.
"Honoria, we have been patient, your mother and |," her father said, for the
first time with a hint of annoyance in his voice, and a stubborn expression on
his face that Honoria recognized. He probably recognized it, too, because she
was,

doubtl ess, wearing it herself. In a battle of wills between Honoria and the
Prince of Hansberg, the Prince had all the advantages. "I think we have been
patient [ong enough. It is tine for you to make a decision: | will not permt
customto be outraged, and ny famly to becone the source of court gossip from
here to the Rhine. | swore | would never force you to wed, and | never

shall —but | can and will give you a choice and insist that you make it."
Honoria felt cold at her heart, as if she had suddenly gotten a |lunp of stone
there instead of a warm and beating organ, and cl enched her hands in her |ap
to still their shaking. She knew the | ook her father was wearing; he was the
sol e authority in this corner of the Enpire, the Crown Prince, and he could
not be persuaded in this nood, for he felt he was naking a decision for the
good of Family and Principality.

"I will even give you tinme to make that decision," he continued inplacably, as
the cold seeped fromHonoria's heart into the rest of her body. "It is only
proper for the length of a year fall between Theresa's betrothal and her
marriage, for she is still barely twelve sumrers old. | would not send her to

her bridegroom before that tine, and no one would fault ne for being too
reluctant a father to rel ease my daughter before then. But the rest of your
sisters are fully ready to be wed, indeed are quite inpatient to becone

brides, and | intend either a triple, or quadruple nmarriage take place so that
all mny
daughters may be satisfied at once. Therefore, | give you until autum to

decide: either to wed, or to enter the Church.”

The ax had fallen, and Honoria restrained the inpulse that urged her hands
toward her throat, to see if her head still remained on her neck. Now she knew
why her nother so often nade that choking sound when she was overcone with
enotion. "And just who am| to wed, if you are not to be forsworn, Father?"
she asked dryly, wondering how she managed to sound cal m and sane even as she
spoke the words. "I assume you have sone ready candi date standing by. How is
it that this does not negate your prom se to ne?"

"That is your choice, Honoria." This tine it was her nother who spoke, her
voice tight with anger. The Princess had never understood her el dest daughter
and saw Honoria's refusal to wed as a personal affront. "You have had severa
proposal s; pick one of them Pick one of your father's nobles, Pick a sinple
kni ght, for Jesus sake! But pick soneone, or pick the Church. That is nore
choi ce than any mai den has ever had since the world began!" She | ooked for a
monent as if she had a great deal nore to say, but sonething changed her mind
as her husband patted her hand absently, and she fell silent.

"Remenber Prince Siegfried-when you attended his birthday fete with your

br ot her =

her father began. "You said you found Siegfried congenial =

"Prince Siegfried wedded Queen Cdette just before his coronation," Honoria



replied calmy, and with irrefutable logic. "The invitation to the weddi ng
cane before Christmastide; | sent a pair of merlins as ny gift. Besides, he
never had any intention of asking for any of us, that was plain fromthe
noment we arrived."

That wasn't quite true, but Honoria had known before the birthday feast that
Siegfried had found his bride—and it wasn't one of the six invited as his
guests. Several of the other girls had been surprised, but not Honoria.

"I only meant that there has been, in the past, at |east one possible suitor
you found acceptable,” the Princess continued, as if she had not interrupted,
t hough the Princess made a hard, thin line of her lips. "Wat about his
friend, Count Benno? You had good things to say about him Should | send an
invitation to himto pay court to you?"

Benno, who was too afraid of Freya even to stand near her? Ch, indeed. But at
| east here, again, she had a perfectly reasonable answer for him "Count Benno
is said to be courting King Siegfried s sorceress, Odile. | do not think it
woul d be a good idea to interfere in that situation. It is not wise to anger a
magi ci an. "

"No, indeed— It was the Prince's turn to blanch at the thought. There were
far, far too many exanpl es of what happened when one did anger a sorcerer
exanpl es proving that death was not the worst fate in the world. For that
matter, one didn't even need to anger a sorcerer to suffer danage; one only
needed to be in the way, as Queen Cothilde had di scovered a split second
before a |l arge piece of her palace fell on her

The Princess broke in angrily. "Siegfried, Benno, what does it matter? Make a
choi ce, daughter! You have a wealth of young nmen to choose from or, if you
choose to take vows, the certainty of beconing an Abbess before your hair
turns silver! Just choose."

Honoria stood up, prodded to anger that matched her nmother's; she felt her
face flush, and she clenched her fists at her side. This was so entirely
unfair! "Yes, and this is a hair-splitting choice to give ne, that skirts the
vow that you would not force me to wed against my will! Either | nust be

wal led up in a cloister, or | nust tie nmyself to a man who may take as much of
nmy freedom as any Holy Order woul d!"

Her father, ever the peacemaker, stood up as well, naking soothing notions
with his hands. "Honoria, | wll honor any choice of man you make, no natter
how |l oW y born. You have the time; find a husband who is exactly to your
liking. Wed old Heinrich, if you will, for surely there is a nman to match your
m nd! "

Honori a choked back a hysterical |augh at the idea of proposing marriage to
Hei nrich; her nother just choked. Jesu! | can just imagine Heinrich's face! It
woul d al nost be worth it, just for the sight! And as for Mother's face if |
agreed to the notion—the tenptation is al nost too nuch!

Havi ng cool ed the anger of both woren, the Prince sat back down. "I do not
expect you to wed Heinrich, unless that truly is your will, Honoria. | only
suggest it as an exanple, that you may choose anyone. |If you take a nan of
lower birth than yours, you are like to find that he is so benused by his

el evation and grateful to you for it, that you are free to act as you choose."
O nore like to find myself beaten into subm ssion. But her father was right,
it was nore likely that she could continue the life she'd enjoyed until now if
she chose a man beneath her. He might even be willing to be I ed by her.

Until I amwith child, that is, she thought bleakly, follow ng the path of
logic to its end. How much hunting may | do heavy with babe? And that assumes
| shall survive notherhood. There is nore to marriage than the sinple

acqui sition of a husband, and how am | to keep himfrommnmy bed when he demands
his rights there?

But the other prospect, of taking Holy Vows, was even | ess appealing. A year
as a novice, another as a postulant, and how long as a sister before |I have
the right to fly a bird again? And even then, by canon law it can be not hi ng
nmore than a merlin, and only if the Mdther Superior deens it allowable. I
woul d not dare flaunt the law until | becanme Abbess,



and how | ong woul d that take? Nuns live forever, it seens, and Holy Mthers

| onger than that!

"I have only one request, child," the Prince said plaintively into the
silence. "Should you choose a peasant, at least let it be a nan who has
performed such a deed of valor that | may knight him"

The Princess choked again, her face entirely hidden in her silk kerchief.

