Sweat ran down Herdd Vanye's back, and hisankle hurt alittle - he hadn't twisted it, quite,
when held dipped on the wooden floor of the sdlle back at the beginning of this bout, but it was il
bothering him five exchanges later.

A point of weakness, and one he'd better be aware of, because his opponent was watching for
such signs of weakness, sure asthe sun rose.

He watched his adversary's eyes within the shadows of hishelm. Watch the eyes, he
remembered Jervis saying, over and over. The eyes will tell you what the hands won't. So he studied
those haf-hidden eyes, and tried to hide his entire body behind the quillons of his blade.

The eyeswarned him, narrowing and glancing to the left just before Tantras moved. Vanyd was
ready for him.

Experiencetold him, just before their blades touched, that thiswould be the last exchange. He
lunged toward Tantras instead of retreating as Tran was obvioudy expecting, engaged and bound the
other's blade, and disarmed him, dl in the space of a bregath.

The practice blade clattered onto the floor as Tantras shook his now-empty hand, swearing.

"Stung, did it?" Vanyd said. He straightened, and pulled at the tie holding his hair out of hiseyes,
letting it fall loosein damp strands. " Sorry. Didn't mean to get quite so vigorous. But you are out of
shape, Tran."

"I don't suppose you'd accept getting old as an excuse?' Tantras asked hopefully, as he took of f
his gloves and examined the abused ringers.

Vanye snorted. "Not achance. Bard Bredais old enough to be my mother, and she regularly
runs me around the sdle. Y ou are woefully out of condition.”

The other Herdd pulled off hishelm, and laughed ruefully. Y ou're right. Being Seneschd's
Herad may be highin status, but it'slow in exercise.”

" Spar with my nephew Medren,” Vanye replied. "If you think I'm fast, you should see him.
That'll keep you in shagpe." He unbuckled his practice gambeson while he spoke, leaving it in apile of
other equipment that needed cleaning up againgt thewadll of the sdle.

"I'll dothat." Tantras was dower in freeing himself from the heavier asamor he wore. "The gods
know | may need to face somebody using that cut-and-run style of yours some day, so | might aswell
get used to fightsthat are haf race and haf combat. And entirely unorthodox.”

"That's me, unorthodox to the core.” Vanyel racked his practice sword and headed for the door
of the sdle. "Thanksfor the workout, Tran. After thismorning, | needed it.”

The cool arr hit his sweaty skin as he opened the door; it felt wonderful. So good, in fact, that
between his reluctance to return to the Palace and the fresh crispness of the early morning, he decided to
take aroundabout way back to hisroom. One that would take him away from people. One that would,
for amoment perhaps, take hismind off things aswell as his bout with Tantras had.

He headed for the paths to the Palace gardens.

Full-throated birdsong spirded up into the empty sky. Vanyd let histhoughts drift away,
following the warbling notes, leaving every weighty problem behind him until hismind was asempty as
the air above -

:Van, wake up! Your feet are soaked!: Yfandes mind-voice sounded rather aggrieved. : And
you're chilling yourself. You're going to catch a cold.:

Herdd-Mage Vanye blinked, and stared down at the dew-laden grass of the neglected garden.
He couldn't actualy see hisfeet, hidden asthey were by the long, dank, dead grass - but he could fedl
them, now that 'Fandes had called his attention back to redlity. Hed come out here wearing his soft
suede indoor boots - they'd been perfect for sparring with Tran, but now -

: They are undoubtedly ruined,: shesaid acidly.

She sounded so like his aunt, Herald-Mage Savil, that he had to smile. "Won't be thefirst pair of
boots I've ruined, sweetheart,” he replied mildly. Hisfeet were very wet. And very cold. A week ago it
wouldn't have been dew out here, it would have been frost. But Spring was well on the way now; the
grass was greening under the dead growth of last year, there were young leaves unfolding on every
branch, and afew of the earliest songbirds had begun to invade the garden. Vanye had been watching



and ligening to apair of them, rival mae ydlowthroats, square off in aduel of melody.

:Probably not the last article of clothing you'll ruin, either,: she said with resignation.
:You've come a long way from the vain little peacock | Chose.:

"That vain little peacock you Chose would still have been in bed.” He yawned. "I think he was
the more sensible one. Thishour of the day is positively unholy.”

The sun was bardly above the horizon, and most of the Pal ace inhabitants were sill deeping the
deep of the exhausted, if not the just. This half-wild garden was the only one within the Palace grounds
with its eastern sde unblocked by buildings or walls, and the thin, clear sunlight poured acrossit, making
every tender leaf and grass blade glow. Tradition claimed this patch of earth and its maze of hedges and
bowers to be the Queen's Garden - which was the reason for its current state of neglect. There was no
Queen in Vaddemar now, and the King's lifebonded had more urgent cares than tending pleasure gardens.

An old man, agardener by his earth-stained apron, emerged from one of the nearby doors of the
Paace and limped up the path toward Vanyd. The Herdd stepped to one side to let him pass and gave
him afriendly enough nod of greeting, but the old man completely ignored him; muttering something under
his breath as he brushed by.

Hisgodl, evidently, was arosavine-covered shed afew feet away; he vanished insdeit for a
moment, emerged with ahoe, and began methodically cultivating the nearest flowerbed with it. Van might
aswell have been agpirit for dl the atention the old man gave him.

Vanyd watched him for amoment more, then turned and walked dowly back toward the Palace.
"Did it ever occur to you, love," he said to the empty air, “that you and | and the entire Paace could
vanish overnight, and people like that old man would never missus?'

: Except that we wouldn't be trampling his flowers anymore,: Yfandesreplied. :1t was a bad
morning, wasn't it.:

A statement, not aquestion. Y fandes had been present in the back of Vanyd's mind during the
whole Privy Council sesson.

"One of Randi'sworst yet. That'swhy | wastaking my frustration out with Tran." Vanyd kicked
at an inoffengive weed growing up through the cobbles of the path. "And Randi's got some important
thingsto take care of this afternoon. Formal audiences, for one - ambassadoria receptions. | won't do,
not thistime. It hasto be the King, they'reingsting on it. Sometimes | wish | didn't have to be so palitic,
and could knock afew diplomatic heads together. Tashir, bless his generous young heart, handled things
abit better with hislot.”

Another gardener appeared, and looked at Vanyel oddly as he passed. Van suppressed the urge
to cal him back and explain. He must be new; he'll learn soon enough about Heralds talking to thin
air.

‘What did Tashir do with hisenvoys?| wastaking to Aridl's Darvenawhile you were dedling
with them. Y ou know, | ill can't believe your brother Mekea produced a child sensitive enough to be
Chosen.:

"Nether can|. But then, illogic runsin the family, | guess. Asfor Tashir; hisenvoys have been
ordered to accept me asthe voice of the King-" Vanyd explained. "The trouble's with the territories he
annexed on Lake Evendim. Thislot from the Lake Didtrict istouchy as hell, and being received by
anyone lessthan Randi isgoing to be amortd affront.”

‘Where did you pick that tidbit up?.

"Last night. After you decided that stallion from up North had agorgeous- "

:Nose,: Yfandesinterrupted primly. :He had a perfectly lovely nose. And you and Joshe were
boring me to tears with your treasury accounts.:

"Poor Joshe."

He meant that. Less than a year in the office, and trying to do the work of twenty. And
wishing with all his soul he was back as somebody's assistant. And unfortunately, Tran knows less
about the position then he does.

:He's not comfortable as Seneschd.:

"In the black, love. He's young, and he's nervous, and he wanted somebody elseto go over his



figures before he presents them to the Council.” Vanye sighed. "The gods know Randi can't. Hell be
lucky to make it through this afternoon.”

:Egenwill help. Hell do anything for Rand.:

"I know that, but - 'Fandes, the pain-sharing a Companion can do and the strength a Companion
can lend just aren't enough anymore. And it'stime we al admitted what we know. Randi'stoo sick for
anything we know to cure- " Vanye took adeep bregth to steady his churning insides. " - and the very
best we can hope for isto find some way to ease his pain so he can function when he hasto. And hope
we can get Treven trained soon in case we can't.”

:Get Treven trained in time, you mean,: Y fandesreplied glumly. :Because we're running out
of it. | hate this, Van. We can't do anything, the Healers can't do anything-Randaleisjust dying by
inches, and none of us can do anything about it!:

"Except watch,” Van replied with bitterness. "He gets alittle worse every day, and not only can't
we stop it, we don't even know why! | mean, there are some things not even the Healers can cure, but
we don't even know whét thisillnessthat'skilling Randi is - isit inheritable? Could Treven have it, too?
Randi didn't show signs until his mid-twenties, and Trev is only seventeen. We could be facing the same
dtuation we have now in another ten or fifteen years.”

Unbidden thoughts lurked at the back of hismind. A good thing Jisa isn't in the line of
succession, or people would be asking that about her, too. And how could | explain why she'sin
no danger without opening a much bigger trouble-box than any of us care to deal with?
Especially her. She takes on too much. It's bad enough just being fifteen and the King's daughter.
To have to deal with the rest of this - thank the gods there are some difficulties | can spare her.

He stared down at the overgrown path as he walked, so deep in thought that Y fandes tactfully
withdrew from contact. There were somethings, or so she had told him, that even a Companion felt
uncomfortable about eavesdropping on.

Hewaked dowly through the neglected garden. He took the winding path back to the door from
the Pdlace, stting hisfeet down with exaggerated care, putting off hisreturn to the confines of the
building aslong as he could. But histroubles had atendency to pursue him beyond thewalls.

"Uncle Van?' abreathless young female voice called from behind him. He heard the ache in the
familiar voice, the unshed tears; he turned and opened hisarms, and Jisaran into them.

She didn't say anything; she didn't have to. He knew what brought her out here; the same
problemsthat had driven him out into the unkempt maze of the deserted garden. Sheld been with her
mother and father all morning, right beside Van, doing what she could to ease Randal€'s pain and boost
Shavri's strength.

Van stroked her long, unbound hair, and let her sob into his shoulder. He hadn't known she was
behind him -

Ordinarily that would have worried him. But not since it was Jisa. She was very good at
shielding; so good, in fact, that she could render hersdf invisible to his Othersense. That was no smdl
protection to her - sinceif she could hide her presence from him, she could certainly hideit from
enemies,

Vanyd wastied to every other Herald dive, and was able to sense them whenever he chose, but
snce Jsawasn't aHerad, hewouldn't "know" where she was unless he was deliberately "L ooking" for
her.

Jsahad not yet been Chosen, which Vanyd thought al to the good. To hisway of thinking, she
didn't need to be. As an Empath she was getting full Hedler'straining, and Van and his aunt Savil were
ingtructing her exactly asthey would have anewly-Chosen Herdd. If people wondered why the child of
two full Herdds wasn't yet Chosen when every Companion a Haven loved her and treated her as one of
their own, let them continue to wonder. Vanyd was one of the few who knew the reason. Jisa hadn't
been Chosen because her Companion would be Taver, and Taver was the Companion to the King's
Own, Jisa's mother Shavri. So Jisaand Taver would not bond until Shavri was deed.

Not an event anyone cared to rush.

None of them, not Randale, Shavri nor Vanye, were ready for even the Heradic Circle to know



why she hadn't been Chosen. Jisaknew - Vanye had told her - but she seldom said anything about it,
and Van didn't push her. The child had more than enough to cope with asit was.

Being an Empath and living in the household of your dying parent -

It was one thing to know that someone you loved was going to di€; to share Randales pain as
Jsadid must be as bad as any torture Van could think of.

Small wonder she cameto Vanyd and cried on his shoulder. The greater wonder wasthat she
didn't do so more often.

Heingnuated atiny thread of thought into her mind as he stroked her tangled, sable-brown hair.
Not to comfort; there was no comfort in this Situation. Just something to let her know she wasn't alone. :1

know, sweetling. | know. I'd give my sight to take this from you.:

She turned her red-eyed, tear-smudged face toward his. : Sometimes | think | can't bear it
anymore; I'll kill something or go mad. Except that there's nothing to kill, and going mad wouldn't
change anything.:

He smoothed the hair away from her face with both hands, cupped her chin in one hand, and met
her hazel eyeswith hisown. : You are much too practical for me, sweetling. | doubt that either of
those considerations would hold me for a second in your place.: He pretended to think for a
moment. :1 believe, on the whole, 1'd choose to go mad. Killing something is so very messy if you
want it to be satisfying. And how would | get the blood out of my Whites?:

She giggled alittle, diverted. He smiled back at her, and blotted the tears from her eyesand
cheeks with ahandkerchief he pulled from the cuff of one deeve. : You'll manage as you always do,
dearest. By taking things one day at a time, and coming to me or Trev when you can't bear it all
on your own shoulders.:

She sniffled, and rubbed her nose with her knuckle. He pulled her hand away with a
mock-disgpproving frown and handed her his handkerchief. : Stop that, little girl. I've told you a
hundred times not go out without a handker chief. What will people think, to see the King's
daughter wiping her nose on her deeve?:

:That she'sa barbarian, | suppose,: Jsareplied, taking it withasigh.

.1 swear, I'll have your women sew scratchy silver braid on all your sleeves to keep you
from misusing them.: Hefrowned again, and she smiled.

:Now wouldn't that be a pretty picture? Sewing silver braid on my clothing would be like
putting lace on a horseblanket.: Jsadressed plainly, as soberly asa priestly novice, except when
coerced into something more el aborate by her mother. Take now; shewasin an ordinary brown tunic
and full homespun breeches that would not have been out-of-place on one of the Holderkin beyond the
Karsite Border.

:Jisa, Jisa,: hesghed, and shook hishead. Her eyeslit, and her pretty, triangular face became
prettier with the mischief behind them. There were times he suspected her of dressing so plainly just to
annoy himalittle. : Any other girl your age in your position would have a closet full of fine clothing.
My mother's maids dress better than you do!:

Mindspeech with Jisawas easier than talking aloud; shed been aMindspeaker since shewas Six
and use of Mindspeech was literally second-nature to her. On the other hand, that made it very difficult to
keep thingsfrom her. . . .

: Then no one will ever guess you are my father, will they?: shereplied impudently. : Perhaps
you should be grateful to me, Father-Peacock.:

Hetugged alock of hair. :Mind your manners, girl. I get more than sufficient back-chat
from Yfandes; | don't need it from you. Feeling any better?:

She rubbed her right eye with the back of her hand, ignoring the handkerchief sheheldinit. :A
bit,: she admitted.

: Then why don't you go find Trev? He's probably looking for you.: Van chuckled. Everyone
who knew them knew that the two had been inseparable from the moment Treven stepped onto the
Paace grounds. That pleased most of the Circle and Court - except those young ladies of the Court who
cherished an infatuation with the handsome young Herad. Treven was afinely-honed, blond copy of his



distant cousin Herald Tantras, onewith al of Tran's defects - not that there were many - corrected. He
had hdf the girls of the Court tralling languidly after him.

And hewas Jisas, utterly and completely. Hisloyalty was without question - and no one among
the Gifted had any doubts asto hislovefor her.

Sometimes that worried Van; not that they were so strongly attracted to each other, but because
Treven waslikely to have to make an dliance-marriage, just the way his grandmother, Queen Elspeth,
hed.

It would never be amarriage in more than name, Vanye was certain of that. There were
conditionsin Treven's case that his grandmother and cousin had not ever needed to consider. Elspeth had
not been a Mindspeaker; Randi wasn't much of one. No one but another Herald with that particular Gift
could guess how distasteful it would be for a powerful Mindspesker like Trev to make love to someone
who was not only mind-blocked, but atotal stranger. Probably afrightened, unhappy stranger.

One wonders how any Mindspeaking Monarch could be anything but chagte. . . .

Y et the Monarchs of Vademar had done their duty before, and likely would do so again.
Probably Trev would haveto, aswell. Yes, it was heartrending, but it was afact of life. Heralds did alot
of thingsthey didn't dwayslike. Asfar asthat went, for the good of VVademar, Vanyel could and would
have bedded anyone or anything.

In fact, he had done something of the sort, though it hadn't been exactly disagreeable; Van had
fathered Jisawith poor, dear Shavri, when Randae proved to be sterile - even though his preference
was, then and now, for hisown sex. . . .

Shaych, they called it now-from the Tayledras word shay'a'chern, though only ahandful of
peopleindl of Vademar knew that. Though openly shaych, held given Shavri achild because Randde
couldn't, and because she/d wanted one so desperately - Randi needed his lifebonded stable and whole,
and the need for achild had been tearing her apart.

And her pregnancy had stilled any rumors that Randale might not be cgpable of fathering achild,
which kept the channel's open for proposals of dliance-marriagesto him, at least until hisillness became
too severeto hide.

But because Randale had needed to keep those lines open - and because Shavri wasterrified of
eventheidea of ruling - hed never married his lifebonded. So when it became evident that Randale was
desperately ill, and that the Companions "inexplicably” were not going to Choose Jisa, Randae's
collatera lines had been searched for a suitable candidate.

Treven was the only possible choice at that point; he'd been Chosen two years ago, hewas a
Mindspesker as powerful as Vanye. He understood the principles of governing - at least so far asthey
applied to his own parents Border-barony, since he'd been acting as his father's right-hand man since he
wasnine.

Jsahad loved him from the moment held crossed the threshold of the Palace. It wasn't obligatory
for the King's Own to bein love with her monarch, but VVanyel was of the opinion that it helped. . ..

Except that it makes things awfully complicated.

:She's not a child anymore,: Y fandesreminded him. At that point heredlly looked at her, and
saw the body of ayoung woman defining the shape of what had been shapel ess before this year.

:Let's not borrow trouble before we have to,: he thought back at his Companion, avoiding the
topic.

Jsalooked back at him with those too-old, too-wise eyes. : Trev's waiting for me; he sent me
to you. Sometimes he knows what | need before | do.:

He released her, and stepped back a pace. : Think you still need me?:

She shook her head, and pulled her hair back over her shoulders. :No, | think I'll be all right,
now. | don't know how you do it, Father - how you manage to be so strong for all of us. I'll go
back in now, but if you need me for anything - :

He shook his head, and she smiled weakly, then turned and threaded her way acrossthe
overgrown flowerbeds, taking the most direct route back, the route he had avoided.

Soaking her shoes. And not caring in the lesst.



:Like father, like daughter,: Yfandes snorted.

:Shut up, horse,: Van retorted absently.

His own thoughts followed hisdaughter. 1t's a life-bonding, the thing between her and Trev.
I'm positive. The way she's always aware of him, and Trev of her... inaway that's not a bad thing.
She's going to need all the emotional help she can get when Randi dies, and she surely won't get it
from Shavri. Shavri is going to be in too much pain herself to help Jisa - assuming Shavri livesa
candlemark beyond Randi. . . .

But the problems.. . . gods above and below! s she old enough to understand what Trev is
going to haveto do - that the good of Valdemar may - will - take precedence over her happiness?
How can any fifteen-year-old understand that? Especially with her heart and soul so bound up
with his?

But-she was old enough to understand about me. . . .

How well Vanyd remembered. . ..

... .the provisions of the exclusion to be asfollows. . . .

"UndeVan?'

Vanyd had looked up from the proposed new treaty with Hardorn. He had the odd fedling that
there was something hidden in the numerous clauses and subclauses, something that could cause alot of
troublefor Vademar. He wasn't the only one - the Senescha was uneasy, and o were any Heralds with
the Gift of ForeSight that so much as entered the same room with it.

So he'd been burning candles long into the night, searching for the catch, trying to ferret out the
problem and amend it before premonition becameredlity.

He'd taken the inferna thing back to his own room where he could study it in peace. It was past
the hour when even the most pleasure-loving courtier had sought his or her bed; it was long past the hour
when Jsashould have been in hers. Y et there she stood, wrapped in arobe three sizestoo big for her,
haf-in, haf-out of hisdoorway.

"Jsa?' héd sad, blinking at her, ashetried to pull histhoughts out of the maze of "whereases'
and "party of thefirg parts.” "Jisa, what are you doing still awake?"

"It'sPapa," sheld said smply. She moved out of the doorway and into the light. Her eyeswere
dark-circled and red-rimmed. "I can't do anything, but | can't deep, either.”

He'd held out hisarmsto her, and shed come to him, drooping into his embrace like an
exhaugted bird into its nest.

:Uncle Van-: Shed Mindtouched him immediately, and he could sense thoughts seething behind
the ones she Sent. :Uncle Van, it's not just Papa. | have a question. And | don't know if you're
going to likeit or not, but | have to ask you, because - because | need to know the answer. :

He'd smoothed her hair back off her forehead. :1've never lied to you, and I've never put you
off, sweetling,: he'd replied. : Even when you asked uncomfortable questions. Go ahead.:

She took a deep breath and shook off hishands. :Papaisn't my real father, ishe? You are.:

He'd had less of ashock from mage-lightning. And he'd answered without thinking. :1-yes-but -:

Shed thrown her arms around his neck and clung to him, not saying anything, smply radiating
relief.

Relief - and an odd, subdued joy.

He blinked again, and touched her mind, tentatively. : Swveetling? Do - :

:I'mglad,: shesaid. Andlet him fully into her mind. He saw her fears - that she would become
sick, as Randae had. Her puzzlement at some odd things she'd overheard her mother say - and the
strange evasions Shavri had given instead of replies. The frustration when she sensed she wasn't being
told the truth. The bewilderment as she tried to fathom questions that became mystery. And the love she
had for him. A love she now fdt freeto offer him, like agift.

Perhapsit was that |ast that surprised him the mogt. : You don't mind?: he asked, increduloudly.
He could hardly believeit. Like many youngstersin adolescence, sheld been alittle touchy around him of
late. HEd assumed that it was because she felt uncomfortable around him - and in truth, he'd expected it.
Jsaknew what hewas, that he was shaych, and what that meant, at least insofar as understanding that he



preferred men as close companions. Neither he nor her parents had seen any point in trying to hide that
from her; sheld dways been aprecocious child, as evidenced by this little surprise. : You really don't
mind?: he repeated, dazed.

"Why should | mind?" she asked doud, and hugged him harder. "Just - tell mewhy? Why isntt
Papamy father - and why isit you?'

So he had, as smply and clearly as he could. She might have been barely over twelve, but sheld
taken in hiswords with the understanding of someone much older.

Sheleft him amazed.

Sheld finally gone off to her bed - but had sent him back to histreaty both - bewildered and
flattered, that she admired him so very much. . . .

And loved him so very much.

Shedtill loved him, admired him, and trusted him; sometimes she trusted him more than her
"parents.” Certainly she confided more in him than in Shawri.

He shook his head alittle, and continued down the cobbled path that would lead him eventudly
to the door out of the garden. Poor Jisa. Shavri leans on her as if she were an adult - depends on
her for so much - it hardly seemsfair.

Then again, maybe | should envy thelittle minx. | fill can't get my parentsto think of measan
adult.

All too soon he came to the end of the path. Buried in atangle of hedges and vines was the
chipped, green-painted door. He opened it, and stepped into the darkened hallway of the Queen's suite.

Theroomswere just as neglected as the garden had been; dark, full of dusty furniture, and with a
faint ghost of Elspeth'sviolet perfumedtill hanging inthe air. Shavri had never felt comfortable here, and
Randd e had deemed it palitic (after much discussion) to leave this suite empty asasign that he might
take a Queen.

That "might" had been hard-won from Randi - because although Shavri was both hisKing's Own
and hislifebonded love, his advisors (Vanye among them) had managed to convince him that he should
at least appear to befreeto make an dliance and sedl it with awedding.

Shavri had seen the need, but Randale had been rebellious, even angry with them. But after hours
of argument, even he could not deny the fact that Vademar's safety would beill-served if he acted to
please only himsdlf. It was alesson Trev was going to haveto learn dl too soon.

Fortunately Shavri - lovely, quiet Shavri - had backed them with al the will in her dender body.
And that was congderable, for she was afull and powerful Healer aswell asbeing aHerad.
Herdd-Mages wererare; before Taver Chose Shavri, Vademar had never seen aHerald-Hedler. Van
hoped the need would never arise for there to be another.

Vanyd eased through the rooms with a sense, asaways, that he was disturbing something. Dust
motes hung in the sunbeams that shone through places where the curtains had parted. Despite that hint of
perfume, there was no sense of "presence” - it was rather asthough what he was disturbing were the
rooms themselves rather than something inhabiting them. There were severd placesin the Pdace like
that; placeswhere it seemed asif the wdlsthemsdvesweredive. . . .

Taver had Chosen Shavri when Lancir had died - just before Elspeth herself had passed. The
Heralds had been puzzled; they hadn't known why a Healer should be Chosen, though most assumed it
wasfor lack of amore suitable candidate, or smply because Shavri and Randae were lifebonded. Only
later, when Shavri couldn't ssem to conceive for al her trying, did she suspect that the reason for Taver's
taking her was that something was wrong with Randi.

And only much later did they al learn that her suspicion was correct.

At that point, wild horses couldn't have dragged her to the dtar to marry Randae. If there was
onething Shavri didn't want, it was the responsibility of rule.

Vanyel eased open one Side of the heavy double door to the main corridor, and shut it behind
him. His own responsibilities settled over him like atoo-weighty cloak. He straightened his back, squared
his shoulders, and set off down the stone-floored hal toward his own quartersin the Herads Wing.

Shavri was, if truth were to be told, entirely unsuited to ruling. | guess we should be just as



pleased that she doesn't want Consort status, Vanyd thought, nodding to an early-rising courtier, one
aready clad in peacock-bright, elaborately embellished Court garb. For her own sake, and Jisa's sake,
| think she made the right decision. | know she didn't want Jisa forced into the position of Heir,
and really, this was the only way to keep that from happening. She can't be sure that Jisa wouldn't
be Chosen if the Companions thought it necessary. And if she were Chosen and rightborn -

But Jsaslegdly abastard and can't inherit, and not being Chosen makes her doubly safe.

The stone floor gave way to wood; the "Old Palace” to the New. Vanyd ran over the plansfor
the day in hismind; firgt his audience with Tashir's people, then a sesson with the Privy Council, then
with the Herddic Circle. Then the audiences with Randale and the Lake Didtrict envoys. Shavri would be
there, of course; Randa e needed her Gift and her strength. She spent it al on him, which left her notime
or energy for any of the normal duties of the King's Own. No matter; Vanyel took those - and even if
she'd had the strength to spare, Shavri had not been very skilled at thosetasks. . . .

:Shavri was abysmal at those tasks,: Yfandes sad tartly. : The only reason she wasn't a total
failure was that she relied on Taver and on you to tell her what to do and say.:

Vanyel stopped long enough to have afew words with one of Joshe's aides, an older girl-page
with asolemn face, hismind only vagudly on what he was saying to the girl. :'Fandes, that isn't kind.:

:Maybe. But it's true. The only thing she showed any real talent in was managing Randi
and in knowing where her skillsweren't up to the job. If Shavri'd let Randale go through with
wedding her, she'd be next in line even before Jisa, and that would be a disaster ..

Vanyel wanted to be able to refute her, but he couldn't. Shavri wasn't aruler; shewasn't even a
Herad except in having Taver. Vanyd did most of her work, from playing ambassador with full
plenipotentiary powers, to cresting and sSigning minor lega changesinto effect. From being First inthe
Circleto being Firgt in the Council, to being Northern Guardian of the Web; hedid it al. He even took
Randal€'s place in the Council in the King's absence.

:That's most of the time, now,: Y fandes observed sadly.

Van got the answer he wanted out of the child, despite his distraction. She smoothed her tunic
nervoudy, plainly anxiousto be gone, and Vanyd obliged her. Hewas il andyzing the overtones of his
conversation with Jsa. :We've got a new problem. Did you pick up what | did from Jisa?: he asked,
hurrying his steps toward his room. His feet were beginning to ache with the cold, and the wet lesther had
begun to chafe hisankles.

:About the redl reason why she cameto cry on your shoulder? The one she doesn't want to think
about? It was too cloudy for meto read.:

Vanyed sensed someonein hisroom as he neared it, but it was afamiliar presence, though one
without the "fed" of aHerdd, so he didn't bother to identify hisvigtor. :Shavri,: hesad grimly. :It's
what she's picking up from her mother. Jisa knows Randi's doomed; she's coming to grips with
that. What she can't handle is that Shavri's getting more desperate by the moment, more afraid of
being left alone. Jisa's afraid that when Randi leaves us - her mother will follow.:

Hefdt Yfandesjerk her head upin surprise. : She'sa Healer!: the Companion exclamed. :She
can't - shewouldn't -:

:Don't count on it, dearheart,: Vanyd answered, one hand on the door latch. :Even | can't
tell you what she'll do. | don't think she'd actively suicide on us - but she isa Healer. She knows
enough about the way that the body works to kill herself through lacking the will to live. And
that's what Jisa's afraid she'll do; just pine away on us. And theworst of it is, | think she'sright.:

He pushed the door to his spare quarters open; it was full of light and air, but not much else. Just
abed, alow, square table, afew floor-pillows, awardrobe, and a couch.

On the couch was his visitor-and despite hisworries, Vanyd fdt his mouth Stretching in aresl
amile

"Medren!" he exclaimed, asthe lanky, brown-haired young Bard-trainee rose and reached
across the table to embrace him. "Lord and Lady, nephew, | think you get taller every week! I'm sorry
about not being able to get to your recitd, but - "

Medren shook long hair out of hiswarm brown eyes, and smiled. "Tripes, itisnt my first, and it



isn't going to be my last. That's not what | came after you for, anyway."

"No?' Vanyed settled himsdf down in hisfavorite chair, and raised an inquiring eyebrow. "What
bringsyou, then?"

Medren resumed his seet, leaning forward over the table, his eyeslocking with Van's. " Something
ahdl of alot moreimportant than astupid recitd. Van, | think have something that can help the King."

Two

Vanye closed the door behind him, balanced with one hand still on the door handle, and reached
down to pull one of his boots off. "What exactly do you mean?' he asked, examining it, and deciding that
it was going to survive the soaking after dl. "Forgive meif | sound skeptical, Medren, but I've heard that
particular phrase dozens of timesin the past few years, and in the end nothing anyone tried made any
difference. I'm sure you mean well -"

Medren perched in achair bes de the window, with not only his expression but his entire body
betraying how tense hewas. The curtainsfluttered in a sudden gust of breeze, wrapping themselves over
hisarm. He pushed them away with an impatient grimace. "That'swhy | waited so long, | really thought
about thisfor awhile before | decided to talk to you,” Medren told him earnestly. "Y ou've had every
Hedler, herbalist, and so-called ‘physician’ in the Kingdom in and out of here - | wasn't going to cometo
you unlessit wasn't just me who was sure we had something.”

Vanyd pulled off his other boot, and regarded his nephew dubioudly. HEd never known Medren
to go overboard - but there had been so many times when a new treatment had sounded promising and
had achieved nothing. . . . Medren's judgment was unlikely to be better than anyone el <'s.

Stll - there was dways the chance. There wasllittle doubt that in Medren Van was dedling with a
rationd adult now, not an overly impressionable boy. Medren had grown tdler in the years since Vanye
had sent him off to Bardic Collegium, and even though he hadn't put on any bulk at al he was obvioudy
at full growth. He actualy looked like a pared-down, thin version of hisfather, Vanyd's brother Meked.
Except for one small detail - he had his mother Melenna's swest, dodike eyes.

He must be just about ready to finish Journeyman'’s status at least, Vanyd redized witha
gart. He might even be due for Full Bard rank. Ye holy stars, he must be nearly twenty!

The curtains flapped, and Medren pushed them away again. ™Y ou know | wouldn't bring you
anything trivid or untried. | know better, and anyway, I've got my ranking to think of. I'm one
measter-work away from Full Bard," he finished, confirming Vanye's startled assessment. He combed his
fingersrestlesdy through hislong hair. "'l can't start my career by getting areputation for chasing wild
geee. |'ve had Breda check thisfor me, and she's confirmed it. It ssems my roommate, Stefen, hasa
Wild Tdent. He can sing pain avay."

Van had made hisway to the side of the bed by the end of this speech; he sat down on it rather
abruptly, and stared at his young cousin. "He can - what?'

"Hesingspain away." Medren shrugged, and the cloth of hisred-brown tunic strained over his
shoulders. "We don't know how, we only know he can. Found it out when | had that foul case of
marsh-fever and a head like an overripe pumpkin.”

Vanyd grimaced in sympathy; held had a dose of that fever himsdf, and knew the miserable head
and bone achesit brought withit.

"Stef didn't know | wasin the room; camein and started practicing. | started to open my mouth
to chase him out, | figured that wasthe last thing | needed, but after the first two notes | couldn't feel
any headache. Point of fact, | fell adeep.” Medren leaned forward, and his words tumbled out as he
tried to tell Vanye everything at once. "I woke up when hefinished, he was putting his gittern away, and
the headache was coming back. Managed to gabble something out before he got away from me, and we
tried it again. Damned if | didn't fall adeep again.”

"That could have been those awful herbal teas the Hedlers seem to set such store by,” Vanyel
reminded him. "They put me to deep -"

"Put you to deep, sure, but they don't do much about the head. Besides, we thought of that. Got



at Bredawhen | cured up, told her, got her to agree to play victim next time she had one of her
dazzle-headaches, and it worked for her, too." He took a deep breath, and looked at Vanyel
expectantly.

"It did?' Vanyd wasimpressed despite his skepticism. Breda, as someone with the Bardic Gift,
wasn't easly influenced by theillusons a strong Gift could weave. Besides, so far as he knew, nothing
short of a dangerous concoction of whest-smut could ease the pain of one of her dazzle-headaches.

Medren spread his hands. "Damned if | know how he doesit, Van. But Stef's had away of
surprising us over at Bardic about once aweek. Only eighteen, and he's about to make Full Bard. Just
may beat meto it. Anyway, you were telling me how Randale hates to take those pain-drugs because
they make him muddled -"

"But can't endure more than an hour without them, yes, | remember.” Vanye threw the abused
bootsin the corner and leaned forward on his bed, crossing hisarms. | take it you think we can use this
Stefen instead of the drugs? I'm not sure that would work, Medren - the reason Randi hates the drugsis
that his concentration goes to pieces under them. How can he do anything and listen to your friend at the
sametime?'

Medren swatted the curtains away again, jumped to hisfeet and began pacing restlesdy, keeping
hiseyeson Vanyd. "That's the whole beauty of it - thisWild Tdent of his seemsto work whether you're
conscioudy listening or not. Honest, Van, | thought thisout - | mean, if it would work when Bredaand |
were adleep, it should work under any circumstances.”

Vanyd stood up, dowly. ThisWild Tdent of Stefen's might not help - but then again, it might. It
was worth trying. These days anything wasworth trying. . . .

And they had tried anything and everything once the Hedlers had confessed themsalves baffled.
Hot springs, mud baths, diets that varied from little more than leaves and raw grainsto nothing but raw
mest. There had been no sgns of acure, no signs of improvement, just increasing pain and asteedily
growing weakness. Nothing had helped Randale in the last year, not even for a candlemark. Nothing but
the debilitating, mind-numbing drugsthat Randi hated.

"Let'sgotalk to Breda," Van said abruptly, knedling and fishing his outdoor boots out from under
the bed. He looked up to catch Medren's dated grin. "Don't get excited,” he warned. "I know you're
convinced, but this may be nothing more than pain-sharing, and Randi's past the point where that's at dl
effective.”" He stood up, bootsin hand, and pulled them on over his damp stockings. "But as you pointed
out, it'sworth trying. Asteraknows weve tried stranger things.”

Medren kept pace with hisuncle easly, despite Vanyd's longer legs and ground-devouring
grides. After al, he had just spent his Journeyman period completely afoot, in the wild northlands, where
villages were weeks gpart. Fortunately it was also the shortest Journeyman trial in the history of
the Collegium, hereflected wryly, recdling his aching feet, sore back, and the nights he spent haf-frozen
in hislittle tent-shelter. And it wasn't even winter yet! Three months up there gave me enough
material for a hundred songs. Although so far half of them seem to be about poor souls freezing to
death -

Medren watched his uncle out of the corner of hiseye, trying to gauge hisfedings, but he couldn't
tell what Van wasthinking. Inthat, asin any number of things, Vanyd hadn't changed much in the past
few years, though he had atered subtly from the uncle Medren had first encountered.

Gotten quieter, more focused inside himself. Doesn't even talk to anybody about himself
anymore, not even Savil. Medren frowned alittle. Uncle Van isn't doing himself any favors,
isolating himself like that.

Vanyd had the kind of fine-boned, ascetic face that aged well, with no sign of wrinkling except
around the eyes and a permanent worry-line between his brows. His once-black hair was thickly
streaked with white, but that wasn't from age, that was from working magic with what he and his aunt,
Herdd-Mage Savil, caled "nodes." Medren had gathered from Vanyd's complicated explanations that
these node-things were collecting points for magica energy - and that they were infernaly hard to dedl
with.

For whatever reason, the silver-streaked hair, when combined with the ageless face and abody



that would have been the envy of most of Medren's peers, made Vanyd's appearance confusing - even
to those who knew him. Y oung - old, and hard to categorize.

Add eyesthe color of burnished silver, eyesthat seemed to look right through a person, and you
had the single most striking Herald in Whites. . . .

Medren frowned again. And the least approachable.

His nephew guessed that Vanyd had been purposefully learning how to control hisexpressions
completely in the same way aBard could. Probably for some of the same reasons. Not even aflicker of
eyelid gave histhoughts away; over the past couple of years control had become complete. Even
Medren, who knew him about aswell as anyone, never knew what was running through his mind unless
Van wanted him to know.

Vanyd was as beautiful as astatue carved from the finest alabaster by the hand of amaster. But
thanks to that absol ute control, he was aso about as remote and chill asthat same statue.

Which is the way he wantsit, Medren Sighed. Or at least, that's what he says. "l can't
afford hostages,” he says. 'l can't let anyone close enough to be used against me." He doesn't even
like having people know that he and | are as friendly as we are-and we're reated. He thinks it
makes me atarget. . . .

There actually had been at least one close scrape, toward the end of the Tashir affair. Medren
hadn't realized how close that scrape had been until long after, in histhird year at Bardic. And in some
ways, Van was absolutely right, in that he couldn't afford close emotiond relationships. If held been the
marble statue he resembled, hisisolation would likely have been agood thing.

But he wasn't. He was aliving human being, and one who would not admit that he was
desperaey londly.

To thelowest helswith that. If he doesn't find somebody he can at |east talk to besides Savil,
he's going to go mad in white linen one of these days. He's keeping everyone e se sane, but who can he
goto?

Nobody, that's who. Medren gritted histeeth. Well, we'll see about that, uncle. If you can
resist Sef, you're a candidate for the Order of Saint Thiera the Immaculate.

They left the Palaceitsdf, and followed agraveled path toward the separate building housing the
Bardic Collegium; athree-storied, gray stone edifice. Thefirst floor held classrooms, the second, the
rooms of such Bards astaught here, and the third, the rooms of the apprentices and Journeymen about to
be made Masters. There were only two of the latter, himsalf and Stefen. Some might have objected to
being roomed with Stef, for the younger boy was shaych, and made no bones about it - but not Medren.

Not with Vanyel for an uncle, Medren reflected, with tolerant amusement. Not that Stefs
anything like Van. If uncle's a candidate for the Order of Saint Thiera, Sefs a candidate for the
Order of the Brothers of Perpetual Indulgence! No wonder he writes good lovesongs; he's
certainly had enough experience!

One of the brown-tunicked Bardic apprentices passed them, laboring under a burden of four or
fiveingruments. They stepped off the path long enough to let her pass; her eyes widened at the sight of
Vanye, and she swallowed and sketched akind of salute asthey passed by her. Van didn't notice, but
Medren did; he winked at her and returned it.

Medren had gotten Stef as aroommate before this, back when he was an apprentice. That was
surely an experience! 1'm not sure which was stranger for me; Sef as he arrived, or Stef once he
figured out what he was. Medren mentaly shook his head. What a country-bred innocent | was!

Stef had arrived at the Collegium in the care of Bard Lynnell; barely ten, and frightened half to
death. He had no ideawhat was going on, or why this strange woman had plucked him off his street
corner and carried him off. Lynnell wasn't terribly good with children, and she hadn't bothered to explain
much to young Stefen. That had been |ft to Medren, the only apprentice a the time who had no
roommeate.

Andfirst | had to explain that this wasn't abordello. Hed thought Lynn was a procurer.

Lynnell had heard the boy singing on the Street corner, attracting good crowds despite being
accompanied only by an unskilled hag with abodhran. While the Bard had no talent for taking care of



children, she was both skilled and graced with the Bardic Gift herself. She had recognized Stefen's Gift
with thefirst notes she heard. And she knew what would happen if that child was |eft unprotected much
longer - some accident would befall him, he could be sold to awhoremaster, someillness | eft untreated
could ruin hisvoicefor life - there were athousand endingsto this child's story, and few of them happy.

Until Lynnell had entered it, anyway. One thing about Lynn; she goes straight for what she
wants so fast that most people are left gaping after her as she rides out of sight.

Sheld made enough inquiries to ascertain that the crude old woman playing the drum and
collecting the coinswas not Stefs mother, nor any kind of relative. That wasall it took for her to beon
the sunny side of legdlity; once that was established, she had invoked Bardic Immunity and kidnapped
him.

Then dumped him on me. Medren smiled. Glad she did. He may have gotten me into
trouble, but it was generally fun trouble.

There were some who opined that Stefen's preference for his own sex semmed from some
experience with that nasty old harridan that was so gppalling held totally repressed the memory. Privately
Medren thought that was unlikely. So far as he was able to determine, shedd never laid afinger on Stefen
except for an occasional hard shaking, or adap now and then.

From everything Stef said, when she was sober, she knew where her money was coming from.
Shewasn't crud, just crude, and not too bright. So long as her little songbird kept Snging, she wasn't
going to do anything to upsat him.

He held the door to the Bardic Collegium open for his uncle, and followed closely on hishedls.

All that Stef had suffered from was neglect, physical and emotional. The emotiona neglect was
quickly remedied by every adult femaein the Collegium, who found the haf-starved, big-eyed child
iresdible.

Stefs spirits certainly revived quickly enough once he discovered the attention was genuine - and
a0 learned he wasto share the (relative) luxuries of the Bardic Collegium.

Like aroof over his head every night, a real bed, all he could eat whenever he wanted it,
Medren thought, following Vanyel up the narrow staircase to the second floor. Poor little lad.
Whatever his keeper had been spending the money on, it certainly wasn't high living. Drugs,
maybe. The gods know Stefs death on anybody he catches playing with them.

Bard Breda's roomswere right by the staircase; Collegium lore had it that she'd picked that suite
just s0 she could humiliate apprentices she caught snesking in late at night.

Thefact was that she had chosen those rooms because she was something of an Empath and
something of achiru-geon; she'd gotten early herbdist training before her Gift was discovered. Bardic
gpprentices tended to get themsavesin trouble with darming regularity. Sometimesthat trouble ended in
black eyes - and occasiondly in worse. Breda's minor Taents had come to the rescue of more than one
wayward gpprentice since the day sheld settled in to teach.

Like every other femadein the place, sheld taken aliking to Stef, which was just aswell. Once
Stef had reached the age of thirteen his preferences were well established - and hisfrail build combined
with those preferences got him into more fights than the rest of the apprentices combined. Breda had
patched Stefen up so many times she declared that she was consdering having the Hedlers assign him to
oneof their apprentices as apermanent case study.

Vanyd paused outsde the worn wooden door, and knocked lightly.

"Come," Bredareplied, her deep voice still as smooth as cream despite her age, and steadier
than the Palace foundations. Vanye pushed the door gar, and et them both into the dim cool of Bredas
quarters.

Medren often suspected that Bredawas at least half owl. She was never awake before noon, she
stayed dert until the unholiest hours of the dawn, and she kept the curtains drawn in her rooms no matter
what time of day or night it was. Of course, that could have been at least in part because she was subject
to those terrible headaches, during which the least amount of light was painful . . . till, walking into her
quarterswas likewalking into acave.

Medren peered around, trying to see her in the gloom, blinking as his eyes became accustomed



toit. He heard a chuckle, rich and throaty. "By the window. | do read occasiondly."

Medren redlized then that what held taken for an empty chair did in fact have the Bard in it; held
been fooled by the shadows cast by the high back. "Hullo, Van," the elderly Bard continued serenely.
"Cometo verify your scapegrace nephew'stale, hmm?"

"Something likethat," Vanyd admitted, finding another chair and eesing himsdf downintoiit.

"Y ou must admit that most of the rumors of cures we've chased lately have been mist-maidens.”

Medren groped for a chair for himsdf; winced asthe legs scraped discordantly against the floor,
and dropped down onto its hard wooden sest.

"Sad, but true," Bredaadmitted. "1 must tell you, though, | was completdly skeptica, mysdlf. I'm
difficult to decelve at the best of times; when | have one of my spdlls| redly don't have much thought for
anything but the pain. And that youngling dealt with the pain. I've no idea how, but hedid it.”

"So | takeit you'rein favor of thislittle experiement?' Medren thought Van sounded relieved, but
he couldn't be sure.

A faint movement from the shadows in the chair sgnaled what might have been ashrug. "What
have we got to lose? The boy can't hurt anyone with that Wild Taent, so the very worst that could
happen isthat the King will have one of our better young Journeymen providing appropriately soothing
background music for the audiences. Hell have to have someone there entertaining in any case -
someone with the Gift, to keep those ambassadors in agood mood. No reason why it can't be Stefen.
The boy's amazingly good; very deft, so deft that even most Gifted Bards don't notice he's soothing
them.”

"Noreason at dl," Vanye agreed. "Especidly if hé'sthat good. Can he do both at once?”

"Can you Mindspeak with 'Fandes and spellcast at the same time?" Breda countered.

"If the spell isfamiliar enough.” Vanyd pondered. "But | don't know, he's not very experienced,
ishe? Medren told me he's still a Journeyman.”

"He may not be experienced, but he's adamned remarkable boy,” Bredareplied, with an edgeto
her voice. "Y ou ought to pay abit more attention to what’ s going on under your nose, Van, thelad's
been thetalk of the Collegium for the past couple of years. That'swhy we kept him here for his
Journeyman period instead of sending him out. The boy'sgot al three Bardic requirements, Van, not just
two. The Gift, the ability to perform, and the creative Taent to compose. Three of hisbaladsarein the
common repertory aready, and he's not out of Journeyman status.”

Vanyd coughed. "I stand rebuked,” hereplied, ahint of humor in hisvoice. "Well, let's givethis
Stefen achance. Do you want to tell him, or shdl 17!

Bredalaughed. "Y ou. I'd just gotten comfortable when you two sailed in. And a my age, one
finds stairsmore than alittle daunting.”

Vanyd rose, and Medren scrambled to join him. "Y ou'rejust lazy, that'sal,” he mocked gently.
"Y ou can outdance, outfight, outdrink, and outlast people haf your age when you choose.”

"That'sasmay be," Bredareplied as VVanye turned toward the door, her own voice just as
mocking. "But right now | don't choose. Let me know how thingswork out, youngling.”

Medren felt ahand between his shoulderblades propelling him out the door and into the corridor.
"Just for that," Vanye said over his shoulder as he closed the door, "I think I'll see that someonetellsyou
- sometime next week."

A pungent expletive emerged, muffled, through the door. Medren hadn't known Breda knew
that particular phrase. . . though anatomically impossible, it certainly would have been interesting to
watch if sheld decided to put hisunclein that particular position....

Stefen - or rather, Stefen's appearance - came as something of asurpriseto Van. Vanye had
been expecting something entirely different - ayoungster like Medren, but perhgps alittle plainer, alittle
taller. At some point held formed avague notion that people gifted with extraordinary abilities tended to
look perfectly ordinary.

Stefen was far from ordinary -

Van hung back when they'd gotten to the room Medren shared with the boy, prompted by the
feding that Stefen might be uneasy in his presence. Stef had just been leaving, in fact. Medren intercepted



him right a the door, and Vanyel had lingered in an acove while Medren explained to the boy what they
wanted of him. That gave Van ample opportunity to study the musician while the youngster remained
unaware of the Herad's scrutiny.

Vanyd'sfirg impresson was of fragility. Stefen was dight; had he been agirl, héd have been
cdled "ddicae." Hewasalittle shorter than Vanyel, and asdim. That didn't matter, though - Vanyd
could tell that Stef's appearance was as deceptive as his own. Stefen was fine-boned, yes, but there was
muscle over that bone; tough, wiry muscle.

| wouldn't care to take himon in a street fight, Van observed, eyes haf-closed as he studied
the boy. Something tells me he'd win.

Dark auburn hair crowned atriangular face; one composed, at first impression, of apair of
bottomless hazel eyes, high cheekbones, and the most stubborn chin VVan had ever seen.

He looks like a demented angel, like that painting in the High Temple of the Spirit of
Truth. The one that convinced me that knowing too much truth will drive you mad. . . . Vanyd
watched carefully as Stef listened to Medren's plans. Once or twice, the boy nodded, and some of that
wavy hair fdl into his eyes. He brushed it out of the way absently, dl his attention given to hisroommate.

He wastense; that was understandable. VVanyel was very glad that he had chosen to keep himself
out of the way now. The boy was under quite enough pressure without the added stress of Herald
Vanyd's presence. Van was quite well awvare how much he overawed most of the people he cameinto
contact with - that gardener this morning was the exception. Most folk reacted the way that young Bardic
apprentice had on the way over here - the kind of mix of fear and worship that made her try to bow to
him despite having both arms full, and despite custom that decreed otherwise. Heralds were not
supposed to be "specid.” Rank was not supposed to matter except insde Circle and Council.

Rules, apparently, did not apply to Herdd-Mage Vanye Ashkevron.

Well, that's neither here nor there, hethought, watching the young Journeyman-Bard carefully.
‘Fandes, what do you think of this youngster?:

Hefet her looking out of hiseyes, and felt her gpprova before shevoicedit. :I like him, Van.
He'll give you everything he has, without holding back. He has a very powerful Bardic Gift, and
he does indeed have a secondary Gift as well that is nearly as powerful. It's something like
MindHealing, but very specific. | can't tell you any more than that until | Seeit in action.:

For thefirst time that day, Vanye dlowed his hopeto risealittle. : Then you think this might
work?:

-1 don't know any more than you do,: shereplied, : But the boy has something unusual, and
| think you'd be a fool not to give himall he needsto wield it.:

Van blinked. :Huh. Well, right now, the only other thing | can give himisto stay out of the
way. | don't want to frighten himinto freezing by having The Great Herald-Mage Vanyel
Demonsbane descend on him.:

:The Great Herald-Mage indeed,: she snorted. : Sounds like someone | know may not fit his
hats before too long.:

Medren opened the door to their room and waved Stefen inside. He looked back over his
shoulder a Van, who just nodded at him. The boy was doing just fine; so long as Stefen got to the
Throne Room in time for the audiences, Vanyd didn't see any reason to interfere in the way things were
going. He turned and headed back down the hdlway to the Sairs.

-1 won't fit my hats, hmm?: hereplied as he descended the stairs. :1sn't that interesting. |
was just thinking that it's been too long since the last time you and | went over the advanced
endurance course together. Who was it | overheard boasting about the times she used to make
over the course?:

If she'd been human, sheld have spluttered. :Van! That was a long time ago! Thetraineesare
going to be out on the course at this time of the day - I'm going to look like an out-of-shape old
bag of bonesin front of them!:

Vanyd chuckled, and pushed open the door to the outside with one hand. : And who was it who
told me she could run those trainees into the ground?:



He hadn't known Y fandes knew that particular curse. Hewondered if shedd learned it from
Breda

Stefen sagged bonelesdy into the room's single comfortable chair, and stared at a discolored spot
on the plastered wall.

Thiswas what | wanted, right? That'swhy | let Medren talk me into trying that trick on
Breda. | used to "cure" old Berte's hangovers by singing them away - | was sure | could do the
same for what ailed Medren and Breda. And that would get me what | needed, since | knew damn
well he has connections up into the Court. | knew he'd get meinto seeif | could help the King.
Thisisthe only way | could think of to get Court favor, and get it honestly. Now, | know | can
help King Randale. What | can do is better for him than histaking a lot of drugs. It'll be a fair
exchange. So why am | so nervous about this?

He couldn't stand sitting there idle; he reached automaticaly for the gittern he kept, strung and
tuned, beside the chair. It was one of hisfirst student instruments - worn and shabby, acomforting old
friend. Heran hisfingers over the strings, in the finger exercises every Bard practiced every day of his
life, rain or shine, well or ill.

He'd known about thistrick of his, thisknack of "singing pain awvay" for along time - held had it
forced on him, for al practical purposes, by the old woman who had cared for him for aslong ashe
could remember. It was either Sing her pain away, or put up with her uncertain temper and trust he could
get out of her reach when she was suffering a"morning after.”

Old Berte wasn't his mother - but he couldn't remember anyone who might have been his mother.
There had only been Berte. Those memorieswere vivid, and edged with aconstant hunger that was
physical and emotiond. Berte teaching him to beg before he could even walk. Berte making false sores of
flour-paste and cow's blood, so that he looked ill. Berte binding up one of hislegs so that he had to
hobble with the help of acrutch.

The hours of sitting beside her on astreet corner, learning to cry on cue.

Then the day when one of the other beggars brought out atin whistle, and Stef had begun to sing
aong, in athin, clear soprano - and when he'd finished, there was a crowd about the three of them, a
crowd that tossed more coppersinto Berte's cracked wooden bowl than held ever seenin his short life.

| looked up, and | saw the expression on her face, and | knew I'd never have to limp
around on a crutch again.

He closed hiseyes, and let hisfingerswalk into the next set of exercises. Berte bought us both a
real supper of cooked food from a food stall at the market. Fresh food, not stale, not crumbs and
leavings - and we shared a pallet and a blanket that she bought from a ragman that night. That
was the best day of my life.

It remained the best day of hislifefor along while, for once she had asteady source of income,
Berte returned to the pleasures that had made her abeggar in the first place. Liquor, and the drug called
"dreamerie”

She drank and drugged away every copper we made. At least | didn't have to spend half of
every night trying to run the cramps out of my legs, hethought, forcing the musclesin his shouldersto
relax while he continued to play. Things were a little better. | could take care of her hangovers -
enough so that we could get out every morning. | was hungry, but | wasn't quite as hungry as
when we'd just been begging for a living. The worse she got, the easier it wasto hide a coin or
two, and once she was gone into her dreams, | could sneak out and buy something to eat. But |
kept wondering when she was going to run afoul of whoever it was that sold her the drugs - how
long it would be before the craving got too much and she sold me the way she'd sold her own
children. Aninvoluntary shudder made both his hands tremble on the strings. | was sure that was what
had happened when Lynnell grabbed me that night.

It had been |ate; Berte had just sunk into snoring oblivion, and Stef had eased out between the
loose boards at the back of their tenement room, a couple of coppers clutched in hisfist. He had
intended to head straight for Inn Row where he knew he could buy abowl! of soup and dl the bread he
could est for those two coppers - but someone had been waiting for him. A woman, tall, and



sweet-smdling, dressed dl in scarlet.

Sheld grabbed his arm as he rounded the corner, and there had been two uniformed Guardsmen
with her. Terror had branded her wordsinto his memory.

"Comewith me, boy. Y ou belong to VVademar now.”

He hadn't the faintest ideawhat shed meant. He hadn't known that "V ademar" was the name of
the kingdom where he lived. He hadn't even known helived in aKingdom! All held ever known wasthe
town; he'd never even been outside itswalls. Hed thought this"Vademar” was a person, and that Berte
hed either sold him or traded him away.

| wasinterror - too frightened to object, too petrified to even talk. | kept wondering who
this"Valdemar" was, and whether it was a he or a she - He smiled at the next set of memories. Poor
Lynn. When she finally figured out what | thought she'd bought me for, she blushed asred as her
tunic.

Sheld done her best to try and convince him otherwise, but he redly didn't believe her. Heredlly
didn't believe any of it until aweek or two after hed been brought to the Collegium, tested, and
confirmed in hisGifts.

It wasredly Medren that convinced me. Bless him. Bless Bredafor putting us together. He was
acomplete country bumpkin, and | was an ignorant piece of street scum, and together we managed to
muddle through. If he was just shaych, held have been perfect. He wasn't even jed ous when he found out
| had dl three Gifts, too, and in agreater measure than hedid. . . .

It took two of what were commonly called “the Bardic Gifts' to ensure entry into Bardic
Collegium as a Bardic apprentice rather than asmple mingrel. Thefirst of those two were the most
common: the ability to compose music, often referred to asthe "Cresgtive Gift," and the unique
combination of skills and aptitudes that comprised the " Gift of Musicianship.” The third was more aong
the lines of the Gift of Healing or one of the Heraldic Gifts- and that was smply called the "Bardic Gift."

It seemed to be related to projective Empathy; a person born with it had the ability to manipulate
the moods of his audience through music. Some of the Bards of legend had been reputed to be able to
control ther lisenerswith their songs.

Stef had dl three Gifts, just as Lynnell had suspected. Medren, who until Stefen had arrived had
been the star apprentice, also had al three, but not to the extent Stef did.

Takethe Crestive Gift, for instance. Medren cheerfully admitted that he could no more compose
anything more complicated than asimple ballad than he could walk on water. Or Musicianship; there
were few even among the Master Bards that were Stef's peersin skill on his chosen instruments. In sober
truth, there were few who even played as many insgruments as he did. Although hisfavorite by far was
the twelve-gtringed gittern, he played virtudly every string and percussion instrument known to exist, and
even afew wind instruments, like the shepherd's pipes.

But it was Stefen's Bardic Gift that was the most impressive. Even before he had revedled his
ability to come between the listener and his pain, the Master Bards had marveled at the strength of his
Gift. Untrained, he could easily hold an audience of more than twenty; and when he exerted himself they
would be deaf and blind to anything other than himsdf and hismusic.

Anybody but Medren would have been jealous. He just felt sorry for me, because | was
alone. Stefen smiled, and modulated the last exerciseinto alullaby. There | was, the cygnet among the
chicks, and instead of trying to peck me to bits like anyone else would have, he decided | needed a
protector. Life would have been a lot harder without him. He kept me from making a lot of
enemies. . . .

He hadn't known until much later that anumber of the sharp-tongued boyswho initialy closed
their ranks againgt the stranger were children of high-ranking nobles, or were noblesin their own right.
When he would have gone after them in the straight-forward "fight-or-be-beaten” manner of the streets,
Medren had kept him from losing his head.

He helped me to at least get them to accept me. And | may need them. | certainly couldn't
afford to have any of them holding grudges. He sighed and racked hisinstrument. That's my only
hope; court favor. And it's a damned good thing Medren kept me fromlosing it before | even had



achanceat it. Being a Bard is better than being a beggar, but it's still a risky profession to bein,
with no real security. A Healer can always rely on the Temple to care for himif something
happensto him, and if a Herald ends up hurt or ill-Havens, most of them end up dead-there are
always places for them here, at the Palace. But a Bard has only himself to rely on. If he loses his
voice, or the use of hishands. . . .

The harsh redlity was that Stefen had come from the streets, and if something happened to him,
the streets were likely where held end. Unless he built himsaf some kind of secure future.

Otherwise - No. He got up, and stared for amoment out hiswindow, at the Palace, the heart of
al hishopes. No. I'll doit. I'll make my own luck. | swear | won't go back to that. | won't end up
like Berte.

He gazed at the Palace for amoment more, then picked up the case holding his good gittern,
sguared his shoulders, and headed for the door.

So now "Valdemar" needs me, after all. That should work. | serve Valdemar, and we both
get what we need. He nodded to himself, and closed the door behind him. Fair enough.

Three

"Areyou going to bedl right?' Vanye asked in an undertone. Then he thought savagely inthe
next ingant, Of course he isn't going to be all right, you fool. The King was as pae as paper, thin to
trangparency, with pain-lines permanently etched about his mouth and eyes. Under any other
circumstances, Vanyel would have ordered him back to his bed; beads of sweat stood out dl over his
forehead with the effort of walking asfar asthe Audience Chamber, and Vanye didn't haveto exert his
Empathy to know how much pain hisjoints were causing him. Vanye would have traded away years of
hislifeto give the King afew moments respite from that agony. But he allowed none of thisto show as
he settled the colorless wraith that was King Randale into the heavily-padded shelter of histhrone.

"I'll befing" Randde replied, managing astrained smile. "Redly, Van, you worry too much." But
he couldn't restrain agasp of pain as he dipped alittle and hit hisarm againgt the side of the throne.

Vanyd cursed hisown clumsiness, and did hisbest not to clutch at Randa€sfragile arms, ashe
caught Randale before he could fall and lowered the King carefully the rest of theway down into his
seat. Another bruise the size of my hand, and he doesn't need ten more where my fingers were.

"Redlly, Van," Randale repeated with patently false cheer, once held been settled as comfortably
aspossible. "You worry too much." Vanye stepped back apace, ready to aid in any way he could, but
sensing the King'sirritability a his own weskness and hel plessness. He also doesn't need to be
reminded of how little he can do anymore.

The dight noise of the chamber's side door opening and shutting caught Randal €'s attention. He
craned hishead around alittle to see who it was, as young Stefen entered the Audience Chamber, put
down astool, and began setting up near the throne.

"Isthat anew Bard?' he asked with more red interest than held shown in anything dl day. "I
don't remember seeing that youngster in Court, and 1'd surely remember that head of hair! He lookslike
aforest fireat sunset.”

:Should | tdll him, 'Fandes?.

:No,: cametheimmediatereply. :It would be cruel to raise his hopes. Stefen is either going
to be able to help him, or not. And if not, better that the King simply enjoy the music, as best he
can.:

Vanyd sighed. Yfandes could be coldly pragmetic at the oddest times. "Breda sent him over,"
Van temporized. " She says he's very good, and you can probably use him with this particular lot of
hardheads.”

"Gifted, hmm?" Randalelooked genuindly interested.

"Quite remarkably, according to Breda." Vanyed coughed. "I gather she caught something in the
wind about the Lake Didtrict lot, and sent him over specidly. | understand he'sto concentrate on
something soothing.”



Randd e actudly chuckled. "Bredais avery wise woman. Remind meto thank her."

At that moment, the delegation from the Lake Didtrict arrived, aknot of brightly-clad figures
beside the door, who waited impatiently for the Senescha to announce them. Vanyel stepped back to his
place behind the throne and to Randal€'s | eft, while Shavri stepped forward to her position asKing's
Own at hisright.

Please, he sent up aslent plea, just let him get through this audience.

Shavri nodded to the young Journeyman Bard, and Stefen began to play asthe delegation
formed themselvesinto aline and approached the throne.

Stefen fought down the urge to stare at the King, and concentrated on histuning instead. Each
brief glance a Randde that he stole gppalled him more than the one before it. Only the thin gold band
holding hislank hair back, and the deference everyone gave this man, convinced him that the man on - or
rather, in - the throne was Vademar's King. There were two other Heralds on the dais, one on either
side of the throne; adusky woman, and aman Stefen couldn't see because the woman wasin his
line-of-sght. Either one of them wasamorekingly figure than Randae.

He'd known that Randale was sick, of course - that was no secret, and hadn't been for aslong as
Stefen had been in Haven. But he hadn't known just how sick Randale was, after dl, apprentice and
Journeymen Bards hardly were of sufficient rank to join the Court, especidly not bastards like Medren
and gutter ratslike himself. The Bards didn't gossip about the King, at least not where their students
could hear them. And Stef had never believed more than aquarter of what the townsfolk and nobly-born
students would tell the presumptive Bards. HEd imagined that Randale would look ill; thin and pale,
perhaps, since hisillnesswas obvioudy serious. Hed never thought that the King could actudly be dying.

Randale looked like a ghost; from colorless hair to skeleta featuresto corpse-pale complexion, if
Stef had come upon this man in adarkened hdlway, hed have believed dl the tales of spirits haunting the
Palace. That the King wore Heradic Whites didn't help matters; they only emphasized hispdlor.

Stefen was stunned. He couldn't have imagined that the King wasin that bad a state. It didn't
seem possible; Kings weren't supposed to die in the ways ordinary mortas did. When Kingswereill, the
Hedalers were supposed to take heroic measures, and cure them. Kings weren't supposed to have pain so
much apart of their livesthat every movement was hesitant, tremulous.

Kings were supposed to be able to command miracles.

Except this one can't. This one can't even command his own body to leave himin peace. . . .

There was something so heroic about this man, this King - sitting there despite the fact that he
obvioudy belonged in bed, doing hisjob in spite of the fact that he was suffering - Stefen wanted to do
something for him, to protect him. For thefirst timein hislife, Stefen found himsdf wanting to help
someone for no reason other than that the person needed the help.

And for amoment he was confused.

But | am getting something out of this, hereminded himsdf. Notice at Court. Maybe even
the King's favor, if | really do well. Come on, Stef, you know what's at stake here; settle down and
do your work. If he needs your help, that's all the more reason that he'll be grateful when he gets
it.

There was astir among the group of people beside the door, and they began to sort themselves
out and move toward the throne. Stefen looked back to the three on the daisfor instructions, and the
dark-haired woman with the sorrowful eyes nodded at him purposefully.

Taking that asasignal, he began to play, dividing his power as hed been instructed. The greater
part went to King Randale. Once that was established, the remainder went toward the approaching
delegates, soothing their fears, their suspicions - and they were suspicious, he could read thet in their
attitudes, just as held been taught. Bards weren't Thoughtsensers, but the kind of instruction they had in
reading movement and expression sometimes made it seem that they were. It was plain to Stef that this
lot thought Randa e had been playing somekind of politica game with them, calculatedly insulting them
by making them wait for their audience.

Look, you fools, hethought at them, surprising himsdf with hisanger at their attitude. See what
he's going through? He wasn't putting you off, the man'sin agony; every moment he spends with



you he's paying for in pain.

Hetried to put some of that behind hismusic, and it worked. He saw the mistrust in their hard,
closed faces fade; watched the expressions turn to shock and bewilderment, then faint shame.

He dlowed himsdf amoment of triumph before turning his attention back to the King.

He hadn't quite known what to expect from Randale in theway of an indication that he was doing
some good. He had known he would manage something in the way of relief for the King; he had been
completely confident of that. But how much - and whether there would be any outward sign -

It was the woman's reaction that surprised him the most. She clutched at the other Herdd'sarm,
her expression astonished and incredulous. Randale smply looked - well, better. He sat up straighter,
there was abit more dertnessin the set of his head and shoulders, and he moved with more freedom
than he had before.

But then Stefen caught aglimpse of hisface.

Breda had been transfigured when his Gift had taken away the pain of her dazzle-headache;
Medren had revived when it had eased the misery of the fever - but those reactions compared to the
relief Randale showed now - well, there Smply was no comparison.

Only & that moment did Stefen realize how the King must have been living with thispain asa
constant companion, day and night, with no hope of surcease.

He couldn't bear to bring that relief to an end, not after seeing that. So even when the audience
concluded, he played on, alowing himself to drift into atrance-gtate in which there was nothing but the
music and the flowing of the power through him-al of it directed to Randae now. A cynicd littlevoicein
the back of his mind wondered at that; wondered why he was so affected by this man and why hewas
giving so much of himsdlf with no promise of reward.

Heignored that thought; though he might have heeded it an hour ago, now it seemed petty and
ugly, not sensible and rediidtic.

Besides, it redly wasn't important anymore. All that was important was the music, and the places
it was reaching.

Therewas only the flow of melody, no red thought at al. Thiswasthe world heredly lived for
once he'd discovered it, the little universe woven entirely of music. Thiswas where he belonged, and
nothing could touch him here; not hunger, not pain, not loneliness.

He closed his eyes, and let the music take him deeper into that world than he had ever gone
before.

Something brushed against Stefen's wandering thoughts; a presence, where no one had ever
intruded until now. What? he thought, and hisfingersfatered for amoment.

That dight hesitation broke the spdll he had woven about himsdlf, and suddenly he wasin pain,
redl pain, and not some echo from Randale. His fingers ached with weariness, threstening cramps-thetips
burned in away that told him he'd played for much longer than he should have. . . .

Infact, when he opened his eyes, dowly, then pulled fingersthat felt flayed off the stringsand
looked at his chording hand, the reddened and dightly swollen skintold him of blisters beneath the callus.

Bligersthat are redly going to hurt in amoment.

But that wasn't what had broken his trance; there was someone standing near enough to himto
have intruded on his trance, but not so near asto loom over him.

Hefdt himsdf flushing; why, he wasn't quite sure. It wasn't quite embarrassment, it was more
confusion than anything else. He glanced up from his mangled hand at whoever it was that was standing
besdehim.

The Audience Chamber had been nearly empty when held lost himself in hismusic - now it was
filled to overflowing. But it wasn't the crowd that had broken his entrancement; it was that single person.

The other Herad, the one he hadn't been able to see clearly because the woman had been in the
way. And now Stefen knew him, knew exactly who hewas. Long, slvered black hair, the face every
women in the Court sighed over, silver eyesthat seemed to look straight into the heart - there was no
midaking this Herald for any other. Thiswas Herdd-Mage Vanyd Ashkevron. Demonsbane, they
caled him sometimes, or Firelord, or Shadowstalker.



There were a hundred names for him, and twice as many taes about him, ballads about him; he
was probably the most sung-about Herdd dive.

Stefen knew every song, and he knew things about Vanye that were not in the ballads. For one
thing, he knew that Vanye's reputation of being alone wolf was well-founded; held held himsdlf aoof
from non-Herads for years, and even those he called "friend" were scarcely more than casua
acquaintances.

He had no lovers - not even the rumor of alover for aslong as Stef had been at the Collegium.
So the ladies set their wits to catch him, each one hoping she'll be the one to capture his fancy, to
break through that shell of ice.

Stef would have felt sorry for them if the Situation hadn't been so ridiculous. The ladieswere
doomed to sigh in vain over Vanyd; their hopes could never bear fruit. He knew what they didn't -
thanksto the fact that Vanye might just aswell have taken avow of cdibacy, and that the few older
Herddswho knew him from his younger days were not inclined to gossip. Because of Medren, Stef was
well awarethat Vanyd, like Stef himsdlf, was shaych. And that his current state of solitude was not due
to alack of capability or desire.

It was due to fear, according to Medren. Fear that being close to Vanyel would put prospective
partnersin danger. Fear that others he cared for could be used against him.

The past seemed to have proved Vanyd right, in some ways. Certainly the Herald had not had a
great dedl of good luck in hisemotiond life. . ..

Especidly with Tylendd.

Stef knew dl about Tylende, the Herald-trainee no one talked about - at least not willingly.
They'd talk about his Companion, but they'd avoid mentioning his name, if they could. "Gaarepudiated
her Chosen," they'd say -

Asif by mentioning Tylendd's name, his mistake would rub off on them.

There were no songs and few people were willing to discuss the deceased young trainee, even
though that repudiation had led to Vanyd's coming into his powersin thefirst place.

People knew that Herald Vanyel had been Tylendd's closest friend - and some even
remembered that they'd been lovers - but it sometimes seemed to Stefen that despite that, they wanted to
forget that Tylendd had ever existed.

That struck him as unfair, somehow. The whole tragic mess had been directly responsiblefor
Vanye becoming the most respected and powerful Herdd-Magein the Circle - and from what Stefen
had learned, Tylendel hadn't been sane when held pursued revenge at the cost of al else. The
Companions knew that; they'd rung the Death Bell for him. That waswhy held been buried with full
honors, despite the repudiation, which told Stef that someone thought held have been worth hisWhites if
he hadn't gone over the edge.

Someone besides Vanyd. Stefen was one of the few outside of the Herddic Circle who knew
that doomed Tylendel had been Vanye's very first lover - and according to Medren, hislifebonded, and
only love.

And Medren should know, seeing that Vanyel is his uncle, Stefen thought, staring stupidly into
thoseincredible silver eyes. Thiswasthe closest by far held ever been to the famous Herald-Mage,
though held secretly worshiped Vanye and daydreamed about him for - well, years.

Medren had offered an introduction, but Stef just couldn't scrape up the courage. Certainly
Medren was Stef's friend, and certainly Medren was Vanyd's favorite nephew - but the Herald himsdlf
was asfar from Stef's reach as abeggar child from agtar.

Stll, he could dream.

In al those daydreams, Stefen imagined himsdf doing something wonderful-writing abalad that
would bring tears to the eyes of everyone who heard it, perhaps, or performing some vague but
important service for the Crown. He had pictured himsalf being presented to the Court, then being
formally introduced to Herad Vanyel. Hed invented a hundred witty thingsto say, something to make
the Herald laugh, or smply to entertain him. And from there the daydreams had dwaysled to Vanyd's
seeking out his company-and finaly courting him. Because, thanks to Medren's gossip, Stefen was very



well aware that before the Herald-Mage had gotten so bound up in assuming most of the dutiesrightfully
belonging to the King's Own-and before held decided that his attentions could prove dangerousto those
around him - Vanyd hadn't been at dl cdibate.

Now the moment was here; Herald-Mage Vanyd waswithin arm's reach, and looking at him
with both gratitude and concern. Now was the time to say or do something clever -

Themusic limped to afatering conclusion as Stefen stared back at hisidol, unableto think of a
singleword, clever, or otherwise.

Vanyel pivoted and strode back over to the dais, while Stefen's ears burned with chagrin.

| had my chance. | had it. | should have said something, anything, dammit! Why couldn't |
say anything? Oh, ye mothering gods, how can | be such a gap-faced idiot?

The King was talking with someone in Hedler's Greens; thislooked like more of an interview than
an audience - though judging by the way they were leaning toward each other and the intengity of their
concentration, there was no doubt that it was an important exchange. While Stefen sat dumbly, berating
himsdf for being such adolt, the Herald-Mage interrupted the earnest colloquy with awhispered
comment.

Both Randale and the Healer turned their headsin his direction, and Stefen suddenly found
himsdlf the focus of every eyein the Audience Chamber.

Hefdt hisface growing hot, asure sign that he was blushing. He wanted to look away, to hide
his embarrassment, but he didn't dare. He knew that if he did, he'd ook like a child, and abigger fool
than he aready was. Instead he raised his chin alittle, and politely ignored the scrutiny of everyonein the
room, and kept his eyesfixed on the King.

Randa e smiled; it was an unexpected smile, and Stefen smiled hesitantly back. It was easy
enough to be cocky among his own peers, but between Vanyd's attentions, and then the King's, Stef was
getting very flustered.

He struggled to keep himsdlf from dropping his eyes - the King's smile spread alittle wider, then
he turned away. He said something to Vanyd, something too quiet to overhear.

Then people were suddenly clearing out of the chamber-

Stefen blinked. | guess the audience must be over. Inthe bustle over the getting the King out of
histhrone and on hisfeet, everyone seemed to have forgotten that Stef existed. He took a deep bresath,
and began to pack up histhings. In one way he was relieved that he was no longer the center of attention,
but in another, hewas alittle annoyed. After dl, hed just played his hands bloody for Randal€'s benefit -
he'd be aweek recovering, at least. If it hadn't been for him, there wouldn't have been a session of Court
this afternoon.

Thank you, Stefen. You're very welcome, your Majesty. Think nothing of it. All in a day's -

Movement at the edge of hisvision made him look up. Herald Vanyd waswalking back toward
him.

Helooked back down at his gittern, and at the lesther traveling case. His hands were shaking,
which didn't make it any easier to get it into the tight leather case - and didn't make him look any more
confident, either. He hadtily fumbled the bucklesinto place, his heart pounding somewherein the vicinity
of histhroat. I'm jumping to conclusions, he thought, stacking hismusic and putting it back into the
carrier. He's not coming toward me. He doesn't know me, he has more important people to worry
about. He's really going to talk to somebody behind me before they leave. He's -

"Here," said asoft, deep voice, ashismusic carrier vanished from his hand, "L et me help you
with that."

Stefen looked up into the clouded silver of VVanyel's eyes, and forgot to bresthe.

He couldn't bregk the eye contact; it was Vanyd who looked away, glancing down at Stefen's
chording hand. The Herdd's mouth tightened, and he made an odd little sound of something that sounded
suspicioudy like areaction to pain.

Stefen reminded himself that blue was not his best color, and got hislungsto work again.

Then hislungs stopped working for asecond time, asthe Herad took hiselbow asif hewerea
friend, and urged him onto hisfest.



Vanye looked back over his shoulder at the milling crowd, now clustered about the departing
monarch, and hislipscurled in ahaf smile. "No oneisgoing to misseither of us" the Herdd said.
"Would you mind if | did something about those fingers?*

"Uh, no -" Stefen managed; at least he thought that was what he choked out. It must have
sounded right, since Vanyd steered him deftly out of the room and toward the Heralds Wing.

Stefen immediately stopped being able to think; he couldn't even manage aghost of a coherent
thought.

Vanyd took the young Bard's music carrier and gittern away from him, and gave the youngster a
nudge toward the side door. He refused to let Stefen carry anything; the boy's fingers were amess. He
chided himsdlf for not having noticed sooner.

For that matter, if I'd thought about how he'd been playing without a break, 1'd have
realized that no one, not even a Master Bard, can play all damned afternoon and not suffer
damage. Hetightened hisjaw. The boy must have been in some kind of a trance, otherwise he'd
have been in agony.

He guided the youngster through the door to his quarters, thanking whatever deities happened to
be watching that no one seemed to have noticed their exit from the Audience Chamber together, and that
there was no onein the halls that would have noticed the two of them on the way there. The last thing |
need is for this poor boy to end up with his reputation ruined, hethought wryly, pushing Stefen down
into the couch near the door, and putting hisinstrument and music case on the floor next to him.

The youngster blinked at him dazedly, confirming Vanyd's guessthat hed put himsef ina
trance-state. It'sjust as well; once he starts to feel those fingers -

Wi, that waswhy Vanye had brought the boy here; there was a cure for the injury. Two,
actudly, one of them residing in histraveing kit. Vanyd had become perforce something of an herbalist
over theyears- dl too often he, or someone he was with, had been hurt with no Hesler in reach. He had
atouch of Healing Gift, but not reliable, and not enough to Heal anything serious. So held learned other
ways of keeping himsdlf and those around him dive. He kept afull medicd kit with him a al times, even
now, though here &t the Palace he was unlikely to haveto useit.

Hefound it, after amoment of rummaging, under the bed. He knew the shape of the jar he
wanted, and fished it out without having to empty the entire kit out on hisbed. A roll of soft bandage
followed, and Vanyd returned to the boy's sde with both in his hands.

A digtinctive, sharp-spicy scent rose from the jar as soon as he opened it. " Cinnamon and
marigold,” hetold the boy, and took the most maltreated hand in histo spread the salve on theridged
and swallen fingertips, fedling the heet of inflammation as he began his doctoring. "Numbs and hedls, and
it'sgood for the muscle cramps you'd be having if you hadn't played your fingers past that point. I'm
surprised you have any skin left.”

The boy smiled shyly but didn't say anything. Vanyel massaged the sdve into the undamaged
areas of the boy's hands and spread it gently on the blistered fingertips. With the care the raw skin
merited, he wrapped each finger in a cushion of bandage, then closed his eyes and invoked the tiny spark
of Hedling talent he had along with his Empathy. He couldn't do much, but at least he could reduce the
inflammeation and numb some of the pain that the salve wouldn't touch.

But when he opened his eyes again, he was dismayed by the expression on the boy's face. Pure
adoration. Unadulterated hero-worship. As plain as the condition of the boy'sfingers, and just as
disturbing.

It was bad enough when he saw it in the eyes of pages and Herald-trainees, or even younger
Herdds. It made him uncomfortable to seeit in the pages, and sick to seeit from the Heralds.

He couldn't avoid it, so held learned to cope with it. He could distance himsdlf from it when it
was someone he didn't know, and wouldn't have to spend any amount of timewith.

| can't leave it like this, he decided, feding hisgutsknot alittle. I'll be working with him
constantly, seeing himin Court - | can't allow himto go on thinking I'm some kind of godling.

"So," he said lightly, as he put the boy's hand down. " According to my nephew, you're the best
thing to come out of Bardic in an age." He raised an eyebrow and haf-amiled. "Though if you don't show



alittle more sense, you'll play the ends of your fingers off next time, and then wherewill you be?’

"I suppose | could-uh-learn to play with my feet,” the boy ventured. "Then | could always get a
job a Fair-time, in the fresk tent.”

Van laughed, as much from surprise that the boy had managed aretort as at the joke. Ther€'s
more to thislad than | thought! "Well, that's true enough - but I'd rather you just learned to pace
yoursdlf abit better. I'll wager you haven't eaten yet, either.”

Stefen looked guilty enough to convince him even before the boy shook his head.

Vanyd snorted. "Gods. Why isit that anyone under twenty seems convinced he can liveon air
and sunshine?'

"Maybe because anyone under fifteen is convinced he hasto eat hisweight twice aday,” Stefen
retorted, his eyes starting to sparkle. "So once you hit sixteen you realize you've stored up enough to live
onyour fat until you'rethirty."

"Fat?' Vanyd widened hiseyesin mock dismay. "Y ou'd fade away to nothing overnight! Well,
rank does haveits privileges, and I'm going to invoke one of mine-" He reached for the bell-ropeto
summon a servant, then stopped with his hand around it. *- unless you'd rather go back to Bardic and get
amed there?'

"Me?" Stefen shook his head the awe-struck ook back on hisface. "Havens, no! But why would
youwant to - | mean, I'mjust -"

"You'rethefirst person I've had to talk music with in an age,” Vanyd replied, stretching the truth
just atrifle. "And for onething, I'd like to know where you got that odd fingering for the D-minor
diminished chord -"

Herang the bell as he spoke; a page answered so quickly Vanyel was startled. He sent the child
off after provisions as Stefen attempted to demongtrate with his bandaged hand.

When the page returned afew moments later, laden with food and wine, they weredegpina
discussion of whether or not the tradition was true that the "Tandere Cycl€e" had been created by the
same Bard as"Blood Bound." Once into the heated argument (Vanyd arguing "for," based on some
eccentricitiesin thelyrics, Stefen just as vehemently "againgt” because of the patterns of the melodies) the
boy settled and began treating him as he would anyone dse. Vanyd relaxed, and began to enjoy himself.
Stefen was certainly good company - in some ways, very much older than his chronologica age, and
certainly ableto hold hisown in an argument. Thiswasthefirst chance héd had in weeksto smply st
back and talk with someone about something that had nothing whatsoever to do with politics, Randale,
or acriss.

The page had brought two bottles of wine with the med; it was only when Vanye was pouring
thelast of the second bottle into both their glassesthat he realized how lateit was -

And how strong that wine had been.

He blinked, and the candle flames blurred and wavered, and not from a draft.

| think maybe I've had a little too much - Vanyd forced his eyesto focus, and licked hislips.
Stefen had curled up in the corner of the overstuffed couch with hislegs tucked under him; his eyes had
the soft, dightly dazed stare of someone who isdrunk, knowsit, and istrying very hard to keep
everyone dsefrom noticing.

Vanyd glanced up at the time-candle; well past midnight, and both of them probably too drunk
to stand, much lesswalk.

Certainly Stefen couldn't. Even as Vanye looked back at him, he set his goblet down with
exaggerated care - on thethin air beside the table.

In no way is he going to be able to walk back to his room, Vanye thought, nobly choking
down the laugh that threstened to burst from histhroat, and fumbling for ahandful of ngpkins, as Stefen
swore in language that was quite enough to take the varnish off the table, and snatched at thefalen
goblet. Even if he got as far as the Collegium building, he'd probably fall down the stairs and
break his neck.

He mopped at the wine before it could soak into the wood of the floor, Stefen on hisknees
beside him, aternately swearing and begging Van's pardon.



Serioudly, if I send him back to hisroom, he'll get hurt on the way, | just know it. Maybe
all he'd get would be a bruising, but he really could break his neck.

Stefen sat back on hisheds, hands full of wet, stained napkins, and looked about helplessy for
someplace to put them-some place where they wouldn't ruin anything else.

Vanyd solved hisdilemmaby taking the cloths away from him and pitching them into a hamper
beside the wardrobe. He took no little pride in the fact that dthough he was just as drunk as Stefen, he
managed to get the wadded cloths into the basket.

Aside from the fact that | like this youngster, ther€'s the fact that he's proven himself
valuable - after his performance this afternoon, I'd say that he's far too valuableto risk. Van sat
back on his own hedls and thought for amoment. He alowed his shieldsto soften alittle, and did aquick
"look™ through the Palace. None of the servants are awake. There's nobody 1'd trust to see the lad
safely over to his quarters except myself. And right now, | wouldn't trust me! | can still think, but |
know damn well | can't walk without weaving.

He became aware, painfully aware, that Stefen waslooking at him with an intense and
unmistakable hunger.

He flushed, and tried not to ook in the boy's eyes. Damn. Damn, damn, damn. If | let him
stay - it isnot far, dammit! He's too young. He can't possibly know what he wants. He thinks he
wants me, and maybe he does, right now. But in the morning? That's another thing altogether.

He Felt Stefen's gaze, like hot sunshine againgt his skin, Felt the youngster willing him to look up.

And stubbornly resisted. The boy was too young; less than haf his age.

And the boy wasinfernally attractive. . . .

Damnitdl, itsnotfair.. ..

Stefen could hardly believeit. Hewasin Herald Vanyd's private quarters; the door was shut and
they were quite alone together. He'd finally managed to redeem himsdlf, at least in hisown eyes, for
looking like such anidiot. In fact, it looked like hed impressed Vanye once or twicein the discussion -
at least, up until hed spilled thewine.

And even then, he could tell that Vanyel was attracted; he sensed it in the way the Herald was
carefully looking to one side or the other, but never directly a him, and in the way Vanyd was avoiding
even an accidental touch.

Y et Vanyd wouldn't do anything!

What's the matter with him? Stefen asked himsdlf, afroth with frugtration. Or isit me? No, it
can't beme. Or isit? Maybe he's not sure of me. Maybe he's not sure of himself. . . .

The wine was going to Stefen's head with a vengeance, making him bolder than he might
otherwise have been. So when Vanye reached blindly for his own goblet on the table beside them,
Stefen reached for it, too, and their hands closed on the stem at the same time. Stefen's hand was atop
Vanyd's- and as Vanyd's startled gaze met his own, hetightened his hand on the Herdd's.

Vanye's ears grew hot, and his hands cold. He couldn't look away from Stefen's eyes, Sartled
and tempted by the bold invitation he read there.

No, dammit. No. Boy, child, you don't know what you're asking for.

Indl hislife, Vanye had never been so tempted to throw over everything held pledged to himsalf
and just do what he wanted, so very badly, to do.

Not that there hadn't been seduction attempts before this; his enemies frequently knew what his
tasteswere, and where his preferenceslay. And all too often the vehicle of temptation had been someone
like this-ayoung, seemingly innocent boy. Sometimes, in fact, it was an innocent. But in dl cases, Vanye
had been able to detect the hidden trap and avoid the bait.

And there had been encountersthat looked like seduction attempts. Y oung, impressionable
children, overwhelmed by his reputation and perfectly willing to give him everything he wanted from them.

And that's what's going on here, hetold himsdf fiercdly, the back of his neck hot, hishand
benesth Stefen’'sicy. That's all that's going on. | swore by everything | consider holy that | was
never going to take advantage of my rank and fame to seduce anyone, anyone at all, much less
impressionable children who have no notion of what they're getting into. No. It hasn't happened



before, and I'm not going to permit it to happen now.

Heroseto hisfeet, perforce bringing Stefen up with him. Once on hisfeet he took advantage of
Stefen's momentary confusion to put the goblet down. The boy's hand did from his reluctantly, and
Vanyd endured aflash of dizzinessthat had nothing at dl to do with the wine they'd been drinking.

"Comeon, lad," he said cheerfully, casudly. "Y ou'rein no shape to wak back to your bed, and
I'm in no shape to see that you get there in one piece. So you'll have to make do with mine tonight.”

He reached for the boy's shoulder before the young Bard could figure out what he was up to,
and turned him about to face the bed. He gave the boy a gentle shove, and Stefen was so thoroughly
intoxicated that he sumbled right to the enormous bedstead and only saved himsdlf from faling by
grabbing the footboard.

"Sorry," Vanyd replied sincerdly. "I guessI'm abit farther gone than | thought; | can usualy
judge my shoves better than that!"

Stefen started to strip off histunic, and turned to stare as Vanye waked dowly and carefully to
the storage chest and removed his bedroll.

"What are you doing?" the youngster asked, bewildered.

"Youremy guest," Vanyd said quietly, busying himsdf with untying the cords holding the bedroll
together. "I can do without my bed for one night.”

Theyoung Bard sat heavily down on the Sde of the bed, looking completdly deflated. "Buit -
where are you going to deep?' he asked, asif he didn't quite believe what he was hearing.

"Thefloor, of course" Vanyd replied, unrolling the parcd, and looking up to grin at the boy's
perplexed expression. "It won't be thefirst time. In fact, I've dept in places alot |ess comfortable than
thisfloor.”

"Bt -"

"Good night, Stefen,” Vanyd interrupted, using his Gift to douse dl the lights except the
night-candle in the headboard of the bed because he didn't trust his hands to snuff them without an
accident. He stripped off his own tunic and his boots and socks, but decided against removing anything
else. Hisvirtuous resstance might not survive another ondaught of temptation, particularly if he wasn't
clothed. "Don't bother to get up when | do - the hours | keep are positively unholy, and no one sane
would put up with them.”

"Bt -

"Good night, Stefen," Vanyd said firmly, crawling in and turning his back on the room.

Hekept hiseyestightly shut and dl hisshidds up; after awhile, he heard along-suffering sigh;
then the sound of boots hitting the floor, and cloth following. Then the faint sounds of someone settling
into astrange bed, and the night-candle went out.

"Good night, Vanye," came from the darkness. "'l gppreciate this."

You'll appreciate me more in the morning, Vanye thought ironicaly. And | hope you leave
before there're too many people in the corridor, or you'll end up with people thinking you are
shaych.

But -"Good night, Stefen,” hereplied. Y oure welcometo stay aslong asyou like." He amiled
into the darkness. "In fact, you're welcome any time. Consider yoursdalf my adoptive nephew if you like."

And chew on that for a while, lad, Vanyd thought as he turned over and stated at the embers
of thedying fire. | have the feeling that in the morning, you'll thank me for it.

Four

Hard surface beneath him. Too even to be dirt, too warm to be stone. Where?

Van woke, ashedwaysdid, al at once, with no transition from deep to full awareness. And
since he was not where he expected to be, he hdd himsdf very ill, waiting for memory to catch up with
therest of him.

A dight headache between his eyebrows gave him the clue he needed to sort himsdlf out. Of
course. I'm slegping - virtuoudly - alone. On the floor. With a hangover. Because there's a Bard



who's altogether too beautiful and too young in my bed. And I'll bet he doesn't wake up with a
hangover.

He heard Y fandes laughing in the back of hismind. : Poor, suffering child. I shall certainly
nominate you for sainthood.:

Van opened hiseyes, and the first morning light stabbbed through them and straight into his brain.
:Shut up, horse.: He groaned and closed hiseyestightly.

:No you don't,: Yfandes said sweetly. : You have an appointment. With Lissandra, Kilchas,
Tran, and your aunt. Remember ?:

He stifled another groan, and opened his eyes again. The sunlight was no dimmer. : Now that
you've reminded me, yes. | have done stupider things in my life than get drunk the night before a
major spellcasting, I'msure, but right now | can't recall any.:

-1 can,: Yfandes replied too promptly.

He knew better than to reply. In the state he was in now, she'd be a constant step ahead of him.
Some day, he vowed to himself, I'm going to find out how to make a Companion drunk, and when
she wakes up, I'll be waiting.

So there was nothing for it but to crawl out of hisbedroll, aching in every limb from anight on the
hard floor, to Stare resentfully at the youngster who'd usurped his bed. Stefen lay sprawled acrossthe
entire width of the bed, a beatific half-smile on hisface, and deaf, dumb and blind to the world. Dark red
hair fanned acrossthe pillow - Van's pillow - not the least tangled with restlesstossing, as Van'swas. No
dark circles under Stefen's eyes - oh, no. The young Bard dept like an innocent child.

Vanyd snarled slently, snatched up histowe s and aclean uniform, and headed for the bathing
room.

The room was very quiet thisearly in the morning, and every sound he made echoed from the
white-tiled walls. He might well have been the only person divein the Pdace; he couldn't hear anything a
al but the noise he made. After plunging his head under cold water, then following that torture with a hot
bath, he was much more inclined to face the world without biting something. In fact, he actudly fet up to
breakfast, of sorts; perhaps alittle bread and agreat deal of herb tea

Stefen was il blissfully adegp, no doubt, which made Van'sroom off limits. Well, it was
probably too early for any of the servantsto be awake.