Evi dently Mot her does not approve of Father's |iberal-m ndedness.

Honori a cl enched her teeth, but steeled herself to nake a civil reply. "Then |
wi || obey your orders, Father, hard though it goes with ne. I will not have it
said that | did not know ny duty."

She rose fromher chair, made the briefest of curtsies, and |left the room She
went straight to the stables, so blind with m ngled anger and despair that she
hardly knew where she was goi ng and did not remenber asking for her horse, nor
mounting it. She only cane to herself again when she was on the road, away
fromthe pal ace, galloping her hunter as recklessly as any of the young

kni ghts she had nentally chided for the sane reckl ess behavior this norning.
As soon as she realized what she was doing, she reined the gelding in; this
was no surface to gallop on, and it was not the fault of the horse that this
had happened. "Sorry, (Qdo," she told him patting his neck as she pulled him
to a sedate wal k, and relieved to see that he was no nore than danp. "It would
be a worse ending to a bad situation if | nmade you break a leg with ny

carel essness. "

She did not have the sane feeling for horses that she had for the birds, but
she still felt nmore of a kinship with any four-footed creature than she did
with their masters. "It is too bad that | cannot have a woul d- be husband

gel ded, " she said al oud, since there was no one to hear her make such shocki ng
statements. "Then | could wed with no fear of losing ny freedom"

There, after all, was the rub—the | oss of freedomto do exactly as she w shed,
wi t hi n bounds that were reasonable, and w thout having to consider the desires
or well-being of anyone except herself. Yes, she had taken responsibility for
young Bern's education, but she had done that because she w shed to, and
because she was willing to accept the constraints that came with it. The
Church woul d inmpose its rules on her—rules so restrictive that she did not
even for a noment consider taking vows. Sweet fesu, in ny novice and postul ant
years, | would not even be able to see the sky except when | passed from
cloister to chapel and back! The very notion of such confinenent gave her
horrors—ti ke the nightmare in which she found herself close-confined in a tiny
room w th no doors and no w ndows.

So the only other choice was marriage. Wich was no choice at all.

Hot tears coursed down her cheeks, and with no one to see or conment on them
she et them she didn't even bother w ping themaway. Let the chill breeze
dry them on her cheeks and | eave them chapped and unsightly; why should she
make herself | ook attractive to a woul d-be husband she didn't want? That they
were tears as nmuch of anger as of sorrow didn't really matter at this point,
for there was nothing she could do to change the cause of either

She could only ride, ride until she regained control of herself, until the
ache in her stonmach eased and the burning resentnment subsided a little, unti
solitude and the spring sunshine hel ped her find her conposure again. Only
then did she turn Odo and ride back to the pal ace.

She spent the afternoon in conplete and defiant rebellion; not nerely wearing
her ol dest and shabbi est cl othing, but instead of wearing a gown, donning her
brot her's outgrown breeches and hose, tunic and | eather vest. The last tine
she had dared to wear this combination, the Princess had spent an entire day
closeted in her bedroom having hysterics, and another day alternately

| ecturing Honoria and weepi ng over her.

But there was no other set of clothing so suited to the dirty, ugly work of
cleaning the mews and all her hawk furniture of the inevitable grine of a ful
season of successful hunting.

She didn't actually clean the entire nmews, only the stalls of her particular
birds: Victor, Valeria, and Melisande, her |ovely peregrines; Freya, her



remar kabl e goshawk; Regina, the stately gyrfal con; Ares and At hena,

hi gh- st rung

nerlins; and Johanna, her tenperamental kestrel. Kestrels were also known as
"tower-falcons,"” and were particularly suited for an afternoon of exciting
flying when there was no real need to supplenent the pantry. Fearless and
fiery, they wought great havoc anong the sparrows who nested in each and
every avail abl e chink of tower walls, and were useful for thinning the little
pests out.

That made eight stalls to clean out; the usual way was to nmove each bird in
turn to the weathering yard, rake the gravel of the stall until there was no
sign of feathers, furs, mutes or castings, sweep out the feathers, fur and
castings she'd raked out of the gravel, then scrape down the walls and the
slats of the windows until they were clean as well. All the old perches and

bl ocks woul d cone out, to be returned to the equi pnent room for refurbishing,
and she would replace themw th new perches and a new, clean block from
Heinrich's stores. It was vital to the hawk's health to performthis chore
before the weather really warned; infection, particularly bunble-foot, was a
real danger if the stall wasn't cleaned of winter's detritus. It was easy to
overl ook a bit of food cached somewhere, or scraps of flesh mngled with the
gravel, but once warm weat her arrived, those were potential sources of foul
snel ls and fever.

In Heinrich's estimation, a good falconer never left this to an underling

unl ess he was so pressed by his other duties for time that he

could not manage to squeeze in the few hours that it required. Mich could be
intuited of the health of one's bird fromthe state of her stall, and the
remai ns of past di nners—eaten and uneat en—and the products of digestion—ast
fromboth ends. A truly good fal coner also went into the stall several tines a
day during the nolt, and gathered up primaries, secondaries, and tail feathers
as they were shed. Not for frivolous use like hat trinmng, but in case the
bird broke one of those all-inportant feathers in the course of hunting; one
of the old ones could be spliced, or "inped," to the stub of the broken one.
A hawk's weapon is her talons, but her life is her feathers. That was what
Heinrich said, and it was true that a falcon could not hunt successfully

wi t hout her full conplenment of primary feathers. A hawk was a little sturdier,
however; because of the nature of the way she hunted anpbng the trees and
brush, and those wi de wi ngs, she could tolerate loss of a primary or two with
no significant loss of hunting ability.

Per haps that's another reason why | enjoy hunting Freya, Honoria thought, as
she cleaned the last stall of all—-the goshawk's. She isn't so fragile.

She installed the iron bow perch wapped with heavy rope in the center of the
stall, replacing the old one that she had pulled up and carried out. Hawks
used bow- perches, shaped like a strung hunting bow, rather than bl ock-perches,
whi ch were short, round colums of wood with spikes on the bottomto push into
t he ground. Bow- perches replicated the hawk's chosen tree |inbs and the rope
wr apped tightly around them gave the tal ons purchase and grip, while the

bl ock-perches with | eather tops sinulated the rock | edges and protrudi ng

boul ders of a falcon's cliff. Wth a sense of weary satisfaction, she pushed

t he spikes on either end of the bow deeply into the gravel and down to the
earth beneath it with her foot, setting it securely so that it wouldn't wobble
when Freya pushed off or landed on it. Then she went out into the last |ight
of sunset to bring Freya out of the weathering yard, an area encl osed by a
sturdy fence, where hawks and fal cons could be tethered by their | eashes to a
perch and |l eft to sunbathe or observe what went on, around them They needed
to spend at |east part of each day in the sun for the sake of their health,
and if they didn't get it in hunting, they had to be out in the yard.