He dressed quickly, shivering alittle asthe chill morning air hit hiswet skin, and headed down the
deserted hallways to the kitchen, where he found two cooks hard at work. They were pulling hot loaves
from the ovens, anonymousin their floured brown tunics and trousers, their hair caught up under caps.
They gave him gtartled looks - it probably wasn't too often that a Herald wandered into their purview -
but they gave him a pot of teaand a bit of warm bread when he asked them for it, and he took both up
tothelibrary.

The Paace library was agood place to settle; the fire was till banked from last night, and alittle
bit of work had it crackling cheerfully under new logs, filling the empty slence. Vanye chosea
comfortable chair near it, his mug of teaon the hearthstone beside him, and nibbled at his bread while
watching the flames and basking in the heat. Thelast of the headache faded under the gentle soothing
warmth of thetea. Y fandes, having sensed, no doubt, that he had reached the limits of his patience, had
remained wisdly slent.

:Are you up to this?: she asked, when hisill-humor had turned to rueful contemplation of his
own stupidity. :1t won't hurt to put it off another day, or even two.:

Heleaned back in his chair and tested al the channels of hismind and powers. :Oh, | think so,
No harm done, other than to my temper. Sorry | snapped.:

She sent no redl thoughtsin reply to that, just affection. He closed everything down and thought
about the planned session. They would be working magic of the highest order, something so complicated
that no one had ever tried it before.

If he'd had any choice, Vanye wouldn't be doing it now - but the ranks of the Herald-Mages had
thinned so much that there was no one to replace any of the four Guardians should something happen to
one of them. There were no spare Herald-Mages anymore. The Web, the watch - spell that kept the



Heraldsinformed of danger, required four experienced and powerful mages to make it work; a Guardian
of the Web was effectively tied to Haven - not physically, but psychicaly - aslong ashe or shewasa
Guardian. Onefourth of the Guardians energy and time were devoted to powering and monitoring the
Web.

Van intended to change dl that.

He had been gradually augmenting a mage-node underneath Haven for the past severd years. He
was no Tayledras, but he was Hawkbrother-trained; creating a new node probably would have been
beyond him, but feeding new energy-flowsinto an existing node wasn't. He intended to power the new
Web-spdll with that node, and he intended to replace the Guardians with all the Herdds of Vademar,
Mage-Gifted or no.

And lastly, heintended to set the new Web-spell to do more than watch Vademar; he intended
to make it part of Vademar's defenses, albeit a subtle part.

Hewas going to summon vrondi, thelittle air-elementas used in the Truth Spdll, and summon
them in greater numbers than anyone ever had before. Then he was going to "purpose” them; set themto
watching for disturbancesin the fabric of mage-energy that lay over Vademar, disturbances that would
sgnal the presence of amage a work.

No one but amage would fed their scrutiny. 1t would be asif there was something constantly
tapping the mage's shoulder at irregular intervals, asking who he was.

And if the mage in question was not aHerad, it would report his presence to the nearest
Herald-Mage.

Thiswasjudt theinitid plan; if thisworked, Vanyd intended to eaborate his protections, using
other eementas besides vrondi, to keep Vademar asfree as he could from hostile magics. He wasn't
quite certain where to draw the line just yet, though. For now, it would probably be enough for every
magein Vademar to sense he was being watched; it would likely drive awould - be enemy right out of
hismind.

Wil sitting there thinking about it wasn't going to get anything accomplished.

Vanyd rose rductantly from hischair, left his napkin stuffed into his mug on the hearth, and left
the comforting warmth of the library for the chilly silence of the sone-floored corridors.

He headed straight for the Work Room; the old, shielded chamber in the heart of the Palace that
had been used for apprentice Herald-Mages to practice their skills under the eyes of their teachers. But
there were no apprentices here now, and every Herald-Mage stationed in Haven had his or her own
private workrooms that would serve for training if any new youngsters with the Mage-Gift were Chosen.

Now the heavily shielded room could serve another purpose; to become the Heart of the new
Web.

Tantras was dready waiting for him when he arrived, arranging the furniture Vanye had ordered.
A new ail lamp hung from achain in the center of the room. Directly benegath it was acircular tablewith a
depression in the middle. Around it stood four high-backed, curved benches. Over in one corner, Tran
waswrestling aheavy chair into place, putting it asfar from the table as possible.

The older Herald looked up as Van closed the door behind him, raked graying hair out of his
eyeswith one hand, and smiled.

"Ready?" Vanyel asked, taking his seat, and putting his mage-focus, alarge, irregular piece of
polished tiger-eye, in the depression in the center. He hadn't been able to find a piece of unflawed amber
big enough to use as a Web-focus, and fire-opas were too fragile to usein the Web. Fortunately when
he'd replaced Jaysen as Guardian, he'd learned that he worked as well with Jaysen'stiger-eye aswith
opa and amber; flawlesstiger-eye was much easier tofind.

Vanyel looked back over his shoulder at hisfriend. "About asready as|'m ever likely to be,"
Tantras replied, shrugging his shoulders. "Thisisthefirgt timeI've ever been involved with one of these
high-level set-spellsof yours. First time I've ever worked with one Adept, much lesstwo.”

"Nervous?' Vanyd raised an eyebrow at him. "I wouldn't blame you. Weve never tried anything
likethisbefore.

"Me? Nervous? When you're playing with something that could fry my mind like abreskfast



egg?’ Tran laughed. "Of courseI'm nervous. But | trust you. | think."

"Thanks for the vote of confidence-" Van began, when the door behind him opened and the
other three Herald-Mages entered in a chattering knot.

The chattering subsided as they took their places around the table; Savil directly acrossfrom Van
in the Wegt, Kilchasin the South, Lissandrain the North.

Savil hadn't changed much in the last ten years; lean and spare as an aged greyhound, she moved
tiffly, and seldom left Haven anymore. Her hair was pure silver, but it had been that color since she was
in her early forties. Working with node-magic was the cause, the powerful energies bleached hair and
eyesto slver and blue, and the more one worked with it, the sooner one went entirely silver. She placed
her mage-focus, a perfect, unflawed natural crystal of rose-quartz, opposite the tiger-eye. She pursed her
lips and contemplated the arrangement, then adjusted her stone until one side of the crystal wasjust
touching the tiger-eye before she sat down. She amiled briefly at Vanyel, then her blue eyes darkened as
she began opening up her own channels. Her face lost expression as she concentrated. What wrinkles
she had were clustered around her eyes and mouth; there was nothing about her that told her true age,
which wasjust shy of eighty.

On the other hand, Kilchas |ooked far older than Savil, dthough in redlity he was twenty years
younger. A wizened, shriveled old tree of aman, he had more wrinklesthan adried apple, hair like a
tangle of gray wire and asmilethat could call an answering grin from just aout anyone. At the moment,
that smile was nowherein evidence. He set hisfocus-stone touching Vanyd's and Savil's. A piece of
trand ucent, apple-green jade, he'd had it carved into the shape of apyramid. He fussed with it amoment
until its pogtion satisfied him. Then hetook his seat and lowered his eydidsto concentrate, frowning a
little, and hiseyeswerelost in his creased and weathered face.

Lissandrawas the most senior of the Guardians, despite being younger than Vanyd. She had
been a Guardian for much longer even than Savil. She had assumed the Northern quadrant along with her
Whites, and athough she was not quite Adept status, she wasn't far fromit. Outside of her dutiesasa
Herdd-Mage, she specidized in dchemy, in poisons and their antidotes. Taler than many men, and
brown of hair, eyes and skin, her movements were deliberate, and yet oddly birdlike. She had aways
reminded Vanye of agtaking marsh-heron.

Like aheron, she wasted no motion; she dropped her half-globe of obsidian in precisaly theright
place, and sat down in her chair, planting her elbows on the table and steepling her fingersin front of her
face.

Tantras settled gingerly in hischair in the corner as Vanye reached for the lamp, dimming it until
everything outside the table was hardly more than a dim shadow. He reached into his belt pouch and felt
for the fina stone held sdected for this spell; asngle flawless quartz-crysta, perfectly formed, unkeyed,
and as colorless as pure water.

And | must have gone through five hundred-weight of quartz tofind it.

He closad his hand around it, a sharp-edged lump wrapped carefully in silk to insulate it, and
brought it out into the light. The Sk fell away from it as he placed it atop the other four, and it glowed
with light refracted through dl itsfacets.

Lissandranodded her approval, Kilchas eyeswidened, and Savil smiled.

"| takeit that we are ready?' Vanyel asked. He didn't need their nods; as he lowered all of his
barriers and brought them into rapport with him, he Felt their assent.

Now he closed his eyes, the better to concentrate on bringing them al completely into rapport
with himself and each other. Hed worked with Savil so many timesthat he and his aunt joined together
with thefirm clasp of longtime dancing partners.

:Or lovers,: sheteased, catching the essence of the fleeting thought.

Heamiled. :You're not my type, dearest aunt. Besides, you'd wear me out.:

He reached for Kilchas next, half expecting a certain reticence, given that VVan was shaych - but
there was nothing of the sort.

:I'mtoo old to be bothered by inconsequentials, boy,: camethe acid reply, strong and clear.
:You don't spend most of your lifein other peoples heads without losing every prejudice you ever



had.:

Kilchas mind meshed easly enough with theirs - not surprising, redly, given that he wasthe best
Mindspesker in the Circle - but Vanyd found it very hard to maich the vibrations of hismagic. Theold
man was powerful, but his control was crude, which was why he had never gotten to Adept status; he
was much like asculptor used to working with an axe instead of achisel. Every time Van thought he had
their shields matched, the old man would Reach toward him impatiently, or his shieldswould react to the
presence of aien power, and the protections would flare, which had the effect of knocking the meld of
Van and hisaunt away.

Vanyd opened his eyes, clenching histeeth in frustration, and saw Kilchas shaking hishead.
"Sorry about thet, lad,” he said gruffly. "I'm better a blasting things apart than putting them together. And
I'm 'fraid some things have gotten ingtinctive.”

"Would you object to having me or Savil match everything for you?" Vanyd asked, unclenching
hisfists and twisting his head to loosen his tensed shoulder muscles.

"Y ou mean - you take over?' Kilchasfrowned. "I thought Heralds didn't do that. Isn't that the
protocol ?*

"Well, yesand no," Savil replied, massaging her templeswith her fingertips. "Y es, that'sthe
protocol, but the protocol was never meant for Mindspeaking Adepts, especialy not with the strong Gifts
my nephew and | have. Van and | can get in there, show you what to do, then get out again without
leaving anything of oursaves behind. Occasiondly rules were made to be broken.”

"Youresure?' Kilchas said doubtfully. "I don't want to find mysalf not knowing if an odd thought
isabit of one of you, left over from this spellcasting, or someone trying to squesk past my shielding.”

"I'm pogitive,” Van told him. "It'show the Tayledras trained me. One of them would take over,
walk me through something, then get out and expect meto imitate them.”

Kilchas sighed, and placed both his paimsflat on the tabletop. "All right, then. Savil, by
preference, Van. Y ou're the one directing this little fireworks show - 1'd rather you had your mind on
that, and not distracted with one old man's wavering controls."

"Good enough.” Vanyd nodded, rdlieved that it was nothing more persona than that; Kilchas
reasoning made excellent sense. "L et'stry thisagain.”

Thistime he waited, watching, for his aunt to take over Kilchas mage-powers and bring them
into harmony with her own, putting into place amuch finer level of control than he had learned on his
own. Not to fault Kilchas - for all that his hobby was the peaceable one of astronomy, he'd been
primarily an offensve combat mage. He hadn't had much timeto learn the kind of control Van and Savil
had, nor had he any reason.

: S0 we take a shortcut,: Yfandes sad softly. .-There's nothing wrong with a shortcut. | wish
this were going faster, though.:

:Sodo, love,: Vanreplied, watching the edges of Kilchas shields for the moment when the
fluctuations ended, since that would signad Savil'ssuccess. :| take it that the others are impatient?:

:Kilchas Rohan is petrified,: shesaid frankly. :He's afraid Kilchasisn't up to this.
Lissandra's Shonsea just wants it over; she's not happy about this, but she's confident that
Lissandra can handle her part.:

:1 don't blame her for being unhappy. | want it over, too. I'm not going to be worth much
when we finish thisjob.: Suddenly Kilchas shields stopped pulsing, and the color smoothed to an even
ydlow-gold. : Tell her it won't be long now.:

He Reached out again to hisaunt, and let her bring him into the meld, to avoid disturbing Kilchas
fragile control. Then, before the delicate baance could fal apart, he and Savil flung lines of power to
Lissandra

The fourth Guardian was used to working with Savil; she had been waiting for them, and with the
smooth timing of a professiond acrobat, caught them, and drew hersdf into the meld. Vanyel had, inthe
not-too-distant past, had more than one did ocated joint; the snap as Lissandralocked hersef into place
was aphysical sensation very like having abone put back in the socket. And once she wasthere, the
meld stabilized; aring instead of an arc. Vanye breathed asigh of relief, and Yfandestook that asthe



sgnd to bring the Companionsinto the meld.

They were to be the foundation, the anchoring point, so that none of them would be caught up in
the currents of mage-power Vanye would be using and find themsalves|og. Kilchasand Lissandra
would be contributing their powers and their presence, and Savil her expertise in handling vrondi, but
most of thiswould be up to Vanyd.

Vanye had worked this entire procedure out with the Tayledras Adepts of k'Treva, taking
severa yearsto research and test hisideas. The Hawkbrothers Moondance and Starwind, and their
foster-son Brightstar were the ones that had helped him the most. No one knew node-magic like the
Tayledras did; they were bred in and of it, and those that were Mage-Gifted handled it from thetime
their Giftsfirst began to manifest, which could be as young as eight or nine. And among'the k' Treva clan,
those three were the unrivaled masters of their calling.

In point of fact, it had been the spell that another master of an unidentified Tayledras clan had left
behind in Lineaslong ago, the one that bound Tashir's family to the protection of the heart-stone there,
that had given Van theideafor thisin thefirst place. In that case, the compulsions set by the spell had
been relatively smple; guard the heart-stone, discourage the use of magic, keep the stone and the power
it tapped out of the hands of unscrupulous mages. While Tayledras normally drained any areathey
abandoned of magic, they had |eft the heart-stone in what would become the capital of Lineas because
the stone had been bound into another spell meant to Heal amage-caused fault-line. That spell would
take centuries to complete, and meanwhile, only magic was keeping the fault stable. If that magic wereto
be drained, the devastation caused by the resulting earthquake would be extensive, carrying even into
Vademar. Tashir'sfamily had been selected precisay because they had no Mage-Gift and little talent
with Mind-magic; athough thiswould ensure that none of them would succumb to the temptation to use
the magic, that meant that the creators of the spell had very little to work with.

Vanyd had dl of the Heralds, and dl their varied Gifts, to integrate into his spell. So what he
planned to do was infinitdly more complicated, though the results would be equally beneficid.

First thingsfirst, hetold himself. Get a good shield up around the four of us. If anything
goeswrong, | don't want Tran caught in the backlash.

The shidld was the tightest he'd ever built, and when he wasfinished, the other three Guardians
tested it for possble leaks and weeak points. Ironically, of the five of them, it was Tantras, who sat
outside that shield, who would be in the most danger if anything got loose. The Work Room itself was
shielded, and s0 securely that even sounds from without came through the walls muffled, when they
penetrated at al. Each of them had their own persona shields; that, in part, was what had been the cause
of thedifficulty Van had in melding with Kilchas - those shidds never came down, and it was difficult to
match shields one to another so that the power would flow between mages without interruption or
interference. If the energy Van planned to cal up got away from him, he and the otherswould be
protected by their persona shields. The Work Room shields would protect those beyond the doors, but
Tran would be caught in between the two. And since he wasn't amage, he had none of hisown. Van had
spent many hours manufacturing protectionsfor him, but they'd never been tested to destruction and he
had no idea how much they would redlly take.

:He knows that,: Yfandesreminded him, : And he agreed. Lifeisarisk; our livesten times
therisk.:

Somehow that only made Vanye fed guiltier.

But he had no choice; his decision to go ahead was based entirely on Valdemar'sneed. The
problem was that the Mage-Gift had aways been rare, and the troubles following Elspeth's passing had
resulted in the deaths of more Heral d-Mages than could be replaced. 1t had been gppdlingly clear to
Vanye after the desth of Herad-Mage Jaysen that there weren't going to be enough
Guardian-candidates to take over the vacant seat in the Web in the event of another death. Y et the Web
was Vademar's only means of anticipating danger before it crossed the Border. Heradswith no
Mage-Gift, but with very powerful Gifts of Mindspeech or FarSight, had been tested in the sets; the
Web-spell wouldn't work for them because it was powered by a Mage's own personad energies, and
there was no way for aHerald without the Mage-Gift to supply that energy.



What Vanye proposed was to modify that spell.

For the firgt time since his Gifts had been awakened, he dropped dl but the last of hisshidds.
Every mage ever born could establish a"lin€" to the mind of another with whom he had shared magic -
but Vanyd had alineto every living Herdd in Vademar, by virtue of their being Heralds. When his
shields were down, he found himsdlf part of avast network linking all the Herdds together. Asddlicate as
asnowflake, asintricate asthe finest lacework, the strands of power that bound them all were deep-laid,
but strong. They pulsed with life, asif someone had joined every sar in the night sky to every other star,
linking them with faint strands of spun-crystd light. It was beautiful. Hed suspected this network existed
from the glimpses hedd caught when following hislinesto other Herdlds, but thiswasthefirst time Vanye
had ever Seen the whole of it. Through his mind, the others Saw the same.

:Amazing,: Kilchassaid at last. :Why has no one ever spoken of this before?:

:Probably because unless your Gift isvery strong, you can't detect it since the actual
linkage is through the Companions,: Vanyd replied. :We share magic with the Heralds without the
Mage-Gift through the Companions. That's the other reason | wanted them in the meld; | can See
this without them, but with them, | can also manipulate it.:

:This must be what King Valdemar first saw when he created the Web.: Savil'smind-voice
was subdued.

- Except that things were a lot less complicated in hisday,: Vanyd saddryly. :Let's get to
this before we lose the meld.:

:Or we get bored with your chatter and find something more interesting,: Yfandes
Mindspoke him aone.

:One more comment like that, and I'll replace you with one of the Tayledras birds,: Vanyd
retorted. Before 'Fandes had a chance to respond, Savil had begun invoking the Web, and Van's
attention was fully take up with the task at hand.

As each Guardian responded, his or her focus-stone came dive with power. When Lissandra
completed her response, the four stones were glowing softly, as brightly as the lamp flame above them,
and the quartz crystd that topped them was refracting their light in little spots of rainbow dl over the
room.

Now Vanyd closed his eyes and Saw the Web overlaying the network lacing the entire
Kingdom. There were secondary lines of power wisping out from the Web, asif the spell-structure was
trying to make full contact with the entire body of Heralds, and yet lacked the power and direction to do
0.

That was exactly what M oondance had surmised; the spell-structure was capable of linking dl
Herads, but was incomplete and underpowered.

Therewas no way of knowing if King Vademar had intended that, or not. Somehow the idea of
legendary Vademar being incgpable of completing such aspell did not make Vanye fed any essier.

If he couldn't, how in Havens can we?

Never mind; he was aready committed, and it was too late to back out now. He Reached for the
assemblage of focus-stonesin the center of the table; Felt asudden flare of heatllightl pressure as he
melded with dl five of them, then stabbed his power deep into the earth below Haven, to the ancient
node there, anode he and Savil had reawakened. It was very deep, and hard to sense, but now that it
was active it was one of the most powerful held ever used.

Finding it waslike plunging into the heart of the sun; too overwheming to be painful-it was
beyond pain-and it threatened to burn him away from himsdlf. It was easy to belost in anode, and that
was why the Companionswerein thismeld - after the first breathless, mind-numbing contact he Felt
them anchoring him, reminding him of where and what he was.

It took him amoment to lean on their strength and steady himself, to catch his breath. Then he
took hold of the heart of the node, braced himsalf, and Pulled -

Thiswas something no one outside of the Tayledras clans had ever attempted. Vanye was going
to create a heart-stone. A small one, but nevertheless, atrue heart-stone.

Hewasfire, he was riven earth, he was molten rock. He was raging water and lightning. He was



ancient and newborn. He was, with no memory, and no anchor. No identity. Then something prodded
him. A name. Yfandes. He. . . remembered. . ..

With memory came sensation. He was agony.

He Pulled, though his nerves screamed and his heart raced, overburdened. He Pulled, though it
fdt asthough he was pulling himself gpart.

Sowly, reluctantly, the power swelled, then settled again at his command.

He Reached again, this time for the Web, and brought it into contact with the raw power
of the node-Contact wasn't enough.

He entered the Web itself; Reached frominside it with mental hands that were burned and
raw, and with the melded will of the four Guardians and their Companions, forced it to match
magics with the raw node-power and takeit in -

And with the very last of hisstrength, keyed it.

The Web flared; from the heart of it, he Saw and Felt the power surging through it, opening up
new connections, casting new lines, until the Web was no longer distinguishable from the fainter, but more
extensive network he'd seen before.

He cast himsalf free from the new heart-stone, and sent delicate tendrils of thought aong the new
force-lines of the Web. And wanted to shout with joy at what he found, for the spell had taken full effect.

From this moment on, al Herdds were now one with Vademar, and al were bound into the
Web in whatever way their Gifts could best serve. When danger threatened, the FarSeers would know
"where," the ForeSeers would know "when," and every Herdd needed to handle the danger would find
himself aware of the peril and itslocation.

At that moment, Vanyel Felt the Companions withdraw themsalves from the meld.

For amoment, he panicked - until he Saw that the new Web was ill in place, ill intact.

Damn. I'd hoped - but they're still laws unto themselves, hethought ruefully. They were
apart from the Web before - and it looks like they've decided it's going to stay that way. Too bad;
we could have used them to make up for Heralds with weak Gifts. And since every human magic
I've seen has always left them unaffected, | was hoping they might have conferred that immunity
on us. Companions have never done more than aid their Chosen, but it would have been nice if
this time had been an exception.

At least hisorigina intentions were holding; the new Web was powered by the magic of the
node, and only augmented by the Heralds instead of depending entirely on them. When the call came,
those without more pressing emergencies would leave everything to meet grester threatsto Vademar.

Now for the addition to the Web protections. . . .

He dropped out of the meld, for thiswas something he had to handle done. He stilled himsdlf,
isolated himsdlf from every outs de sensation, then brought Savil in closer. Together, they reached out to
the vrondi and Called -

One cameimmediately; then a dozen, then ahundred. And gtill they Cdled, until the air
elementals pressed around them on al sides, thousands of the creatures -

It was agood thing they didn't redly exist on the same plane of redlity where hisbody dumped in
the Work Room, or he and everyonein it would have been smothered.

He Reached again, much more carefully thistime, and created anew line to the Web and the
power it fed upon. And showed it to the assembled vrondi, as Savil told them wordlessly that this power
would bethersfor thetaking -

- they surged forward, hungrily -

- if,; sad Savil, holding theline abit out of their reach.

:1f?: Theword echoed from vrondi to vrondi, ripplesof hungerldoubtlhunger. :11? [f?:

They withdrew alittle, and contemplated both of them. Findly they responded.

‘What?.

Vanyel showed them, as Savil held the line. To earn the power, al they need do, would beto
watch for mages. Alwayswatch for mages. And let them know they were being watched.

They swirled about him, about Savil, thousands of blue eyesin little mist-clouds. : All?: they



asked, in achorus of mind-voices.

That'sall,: hereplied, feding the strength of his own power starting to fade. : Watch. Let them
know you watch.:

Thevrondi swirled around him, thinking it over. Then, just when he was beginning to worry -

:YES: they cried, and seized on the line of power - and vanished.

And helet go of Savil, of themed, and let himsdlf fall.

"Gods," Kilchas moaned.

Vanyd raised his head from the table, where heéd dumped forward. "My sentiments exactly.”
Kilchas was haf-lying on the table with his hands over his head, fingerstangled in hisgray mane.

"I think," Lissandrasaid, pronouncing the wordswith care, "That | am going to deep for aweek.
Did your thing with the vrondi work?"

"They took it," Vanyd replied, staring at the single globe of iridescent crysta in the center of the
table where the grouping of five stones had been. "Every mage insde the borders of Vademar isgoing to
know he's being watched. That's going to make him uncomfortableif he doesn't belong here, or he'sup
to no good. The deeper insde VVademar, the more vrondi hell attract, and the worse helll fed."

"And hell haveto shidd pretty heavily to avoid detection,” Savil added, leaning into the back of
her chair and letting it support al her weight. "The vrondi are quite sendtive to mage-energy. And they're
curiousasdl hdl; I suspect wild oneswill start joining our bound onesin watching out for magesjust for
the amusement factor.”

"That'sgood - asfar asit goes." Lissandrareached out and touched the globe in the center with
an expression of bemusement. "But it doesn't et us know we have mages working on our territory, not
unlessyou can get the vrondi totdl us”

"I do have some other plans,”" Vanyd admitted. "1'd like to get the vrondi to react to strange
mages with alarm - and since they're now bound into the Web, that in itself would feed back to the
Herdds. But | haven't got that part worked out yet. | don't want them to react that way to
Herad-Mages, for one thing, and for another, I'm not sure the vrondi are cagpable of telling mages

"Neither am 1," Savil said dubioudy. "Seemsto meit's enough to let mages know they're being
watched. If you're guilty, that done is enough to make you jumpy.”

Kilchas had managed to stand up while they were talking; he reached for the globe and tried to
pick it up. His expression of surprise when he couldn't made Vanye chuckle weekly.

"That's a heart-stone now," he said gpologetically. "It's fused to the table, and the table isfused to
the stone of the Palace and the bedrock benesth it."

"Oh," Kilchasreplied, sitting down with athump. Vanye banished the shields, then turned to the
only person in the room who hadn't yet spoken asingle word.

Van leaned againgt the back of hischair, and faced Tantras. "Well?' he asked.

Tran nodded. "It'sthere, dl right. Theré's something there that wasn't apart of of me before -"

"What about the trouble-spots?’ Vanye asked.

The other Herdld closed his eyes, and frowned with concentration. "I'm trying to think of amap,”
he said, finaly. "I'm working my way around the Border. It'slike Reading an object; | get akind of sick
feeling when | come up on some place where there're problems. I'll bet it would be even more accurate if
| had ared map."

Vanyd sighed, and dumped his shoulders, dlowing his exhaustion to catch up with him. "Then we
didit.”

"l never doubted it," Savil retorted.

:Nor |,: sadthefamiliar voicein his head.

"Thenit'stimefor meto go fal onmy nose | think I'veearned it." Vanyd got to hisfedt, feding
every joint ache. "l think al of ushave earned it."

"Ayetothat." Lissandracopied him; Kilchas levered himsdf up with the aid of the table, and
Savil needed Tantras help to get her onto her feet. Vanye headed for the door and pulled it open,
leaving the othersto take care of themsalves. Right now al he could think about was his bed-and how



badly he needed it.

He waked wearily down the corridor leading out of the Old Palace and toward his quarters,
doing his best not to stagger. He was o tired that it would probably look asif he was drunk, and that
wouldn't do the Heradic reputation any good....

:Oh, I don't know,: Yfandes chuckled. : You might get more invitations to parties that way.:

‘I might. But would they be partiesI'd want to attend?:

:Probably not,: she acknowledged.

It didn't occur to him until he was most of the way to the Herald's Wing that his bed might not be
unoccupied. . . .

But it was, he pulled his door open to find his room empty, the bed made, and no sign of his
vigtor anywhere. Evidently the servants had dready cleaned and tidied his quarters, there was nothing
out of the ordinary about the room.

He clung to the doorframe, surprised by his own disagppointment that the young Bard hadn't at
least stayed long enough to make some arrangements to get together again.

Thistimewith alittlelesswine. . ..

That disgppointment made no sense; he'd only met the boy last night. And he couldn't afford
closefriends; hedd told himsdlf that over and over.

Anybody you let closeisliable to become a target or a hostage, he repeated to himself for
the thousandth time. You can't afford friends, fool. You should be grateful that the boy came to his
senses. You can talk to him safely in Court. You know very well that after yesterday you're going
to be seeing himthere every day. That should certainly be enough. He had no idea what he was
offering you last night; it was the wine and his hero-worship talking. You're too old, and he'stoo
young.

But hisbed, when hethrew himself into it, seemed very cold, and very empty.

Fve

A door closed, somewhere nearby. Stefen stretched, only haf-awake, and when hisright hand
didn't hit thewall, he woke up entirdly with astart of surprise. He found himsdf staring at a portion of
wood pandling, rather than plaster-covered stone. It was an entirely unfamiliar wall.

Therefore, he wasn't in his own bed.

Wall, that wasn't too terribly unusua. Over the course of the past couple of years, hed woken up
in any number of beds, with awide variety of partners. What was unusuad was that this morning he was
quite adone, and every sign indicated held gone to deep that way. He rubbed his eyes, and turned over,
and blinked at the room beyond the bed-curtains. There on the floor, like amute reproach, was a
rumpled bedroll.

Lookslike did go to bed done. Damn.

A pile of discarded clothing, unmistakably Heraddic Whites, lay beside the bedroll.

So it wasn't a dream. Stefen sat up, and ran hisright hand through histangled hair. | really did
end up in Herald Vanyel'sroom last night. And if he slept there and | slept here- Stefen frowned.
He's shaych. | certainly made an advance toward him. He was attracted. What went wrong?

Stef unwound the blankets from around himsdf, and did out of Vanye's bed. On the table beside
the chairs on the opposite side of the room were the remains of last night's supper, and two empty bottles
of wine. | wasn't that drunk; | know what | did. It should have worked. Why didn't it? He was
certainly drunk enough not to be shy. Should | have been more aggressive?

He reached down to the floor, picked up histunic and pulled it over his head. His boots seemed
to have vanished, but he thought he remembered taking them off early in the evening. He found the
footgear after abit of searching, where they'd been pushed under one of the chairs, and sat down on the
floor to pull them on, his bandaged |eft hand making him alittle awkward.

No, | think being aggressive would have repdled him. | read him right, dammit!

Another thought occurred to him, then, and he stopped with his|eft foot halfway in the boot. But



what if he wasn't reading me right? What if he thinks I'm just some kind of bedazzled child? Ye
gods, little does he know -

Stef started to smile at that thought, when another thought sobered him.

But if he knew - or if he finds out, what would he think then?

That was adisturbing notion indeed. | haven't exactly been discreet. Or terribly
discriminating. Hefelt himsalf blushing with-shame? It certainly fdt likeit. | was just enjoying myself. |
never hurt anybody. | didn't think it mattered.

But maybe to somebody like Vanyd, who had never had more than ahandful of loversin hislife,
it might matter. And before last night, Stef would have shrugged that kind of reaction off, and goneonto
someoneelse.

Beforelast night, it wouldn't have mattered. But something had happened last night, something
that made what Vanyel thought very important to Stefen.

Maybe that's it. Maybe it's that he's heard about me, heard about the way I've been living,
and -

But that didn't make any sense either. Vanyel hadn't been repelled, or at least, he hadn't shown
any sgn of it. Hed just put Stefen to bed - done, like achild, or like his nephew - and left him to deep
his drunk off. And had himself gone to some duty or other this morning, without asingle word of
reproach.

Stef stood up, collected his gittern and music case from where they were propped beside the
door, and dipped out into the hallway, still completely at alossfor what to think.

All'l know is, it'sagood thing nobody knows | dept donelast night, or my reputation would be
ruined.

There were no less than four messages waiting for him when he reached the room he shared with
Medren. Fortunatdly, hisfriend wasn't in; he didn't want to face the older Journeyman until he could think
of areasonable excuse for what hadn't happened. There were times when Medren could be worse than
the village matchmaker.

And he didn't even want to look at al those messages until after he was clean and fed.

Thefirst was easily taken care of in the student's bathing room; the youngstersweredl in class at
this hour, and the bathing room deserted. The second was even easier; held learned when hewas a
student himsdlf that his dight frame and awistful expression could coax food out of the cooks no matter
how busy they were. Thusfortified, he went back to hisroom to discover that the messages had
spawned two morein his absence.

He sat down on his bed to read them. Four of the Six messages were from Healers, one from the
Dean of Heder's Coallegium, two from Randa€'s persond physicians, and one - astonishingly - from
Lady Shavri hersdlf.

They dl began much dike; with variations on the same theme. Effusive, but obvioudy genuine
gratitude, assurance that he had done more for the King's comfort than he could guess. The Dean asked
obliquely if hewould bewilling to dlow the Hedlersto study him; the King's attending Hedlers hinted at
requeststo attach him directly to the Court. Shavri's note said, bluntly, "1 intend to do everything | canto
seethat you are well rewarded for the services you performed for Randale. AsKing's Own, | will be
consulting with the Dean of your Collegium and the head of the Bardic Circle. If you arewilling to
continue to serve Randale, Journeyman Stefen, | will do my best for you.”

Stef held the last message in his bandaged hand, and contemplated it with amazement and elation.

Last night | thought they'd forgotten | existed. Vanyel was the only one who seemed to
carethat I'd played my hand raw for them. But this -

Then hiskeen sense of redity intruded. Shavri hadn't promised anything specific. The others had
only been interested in finding out if hed work with them, and while their gratitude was nice, it didn't put
any slver in his pocket or grant him a permanent position. There were two more messages, and onewas
from the Dean of the Bardic Collegium. There was no telling what they held.

You spent too much time with Vanyel, Sef, hetold himsdf. All that altruismis catching.

Thefifth was from Medren; letting him know that his roommate was taking aweek to travel up



north of the city with acouple of full Bardsfor a Spring Fair. "l want to try out some new songs, pick up
some others,”" the note concluded. " Sorry about running off like this, but | didn't get much notice. Hope
thingswork out for you."

An oblique and discreet hint if ever | heard one, Stef thought cynicaly. Obviously he noticed
| didn't come back to the room last night, and I'll bet he's wondering if it was hisuncle | was with.
Unless somebody already told him. Stefen sighed. Horseturds, | hope not. If nobody knows, I'll
have a chance to make something up to satisfy his curiosity between then and now.

That left the message from the Dean of the Collegium; Stefen weighed it in his hand and wished
he could tell if it was good or bad news before he opened it. But he couldn't, and there was no point in
putting it off further.

He broke the sedl, hesitated a moment further, and unfolded the thick vellum.

Sealed, and written on brand new vellum, not a scrap of palimpsest. Very official -which
means either very good, or very bad.

He skimmed through the formal greeting, then stopped cold as his eyestook in the next words,
but his mind refused to grasp them.

". .. at the second noon bell, the Bardic Circle will meet to consider your status and
disposition. Please hold yourself ready to receive our judgment.

What did | do? hethought wildly. | only just made Journeyman - they can't be meaning to
jump me to Master! But - why would they demote me? What could | have possibly done that was
that bad? Unless they just found something out about my past. . . .

That could beit; not something he'd done, but something he was. Thelost heir to sometitle or
other? No, not likely; that sort of thing only happened in apprentice-ballads. But there were other things
that might cause the Circle to haveto demote him, at least temporarily. If hisfamily ran to inheritable
insanity, for instance; they'd want to make sure he wasn't going to run mad with a cleaver before they
restored hisrank. Or if held been pledged to wed ininfancy -

Now there was ahorrid thought. In that case the only thing that would save him would be
Apprentice-rank; apprentices were not permitted marriage. And galling asit would be to be demoted, it
would be alot worseto find himsdlf shackled to some pudgy baker's daughter with aface like her
father's unbaked loaves. But being demoted would give the Bardic Collegium dl the time they needed to
get him free of the pledge or smply outwait the would-be spouse, delaying and delaying until the parents
gave up and fobbed her off on someone else.

Or until they found out about his sexud preferences. Evenin Vademar most fatherswould
sooner seetheir daughters married to a gaffer, adrunkard, or a goat than to someone who was shaych.

For one thing, they'd never get any grandchildren out of me, Stef thought grimly. And as
long as I'm an anonymous apprentice, there's no status or money to be gained by forcing a
marriage through anyway.

That seemed thelikeliest - far likelier than that the Circle would conveneto eevate an
eighteen-year-old barely three months a Journeyman to Master rank.

WEéll, there was only oneway to find out; get himsdf down to the Council Hall and wait there for
the answer.

But first held better make himself presentable. He flung himsdlf into the chest holding his clothing
inasearch for one set of Bardic Scarletsthat wasn't much the worse for hard wearing.

Waiting was the hardest thing in the world for Stefen. And he found himsdlf waiting for
candlemarks outside the Council chamber.

Hedid not wait gracioudy. The single, hard wooden chair was atorture to Sit in, so he opted for
one of the benches (meant for hopeful tradesmen) instead. He managed to stay put rather than pacing the
length and breadth of the anteroom, but he didn't sit quietly. He fidgeted, rubbing at the bandages on his
fingers, tapping one foot - fortunately there was no one elsein the room, or they might have been driven
to desperate measures by hisfretting.

Findly, with scarcely hdf acandiemark left until the bell sgnaing supper, the door opened, and
Bard Breda beckoned him inside.



He jumped to hisfeet and obeyed, his somach in knots, hisright hand clenched tightly on his
bandaged |eft.

The Council Chamber, the heart of Bardic Collegium, was not particularly large. In fact, there
was just barely room for him to stand facing the members of the Bardic Council once the door was
closed.

The Council consisted of seven members, including his escort, Breda. Shetook her place at the
end of the square marble-topped table around which they were gathered. There was an untidy scattering
of papersin front of the Chief Councillor, Bard Déllar.

The Councillor looked nothing like aBard, which sometimes led to some awkward moments;
set dightly askew in aface much like alumpy potato were anose that resembled a knot on that potato,
separating amouth so wide Déllar could est an entireloaf of bread in one bite, and apair of bright, black
eyesthat would have well suited araven.

"Wdl," Ddlar said, his mouth stretching even wider in acaricature of agrin. Y ou've certainly
been the cause of much excitement thismorning. And no end of trouble, | might add.”

Stefen licked hislips, and decided not to say anything. Dellar looked friendly and quite affable, so
the trouble couldn't have been that bad. . . .

"Cheer up, Stefen,” Breda chuckled, cocking her head to one side. "Y ou're not at fault. What
caused dl the problems was that we were trying to satisfy everyone without hurting anyone's fedings.
Making you a Master and assigning you directly to Randale was bound to put someone out unlesswe did
it carefully."

"Making me- what?" Stefen gulped. Ddllar laughed at the look on hisface.

"Were making you afull Bard, lad. Shavri was most insstent on that." The chief Councillor
smiled again, and Stef managed to smile back. Ddlar picked up the papersin front of him, and shuffled
them into aragged pile. " She doesn't want ava uable young man like you gdlivanting about the
countryside, getting yoursdlf in scrapes -

"Nonsense, Ddll," Breda cut him off with an imperious wave of her hand, and pointed an
emphatic finger at Stefen. "What Shavri did or didn't want wouldn't have mattered apin if you weren't
also one of the brightest and best apprenticeswe've had in Bardic in - | don't know - ages, at any rate.
We don't make exceptions because someone with rank pressures us, Stefen. We do make them when
someone isworthy of them. Y ou are. Y ou have no need to prove yoursdf out in the world, and your
unique Gift makes you double vauable, to us, and to the Crown."

She gave Ddlar achdlenging look; he just shrugged and chuckled. "She'sput it in anutshell, lad.
We need to keep you here for the King's sake, and the only way to do that isto assign you to King
Randd e permanently. The only way to give you the rank to rate that kind of assgnment isfor you to be
aMaster Bard. But there'sa problem -"

"| can seethat, ar,” Stef replied, regaining his composure. "It's not the way things are supposed
to be done. There'slikely to be some bad fedings.”

"That isan understatement,” one of the others said dryly, examining her chording hand with care.
"Bards are only human. Therés more than afew that will want your privatesfor pulling this plum. About
half of that ot will be sure you dept your way toit. And unless we can do something to head that
jedlousy off, gossip will dog your footsteps, and make both your job and your lifeinfinitely harder. Need
| remind you that were deding with Bards here, and experts with words? Before they're through, that
risque reputation of yourswill be the stuff of tavern-songs and stories from here to Hardorn.”

Stefen fet hisface getting hot.

"That's been the problem, lad," Déllar shrugged. "And thisis where we had to make some
compromises. So now I'll haveto give you the bad news. Y ou'll be assigned as the King's personal Bard,
but it will be on the basic stipend. Bare expenses, just like now. No privileges, and your quarterswill be
your old room right here, rather than something plusher at the Palace. Well have Medren move out soit's
private, but that's the best we can do for you."

Stef nodded, and hid his disappointment. He was still going to be the youngest Master Bard in
the history of the Collegium. He till had royal favor, and he would bein the Court, in everyonée's eye,



where he had the chance to earn rewards on the Side. "I can understand that, sir," he said, trying to sound
asif hewastaking dl thisin stride. "If it lookslike I'm not getting Specid treatment - if, in fact, it's pretty
obvious that the only reason I've been made Master isso | can serve the King directly - well, nobody
who'sthat ambitiousis going to envy me a position with no pecial consderations attached.”

"Exactly." Dellar nodded with satisfaction and folded his hands on top of his papers. "1'd hoped
you would seeit that way. Y ou'll aso be working with the Hedlers, of course. They're mad to know how
it isyou do what you do, and to seeif it's possible for them to duplicate it.”

Stefen sighed. That would mean more time taken out of hisday, and less that he could spend
getting some attention where it could do him some long-term good. He'd seen Randae now, and just
how ill the King redly was; he wouldn't last more than afew years, a best, and then where would Stefen
be?

Out, probably. If nobody needsthat pain-killing Gift of mine. And having nowhere e seto go,
unless | make mysdlf into a desirable possesson.

"Yes, gr," hereplied with resignation he did his best to concedl.

Sill, the Healers can't take up all my time. What | really need to find out is where the
ladies of the Court congregate, since there isn't any Queen. The married ones, that is. The young
ones won't have any influence - no, what | need is a gaggle of bored, middle-aged women, young
enough to be flattered, old enough not to take it seriously. Ones| can beadiversionfor. . ..

Heredlized suddenly that Bard Dellar was till talking, and held lost the last couple of sentences.
And what had caught his attention was aname.

"- Herdd Vanyd," Déllar concluded, and Stef cursed himsdlf for hisinattention. Now he had no
ideaat dl what it was Vanyel had said or done or was supposed to do, nor what it could possibly have
to do with himsdlf. "Wadll, | think that about covers everything, lad. Think you're up to this?!

"l hope so, gr," Stefen said fervently.

"Very well, then; report to Court about midmorning, just asyou did yesterday. Herdd Vanyel
will indruct you when you get there.”

So, Vanyel's to be my keeper, hmm? Stefen bowed to the members of the Bardic Council, and
amiled to himsdlf as heleft the room. Well. Things are beginning to look promising.

Despite the precautions, there was till jedlousy. Stef found himsdlf being ignored, and even
snubbed, by severd of the full Bards - mostly those who were passing through Haven on the way to
somewhere dse, but it still happened.

It wasn't the first time he'd been snubbed, though, and it probably wouldn't be the last. The Bards
that stayed any length of time soon noticed that he wasn't getting better treatment than an ordinary
Journeyman, and theice thawed alittle.

But only alittle. They were till remote, and didn't encourage him to socidize. Stef wasnot at all
happy about the way they were acting, and it didn't help that he had something of a guilty conscience
over hisrapid advancement. Making the jump from Journeyman to Master was much more than amatter
of talent, no rnatter what the Council said; it was aso amatter of experience.

Experience Stef didn't have. He wasn't that much different from Medren on that score.
Nevertheless, here he was, jumped over the heads of hisyear-mates, and even those older than he was,
getting shoved into the midst of the High Court -

The sde of him that caculated everything rubbed its handsin glee, but the rest of him was having
second and third thoughts, and serious misgivings. The way some of the other full Bards were treating him
just seemed to be a confirmation of those misgivings.

And the Hedlers were beginning to get on his nerves. They wanted to monopolize every free
moment of histime, studying him, and he had no chance during that first week to make any of the Court
contacts he had intended to.

Infact, for the first time he was using that Gift of hisevery time he sang, and by the end of the
day hewas exhaugted. If he wasn't snging for Randa€'s benefit, he was demonstrating for the Healers. If
he'd had any time to think, he might well have told them, one and dl, to chuck their Master Bardship and
quit the place. But he was so tired at day's end that hejust fell into bed and dept like adead thing, and



telling the Council to go take along hike never occurred to him.

Maddeningly, he seldom saw much of Vanye ether, and every attempt to get the Herdd's
amatory attention fell absolutely flat.

Every time he pressed his attentions, the Herald seemed to become - nervous. He could not
figure out what the problem was. Vanyd would start to respond, but then would pull back insde himself,
and amask would drop down over hisface.

If hed had the energy |eft, held have strangled something in frustration.

That was the way matters stood when Medren returned from hislittle expedition.

Stefen stared a himsdf in the mirror, then made aface at himsdlf. Y ou," he said accusingly,
pointing afinger a histhin, disheveled other sdf, "areanidiot.”

"I'll second that," said Medren, popping up behind him, startling Stef so much that he yelped and
threw himself sdewaysinto thewall.

While he gasped for breath and tried to get his heart to stop pounding, Medren thumped his
back. "Good gods, Stef," hisfriend said gpologeticdly, "What in the seventh hell's made you so jumpy?’

"No - nothing," Stef managed.

"Huh," Medren replied skeptically. "Probably the same 'nothing' that made you call yourself an
idiot. So how'sit fed to be aMaster Bard?' When Stef didn't immediately answer, Medren held him at
am'slength and scrutinized him carefully. "If it fedslike you look, | think I'll stay a Journeyman. Dont
you ever deep?' A dy smile crept over Medren'sface. "Or is somebody keeping you up al night?!

Stefen groaned and covered hiseyes. "Kernos codpiece, don't remind me. My bed isasyou
seeit. Virtuoudy empty.”

"Since when have you and virtue been nodding acquaintances?* Medren gibed.

"Sincejust before you left," Stef replied, deciding onimpulseto tell hisfriend the exact truth.

"That'sodd." Medren let go of his shoulders and moved back a step. "I would have thought that
you and Uncle Van would have hit it off -"

Stef bit off acurse. " Since when - you've been - what do you -"

"l set you up," Medren said casudly. "The opportunity wasthere, and | grabbed it - | knew Van
would try anything to help the King, and | know you think he hung the moon. | figured neither one of you
would be able to resist the other. Gods know 1'd been trying to get you two in the same place at the
sametimefor over ayear. So-" Now he paused, and frowned. " So what went wrong?"