She took up the gos with no fear that Freya would bate; as al ways, the goshawk
stepped up onto the gloved hand pushed agai nst the back of her legs with
perfect manners. Honoria pushed her free hand up under the soft breast
feathers- and scratched gently under Freya's w ngs; she could have sworn that
the hawk sighed with pleasure at the caress.



She brought Freya into the mews and placed her on one of the wall-nounted
perches nounted in the corners at breast height, rather than on the nore
exposed bow perch in the

m ddl e. She knew Freya's habits after two years of working with her, and knew
that the gos preferred a higher, nore encl osed perch for sl eeping.

Freya stepped down onto the perch with the same cal m demeanor that she had
shown in the yard. Honoria | ooked deeply into her strange, red eyes, and
wonder ed how t hey managed to appear so thoughtful, when every other gos she'd
ever seen | ooked angry, half-crazed, or both. The red or yellowred col or of
an accip-tor's eyes added to that inpression of insanity or fury, of course;

t he huge, darker eyes of a falcon | ooked positively innocent and endearing by
conpari son. But Freya had never been the sanme as ot her goshawks, not since the
nmonent the net had snapped down over her

"Ch, Freya," Honoria sighed out |oud, as the gos scratched her head with a
foot, then stretched out right leg and right wing at the sanme tinme. "How

wish I could trade places with you. Even kept in a news, you have nore freedom
than |."

She had never made so fervent a wish, or so sincere. But she hardly expected
the gos to reply.

"Are you quite certain you nean that, my dear?"

The voice startled her; she glanced all around to see who could have conme into
the mews unnoticed, but there was no one there.

"OfF course there's no one there; | was the one talking to you."

The voice was fermale, and entirely unfaniliar; it was with a sense of

di sl ocation and entire disbelief that Honoria turned back to | ook at her
goshawk.

Freya watched her with her head turned entirely upside-down; the position a
raptor took when she wanted to get a really good | ook at sonething (not
potential prey) that interested her.

"I must be going mad," she said, half to herself. "They've finally driven ne
mad. "

"l assure you, you are as sane as | am" The hawk righted her head and opened
her beak, |ike a human |aughing silently. "You are certainly aware that |I'm
abnormal Iy sane for a goshawk, so that neans both of us are clear-headed."

At Prince Siegfried s fete, Honoria had brushed up agai nst nagic at work,
powerful magic; she had seen it with her own eyes. Perhaps that nade her
readier to believe that nmagic could be at work here, magic or a mracle or
both, and less inclined to run scream ng of denons to the Royal Priest. "Wy
are you talking to nme?" she breathed, drawi ng nearer to the bird, hardly
daring to think she'd get a reply.

"You're taking this all very well, my dear. It's making things nuch easier
that you're being so calm"”

"Why shouldn't | be cal n?" Honoria retorted. "It isn't going to help me to run
away hysterically, not when you' ve just offered nme a way to escape! But why?
And why now?"

"Because you wi shed to trade places with ne." Freya shook her head violently
to dislodge a bit of fluff. "You can, you know. Trade places with me, that is.
But you'd better be certain that it's what you really want, because you'll be
a goshawk for a very long tine."

"How | ong?" Honoria didn't question the truth of the pronise; if she was
dreaming all this, she'd awaken soon enough, and if there was any chance at
all this was real, she was not going to chance losing this unl ooked-for gift
of Heaven! |f Honoria had been granted a true miracle, surely this was the one
she coul d have chosen

"Thirty years. That's the duration of the spell. Then you either find someone
who wi shes she could trade places with you, and says so aloud, or you die a
goshawk, and the spell dies with you." Freya cocked her head to one side.
"Actually, any time during the thirty years, you can try to find sonmeone to
trade, but the spell will only work on Wl purgis N ght—May Eve. In the
thirtieth year, it will work for the three days of every full moon."



This was awmfully detailed information for a hawk to be carrying around! "How
do you know t hat ?"

"Whuld you go light a lantern?" Freya said instead. "It's getting too dark in
here to stay awake property."
Hawks tended to fall asleep as soon as darkness fell, and Honoria did not w sh

t he possible bearer of salvation to doze off. As Honoria hurried out to the
equi pmrent roomto fetch a lantern and light it at the one always kept burning
there, she realized that she wasn't actually hearing a voice when Freya spoke.
She returned with nore questi ons—whi ch Freya answered before she even entered
the stall.

"I"'m hearing your thoughts, of course, silly goose."” The hawk was clearly
anused. "It comes as part of the spell. Very convenient, know ng what's
happeni ng even ivhen you're hooded."

Honoria brought the lantern into the stall and set it carefully on the gravel;
Freya, however, was not going to wait for spoken questions. Now that she'd
started talking, it seemed that she very nuch enjoyed having soneone to
l'isten!

"Let me tell you what you want to know, as quickly as | can, before your
parents send a page to drag you in to dinner. | don't know who first set this
spell, but I know why—t was a girl voho | oved freedom and fal conry and hat ed
the kind of life she led as a human femal e. Like you, | suspect she nust have
faced a coming situation that for her was unbearable. | think she night have
found a powerful sorcerer to change her shape for her, but she wanted a chance
to be a human again if she changed her mnd. So that was the 'escape' set into
the spell —en any Wal purgis Night, or on the night of every full noon in the
thirtieth year, if she wanted to resunme the life of a human woman, she needed
to find a human who wanted the sane kind of freedoma hawk has." Freya gazed
up at her with unblinking eyes; shadows noved as the candle in the lantern
flickers. "Remenber, before you say anything, what that also nmeans. Freedomto
starve or freeze to death in the winter, to be shot by a hunter or killed by
an owl or an eagle, freedomto be crippled in an accident and die slowy and
in great pain. There is an everyday price as well; you will have to hunt for
your food unless you allow yourself to be taken by a fal coner, and not al

mews are as well-run as Hein-rich's. You will have to protect yourself from
ot her predators, and endure the I ong cold and scant food every wi nter. Unless
you find it, you will have no shelter for the worst weather, and no escape
fromthe heat of high sumer. For everything there is a cost—that's the cost
of this trade. And the final cost, if you change your mind and can't find
someone to trade with, you die at the end of thirty years, as a hawk,
unshriven and unnourned. "

"I could die in tw years in childbed,” Hon-oria replied inpatiently. "I could
die tomorrow froma fall fromnmy horse. What odds is it? Thirty years is as
much as nost humans get. If you can read ny thoughts, you know the ultimatum
nmy parents have presented me with."

"That was why | spoke." Again, the beak opened in a silent laugh. "But | had
al ready guessed you would be likely to nake that wi sh the noment | decided to
let you trap ne. At least four girls before nme have thought the bargain worth
the risk; my predecessor told ne everything | just told you. Thirty years ago,
| was just like you, but with | ess choice of spouse. My parents chose a man
for

nme—a feeble, sickly old man, quite old enough to be ny grandfather, and
entirely insistent that once I was his wife, | give up all my frivol ous
pursuits to make his life confortable. | was intended, not to be the bearer of
his children, but to be his nursemaid, constant conpani on, and silent hel per
destined to see no nore of the out-of-doors than |I could through a w ndow
until he finally died. Which pronmised to take years, for he had already worn
out two such wives with his care.”

Honoria could inmagine it all too easily, and shuddered. "I'd have thrown
nysel f off the tower, first."

"Believe ne, | considered it. It wasn't an in-ternmewed gos that spoke to ne,



it was a free bird circling the tower, who cane to | and beside me to nake her
offer." Freya | ooked away for a monent. "That might have been why | was so
willing to accept it—having a goshawk | and on the parapet next to you and
begin a conversation in the nmoment of your greatest despair is magical enough
to make one believe in anything."

Honori a al nost |aughed. "I can see that. But what had she been flying fron®"
"Afamly in disgrace; her choice had been to take vows, which her predecessor
found perfectly acceptable, as she found caring for an old man an acceptabl e
alternative to living out her last year of life as a gos. She, with
twenty-ni ne years of freedom behind her, was willing to ganble on outliving
him | wasn't." If there was ever a shrug in someone's voice, there was one in
Freya's. "Wiat one of us finds

i ntol erabl e, another finds acceptable, you see, especially after having had a
full measure of freedom al ready. But before you agree—you must carefully

consi der the bargain. You could have a perfectly reasonable |life as soneone's
spouse, the lady to a young man who worships you at this very nmonment. |'m
speaki ng specifically of Sir @unther."

"What ?" Honoria shook her head, thinking she hadn't heard correctly.

"Child, the silly boy is head-over-heels in love with you. He'd do and accept
anyt hi ng you asked himto! Well, alnost anything; you'd still have to be a
wife to him"

"Yes, and just how free would | be produci ng babe after babe like a mlch
cow?" Honoria snapped. "I don't care if he's in love with ne, | certainly
don't love him and that would be the only thing that would reconcile nme to
weddi ng anyoneV She shuddered, thinking of all the wonmen she'd seen, suffering
t hrough childbirth and dying of it. The only difference between a | ady and a
peasant was that the |ady wouldn't be worn out with work and beari ng babi es
year after year—a lady could hand the babies over to nursemai ds once they were
born. But there were at |east six nonths of every year when she

ould be forbidden to ride, hunt, walk for nmiles—all things Honoria | oved.

The hawk sighed. "You see what | nean? Weddi ng a handsone fell ow |i ke Gunther
is perfectly acceptable to nme, but not to you. That's why | chose you and | et
you catch me. | failed twice before; the girls gave in and narried the |ad
their parents chose. They never said |'d give anything to trade places with
you. You, on the other hand . . . well, you' ve got nore spirit and nore
determ nation than they did. And | amvery fond of Gunther. He's been maki ng
cal fs-eyes at you ever since he arrived. | think he's been in love with you
for the last year, though he's far too aware of his lowy status to ever
betray hinmself to you." Anmusenent tinged the hawk's thoughts. "You aren't the

only one to come to the mews and pour out sorrows to a bird; |'ve heard as
many sad tales fromhimas | have fromyou. The fact that |I'myour bird nade
it all the nore romantic in his eyes, | suppose.”

"You've tried this twice before?" To her mind, that was far nore inportant
than Gunther's m splaced affections. Evidently, although this gift had
literally dropped into her lap fromHonoria' s point of view, fromFreya's, it
had not cone easily. Somehow that nmade it easier to believe in.

"Twi ce before, yes, but don't think you're nmy only chance." The hawk snapped

her beak. "If you don't free ne, | can free nyself, and will, and | still have
el even nonths of ny last year to find soneone el se.™
But Honoria's nmind was al ready | eaping ahead. "It's three days until the first

ni ght of the full mon—-how do we do this thing?"
"It's absurdly sinple; we go where the noonlight falls on both of us, and

truly desire with all our hearts to exchange places. That's all." The hawk
ducked her head. "Well, not quite all. You'll have to get used to the hawk's
body, and that won't be easy, but | can help you there. I won't set you free
until you think you're ready."

Honoria snorted in a way that woul d have made her nother blanch. "I'mready
now, " she said. "Just wait and see.”

After all, 1've flown hawks and fal cons nost of ny life, she thought. | know

everything there is to know about them How hard can it be to becone one?



Three days later, just after sunset, Honoria slipped out of the pal ace and
into the mews, still wearing the gown she'd worn to dinner, but with a
gauntl et protecting her hand. She didn't risk taking a | antern, but went
straight to Freya's stall, making plenty of noise in walking so that the bird
woul d hear her com ng.

"Here | am" she whispered, letting herself into the stall, and peering

t hrough the gl oom for the bird.

"And 1'mon the bow perch," came the reply. "Are you still quite sure you want
to do this?"

"Never nore certain than now," Honoria replied firmy, stooping down to put
her gauntlet under the bird, and feeling her step up onto it. She
automatically took up the jesses as well, then started to rel ease them

'"No, hold onto the jesses; the exchange is going to be a bit of a shock
You're better off to hold tightly, as if you expected me to bate, so that when

you becone ne, you'll be the one held securely." That only

conforted her nore; it didn't seemthat Freya intended to deceive her in any
way.

"The nmoon will rise soon after sunset," Honoria told her, as she used her free
hand to feel along the wall to keep fromwalking into it in the dark. "I think

it should be safe enough to just go out into the stable yard."

"Cood." The hawk's talons relaxed a little as Honoria reached the door of the
mews and stepped outside. The stable yard was deserted, with everyone inside
t he pal ace, at duties, or eating. As they waited for the noon to show itself
above the outer walls, Honoria wondered what it was going to be like to see
the world with a hawk's eyes.

The barest sliver of silver slid into view, and Honoria, renenbering what
Freya had told her, began to wish with all her heart and nmind that she could
be the hawk she held, that she could be the one to soar on w de w ngs, and

| ook down on the poor, |and-bound humans bel ow, that—

A fist of darkness closed around her and squeezed all the breath out of her,
squeezed hard enough to shatter every bone in her body. She tried to scream
and couldn't. Then she could, and her voice echoed maddeningly in the dark
void all around her.

| can't see! | can't see!l Desperately, she flailed around to try and touch the
mews wal I, and instead, found herself falling, then something grabbed at both
her ankles and jerked at her—

Blind, terrified, and sw ngi ng upsi de-down from her ankles, Honoria flailed
her arms wildly and gasped for breath.