"I don't know," Stef groaned, and turned away, flinging himself down inachair. "l can't think
anymore. I'vetried every ploy that's ever worked before, and | just can't imagine why they arentt
succeeding now. The Heders are working me to death, and Herald Vanyel keeps sidestepping melikea
skittish horse. I'd scream, if | could find the energy.”

"Tell the Healersto go chase their shadows," Medren ordered gruffly. "Horseturds, Stef, you're
exercsng a Gift; that takes power, physica energy, and you're using yours up faster than you can
replaceit! No wonder you'retired!"

"l an?' Thiswas newsto Stefen. Hed always just assumed using his Gift wasalot like breathing.
Youjud did it. And he said as much.

Medren snorted. "Good gods, doesn't anybody in this place think? 1 guess not, or the Hedlers
wouldn't be stretching you to your limits. Or else nobody's ever figured the Bardic Gift waslike any
other. | promiseyou, itis, usng your Gift does take energy and you've been burning yours up too fast. If
the blasted Hedlers want to study you any more, tell them that. Then tell them that from now on they can
just wedge themselves into a corner behind the throne and study you from there. Idiots. Honestly, Stef,
Heders can be so damned focused; give them haf achance and they'll kill you trying to figure out how
you're put together.”

Stefen laughed, his sense of humor rapidly being restored. " That'swhy | wastelling mysdlf | was
anidiot. | wasletting them run meinto the ground, but | couldn't think of away to get them to stop. They
can be damned persuasive, you know."

"Oh, | know." Medren took the other chair and sprawled init gracelesdy. "I know. Herdds are
the same way; they don't seem to think ordinary folks need something besideswork, work, and more



work. I've watched Uncle Van drive himsdlf into the ground a score of times. Once or twice, it'sbeen me
that had to go pound on him and make him rest. And speaking of Uncle Van, that brings me right back to
the question | started with: what went wrong? Y ou gtill haven't redly told me anything. Takeit from the
beginning.”

Stefen gavein, and related the whole tale, hisfrustration increasing with every word. Medren
listened carefully, his eyes darkening with thought. "Hmm. | guess-"

Hisvoicetrailed off, and Stef sngpped hisfingersto get hisattention. ™Y ou guess what?"

"I guess hel'sgotten redly shy,” Medren replied with ashrug. "It'sthe only thing | can think of to
explain theway he's acting. That and this obsession he has about not |etting anyone get closeto him
because they'll become atarget.”

Stefen felt acold finger of fear run suddenly down his back. "He's not wrong," he told hisfriend
solemnly, trying not to think of some of the things he'd seen as a street beggar. How during "wars'
between street gangs or thief cadres, it was the lovers and the offspring who became the targets - and the
victims - more often than not. And it was pretty evident from the Border newsthat awar between the
nations and awar between gangs had that much in common. "It'salot more effectiveto strike at an
emotiond target than aphysica one"

Medren shook his head. "Oh, come on, Stef! You'rein the heart of Vademar! Who's going to
be able to touch you here? That's even assuming Van is right, which I'm not willing to grant.”

"I don't know," Stefen replied, still shivering from that odd touch of fear. "'l just don't know."

"Then snap out of thismood of yours," Medren demanded. "Give over, and let's seeif we can't
think of away to bring Uncle Van to bay."

Stefen had to laugh. "Y ou talk about him asif he was some kind of wild animal.”

Medren grinned. "Well, thisisahunt, isnt it? Y ou're either going to have to coax him, or ambush
him. Takeyour pick."

At that moment, one of the legion of Hedersthat had been plaguing Stefen gppeared like agreen
bird of ill-omen in the doorway. "Excuse me, Bard Stefen,” the bearded, swarthy man began, "but -"

"No," Stef interrupted.

"TheHeder blinked. "What?'

"l said, 'no.' | won't excuse you." Stefen stood, and faced the Healer with his hands spread.
"Look a me- | look like ashadow. Y ou people have been wearing me to death. I'm tired of it, and I'm
not going to do anything more today."

The Hedler looked incensed. "What do you mean by that?" he snapped, bristling. "What do you
mean, we've been ‘wearing you to death? We haven't been -"

"I meant just what | said,” Stef said coolly. "I've been usng a Gift, Heder. That takes energy.
And | don't have any left.”

Now the Hedler did look closdy at him, focusing first on the dark rings under his eyes, then
looking oddly through him, and the man's weathered face reflected darm. " Great good gods,”" he said
softly. "We never intended -"

"Probably not, but you've been wearing meto athread.” Stefen sat down again, feigning more
wesariness than he actualy felt. The guilt on the Hedler's face gave him no end of pleassure. "Infact," he
continued, drooping alittle, "if you don't let medone, | fear | will have nothing for the King...."

He sighed, and rested his head on the back of the chair asif it had grown too heavy to hold up.
Through haf-closed eyes he watched the Healer pale and grow agitated.

"We can't - | mean, King Randal€'s needs come first, of course,”" the man ssammered. "I'll speak
to - I'll seethat you aren't disturbed any more today, Bard Stefen -"

"I don't know," Stefen said weakly. "I hope that will be enough, but I'm so tired -"

Out of the corner of his eye he saw Medren with hisfist shoved into his mouth, strangling on his
own laughter.

"Never mind, Bard," the Hedler said, strangling on his own words. "WEéll do something about al
this-1-"

And with that, he turned and fled. Medren doubled up in sllent laughter, and Stefen preened,



feding enormoudy .pleased with himsdlf.

"I redly am tired, you know," he said with agrin, when Medren began to wheeze. "'l honestly

"Lord and Lady!" the Journeyman gasped. "I know but - good gods, you should go on the
stage!" He clasped the back of hishand to his forehead, and swooned thesatrically across the back of his
chair."Oh la good g, | do believel shdl fai - "

The pillow caught Medren squardly in the face.

All right, Stefen thought, carefully putting his gittern back inits case. I've left you alone except
for simple politeness for three days, Herald Vanyel. Let's see if you respond to being ignored. He
began tightening the buckles holding the case closed. I've never known anyone yet who could deal
with that.

He suppressed a smile as he caught Vanye making hisway through the crowd, obvioudy coming
in Sefsdirection. Looks like you won't be the first to be the exception to the rule.

"Bard Stefen?' Vanyd's voice was very low, with anote of hesitancy iniit.

Stefen looked up, and smiled. He didn't have to feign the hint of shynessthat crept into the amile;
Vanyd ill affected him that way. "'l can't get used to that," he confessed, surprising himsalf with the
words. "People caling me Bard Stefen, | mean. | keep looking around to see who you're talking to.”

Vanyd smiled, and Stefen'sthroat tightened. "I know what you mean,” he said. "If it hadn't been
that | spent the winter with the Hawkbrothers and had gotten used to wearing white, | would have spent
haf every morning for thefirst couple of monthstrying to figure out whose Whites had gotten into my
wardrobe."

Dol - no, | don't think so. Every time I've tried to touch him, he's started to respond, then
pulled back. Let's keep things casual, and see if that works.

"l sometimeswish I'd never gotten Scarlets,” Stef said, instead of trying to touch Vanye's hand.
"I never have any time for myself anymore. And | don't recognize mysdf anymorewhen | ook inthe
mirror. | used to know how to havefun. .. ."

Vanyd reaxed just thetiniest bit, and Stefen felt a surge of satisfaction. Finally, finally, I'm
reading himright.

The crowd was dmost gone now, and Stefen wondered fleetingly what business had been
transacted thistime. He wouldn't know unless someone told him.

"You did agood day'swork, Bard Stefen,” Vanyd said, asif reading hismind. "Randi was able
to judge three inter-family disputes that have been getting worse for the past year or more. I'll make you
an offer, Stefen - if you promise not to get so intoxicated you can't navigate across the grounds.” Vanye
amiled, teasingly. "Well have dinner in my quarters, and you can show me those bar-chords you
promised to demondtrate the night you played your fingersto bits.”

| did? | don't remember promising that. For amoment Stefen was startled, because he thought
he remembered everything about that evening. Then he suppressed asmile,

Clever, Herald Vanyd. A nice, innocent excuse. And you might even believeit. Well, I'll takeit.

"I don't make a habit of getting falling-down drunk, Herald," he replied, with agrin to take the
gting out of thewords. "And since thefood is much better at the Palace, I'll accept that offer.”

"Y ou mean you're only interested in the food?' Vanyel laughed. "'l suppose my conversation
hasn't much impressed you."

He'salot morerelaxed. | think Medren'sright, I'm either going to have to coax him or
ambush him, and in either case I'm going to have to keep things very casual or I'll scare him off
again. Damn. Stefen stood up and dung his gittern case over one shoulder before replying.

"Actudly, | am much moreinterested in someone wholll talk to me" he said. "I'm not exactly the
most popular Bard in the Collegium right now."

Vanyd grimaced. "Because of being advanced so quickly?’

Stefen nodded, and picked up hismusic carrier. "I had only just made Journeyman, and alot of
Bards resent my being jumped up like | was. A lot of the apprentices and Journeymen do, too. | can't
say as| blame them too much, but I'm getting tired of being treated like aleper.”



Hefdl into step besde Vanye, and the two of them left through the side door.

"At least the Council's put it about that the whole promotion was a Herald Shavri'srequest,” he
continued. "That makesit alittle more palatable, at least to some of the older ones. And the younger
Bardscan't clam | earned it in bed - that's one blessing, however small.”

Vanye raised one eyebrow at that |ast statement, but didn't comment. "I got something of the
same trestment, though not for too long,” the Herald told him. "Since it was Savil that gave me my
Whites, there was an awful lot of suspicion of nepotism, or sympathy because of ‘Lenddl. ..."

The Herad's expression grew remote and saddened for amoment, then he shook his head.
"Well, fortunately, Heralds being what they are, that didn't last too long. Especialy not after Savil got
herself hurt, and | cleaned out that nest of hedge-wizards up north. | pretty much proved then and there
that I'd earned my Whites"

"I'm afraid | won't be able to do anything that spectacular,” Stef replied, lightly. "It'snot in the
nature of thejob for aBard to do anything particularly constructive.”

Instead of laughing, the Herald gave Stefen a peculiar, Sdewayslook. "I think you underestimate
both yourself and the potentia power of your office, Stefen,” he said.

Stefen laughed. "Oh, come now! Y ou don't redlly expect me to agree with that old cliche that
music can change the world, do you?'

"Things usualy become cliched precisdly because therésagrain of truth in them," wasthe
surprisng answer. "And - well, never mind. | expect you'reright.”

They had reached the Herald's Wing, that bright, wood-paneled extension of the Old Palace.
Vanye'sroom was one of the first beyond the double doors that separated the wing from the rest of the
Pdace. Vanye held one of the doors open for Stef, then stepped gracefully around him and got the door
to his own room open.

Stefen put his burdens down just ingde the door, and arched his back in astretch. "Brightest
Havens-" he groaned. "- | fed as iff asan old bellows. | bet | even creak.”

"Y ou'retoo young to creak," Vanye chuckled, and pulled the bell-rope to summon a servant. "I
don't suppose you play hinds and hounds, do you?'

Stefen widened his eyes, and assumed a patently false expression of naivete. "Why, no, Herad
Vanyd - but I'd loveto learn.”

Vanye laughed out loud. "Oh, no - you don't fool me with that old trick! Y ou've probably been
playing for years"

"Sincel could talk," Stef admitted. "Can't blame mefor trying."

"Since | might have done the sameto you, | supposel can't.” Vanye gestured at the board set up
onthetable. "Red or white?'

"Red," Stef replied happily. "And since you're the strategist, you can spot me acourser.”

Stefen moved his gaze-hound into what he thought was a secure position, and watched with
dismay as Vanyd captured it with alowly courser. Then, to add insult to injury, the Herald maneuvered
that same courser into the promotion square and exchanged it for ayear-stag.

"Damn!™ he exclaimed, seeing his pack in imminent danger of being driven off, and taking stepsto
retrench hisforces. The "hind" side of hounds and hinds was supposed to be the wesker, which was why
the better player took it. It was usualy considered agood gameif the play ended in stalemate.

Vanye beat him about haf thetime.

It looked as though this game was going to end in defeat too. Three moves|later, and Stef
surveyed the board in amazement, unable to see any way out. Vanyel's herd had trapped his pack, and
there was no way out.

"l yield," he conceded. "1 don't know how you do it. Y ou always take the hinds, and | can count
the number of times I've won on one hand.”

Vanye replaced the carved piecesin their box with thoughtful care. "1 have adistinct advantage,”
he said, after along pause. "Until Randi got so sick that Shavri was spending dl her time keegping him
going, | helped guard the Karsite Border. | have alot of experiencein taking on Stuationswith
unfavorable odds."



"Ah," Stef replied, unable to think of anything eseto say. He watched Vanyd's hands, admiring
their strength and grace, and tried not to think about how much he wanted those hands to be touching
something other than game pieces.

Ever since hed stopped pursuing Van and sarted keeping things strictly on the leve of
"friendship," heldd found himsalf spending most evenings with the Herald. He was learning an enormous
amount, and not just about hinds and hounds. Economics, palitics, the things Vanye had experienced
over theyears- it wasfascinating, if frustrating. Being so near Vanye, and yet not daring to court him,
overtly or otherwise - Stef had never dreamed he possessed such patience.

Thiswas an entirdly new experience; wanting someone and being unable to gratify that desire.

It was a nerve-wracking experience, yet it was not completely unpleasant. He was coming to
know Vanyd, the real Vanyd, far better than anyone else except Herald Savil. That was not asuspicion;
he'd had the fact confirmed more than once, by letting some tidbit of information dip in conversations
with Medren. And Medren would give him a startied look that told Stefen that once again, he'd been told
something Vanyel had never confided to anyone dse.

He knew Van better than held ever known any lover. And for al this knowledge, the Herdd was
gill amystery. Hewas no closer to grasping what music Vanyel moved to than he had been when thisal
began.

Which made him think of something elseto say after dl.

"Van?' he ventured. "Y ou hated it out there - but you sound asif you wish you were back on the
Border."

Vanyed turned those silver eyes on him and stared at him for amoment. "l suppose | did," he
sad, findly. "l supposeinaway | do. Partialy because it would mean that Randi was in good enough
hedlth that Shavri could take her own duties up again -"

Stef shook his head. "Therewas moreto it than that. It sounded like you wanted to be out
there”

Vanyd looked away, and put the last of the piecesin their padded niches. "Wdll, it'srather hard
to explain. It's miserable out there on the lines, you're congtantly hungry, wet, cold, afraid, in danger - but
| was doing some good.”

"Y ou're doing good here," Stefen pointed out.

Vanyd shook his head. "It's not the same. Any reasonably adept diplomat could do what I'm
doing now. Any combination of Heralds could supply the same tdents and Gifts. The only reason it'sme
isRandi's need and Randi'swhims. | keep having the feding that | could be doing alot more good if |
was dsawhere”

Stefen sprawled back in hischair, sudying the Herad carefully. "I don't understand it,” he said at
last. "I don't understand you Heradlds at dl. Y ou're constantly putting yourselvesin danger, and for what?
For the sake of people who don't even know you're doing it, much lessthat you're doing it for them, and
who couldn't point you out in acrowd if their lives depended onit. Why, Van?'

That earned him another strange stare from the Herald, one that went on so long that Stef began
to think he'd redly said something wrong thistime. "Van - what's the matter? Did | -"

Vanyd seemed to come out of akind of trance, and blinked at him. "No, it'squite al right, Stef.
It'sjust - thisislike an echo from the past. | remember having exactly this same conversation with ‘Lendel
- except it was me asking 'Why? and him trying to tell me the reasons.” Vanye |ooked off at some vague
point over Stefen'shead. "1 didn't understand his reasons then, and you probably won't understand mine
now, but I'll try to explain. It hasto do with aduty to mysdlf as much asanything ese. | havethese
abilities. Most other people don't. | have aduty to use them, because | have aduty to mysdlf to bethe
kind of person | would want to have asa- afriend. If | don't use my abilities, I'm not only failing people
who depend on me, I'm failing mysdlf. Am | making sense?"

"Not redlly," Stefen confessed.

Vanye sghed. "Just say that it'saneed to help - could you not sing and play? Well, | can't not
help. Not anymore, anyway. And it doesn't matter if anyone knowswhat I'm doing or not; | know, and |
know I'm doing my best. And because of what I'm doing, things are better for other people. Sometimesa



great many other people.”

"Thisisloydty, right?" Stefen hazarded.

"Only in being loyd to peoplein genera, and not any oneland. | could no more have let those
farmersin Hardorn be endaved than | could have our own people.” Vanye leaned forward earnestly.
"Don't you see, Stef? It's not that I'm serving Vademar, it'sthat I'm helping to preserve the kind of
people who leave the world better than they found it, and trying to stop the oneswho take instead of
gving"

"Y ou sound like one of those Tayledras -"

"l am. Moondance himsdlf has said so more than once. Their priority isfor the land, and mineis
for the people - but that's at |east in part because the land is so damaged wherethey live." Vanyd smiled
alittle. "I wish you could see them, Stef. Y ou'd want to write athousand songs about them.”

"If they're so wonderful, why are people afraid of them?' Stefen asked. " And why aren't you and
Savil?'

Vanyd laughed at that. "Let metell you about thefirst time | ever worked with Moondance -"

The story was dmost enough to make Stefen forget his frustration.

Sx

Damn!" Medren swore, pounding the arm of hischair. "Thisis stupid! | swear to you, my uncleis
about to drive me mad'”

The windows to Stefen’'s room were open to the summer evening, and Medren wastrying to
keep his voice down to prevent everybody in the neighborhood from being privy to their plight. Stef
evidently didn't care who overheard them. " About to drive you mad?' Stefen's voice cracked, and
Medren winced in sympathy. Stef was pulling at hishair, totally unaware that he was doing so, and
looked about ready to climb thewalls. He shifted position so often that his chair was doing alittle dance
around the room, athumblength a atime.

"l know, | know, it'salot worse for you. I'm just frustrated. Y ou're -" Medren paused, unableto
think of adelicate way to put it.”

"I'm celibate, that'swhat | am!" Stefen growled, lurching to his feet and beginning to pace
restlesdy. "I'm wor se than cdlibate. I'm fixated. It's not just that Vanye isn't cooperating, it'sthat | don't
want anyone else anymore, and the better | know him, theworseit getsl" He stopped dead in histracks,
suddenly, and stared out the window for amoment. "1'm never happier than when I'm around him. |
sometimeswonder how long I'm going to be able to stand this. There aretimeswhen | can't think of
anything but him."

Medren stared &t hisfriend, wondering if Stefen had redlly listened to himsdlf just now. Because
what he'd just described was the classic reaction of alifebonded. . . .

Sef and Uncle Van? No. Not possible; not when Van has already been lifebonded once...
Or isit? Isthere a rule somewhere that lifebondings can only happen oncein a lifetime, even if
you lose your bondmate?

A lifebonding would certainly explain agreat ded of Stef's behavior. Medren had long ago given
up on trying to second-guess hisuncle. Vanyd wasfar too adept a hiding what he felt, even from
himsdlf.

"So, what have wetried so far?' Medren said aloud. Stef at least stopped pacing long enough to
push his hair out of hiseyes and count up al the schemesthey'd concocted on hisfingers.

"Wetried getting him drunk again. He didn't cooperate. We tried that trip to the hot springs.
That almost worked, except that we got company right when it looked like he was going to break down
and do something. Wetried every variation on my hurting myself and him having to help me, and al | got
were bruisesin some fascinating places.” Stefen gritted histeeth. "We tried my asking him for amassage
for my shoulder muscles. Hereferred me to aHeder. The only thing we haven't tried is catching him
adegp and tying him up.”

"Don't even think about that!" Medren said hastily. "Listen, first of dl, you won't catchhim



adeep, and secondly, even if you did - you wouldn't want to be standing there if he mistook you for an

Like the last time he was home, when that idiot with the petition tried to tackle himin the
bath. Medren shuddered. | know Grandfather said he needed to replace the bathhouse - but that
wasn't the best way to get it torn down.

"Hewouldn't hurt me," Stefen said with absolute certainty.

"Don't bet on that," Medren replied, grimly. "Especidly if he doesn't know it's you. I've seen what
he can do, and you wouldn't want to stand in the way of it. If he wantsto level something or someone, he
will, and anything in between him and what he wantsto flatten is going to wind up just asflat ashis
target.”

"No," Stef denied vehemently. "No - | swesar to you, | know it. No matter what, he wouldn't hurt
me"

Medren just shook his head and hoped Stef would never haveto test that particular faith. "All
right,” he said after amoment's thought. "What about this-"

Vanyd closed hisweary eyesfor amoment, and thought longingly, sdfishly, of rest, of peace, of
achanceto enjoy the bright summer day.

But there was no peace for Vademar, and hence, no rest for Herald Vanye.

: Take a break tonight, Van,: Yfandesadvised him. : You haven't had young Stefen over for
the past three evenings. And | think you can afford to let the Seneschal and the Lord Marshal
hash this one out without you.:

At least the news out of Karse was something other than a disaster, for achange.

"So there's no doubt of it?" he asked the messenger. "The Karsites have declared the use of
magic anathema?"

The dust-covered messenger nodded. It was hard to tell much about her, other than the fact that
shewas not aHerald. Road grime had left her pretty much a uniform gray-brown from head to toe.
"Therésmoreto it than that, mlord,” she said. "They're outlawing everyone even suspected of having
mage-craft. Just before | |eft, the first of the lucky ones came straggling acrossthe Border. | didn't have
timeto collect much of their tales, but there's another messenger coming aong behind me who'll have the
wholeof it."

"Lucky ones?' said the Seneschd, puzzled. "L ucky for us, perhaps, but since when hasit been
lucky for enemy magesto fdl into our hands?"

"Aye, it wouldn't seem that way, but 'tis" she replied, wiping the back of her hand across her
forehead, and leaving a paler smear through the dirt and swest. "The ones we got are the lucky ones.
They're the ones that 'scaped the hunters. They're burning and hanging over there, whoever they can
catch. 'Tisabit of aholy crusade, it seems. Like some kind of plague, al of a sudden half of Karse wants
to murder the Gifted."

"Good gods." The Seneschd ran his hand over his closed eyes. "It soundsinsane -"

"How did it start?" the Lord Marshall asked bluntly, "or do you know?'

The messenger nodded. "L ord Vanyd's turning those demons back on Karse ten years ago was
the start of it, but the real motivator seemsto be from the priesthood.”

"The priesthood?" Heder Liam exclaimed, stting up straight. "Which priesthood?!

"Sunlord Vkanda," the messenger replied. "And there's not enough newsyet to tdll if it'sonly the
one priest, or thewholelot of them.”

At that moment, aservant appeared with wine. The messenger took it and gulped it down
gratefully. Lord Marshdl Reven leaned forward over the table when sheld finished, hislean faceintent,
his spare body betraying how tense he was.

"What dse can you tdl us?' he asked. "Any fragment of information will help.”

The messenger leaned back in her chair. "Quite abit, actudly,” she said. "I'm trained by one of
your Heralds. The onethat started this crusade's anameless lad of maybe twenty or so; callshimsdf The
Prophet. No one knows much el se about him, "cept that he started on that there was a curse on the land,
on account of them using mages. That was a bit |ess than amonth ago. Next thing you know, the



countryside's afire, and Karse's got more'n enough troubles to make 'em pull back every trooper they
had on the Border. That was how matters stood aweek ago when | |eft; gods only know what's going on
inthere now."

"Have we heard from any of our operativesin Karseitsdf?' the Seneschal asked Vanyd. The
Herad shook hishead. "Not yet." He was worried for those operatives - there were at |east three of
them, one Mindspesking Herald among them - but his chief reaction wasrelief. | cannot believe that we
pulled the last of the mages out less than a year ago. Thereis no one in there now who should be
suspected of magery. . . .

"Y ou say thissituation is causing some civil disorder?" Archpriest Everet had aknack for
understatement, but he was serious enough. His close-cropped, winter-white hair was far too short to
fidget with, so hefingered his earlobe worriedly instead. Benesth his bland exterior, Vanye sensed he
was deeply concerned.

Not surprising; whileit might look asif thiswas unaloyed good newsfor Vademar, that fact that
it was ardigious crusade meant the possibility of it spilling over the Border. There were severa houses of
the Sunlord within the borders of Vademar. If they joined their fellowsin this holy war against mages, not
only would the Archpriest be responsible for their actions, he would be obligated to seeto it that they
were stopped.

Which is about all he's thinking of. He doesn't see how much chaos this could cause the
entire country. If the followers of the Sunlord move against Heralds -

Some of us are mages, they might also count al Giftsas"magic.”

And we have the backing of other religious orders. If the Heralds were attacked, those
orders might move before the Crown and Archpriest could. What would happen if the acolytes of
Kernos decided to take mattersinto their own hands and fight back on the mages' behalf? After
all, the order isprimarily martial . . . fighting monks and the like. And they favor the Heralds.

The Situation, if it crossed the Border, could be as damaging to Vademar asto Karse.

"The Sunlord'sthe Kargite officid state rdigion,” the messenger reminded them. "If this Prophet
has the backing of the priesthood, then he's got the backing of the Crown. When | |&ft, that was what
things looked like - but theres afair number of people with abit of magery in their blood, and a-plenty of
hedge-wizards and herb-witches that do the common folk afair amount of good. Not everybody can find
aHealer when they need one; when the big magics are flyin' about, the lords tend to forget about the little
onesthat bring the rain and protect the crops. So not everybody istaking well to thisholy crusade.”

"l would suggest aseries of personal visitsto our own enclaves of the Sunlord, my lord Everet,”
Vanyd said mildly. "I suspect your presence will make cooler heads prevail, especidly if you point out
that this so-called 'Prophet’ seems to be operating on nothing more than his charisma and his own word
that he spesksfor the Sunlord Vkanda."

Everet nodded, his mouth tight. "They owe their establishmentsto His Mg esty'stolerance,” he
replied. "1 shal be at painsto point that out.”

"I'll assure him that you're aready working on the potentid problem,” Vanyel told him, glancing at
the empty throne. Barring a miracle, Randi will never use that seat again. | wonder if we should
have it taken out? It's certainly depressing to have it there.

The Seneschd dismissed the messenger, who got siffly to her feet, bowed, and limped out.
"Well," Seneschal Arved said, once the door had closed behind her, "I think we have a Situation.”

TheLord Marsha nodded. "If it stays within the Karse Border, this Situation can only benefit us.”

"If." Vanye shook hishead. "Ther€'s no guarantee of that."

:And what about later?: Yfandes prompted. : After this crusade is over?:

:Good point.: "We use magic openly in Vademar, sanctioned and supported by the Crown,”
Van continued. "If this crusade doesn't burn itsdf out, if in fact it is sanctioned by the Karsite Crown,
where doesthat leave us?'

"The deadliest of enemies” Everet answered grimly. "1t will be worse than before; it will become
aholy war."

Arved groaned, and closed hiseyesfor amoment. "You'reright,” hesaid, finaly. "You're



absolutdly right. And if that situation occurs, there's nothing we can do to stop it.”

"What we need now isinformation," Vanyd told them. "And that's my department. I'll get onit.
Whatever happens, well have arespite from Karsiteincursonsfor a couple of weeks while they get
their own house in order. We should use that respite to our own advantage.”

"Good," Arved said, shaking back histawny hair. "Let'stake thisin manageable chunks. Herald
Vanyd, you get usthat information, and find out what the King wants usto do with refugees. Well see
what we can do to use thisinvoluntary truce. Tomorrow well put together plansto cover al the
contingencies we can think of. Everet-"

"I'll be making mysdlf conspicuousin the Vkandaenclaves,”" the Archpriest said, risng from his
sedt. "Y ou'll have to go on without me. | think 1'd better leave as soon as | can pack.”

:He's going to be out of here within two candlemarks,: Yfandessaid. :Hetravelslight.:

"Lord Everet, I'll have adocument from Randale for you before you leave, authorizing you to
take whatever actions you think necessary with the followers of Vkanda," Vanyd said. "Please don't
leave without it.”

Everet paused in midturn, and half-smiled. "Thank you, Herad. | would have gone charging off
trusting in my office and so-called 'sanctity,’ forgetting that neither apply to the Guard.”

"Nor some highborn,” the Lord Marsha reminded him. "And unless | missmy guess, ther€ll be
one or two of those among the Sunlord's followers."

"Gentlemen, the Archpriest and | will get to our duties, and welll leave you to work on thisin our
absence" Vanye told them. He and Everet pushed their chairs aside and | eft the Council Chamber, going
in opposite directions once they reached the door.

Randi first, then get in touch with Kera. ... he thought, then Mindsent, :'Fandes, can you
boost me that far?: knowing sheld been watching his surface thoughts.

:1f not, we can at least reach someone stationed near the Border to relay.: She sounded
quite confident, and Van relaxed alittle. :We'll have inside information shortly. And don't worry
about Kera - thanks to that new Web we wove, if she was in trouble, we'd know. One of us would,
anyway.:

: Thanks, love.: Hed reached the door to Randal€'s quarters, and was such afamiliar sight to the
guardsthat one of them had adready pushed the door open for him.

He thanked the man with anod, and dipped insde.

Most of the time Randale was cold, so the room was as hot as a desert, with afirein the
fireplace despite the fact that it was full summer. The King lay on aday-bed beside thefire, bundled up in
ablanket, Shavri on astool beside him; he looked exhausted, but the pain lines about his mouth and eyes
were mercifully few.

Those eyes were closed, but he wasn't deeping. Vanyd saw hislidsflutter alittle the moment
before he spoke. "So," he said quietly. "What's sent you flying out of the Council Chamber thistime?
Good news, or bad?"'

"Wish | could tell you," Vanyd replied, dropping down beside the bed, and putting one hand on
Shavri's shoulder. She brushed her cheek briefly againgt it, but didn't let go of Randale's hand. Van
touched her dark, gypsy-tumble of curlsfor amoment, then turned hisfull attention back to the King.
"Wejust got amessenger from the Border and the Karsites have just confirmed my belief that they're dl
completely mad.”

He outlined the Situation as quickly as he could, while Randale listened, with his eyes till closed.
The King had long ago shaved off hisbeard, saying it no longer hid anything and made him look like the
business end of amop, he'dd grown so thin. That was the day held findly acknowledged hisillness, and
the fact that he was never going to recover from it; the day Van had been reassigned permanently and
indefinitely to the Paace.

All of Randa e that could be seen, under the swathings of blankets, were his head and hands.
Both were emaciated and colorless, even Randale€'s hair was an indeterminate shade of brown. Herald
Joshe, who was something of an artist, had remarked sadly that the King was like an under-painting, all
bones and shadows.



But there was nothing wrong with his mind, and he demonstrated that hed inherited his
grandmother's good sense.

"Rethwellan,” he said, after listening to Vanyd. "They have magesin their bloodline; if Karse
gtarts an anti-mage campaign, they'll be in as much danger aswe. Get Arved to draft up some lettersto
Queen Lythiaren, feding her out and offering dliance." He paused amoment. "Tell him to word those
carefully; she doesn't entirely trust me right now after that mess with the Amarites.”

"It wasn't your fault,” Vanye protested, as Shavri stroked her lifebonded's forehead. Randale
opened hiseyesand smiled dightly.

"I know that, but she can't admit it," he replied. "Have we got a'limited powers declaration
around here somewhere? Y ou'll need one for Everet."

"l think s0," Vanye answered, and got to hisfeet. After amoment of checking through the
various drawers, he found what he waslooking for - a pre-inscribed document assigning limited powers
of the Crown, with blanksfor the person and the circumstances. There was adways pen, ink, and blotter
waiting on the desk; in another moment Vanye had filled in the appropriate blank spaces.

"Good, let me seeit.” Randaleread it carefully, ashe dwaysdid. "Y our usua thorough and
lawyerlike job, Van." Helooked up a Vanyel, and smiled. "I hope you brought the pen with you."

"l did." Vanyd laid the bottom of the document over abook and held both so that Randale could
initid the appropriate line. Blowing on theink to dry it more quickly, he took the paper over to the desk
and affixed the Seal of the Monarch. "What about the mages coming across the Border?' he asked over
his shoulder.

"Unhindered passage viaguarded trade-road into Rethwellan,” Randdetold him. "But | don't
want to offer them sanctuary. Thiswould be agood opportunity for Karse to get an agent into Vademar.
We can't know which are blameless, which are hirelings, and which are spies. Send them on, unlessone
of them happensto get Chosen.”

"Not likely." Vanye |eft the paper whereit was, and returned to Randae's sde. "How has today
been?'

"Shavri's beginning to understand what it isthat young Bard of yours actudly does" Randae
replied. "She's ableto do abit morefor me. But yesterday was bad, 1'd rather not give audiences today,
because | don't think | can get past the door right now. No strength left.”

Vanyd touched his shoulder; Randae sighed, and covered Vanyd's hand with hisown. "Then
don'ttry," Van said quietly. "Anything more | should do about Karse?!

"Get usingde information, then get our Herald operatives out of there," Randdereplied. "Then
send afew non-Gifted agentsto deliver aid to the rest, then insinuate themsdlves into the trouble. And
let's get moving on the Rethwelan Stuation.”

By thistime, the corners of his mouth were tight and pinched, and hewas very pde. Vanyd fdta
lump rising in histhroat. Randale was proving a better King than anyone had ever expected; the weaker
he became, the more he seemed to rise to the challenge. As hisbody set tighter physica limits on what he
could do, hismind roved, keeping track of al of the tanglesinside Vademar and ouit.

Vanyd swdlowed the lump that caught in histhroat every time helooked at Randae. "Anything
else?' he asked. "Therésalot of matters pending.”

Randa e closed his eyes and leaned back into the pillows. "Compromise in the Lendori Situation
by offering them the contract for the Guard mulesif they'll cede the water rightsto Baderston. Their
animas are good enough, if priced alittle high. The Evendim ot hastheir own militia; fed them out and
seeif they might be willing to spare us some men. Tell Lord Preatur that if he doesn't either takethat little
mink he calls his daughter and marry her off or send her back home, I'll find ahusband for her; she's got
half my Guard officers at dagger's point with each other. That'sdl.”

"That's enough.” Vanyd touched one finger to Randae's hot forehead, and exerted his own small
Hedling ability. Shavri had told him that every tiny bit helped some. "Rest, Randi.”

"I'll do my best,”" the King whispered, and Vanyd took himsdlf out before he sarted weeping.

Pages and acolytes were flying about Everet'sroomslike leavesin astorm, while Everet stood in
the middle of the chaos and directed it camly. Vanye dodged arunning child and handed Everet the



document.

Everet read it through as carefully as Randde had. "Excdllent. Enough authority to cow just about
anyone | might need to." He intercepted one of the acolytes and directed the young man to pack the
document with the rest of his papers. "Thank you, Herald. Let'shope | don't need to useit.”

"Fervently," Vanyd replied, and returned briefly to the Council Chamber to give the Seneschd
the rest of King Randale's orders.

Sunlight on the water blinded him amoment. :| feel like the Fair Maid of Bredesmere, waiting
for her lover,: 'Fandes Mindsent.

Vanyd squinted againg the light, then waved to her; she was standing on the Field side of the
bridge spanning the river separating the Palace grounds from Companion's Field. :Well, you'reall in
white,: heteased as he approached the bridge. : And there's the River for you to get thrown into.:

Just try it, my lad,: shereared alittle, and danced in place, the long grass muffling the sound of
her hooves. :We'll see who throwswho in!:

:Thank you, 1'd rather not.: Heran the last few steps over the echoing bridge, and took her
slken head in both hishands. ™Y ou're beautiful today, love," he said doud.

:Huh.: She snorted, and shook his hands off. : You say that every day.: But he could tell by the
way she arched her neck that she was pleased.

:That's because you are beautiful every day,: hereplied.

:Flatterer.: shesad, tossing her silver waterfall of amane. Since they weren't in combat
Stuations anymore, sheld told him to let it and her tail grow, and both were aslong and full asa
Companion'sin an illuminated manuscript.

"Itisnt flattery whenit'strue,”" hetold her honestly. "I wish I had moretime to spend with you.”

Her blue eyes darkened with love. :1 do, too. A plague on reality! | just want to be with you,
not have to work!:

Helaughed. "Now you're aslazy as| used to be! Come dong, love, and let's get ourselves
settled so we can make a stab at reaching Kera"

At onetime there had been agrove of ancient pine trees near the bridge-the grove that had been
destroyed when Herd d-trainee Tylendd had lost contral of his Gift in the shock following histwin
brother's death. There was nothing there now except grass, afew seedlings and a couple of treesthat
had escaped the destruction. The dead trees had long since been cut up and used for firewood.

Sincethat night had been the sart of thetrain of eventsthat led to Tylendd's suicide, it would
have been logica for Vanye to shun the spot, but logic didn't seemto play avery large partin Vanyd's
life. He il found the place peaceful, protective, and he and Y fandes often went there when they needed
to work together.

Therewas alittle hollow in the center of what had been the grove; Y fandesfolded her legs under
her and settled down there in the long grass. There wasn't so much as a breath of wind to stir the tips of
the grass blades. Vanyd lowered himsalf down beside her, and braced hisback against her sde. The
warm afternoon sun flowed over both of them.

"Ready?' he asked.

:When you are.: shereplied.

He closed hiseyes, and did into full rapport with her; it was even easier with her than with Savil.
Hewaited for amoment while they settled around each other, then Reached for Kera:

She couldn't know when someone was going to try to contact her, but Kera had to redize that
they were going to do so eventualy. Vanye was counting on that, on the receptivity. Hed worked with
Kerabeforethis, so he knew her well enough to find her immediately If he could reach that far.

He strained to Hear her; to sort her out of the distant whispers on the Border of Karse. Mot of
those mind-voices were strident with anger; afew were full of panic. It was by the lack of both those
traitsthat heidentified Kera; that, and the carefully crafted shields about her. Savil'swork, and beautiful,
like afaceted crydal.

He dretched-it was like trying to touch something just barely within his grasp; thetips of his
"fingers' brushed the edge of it. :Kera.: He offered hisidentification to her shields, which parted briefly



and glently.

:Who?: camethethought; then incredulity. : Vanyel?:

She knew where he was and the kind of strain it wasto reach her. Hard on that incredulity came
the information he needed; exactly what was going on over in Karse, everything Kara knew about the
Prophet, and that he was, indeed, backed by the full force of the Karsite Crown and the priesthood of
the Sunlord.

:Get out of there,: Vanyd urged. : Go over White Foal Passif you have to, or get out
through Rethwellan, but leave. Warn the others you're leaving if you can. With a Companion
around you, however disguised, you're the most likely to be uncovered.:

Fear, and complete agreement. Evidently sheld had some close calls dready.

:Go,: shetold him, courage layered over thefear. :1've got my plans, | was just waiting for
contact.:

Hereleased her, and dropped into clamoring darkness.

When he opened his eyes again, the last of aglorious scarlet sunset was fading from the clouds.
Crickets sang in the grass near his knee, and he shivered with cold.

Not aphysicd cold, but the cold of depletion. Y fandes nudged him with her nose. :I got it all,
and | passed it on to Joshe's Kimbry, and Joshe passed it to the Seneschal.

"Good, 'Fandes," he coughed, leaning on her warm strength. " Thank you."

:I never suspected you had that kind of reach. You outdistanced me.:

"l did?' He rubbed his eyes with aknuckle. "Well, I don't know what to say."

.| do,: shereplied, humor in her mind-voice, : You're going to have a reaction-headachein a
few more breaths. | suggest you stop by Randal€'s Healers on the way to your room.:

"I'll dothat." He got to his knees, then lurched to hisfeet. She scrambled up next to him, glowing
in the blue dusk.

:Have you forgotten you'd invited young Stefen to your room tonight™?:

"Oh, gods. | had." Hewastorn, truly torn. He was weary, but - dammit, he wanted the Bard's
company.

:He wants yours just as badly,: Yfandes said, with no emotiona coloring in her mind-voice a
dl.

"Oh, 'Fandes, he'sjust infatuated,” Vanyd protested. "It'll wear off. If | told him to leave me
alone - assuming | wanted to, which | don't - it would just make him that much more determined to throw
himsdf in my way."

I think it's more than infatuation,: she responded, and he thought he caught overtones of
approva when she thought about the Bard. :| think he really cares a great deal about you.:

"Well, | care about him - which is precisdly why I'm going to keep this relationship within the
bounds of friendship.” Vanyd tested hislegs, and found them capable of taking him back to the Paace,
though the threatened reaction-headache was just beginning to throb in histemples. "He doesn't need to
ruin hislife by flinging himsalf & me."He stroked her neck. " Goodnight, sweetling. And thank you.”

:My privilege and pleasure,: shesaid fondly.

He began the trek back to the Palace, dusk thickening around him, his head throbbing in time
with hissteps. Friendship. Oh, certainly. Havens, Van, he chided himsdf. You know very well that
you're just looking for excuses to see more of Stef.

Now, findly, a breeze blew up; a stiff one, that made the branches bend alittle. He had warmed
up quite abit just from the long walk, but although the cool air felt good againgt his forehead, it made him
shiver. Well, there'sno harmin it, except to me. I'm certainly exercising all my self-contral. . . .

The depth of his attraction to the Bard bothered him, and not only because he felt the lad was il
pursuing him out of hero-worship. As night fell around him and the lights of the Palace began to gppear in
the windows, he redlized that over the past few weeks he had become more and more confused about
his relationship with Stefen. Stars appeared |ong before he reached the doors to the Palace gardens, and
he looked up at them, wishing he could find an answer in their patterns.

| don't understand this at all. | want to care for him so much-too much. It feelslike I'm



betraying 'Lendel's memory.

Heturned away from the night sky and pulled open the door, blinking at the light from the lantern
st jugtingdeit.

He entered the hall, and closed the door behind him. Great good gods, the boy should be glad
I'm not 'Lendel, hethought, with ahint of returning humor. 'Lendel would have cheerfully tumbled the
lad into bed long before this. Gods, | need that headache tea -

Evidently the gods thought otherwise, for a that moment, a page waiting in the hallway spotted
him, and ran to meet him.

"Herdd Vanyd," the child panted. "The King wants you! Jisas done something horrible!™

The child couldn't tell him much; just that Jisahad come to Randale's suite with Treven and a
gtranger. There had been some shouting, and the page had been caled in from the hall. Randale had
collapsed onto his couch, Shavri and Jisawere pale as death, and Shavri had sent the page off in search
of Vanyd.

An odd gathering waited for him in Randae€'s suite; The King and Shavri, Jsaand young Treven,
the Seneschd, Joshe, and a stranger in the robes of a priest of Astera. And a veritable swarm of servants
and Guards. By thistime, Vanyd was ready to hear amost anything; atae of theft, murder, drunkenness
- but not what Jsaflatly told him, with arebdliouslift of her chin.

"Married?" he choked, looking from Jisato Treven and back again. "Y ou've gotten married?
How?Who in the Havens namewould dare?'

"l did, Herdd Vanye." The stranger said; not cowed, as Vanye would have expected, but
defiantly. As heraised hishead, the cowl of hisrobe fell back, taking hisface out of the shadows. It was
no one Vanye knew, and not ayoung man. Middle-aged, or older; that was Van's guess. Old enough
not to have been tricked into this.

"l wasn't tricked," the priest continued, asif he had read VVanye's thought. "I knew who they
were; they told me. No one specificaly forbade them to marry, and it seemed to me that there was no
reason to deny them that status.”

"No reason -" Vanyd couldn't get anything else out.

"The vows are completdly legd and binding,” Joshe said apologeticaly. " The only way they could
be broken would beif ether of them wanted a divorcement.”

Treven put hisarm around Jisa, and the girl took his hand in hers. Both of them stared at Vanye
with rebdlionin their eyes; rebellion, and alittlefear.

Randa e chose that moment to turn a shade lighter and gasp. Shavri was at hissidein an instant;
and in the next, had him taken out of the room into their private quarters.

"No reason,” Vanyd repeated in disbelief. "What about Treven's duty to Vademar? What are
we going to do now, if the only way out of a problem isan dliance-marriage?'

He addressed the priest, but it was Treven who replied. "I thought about that, Herald Vanyd," he
sad. "l thought about it quite along time. Then | did some careful checking - and unlessyou plan to have
me turn shaych, there isn't anyone who could possibly suit as amarriage candidate, not evenin Karse -
unless there's some barbarian chieftain's daughter up north that nobody knows about. Of the unwedded,
most are past childbearing, and the rest are infants. Of the wedded who might possibly losether
husbandsin the next five years, most are bound with contracts that keep them tied to their spouse'sland,
and therest are the designated regentsfor their minor children.” Despite hisrelatively mild tone, Treven's
expression boded no good for anyone who got in hisway. "I didn't see any reason to deny ourselves
happiness when we know that were lifebonded.”

"Happiness?' Shavri's voice sounded unusudly shrill. ™Y ou talk about happiness, here?" She
stood in the doorway, clutching afold of her robe just below her throat. ™Y ou've put my daughter right
back in the line of succession, you young fool! Do you have any ideahow long and hard | fought to keep
her out of that position? Y ou've seen what the Crown has done to Randi, both of you - Treven, how can
you possibly want thet kind of pain for Jsa?'

:Shavri doesn't want the Crown, so she thinks her daughter shouldn't, either,: Yfandes
observed. : Your objectionisrational, but hersis entirely emotional .:



Jsaignored her mother'simpassioned speech, turning to Vanye and the Seneschal. "If theré's
pain, I'm prepared to dedl withiit," she said camly, addressing them and not her mother. "I don't blame
Mother for not wanting the Crown - she doesn't want that kind of responsibility, she doesn't like being a
leader, and sheisn't any good at it. She saysthat the Crown means pain, and it does, for her - but - my
lords, I'm not Mother! Why should she make my decisons for me?'

The priest nodded alittle, and Shavri's face went white.

"Mother -" now Jsaturned toward her, pleading. "Mother, I'm sorry, but we're two different
people, youand I. | am aleader, | have been dl my life, you've said so yoursdlf. I'm not afraid of power,
but | respect it, and the respongbility it brings. Theré's another factor here; Treven will betheKing - I'll
be his partner. We will be sharing the power, the responsibility, and yes, the pain. It will be different for
us. Can't you see that?'

Shavri shook her head, unable to speak; then turned and fled back into the shelter of her room.

Arved was red-faced with anger. "Who gave you the authority to take it upon yoursdlf to decide
who and what was a suitable contract?' he snarled a Treven. The young man paled, but stood his
ground.

"Two things, gr," hereplied steadily. "The fact that Jsaand | are lifebonded, and the fact that a
marriage with anyone except my lifebonded would be amarriage in name only, and atravesty of holy
vows."

"Inmy opinion," put in the priest, "that would be blasphemy. A perverson of arite meant to
sanctify. Lifebonding isarare and sacred thing, and should be treated with reverence. It isonething to
remain unwedded 0 asto give the agppearance of being available, provided it is done for the safety of the
realm. It seemsto me, however, that to force ayoung person into an entirely unsuitable marriage when he
isaready lifebonded is- well, agravesn.”

Arved stared at the priest, then looked helplessly at Vanydl, and threw up hishands. "It's done,"
he said. "It can't be undone, and I'm not the one to beat a dead dog in hopes of him getting up and
running to the hunt.”

Joshejust shrugged.

Shavri had fled the room, Randale had collapsed - the Seneschd and his Herald had abrogated
their repongibility. It was going to be left to Van to make the decision.

He ground histeeth in frustration, but there redlly was very little choice. Asthe Seneschal had
pointed out, the thing was accomplished, and there would be no profit in trying to fight it further.

"Doneisdone," he said with resignation, ignoring Jsa's squed of joy. "But | hope you redlize you
two have saddled me with the hard part.”

"Hard part?' Treven asked.

"Yes" hereplied. "Trying to convince the rest of the world that you haven't made amistake,
when I'm not sure of it mysdif.

Seven

"|.... thought you'd be pleased," Jsasaid sullenly. ™Y ou know how we fed about each other. |
thought you would understand.”

Vanyd counted to ten, and Sighted on a point just above Jsas head. They weren't done; the
priest was trying to talk Shavri around, Treven hovered right at Jisa's elbow, and there were at least half
adozen servantsin the room. It wouldn't do to strangle her.

The only blessing wasthat Arved and Joshe were gone, which meant two less edgy tempersina
room full of tenson.

"Whatever gave you the ideathat 1'd be pleased?’ he asked. "And why should | understand?”

"Because you were willing to defy everything and everyoneto have Tylendd," shereplied,
meaddeningly. " ou know what it'slike to be lifebonded!" : Father,: she continued in Mindspeech, :We've
done everything else anyone ever asked of us. Why should we have to give up each other? And
why can't you see our side of it?:



Hewanted to argue that her case was entirely different - that Tylendd was only an ordinary
Heradd-Magetraineg, that neither he nor 'Lendel was the Heir to the Throne -

But he couldn't. They were young and in love, and so it was uselessto bring logic into the
argument.

I can't understand why Treven's Companion didn't stop him.: hereplied, irritated by her
relative cam.

:Father, Eren not only didn't stop him, she helped us. She's the one that found Father
Owain for us.: She couldn't have kept the triumph out of her mind-voice, and she didn't even try.

"Shewhat?" Vanyd exclaimed doud. One of the servants picking up the clutter nearly jumped a
foot, then glared out of the corner of hiseye at them.

"Bloody, 'Erads," he muttered, just loud enough for Van to hear. "Standin' around thinkin' a
each other . . . ill can't get used toit.”

"Eren heped us," Jsaperssted. "Ask Yfandes."

"I will," hetold her grimly. :'Fandes, what do you know about all this?:

:Everything,: shereplied.

:And you didn't stop them? You didn't even tell me?: He couldn't believe what he was
hearing.

:Of course we didn't stop them,: she said sharply. :We approve. You would, too, if you'd
take a minute to think with your head and your heart. What else would you have? Jisa will make a
fine Consort, better than anyone else your stuffy Council would have picked for Treven. The boy
isentirely right; there are no female offspring of a suitable age among any of the neutrals, and
why should he make an alliance-marriage with someone who's already an ally? If you'd have him
hang about for years without wedding Jisa, | think you're a fool. :

:But Randi-: he began.

:Randal€'s case is entirely different; for a start, thereis - or was - a Karsite princess only a
year older, and the Queen of Rethwellan is exactly his age. Before hisillness became a problem,
there was always the potential for an alliance-wedding. :

He was too taken aback to reply for amoment, and when he finally managed to recover, one of
the pages appeared at his elbow, looking anxious.

"M'lord Herdd?' the child said nervoudy. "M’lord, the King is doing poorly. The Hederssaid to
tell you hewasin pain and refusing to take anything and that you'd know what to do.”

"Go fetch Bard Stefen,” Vanyel told the boy ingtantly. "If he's not in his own rooms, check mine."
Heignored the raised eyebrows as Shavri turned away from the priest and rounded on Jsaand Treven.

"Now seewhat you've done-" the distraught Herald-Hedler began, her hair awild tangle around
her face, her eyesred-rimmed. "Y ou've made him worse, your own father! | -"

Vanyd put ahand on her arm and restrained her, projecting calm at her. "Shavri, dearheart, in dl
honesty you can't say that. Randi goesin cycles, you know that - and you know he was about due for an
attack. Y ou can't say that's Jisas fault -"

"But she brought it on!" Shavri exclaimed. "She made it worse!"

"Y ou don't know that," Vanyed began, when the page reappeared with Stefen in tow.

The Bard strolled right up to the tense knot of people, ignoring the page'sfrantic tugs on his
deeve. He bowed dightly to Treven, and took Jsaslimp hand and kissed it. "Congratulations,”" he said,
as Shavri went rigid and Vanye slently recited every curse he knew. "1 think you did the right thing. |
know you'l be happy."

Hefinaly responded to the page's efforts, and turned toward the door to the private rooms. But
before he could take more than a step, Shavri seized him by the elbow to stop him. "Wait!" she snapped.
"Where did you hear this?"

Helooked down at her hand, <till clutching his elbow, then up at her face. "It'sdl over the
Pdace, milady Herdd," he replied mildly, and looked down at her hand again.

Shelet go of him and pulled away, and clenched her handsin the folds of her robe. "Then there's
no way we can hidethis"



"I would say not, milady,” Stefen replied. "By thistimetomorrow itll beal over the Kingdom."

Hewinked at Treven as Shavri turned back to the priest. To Van's amazement and anger,
Treven winked back.

:You didn't -: he Mindsent to Jisa

The anger in hiseyeswas met by matching anger in hers. : Of course we did. The first thing we
did was tell the servants and two of the biggest gossips in the Court, one of whomis Stef.:

:Why?: he asked, anger amplifying his mind-voice so that she flinched. : Why? To make your
mother a laughingstock?:

:No!: sheflared back. : To keep you and her from finding some way to annul what we did!
We thought that the more people that knew about it, the less you'd be able to cover it up.:

: The Companions spread it about, too,: Yfandes said, complacently. :I wastold by Liam's
Orser just as you found out.: "Dear gods," he groaned. "It's aconspiracy of foold!"

Jsalooked hurt: Yfandes gave adisgusted menta snort and blocked him out.

Stefen stepped back a pace and straightened his back, taking on adignity far beyond hisyears.
"You can cal it what you like, Herad Vanyd," he said gtiffly, "and you can think what you like. But a
good many peoplethink that these two did exactly theright thing, and I'm one of them.”

And with that, he turned on his hedl, and followed the frantic page to the doorway at the back of
the room.

Asthe priest nodded in satisfaction and took Shavri'sarm, Vanye threw up hishandsina
gesture of defeat, and | eft before histattered temper and dignity could entirely go to shreds.

Asthe Seneschd had pointed out, it was done, and couldn't be undone. In the week following,
Shavri forgave her daughter, Jsareconciled with Vanyd - but the Council was unlikely to accept the
Stuation any time soon. As Stefen remarked sagely, in one of the few moments he had to spare away
from Randae's side, "They'd gotten used to having apair of pretty little puppets that danced whenever
they pulled the strings. But the puppets just came dive and cut the strings - and they don't have any
control anymore. Y ounglings grow up, Van - and when they do, it generdly annoys somebody. Do you
want a potential King and Queen, or a couple of rag dolls? If you want the King and Queen, you'd better
get used to those two thinking for themselves, because that's what they're going to have to do.”

Vanye hadn't expected that much sense out of Stefen - though why he should have been
surprised by it after dl their long talks made him wonder how well he wasthinking. The young Bard was
showing hismettlein the crisis; not only easing Randal€'s pain for candlemarks at atime, but soothing
Shavri's distress and bringing about her reconciliation with Jsaand Treven. That left Van freeto ded with
Council, Court, and outKingdom; making decisionsin Randae's name, or waiting for one of the King's
coherent spells and getting the decrees from him. The two of them worked like two halves of a
complicated, beautifully engineered machine, and Vanyel wondered daily how he had gotten along
without Stefen's presence and talents before this. The Bard seemed adwaysto be at theright place, at the
right time, using his Gift in exactly the right way, but that wasn't dl he did. He made himsdlf indispensable
inahundred little ways, seeing that no one forgot important papers, that pages were on hand to fetch and
carry, and that Shavri and Randale were never |eft aone except with each other. He had food and drink
sent in to Council mesetings, saw to it that ambassadors felt themselves trested as the most important
envoys Vademar had ever harbored.

If it hadn't been for Stefen, Vanye would never have survived that week.

Asit was, by the time the crisswas over, both of them looked like identical frayed threads.

And that was when the second shoe dropped.

Vanye opened the door to hisroom, and stared in surprise at Stefen. The Bard was draped over
"his" chair, head thrown back, obvioudy adeep. AsVanyd closed the door, the dight noise woke Stefen,
who raised his head and rubbed his eyes with one hand.

"Van," hesad, hisvoicethick with fatigue. "S-sorry about this. Shavri sent me out; they got two
Hedersthat can pain-block now - they findly caught thetrick of it thismorning.” He shifted around and
grimaced as hetried to move hishead. "I couldn't make it back to m'room. Too damned tired. Ordered
some food for both of us and came here. Didn't think you'd mind. Do you?"



Vanyd threw himself down in the other chair and reached for apiece of cheese, suddenly
ravenous. "Of course| don't mind," he said. "But why in Havens didn't you take the bed if you were so
tired."

Stefen frowned at him. "1 put you out of your bed once. I'm not going to do it again. There's your
malil." He pointed to adim pile of |etters weighed down with a useless dress-dagger. "Just came as|
dozed off. Pass me some of that cheese, would you?'

Vanyel passed the plate to him absently and used the paperweight to dit the letters. He worked
hisway down through the pile, and then froze as he saw the sedl on thelast one.

"Oh, no," he moaned. "Oh, no. | do not need this"

"What?' Stef asked, darmed. "What'sthe -"

Vanyd held up the letter, wordlesdy.

"That's the Forst Reach sedl," Stefen said, puzzled. Then comprehension dawned and his
expression changed to amixture of amusement and sympathy. "Oh. That. One of your father'sfamous
missives. What isit now - sheep, your brother, or your choice of comrades?’

"Probably al three" Vanyd said sourly, and opened it. "Might aswell get this over with."

He skimmed through the first paragraph, and found nothing out of the ordinary. "Well, Meked's
doing al right with hiswarhorse project, which meansthat Father's grousing about it, but can't find
anything to complain about. Looks like the Famous Stud has afew good traits-well hidden, | may add.”
The second paragraph was more of the same. "Good gods, Meke'sfirst just got handfasted. What's he
trying to do, start hisown tribe? Did | -"

"Send something? What about that really awful Slver and garnet loving-cup I've seen around?!
Stefen had curled up in the chair with his head resting on the arm and his eyes closed. " Savil told meyou
kept thingslike that for presents, and the worse they are, the better your family likesthem.”

"Except for Savil, my sster, and Medren, the concept of 'good taste' seemsto have eluded my
family," Vanyd replied wearily. "Thank you. Hmm. Thelast of the sheep has succumbed to black fly, and
Father isgloating. Melennaand - good gods!”

"What?' Both of Stefen's eyesflew open, and he raised his head, staring blindly.

"Mdennaand Jervisare married!" Van sat there with his mouth hanging open; the very idea of
Jarvismarrying anyone -

"Oh," Stef said indifferently. "Therésalot of that going around. Maybeit's catching.” He put his
head back down on the armrest, as Vanyd shook his head and proceeded to the third and final
paragraph.

"Heresthe usud invitation to vist home, which isinvariably the prelude to something that kicks
mein the-" Van stopped, and reread the final sentences. And read them athird time. They didn't make
any more sense than they had before.

| suppose you know we've heard a lot about you from Medren. He's told us you have a
very special friend, a Bard. 'Stefen’ was the name he gave us. We'd really like to meet him, son.
Why don't you bring him with you when you visit?

"Van?' Stefen waved ahand at him, and broke him out of hisdaze. "Van?What isit? Y ou look
like somebody hit you in the back of the head with aboard.”

"| fed likethat," Van told him, putting the letter down and rubbing the back of hisneck. "I fed
just likethat. There hasto be atrick to it -"

"Trick towhat?'

"Wl - they want meto bring you with me. They want to meet you. And knowing my father, he's
aready assumed the worst about our friendship.” Vanyd picked up the letter again, but the last
paragraph hadn't changed.

Stefen yawned and closed hiseyes. "L et him assume. He asked for it - let'sgiveit to him."

"Y ou mean you'd be willing to go with me?' Vanyd was astounded. " Stefen, you must be
crazed! Nobody wantsto vist my family, they'redl insang!”

"S07?Y ou need somebody they can be horrified by so they'll leave you done.” Stefen was drifting
off to deep, and hiswords started to dur. "Soun'slike- me-tme. . . ."



| couldn't, Vanyd thought. But - he's worn away to nothing. They do have two Healersto
replace him, and those two can train more. Randi is as much recovered as he's going to get, and
the Karse situation is stable. So - why not?

"Why not?' Savil said, and chuckled. "He's certainly asked for it."

Vanyd had findly prevailed on her to have her favorite chair recovered in awarm gray; she
looked like the Winter Queen, with her silver hair and her immaculate Whites. Taking her out of the Web
had done her aworld of good; there was agreat deal more energy in her voice, though she still moved as
diffly asever.

"But Savil," Vanyd protested weekly, "He thinks Stef ismy lover! He has to!"

Savil leveled the kind of look at him that used to wither her apprentices. "So what if he does? He
isthe onewho issued theinvitation, entirely unprompted. Cal his bluff. Then confound him. Tell you
what. I'll comewith you."

"Kernos Horns, Savil, what are you trying to do, get mekilled?' Vanye laughed. "Every time
you come home with me, | wind up ears-deep in trouble! | might aswell go parade up and down the
Kargte Border in full panoply - it'd be safer.”

"Nonsense," Savil scoffed. "It was only the once. Serioudy, | daren't travel by myself anymore.
And | could certainly use the break. They can't afford to let Herald-Mages retire anymore, there aren't
enough of us."

"True," Van acknowledged. "Y ou know, thisredly isn't abad idea."

:Sef isa sack of bones and hair,: 'Fandes chimed in. : The Healers are threatening mayhem
if someone doesn't take him away for a rest. Savil needs one, too, and so do you, and neither of
you will get one unless you're out of reach.:

"Fandesthinksit'sagood idea," he mused. "And to tell you the truth, Mother and Father have
been fairly civilized to methelast couple of visits. Maybethis will work."

"Give metwo days," Savil said, looking eager.

"Don't take more than that,” Vanyd told her, as he got up and headed for the door.

"Why?" she asked. "Y ou don't take that long to pack!"

"Because if you take longer than that,”" he called back over his shoulder, "my courage will quite
melt away, and you'll haveto tie meto Yfandes back to make me go through with this.”

Two days later, they were on the road out of Haven, with Stefen riding between them on adeek
little chestnut palfrey, afilly out of Star'sline. Vanyd'sbeloved Star had lived out her lifeat Haven, a
pampered favorite whose good sense and sweet nature bred truein al the foals she'd thrown. Star had,
infact, been Jsasfirst mount. And athough once he'd been Chosen VVan had no more need of ariding
horse, there had been trusted friends (and the occasiona lover) who did - so Star, and Star's offspring,
had definitely earned their keep. One of Star's daughters, this pafrey's dam, was now Jisa's mount.

Vanyd had made a present of this particular filly, Star's granddaughter Melody, to Stefen. Stef
had reacted with dubious pleasure-pleasure, because it meant held be able to accompany Van on his
daily exercise rideswith 'Fandes. Dubious, because he didn't know how to ride.

Van had been surprised until he thought about it, then felt like afool for not thinking. Stef hed
seldom had anything to do with ahorse as achild; he was born into poverty, and in the city, so therewas
no reason for him ever to have learned how to ride. While Van, who had been tossed onto a pony's back
as soon as he could walk, was amember of a privileged minority: the landed - which meant mounted -
nobility.

He didn't often think of himsdlf that way, but Stefen's lack of such abasic - to Van - skill made
the Herald rethink anumber of thingsin that light.

And then held seen to it that Stef learned to ride, among other things.

"Hewas actudly glad that Stefen was ill such atyro; it gave him agood excuseto stop fairly
early each day. Savil wasn't up to long rides either, but she would never admit it. But with poor,
saddle-sore Stefen adong, she could be persuaded to make an early halt long before sheran into trouble
hersdif.



By the third day of their easy trip, Stef was |ooking much more comfortable agtride. In fact, he
looked as though he was beginning to enjoy himsdlf, taking pleasurein his mount and her paces. The
chestnut filly was agood match for his dark red hair, and the two of them made avery showy pair.

:I imagine they'd attract quite a bit of notice if we weren't around,: 'Y fandes commented,
echoing histhoughts.

:Don't ook now, beloved, but they attract quite a bit when we are around.: Withthelate
summer sun making a scarlet glory of the chestnut's coat and Stef's hair, and the two White-clad Heralds
on their snowy Companions on either sde of him, Stefen looked like ayoung hero flanked by savants.

:It'sa good thing he isn't the clothes-horse | was at his age,: Van continued. : Otherwise he'd
outshine all of us.:

‘Heisrather striking, isn't he?: There wasanote of fondnessin Y fandes thoughts that pleased
Vanyd. Shedidn't dwayslike hisfriends; it was ardief when she did. One thing that helped was that
Stef shared a habit with Jervis, the former armsmaster of Forst Reach. He talked directly to Y fandes,
never talked about her in her presence, and included her in on conversations asif she could understand
them-which, of course, she could.

Stefsfilly snorted a a butterfly and pranced sdeways, tossing her mane and tail playfully. Stefen
laughed at her, and reined her in gently. A few weeks ago he would have clutched at the reins, probably
frightening her and himsdlf in the bargain. There was a patience and a confidence in the way he handled
her that spoke to Vanye of more than riding experience.

He's matured, Vanyd thought, with some surprise. He's really grown up a lot in the last few
weeks. He looksiit, too, which is probably just as well. It's bad enough that my father is assuming
he's my lover - if they knew how young hereally is, my tail would truly be in thefire!

He squinted ahead, trying to make out a distance post or alandmark through the bright sun.
Another week at most, even at this easy pace, and we'll be there. | wish | knew how much of a
strain thiswas really going to be. It could be worse, | suppose. At least they're making an effort to
be palite.

Thefilly fidgeted, but Stef held her down to afast walk, talking to her with amusement in his
voice. Savil caught Vanyd's eye and grinned, nodding her head toward the young Bard.

: A month ago she'd have put him on hisrump in the dust. Boy's doing all right, Van. | like
him.: Her grin got alittlewider. : Beats the blazes out of some "friends" you've had.:

Hemade aface at her. :Now don't you start! I've told you; we're just friends and that's the
way | intend to keep it.:

She just gave him alook out of the corner of her eye that implied she knew better.

Heignored thelook. By hisreckoning, evenif his parents were willing to admit that he was
shaych that didn't imply they were minded to aid and abet him.

They'rewilling to meet my friends but they won't want to know they're more than friends.
I'll bet they keep half the hold between my room and Stefs, hethought wryly. Little do they know
how much I'm going to appreciate that. It's been hard enough keeping things cool between us, and
if they're going to help, that's just fine with me.

Stefen dowed hisfilly and brought her dongside Yfandes. "If thisisthe way traveling awaysis,
I'm sorry they jumped me out of Journeyman so quickly,” he said, as Vanye smiled. "1 could get to like
thisawfully fag."

"Y ou should have talked more with Medren," Van told him. ™Y ou're lucky. Thisisagood trip;
theroads arefine, it hasn't rained once, and it's late summer. 1'd say that on the whole, the bad days
outnumber the good two to one. That'swhat it feels like when you're stuck out on the road, anyway."

Y fandes snorted and bobbed her head in agreement. Stef looked down at her.

"That bad, isit, milady?'

She whickered, and snorted again.

"I'll take your word for it. Both of you, that is. But thistrip has been - entirely wonderful. | fed
like ahuman being for thefirst timein weeks." Hetilted his head sdeways, and gave Vanyd along,
gppraising look. "Y ou look alot better yourself, Van."



"| fed better," he admitted. "I just hope Joshel can hold thingstogether for afew weeks."

"Huh," Savil sad, entering the conversation. "If he can't, he's not worth hisWhites."

"That's not fair, Savil," Vanyd objected. "Just because Josheisn't aHerald-Mage -"

"That'snot it," shereplied. "At least, that'snot dl of it. You left him aclean date, if he can't dedl
withit -

"Then I'm surewell hear from someone,” Stefen interrupted firmly. "1 don't think it matters. They
know where we are; if they redly need you, they can contact you, Van. Why not relax?

Stef wasright, he thought reluctantly. Heredly should relax. Thiswas another in astring of
absolutely perfect summer days, the air was warm and still, without being sultry. They encountered a
number of travelers, and adl were completely friendly and ordinary, farmers, traders, children on errands-
not aone had aroused his suspicions or Savil's. Birds chirped deepily as they passed, and when the sun
grew too oppressive, there dways seemed to be a pleasant grove of treesor atiny villageinntorest in
for alittle

Maybe that's what's bothering me. It'stoo perfect. | mistrust perfection. | keep waiting for
something to go wrong.

This afternoon was identicd to the rest; at the moment they were passing through an area
completely under cultivation. Open fields | eft falow dternated with land under the plow. There were
usudly sheep or cattle grazing in the former, and farmfolk hard a work in the latter. The sheep would
either ignore their presence or spook skittishly away from the road-the cattle gathered curioudy at the
hedgerows to watch them pass. Insects buzzed on dl sides, in thefields and the hedges.

Thisisthe way it should be, Van thought alittle sadly, thinking of the burned-over fidds, and
ravaged villages of the South. Thisis how Valdemar should be, from Border to Border. Will | ever
seeit that way in my lifetime? Somehow | doubt it. Dear gods, | would give anything if | could
ensure that day would come. . . .

Stefen gave thefilly her head, and she danced away ahead of them, her hooves kicking up little
puffsof dust.

Vanye shook hishead. No usein brooding. I'll just do what | can, when | can. And keep
Sef at arm's length until he comes to his senses.

The Bard let hisfilly stretch into a canter, outdistancing both the Herdlds. VVan chuckled; thefilly
was headstrong, but hadn't learned her own limits yet. He and Savil would catch up to the two of them
eventudly, probably resting in the shade of atree.

With any luck, thiswhole trip may end up with Sef doing just that - learning hislimits.
Especially after he meets Mother and Father. Chasing me is one thing, but trying to do so around
them - and having to play little politeness games with them - He chuckled to himsdlf, and Y fandes
cocked an ear back at him. Oh, Stef, | think you may have met your match. "Many's the marriage
that's been canceled on account of relatives." This might be exactly what's needed to make him
realize that he's been throwing himself at a legend, not a ftesh-and-blood human. And when he
sees that this human comes with a package of crazed relations, | won't seem anywhere near as
attractive!

They rode into Forst Reach in the late afternoon of the one day that hadn't been completely
perfect. Clouds had begun gathering in late morning, and by mid-afternoon the sky was completely gray
and thunder rolled faintly in the far south. Fanners were working with one eye on the sky, and Stefen's
filly fidgeted skittishly, her earsflicking back and forth every time aped of thunder made the air shudder.

Nevertheless, there was the usud child out watching the road for them, and by the time they
camewithin sight of the buildings of Forst Reach the multitude had assembled. Withen Ashkevron had
giveninto fate, and begun adding to the building some ten years ago; now two new wings spread out
from the gray granite hulk, sorawling untidily to the east and north. And scaffolding on the southern side
told Van that yet another building spree was about to begin. The additions had totally atered the
appearance of the place; when Vanyd wasfirst aHerad it had looked foreboding, and martia, not much
atered from the defensive keep it had originally been. Now it looked rather like an old warhorse retired
to pasture; surrounded by cattle, clambered upon by children, and entirely puzzled by the changein its



gatus.

And it appeared, asthey drew nearer, that the entire population of the manor had assembled to
meet them in the open space in front of the main building. Much to Van's amusement, Stefen looked
serioudy darmed at the Sze of the gathering.

"Van, that can't be your family, canit?' he asked just before they got in earshot. "I mean, there's
hundreds of them...."

Vanyd laughed. "Not quite hundreds; counting al the cousins and fosterlings, probably eighty or
ninety by now. More servants, of course. Farewells can take dl day, if you aren't careful.”

"Oh," Stefen replied weakly, and then the waiting throng broke ranks and poured toward them.

Thefilly shied away from the unfamiliar scents and sounds, but the people pressed closely around
her were dl well acquainted with the habits of horses. The children al scampered negtly out of the way of
her dancing hooves, and before she could bolt, Vanyel's brother Mekeal took her reins just under the bit
inasurprisngly gentlefist.

"Thisoneof Star'sget?' he asked, running aknowing hand over her flank. "She'slovely, Van.
Would you consider lending me her to put to one of the pafrey studs one of these days? Were il
keeping up the palfrey and hunter lines, y'’know."

"Ask Bard Stefen; she'shis," Vanyd replied, and dismounted, taking care to avoid stepping on
any children. Not an easy task, they were as careless around adults as they were careful around horses.
He moved quickly to help Savil down before she could admit to needing ahand, a service that earned
him aquick smile of conspiratorid gratitude.

Stefen dismounted awkwardly in acrowd of chattering children and gawky and admiring
adolescents, who immediately surrounded him demanding to know if hewasarea Bard, if he knew their
cousin Medren, if he knew any songs about their cousin Vanyel, and athousand other questions. He
looked alittle overwhelmed. There weren't agreat many children at Court, and those that were there
were usualy kept out of Sight except when being employed as pages and the like. Vanye debated
rescuing him, but amoment later found himsdlf otherwise occupied.

Withen bore down on him with Treesain tow, plowing hisway through the crowd as effortlessdy
asadraft horse through aherd of ponies. He stopped, just within arm'sreach. "Van -" he said,
awkwardly. "- son -"

And there he froze, unable to force himsalf to go any further, and unwilling to pull avay. Vanyd
took pity on him and broke the uncomfortable moment. "Hello, Father," he said, clasping Withen'sarms
for just long enough to make Withen relax without making him flinch. "Gods, it isgood to seeyou. Y ou're
looking indecently well. | swear, some day I'm going to open acloset door somewhere, and finaly find
thelittle wizard you've been kegping to make your dixir of youth!"

Withen laughed, reddening alittle under theflattery; in fact, he was looking well, lesslike
Mekedl's father than his older brother. They both were square and sturdily built, much taler than Vanyd,
brown-eyed, brown-haired, brown-completed. Withen's hair and beard were about half silvered, and
he'd developed abit of apaunch; those were his only concessionsto increasing age.

Withen relaxed further, and findly returned the embrace. "And as usud, you look like hell, son.
Randal€'s been overusing you again, no doubt of it. Y our sister warned us. Kernes Horns, can't we ever
see you when you haven't been overworking?'

"It's not as bad thistime, Father,” Van protested with asmile. "My reserves are in fairly good
shape; it'smostly deep and peacel lack.”

"But don't they ever feed you, boy?" Withen grumbled. "Ah, never mind. Well get some mesat
back on those bones, won't we, Treesa?"'

Vanye held out his handsto his mother, who took both of them. Treesa had finaly accepted the
onset of age, though not without a struggle. She had permitted her hair to resumeits naturd coloring of
slver-gilt, and had given up trying to hide her age-lines under alayer of cosmetics.

Y et it seemed to Van that there might have been alittle less discontent in her face than there had
been the last time he was here. He hoped so. It surely helped that Roshya, Mekeal's wife, was accepting
her years gracefully, and with evident enjoyment. Whatever stupid things Mekea had donein histime -



and he'd done quite afew, including the purchase of apurported " Shin'a'in warsteed" that was no more
Shin'a'in than Vanyd - held more than made up for them by wedding Roshya. At least, that was Van's
opinion. Roshya stood right behind Treesa, ayoung child clinging to her skirt with grubby hands, giving
Treesaan encouraging wink.

"Run adong dear,” Roshyasaid to the child, with an affectionate push. The child giggled and
released her.

Treesagamiled tentatively, then with more feding. Y our father'sright, dear,” she said, holding him
at arm's length and scrutinizing him. ™Y ou do look very tired. But you look agreet ded better than the last
time you were here."

"That's mostly because | am," hereplied. "Mother, you look wonderful. Well, you can seethat |
brought Aunt Savil - and -" he hesitated amoment. " And the friend you wanted to meet. My friend, and
Medren's. Stef -"

He turned and gestured to Stefen, who extracted himsalf from the crowd of admiring children and
adolescents.

Van seded himsdlf, kept hisface set in acarefully controlled and pleasant mask of neutrdity,
then cleared histhroat self-conscioudy. "Father, Mother," he said, gesturing toward Stefen, "Thisis Bard
Stefen. Stef, my Father and Mother; Lord Withen, Lady Treesa."

Stef bowed dightly to Withen, then took Treesa's hand and kissed it. "Mother? Surely | heard
incorrectly. You are Herald Vanyd's younger Sster, | am certain,” he said, with asweet smile, a which
Treesa colored and and took her hand away with great reluctance, shaking her head. "His mother? No,
impossble!”

Withen looked alittle strained and embarrassed, but Treesaresponded to Stefs gentle, courtly
flattery asaflower to the sun. "Areyou redly afull Bard?' she asked, breathlesswith excitement. "Truly
aMagter?'

"Unworthy though | am, my lady," Stef replied, "that isthe rank the Bardic Circle hasgiven me. |
pray you will permit meto test your hospitaity and task your ears by performing for you."

"Oh, would you?' Treesasaid, enthralled. Evidently she had completely forgotten what else Stef
was supposed to be besides Van'sfriend and a Bard. Withen till looked alittle strained, but Van began
to believe that the visit would be less of a disaster than he had feared.

Thunder rumbled near a hand, startling al of them. "Gods, it's about to pour. Meke, Radeve,
you seeto the horses," Withen ordered. "Therest of you, giveit arest. You'l al get your chancesat Van
and hisf-friend later. Let'sdl get insde before the storm breaks for true.”

Treesa had aready taken possession of Stefen and was carrying him off, chattering brightly. Van
turned protectively toward Y fandes, remembering that hisfather never could bring himsdlf to believe she
was anything other than ahorse.

But to hisimmenserelief, Meke was leading Stef'sfilly to the stables, but his cousin Radeve had
looped the two Companions reins up over their necks and was standing beside them.

"Don't worry, Van," Radeve said with awink. "Jervis taught me, remember?’ And then, to the
two Companions, "If you'l follow me, ladies, one of the new additionsto the stables are proper
accommodeations for Companions. Saw to 'em m'sdlf.”

Vanye relaxed, and alowed hisfather to steer him toward the door to the main part of the
manor, aslightning flashed directly overhead and the first fat drops of rain began to fal. Good old Rad.
Finally, after all these years, | get one of my family convinced that '‘Fandesisn't a horse!

Eight

So, that's the Situation,” Withen continued, staring out the bubbly, thick glass of the
crudely-glazed window at the storm outside. "I don't think it's going to change any time soon. Tashir is
turning out to be afine young man, and agood ruler. His second eldest is fostered here, did | mention
thet?"

Thunder vibrated in therock walls, and Vanye shook hishead. "No, Father, you didn't. What



about farther north though, up beyond Baires?!

Withen sighed. "Don't know, son. That's still Pelagir country. Full of uncanny creatures, and odd
folks, and without much leadership that I've been able to see. It'saproblem, and likely to stay one. .. ."

Vanyd hdld his peace; the Tayledras weren't "leaders' ashisfather understood the term,
anyway, athough they ruled and protected their lands as effectively as any warlord or landed baron.

Rain |lashed the outside of the keep and hissed down the chimney. He and hisfather were
ensconced in Withen's"study,” aroom devoted to masculine comforts and entirely off-limitsto the
femaes of the household. Withen turned away from the window and eased himsalf down into achair that
was old and battered and banished to here where it wouldn't offend Treesa's sengibilities; but like
Withen, it was still serviceable despite being past its prime. Van was dready Stting, or rather, sprawling,
across a scratched and battered padded bench, one with legs that had been used asteething aids for
countless generations of Ashkevron hounds.

"So tell methe truth, son,” Withen said after along pause. "I'm an old man, and | can afford to be
blunt. How much longer does Randale have?'

Vanyd sghed, and rubbed the back of hisneck uneasily.

"I don't know, Father. Not even the Hedlers seem to have any idea." He hesitated a moment,
then continued. "Thetruth is, though, | don't think it's going to be more than five years or so. Not unless
wefind out what it is heé's got and find away to cureit, or at least keep it from getting worse. Right now -
right now the Council's best hope isto be able to keep him going until Treven'strained and in Whites.
Wethink he can hang on that long."

"Isit true the boy's wedded that young Jisa?' Withen looked asif he approved, so Vanye
nodded. "Good. The sooner the boy breeds potential heirs, the better off well be. Showsthelad has
more sense than hisdders.” Withen snorted his disgust at those "elders.” "1t was shilly-shallying about
Randade's marriagesthat got usin thispicklein thefirst place. Should have told the boy to marry Hedler
Shavri inthefirst damn place, and we'd have had haf a dozen legitimate heirsinstead of one girl out of
the successon."”

Withen went on in the same vein for sometime, and Vanyd did not think it prudent to enlighten
him to the redlities of the Stuation.

"About the Pelagir lands, Father," he said instead, "Thelast few times I've visited home, I've
heard stories - and seen the evidence - of things coming over and into Vademar. Arethey gill doing
thet?'

When Withen hesitated, he began to suspect that something was seriously wrong. "Father, are
these - vigtations - getting worse? What isit that you aren't telling me?”’

"Son," Withen began.

"No, Father, don't think of me asyour son. I'm Herald Vanydl, and | need to know the whole
truth." He sat up from his sprawled position, looked hisfather sraight in the eyes. Withen wasthefirgt to
look away.

"Well - yes. For awhile they were getting worse." Withen looked &t thefire, out the window -
anywherebut a Van.

"And?

"And we asked Haven for some help. For aHerald-Mage." Withen coughed.

"And?

"And they said there weren't any to spare, and they sent usjust aplain Herald." Withen's mouth
worked asif he were tasting something bitter. "I won't say she was of no use, but - but we decided if
Haven wasn't going to help us, we'd best learn how to help oursalves, and we sent her back. Let her
think she'd taken care of the problem after ahunt or two. Had atalk with Tashir's people - after al,
they've been doing without mages for one damned long time. Found out the ways to take out some of
these things without magic. Worked out some more. Findly the things stopped coming across atogether.
| guessthey got some way of taking to each other, and let it be known that we don't like havin' thingstry
and set up housekeeping over here.”

"There's been no more sign of anything?' Van was amazed - not that there were no signs of



further incursions, but that the people here had taken on the problem and dealt with it on their own.

"No, though we've been keepin' the patrols up. Tashir's people, too. But -"

"But what, Father?' Vanyel asked gently. "Y ou can say what you like. | won't be offended by the
truth."

"It'sjust - dl our lives we've been told how we can depend on the Herd d-Mages, how they'll
help us when we need them - then when we need them, we get told there aren't any to spare, they're all
down on the Karsite Border or off somewhere else - and here one of our own isaHerald-Mage - it just
goes hard." Withen was obvioudy distressed, and Vanyel didn't blame him.

"But Father - you were sent help. Y ou said so yourself. They sent you aHerad," he pointed out.

"A Herald?" Within scoffed. "What good's aplain Herdd? We needed aHerdd-Mage!"

"Did you give her achance?' Vanyd asked, quietly. "Or did you just assume she couldn't be of
any help and lead her around like achild until she was convinced there wasn't any real need for her?"

"But - shewasjust aHerdd -"

"Father, nobody is'just’ aHerdd," Vanye said. "We're taught to make the best of every ahility
we have - Heralds and Herald-Mages. The only difference in usisthe kinds of abilitieswe have. She
would have done exactly asyou did. She probably would have been able to help you, if you'd given her
the chance. She wouldn't have been able to invoke a spell and destroy the creatures for you, but it's quite
probable a Hera d-Mage wouldn't have been able to either. | have no doubt she could have found the
onesin hiding, perhaps, or uncovered their wesknesses. But you didn't give her achanceto find out what
she could do."

"l suppose not," Withen said, after amoment. "'l - don't suppose that was very fair to her, either.”

Vanyel nodded. "It'strue, Father. There aren't enough Herdd-Mages. I'm afraid to tell you how
few of usthere are. | wish there were more of us, but there aren't, and | hope when you are sent help
next time, you won't think of that help as'just’ aHerad.”

"Because that's the best help Haven can give us," Withen concluded for him.

But hedidn't look happy. And in away, Van understood. But there was that stigmaagain - "just”
aHerad - when there were Heral ds who had twice the abilities of some of the Herald-Mages held
known.

It was adisturbing trend - and unfortunately, one he had no idea how to reverse.

"Father, which would you rather have in apinch - aHerald with avery strong Gift, a Gift that's
exactly the kind of thing you need, or a Heradd-Mage who may be able to do no more than you could on
your own?' He paused for effect. "There have been no few Herald-Mages killed down on the Karsite
Border precisdly because they were mages, and because of that they tried to handle more than they were
capableof. If | were spying on the enemy, I'd rather have a strongly Mindspeaking Herdd doing it for me
than aHera d-Mage who hasto send up aflare of mage-fire when he needsto talk! If | were hunting up
magical creatures, I'd rather have a Herdd with powerful FarSight than aweak Herad-Mage who'd light
up like atasty beacon to those creatures every time he uses hismagic.”

"I never thought about it that way," Withen mumbled. "But Htill -"

"Please do think about it, Father," Van urged. "And pleasetalk to others about it. Vademar is
short of friends and resources these days. We have to use everything we can, however we can. Y ou
have a powerful influence on theway peoplethink in thisarea-"

"I wish your brother thought that,” Withen mumbled, but he looked pleased.

"If you decide that I'm right, you can make an enormous difference in the way things are handled
the next time. And that just may save you agresat ded, including lives."

Withen sghed, and findly met hiseyes. "Well, I'll think about it, son. That'sal I'll promise.”

Which is about as much of a concession as I'm ever likely to get out of him. "Thank you,
Father," he said, hoping it would be enough. "That'sdl | can ask.”

Dinner proved to be entertaining and amazingly relaxing. Only theimmediate family and important
household members assembled in the Great Hall anymore - there wasn't room for anyoneelse.

Vanyd was partnered with the priest who had replaced the late, unlamented Father Leren; a
young and aggressive cleric with a thousand ideas whose fervor was fortunately tempered with wit and a



wry good sense of humor. The young man was regrettably charismatic - before the meal was over, Van
found held been lulled into agreeing to broach ahalf dozen of those ideasto hisfather.

Treesahad kidnapped Stef and enscounced him at her side, with herself and Withen between the
Bard and Vanyd. Since that was pretty much as Van had expected thingswould go, heignored Stefs
mute pleas for help throughout the medl. Given how much effort held been going to in order to avoid the
less platonic of Stefs continued attentions, he found it rather amusing to see the Bard in the position of
"oursued.”

Immediately following dinner, Withen claimed his son for another conference. Thistimeit
included Withen, Radevel, Mekeal, and two cousins Vanyd just barely knew. That conferenceleft him
with aprofound admiration for how well thefolk in this so-cdled "Border backwater" were keeping up
with important news. They knew pretty well how much impact Treven's marriage was going to have on
Situations outKingdom, had good guesses about what concessions Randale was likely to have to make
with Rethwellan in order to gain their Queen'said, and had afair notion of the amount of help Tashir was
likely to be ableto offer Vademar.

What they wanted to know was the real state of the situation with Karse. "We heard they'd
outlawed magery," Radevel said, putting hisfeet up on the low tablethey al shared, "and there was
rumors about fightin' inside Karse. All well an' good, if it'strue, an' what's bad for Karseislikely to be
good for us 'twould look like, but what's that really gonnado to us? That gonnaend up spillin' acrossthe
Border, you reckon?’

Vanyd put hisdrink down on the table, and dipped hisfinger into apuddle of spilled de. "Here's
the Karste Border," he said, drawing it for them. "Here's Rethwellan, and heré's us. Now thisiswhat we
know so far -"

In afew sentences he was able to sum up his own and Randa€'s analysis of the situation, and the
reasons why the aliance with Rethwellan was al the more necessary.

"So we end up takin' hind tet if there'strouble out here, hmm?* one of the cousins said cynicaly,
around a mouthful of bread and cheese.

"To bebrutdly frank,” Vanyd fdt forced to say, "unlessit'samgor incurson, yes. | wish | could
tel you differently.”

Radeve shrugged philosophically. " Somebody's gotta take second place,” he pointed out. "No
way around that. Seems to me we've been doin’ pretty well for ourselves; we got some Guard, we got
our own patrols, we got Tashir an' his people. So long as nobody brings up an army, we should be al
right." Withen nodded, and refilled al their mugs, letting the foam run over the topswith casua disregard
for the sate of the furniture.

"l can do thismuch for you," Vanyel told them after amoment's thought. Five sets of eyes
fastened on him. ™Y ou know | have limited Crown authority. | can authorize agenera reduction in taxes
for landholders who keep their own armed forces. And | can get you weapons - and | think some
trainers. Weve got some Guards that are minuslegs or armsthat would still make good trainers, even if
they can't fight."

All of them brightened at that. Meked |ooked asif he was counting something up in his head.

‘Probably would-be young heroes,: Yfandessaid cynically. : And he's reckoning how much
he can get taken off the tax-roles by encouraging young hotheads to take their energy off to the
Guard.:

:Probably,: Vanreplied, thinking alittle sadly of al the aspiring heroeswho had found only early
graves on the Karsite Border. And how many more held send there, if indirectly. . . .

But the fighters had to come from somewhere. Better that they came as volunteers, and
well-trained. "I can probably even authorize tax credit if you send trained fighters for the Guard instead of
cash or kind at tax time," he continued. "Randal€'s pretty |oath to hire mercenaries, but he wantsto avoid
conscription, and right now the ranks down South are getting thinner than wed like."

"| got another thought,” Meked put in. "Givethat credit across Vademar, an' send the green'uns
to usfor training an' seasoning. Well get 'em blooded without the kind of lossyou get in combat.”

That made himfed lessguilty. "Good gods," Vanyd replied, "I'm surrounded by geniusest Why



didn't we think of that?'

Meke shrugged, pleased. "Just tryin' to help dl of us."

‘It's an excellent solution to getting youngsters used to real combat at relatively low risk;:
'Fandes observed, with approva. :I like the way your brother thinks.:

:S0do |, dearling.: Henodded at Meke. "That will helpimmensdly, | truly think."

They discussed other mattersfor awhile, but it wasfairly evident that they'd touched on dl the
topicsthe others considered of the most import. Vanyd got to hisfeet and excused himsdf when the
conversation devolved to smdl talk about hunting.

"I'll make an effort to get in touch with Herald Joshel and get confirmation on everything we
covered," hetold them, and grinned, seeing achance to bring a point home. "That's the advantage of
having a strong Mindspesking Herald around when you need answersin ahurry. Josheis actudly a
stronger Mindspesker than | am, and he'staking my place with Randale while I'm gone. | know when
hell be free tomorrow, and I'll contact him then.”

Hewas surprised at how late it was when he left them. The hals were quiet; the servants had
long since goneto bed, leaving every other lamp out, and the ones till burning turned down low. His
room would be the guest room held used every visit hed made home, and he knew exactly where it was,
despite the additions to the manor and the darkness of the hdls.

Hefound himsdlf yawning as he neared hisdoor. | didn't realize how tired | was, hethought
degpily. It'sa good thing | didn't drink that second mug of ale Father poured. | wonder what room
they put Stef in? | hope it wasn't the one overlooking the gardens; ye gods, he'll be up all night
with mocker-birds screaming at his window. I'll take the old room any time, even if it isn't as cool
in the summer. Havens, that bed is going to feel good. . . .

He reached for the door handle and pulled it open just enough to dip inside. Some kind soul had
left two candles burning, one above the hearth, one beside the bed. The gentle candldlight was actually
quite bright compared to the darkened hallway; shadows danced as the candleflames flickered in the
draft he had created by opening the door. As he stepped away from the door, he glanced automatically
toward theright Side of the hearth, besde the bed- the servants dways | eft his luggage there, and he
wanted to make sure his gittern was al right before he went to bed.

And hefroze, for there were two sets of packs, and two gitterns. His - and Stefen's. And - he
looked beyond the luggage to seeif the furnishings had been changed; but they hadn't - only one bed.

Behind him, someone shot the bolt on the door.

Hewhirled; Stefen turned away from the door and faced him, thewarm gold of candldight
softening hisfeatures so that he looked very young indeed. Hisloose shirt was unlaced to the navel, and
hisfeet were bare beneath hisleather riding breeches.

"Beforeyou ask," he said, in asoft, low voice, "thiswasn't my idea. Thisseemsto have
happened on your father's orders. But Van - I'm glad he did it -"

Vanyd backed up agtep, hismind swimming inlittle circles. "Oh. Ah, Stefen, I'll just get my
thingsand -"

Stef shook his head, and brushed hislong hair back behind his earswith one hand. "No. Not until
| get achanceto say what | haveto. Y ou've been avoiding thisfor weeks, and I'm not |etting the one
chance I've had to redly talk to you get away from me."

Vanyd forced himsdlf to relax, forced his mind to stop whirling as best he could, and waked
over to one of the chairs next to the hearth. He stood beside it, with his hands resting on the back so that
Stefen could not see them trembling. He glanced down at them; they seemed very cold and white, and he
wondered if Stefen had noticed. "Ah.. . . what isit you need to talk about that you couldn't have said on
theroad?' he asked, as casualy as he could.

"Dammit, Van!" Stefen exploded. "Y ou know very wel what | want to talk about! Y ou - and
me"

"Stefen,” Vanyd said, controlling his voice with an effort that hurt, "you are one of the best friends
I've ever had. | mean that. And | appreciate that friendship.”