"CGently, child, gently—you've just bated off the fist, |'ve got you by the
jesses!" The voice was strange, full of harnmonics and resonances Honoria had
never heard in a human voice before, but there was no doubt of the anusenent
init. "You re a hawk now, dear—you can't see, because hawks don't see well at
ni ght."

Wth a suprene effort of will, Honoria stopped thrashing; a giant hand
supported her beneath her breastbone and pl aced her upright. Reflexively, her
feet clenched the surface bel ow her with desperate strength. She turned her
head wi | dly around, and made out nothing nore than a huge shadow besi de her
vaguel y human- shaped, an enornmous space that could have been the stable yard,
and black walls with a di msphere rising above them For her, there was no
nmore |light than on a night with a bare quarter-noon.

"Dear, please relax your grip—you can crush a rabbit's skull wth those

tal ons, and you're not far from piercing nmy hand!"

Sorry. Wth another effort of will, Honoria onmehow told her feet to let go a
little, and the oice sighed. "I have a great deal of advantage ver you, |I'm
afraid. | still remenber what it as like to be a human, but you have never
been

hawk before. |I did warn you it was going to be a shock."

Honori a bobbed her head, and the voice chuckled. "Let ne get you back into the
mews and on your perch—eh, and get you sone light. W need to make sone plans.
Pl ans? What for? She felt her bearer start to nove, and her body made cl unsy



little adjustnents to the novenment. \Wien the woman finally brought her into
some light, the lantern in the mews workroom it was with great relief that
Honoria saw that the exchange had, indeed, taken place. The person beside her
was—hersel f; odd fromthis perspective, and strangely colored. Can a hawk see
colors that a human can't? She certainly didn't recall her face being so

bl ui sh. Nor so—gentle.

The woman lit a lantern and brought it with her; for her part, Honoria now
experi enced sonmething else to unsettle her. From her point of view she was
bal anced on a very small "platform" the platformwas nmoving, and it was an
awfully I ong way to the ground!

"Rel ax. Don't think about it. Your feet know what to do," the wonan assured

her. "If you relax, your feet will actually lock in place. That's why it's so
hard to pry a hawk's talons off of something."
By this time, they had reached Freya's stall; the woman stooped down to the

bow perch near the floor. Instead of putting the perch behind her |egs, she
showed it to Honoria, who gingerly | oosed one foot, transferred her grip from
the glove to the perch, then did the same with the other foot. It was very
good to feel the rough rope under her feet, and the firmiron beneath it.

The wonman sat down on the gravel facing Honoria, with no nore care for the
gown t han Honoria woul d have shown. "By now you've surely realized that you
don't know how to do anything as a hawk. You can't even wal k yet, nuch | ess
fly or hunt. W have to have an excuse for why you're in this state, or
Heinrich is going to think sonething very peculiar is going on. W don't want
that; we particularly don't want himthinking that you have to be destroyed."
| mredi ately, Honoria realized that she was right, and felt incredibly stupid
that she hadn't figured that out for herself.

"Don't feel stupid, you've never done this before,"” the woman said with a

[ augh. "1 have; it's part of the bargain for the last one transforned to help
the next one. | think what we should do is this—when | conme into the news
tomorrow, you drop off the perch onto the ground, just as if you'd been struck
down. "

| can certainly do that, anyway, Honoria thought ruefully.

"I"ll act as if you've had a fit, and call Heinrich. Goshhawks do have fits,
sometines; you |lop around and shiver, to nake it look realistic. I'lIl insist
on nursing you nyself, and take you up to the bedchanber. And by the way,
thank you for taking nme all over the pal ace yesterday, otherwise |I'd have to
find soneone to show ne

t he way toni ght w thout arousing nore suspicion!" The woman who had been Freya
was enjoying herself inmmensely, fromthe sound of her voice. And now that she
was getting used to things, Honoria was beginning to enjoy herself, too.

"At any rate, |I'Il keep you up there in a basket by the fire for a couple of
days, then bring you back down to the mews—+ecovered fromthe fit, but not
what it did to you, do you see? W'll have the reason why you have to |l earn
how to fly and hunt all over again." Now, instead of amusenent, Honoria heard
synmpathy, and saw it in the wonan's eyes as well. "I prom sed you that | would
see you through all of this, and it won't be as hard as you think." She
reached her hand forward, and scratched under Honoria's wi ngs—Honoria was

ast oni shed at how good it felt. "I'd better get back before I'm m ssed.
Remenmber what to do in the nmorning."

She left and took the light with her, but as she had prom sed, the nore
Honori a rel axed, the steadier she felt on her perch. In a far shorter tine

t han she woul d have thought, she was asl eep

It was in sleep that she I earned the last of the spell-gifts; all of the
menories of flight and hunt as experienced by all the wonen to wear this body.
These were purely hawk dreams, no thoughts fromthe wonen intruded. Flying
dreans kept her enraptured all night Iong, as she read the wind, the updrafts
and crossw nds,

and angl ed her wings to take proper advantage of them She felt the

adj ustments of each feather as she guided her path; reached with feet instead
of hands when she neant to grasp, adjusted her body noment by noment as a



branch or gl ove noved under her. She understood what it neant to pursue
quarry, and to wench herself around in md-stoop to adjust for the evasive
gyrations of her prey. And when dawn arrived, and with it wakeful ness, for a
nmonent she despaired of actually mastering all of it.

But soon after dawn, Freya arrived, and their ruse took shape wi thout a hitch.
Hei nrich held her quivering body and peered at her with a frown of anxiety as
he exam ned her, but showed no sign of guessing that her fit was only feigned.

"Warnth's the best cure, if there's a cure to be had, ny lady," he said,
finally, shaking his head in despair. "I cannot prom se a cure, though. She's
bad, very bad; |'ve seen fits like this take a hawk off."

"I'f warnth and nursing care are what she needs, |I'll see to it nyself,
Heinrich," the woman said firmy, and took Honoria back fromthe fal-conry
master. "Can you please see to the rest of ny birds? I—= her voice broke a

little, and Honoria marveled at her ability to feign upset. "She's always been
so special —=

"Have no fear, 1'll see to your birds, and to young Bern and Gunther as well;
do you concentrate on her." Heinrich, greatly daring, reached out and patted
her arm awkwardly. "Now, you take her up, and put her by the fire. If anyone
can bring her back, it'll be you."

Cradling Honoria |like a baby, the woman carried her off, her body shaking wth
suppressed | aughter. It was only when Honoria was tucked confortably into a
basket beside the fire in what had been her ol d bedchamber that the woman gave
vent to that |aughter

"Ch, that was well done, child!" she chuckled. "I could not have managed t hat
"fit' better nyself!™

It's a lot easier to flop around than try and manage anything |ike control at
this point, Honoria thought wyly, wondering if the woman coul d hear her

t houghts as she had heard Freya's.