Stef’ seyeswerefull of pleading, and VVanye forced himsdf to turn away from himand dareat a



carved wooden horse on the mantelpiece. " Stef, you're very young; I'm nearly twice your age. I've seen
al thisbefore. Y ou admire me agreat dedl, and you think -"

There were no footsteps to warn him; suddenly he found Stef's hands on his shoulders,
wrenching him around, forcing him to look into the young Bard's face. Stef’ shands felt like hot irons on
his shoulders, and there was strength in them that was not apparent from the Bard's dight build. "Vanye
Ashkevron," Stef said, hoarsdly, "1 am shaych, just like you. I've known what | am for years now. I'm not
an infatuated child. What's more-" Now the Bard flushed and looked away, off to Vanyd'sright. "I've
had more loversin one year than you've had in the last ten. And - and I've never felt about any of them
theway | fed about you. | - | think | loveyou, Van. | don't think | could ever love anyone but you.”

He looked back up at Vanyd. The Herald could only gaze back into the darkened emerad of
Stefen'seyes, eyesthat seemed in the dim light to be mostly pupil. Vanye was utterly stunned. This - this
was considerably beyond infatuation. . . .

"Bards are supposed to be so cursed good with words," Stefen said unhappily, looking into
Vanyd'seyesasif hewaslooking for answers. "Well, al my e oquence seemsto have deserted me. All -
dl | cantdl youisthat | think I'd love you if you were a hundred years older than me, or adeformed
monster, or - or even awoman."

The Bard'svoice had lost any hint of training; it wastight and rough with tenson and
unhappiness. For his part, Vanye couldn't seem to spesk at dl. Histhroat was paralyzed and his chest
hurt when he tried to breathe. He felt dternately hot and cold, and his heart pounded in his ears. Stefen
didn't notice his unresponsiveness, evidently, for he continued on without looking away from Van.

"Since you aren't any of thosethings," he said, his voice unsteady with emotion, "since you're
wonderful, and wise, and beautiful enough to make my heart ache, and dammit, not old, | - | can't take
thismuch longer."

A sngletear did down one cheek, shining siver in the candldight; Stefen either didn't noticeit, or
didn't care. "I-I'm only glib when it comesto making rhymes, Van. | loveyou, and I'm not aHerald. |
can't show you how | fed-except physically. | want to be your lover. | don't want anyone el se, not ever
agan."

When Vanye didn't respond, asecond tear joined thefirgt, dipping silently from the corner of
Stefan's eye; he swalowed, and broke eye contact to look down at hisfeet. He relaxed his hold on
Vanyd's shoulders, but didn't release him.

"l suppose-l suppose | must revolt you," he said, bitterly. "All my...other lovers...I don't blame
you, | guess. |-"

That broke Vanyd's paralyss. That, and the ache his Gift of Empathy let him fed dl too clearly,
an ache that was matched by the onein hisown heart. "No," he whispered. "No-Stef, |-just never knew
you fdt thet strongly.”

His hands hurt from clenching the back of the chair. Helet go, and flexed them, then raised his
right hand, dowly, and brushed the tear from Stefan's face with gentle, wondering fingers. "'l never
guessed,” he repested, no longer trying to hide the strength of his own fedings from himself.

Stefan let go of Vanyd's shoulders, caught VVan's hand and looked back up into Vanye's eyes,
quickly. Whatever he read there made him smile, like the sun coming from behind acloud; asmile so
bright it left Vanyel dazzled. He kept Vanyd'sright hand in his, and backed up a step. Then another.
Vanyd resisted for afraction of a second, then followed, drawn aong like an obedient child. Hisknees
were wesk, and the room seemed too hot-no, too cold-

He'stoo young! part of him kept clamoring. He can't possibly know what he's doing, what
thismeans. He's hardly older than Jisa-

His conscience nagged as Stefen blew out the candles; as the young bard ran strong, callused
hands under Vanyd's shirt, and drew him down onto the bed-

And then the voice was silenced as Stef gently proved beyond a shadow of a doubt that he was
just as experienced as he had claimed. If there was someone being seduced, it wasn't Stefen...

Thelast of Vanyd's misgivings dissolved as not-s0-young Stefen showed him things he hadn't
even imagined, and then proved that the sweet giving and receiving the Bard had just taught him was only



the beginning...

Overhead, sky a dead and lightless black. To either side, walls of ice - He turned to the one
standing at hisside. 'Lende -

But it was Stefen; wrapped in wool and fur, and so frightened his face was as icy-pale as
the cliffs to either side of them.

"You have to go get help,” he told the Herald - no, the Bard -

"I won't leave you," Stef said, stubbornly. "You have to come with me. | won't leave
without you."

He shook his head, and threw back the sides of his cloak to free his arms. " Yfandes can't
carry two," he said. "And | can hold them off for however long it takes you to bring help.”

"You can't possibly -"

"I can," heinterrupted. "Look, there's only enough room at this point for one person to
pass. Aslong as | stand here, they'll never get by -"

Blink - Suddenly he was alone, and exhausted; chilled to the bone. An army filled the pass
before him, and at the forefront of that army, a single man who could have been Vanyel's twin,
save only that his eyes and hair were deepest black - a dark mirror to Vanyel's silver eyes and
silvered hair, and as if to carry the parody to its extreme, he wore clothing cut identically to
Heraldic Whites, only of ebony black.

"I know you," he heard himself say.

The man smiled. "Indeed.”

"You - you are -"

"Leareth."” The word was Tayledras for "darkness.” The man smiled. "A quaint conceit,
don't you think?"

And Vanyel knew -

Hewoke, shaking like aleaf in agale; his chest heaved as he gasped for bresth, clutching the
blanket.

He was cold, bone-cold, yet drenched with swest. It was the old dream, the ice-dream, the
dreamwherel die - | haven't had that dream for years -

Stefen lay beside him, sprawled over the edge of the bed, obliviousto Van's panting for air.
Though the candles were out, Van could see him by moonlight streaming in the window. The storm had
blown itsdlf out, leaving the sky clear and clean; the moonlight was bright enough to read by, and Vanyd
saw the bright points of stars glittering againgt the sky through the windowpane.

Vanyd controlled his breathing, and lay back, forcing his heart to dow. He blinked up into the
dark canopy of the bed, till caught in the cold claws of the nightmare.

| haven't had that dream for years -except thistime it was different. Thistime, it wasn't
‘Lendel that was with me. Except - except it felt like 'Lendel. | thought it was 'Lendel until | turned
around, and it was Stef. . . .

The young Bard sighed, and turned over, bringing hisface into the moonlight. Lying beside Stef,
for amoment - for amoment it had been, it had felt like being beside Tylendd, hislove and lifebonded.

Lifebonded.

Only then did heredlize why Stefen "fdlt” like Tylendd. Thetie wasthe same; Vanye was not
only in lovewith the Bard, he had lifebonded to him. There was no mistaking that tie, especialy not for an
Empath.

No -

But there was no denying it, either. Vanyed suppressed agroan; if being attracted to Stefen had
been abetraya of 'Lendd's memory, then what was this? He couldn't think; hefelt his ssomach knot and
alumpin histhroat. He had loved 'Lendd; he ill did.

He thought that he would lie awake until dawn, but somehow exhaustion got the better of
confused thoughts and tangled emotions, and deep stole over him. . .



:1t's about time you got here,: Yfandes said, with aknowing look. :Honestly, Van, you make
things so complicated for yourself sometimes. Well, come on.:

Sheturned adroitly, and flicked her tail a him, looking back at him over her shoulder. :WelI?
Aren't you coming?:

"Wheream |?" he asked, looking about himsdf. There wasn't anything to be seenin any
direction; wherever he looked, there was nothing but featureless gray fog. He and Y fandes were dl done
init, sofar ashe could see.

‘Where are you?: sherepeated, her mind-voice warm and amused. : You're dreaming, of
course. Or rather, in Dream-time. There isa difference. Now are you coming, or not?:

Hefollowed her, having nothing better to do; the peculiar fog thickened until he could hardly see
her. Hetried to catch up with her, but she lways managed to stay the same distance ahead of him.
Finaly, al he could make out of her was avague, glowing-white shapein the swirling fog.

A tendril of fog wrapped around his head, blinding him completely. Hefdtered, tried to bat it
away -

And stumbled into an exact duplicate of the grove in Companion's Field where he and 'Lendel
had spent so many hours. The same grove that ‘Lendel had destroyed. . . .

"Wl ashke," said aheartbreakingly familiar voice behind him. ™Y ou certainly took your time
getting here”

Heturned, dowly, afraid of what he might see, especidly after what he and Stef had done.

"Dont beanidiot,” Tylendd said, shaking back hair as gold as the summer sun filtering through
the pine boughs above him. "Why should | mind?"

Tylendd lounged against the rough trunk of atree with hisarms crossed over his chest, looking
little older than when held died, but dressed in the Whites he hadn't yet earned in life. He raised one
golden eyebrow quizzicdly at Van, then grinned. "Why, Van - that's twice in one day you've been
moongtruck. Isthis getting to be a habit?' Then, softer, "What's wrong Vanyel-ashke?"

AsVanye stood, rooted to the spot, Tylendd pushed himself away from the tree, crossed the
few feet between them and took him in his strong, warm arms. Sharp scents rose from the crushed pine
needles beneath their feet. Vanyd returned the embrace; hesitantly at firgt, then, with a sob that was half
relief and haf grief, held hisbeloved so tightly hisarms hurt.

"Here, now," 'Lendd said, holding him gently. "What's the matter? Why should | be angry with
you because you found someone to love who loves you?”

"Because - because | loveyou -" It seemed afoolish fear, now-

"Van-ashke, what'sthe point in suffering dl your lifefor one mistake?' ‘Lendd let go of him and
stepped back alittle, so that he could look down into Vanyel's eyes. "Y ou don't give up achance at
happiness just becauise you've aready been happy oncein your lifel Havens, that's like saying you'll
never eat again because you've been aguest at one grand feast!"

'Lendd chuckled warmly; as his smile reached and warmed his brown eyes, Van found himsdlf
smiling back. "I guessthat iskind of stupid,” he replied with atouch of chagrin. "But | never did think too
cearly when my emotionswereinvolved.”

'Lendd's smilefaded alittle. "Neither of usdid,” he said, soberly. "Me especidly. Van - you
know, | didn't love you enough, and I'm sorry.”

Vanyd darted to protest; 'Lendd put onefinger on hislipsto quiet him. "Thisis honesty; | didn't
love you enough. If | had, | would have cared more about what was good for you than what | wanted.
I'm sorry, ashke, and | think perhaps I've learned better. | hope so. Because - oh, Van - | want to make
it up to you more than anything. If you can believe in anything, please, believe that. And believethat |
loveyou."

He bent down and touched hislipsto Vanyd's.

Vanyd wokewith agtart, wrapped in Stefen's arms. For amoment, he thought he could still
sméll the scent of crushed pine needles, and fed the breeze on his cheek.

"-loveyou," Stefen whispered in his ear, then subsided into deep breathing that told Van hewas
dtill redly adeep.



‘Lendel. That was 'Lendel. What in hell did all that mean? Vanwondered, dill dightly
disoriented. What in hdl did all that mean? He stared, wide-eyed, into the darkness. He would have
liked to talk to Y fandes, but a gentle Mindtouch showed her to be deep in dumber.

The next time Stef turned over, releasing him, he eased out of bed, far too awake now to fall
back adeep. The room was chilly; the storm had cooled things off in its passing. He dipped into arobe
and began dowly pacing thefloor, trying to unravel his dreams and nightmares, and making heavy work
of it.

That second thing didn't feel like a dream, he thought, staring at the floor while he paced.
That felt real; asreal asthe Shadow-Lover, and | know Hewasreal. It was 'Lendel, it couldn't
have been anything | conjured up for myself out of guilt. Could it? I've never done anything like
that beforethis. . .

And the old ice-dream has changed. | thought I'd gotten rid of it - thought I'd purged it
away after | faced down Krebain. Why has it come back?

The square of moonlight crept across the floor and up the dl, then vanished as the moon set. And
gl Vanyd waswide awake, and too intent on his own thoughtsto fed chilled. He kept pacing the floor,
pausing now and again to look down on Stefen. The Bard dept on, hislips curved in adight smile,
sprawled over the entire bed.

After awhile, astheimpact of the two dreams - if they were dreams - began to wear off, that
posture of Stef's began to amuse him. | never would have believed that someone that slight could
take up that much room all by himself, hethought with asilent chuckle. He's like a cat; takes up far
mor e space than is even remotely possible under the laws of nature.

It was nearly dawn; the pearly light of earliest morning filled the room, making everything
soft-edged and shadowy. Vanye continued to stare down at Stef; not thinking, redlly, just waiting for
some of histhoughts to sort themsalves out and present themsalvesto him in an orderly fashion.

Stefen dtirred alittle, and opened his eyes. He blinked confusedly at Van for amoment, then
seemed to recollect where he was. "Van?' he asked, deep blurring hisvoice. "Is something wrong,
Vanyel-ashke?

Vanyel froze. The words, the very tone, brought back the second dream with theimpact of a
blow above the heart.

Tylendel leaning up against the shaggy tree trunk, a slight smile on hislips, hisarms
crossed over his chest. "What's wrong, Vanyel-asbke?"

Ashke - it wasthe Tayledras word for "beloved,” and Tylendd's specia namefor him, aplay on
Vanyd'sfamily name of "Ashkevron.”

But 'Lendel had been fluent in Tayledras; Savil had ingsted that ‘ Lendd and Vanye both learn
the tongue, as she had always intended to take them to the Pelagir Hillsterritory claimed by her
Hawkbrother friends as soon as Tylendel wasready for fieldwork. She didn't even offer the lessoning to
Donni and Mardic, her other two pupils.

Stefen, on the other hand, knew only one word of pidgin-Tayledras; shaych, the shortened form
of shay'a'chern, which had become common usage for those whose preferences lay with their own sex.
He couldn't ever have heard the word he'd just used, must less know what it meant.

Wild thoughts of hauntings and possessions ran through Vanyd's mind. Hed seen so many
dranger thingsasaHerdd - "Stef," Vanyd said, dowly and carefully. "What did you just cal me?’

"Vanyel-ashke," Stefen repeated, bewildered, and plainly disturbed by Van's careful mask of
control. "Why? Did | say something wrong?"

"Isthere areason why you called me that just now?" Vanye didn't move, though the hair was
rising on the back of his neck. First the dreams, and now this ... he extended a careful probe, ready at
any moment to react if he found anything out of the ordinary.

"Sure" Stef replied, blinking at him, and rising up onto one ebow. "I've-" heblushed alittle"'-
I've been calling you that to myself for awhile. Comes from your name, Ashkevron. It - it seemsto suit
you. You know how aBard likesto play with words. It has anice sound, you know?'

The probe met with nothing. No resistance, no aura of another presence. Vanye relaxed, and



smiled. It was nothing, after dl. Just an incredible coincidence. He wasn't being haunted by the spirit of a
long-dead lover, nor was thislove in any danger of being possessed or controlled by the last.

Not that 'Lendel would ever have done that, hereminded himsdf. No, I'mjust short on sleep
and no longer thinking clearly, that's all. And so used to jumping at shadows that I'm overreacting
to even a perfectly innocent pet-name.

"Did | say something wrong?* Stefen asked again, more urgently thistime, starting to St up ashe
pulled tangled hair out of his eyeswith both hands. "If you don't likeit - if it bothersyou -"

"No, it'sdl right,” Vanyd answered him. "'l wasjugt alittle startled, that'sal. Ashke isthe
Tayledras word for 'beloved,” and | wasn't expecting to hear that from you.”

"If youd rather | didn't -" Stef hastened to say, when Vanyd interrupted him.

"l dolikeit - just, | had some odd dreams, and coming on top of them, it startled me. That'sal."
Vanyd touched Stefen's shoulder, and the Bard flinched.

"Havens, you're freezing," Stef exclamed. "How long have you been up? Never mind, it's
probably too long. Get in here before you catch something horrible, and let me warm you up. After dl,”
he added dyly, as Van shrugged off hisrobe and did into bed beside him. "Whatever you catch, I'll
probably get, and you wouldn't want to have the guilt of ruining aBard's voice on your conscience,
would you?'

"Anything but that," Van replied vagudly, then gasped as Stef curled hiswarm body around Van's
chilled one.

"Oh?' the Bard said archly. " Anything?"

Nine

After Stefen had warmed him and relaxed him - among other things - they both fell adegp for a
second time asthefirgt light of the sun sent strokes of pink and gold acrossthe sky. Thistime Vanye
dept deeply and dreamlesdy, and Stefen actualy woke before him. Van awakened to find Stef lounging
indolently next to him, watching him with aproprietary little smile on hisface,

"Wdl, what are you looking at?" Van asked, amused by the Bard's expression. "And a copper
for your thoughts."

Stefen laughed. ""Acres and acres, and it's all mine,"™" he said, quoting atag-line of acurrent
joke. "If you had any idea of the number of times|'ve daydreamed of being right where | am now, you'd
laugh."

"You think s0?' Van amiled, and shook his head. "Oh, no, | promise, | wouldn't laugh.”

"Wdl, maybe you wouldn't." Stefen searched hisface for amoment, looking asif he wanted to
say something, but couldn't make up hismind how to say it. Vanyd waited patiently for him to find the
words. "Van," hesad, finaly, "I haveto know. Areyou sorry? | mean, I'mjust aBard, | haven't got
Mindspeech; | can't, you know, mesh with you when we -" He flushed. "I mean, doesthat bother you?
Do you missit?1 -"

"Stef," Vanyd interrupted him gently. ™Y ou're laboring under amisapprehension. I've never had a
lover who shared his mind with me, so | wouldn't know what it waslike."

"Y ou havent?' Stefen was flabbergasted. "But - but what about Tylendd?"

"My Giftswered| dormant whilehewasdive" Van replied, finding it amazingly easy - for the
first timein yearsto tak about hisold love. "The only bond we had that | could share was the lifebond.”

"Doyou missthat, then?" Stef asked, shyly, asif he was afraid to hear the answer, but had to
ask the question.

"No," Vanye said, and smiled broadly. "And if you look ingde yoursdf for amoment, you'll
know why."

"If -

"Stef, you're atrained Bard; Bardic Gift is enough like Empathy for you to ssewhat | mean.” Van
sent abrief pulse of wordless|ove dong the bond, and watched Stef's face change. First surprise - then
something akin to shock - then addight that resonated back down through the bond they shared.



"l never dreamed -" Stef's voice was hushed. "'l never- How? Why?!

"I don't know, ke'chara, and | don't care." Vanye shook hishead. "All | know isthat it's
happened, it'sred. And | know that if we don't get out of bed and put in an appearance, were never
going to do so before noon - I'm afraid they might break the door down and find usin avery
embarrassng position.”

Stefen laughed. ™Y ou know, you'reright. We should spare them that, at least. It'sonly fair.”

Vanyd grinned wickedly. "Besides, if | know my mother, she's dying to carry you off to perform
for her and her ladies. So come on, Bard. Y our audience awaits.”

Stefen struck apose, and hed it until Vanyd did out of bed and flung his clothing at him.

"I warn you, you'd better hurry," the Herdd advised him, "or I'll send her in to fetch you."

"I'm hurrying,”" Stefen replied, pulling on his breeches. "Trust me, I'm hurrying -" Then he
stopped, with his shirt haf on. "Van, about your mother - is she-ah, serious?"

Vanyd knew exactly what Stef wastrying to ask, and laughed. "No, she's not redly chasing you.
Shewould probably be horrified if you took her serioudly; in her way, sheredly loves Father, | think.
She'sjudt playing The Game."

Stefen heaved an enormous sigh of relief. "I couldn't tdll, she'salittle heavier-handed &t it than the
ladies a the Court."

"Not surprising,” Van replied, checking his gppearance in the mirror. " She's playing by rulesthat
arethirty yearsout of date." He straightened hishair alittle, then turned back to Stef, who was struggling
into histunic. "Under dl the posing, she redlly has agood heart, you know. She wasthe one that saw that
Medren had talent, even if she couldn't recognize the Gift, and saw to it that he got whatever training was
available out here. Not much, but it was enough to give him agtart.” He crossed the room, to tug Stef's
tunic down over his head. " She could have ignored him; he was nothing more than the bastard son of one
of her maids, evenif hisfather is my brother Meke. She could have dismissed Meenna; she didnt.
Granted, she was holding Melennaasalast effort to ‘cure me, but still - she did her best for both of
them, and that's agreat dedl more than many would have done."

Stef solved the problem of histouded hair by shaking his head vigoroudy, then running hisfingers
through his mane acouple of times. "Then I'll get dong fine with her. Anyone who's done anything for
Medren getsmy nod."

Vanyd chuckled. "Don't misunderstand me; Treesa's far from perfect. She can be sefish,
inconsderate, and completely featherheaded. She didn't dismiss Mdenna, but that was at least partly
because sheld have had to train anew maid and take care of dl the things Meenna had until the new one
was trained. And the gods know she's a shrewd one when it comesto her own comforts; she knew
Meennawould be so grateful that shed have devoted service out of the girl for years. But for dl of that,
she'sgood at heart, and | love her dearly.”

Stef unlocked the door, with ady smile over his shoulder for Van. ™Y ou know, this business of
having afamily takes an awful lot of getting used to. | have to confessit kind of bafflesme."

Vanye laughed, and followed Stefen out into the hdll. " Stef, | hateto tdll you this, but for dl the
privileges| grew up with, there have been any number of times|'d have traded places with any orphaned
beggar-child on the street. My life would have been agreat ded smpler.”

Stefen grimaced. "I'll keep that in mind.”

Trueto Vanyd's prediction, Treesa descended upon them once they reached the Great Hall, and
appropriated Stefen to perform for her and her ladies as soon as they'd finished a sketchy breskfast.

That left Vanyd aone, which was exactly what he wanted right now. He strolled out the Side
door, heading ultimately toward the stables, taking care not to take aroute that would put him aong hdls
used by anyone except children and servants, or, once outside, under anyone's window. He wanted
sometimeto think things through, and hed had enough of family conferencesfor awhile.

But there was someone who deserved his attention, firdt. :'Fandes,: he Mindsent, : Good
morning, love.:

:Good morning, sleepy,: she Sent back, her mind-voice so full of pleased satisfaction that he
chuckled. :I trust you enjoyed yourself last night.:



:You trust correctly,: hereplied, just atiny bit embarrassed.

:Good,: shesad. :It'sabout time. | want you to know that | heartily approve of thisand |
commend the lad's patience. The only question is, now what are you going to do?:

He paused for amoment beside the mews, noting absently the chirrs and soft calls of the hooded
raptorsingde. : That's something | need to work out, love. Would you be terribly hurt if | borrowed
one of the hunters and rode off without you for a little bit? | want to be alone to think this
through properly.:

He caught amoment of surprise from her, and haf-smiled. It wasn't often that hewas able to
catch her off-guard anymore. :1 suppose that makes sense,: she said after along pause. : Thisreally
affects you a great deal more than me. No, | won't be hurt. Just don't make any stupid decisions
liketrying to get rid of the lad, will you? You need him, and he needs you, and you are very, very
good for each other.:

He laughed doud, one of hisworriestaken care of - he was afraid that while she approved of
Stef asafriend, she might not be as gpproving of the new relationship. :1 doubt | could remove him
now with a pry-bar, love. And - thank you for understanding.:

She Sent him areply, not in words, but in emotion; love, trust, and shared happiness. Then she
released thelink.

He managed to reach the stables without being intercepted by anyone, though therewere a
couple of close calls avoided only because he saw Meke and hisfather before they saw him. Fortunately
the stables weren't far; the double doors were standing wide open to catch every breeze and he walked
ingde

Mekedl's famous Stud till had the best loose-box in the place, and the years had not improved
the beast's looks or temper. It laid its ears back and snapped at him as he passed, then cow-kicked the
gdeof itssdl in frustration when it couldn't reach him. The only oneswho had ever succeeded inriding
the beast were Radevel and Jervis, and it was afight every step of the way even for them.

"Watch it, horse," he muttered under hisbreath, "or I'll turn 'Fandes and Kellan loose on you
agan."

The horse snorted asif it could understand him, and backed off into a corner of its box.

Meke's warhorse mares were in this stable, along with the foa s too young to sell. They watched
him calmly as he passed them, some whickering asthey caught his scent and recognized him for a
stranger. That brought him the attention of one of the stablehands, a scruffy young man who came out of
aloose-box at the sound of the first mare's call, grinning when he saw that it was Vanyd.

"Milord Herdd," hesaid. "Can | serveye?'

"l just want to borrow ahunter,” hesaid. " 'Fandesistired and dl | want to doistake aride
through Wyrfen Woods. Has Father got anything that needs exercise?

"Oh, aye, a-plenty.” The stablehand scratched his sandy head for amoment, thinking. "Habout
Blackfoot yonder?' He pointed about three stalls down at a sturdy bay hunter-mare with afine, intelligent
eye. "Not too many can handle her, so she don't ever get al th' workin' she could use. She got atouchy
mouth an' goes best neck-reined, an' she's a spooker. Needs some'un with light hands an' no nonsense.
Reckon ye can il ride abaht anything, en?'

"Pretty well," Vanye replied. "l gentledl of thefodsout of Star'sline, if | havethetime. | like
your watchdogs, by theway -" He waved a the warhorse-mares, who were till kegping an eye on him.
"- they'revery effective.”

"They are, that," the stablehand agreed, grinning, and showing that he, like Vanyd's old friend
Tam, had lost afew teeth to the hooves of his charges. "Better a night. Anybody they dunnoin here, an'
they beraisn’ afuss. Leave one or two loose, and they be out o' their boxes - heylal" Heillustrated with
his hands and the handle of hisrake for awall. "Got us onethief an' three o' them uncanny things that
way. That old Stud breeds better'n he shows."

"| should hope!" Vanyd laughed, and went to fetch saddle and harnessfor his assigned mount.

Blackfoot was exactly as predicted: very touchy in the mouth, and working well under pressure
of neck-rein and knee. Vanye took her back to the stable long enough to switch her bridie for abitless



halter; asfar as he was concerned, with abeast that touchy, it was better not to have abit at dl. If he
had to rein her in, he was strong enough to wrestle her head down, and no horse out of Withen's
hunter-line would ever run when she couldn't see.

Hetook one of the back ways into the Wood rather than the road through the village. Right now
he didn't fed sociable, and the villagerswould want him to be "Herdd VVanyd Demonsbane,” which was
particularly trying. So he followed the bridle path out through the orchards, which were currently in fruit,
but nowhere near ripe, so there was no one working in them. The apple treeswere firgt, then nut trees,
then the hedge that divided the orchards from the wild woods.

Riding ahorse was entirdy different from riding Y fandes; the mare required his skill and his
atention. She tested him to see what she could get away with most of the way to the Wood, and
subsided only when they had passed through a break in the hedge and the bridle path turned into agame
trail. The slence of the Wood seemed to subdue her, and she settled down to awalk, leaving Vanyd free
to turn most of his concentration inward.

Wyrfen Wood was il avoided by everyone except hunters and woodcutters, and those who
had to passit traveled the road running right through the middle of it. The place had frightened Van haf to
death thefirst time he'd ridden through it; even dormant, he'd had enough Mage-Gift to sensethe old
magics that had once permeated the place. Those energies were mostly drained now, but there was il
enough lingering to make anyone margindly sendgtive uneasy. Animasfdt it certainly, birdswere few, and
seldom sang, and Blackfoot's ears flickered back and forth constantly, betraying her nervousness.

Vanyel had made afair number of exploratory tripsinto the Wood over the years, and he was
usedtoit - or at least as used to residua magics as anyone ever got. He was aware of the dormant
magic, but only asakind of background to everything else, and a possible source of energy inan
emergency. For al that Wyrfen Wood was an eerie place, it wasrdatively harmless.

Except that it attracted things from outside that were not harmless, and gave them an excellent
placeto hide. ...

Which brought him right around to one of the very things he needed to think ot.

The mare had dowed to a careful walk, picking her way aong agametrail that was abare
thread running through the dense undergrowth. Vanyd |et her have her head, settled back in the saddle,
and spoke histhoughts doud to the silent trees.

"There aren't enough Herald-Mages. There won't be enough Heradd-Magesfor years, even if
Karse stops being amgjor threat tomorrow. That means the Heralds are going to have to start taking the
place of Herdd-Mages. Right?'

Blackfoot's ears flicked back, and she snorted.

"Exactly. Most people, including the Heralds themsealves, don't think they can. But that's because
they're looking at Heralds asif they were-were-what? Replacements? No . . . substitutes. And when you
subdtitute something, you're usualy replacing something superior with something inferior, but - you
subgtitute something like the origina. And Herdds aren't necessaxily like Herad-Mages a al.”

He thought about that, while Blackfoot picked her way across adry creek-bed.

"The point isthat they aren't Herald-Mages. The point isto get Heralds to use their Giftsthe
best they possibly can, rather than trying to do something they can't. I'm atactician. Where's the tactical
advantagein that?'

The gametrail widened alittle, and they broke into aclearing, a place where lightning had set fire
to astand of pineslast year to create a sizable area of burnoff. Now the secondary growth had taken
over; grass stood belly-high to the mare, lush and tangled with morning-trumpet vines and bright golden
sun-faces. A pair of deer that had been grazing at the farther end looked up at the noise they made, and
bounded off into the deeper woods.

"Thetactical advantage," Vanyd told their fleeing backs, "isthat most mages don't have strong
Giftsin anything other than sensng and manipulating magica energy. Which means- that they won't think
of thingslike that. They won't be protected againgt a FarSeer spying on their work - or a ThoughtSenser
reading their minds. Or a Fetcher moving something they need for aspdll at acritica moment. That'sit -
that'sit! I've got to do something to get the Heralds to stop thinking of themsealves as second-rate mages



and gtart thinking of themsdves asfirg-ratein the areas of their Gifts. And we have to start matching the
need exactly to the Gift, and not just throw the first Herad who happensto be free at the need.”

It wasn't the entire answer, but it was astart. It was more than they had now.

Blackfoot had reacted to the lush meadow before her precisely as any horse would have; she put
her head down and began grazing greedily. Vanyd was so used to Y fandes that the move took him
completely by surprise. He started to pull her up, then thought better of the idea. The grasswould keep
her occupied while he contacted Joshe, and the residual magics made a good pool of energy to draw on
S0 hewouldn't have to use his own strength. Right now Joshe should be with Randae, going over what
the Herald would need to cover at the Council meeting. Thiswould be an ideal timeto contact him.

Helet her graze while he closed his eyes, getting used to the sounds around him so that he would
be derted by anything out of the ordinary. There weren't many; alight breeze in the branches high
overhead, an air current that did not reach the ground, afew crickets and alocust singing, and the noise
of Blackfoot tearing at the juicy grass and chewing it. Once everything was identified, he extended his
Mage-Gift and made careful contact with thetrickle of magic directly undernesth him.

D

A curioustouch, and one he did not expect. But not hostile; he identified that much immediately.

ez

Thetouch came again; he caught it - and began laughing at himsdlf. " Caught by my own trap!™ he
said doud, and opened his eyes. Nothing to be seen-until he invoked Mage-Sight. There, right in front of
him, hovered alittle cloud, glowing ahappy blue. A cloud with eyes. avrondi.

"Hello," hesaidtoit. It blinked, and touched him asecond time. Thistime he sent back the
proper reassurance.

11- it replied, and-well, giggled wasthe closest he could cometo it. Then it vanished, leaving him
free to tap the magic current again.

So far asVan knew, the Herald-Mages of VVademar were the only onesto have ever discovered
the vrondi. Their touch was not something that outKingdom mages would recognize, and even their
gppearance only showed that they were air eementas, and nothing more. Air elementals were the ones
maost commonly used as spies or scouts, which would only reinforce the impression he wastrying to give.
And even he, who had set the spell in thefirst place, had found that unexpected contact darming. So a
strange mage would fed something watching him as soon as he invoked any aspect of Mage-Gift or set
any spel in motion. He wouldn't be able to identify it, he wouldn't know why it was watching him, and
Vanye heartily doubted held ever be able to catch it-vrondi were just too quick, and they were
incredibly senstive to hostility. Van decided he could amost fed sorry for that hypothetica future mage.
The vrondi would drive him crazy. Y es, he could dmost fed pity for someone faced with that Stuation.

Almost.

He settled back again; Blackfoot chewed on, happily oblivious to the magics going on around
her, intent only on stuffing herself with the sweet grass. Oblivious - or ignoring them; with an ordinary
horse, it was often hard to tell which. First she gets spooky because she feels magic, then she totally
ignoresit going on above her ears. Stupid beast. But 'Fandes would have been laughing a him by
now for forgetting his own protection-spell, so Van wasn't entirely unhappy that she wasn't with him at
the moment.

He Reached carefully for Joshe, drawing on thelittle stream of magic held tapped to boost him dl
the way to Haven.

:Vanyel?: camethereply. He caught at the proffered contact and pulled Joshe in, strengthening
Joshe'sfdtering touch with his own augmented energies. The line between them firmed and stabilized.

Concern, overlaid with the beginnings of foreboding. : Vanyel - is there anything wrong?:

:No,: hesaid quickly, :No, just some things came up out here and | need limited Crown
authority to guarantee the things | promised. Is Randi up to that?:

Relief, and assent. :He's been better, but he's been worse. We've got Treven in full training,
poor lad. | don't think he sees Jisa until bedtime, and he's up at dawn with the rest of us. Alittle
mor e seasoning, and he'll be sitting in for Randale on the Council. What is it you need?:



Vanye explained as succinctly as he could. He sensed Joshe's excitement over the notion of
taking morerecruitsin lieu of taxes, and then sending them to the Western Border for toughening instead
of throwing them straight into combet after training.

:It'sgood, Van, all of it. Hold up a moment.: Van sensed Joshe's attention going el sewhere for
amoment, then the contact strengthened asit came back. :King Randale gives you full permission; the
official documentswill get drafted today or tomorrow, and go out by regular courier. He also said
to tell you he thinks your family is dlipping. They're not only degenerating into becoming normal,
they're getting sensible. He says he's not sure how to take that - it sounds to him like the end of
the world can't be far away.:

So Randi was feding good enough to make ajoke. That was an improvement over the Sate held
beeninfollowing Jsasrevalt. : Tell himit isn't the end of the world, it's merely the result of my own
patient application of a board to their heads for the last several years. Even they get the hint
eventually.:

Joshe's Sending was asimple laugh.

:I've dso got some thoughts for you and the rest of the Herddic Circle. I'dlikeyouto cdl a
mesting and put this before them, if you would. | redly think it'simportant, especialy now.:

He explained his own thoughts on the dichotomy, perceived and actua, between the Heralds and
Herad-Mages, the problems he could see it causing, and his own tentative ideas for a solution to the
problems. Joshe was silent al through his explanation, and for ashort time afterward. Findly he
answered.

:I'msurprised you noticed,: hereplied dowly, with thoughts just under the surface that Vanye
couldn't quite read. Most of the other Herald-Mages either don't seeit - or agree with the common
perception that Heralds are some kind of lesser version of a Herald-Mage.:

The hitter taste to hisreply told Vanyd that this was something Joshe himself had encountered,
and it hadn't gone down well. Joshe was immensely competent, and amatch for Van in any number of
spheres, and Vanyd didn't blame him for feding resentment.

‘It'sa problem, Joshe,: hesaid, ascarefully ashe could. :It's part of my peculiar mind-set to
see problems. | think it needs to be dealt with now, before it causes serious damage. We can't do
much about the perceptions of the general populace until we start to fix thingsin our own house.:

Something followed that comment that was like amental sigh of relief that follows after a
far-too-heavy burden has been removed. Van nodded to himself, and pursued his advantage.

:You'll never have a better time than now. The King isa Herald, the Heir isa Herald, the
Herald-Mage in charge of the Karsite Border is much more Gifted in Fetching than magery and
knows it, and you're sitting in for me. Savil will be sensible about this. You can keep this on the
table aslong as you need to in order to get the othersto see that it isa problem, and you can call
on the Heralds in the Circle to submit examples.:

Now Joshe's resolution wavered. :Do you think it's that important? It seems so trivial with
everything elsein front of us. The Karse situation, Randi's health. . . .:

‘It'simportant,: hereplied grimly. : And it's only going to get more so. | think you can make
the rest of the Circle see that. Point out the attrition among the Herald-Mages, and then quote
what happened out here. People are supposed to trust us, and how can they if they think of some
of us as being better than others?:

:Good point. Consider it on the boards.: Vanyd knew that once Joshe made up hismind
about doing something, he pursued it to its end. He felt abreath of relief of hisown. The problem wasn't
solved, but it would be. At least a start was being made.

‘Then | leaveit in your capable and efficient hands. Wind to thy wings, brother.:

:And to yours.: Vanyd fdt Joshe bresk the contact, and dropped hisend of it with asigh.

Blackfoot was till stuffing hersdlf, and showed no signs of stopping any time within the decade.
He hauled her head up; she fought him every thumblength of theway, and returned to the gametrall
sullenly, and withiill grace.

| wish | had as clean an answer to what | should do about Stef, he thought uncomfortably.



Gods, there's no denying what | feel about him - or the lifebond. But if | accept all that, and do so
publicly, it flaunts the fact that I'm shay'dchern in the faces of people | have to handle very
carefully. Can | afford that? Can Valdemar? Or will knowing | have my weaknesses actually put
me at an advantage? It might . . . | know that an awful lot of people come to me with the idea
that 1'm some kind of supernally wise and powerful savant, and that | can't possibly be interested
in their problems. Knowing | have problems and weaknesses of my own might make me more
accessible.

But it also puts Stef right where | don't want him - in aposition as an easy target for anyone who
can't comedirectly a me. And he doesn't have any way to protect himsdlf from that.

Maybe | ought to give him up. | don't know that | can afford a liability like that. Just make
this a wonderful little idyll out here where it's safe to do so, then send him on his way when we get
back to Haven. I'll make him under stand, somehow. Maybe we could pretend to quarrel. . ..

No - | can't give himup. | can't. There has to be another way.

Hewas s0 intent on his own thoughts that he barely noticed when Blackfoot |ft the gametrail for
the road, and turned hersdlf back toward Forst Reach.

Why isit | can solve the problems of the Kingdom, but can't keep my own life straight?
Gods, | can't even control a stupid horse. Helet her go for amoment, then reined her in to turn her
back onto one of the gametrails. Hewas gill in no mood to face hisfelows, and intended to return home
the way held | eft.

He got her turned, though not without a fight. She had gotten her fill of picking her way through
the brush, and let him know about it in no uncertain terms. She balked when they reached the bresk in
the blackberry hedges that lined both sides of the road, and hefinally had to dismount and lead her
through.

That was when the spdll of paralysis struck him, pinning him and Blackfoot where they stood.

One moment everything wasfine; the next, with no warning at dl, he was completely unableto
move. Every muscle had locked, rigid aswood, and beside him Blackfoot shivered asthe samething
happened to her. Magic tingled on the surface of his skin, and Mage-Sight showed him the cocoon of
energy-linesthat held him captive. It took him completely by surprise.

But only for half abreath; he hadn't spent al those years on the Karsite Border without learning
to react quickly, even after being surprised.

His body was trapped, but his mind was till free - and he usediit.

He tested the barrier even as he searched for the flare of mage-energy that would betray the
location of hisenemy asthe other mage held the spell againgt him.

There -

And it was someone who was reacting exactly as hed postulated ordinary mages would when
faced with aHerad; armored to the teeth with shieldings to magic, but completely open to any of the
Herddic Gifts.

Van could use hisown magic, and not the Mind-magic, of course. The stranger was nowhere
near Vanye's ability, and VVan knew he could break the spdl with asmple flexing of his own power, if he
chose. But if he did that, the man might get away, and VVan had no intention of Ietting him do that. Too
many enemies had come back, better equipped, for second tries at him. Mages were particularly prone
to doing just that, even one who was as outranked asthis one.

Perhaps - especially this one. Because this was one whose power was stolen; siphoned from
otherswith neither knowledge nor consent. Van saw that the instant before he struck. That may have
been the other's motivation; to catch Vanye off-guard and steal his power. There was no way of
knowing until Van had him helpless and could question him at length.

Which - Vanye thought angrily, as he readied his menta energiesfor amind-to-mind blast-would
be very shortly now. . . .

No mage of ill-intent should have been able to concentrate long enough to set a trap, he
thought, looking down at the trussed-up body of hiswould-be captor, lying on hissidein abed of dead
leaves. Especially not in my home territory. The vrondi should have had him so confused and



paranoid that he should have been firing off blasts at nothing. At the least he should have been
leaking mage-ener gy sufficiently enough for me to detect him. | can't under stand why he wasn't.
Or why the vrondi didn't reveal him.

The man stirred and moaned; he was going to have a dreadful headache for the next severa
days. The bolt Van leveled him with had been at full-power, just under killing strength. Van could kill
with hismind - in fact, he had, once. It was something he never, ever wanted to do again. It had left him
too sick to stand for amonth, and fedling tainted for ayear afterward. Even though the mage he'd
destroyed had been a salf-centered, power-hungry bastard, without a drop of compassion in his body,
and with no interests outside his own aggrandizement, experiencing his desth directly, mind-to-mind, had
been one of theworst things Vanyel had ever endured. No, unless there was no other way, he didn't ever
want to do that again.

Maybe he's unusually good at concentrating. Or maybe he's already so paranoid that
having the vrondi watching him didn't make things any wor se for him.

The mage at Van'sfeet was ordinary enough. He looked no different, in fact, from any number of
petty nobles Van had encountered over the years, sandy hair and beard, medium build, alittle soft and
certainly not much accustomed to exercise or physical labor. His nondescript, blue-gray woolen clothing
wasthat of "minor noble' quality, though cut alittle differently from what was currently popular in
Vademar, and of heavier materias.

He must have come in over the Western Border; he certainly isn't fromaround here. Ven
waited impatiently for the mage to regain consciousness. He wanted to scan hismind, and wouldn't be
ableto do that effectively unlessthe mage was at least partially awake. The best information came when
people reacted to questions, especialy when they had something to hide.

The mage opened brown eyesthat reflected his confusion when he felt he wastied up, and
redlized that hewaslying in apile of last year's leaves. Van moved closer, stirring the branches, and the
meage focused on him immediately.

With no outward sign whatsoever of recognition.

But ingde-the man's mind was screaming with fear.

Thoughts battered themselves to death againgt the inside of the mage's skull, none coherent, none
lasting more than a breath. The only thing they had in common was fear. After afew moments of
attempting to make sense of what was going on in there, Vanyd gave up and withdrew.

The mage was completely insane. There was no reason for his action, because he wasn't rationd.
He had trapped Vanye because he had detected Van's use of magic the way the vrondi had, and
thought that Van was after him. But then, he thought everyone was after him. Hislifefor at least the past
month had been spent in congtant flight.

Hedidn't lesk energy, because he couldn't, he had himself so wrapped up in mage-shields that
nothing would lesk past them. And the vrondi's congtant surveillance was only confirmation of what he
aready knew, that everybody was after him. And they were probably so confused by hisinsanity that
they hadn't been able to make up their tiny minds about reveading him.

Vanyd sighed - then felt atwinge of guilt, and asudden suspicion that sent him back to the
mage's mind, probing the chaotic memories for confirmation he hoped he wouldn't find.

But he did. And thistime he retreated from the chaos il troubled. The man had never been
more than ahedge-wizard, but had convinced himsdlf that *someone" was thwarting him from advancing
beyond that status. To that end he began stealing power from others, specifically those whose Gift was
even weaker than his. But since heredly wasn't terribly adept or adroit, he failed to clean that power of
little bits of persondity that camewithit. ...

For at least the past four years, he'd been going progressively closer to the edge of insanity. Hed
have gone over eventualy, of that Vanye had no doubt. But he had till been clinging to the last shreds of
rational thought, when he crossed the Border into VVademar and used his powers to search for another
vicim.

That had triggered Vanye's Guardian spell, and the vrondi swarmed on him. It was at that point
that helost hisgrip onredlity.



"In other words," hetold the man, who stared at him blankly, "1 might well be the one who sent
you mad, in aroundabout fashion. Damn."

He crossed hisarms, leaned back againgt the trunk of atree, and thought over what he was going
to have to do. Blackfoot snorted her disgust at being tied to abush for so long with nothing she wanted
to eat within reach. When Van didn't respond, she ssamped her hooves impatiently. He continued to
ignore her, and she heaved an enormous sigh and turned as much as her reinswould alow to watch a
moth fly past.

"l guess|'m going to haveto take you back to Forst Reach,” Vanyd said, reluctantly. "If | leave
you with Father Tyler, he can find aMindHedl er to set you straight - and power-theft isredly morein the
provenance of the clergy than it ismine, snce you didn't actualy do any of that ingde Vademar. | redly
hate to have to take you there, but theré's no placeese.”

With that, he hauled the mage to hisfeet, ignoring the man's struggles. Hed learned athing or two
on the Border, and one of those things was the best way to immobilize a prisoner. Blackfoot snorted with
aarm when they approached her, but Van ignored her darm aswell as heignored the man's attempts to
srugglefree.

At that point, Vanyd gave the man ataste of his own medicine; atouch of the paralysis spell hed
set on Van. With the man completely helpless, Vanyd was able to haul him bodily to lie facedown over
Blackfoot's saddle, like an enormous bag of grain. Hefelt the curious touch of the vrondi, attracted by
his use of the spell, but ignored the creature; when he didn't invoke magic again, it got bored and
vanished.

He was swesting and annoyed when hefinaly got the man in place; he consdered using the spdll
to keep him quiescent during the walk back - but decided against it. It would be awaste of energy, since
the ropestying feet to hands under Blackfoot's belly would hold him perfectly well.

With aglance of annoyance at him, and a swat for Black-foot, who decided to rebel against this
unexpected burden, Vanyd took the reins and began leading the hunter aong the game path, heading
back to the manor.

And he couldn't help wondering if every haf-mage in the Kingdom was going to tekeit into their
heads to go mad.

The prospect was not an appetizing one.

Ten

"Lamentable," said Father Tyler, regarding the trussed-up mage, who was propped againg a
corner of thelow wal surrounding the father's stone cottage. From the look of things, the mage was
neither happy nor comfortable, not that Van wasinclined to wish him either of those States.

Father Tyler shook hishead again, histightly-curled blond hair scarcely moved. "Most
regrettable.”

"I wouldn't fedl too sorry for him, Father,” Vanyd said sourly, rubbing a pulled shoulder. The
man had somehow gotten heavier when the time came to get him off Black-foot's back, and Van had
wrenched his back getting the mage to the ground. "He brought at least two thirds of this on himself.
Maybe more; mages aren't supposed to crossinto Vademar without registering themselves, but | doubt
you'll find arecord of thisone. Bethat asit may, his problem stems from power-theft. He's certainly
guilty of that, and he's managed to do as much harm to himsdlf as he ever did to hisvictims.”