"Don't worry; you'll have control soon enough," Freya soothed. "If you sl ept

| ast night, you found out that you've got the menories of your predecessors in
your dreams. The best thing you can do at the nonent is sleep as nuch as you
can. Wth every dream you'll have better control over your body, and in two
days you'll be able to nanage the sane kind of short flights as a brancher."

If a hawk coul d have groaned, Honoria would have; this was certainly not what
she had inmagined her life as a hawk woul d be!

Freya tsked, and wagged a finger at her. "Patience and practice, ny child!
You'll need plenty of both! Now sleep, while | get used to being a wonan

agai n." Anot her chuckle as she stood

up. "This little bout of nursing and isolation is going to serve both of us
well, I think." Honoria | ooked up, as Freya took off the coif she had al ways
worn, and frowned at the uneven mass of her hair. "Wat did you do to
yoursel f? Hack this off with a hunting knife?"

Wl |, yes. Honoria gave her the same defiant | ook she'd given her nother at
the tine. It was in the way.
Freya shook her head and smiled. "Well, | think this exchange is going to have

an entirely unexpected and gratifying result for your parents."

Wi ch is?

"Your nmother will probably not die of apoplectic enbarrassnent after all."

For two days, Freya pretended to nurse Honoria, banishing all naidservants
fromthe roomon the grounds that her goshawk needed absolute quiet. Meals
cane up on trays, and Freya reacquainted herself with eating human-style, as
Honoria learned to hold nmeat in her talons and tear at it |ike a hawk. There
wasn't a great deal of "taste" in her tongue; nost of it cane fromthe back of
the tongue and the throat, and not nearly as nmuch as with a human. To her
surprise, for she had expected feeding to revolt her, she found the taste of
hot, fresh-killed flesh intoxicated her. Longer-dead neat was good, but not as
pl easurable. And she didn't at all mnd eating the bits of fur and bone she
knew she

had to have to keep healthy; it didn't taste of nuch, and the texture wasn't
in her throat |ong enough to bother her. It was a little odd to feel the sense



of "fullness" fromjust below her throat, in her crop rather than her stomach,

but she got used to that as well. Wat was harder to get used to was not being
able to snell anything; her nostrils only felt the chill of the air that cane
into them

"I'd forgotten how many scents there were in the world," Freya said, burying
her face in a bouquet of flowers "someone" had | eft anonynously on the tray.
She | ooked like a cat drunk on catnip. "Oh, how | love the early spring
flowers!™

Honoria turned her head upside down to | ook nmore closely at the flowers; there
were nore colors there than she renmenbered seeing in flowers, and she was
comng to the conclusion that a hawk did see nore colors than a hunan.

The hawk's acuity of vision cane as sonething of a shock, too; it was one
thing to be aware that a hawk had particularly sharp sight, it was quite
another to experience it. She saw every thread in a gown from across the room
every vein in the petals of a tiny spring blossom every shadowed crevice in
every stone of the wi ndow frame. Movement in particular caught her attention
there was a nouse hole just under the great wardrobe chest in the corner, and
every so often, a nouse would venture to stick a whisker just outside it
Presumably the m ce

snel l ed her, and instinct warned themthat there was sonething in the room
that would gladly eat them But every time there was a hint of novenent under
t he wardrobe, Honoria's attention snapped to it.

Bot h of them practiced wal ki ng; Honoria practiced both the dignified stalk and
t he ungai nly waddl e-hop with hal f-spread wi ngs. Freya practiced the nanagenent
of gowns with trailing hems. Both of them were doing better than they had

t hought they woul d.

Freya was al so doi ng sonet hing el se; she was changi ng the way she—er rather
Honori a—had al ways | ooked. All of the gowns cane out of the wardrobe; those

t hat needed nendi ng or cleaning were left out with the enpty trays for the
servants to fix. She took scissors and evened off her hair, then—slowy and
clumsily at first, but with greater and greater deftness as time went on-she
arranged it in various styles, trying out which ones suited the relatively
short hair. Even trimmed, it still fell to the bottom of her shoul der bl ades,
al t hough nost grown wonen boasted plaits that descended to the floor

You | ook very nice, Honoria observed absently, as Freya wal ked gracefully back
and forth across the floor, practicing the willow glide that the Crown
Princess had mastered so well. N cer than | ever did. Were did that gown cone
fron?

"It was in the back of your wardrobe; don't you renenber wearing it?" The gown
in question was of heavy damask with a train; tight in

the arns, fitted to the waist, then spreading out like the bell of a flower.
The col or was unusual; a faded rose. Freya wore a belt of silver links in the
formof flowers, and a neckl ace of carved pink quartz beads.

Not really, Honoria said truthfully. It m ght have been the one I wore to
Siegfried' s birthday feast; what with all tiiat went on, goions were the |ast
thing on ny m nd.

"Well, it's very becom ng. There are a dozen brand-new gowns in your wardrobe
that | don't ever renenber seeing you wear." Freya took off the jewelry, then
pul | ed the gown over her head, folding it and putting it away with care in the
war drobe chest. dad only in a shift, and barefoot, she selected another, one
that Honoria did remenber. Her nother insisted on calling it a "riding habit,"
but it was far too encunbering for anyone to ride in, and she'd only worn it
once.

Mot her sent me off with an entire neiv set of clothing; that's part of it. The
habit, cut very like the gown but with a sleevel ess surcoat to go over it, was
of deep blue | anbswood, a very fine, soft fabric. The surcoat, in a lighter

bl ue, had been enbroidered with a fanciful heraldic hawk on the breast, and
trimmed in squirrel fur. Both had far too much skirt for Honoria' s way of

t hi nki ng.

Freya put her hair up in two coiled braids, crossing over the top of her head,



and pinned the nerest scrap of a veil over them She turned

to face Honoria, holding out her arns. "Wll, I'"'mready to face the world. Are
you?"

Why not ? Honoria hopped up onto the seat of a chair with the help of her

wi ngs, then onto the back. | want to learn to fly!

"And I want to see your nmother's face when | cone to dinner like this!" Freya
gi ggl ed, then pulled on a brand-new, blue-dyed hawki ng gl ove that matched the
gown, one Honoria renenbered receiving, but also renmenbered rejecting in favor
of her old, well-worn, and supple favorite.

Freya held out her arm and Honoria | eaped fromthe back of the chair,
crossing the roomin clunmsy w ngbeats, and |anding w thout mi shap on the

glove. "lI'mnot going to hold your jesses; you aren't going to bate, and if
for sone reason you startle, | want you to learn to I and on the ground."
Fair enough: | hate dangling by ny ankles anyway. Honoria rel axed her feet,

then set them then relaxed her legs, feeling her feet literally lock into
position on the glove. Freya had been right; when at rest, a hawk's tal ons

| ocked so securely in whatever grip she was using that it was nearly

i mpossible to pry them of f.

As Freya bore her down the stairs, skirts held gracefully in one hand, hawk
bal anced on the other, Honoria |aughed to herself at the | ooks the faces of

t hose they passed. They woul d | ook, not recognize Freya at first, then stare
bl ankly as they realized who it was but could not reconcile that know edge

wi th what they saw.

It was the sanme all the way across the stable yard to the mews, with one
exception. Sir GQunther was beside the mews door, as if he had been waiting for
someone—and when he saw Freya, he junped to his feet and hurried over, face
fl ushed.

"Is—y lady, is your hawk well ?" he stanmered, and Honoria, |ooking carefully
at himfor the first tine, knewin an instant that Freya had been right. He
was in love with her. He didn't even | ook at Honoria when he asked about the
hawk, only at Freya.

"Yes, and no, | amafraid," Freya said, with a careful shading of concern in
her voice. "She has recovered from whatever struck her down, but now she is
i ke the youngest brancher, alnmpst an eyas in her tanmeness. | fear she will
have to learn her skills all over again."

"Then if | can be of any service at all, please, let ne help!" Gunther was so

pat hetically eager that Honoria felt an unaccustomed synpathy for him O
course, it was easy for her to feel synpathy for him she wasn't the object of
hi s devoti ons anynore.

"You can be of very great help, Sir GQunther!" Freya said sincerely, |ooking
directly into his eyes. "Especially since Bern has duties el sewhere, and
retraining a hawk in this way is tedious work, requiring much patience."

"Then you have all of ny help that you need,

my |ady!" Gunther took the hand that Freya held out to himand kissed it, then
acconpani ed her into the mews.

Freya expl ained the hawk's "ailment" to Hein-rich, who shook his head but
admtted that he had heard of such a thing. "And the best thing to do for her
my lady, is to train her exactly as you plan," he agreed. "God and Sai nt
Franci s be praised, that she came through it no nmore harmed than that!"”

So Honoria was taken with great cerenony to Freya's stall, newy cl eaned
again, lest there have been sonme contagion there, and |left on the bow perch
with a fine pigeon. Sir Gunther escorted Freya away, with such solicitude that
she nmi ght have been the one who'd been "ill."

Over the course of the next weeks, as spring finally cane to the principality,
and the countrysi de bl ossoned in earnest, Freya took Honoria out every day and
assi duously worked with her. First canme flights to the fist fromSir Gunther's
or Bern's glove to Freya' s—though Honoria only pretended to eat the tidbit
Freya held. Little by little the distance between Freya and her hel per

i ncreased, until Honoria nmade it swiftly and surely across the length of the
stabl e yard.



Then they noved their training out into the open. Aleash tied to Honoria's
jesses and tied in turn to a creance "prevented" her fromflying off, and she
went fromfist, to perch, and back again. This was to give her practice in

| andi ng on sonething other than a glove; it was surprising how hard it was at
first to grasp that tiny perch with outstretched tal ons. Then, when Freya was
"sure that the hawk woul d cone back to the fist," the creance and | eash cane
of f, and Honoria was free to learn to land in trees.

It wasn't as easy as it had al ways | ooked.

the first time she tried, she m ssed the branch she'd been aining for, and
crashed into the boughs. The second tinme she was nore careful, but
unfortunately chose a branch too slender for her weight, and found herself
hangi ng upsi de down for a noment. It took experience to | earn how to choose
the right branches, and to seize themcorrectly, and Honoria had never unti
now appreci ated the sheer work it took to be a bird!

But the work had only begun, for now Freya taught her to hunt. They began with
a lure of rabbit fur dragged through the grass; they went on to the sane |ure,
but with Freya, Gunther, or Bern doing their best to keep it away from her
Then Gunther or Bern went out into the fields, and came back with her first
live prey. They brought her young rabbits, just weaned and on their own, and
not yet used to outwitting hawks. Even so, the rabbits escaped her, tinme and
time again, as she wound up exhausted, panting, and gazing after themin
frustration and fury, her talons full of grass and a little fur

Then, one afternoon—success at |ast.

She pursued the escaping rabbit as it twi sted and turned, doubl ed back, while
her bl ood raced

and a wild enotion she could not have nanmed filled her and gave her a sudden
burst of energy—and struck, and finally, her talons sank into flesh for the
first tinme.

The rabbit screamed, and she reacted to the sound by |ashing out with her beak
and biting it, hard, where the skull met the backbone. It went |inp; she
hesitated for a nere second, then |l et her body do what it wanted to, and found
hersel f beak-deep in hot, red, living blood, a taste that filled her with

i ncredi bl e euphoria and intoxication. She tore into the soft underbelly of the
rabbit, as footsteps approached.

"Aren't you going to stop her? She's breaking in," Gunther said, worried.
"No—because |I'mnot going to keep her," Freya replied. "She's worked so hard
to live, and now she's working so hard to learn, I1'd like to reward her.

al ways intended to turn her free someday, and once she can hunt on her own,
ink I ought to. Breaking into the quarry isn't a vice in a wild hawk."

"No, it isn't," @Qunther agreed. At that point, since it was clear that Freya
wasn't going to take this delicious nmeal away from her, Honoria ig-nored them
in favor of stuffing her crop. She

only stopped when she couldn't stuff in another

norsel, and stepped off the carcass, which at this point wasn't nuch but
bones. She had no-ticed how euphoric her birds got when she al-lowed themto
break in and eat newy killed prey; now she knew why. She stropped her beak
in the grass, then began fastidiously cleaning her talons. Freya waited
politely until she'd finished, then offered her glove to step up on

"Well, ny dear, congratul ations on your first kill," she said to Honoria, who
bl i nked at her, overwhel ned by |ethargy after her neal.

"My | ady, you have acconplished a wonderful thing," Gunther said earnestly.
Freya bl ushed.

That made Honoria take notice; a blush, as she knew all too well, was not a
reaction that one could control. Freya—blushing at a conplinment fromSir

@unt her ? What had been going on while she was in the news?

She kept her questions to herself for the nonent, nerely observing as the two
of them took her back to her stall. Gunther was just as much in [ove with
Freya, but Freya, although she managed to keep a collected exterior, was not
as indifferent to Gunther as Honoria had supposed.

Only when she was alone with Freya in the news did Honoria "think out |oud" as



she had |l earned to do when she wanted Freya to hear and understand her
So—how | ong have you been infatuated with our friend? she asked, anused. She
was even nore anmused when Freya bl ushed a deep crinson.