"Just how seriousis power-theft?' the priest asked, rubbing his chin, alook of intense
concentration on hislong face. "I admit the seminary never covered that."

"Somewhere between rgpe and larceny,” Vanyd replied, absently, wondering if he could get
Blackfoot back to the stables without running into his relatives. " Power becomes part of amage; it hasto,
if hesgoing to be ableto useit effectively. Because of that, having your power stolenisalittlelikerape
therésaloss of 'sdf that's very disturbing on apurdy mentd leve. But that'swhy thisfool raninto
trouble. He wasn't good enough to cleanse the power he stole of al the persondlity overtones, and they
became part of him. Pretty soon he never knew if what he was thinking ssemmed from hisown



personality, or what was from outside, and he couldn't control what was going on in hisdreams and
random thought processes anymore. He put on tighter and tighter shieldsto stop the problem, which only
made it worse. The pressure in there must have been intolerable. Then the vrondi started spying on him,
and he snapped completely. But if he hadn't stolen the power in thefirgt place, this never would have
happened.”

"Well, itisyour jobto judge, Vanyd," the priest said, with asmile that madeit clear heintended
noinsult. "But it is part of mineto forgive, and mend. I'll see what can be donefor this poor fellow.”

That only succeeded in making Van fed guiltier, but he smiled back and thanked the priest. He
thought about warning him that the mage was strong and far from harmless -

But Father Tyler was younger than Vanye himsalf, quite as strong as any of the stablehands;
besides, he was the successor to Father Leren. He had been part of the united Temples effort at
cleansing their own ranks and was probably quite well acquainted with al the faces of treachery.

Hell beall right, Vanyd told himself as he made hisfarewell and took Blackfoot's reins. She
was quite willing to go; in fact shetried her best to drag him to the stable. He would have been amused if
he hadn't been so preoccupied.

He held Blackfoot to awalk by brute force, and turned again to his persond dilemma. The
problem of Stef was no closer to asolution. Van il couldn't see how he would be able to reconcile all
thewarring factorsin hislife.

"What would you do?" he asked the mare, who only strained at the reins on her halter and tried
to get him to quicken his pace. "Oh, | know what you'd do," hetold her. "You'd eat."

Sheignored him, and tugged impatiently asthey crossed the threshold of the stable. Severa of
the stalls that had been occupied were empty when Blackfoot hauled him back to her loose-box. So luck
waswith him - it looked like the masculine contingent of Forst Reach had taken themsalves off
somewhere, en masse. And since Treesa had Stef as a semi-captive provider of entertainment, she
wouldn't be looking for her son.

Vanyd unsaddled the mare and groomed her; evidently she was one of those animasthat liked
being groomed, as she leaned into his brushstrokes and sighed happily, behaving as charmingly asif she
hadn't spent most of the ride fighting him. While he curried her, Van tried to think of somewhere about
the keep he could go to think. What he needed was someplace where he could be found if someone
redlly went looking for him, but a place no onewould go unlessthey redlly were looking dl over for him.

Then it occurred to him: the one side of the manor that hadn't yet been built on was the sde with
that relatively inaccessible porch. It was tree-shaded and quite pleasant, but since the only entry was
through a pantry, hardly anyone ever used it. It was too open for trysting, and too awkward for anything
else. Which meant it should be perfect for his purposes.

Blackfoot whickered entrestingly a him and rattled her grain bucket with her nose.

"You greedy pig - I'm surprised you arent asfat asapony!" he exclaimed, laughing. "Well, you
don't fool me. | know the rules around here, girl, and you don't get fed until after evening milking."

She looked at him sourly, and turned her back on him.

"And you don't get to lounge around in your gtal, either,” hetold her, as he swung the door to the
paddock open. "It'sabeautiful day, now get out there and move that plump little rear of yours."

He swatted her rump; she squealed in surprise and bolted out the open door. She dug dl four
feet in and stopped afew lengthsinto the paddock, snorting with indignation, but it wastoo late. Hed
aready shut the door.

Helaughed at the glare she gave him before shelifted head and tail and flounced out into the
paddock.

Then heturned tail himself, and headed back to the keep, and agreat dedl of thinking.

Once hedd fetched hisinstrument from their room, Stefen expected Treesato lead him straight to
the solar. That room was normaly the ladies sanctum - or at least it wasfor dl the ladies he knew. But
shedidn't head in that direction; in fact, sheled him outside and down a path through the gardens. The
path was very well-used, and led through the last of the garden hedges and out into a stand of treesthat
continued for asfar as he could see.



"Lady Treesa?' he sad palitdy. "Wherein Havens are we going?"

"Didn't Van tdl you?' she asked, stopping for amoment to look back over her shoulder at him.

He shook his head and shrugged. "1 am quite entirely in the dark, my lady. | expected you to take
meto your solar.”

"Oh - I'm sorry," shelaughed, or rather, giggled. "During the summer we don't work in the solar
unless there happensto be alot of weaving to do - we come out here, to the pear orchard. No oneis
workinginit at thistime of year, and it's quite lovely, and cool even on the hottest summer days. The
keep, | fear, isabit musty and more than abit damp - who would want to be indoorsin fine wesather like

"No one, | suppose,” Stef replied. At about that moment, the rest of the ladies cameinto view
between the tree trunks. They had arranged themsalvesin abroken circle in the shade, and were aready
at work. Sure enough, they had their embroidery frames, their cushions, and their plain-sewing, just asif
they were working in the heart of the keep. Spread out as they were on the grass benegth the trees, they
made avery pretty picture.

They came up to the group to a chorus of greetings, and Lady Treesatook her seat - shewasthe
only onewith achair, an ingenious folding apparatus-which, when Stef thought about it, redly wasn't
unreasonable given her age.

Now Stefen was the center of attention; Treesalet her ladies stew for abit, though they surely
must have known who he was likely to be. After an appropriate span of suspense, Treesa introduced
him as"Bard Stefen, Vanyd'sfriend,” and there were knowing looks and one or two pouts of
disgppointment.

Evidently Van's predilections were now an open secret, open enough that there were
assumptions being made about what being Vanyd's "friend" entailed. Stefen ignored both the looks and
the pouts; smiled with al the charm he could produce, and took the cushion offered him at Treesa's feet,
and began tuning hisgittern, thankful that held put it in full tunelast night and it only required adjusting
now. Thetwelve-gringed gittern was alovely instrument, but tuning it after travel was atrue test of
patience.

"Now, what isyour pleasure, my lady?' he asked, when he was satisfied with the sound of his
ingrument. "For giving you pleasureisdl my joy at thismoment.”

Treesa smiled and waved her hands gracefully a him.

"Something fitting the day," she said, " Something of love, perhaps.”

For one moment Stef was startled. She can't possibly have meant that the way it sounded.
She can't possibly be alluding to Van and me, can she?

Then asecond glance a her face told him that she wasjust "playing The Game' of courtly love.
Sheldd meant nothing more than to give him the expected opening to flatter her.

Well, then - flatter her hewould.

"Would 'My Lady's Eyes suit you?' he asked, knowing from Vanyel that it was Treesas favorite.

She glowed and tossed her head coyly, and he congratulated himsalf on reading her correctly. "It
would do very nicdly," she replied, settling back into the embrace of her chair, not even pretending an
interest in her needlework.

Stefen smiled at her - only at her, as The Game demanded - and launched into the song.

By the third song he had grown to like Treesa quite a bit, and not just because shewas so
bresthlessly flattering to his ego, nor because she was Vanyd's mother. As Van himsdf had said, she had
avery good heart. When he paused to rest hisfingers, she asked him for news of Medren; and not just
out of paliteness sake. Ignoring the sdelong glances of her ladies, she asked him severa questions about
her wood's-colt grandson after Stef'sinitia answer of "he'sfine.”

"Has he gotten advanced from his Journeyman status?" she asked, after severa closeinquiriesto
the state of Medren's health and progress - a question voiced wistfully, or so it seemed to Stef.

He paused for amoment to think, asthe breeze ruffled hishair and sent a breath of cool down
the back of hisneck. "Not when wed left, my lady,” hereplied, "But | honestly don't think it's going to be
much longer. He's very good, my lady, and I'm not saying that just because he's my friend. The Council



of the Bardic Circleisredly waiting for the fussto die down about my getting jumped to Master so
quickly before they promote anyone ese. And if you want to know thetruth, | think they might have been
waiting for meto leave so that no one could accuse me of using my influenceto get him hisfull Scarlets”

"Bard Stefen,” she said, and hesitated, looking at him oddly. Thistime he was certain that
expression was of hope. "Do you think when he getsit, he would bewilling to come here for a
permanent post?" She smiled, and blushed alittle. "I'm perfectly willing to trade shamelesdy on hisfamily
tiesif you think hed bewilling. Forst Reach would never rate aMagter Bard, dse.”

Stefen pondered his answer for amoment before replying. Treesawas entirely right; Forst
Reach was too small a place to demand the attentions of a Master Bard. Certainly there would be no
chance for advancement here, under normal circumstances. But Forst Reach was aso on the Border,
and within reach of the newly-combined "kingdoms' of Baires and Lineaswhich were now ruled by
Herald Tashir. Remarkable things had happened here - in fact, the solving of the mystery of who
daughtered Tashir's family was the subject of Medren's own planned Masterwork - and it was entirely
possible that more remarkable things might occur. These were the sort of eventsthat the Bardic Circle
redly preferred to have afull Bard on hand to record.

Furthermore, Medren had never shown the kind of ambition Stef harbored - held never talked
about advancing in Court circles or gaining an important patron. It might well be that he'd be happy here.

"| think it might be worth asking him, my lady," Stefen replied with perfect truth. "And | know
that if hewantsit, the Circlewould grant him leave to be here. Especidly if you'd agree to share him with
Techir.”

"I'd share him with anyone if it meant we'd have aBard here,” Treesaexclaimed. "And Tashir is
such adear boy, I'm certain he'd work out schedules with me so that we wouldn't both need Medren at
the sametime. It shouldn't be that hard even for seasona celebrations - if | scheduled ours abit early,
and he scheduled his abit late. ..." Her voicetrailed off, and she tapped her lipswith onefinger,
obvioudy deep in thought. Stefen held his peace until she spoke again.

"Then I'll request it formaly,” she said doud, and turned to Stef with both hands out in entreety.
"Would you -"

"I'll speak to him, my lady," Stefen assured her.

The dazzling smile she bestowed on him showed him something of the beauty she must have had
in her prime. He bowed dightly to her, reinvoking The Game before she could get him to promise more
than he could ddliver. He had the digtinct feding thet if she exerted hersdf, she could do just that.

He heard the sound of hooves on dry ground behind him at that moment, the steps dow and
unhurried. He was abouit to turn to see who was riding out here, when Lady Treesalooked over his
shoulder and smiled asecond dazzling amile.

"And hereisthe other reason we meet out-of-doorsin fine weather when Vanyd isat home,"
she said happily. "Especidly if we can get Van to perform for us, or we have some other musician
avallable. Welcome, Lady Yfandes! It would certainly present some difficulties attempting to get you up
to the solar, would it not?"

Stefen turned; sure enough, it was Y fandes, who bowed - there was no doubt of it - to Lady
Treesa, and whickered with what sounded like amusement. The Companion made her stately way to a
spot that had evidently been left empty just for her, and folded hersdf down to it. That wasthe only way
Stefen could think of the movement - it was agreat deal more graceful than theway ahorsewould lie
down, and was strongly reminiscent of alady dowly taking a seat on the ground while minding al her
voluminous Kirts.

"Lady Yfandesisasfond of musicas| am,” Treesatold Stefen serioudy. "When Vanyd finaly
told methat, the thoughtless boy, | couldn't see any reason why she shouldn't be able to join uswhen she
wished."

Stefen redlized then, with abit of shock, that Treesawas speaking of Yfandesasif shewerea
lady-guest, and doing so completely naturally. 1t seemed she had no problem with accepting Y fandes as
a"person” and not ahorse.

Which isa little better than | can manage at the moment, hethought ruefully. | have to keep



reminding myself that she's not what she seems. And I'm a Bard, so | should know better!

"Widl, inthat case, my ladiesdl," he said, with adight bow to Y fandes and another specid smile
for Treesa, "dlow meto take up my gittern, and resume amusing you."

Infact, he was greatly enjoying himsdf. The entire little group seemed to be enthralled with
having the tdents of afull Bard at their disposal. Some of Treesasladies were quite pretty, and athough
Stef had no intention of following up on hisflirtations, when they fluttered coyly & him, he preened right
back. That was an accepted part of The Game, too. Best of al, none of thiswaswork - he used only the
barest touch of his Gift to enhance his performance, hardly enough for him to notice, unlike the
deep-trance, draining effort he'd been putting out for the King.

It was a pity that VVan had decided to vanish somewhere, but Stef was getting used to that. Van
broods, hethought wryly. And | must admit, he's had a lot to brood about lately. If I know him, no
matter what we managed to build between us last night, he's going to have to agonize over it
before he can accept it. Thank the gods he can't repudiate a lifebond, or 1'd probably spend every
night we're here reconvincing him he's not going to be rid of me. Of course, that could be quite
enjoyable - but it could also be exhausting.

He wondered what the Companion was making of al this. It would certainly help if Y fandeswas
on hisside. He cast abrief glance at her; glowing white against the green of the orchard grass, and
obvioudy watching him, her head nodding in timeto his music. There was no doubt that therewasa
formidable intelligence behind those soft blue eyes.

Maybe the fact that she came out here is a sign that she likes me, he thought, when he
couldn't detect any sign of hogtility in her posture or her conduct. | hope so. It would make my life so
much easier. . . .

Shortly after his second rest, Y fandes got up - doing so with aquiet that was postively
unnerving; nothing that big had aright to movethat silently! - and meandered off by hersdlf. Stefen took
that asabasicaly good sign. If Van was having trouble thinking things through, ‘Fandes was probably
going to him. And no matter what was wrong, Stefen was certain that "Fandes would help her Chosen get
his head and emotions straightened out.

Just as he was about to begin again, Stefen spotted someone coming toward the little group on a
wagon-road that bisected the grove of trees. He was moving dowly, and as he neared, Stef could see
why; hewas carrying two heavy baskets on apole over hisshoulders. A farmworker, then, not someone
coming to look for himself or Treesa, and nothing to concern them.

He continued to exchange news of the Court with Treesa, while the other ladies|eaned closer to
listen, but there was something about the man that vaguely bothered him, though he couldn't put hisfinger
onwhat it was. He watched the stranger draw closer out of the corner of his eye and could not figure out
what it was about the man that gave him uneasy fedings.

Certainly none of the others seemed to think there was anything out of the ordinary about him.
They ignored him ascompletdy asif hedidn't exis.

Then - | thought Treesa said that no one works out here at this time of year. So what's he
doing out here?

He took a second, longer ook at the stranger, and realized something else. Something far more
daming.

The man's clothing was of high qudity-actudly better than Stef's own Bard uniform.

What isthat peasant doing dressed like that?

Thefeding of wrongness suddenly pesked, and Stefen reacted indinctively, flinging himsdlf at
Treesaand her chair and knocking both to the ground.

Jugt intime, for something small, and with adeadly fedl to it whizzed over both their heads,
cutting the air precisaly where Treesahad been Stting -

Vanye leaned out over the edge of the balustrade. The granite was warm and rough under his
hands; solid, and oddly comforting. | want solid things around me, hethought dowly. So much of my
lifeisin flux - so much depends on luck and the things others do. I'd really like to have one point
of stability; something | could always depend on.



Or someone. . . .

The baustrade overl ooked nothing; bushes were planted right up againgt it with trees beyond
them, and had been allowed to grow until they blocked whatever view there might have been. With trees
on al three open sides and the wall of the keep behind him, the porch wasn't good for much except the
occasond lounger.

Sun best down on Vanyd's head, warming him even though his Whites were reflecting most of
the heat away. He stood so quietly that the little yellow-and-black birds that nested year-round in the
branches of the bushes resumed the chatter he'd disturbed when he came out onto the porch, and
actualy began flitting to Sit on the balustrade beside him.

:Brooding again, are we?.

He blinked, and came out of his nebulous thoughts. Y fandes was below him, bardly visble
through the thick branches of the bushes, akind of white shape amid the green.

I suppose you could call it brooding,: he admitted. :It's about -:

: Sefen, of course,: sheinterrupted. :1 thought you'd probably had enough time to stew over
it and make your insides knot up.:

:Huh.: Heraised an eyebrow. :Dead in the black. Am | that predictable?:

:On sometopics, yes. And | expect by now you've laid to rest the fact that you're lifebonded,
and that he redlly doeslove you on top of that. And that you love him. So what isit that's turning you
ingdeout?.

He sighed, and looked up at the clouds crossing the cerulean sky. :Danger, love. To him, and
to me. To me, because he can be used as a hostage against me. To him, because he's going to be in
harm's way as soon asit's obvious we're a pairing. | don't know that | can afford that kind of
liability, and | don't know that it's right to put him at that kind of risk.:

Y fandes withdrew for amoment. :Well, asto the first - he's assigned to Haven, and a very
valuable commodity, even with the Healers learning how to duplicate what he does. They still
have to be in physical touch, and their subject responds best if both partiesare in atrance. Try
conducting negotiations that way, and see how far it gets you!:

He chuckled at the mental imagethat called to mind.

:So far, Sefs the only answer to keeping Randi on his feet and functioning when he'sin
pain,: she continued. : And as such, he'll have the best guards in Haven. And as for your second
guestion - Sefen’'s a grown man. Why don't you ask himif he'swilling to take the risks that come
with being your lover?. My bet is that he's already thought about them, and accepted them as the
price he pays for having you.:

He pushed away from the ba ustrade and folded his arms across his chest. :Do you really think
s0?: he asked, doubtfully.

He heard her snort in exasperation below him. : Of course | think so, | wouldn't have said it
otherwise! You know | can't lie mind-to-mind!:

Hefet comforted by her matter-of-fact attitude, and by her solid presence. No matter what
happened, no matter what went wrong in hislife, 'Fandeswas dwaystherefor him. It made dl of thisa
little easier-

In asingle moment, the feeling of comfort vanished, to be replaced by one of immediate danger.
All hisinternd darms shrilled, and without a second thought, he legped the ba ustrade and crashed
through the intertwined bushesto land in acrouch at Yfandes side.

Shefdtit, too - they were so closely linked she couldn't have ignored it. In the next second he
had vaulted onto her back -

She evidently had signas of her own, for she plunged forward through the undergrowth, aimed
toward the orchards, as soon as he was securely on her back. That gave him adirection: he clamped his
legs around her barrel and twined hisfingersin her mane, and invoked FarSight and Mage-Sight
together.

Magic -

Strong, controlled, and near at hand.



Dear gods - hismind screamed. The pear orchard!

'Fandes legped the hedge surrounding the gardens-they hurtled through, her hooves tearing great
gouts of turf from the lawns - she legped the second hedge on the other side and flew into the orchard.

Women were screaming at the tops of their lungs, and scattering in dl directions - not with any
great success, at least not the highborn. Their heavy skirts encumbered them, and they fell asmuch as
they ran. The serving maids had aready hiked their dresses above their knees and taken to the dubious
shdlter of tree trunks. Cushions were tumbled every which way, and the air was full of feathers where one
or two of them had burst.

It was obvious whom they were fleeing, as abrown-clad stranger with his back to Vanyel and
Y fandes raised his hands above his head.

A mage - and histarget was equally obvious. Treesaand Stef lay sprawled helplessly just before
him, and Van felt the gathering forces of energy asthe mage prepared to strike them where they lay.

But - that's the man | caught -

Y fandes screamed a battle-challenge just before the man let loose a bolt of mage-fire. He
half-turned in sartlement at the noise, and the bolt seared the turf just beyond Bard Stefen and Vanyd's
mother.

He was quicker than any mage Van had ever encountered in hislife, at least in combat; before
Vanyd could ready ablast of hisown, held let fly with asecond - just asVan redlized that he and
'Fandes were completely unshielded.

Vanye expanded the core of his own energieswith arush outward in ashield to cover the two of
them, but just afraction too late. Y fandes writhed Sideways as she tried to evade the bolt, but was only
partialy successful. The edge of it hit them both.

He was protected; the shielding had covered that much - but Y fandes squedled as the bolt
clipped her. She collapsed, going down in mid-legp, falling over onto her sde. A sudden blank spot in
Van'smind told him that shed been knocked unconscious.

'Fandes!

He wanted, needed to help her. But there was no time - no time.

He managed to shove himself clear of her as she fdll; hit the ground and rolled, and came up with
mage-balts of hisown exploding from both hands. His hands fdt asif hed stuck both of themin afire,
but he ignored the pain.

The stranger dodged the one, and his shields absorbed the other. He struck back; afirebolt.

Vanyd sdestepped hisreturn volley and let fly with acrackle of lightning at the siranger'sfeet. As
he'd hoped, the mage's combat-shields did not extend that far down, and Vanye'slightning found a
target. The stranger shrieked and danced madly, but would not budge from his position, which wasfar
too closeto Stef and Van's mother for safety -

Vanyd sent asandaar, afire-dementa, raging straight for the enemy'sface. He flinched, but
stood his ground, and blew the elementa away with a shattering blast of power. That gave VVan enough
respite to take the offensive. Before the other mage had a chance to ready a counterblagt, Van let fly
three levinboltsin succession, and succeeded in driving him back, one step for each boalt.

When Van saw that the ploy was working, that the mage was being driven away from the Bard
and Treesa, he Reached for energy in afrenzy, and sent bolt after bolt crashing against the enemy's
shields. Though nothing penetrated, the force of impact was enough to continue to drive him backward,
deeper into the orchard.

Van continued to fire off levinbolts as his own body shook with the strain of producing them out
of raw magic, and his Mage-senses burned with the backlash of power. Hiswhole world narrowed to
the flow of energy, the target, and a vague awareness of where Treesaand Stefen lay.

Finaly the enemy mage came exactly opposite the two lying on the ground. He didn't seem
aware of them; certainly Van was keegping him occupied in defending himsalf. A few more steps, and Van
would be ableto include them in his own shielding - Treesa chose that moment to struggle erect, though
Stefen was trying to keep her down and protected with his own body. Her movement caught the mage's
attention -



Helooked directly into Vanyd's eyes, and smiled.

And reaching down into a pocket at the side of his boot, cast, not aweapon of magic or force,
but one of materia sted, following that with alevinbolt of hisown. But not & Vanyd. At hismother.

"NO!" Vanye screamed, and threw himsalf between Treesa and the oncoming blade -

And fdt theimpact in his shoulder as he crashed into his mother, sending them both to the ground

And then ashock that twisted the world out of dl recognition in a heartbeat, picked him up by
the scruff of the neck, shook him like adog shakes arag, and flung him into the darkness.

Stef wastrying to get Treesa down on the ground again, when another of those blinding flashes of
light went off practicdly in the Bard'sface. He cried out in pain asit burned hiseyes, cried out again as
two bodies crashed into his.

Can't see - can't breathe. Got to get out -

He struggled to get out from undernesth them, his eyes streaming tears, with everything around
him blurred.

Hetried to make his eyeswork. The only person gtill standing was the brown blot that wasthe
mage that had attacked them. It raised two indistinct arms, and Stef struggled harder till to get free,
knowing that there was nothing to stop him thistime - that somehow he'd gotten rid of Van -

"Hey!"

A hoarseyell. The mage started, and turned just as Stef's eyes refocused. The mage's mouth
opened in shock, and hetried to redirect the power he had been about to cast at histhree victims.

Toolate.

Radevel was dready on him; he swung his weighted practice blade down on the mage's head as
he tried to fend off the blow - or possibly hit Radevel with the mage-bolt meant for the others. It didn't
matter. The blunt-edged metal sword snapped both hisarmslike dry sticks, and continued with
momentum unchecked. When the blade connected, it hit with a sound unlike anything Stef had ever heard
before; the dull thud of impact, with apeculiar undertone of something wet bresking - like Rad had just
smashed a piece of unfired pottery.

The mage collapsed, and Stef swalowed hard as his gorge rose and he fought down the urge to
vomit. He'd seen any number of people dead before this - of cold, hunger, disease, or self-indulgence -
but held never seen anyone killed before. It wasn't anything like that in songs.

He was having trouble thinking; vagudly he knew he should be looking for Vanyd, but he couldn't
seem to get started. Finally he noticed that VVan was one of the two people collgpsed on top of him.

Van - he'snot moving -

Y fandes struggled to her feet and shook her head violently, then looked around for Vanyd. She
spotted him and the downed mage; pounded over and shouldered Radevel out of the way with ashriek
of rage, and began trampling the body with al four hooves.

Il he wasn't dead when he hit the ground, heis now.

Radevel stuck the blunt sword into his belt and turned. Half adozen white-faced young men and
boys waked dowly toward him from behind the trees - the sound of retching told Stef that there were
probably more of them out there who weren't in any shape to walk yet.

"I hope you were paying atention,” Radevel said matter-of-factly. "If you get the value of
surprise on amage about to spellcast, that's the best way to take him. Get his attention and interrupt his
magic, then rush him before he has a chance to redirect it. Go for hisarms first - most of 'em seem to
have to wave their arms around to get a pdll off. If you can, you want to keep 'em dive for questioning.”

He glanced back over his shoulder a Y fandes, who was still squealing with rage and doing her
best to pound what was |ft of the mage into the dirt.

"Of course," he continued, "when family or Herdds are involved, that usudly isn't practica.”

His expression didn't change, nor did the tone of hisvoice, but Stef noticed (with an odd corner
of hismind that seemed to be taking notes on everything) that Radevel's eyes widened when held looked
back at Y fandes, and he was retreating from her adow, casua step at atime.

Servants had materialized as soon as the mage was down, and pulled Stef out from under the



Herald and hismother. They ignored Stef, concentrating on trying to revive Lady Treesaand Vanyd.
Radevd gathered his group of students and plowed hisway through them to get to hisaunt and cousin's
gde

"What happened?' One of the ladies grabbed Radevel's arm as he passed. "Where did thisman
comefrom?'

"Van brought himin," Radevel said shortly, prying her hand off hisarm. "Bastard jumped him,
and Van thought he was crazy. Left 'im with Father Tyler. Must not've been as crazy as Van thought; first
chance he got, once Tyler left him done, he cut himsalf loose and stabbed the priest. Me, | wason the
way to practice with thislot, and | found him - good thing, too, he/d've bled to death if | hadn't found him
when | did. Anyway, just about then | saw Van pelting off thisway, and | followed.”

Radevel shook the lady off before she could ask him anything more, and knelt down beside Stef.

Stefen didn't know what to do; Van was as white as snow and about as cold, and Treesawasn't
much better off. He watched the servants trying to bring them around, and felt as helpless and useless as
aday-old chick. Radevel looked at the haft of thetiny knifein Van's shoulder, but didn't touch it; laid his
hand to the side of Treesa'sface.

"Something'swrong here," he said to Stef. "Thisisn't naturd. We need an expert. You -" he
reached out and grabbed one of the older servant-women. ™Y ou keep anybody from muckin' with 'em.
And don't nobody touch that knife. I'll get the Hedler."

"I'll get Savil -" Stef offered, glad to find something he could do, getting unsteadily to hisfeet. He
st off at adead run before anyone could stop him, ignoring the way his eyes kept blurring and clearing,
and the dizziness that made him stumble.

His breath burned in histhroat, and his sides ached by the time he was hafway acrossthe
garden.

There seemed to be something wrong - he shouldn't have been that winded. It felt like something
wasdraining him. ...

Savil was dready on the way - he was practicaly bowled over by Kdlan in the entrance to the
gardens. Her Companion stopped short of trampling him, and he scrambled out of the way, just barely
avoiding her hooves.

"What happened?' Savil asked, reaching down to grab hisarm, missing, and seizing his collar
instead.

"A mage," Stef panted, holding his side. "He attacked me and Treesa - no, that's not right, he
attacked Treesa, and | wasjust in the way. VVan took him out, but he got Van - gods, Vanis hurt and -
and we can't get him or Treesato wake up -"

"Enough, that'sall | need to know for now." She turned away, dismissing him, and Kdlan
launched hersdlf across the garden, leaving him to make his own way back.

He arrived winded and unable to speak; Savil was knedling beside the Hedler, and examining
Vanyd's shoulder.

"I've been treating them for poison,” the Hedler said in aflat voice, "1 thought Lady Treesamight
have gotten nicked by one of those knives. But they aren't responding, and | don't know why."

"It's because you're not fighting poison, lad, you're fighting magic,” Savil muttered, as Stef limped
up and collgpsed on the ground beside her with a sob. "It'sagood thing you didn't try to pull that knife,
you'd havekilled him."

Shelooked up - in Stef's direction, but more through himthan at him. "We can't do anything for
them here," she said, after amoment. "Let's get them back to their beds. | hate to admit thisto you, but
I'm out of my depth. Van could probably handlethis, but - well, that's rather out of the question at the

Stef clutched his sde and stifled amoan of panic, and she glanced sharply at him. "Don't give up
yet, lad," she said quietly. "I'm out of my depth, but I'm not ready to cal it finished."

Stef clenched hisjaw and nodded, trying to look asif he believed her, while Van lay aspdeasa
corpse on the ground beside her.

Savil completed amore thorough examination than she was able to givein the orchard, and sat



back in her chair, watching Van and thinking.

Hewasn't prepared for a magic wegpon, so he wasn't shielded againgt it. But something's got the
thing dowed down considerably. Damned if | know what. Huh. A leech-blade. That's something I've
only read about. | didn't know there was anyone that was enough of amage-smith to make one anymore.

She glanced over at Stefen, who was recovering from magic-induced shock adequately on his
own. Savil hadn't done anything to help him mostly because she reckoned that the lad could do with a
little toughening. But he hadn't recovered as quickly, nor as completely as she'd expected, and Savil
didn't know why that was happening either.

He sat on the other side of the bed, holding Vanyd's hand, in a pose that reminded her poignantly
of theway Van had held 'Lendd's when her trainee was coming out of the trauma histwin's death had
induced.

There was something el se there that was poignantly like Van and her protege.

Whenit findly occurred to her, it was such an astonishing thought that she double-checked with
her Companion to make sure she wasn't imagining things.

:Kdl! Would you check with Y fandes and ask her if that boy's gone and lifebonded to Van?.

:1f he's -: A moment of surprise. : She says he has.:

:Damn. Would that be why the leech-blade isn't draining Van asfast as| thought it would?:

‘It'sa good guess.: A pause. : She says probably; something as deep as a lifebond is hard to
monitor. She says Van is being fed from somewhere besides her, anyway.:

:unsinger's Glory.: Sheinvoked Mage-sight and stared at the evil thing. It's working its way
deeper, but lowly enough that | can take my time. He's got a couple of days beforeit'll do any
lasting harm. Stef said it was thrown at Treesa; | wonder what it was supposed to do to her? Take
her over, maybe; we'll never know now. So. | may be out of my depth, and Van may be out of
reach, but | haven't exhausted the quiver yet. The only problemisthat all the others that can
handle this kind of weaponry are Tayledras. And | certainly can't take Van through a Gate in his
condition; it would kill him.

Well, that just meansthey're going to have to cometo him, if | have to truss them up and drag
them.

She heaved hersdlf out of her chair, and saw Stefs eyesflick briefly to her before returning to
Vanyd.

"Stefen,” shesaid. "1 want you to stay with him. Don't let anyone move him, and especialy don't
let anyone touch that blade. I'll be back shortly.”

"Where are you going?' he asked, hishead jerking up, his expression panicked.

"To get help," shereplied. "Just remember what | told you, and do it."

And before he could get himsdlf organized enough to stop her, she limped out of the room, and
ducked down aside stair only an Ashkevron would know about.

I'll bring them, all right, she thought grimly, as she made her way down the twisting little
darcase entirely by fed. Whether they like it or not.

Eleven

Savil emerged from alinen closet on the ground floor, alegacy of her father'slegendary building
goree. At thefar end of this hallway was the old family chapel, whose door Savil intended to useasa
Gate-terminus. It had been used that way a number of timesin the past, and the border-stones
"remembered” those configurations. It was easier, and took far |ess energy, to build a Gate where one
had been, built before. And it was safer to anchor one end of a Gate on holy ground; there wasless
likelihood that something would come along and take control of it away from you.

We've shielded this chapel to a fair-thee-well, Savil thought, surveying the door for amoment.
It was well-shielded before, but it's a magical fortress now. That's good; less chance that the
Gate-energy is going to get out and turn poor Van inside out. It's been twenty years, and his
channels are dill sensitive to Gate-energy. I'd rather not take a chance on making his condition



any worse right now.

A few months ago, she wouldn't have been able to do this, because she wouldn't have had the
strength to spare. But when VVan had changed the Web-Spell, held freed her and the other Guardians
from the constant drain on their resources required by the Web. Now she had energy for just about any
contingency, for thefirg timein years.

That freedom couldn't have come at a better time.

She braced hersdlf, and invoked the four sides of the Gate; right side and Ieft, threshold and lintel.
When she had the "frame" built on the actua doorjambs, and the sides, bottom and top of the door were
al glowing aluminous white, sheinvoked the second haf of the spdll. She fought awave of weakness
back for amoment, then sent the energy of the Gate out in little seeking threads, "looking” for the place
she showed them, where they would build the second terminus.

It was easier thistime than the last Gate shed built to the Pelagirs, because she knew now where
the k'Trevahad relocated their Vale the last time they'd moved, and knew aso where they built their own
Gatesingdethe Vae.

Easer intermsof time; it was never "easy" to build a Gate, and the energy al had to be drawn
from the mage himsdlf; no outside sources could be used. Asaways, it fet asif bits of hersdf were
spinning off and leaving her; asif she wastrying to Fetch something that was just barely beyond her
grength. It was hard to think; asif someone was actively preventing her mind from working. But there
were no more than afew heartbeats between the moment she began the search and the moment she
made contact with the other terminus.

Therewas aflare of light - and the chapel door no longer opened on aprosaic little family shrine,
but on ariot of green leaves and twisted rock, with ahot spring bubbling off to theright.

KTrevaVde.

She stumbled across the threshold, and into acircle of unblinking and hostile guards.

A hdf-dozen golden-skinned, blue-eyed warriors stared at her over the crystalline points of
Spear- or arrow-heads. Though not mages themselves, these guards knew thetiniest sgns of the Gate
being activated, and were prepared to handle anything or anyone coming through. Thiswasthefirst time
Savil had actudly seen the Gate-guards at their pogts, though she had met severa of them during her
visgtsto Moondance and Starwind - whenever one of the k'Treva mages needed to use the Gate, the
guards generdly cleared discreetly out of theway.

They stared at Savil for avery long moment, and she was atogether glad that she hadn't come
with the intention of trying to cause trouble, becauise they looked more than capable of handling it.

Their no-nonsense dtitude extended to their appearance. Most wore their hair shorter than was
usud for Tayledras, bardy past shoulder-length; and since it was summer, the norma slver-white had
been dyed in mottled browns and dull yellow-greens. Their elaborate clothing was dso dyed that way. In
atree or hiding in underbrush, they would be very hard to see.

Some few of them had the Mage-Gift, but none were primarily mages. These were members of
the Tayledras Clan who, whether or not they had the Mage-Gift, preferred not to use what Gift they
had. They served the Clan in other ways, as Healers and craftsmen, as scouts and border-guards, and as
guards of thefew places within the k'Treva shield that needed both tangible and intangible guards. After
al, they didn't have to be sengtive to know when the Gate had been activated - the effect wasfairly
obvious.

Most of them were young; the life-expectancy of a Tayledras scout was about that of a
Feld-Herad, and for many of the same reasons.

"Savil!" exclamed one of them, as Savil fought off her weakness and |ooked up. The circle of
suspicious and hogtile expressions changed in an instant. Someone knew her and recognized her. The
weapons were lowered or set aside entirely, and two cameto her aid as she swayed with fatigue and
dropped to her knees on the bare stone in front of the Gate itself.

"Wingsigter!" exclaimed the same one, alean, sharp-faced young woman Savil knew as Firesong,
whose spear clattered onto the smooth, bare stone as she tossed it aside. She helped Savil to her feet,
and before the Hera d-Mage could even voice her need, snapped out a series of commands.



"Windblade, get teaand honey. Hawkflight, find Bright-star; he should be with his
weagpons-teachers. Dreamseeker, find Starwind and Moondance. Suncloud, get me three more guards.
Moveonit!"

The four so designated handed their weapons to comrades, and sprinted off. Firesong helped
Savil over to aseat on amagicaly smoothed boulder, supporting the Herald-Mage with one arm around
her shoulders.

"How long can you hold the Gate?" Firesong asked as soon as Savil was settled.

"Aslong as| haveto," Savil replied dryly. "Don't worry, the other terminusis secure. | wouldn't
put k'Trevainto any danger | could avoid.”

"Good." Firesong looked asif she might have said more, but the youngster sent off for tea
returned, as did the boy sent to fetch replacements. The guardsiwoman then had her attention fully
clamed by the newcomers.

Like every st Gate-terminus Savil had ever seen constructed by Tayledras, this onewasbuilt
around a cave-mouth. Unlike the last one, which she had hel ped shape, it was avery shallow cavethis
time; it went into the solid rock of the cliff-face scarcely more than two horse-lengths. The entrance had
been cleared of dirt down to the bare rock, and ringed with boulders. It wasn't wise to allow anything to
grow too near a place used often as a Gate-terminus; strange things happened to the plants. . . .

In spite of her claim to be able to hold the Gate, Savil was coming to the end of her strength. She
huddled with her hands cupped around the hot cup of tea, and shivered. They'd better come soon, she
thought, or 1'm going to lose this thing. We could call it up again, but that would take time, a good
day before I'd be fit to try. We have time, but | don't think we have that much.

But asif they heard her thoughts, Starwind and Moondance finaly made their entrance,
dramaticaly as aways, bondbirds on their shoulders. Savil looked up from her tea, sensing them, more
than hearing them-and there they were.

They were mages - Adepts, in fact - so their hair wasits normal silver-white, elaborately braided
and beaded, and flowing down past their waists. And being Adepts, they tended to a sense of the
flamboyant that showed in their fantastically designed green tunics.

Savil smiled weekly a them; they wasted no timein formal greetings on seeing the depleted state
shewasin. They moved as one to augment her own failing energy.

She sighed asthey each caught up one of her hands and she felt their energy flowing into her,
strong and pure. With one sitting on either side of her, feeding her power to replace what she had logt,
shefdt ableto talk to them.

It had been awhile since shewas last a k'Treva, but the years hadn't made much changein
either of her friends. It wasimpossibleto tel that Starwind was Savil's age, and Moondance only alittle
older than Vanyel. Adepts were long-lived, normally; node-magic tended to preserve them. Tayledras
Adepts were even more long-lived, for they lived amid acongtant flow of node-derived magic, magic that
touched even the non-Gifted, whether born or raised among them, bleaching their hair and eyesto silver
and bluein amatter of two years.

That bleaching effect was even more pronounced and took less time for the mages, asign that
working with node-magic changed them in deeper ways. The drawback was that when they did near the
end of their dlotted span - and not even an Adept could know when that would be - they would fail and
diewithin amatter of weeks, asthe magic burned them up from within.

Savil knew dl that, but growled, ™Y ou two have little smulacrums locked away somewhere,
don't you, that age for you."

"Now, Wingsster," Starwind chuckled, ™Y ou know that isn't true. Y ou could enjoy the benefits
we do, if you would accept our invitation to live here.”

"Cant," shesaid shortly. "I have duties, and we've been through all that. Listen, | need your help

Briefly, she outlined everything that had happened, and waited for their response.
Theinitid reaction was pretty much as she'd expected.
"Wedo not leave k'Treva," Moondance began, uneasily, when she had finished. ™Y ou know that.



Our placeis here, asit has been for centuries-"

"That, ash'ke'vriden, isno excuse," said alight tenor voice from just beyond the trees planted at
the edge of the"saf€" boundary. A huge, white owl winged slently into the clearing to perch ona
boulder, and following it was ayounger verson of thetwo Tayledras Adepts.

Except that instead of blue eyes, this striking young man had luminous silver, and therewas
something about the timbre of his strong, vibrant voice that would remind anyonewho heard it of Vanyd.

Hardly surprising, since Vanye was Brightstar's father - and gpparently Brightstar was going to
be Savil's unexpected dly.

"Y ou yoursdves have taught me that Tayledras have l€eft their territories at need before,”
Brightstar said, taking a stand beside hisowl, "and the world being what it is, likely will again." Helifted
his chin in away that reminded Savil irresstibly of Vanin one of hisaggressve moods. "If theneed is
great enough, what harm in answering it?"

Savil explained again, and Brightstar stiffened his back in outrage. "But you must go! | owe
Wingbrother Vanyd my very existence. | would go, if | knew how to dedl with these ‘leech-blades -" He
gpread his handsin agesture of helplessness. "But | cannot.”

"What, humility from the falcon who refused to admit there was any height he could not soar to?"
Starwind raised a sardonic eyebrow.

They weretaking thisalittle too lightly for her comfort, and evidently their adoptive son felt the
same. Brightstar glowered. "I do not think that we have time to waste while Vanyd liesin danger from
thisthing," he said. "And you are quite right that there are some things | am not suited for."

"So & last you recognize that yoursisthe Gift of changing the living and Hedling the earth, and
not things made by the hand of man.” Moondance looked up, thegtrically. "Has the sun turned green?
Arefishlearning to fly?"

"Ismy honored father going to return to the point?' Brightstar retorted. "The question is- Vanye
isin need of usand cannot come to us. How do we answer that need? | say you must go to him before
he comesto harm!™"

Starwind nodded reluctantly. "Vanye needs us, and indeed, we owe him much - but isour Clan
served by our leaving the Vae? Or would this bring harm that outweighs any good we could do? My
son, there are good reasons for kegping our presence as secret as we may.”

A palite cough interrupted them. Savil turned dightly, and saw that Firesong was standing there,
obvioudy waiting to be heard.

Starwind nodded &t her, and she coughed again, salf-conscioudy. "If you will excuse my
intrusion,” she said, standing at rigid attention with her hands clasped behind her, "It ssemsto methat the
better question would beif the Vae and Clan are harmed by your leaving. And | cannot see that this
would bethe case. The debt of k'Trevato Wing-brother Vanyd isahigh one, and our honor would bein
doubt if we did not proffer help when it was asked of us. In my opinion, and speaking as the head of the
scouts, | think that this overrides even our tradition of secrecy.”

"S0, | am twice rebuked,” Moondance said with adight smile. "And by theinfants. | do believe
that | hear aturtle singing.”

"L est the ground itself rise up to rebuke us athird time, shay'kreth'ashke,” Starwind said, risng
and holding out his hand to Savil, "or our son strike us down and drag us across the threshold, let us go.”

"I'm very glad to hear you say that, ke'chara,” Savil said, asthey walked toward the Gate, and
gteded themsalvesfor the shock of crossing.

"Whyfor?' Starwind asked, pausing on the threshold of the Gate itsdlf.

"Because," shesad, "I'm getting too old to hit attractive men over the head and carry them off.
And the sad part is, I'm s0 old that's the only way | can get them!”

And with that, she took his elbow and stepped across the threshold, taking him with her.

Though she was so exhausted that it felt like days since sheld left, it was hardly more than a
candlemark. Either weariness had made it seem longer, or time did odd things when you passed through
aGate.

Or both, she thought, turning to face her creation. No one really knows how the damn things



work, anyway: Someday maybe an artificer will discover how to make us fly, and we can do
without them altogether. If | had the choice between a nice journey in a comfortable seat, and one
of these gut-wrenching Gates, |'d take the journey every time.

She held up her hands and began unweaving her Gate, strand by careful strand, taking the
energies back into herself. Tediouswork, and dangerous; going too fast could send the power back into
her at arate she couldn't handle. And at her age, ashock likethat could al too easily kill her.

Then again, that journey would probably mean entrusting myself to the competence of strangers.
There's plenty of folk | wouldn't trust my baggageto, let done my safety. Ah, well, it'sanice dream,
ayway.

Building a Gate took mog, if not dl, of amage's energies, but taking it down put a szable amount
of that energy back. Savil wasfeding very much her cantankerous salf when she turned back to
Starwind.

"Well," she said, dusting her hands off on her tunic, "what kind of an entrance do you want to
meke?'

"Y our pardon?" Starwind replied, puzzled by her turn of phrase.

"Do you want thingsto stay as quiet as possible?" she asked. "Would you prefer we kept your
presence at Forst Reach a secret? It'd be hard, and frankly, we'd waste alot of magic doing it, but we
could, if that'swhat you want."

Starwind exchanged glances - and probably thoughts - with Moondance. He bit hislower lip,
and looked at her measuringly before replying.

"I am of two minds," he said. "And the first thought isthat it would be worth any effort to keep
our presence unknown. Y et if we wereto do that, we would be unable to accomplish many thingsthét |
would like. Moondance wishes to have speech of Vanye'sfather, for one. If we areto do such athing,
we must be here openly.”

Savil did her best to keep her surprise from showing. "I can't imagine why you'd want to talk to
Withen, but - dl right. So what's your choice?'

"Open," Moondance said promptly. "With as much dramaaswe may. If we areto bresk
Tayledras slence, then | say we should leave your folk with amemory that will follow them al their
days”

"You'll do more than that, my lad," Savil muttered, but nodded anyway. "However you want,”
shesaid alittlelouder. "I'd like you to look at Treesafirg, if you would. Van can wait alittle, and I'd
rather get her on her feet before Withen comes home and has hysterics.”

Starwind nodded. "L ead the way, Wingsister. We will follow your lead.”

| doubt that, shethought, but didn't say it.

It was worth every odd look she'd ever collected from the members of her family to see their
faces as she sailed into Treesa's sickroom, followed by the two Tayledras. They certainly knew how to
time thingsfor aparticularly dramatic entrance, she gave them that. She shoved open the doorsfirst, then
made ahaf-turn to seeif they were till coming - then, just before the doors swung completely shut, they
flowed through, side by side, and paused to look around.

There were roughly half adozen peoplein theroom, al told. The only two Savil recognized were
the Healer and Father Tyler, both of whom stared at the exotic Adepts with their mouths dowly faling
open.

Therest drew back asfar asthey could get; years of being told as children to "be good, or the
Hawkbrotherswill get you" were bound to have an effect. And no one could doubt for amoment that
these two were a pair of the fabled out-landers-for their birds were still perched calmly on their
shoulders, asif they passed through Gates and were carried around strange keeps every day of the
month.