"Long enough," Freya murmured unconfortably. "I don't suppose he still comes
out here to pour his heart out to you?"

Not that |'ve noticed—but why don't you tell himthat you' re allowed to wed
anyone you choose? Wy

don't you at least tell Father that he's the one you want? It seened

i nconmpr ehensi bl e that Freya hadn't made any efforts in that direction, but
evidently, she hadn't.

"I +'d like himto at |east say sonething, first," Freya sighed. "What if he's
changed his mnd? Wat if it's just a tenporary infatuation?"

VWhat if pigs fly? demanded Honoria. Freya only shook her head.

It wasn't the first tinme that Honoria had noted how illogical people in |ove
were. But when Freya left, she resolved to take matters into her own
hands—wel |, tal ons—as soon as ever she coul d.

Fromthat monment on she had two tasks: first, to master the skills she would
need for freedom and i ndependence, and second, to see to it that Sir Gunther
decl ared hinsel f before she won that independence.

Every chance she saw to bring the two physically closer together, she took
She'd work a jess off and drop it in such a way that they both reached for it
at the sane time. She'd make a flyover so close to one or the other that the
i nvoluntary flinch drove theminto physical contact with each other. She even
stol e things and nade them chase her to retrieve them Each

time, she thought surely that Gunther woul d speak

But he never quite nanaged to get up the courage. It was very frustrating.

Her quest to master flying and hunting skills, however, progressed with great
success. She graduated from baby rabbits to adults, fromadult rabbits to
hares, and fromhares to far nore difficult w nged prey. The goshawk was so
naned because the breed was routinely used to hunt geese, form dable foes for
a bird of prey. Wth their strong wi ngs, they could break a goshawk's |eg or
wi ng, their clawed feet could open terrible wounds, and they could take out an
eye with a blow fromtheir beaks. They outwei ghed a goshawk by a consi derabl e
amount as well, and nost of that wei ght was nuscle.

Honoria had to work up to geese, therefore. She began with partridge, then
mastered the teal, and by autumm, routinely took ducks. And while she worked
to conquer flying prey, she learned when it was prudent to pursue prey into
cover, afoot. Only a goshawk woul d dare sonething so outl andi sh, but
occasionally it was a good i dea when she knew that the prey couldn't escape
fromthe cover. \When she'd been the fal coner and not the bird, Freya had
occasionally gone into a thicket after a rabbit or a partridge; there would be
a violent conmmtion followed by a death cry. and the gos woul d energe
backward, dragging the bird in her beak. She usually had broken teathers to
show for the exercise, and it wasn't sonmething to do lightly, but if prey was
scarce, she knew she'd better learn to hunt in that odd way now, when a

m st ake woul d be less costly with |ighter consequences.

The day came when Honoria finally took her first goose, in a perfect kill; in
the air over land rather than water, so she didn't make her kill only to | ose
it. As she stood on the body, watching as Freya and Gunther wal ked toward her
she knew that this had been the signal Freya was waiting for

"I think she's ready, Sir Qunther," Freya said quietly. "Look at her! She's
gai ned back all that she lost, and nore."

She wasn't | ooking at Gunther, who appeared to Honoria |like a man who had j ust
heard his own death sentence

O course he had; there would be no nore excuse to spend countless hours in
Freya's conpany, "helping" her with the hawk. As lowy as his rank was, he
woul d not dare to approach her anyplace else. He didn't even have the excuse
of sharing Bern's lessons in falconry, as Heinrich had taken those over so
that Freya could spend all her time with Honori a.

Sonet hing drastic had to be done, and Honoria was just the hawk to do it.



As they neared, she crouched; when they froze, as a good fal coner would, to
keep fromfrightening the bird off her kill, she sprang into the air, and
struck wi thout nercy.

Wth both feet fisted, striking as a peregrine would rather than a gos, she
hit Gunther in the head hard enough to knock himoff his feet As he dropped to
t he ground, dazed, Freya leaped to his side, and Honoria returned to her kill.
"Qunt her! Dear Jesu, are you all right?" She

gat hered Gunther's head to her breast in a nost poetic and romanti c—and

conpl etely unpl anned—anner, frantic with fear, searching for bl oody gashes in
his scal p beneath his I ong hair. Wich of course would not be there; that was
why Honoria had fisted her feet. "Did she hurt you, beloved? Ch ny | ove

pl ease, has she hurt you?"

Sir GQunther gazed up at her for a nonent, nore stunned by her words than by

t he bl ow Honoria had given him Then, with the nobst com cal m xture of hope
and horror on his face that Honoria had ever seen, he struggled to his feet.
As Freya rose, terribly confused now, he dropped to his knees before her

groveling, lifting the hemof her skirt and kissing it.
Oh, blessed Virgin Mary—this lad has listened to far too many romantic tal es!
"My | ady—dearest | ady—you nustn't say such things— he babbled. "I dare not—

am beneath your notice, you nmust forget nme—

"Forget you!" Freya cried, dragging himup by main force. "Never!"

"My | ady—y | ove— Qunther was clearly in agony, and if Honoria hadn't felt so
sorry for him she'd have been doubl ed over in silent |aughter

He'd better find soneone el se to conpose |over's speeches for him she thought
mrthfully.

"Ch, if only you were a poor knight's daughter!" he cried wildly, which was,
of course, exactly the sort of thing that Freya had been waiting to hear. "I
woul d carry you to the priest at this noment—=

He | ooked down at her, and Freya's face, shining with bliss, made hi m forget
what ever el se he was trying to say.

"You will have to wait until spring, ny dearest |ove," she said softly. "For
Fat her has given nme |eave to wed where ny heart is, so long as | wed al ong
with ny sisters and their betrotheds. And ny heart— She placed her pal mon
his chest, just above the place where his heart beat so wildly Honoria could
hear it from where she stood. "—ny heart is here.”

Very nice speech, for a former hawk, Honoria snickered. As the two began an

i npassi oned enbrace, forgetting about anything but each other (including
Honori a), she began picking at her jesses and the bracelets that held themto
her ankl es. She'd begun weakeni ng them sone tinme ago, since they weren't
actually being used for anything, and it didn't take very long for a beak
designed to tear through tough skin to nake short work of the |eather bands
around her ankles. She stepped neatly out of them and | ooked up at the

| overs.

@Qunt her gazed into Freya's eyes as he held her in his arnms. "I dreamed so
often of this nmonment. | can scarce believe that this noment is not a dream—
A much better speech, sir knight. And | believe | will take that as ny parting
line. Honoria pushed off fromher prey for the second tine, rising strongly
and gracefully into the sky. You may keep the goose, dearest friend and
teacher, she thought back at Freya. Take it hone and let it serve at your
betrothal feast. | have sonewhere | nust go now .

And into freedom she soared, flying high on strong, w de w ngs.