Both birds were stark white now, though when Savil had last seen him, Starwind's bondbird, the
younger of the pair, was till marked with gray where the darker colorations hadn't yet bleached out. She
found hersdf marveling anew at the birds calm; no falcon in the Ashkevron mewswould sit unjessed and
unhooded on a human's shoulder, nor tolerate being taken al over the keep. But then, these birds were



to ordinary raptorswhat Shin'a'in warsteeds were to horses. Bred for centuriesto be the partners of
those they bonded with, their intelligence was alittle unnerving. Just now Starwind's bird was watching
Savil with aquiet, knowing look in its eyes, and M oondance's was watching the priest with what had to
be an expression of wicked amusement.

M oondance himself strode toward the bed where Treesa had been placed. Those at her bedside
melted out of hisway without asingle word. He held his hand briefly above her forehead, frowned for a
moment, and then announced without turning around, "'Y ou were correct, Wingsiger. Itissmple
mage-shock from being too near ablast. | can bring her out, if you'd like. It makes no differenceto her
recovery if sheisawakened now or later.”

"Doit now," Savil advised, "before Withen comes crashing in herelike abull withitstall onfire”

Moondance took both of Treesal's handsin his, and held them for amoment with his eyes closed.
Treesa began to tir, muttering unintelligibly under her breath. Moondance waited for amoment, then
opened hiseyes and caled her name, once.

"Treesa," he bresthed. Only that, but somehow the name took on the flavoring of everything she
was, and things Savil hadn't guessed she could be.

Treesds eyesfluttered open, and the first thing she focused on was M oondance.

"Oh -" shesaid, weakly. "My." She gulped, and blinked at the Tayledras asif she could not look
away from him, though he dazzled her. "Am - am | dead? Are - are you an angel ?'

Starwind was too polite to burst out laughing, but Savil could tell by histoo-cam expression and
the creases around his twinkling eyesthat he was doing his very best not to laugh at the notion of
Moondance as an angel.

Moondance is never going to hear the last of this, Savil thought, holding back asmile that
twitched the corners of her mouth despite the seriousness of the overal situation.

"No, my lady," Moondance said hdtingly in the tongue of Vademar. "'l am only afriend of your
son. We came hereto help him, and you aswell.”

"Tohelp-" All the color drained from Treesa'sface. "Van - how badly is he hurt? Dear gods -"

She struggled to Sit up, but the Healer prevented her from moving by holding her down with one
hand on her shoulder. Moondance put his hand atop the Hedler's, dliciting a gasp from both the Hedler
and Treesa

"We go to him now, my lady,” Moondance said, and smiled swestly. "Be at ease; dl will be
wdl."

And with that, he turned and swept out of the room, Starwind joining him so that they |eft asthey
had entered, together. Savil smiled at Treesa, asreassuringly as she could, and followed them.

"Whereisyoung Vanye ?' asked Starwind as soon asthey weredl in the stone-walled corridor.

"Up aflight and over ahit,” Savil told him, taking the lead again, and moving as quickly as her
aching hip would permit. "1 should warn you about something. Seems he'slifebonded again, thistimeto a
young Bard about hdf hisage-"

Starwind exchanged awry glance with Moondance. "Indeed? And where have | heard that tae
before?'

"I would have noidea," Savil replied, her tone heavy with irony. "Just becauise you were near
thirty and Moondance was dl of sixteen ... At any rate, the boy'swith him. Don't frighten him; heshad a
bad few hours, and he's part of the reason why | haven't been frantic to get you here."

Moondance looked puzzled, but Starwind nodded knowingly. "Ah. The blade feeds on both of
them. | had wondered why you were so cam about dl this."

"So long as you didn't take aweek to make up your minds, | reckoned we had time." She
paused outside Vanye's door. "Here. And remember what | told you."

Thistime Starwind held the door open for her, and followed her inside with no dramétics at al.
Stefen, whitefaced, was absorbed in Van - so completely that he didn't even notice they were there until
Starwind laid agentle hand on his shoulder.

Stefen jumped; he looked up at the Tayledras Adept, and hiseyes grew very large, and very
round. His mouth opened, but he couldn't seem to make a sound.



"We are hereto help young Vanyd, little one,” Starwind said kindly. "But for usto do so, you
must move away from him."

Stefen lurched to hisfeet, knocking over the chair held been sitting on, and backed away,
tripping over it in the process. Moondance caught him before he fell, and Savil wondered for amoment if
the poor boy was going to faint on the spot. He recovered, and edged over to Savil, standing dightly
behind her, his eyes never once leaving the Tayledras.

Starwind held one finger near to the leech-blade, but did not touch it. " A nasty piece of work,
that," he said in hisown tongue to Savil. "More than ordinary malice went into its making."

"But can you get rid of it?" Savil asked anxioudly.

"Oh, aye. Not easlly, but it isby no meansthe hardest task | have ever undertaken. Ashke -"

M oondance nodded, and moved to stand immediately behind him, with one hand resting lightly
on his shoulder. Starwind ripped part of the ornamentd silk from his deeve; the cloth parted with a sound
like the snarl of ahunting cat. He wrapped the bit of silk around his hand, and only then grasped the hilt
of the leech-blade.

"Now we give it something e seto seek after," he murmured, and held his other hand afew
thumblengths away from the wicked little knife. Invoking Mage-Sight, Savil Saw that his hand glowed
with life-force; far more than Vanyd possessed, even at the core of him. And she Saw how the blade
loosened its hold on the Herd d-Mage; how it turned in Starwind's hand, and lurched out of the wound
like a hunger-maddened wessdl .

"Not thistime, | think," Starwind said doud, pulling his unprotected hand away before the
writhing blade could strikeit. "Now, ashke -"

Moondance made an arc of pure power between histwo hands, and Starwind brought the blade
downintoit.

Thething shrieked.

Stefen screamed, and clasped his hands over hisears. Savil very nearly did the same. The only
reason she didn't try to block her ears was because she knew it wouldn't do any good. That hideous
screaming was purely mental.

The scream of the blade continued for four or five breaths, then, as suddenly asit had begun, the
thing fell sllent. Moondance damped the power-arc, and when Savil's eyes and Mage-Sight recovered
from the dazzle, she saw that Starwind held only ahilt. The blade itself was gone, and the air reeked of
charred silk.

"Andthat," the Tayledras said with satisfaction, turning the blackened hilt over in his hand, and
examining it carefully, "isthat." He looked up a Savil. "And now, dearest Wingsister, we four can dl join
to bring our brother back to us."

Shewas placing her hands over Moondance's when she redlized what held said.

Four? Huh. Wdl, why not?

"Come here, lad," she said over her shoulder to Stefen, who was hovering worriedly in the
background. "They won't bite you."

"Much," Moondance said, in her tongue, with ady grin for Stefen. Oddly enough, that seemed to
relax him.

"What can | do?" he asked, taking his place at Savil'sside.

"l have noidea,”" she admitted. "But he knows. So let's both find out.”

Starwind smiled, and placed his hands atop theirs.

Savil took along, deep breath and looked quickly down a Vanyd. He was breathing normaly,
deeply adeep, and his color was back. He'll probably wake up in a candlemark or so. '‘Fandes will
be out about as long.

"What happened?' Stef asked, dazedly. "What did we do?"

"Sit, Singer," Moondance said, pushing him down onto the bed. "We gave young Vanyd apath
back to himsdf, and the strength to return upon it. But that strength came from us, you most particularly,
and you should now rest." He nodded at the bed. "Thereis plenty of room there, and Vanyed would fedl
comforted by your presence.”



"Hewould?' The youngster looked on hislast legs, but was stubbornly refusing to admit his
weariness. "Wdll - if you think so -"

"] think s0." Moondance threw alight blanket over the Bard's shoulders. "Rest. Y ou do not
hasten hisrecovery by fretting."

"If you-" he stifled ayawn "'- say s0."

Moondance shook his head at Starwind. " Children. Was | that stubborn-minded?’ he asked in
Tayledras.

"Oh, you wereworse." Starwind grinned, and took Savil by the elbow. "Kindly show uswhere
we will be staying, Wingsigter. | think we will have to remain here some few days more, ese Vanye will
foolishly exert himsdf and it will bedl to do again.”

:And just what do you have up your sleeve?: sheasked him. :You'reright, of course, but
there's more that you aren't telling the boy.:

:Perceptive as always,: hereplied. :I wish you to hear this from Moondance, however .

She nodded at Moondance, who joined them at the door. "Sleep, Stefen,” he ordered as he
closed it. Anindistinct mumble came from the generd direction of the bed. It sounded like agreement.

"In the absence of anyone e se | guess!'ll make the decision of where to put you two," Savil said.
"And because | don't know where dse, | guess you might as well take the room next to Van's."

She opened the door to the next guest room, which looked about the same as Vanyd'sinthedim
light; with Forst Reach entertaining as many as a hundred visitors during the course of ayear, no room
ever sat long enough to take on an air of disuse. The only real sign that it was not occupied was the fact
that the shutters were closed, and what light there was leaked in through the cracks.

"So, now, what was it you wanted to tell me about?' Savil asked Starwind, closing the door
behind him. The older Tayledras went directly to the window and threw the shutters open.

"Not I," he said, "but Moondance." He sat on the window ledge and leaned out, looking with
interest-though real or feigned, Savil couldn't tell which-at the grounds below.

"Wdl?' she asked impatiently of Moondance. The Heding-Adept |ooked very uncomfortable.

"I do not know how much you give credenceto our beliefs," he said doubtfully.

"Depends on which one," she replied, Sitting on the edge of the bed. "If it's the one about how
people should liveintrees, | il think you're out of your mind.”

Heignored the sdly. "Wethink - and have proved, insofar as such athing is possible to prove -
that souls are reborn, sometimes even crossing species boundaries. Rebirth into something of like
intelligence, ahertas perhaps being reborn asa kyree, or a kyree asahuman -"

"Mugt makethingsinteresting a dinnertime," Sawil jibed.

Heglared a her. She gave him asardonic stare right back.

"Thisisal very fascinating philosophy, but | don't seewhat it hasto do with Van," she pointed
out, tilting her head alittle.

Moondance shook hishead. "Not with Vanyd - with the Singer.”

"Stef?' sheexclaimed increduloudy. "Why on earth Stefen? And why isit important?'

"Because my shay'kreth'ashke believes- asdo | - that your Stefen is, or was, the young one
cdled Tylendd,” Starwind called from the window.

Savil'sfirsgt reaction was surprise, then skepticism. "What, just because they lifebonded? Redlly,
isn't that alittle too neet, too pat? It makes avery nicetae, but -" She shrugged.

"No," Moondance said, walking to the window to stand beside Starwind. "No, it is not because
of the lifebond, or not primarily. There are other things-memory traces of Vanye many years ago, ties
other than the lifebond." He paused, and looked up at the celling asif gathering histhoughts. "And there
are reasons, pressing reasons, for thisto have happened. The bond between Tylendel and Vanye was
strong, stronger even than mogt lifebonds | have seen. Thereis adebt owed to Vanye because of what
happened. Thereis unfinished business because Tylendd failed asaHerald." Helooked at her
expectantly for amoment, then shrugged. "I could go on at length, but that would only bore you.”

"I doubt it," Savil replied, fascinated in pite of her Skepticism. "But | can't seewhat relevance it
hasto the current Stuation, ether.”



Starwind left the window. "Only that the past has bearing on the present, and will color what
happensin the present.”

"So, should | tell them about this speculation of yours?' she asked curioudy.

"Ah." Starwind clasped his hands behind his back, and gave hislifebonded awry smile. "That is
wherewe differ. | think perhapsyes, but | do not fed at al as strongly as Moondance, and am willing to
be overruled.”

"And | think that on no account should you tell them,”" Moondance said adamantly, leaning his
back againgt the windowframe. "But our reasonsfor our fedings are much the same.”

"Wefed," Starwind took up the thread of conversation, “that this relationship should be
permitted to devel op without the baggage of the previous one. It is not the same set of circumstances at
al, their meeting and bonding; nor are their relative status or agesthe same. Therefore | think they should
betold so that they may avoid misunderstandings that echoes of the past may bring.”

"And | think that being told will only bring problems; that VVanyd will ceaseto reect to Stefen as
he has become, and that he will begin behaving in waysthat will warp the relationship out of all
recognition and health." Moondance crossed hisarms over his chest, and looked very stubbornly at
Savil.

"I can think of one problem right off,” she said dowly. "If Van thinks Stef'shisold love, he'slikely
to do one of two things - pay more attention to Stef's opinions and advice, or less. Nether ishedthy.
Stefs got agood head on those shoulders, but he also hasalot of growing up to do yet. Right now Van's
giving him about the same amount of dack hed give any lad hisage, and listening to him when he makes

"Which istheway it should remain,” Moondance concluded.

She shook her head at Starwind. "Sorry, old friend, but my vote goes with Moondance.”

He shrugged. "' had aready told you | did not fed that strongly; | am content to be overruled.”

"To change the topic, how long do you want to stay?* she asked. "I'll haveto tell Withen
something when he gets back.”

"Three days, perhapsfive. No more, certainly.” Starwind shook his hair back. "Two daysto
keep Vanye from overexerting, then however long it takesto unravel who did thisthing, and why."

"If we can," Moondance said with resignation. "It is by no means certain. But with four Adepts at
work, the odds are that what can be uncovered, will be."

"Which brings meto arequest, dearest Wingsigter," Starwind grinned. "Do you think this placeis
capable of producing garments of asuitable szefor us? It ssemsthat we forgot to pack. ..."

"Oh, probably nothing good enough for you, you preening snow-birds," Savil grinned wryly, "but
we may be able to rummage up something."”

Tweve

Y et another of Treesa's ladies had Savil and the elder Tayledras trapped in a conversation, this
time just outside the keep as Starwind sent his falcon up for some exercise. There was no reason for this
one-sided discourse; sheld doneit purely for an excuse to gawk at the exotic. Savil closed her eyesfor a
moment, and wished that the chattering child-woman would cometo the point. "This," said Starwind
under hisbreath, in hisown language, "isnot afamily, itisasmdl amy. And hdf of them are mad." He
nodded to the young woman, smiled, and tried to interject asingleword. "It -"

Sheran right over the top of him without pausing for breath, and without taking her eyesfrom
Starwind'sface. "But my mother's cousin twice removed, you know, the Kyliera Grove Brendewhins not
the Anderlin's Freehold lot, the oneswho -"

:Does she never cease speaking?: Starwind asked. :Even in sleep?:

:Not to my knowledge,: Savil replied the sameway.

:Then | shall have to do something rude to free us from the chains of her words,: hetold

:You're forgiven in advance,: Savil assured him.



Suddenly, with no forewarning whatsoever, Starwind's white gyrfacon swooped down out of the
sky above them, and dove at the girl, missing her by agoodly distance, but frightening her into Slence.
Thebird hovered just over Starwind's head, screaming at her, threatening to dive again.

"Y our pardon,” Starwind said, with acompletely disarming smile, "but | think my bird must have
taken adidiketo your apparel. | have never seen him act in thisway before. He must believe that you are
athrest to me."

The bird dove again, and thistime the girl shrieked and fled. Starwind held up hisarm, and the
facon settled on it immediately, then hopped to his shoulder and began preening itself with every sign of
being completdly cam.

Kelan wandered up, and put her nose up to the bird. It reached out with its wicked beak and
gently nibbled at her upper lip before resuming its preening.

A bird with sense,: Kdlan told her Chosen, awicked twinklein her eye. :1 was considering
charging you three just before Starwind asked Asheena to threat-dive.:

:The only problemwith that is Lytherill would never have believed threat out of you,: Savil
sad. : She believes in the unquestionable goodness and purity of Companions.:

Kellan hung her head and moaned. :Does this mean | can expect her to garland me with
roses, try to hug my neck, and speak to me in babytal k?:

Savil laughed. :No love, she's not quite that young, though a couple of years ago, before she
discovered boys, you'd have been in danger.:

:How close are you to finding out what that mage was up to?: Kellan asked, with thekind of
abrupt change of subject Savil had come to expect from her over the years.

:Close. Well probably be able to run the spells tomorrow.:

:Indeed, Wingsister.: A new mind-voice entered the conversation and both Savil and her
Companion suppressed startlement. Adepts - or very powerful Mindspeakers - were so few that Savil
seldom remembered that the Tayledras shared with Vanye the ability to "overhear” any conversation
that was not shielded againgt them. : Pardon,: he said gpologeticdly. : Yes, we should be prepared
enough and Vanyel recovered enough to make the attempt tomorrow. Would the one who struck
him were still in condition to be questioned.:

Starwind sent hisfalcon up once more, thistime in response to a pigeon taking wing from the
keep eaves. Wild raptors, Savil knew, missed more often than they struck, but Tayledras bondbirds
seldom stooped without akill at the end. Starwind had his eyes closed, and his entire body stiffened with
tenson as hishird dove. A scream of triumph rang out as the bird pulled up for the kill and Starwind
shivered alittle, atiny smile of satisfaction on hislips, asthe facon'staons struck home.

The gyrfacon carried its prey to the roof to feed, and Starwind opened hiseyesand smiled a
little more broadly at Savil'sknowing grin.

"Fantasizing someone other than apigeon at the end of that stoop, hmm?"' Savil asked.

"1?7" Starwind was dl innocence. And Savil didn't believe it for amoment.

"You. If | had that bastard in my reach right now - never mind. Come on, lef'sfinishthiswalk.”
Savil headed out into the paddocks, and Starwind fell in beside her, Kelan following noisdesdy behind.

"Asfor being waylaid by half-grown girls, haf the problems you and Moondance are having you
brought on yourselves," shetold him frankly. ™Y ou two insisted on being spectacular, well, now you see
what happensto a spectacle. I'm sorry, but | can't fed terribly sorry for you."

"I would not have inssted, had | known the sheer number of inhabitantsin thisplace," he replied
ruefully. "Gods of my fathers- five families, with no less than seven children in each, hundreds of
men-at-arms, and then there are the servants, the fosterlings -" He shook hishead in disbelief. "K' Treva
islittlelarger, and it isan entire clan! It staggerstheimagination.”

"And every one of those peopleisdying for aclose-up look at you," Savil sighed. "I tried to warn
you."

"Thewarning cametoo late." He shrugged. "Though - | am glad to have met Withen'sfa coner,
for dl that he sdlivates every time helooks upon our winged brothers. And | am doubly glad to have met
Vanyd'sfather and mother.”



Savil gtrolled over to afence surrounding thefield that held the yearling fillies, and leaned on it,
putting one foot on the lowest rung. "Withen's gotten better the last five years or so. | must say, I'm rather
proud of him. Most men go more hidebound with age, but the old bastard seems to have relaxed some of
his attitudes. Hellfires, he hardly ever bellows at me anymore.”

"Y ou think s0?" Starwind replied, looking out over thefidd. "That isgood. That is very good.”

But why it was good, he refused to say.

Every night after dinner, Withen and Treesahad taken to inviting the Tayledras, Savil and Vanyd
up to their private suite or (more often, since the weether was excellent) out to the secluded side porch
Vanyel had favored before the orchard incident. In part, it was out of pity - to get them away from the
Forst Reach hordes. And after thefirst evening, they included Stefen in on the invitation, athough the
Bard begged off, saying he had promised to entertain the younger t.

Tonight was no exception, but thistime Vanyd, too, had gracefully asked pardon to decline. He
didn't give areason, but Savil told Withen as shejoined the group out on the porch that he was missing
an unusua experience.

"What isit?" Withen said curioudy, handing Starwind a cup of wine. Hed had servantsline the
porch with festival-lanterns so that the place was well, but not brightly, lit.

"Someone managed to goad your son and hisfriend into chalenging each other, musicaly
spesking,” shereplied. "That's what they're up to right now, in front of most of the younglings of the keep
- no, Treesa, trust me, it isn't anything you want to subject yoursdlf to."

Treesahad begun to rise, but sank back down to her seat. "I do trust you, but why?1 trust Van
not to do anything that would upset the children's parents, so it can't be a bawdy-song contest, can it?”

"No, it'snot,” Savil said, grinning. "It'sa bad song contest. They've chalenged each other to
come up with the worst songs they know. Trite, badly-rhymed, badly-scanned-you nameit. Right now
Van's going through some piece of drivel about being trapped in amagic circle for seventeen years, and it
sounds like it may take seventeen yearsto sing it.”

Treesalaughed. "It may, at that," she said, and filled a cup for the younger Tayledras.

Moondance took it, but hisface was sober. "Lady Treesa, Lord Withen, | have agreat wish to
speak of something with you, and asit concerns your son, | think this moment of his absence givesme
the opportunity. If you will permit." He paused, and looked first into Treesds eyes, then into Withen's. "It
isnot comfortable.”

Treesadropped her gaze, but nodded. Withen cleared histhroat. "Nothing about my sonis
particularly comfortable. I'm not sure he was ever created to inspire comfort. | think | would like to hear
what you haveto say. No, | would not like it, but | think | should heer it."

M oondance sighed, and sat down on the stonerailing.

"Then, let metedl you something about avery young man, aboy, named Talo."

Savil was considerably more than alittle surprised; M oondance found the tory of his own past
so painful that he had rarely divulged it to anyone. She knew it, of course; she had found theboy . . . she
had brought him to Starwind, nearly dead.

Moondancetold his story in asfew words as possble, hisvoice flat and without emotion.

"Somethirty yearsago, in avillage far from here, there lived aboy named Tdlo. Hewasa
recluse, alone runner, an odd boy, given more to thought than deed. His parents hoped he would
become avotary, and sent him to the priest to learn - but in the priest's books he found what he was truly
Gifted with. Magic. His parents did not understand this, nor did they sympathize, for their lives had little
to do with magic and mages. This made him further alone, more different, and his parents began to try to
force him back to their own smpleways. It wastoo late for that - there were arguments. There were
more when they attempted to bring him to wed, and he refused. He could not tell them what he felt, for
what he yearned for were those of his own sex, and such athing was forbidden.”

Moondance's soft voice did not betray the pain the Tayledras Adept felt. Savil knew; no one
better - but certainly Withen could never have guessed.

"One summer, after awinter of arguments and anger, there came atroupe of gleemen to the
village - one among them was very handsome, and quite different from hisfelows. Thusit wasthat Tallo



learned he was not the only boy to fed yearnings of that kind. They becamelovers - then they were
discovered. Both were beaten and cast out of the village. In anger Tallo's lover repudiated him - and in
pain and anger, Tdlo cdled lightnings down upon him."

Moondance sighed, and shook his head. "He did not mean even to hurt, only to frighten - but he
did not know enough to control what he called, and the young gleeman died in agony, crying out Talo's
name. And in remorse for what he had done, Tallo tried to take hisown life. It was Herad Savil who
found him, who brought him to her new friend, Starwind of the k'Treva. Who was aso shay'a’chern, and
Heded the young boy in body and spirit - but ill, there was such grief, such remorse, that Talo felt
something must be given in sacrifice to the harm he had done. So did Tdlo die, and in his place came
Moondance."

Withen started. M oondance glanced sideways at him, and only now did the Tayledras show any
emotion. "Taloisno more" he said, hisvoice subdued. "And no onein Talo's village would know
Moondance. The Tayledras are Soriesto frighten children with, and they would not dare to recognize
him. Those that were hisfamily would only be afraid of what he has become. Never can the one who
became M oondance reconcile with hisfamily; he did not when hewas Tdlo, and now it isimpossible to
do so. And that, Lord Withen, Lady Treesa, is a desperate sadness.”

He sipped hiswine, as the insects sang in the darkness around them, and the lightsin the lanterns
flickered.

"It ssemsto me, Lord Withen," Starwind said, findly, just before the long silence became too
much to bear, "that aman's life must be judged by what he has done withit. Y our son isahero, not only
to your people, but to ours, to the peoples of Baires and Lineas, even to some outside the Borders of
your realm. Look at the good he has done - and yet alwayswith him is adeep and abiding hurt, because
he fedsthat you have seen nothing of the good he has done, that you fed heis something evil and
undean.”

Withen swalowed his cup of winein asingle gulp. He stared up at the starsfor along time, then
lowered hiseyesto meet Starwind's for just amoment. He dropped them, then toyed with his cup, until
the silence grew too much evenfor himto bear.

He cleared histhroat, and furrowed his brow, looking very unhappy. "Thank you. Y ou've given
mealot to think about,” he said, awkwardly, and turned to lock gazes with Moondance. "Both of you
have. And | promiseyou that | will think about it." He looked down at his cup, asif he was surprised to
find it empty. "I think a the moment that | have had quite enough winefor one night." He smiled
suddenly, stood up, and held out his hand to Treesa, who took it with a surprised expression. "By now
that little contest should be over, and | do believe I'd like to find out who - and what - won."

And with that, he set his cup down, aided Treesato her feet, and exited with a certain ponderous
grace.

Savil blinked, and took asip of her own wine. "What was that supposed to accomplish?’ she
asked. "And why on earth did you broach that subject now?"

Moondance put down his cup of wine untasted. "It was something that needed Hedling," he
replied. "1 have done my poor best, and we may only see what time will bring."

Starwind nodded without spesking.

Savil looked up at the velvet of the night sky; no moon tonight, which made the stars seem dl the
brighter. "It fdt right, if my opinion means anything to you," shesaid a last. "Right words, right time. If
anything isgoing to happen -"

"Itisin Withen'shands," Starwind sighed, then stretched. "Gods of my fathers - if thereis
anything more difficult than dealing with the heart, | do not know what it may be. | antomy rest.”

"And | to mine" Savil said, putting her cup down. "Tomorrow is another day."

"Y es. And tomorrow we shal have finished the preliminaries over that evil hilt. Tomorrow we
shall look into its past, and that of itswielder." Moondance shook his head. "Thiswill not be pleasant.”

"No," Savil agreed, moving toward the door with the other two. "And | don't think the answers
we're going to get will be pleasant either. So let's enjoy our peace while we have it, hmm?"

"Indeed.” Starwind said, pausing to let her precede him. "For itisdl too flegting and fragilea



thing, peace.”

Vanyd knew that Savil would have been happier in afortified Work Room, but the current
gtuation wouldn't dlow it. Thereredly was no place suitablein al of the keep. The Tayledras felt more
comfortable out-of-doors, and the orchard was the place where the strange mage had died, so to the
orchard they had dl come. Savil had brought a cushion with her; the ground was too much for her bones.
The Tayledras sank down in their placeswith no sign of discomfort at al. Vanye wished belatedly that
he had thought to bring something to sit on, but it wastoo late now.

They sat inacircle, but with their backs to each other, rather than face-to-face. All four of them
would see this reenactment of the recent past; dl four of them would Hear the thoughts that had been
strong enough to have left an imprint there. They were looking outward, not inward, and hence, the
Sedting arrangemen.

They weredl in place now, as Vanyd eased himsdf down between Savil and Starwind.

Thelittle circle did not include Stefen, who was keeping Treesa and her ladies occupied and out
of the mages way, but it was Starwind's opinion that he was better employed in that capacity thanin
watching them work magic he could not participatein.

Vanyel unwrapped the blackened hilt and laid it on the bare earth. He looked up at Savil, whose
expression made him think that her insides were probably in knots. Y ou don't have to do this, you
know," he reminded her. "Y ou don't have to help.”

"I know that," shereplied, "but I'd worry mysdif to bits until you three finished thislittle exercise.
I'd rather beinonit.”

Vanyel nodded. "All right, then. Let'slink."

Helinked to Savil, while Starwind gathered Moondance in; familiar bondsto familiar. Then the
two havesjoined, forming ameld that was as close to seamless as anything Van had ever seen. It helped
that the four of them had wielded magics as agroup before; it also helped that their friendship was as
close asit was. But what made thiswork wasthat al four of them had actualy trained together. They
would take turns as leader and supportersin this, and there was no room for temperament or pride.

Savil took thelead for thefirst part; invoking from the hilt and from the blood-soaked ground the
mage's last moments.

The peaceful orchard and his companions vanished from Vanyd's sight. Now he approached a
ring of Treesasladies, ligening to Stefen'smusic, asif he rode upon the mage's shoulder, and Vanye
knew that the others were Seeing what he Saw. All of the stranger's surface thoughts were open to them
for that time period. Savil froze the scene at the moment the mage had attacked Treesa and Stefen, and
they read then what was uppermost in hismind.

Vanyd was o sartled he nearly fell out of the link. The man he had captured in the Wood and
this mage might just aswell have been two entirely different people! Not only was this mage not crazed,
but his attitudes were dragticdly different, aswell aswhat could be read of his past history and training.

The mage had not known that Vanyel was home; he had deduced who Vanyd was quickly
enough, but had entrapped him by pure accident. He had been assuming that he would trap Withen's
house-mage; most nobles outside Vademar had one, to weave protections for themselves and their
interests. Since he hadn't detected any of the arcane protections that would have shown him Withen's
house-mage had a Work Room, he had supposed that his enemy must be some kind of woods witch, or
hedge-wizard, to do dl of his spdlcasting out-of-doors. The Wood, with al of itsresdua magics, would
have been perfect for that. So the stranger had waited, snare at the ready, for the first sign of spellcasting.
He had expected to catch another hedge-wizard.

He had gotten Vanyd. Thiswas rather akin to setting atrap for asparrow and catching a
firebird. The menta blow that knocked him unconscious had caught him completely by surprise.

So when he came to, he had done so behind a screen prepared for just such an occasion. He
had retreated behind a disguise that had been crested for him by another mage - just in case he had
discovered that the one he intended to neutralize had been more powerful than he. Thiswasthe false
personawhaose thoughts Vanyed had skimmed, the madman who interpreted everything as an attack or a
threet to himsdif.



At this point the stranger had till not known that held caught Vanyd; he had only thought that
Withen's house-mage was far more skilled than he had guessed. 1t wasn't until Vanye actualy cameinto
hisline-of-sght that he had redlized who and what had caught him.

That had been the spark of recognition Vanye had seen. After that, the man buried himself even
deeper beneath the false persona, deciding to fal back on his secondary plan.

That involved getting insde Forst Reach itself-and VVanye played right into his hands by taking
himto Father Tyler.

He'd waited for Vanyel to probe him more carefully, and had been relieved when VVan wastoo
preoccupied to seeif there was anything behind the persona-screen. That made hisjob al the easier.

He had disposed of Father Tyler, and had gone looking for Treesa or Withen. He'd found out
where they were by the smple expedient of asking a servant. Then held gone hunting.

The final thought Vanyd read as the mage prepared to launch the leech-blade at Treesawas that
his master would be very pleased.

That was, maddeningly, al.

Savil tried to Read farther into the past than the moment of the attack, but once he was off Forst
Reach lands, the mage had been screened and shielded, and there was nothing there to be Read. There
was no image in the mage's mind connected with this "master”; held never seen the unknown magein
person. The "master had only given him his orders, then given him the meansto carry them out - he had
st up the disguise-persona, had screened his servant against detection and back-Reading while off the
Forst Reach lands, and had constructed the twin leech-blades for him.

The mage had only been atool in the hands of someone bigger.

Vanye shook off his disappointment, and began gently disengaging himsalf from the spell.
Gradudly the frozen scene faded from Mage-Sight and ordinary sight; then, with an abrupt,
gut-wrenching shudder, it vanished completely, and Vanye was back in the present, with anumb behind,
and far too many unanswered questions.

He got up, breaking the circle, and stretched. He stood staring at the tree just in front of him for a
while, trying to get everything held learned and everything he hadn't learned sorted out. When he turned
around, Starwind was staring a him, adight frown on hislips.

"Y ou do redlize what this attack means, do you not?' he said to Vanyel. "That you were
vulnerable to the leech-blade was the purest accident; if you had been warded against magic the thing
would have had no purchase upon you. Nevertheless, you were the target; the mage recognized you and
knew that. He was to destroy you by indirect means, by destroying those you love. The one who sent
him does not want to confront you - but does want you eliminated. Thistime the targets were to be Lady
Treesa, Lord Withen, or both - hence the two blades.”

"The protections| put on them won't hold against direct attacks," Savil admitted unhappily. "1
can't stop an n. | don't think thisis going to end with one attack, either, not with what | picked up.
Van, | don't know what to say."

Vanyel sighed, and ran hisfingersthrough hishair. "It'snothing | haven't anticipated, Savil. That's
aways been my wordt fear, you know that. But if there is somebody, some powerful enemy of mine out
there-where has he been al thistime? What does he redly want? And ishejust my enemy, orishe
Vaddemar'senemy aswdl?’

M oondance stretched as Starwind clasped his shoulders and rubbed them absently. " This comes
asquite asurpriseto usaswell, Wingbrother. We are reclusive, yes, but there are still sgnsof such a
mage asthis"master" seemsto be which we should have detected long before this.”

Vanyd offered Savil hishandsto pull her to her feet. "Except that you have apeculiar blind spot,
my friends" Savil, said, accepting the aid. ™Y ou never look outside your own territory. Even the Shin'a'in
Clanswork together, but you don't; each of your Clans operates on its own. That's your strength, but
that's dso your weakness."

"Strength or weakness, it matters not,” Starwind said shortly. "The question is, how isVanyel to
ensure the continued safety of his parents? As you have pointed out, Wingsister, thisis not going stop at
one attack."



"Thereésonly onething | cando,” Vanyd said. "Since | can't be wherethey are-"

"Get them to move to where you are.” Savil shook her head. "I don't know, Van. That may be
harder than getting yoursdlf transferred to Forst Reach.”

"That may be" Vanyd said grimly, "Buit it hasto be done."

Dinner wasacold lump in Vanyd's ssomach, and his weariness made the lamplight seem harsher
than it redly was.

"....I haveno choicebut toinsst on this, Father,” Vanye concluded, clasping his hands around
hisae mug, and staring at the surface of the table. "I know you never want to leave Forst Reach - and
the gods know you never asked to have a Herald-Mage for a son. I'm asking this because | haveto. |
can't protect you, Savil can't protect you, Randale can't afford to keep a Herald here full-time to keep
you safe; there aren't enough of them, and nothing lesswould do it. Y ou could hire al the guards you
wanted to; none of them would do any good against amage. Hire amage, and whoever thisiswill send a
better one. Thisenemy of mine knows me very well, Father. If you or Mother died because of what | am
- 1 - 1I'd never get over it." Helooked up; at Withen'stroubled face, and at Treesas frightened one.
"Thereésno help for it, Father. Y ou'll have to take up the Council seet for this district and move to Haven.
Everyone would be glad to seeyou iniit, and Lord Enderby never wanted it in the first place. You'd do a
good job, and the Council could use your experience.”

Treesasighed happily and lost her fear ingtantly; she had wanted to move to Haven for years,
ever sncethelast of her children wedded. "Oh, Withen," she said, her eyes sparkling, ™Y ou must! I've
hoped for thisfor so long-"

Withen winced. "1 think you mean you've hoped for areason to make me go to the capitd, and
not that the reason would be that were in danger otherwisel”

Treesa pouted. She'd recovered very quickly, showing aresilience that Moondance called
"remarkable." "Of coursethat'swhat | meant! Withen, for al that you like to pretend that you'reaplain
and smple man, you've been running not only Forst Reach, but most of the county aswell. And you very
wdl know it. When something goeswrong, where'sthe first keep they go to? Here, of course. And it
isn't to ask advice of Meked! | think Vanisright; | think you'd make afine Councillor.”

Withen shook his head, and took along drink of ale. "Ah, Treesa, | hate politics, you know
that-and now you want meto go fling myself into them right up to the neck -"

Vanye put hismug down. I'm going to have to shock himinto taking the seat, or he'll go,
and pine away with boredom. "Father, it's either that, or move to Haven without anything to do but St
around the Court al day and trade stories with the other spavined old war-horses," he said bluntly. "I
was offering you an option that would give you something useful to do. Y ou are going to Haven, whether
or not you likeit. I cannot afford to leave you here."

Withen bristled. "So I'm a spavined old war-horse, am 1?7

Vanye didn't riseto the bait. Withen expected him to try and back down, and he couldn't, not
with so much riding on his persuading Withen that he wasright. "In asense, yes, you'retoo old to rgoin
the Guard, even asatrainer. There's nothing el se therefor you. But that Council seat is crying for
someone competent to fill it, and you are competent, you're qualified, and you won't play politicswith
Vademar's safety at stake - and that puts you ahead of haf the other Councillors, so far as| can see.
And you, Father, aretrying to change the subject.”

Abruptly, Withen put his mug down and held up both handsin surrender. "All right, al right. I'll
take the damned seat. But they'll get me as| am. No Court garb, no jewels and furbel ows. Treesa can
dressup al shelikes, but I'm aplain man; | dways have been, and | dwayswill be."

Vanyd's shoulders sagged with relief. "Father, you can be anything you like; you'll be arefreshing
change from some of the butterfly-brains we have on the Grand Council. Trust me, you won't be aone.
There are two or three-other old war-horses - no more 'spavined' than you, | might add - former
Bordermen like you, who have pretty much the same attitudes. And | say, thank the godsfor dl of you."

Withen glowered. "I'm only going because you've got work for me," he said, grumbling. "Meke
may think he runs Forst Reach, but Treesas right: when theréstrouble, it's me they dl cometo.”

All the better for Meke, Vanyd thought. Let him make his own mistakes and learn from



them.

But what he said was, "Then it'stime to expand your stewardship, Father. Morethantime. |
think you will serve Vademar aswell or better than you served Forst Reach.”

He started to get up, when Withen's hand on hiswrist stopped him. "Son," hisfather said,
earnestly. "Did you redly mean that about how you'd be hurt if something happened to your mother or
me?"

"Father -" Vanyd closed hiseyes, and sank back into his seat, swallowing an enormouslumpin
histhroat. "Father, | would be devastated. | would be absolutely worthless. And somehow this mage
knowsthat, which iswhy it's so important for you to be somewhere safe. Vademar needs me, and needs
me undamaged. And | need you. You're my parents, and | love you." He took a deep breath; what he
was going to say was very hard, and it had cost him alot of soul-searching. "I can't change the past,
Father, but | can manage things better in the future. Y ou've been very - good - about my relationship with
Stef. If it would make you fed better, though, I'll seetoit that heand | - don't see much of each other.
That way you won't have - what | am - rubbed in your nose at Haven."

Withen flushed, and looked down at thetable. "That's. . . that's very good of you, son. But |
don't want you to do that."

Vanyd bit hislip with surprise. "Y ou don't? But -"

"You'remy son. | tried to seeto it that you learned everything | thought was important. Honor.
Honesty. That there are things more important than yourself. It ssemsto me you've been living up to
those things." Withen traced the grain of the table with athick forefinger. " Theres only one way you ever
disappointed me and - | don't know, Van, but-it just doesn't seem that important when you stack it up
againg everything else you've ever done. | don't see where I'd have been any happier if you'd been like
Meke. | might have been worse off. Two blockheadsin onefamily isenough, I'd say."

Withen looked up for amoment, then back down at his cup. "Anyway, what I'm trying to say is-
isthat | love you, son. I'm proud of you. That youngster Stefen is a good-hearted lad, and I'd like to
think of him asone of thefamily. If hell put up with us, that is. | can understand why you like him."
Withen looked up again, met Vanyd's eyes, and managed aweek grin. "Of course, I'll - admit that I'd
have been aded happier if he wasagirl, but - he's not, and you're attached to him, and any fool can see
he's the same about you. Y ou've never been oneto flaunt yoursalf -" Withen blushed, and looked away
again. "l don't seeyou starting now. So - you and Stef stay the way you are. After al these years, | guess
I'm findly getting used to the idea.”

Vanyd's eyes stung; he wiped them with the back of hishand. "Father - | -1 don't know what to

"If you'll forgive me, son, for how I've hurt you, I'll forgive you,” Withen replied. He shoved his
seet away from the table and held out hisarms. "I haven't hugged you since you werefive. I'd liketo
catch up now."

"Fether -"

Vanyd knocked over the bench, and ssumbled blindly to Withen'ssde of the table. "Father -" he
whispered, and met Withen's awkward embrace. "Oh, Father," he said into Withen's muscular shoulder.
"If you only knew how much this meansto me- | love you so much. | never wanted to hurt you."

Withen'sarmstightened around him. "I love you, too, son,” he said hesitantly. ™Y ou can't change
what you are, any morethan | can help what | am. But we don't haveto let that get in the way any more,
do we?'

"No, Father," Vanyd replied, something deep and raw insde him hedling at last. "No, we don't."

Thirteen

Ordinarily Stef would have been fascinated by the activitiesin the fields - he was city-born and
bred, and the farmers at their harvest-work were asdien to him asthe Tayledras, and asinteresting. But
Vanyd had been brooding, again, and findly Stef decided to ferret out the cause.

Theroad wasrdatively clear of travelers; with the harvest just begun, no one was bringing



anything in to market. That. Savil had told Stef, would happen in about a week, when the roads would be
thick with carts. Thiswasredly theided timeto trave, if you didn't mind the late-summer dust and hest.

Stef didn't mind. But he did mind the way Van kept worrying at some secret trouble until he
made both their heads ache.

And it seemed that the only way to end the deadlock would be if he said or did something to
breek it.

"Something's bothering you," Stefen said, when they were barely a candlemark from Haven. "It's
been bothering you for the past two days.”

He urged Melody up beside Y fandes, who obligingly lagged alittle. Vanyd'slipstightened, and
he looked away. "Y ou wont likeit," hesad, findly.

Stef swatted at an obnoxious horsefly. "1 don't like the way you've been getting al knotted up,
ether," he pointed out. "Whatever it is, | wish you'd just spit it out and get it over with. Youregiving me
aheadache."

He eyed Savil, who wasriding on Vanye'sright, hoping shed get the hint. Sheraised one
eyebrow at him, then held Kellan back, |etting hersdf fal farther and farther behind until she wasjust out
of earshot.

Though how much that means when she can read minds - Stef thought, then chided himsdlf.
Oh, she wouldn't probe unless she had to. Heralds just don't do that to people, not even Van
comes into my mind unless | ask him. I've got to get used to this, that they have powers but don't
always use them. . . .

"It'syou,” Van said quietly, once Savil had withdrawn her discreet twenty paces. "I'm afraid for
you, Stef. Theway | was afraid for my parents, and for the same reason.” He shaded his eyesfrom the
brilliant sun overhead, and looked out over fiddsfull of people scything down hay, but Stef sensed he
wasn't paying any attention to them. "'l have an enemy who doesn't want adirect confrontation, so hell
strike a me through others. Onceit's known that you and | are lovers, hewon't hesitate to strike at you.”

Gods. | was afraid I'd shocked or offended him. He's so - virginal. And Kernos knows I'm
not. "Ah," Stefen said, relieved. "1 was hoping it was just something like that, and not that - that 1'd upset
you or anything.”

Vanyd turned to face him with an expression of complete surprise. "Stef, you've just had ataste
of what it'sliketo be atarget! How can you brush it off so lightly?"

"I'm not treating thislightly, but why are you bringing your parentsto Haven if it isn't safe there?!
Stefen pointed out with remorselesslogic. "'l thought that was the whol e idea behind making them move
there”

Vanyd looked away from him, up the road ahead of them.

It won't work, lover. You're never getting rid of me. Stefen had aready made up hismind to
counter any argument Van gave him, so he used Van's silence as an excuse to admire his profile, the way
hislong, fine-boned hands rested on his saddle-pomme, his perfect bdanceinthesaddle. . . .

"It'ssafer,” Vanyd said, after astrained silence. "That doesn't mean it's safe. | don't want you
hurt."

"I don't want to be hurt,” Stefen said vehemently, then laughed. ™Y ou keep thinking I'm like a
Herad, that I'll go throwing myslf into danger the way you do. Look, Van, | am not ahero! | promise
you, | have avery high regard for my skin! Bards are supposed to sing about heroes, not imitate them -
therésno glory for aBard in dying young, | promiseyou. I'll tell you what; at the first sign - the very firg
sign of trouble, I will most assuredly run for cover. I'll hide mysdf either behind the nearest Guard or the
nearest Herald. Does that content you?"'

"No," Vanye said unhappily, "But | can't make you leave me, and that's the only thing that would
keep you safe.”

"Damned right you can't,” Stefen snorted. "There's nothing that would make me leave you, no
meatter what happened.”

"I only hope," Vanyd said soberly, peering up the road at the gate in the city walls, "that nothing
makes you egt those words."



"I only hope nothing makes you eat those words.” Was it only a few months ago | said
that? | knew it could come to this, but will he under stand?

"I'm sorry, Stef."

Vanyed spoke with his back to the Bard, looking out the window of hisroom as he leaned against
the windowframe; he couldn't bear to look at Stefen'sface. He didn't know how Stef felt, though he
expected the worst; hewas so tightly shielded against leaking emotionsthat he couldn't havetold if Stef
was angry, unhappy, or indifferent. But he didn't expect Stef to understand; the Bard couldn't possibly
understand how aHerald's duty could come ahead of anything else.

Maybe nothing would make you leave me, ashke, but nobody said anything about me
leaving you. And | don't have a choice.

"I can understand why you have to go - you're the only rea authority who can speak for the
King. But why can't | go with you?" Stefen spoke softly, with none of the anger in hisvoice that Van had
expected - but Stef was aBard, and used to controlling hisinflections.

"Because I'm going to Rethwellan. They don't like shaych there. Actudly, that'san
undergtatement. If you came with me, they'd probably drive us both across the Border and declare war
on Vddemar for theinsult, if - when - they found out about the two of us." Vanyel gripped the Sde of the
window tightly. The beautiful late-autumn day and the garden beyond the open window were nothing
more than ablur to him. "We need that treaty, and we need it now - and the Rethwellan ambassador
specificaly requested me as Randi's proxy. | want you with me, but my duty to Vademar comesfirdt. I'm
sorry, Stef."

Armsaround his shoulders made him gtiffen with surprise. "Soam 1, Stefen murmured in hisesr.
"But you sad it yoursdlf; Vademar comesfirst. How long will you be gone?”

Vanyd shook his head, not quite believing what he'd just heard. ™Y ou mean you don't mind?"

"Of course | mind!" Stef replied, some of the anger VVan had expected before thisin hisvoice.
"How can | not mind? But if theré's one thing aBard knows, it's how Herddsthink. I've known al along
that if you had to make a choice between me and your duty, I'd lose. It'sjust theway you are." Hisarms
tightened around Vanyel's chest. "I don't like it," he continued quietly, "but | dso don't likeit that you can
speak directly to my mind and | can't do the sameto yours, and I'm learning to live with that, too. And
you didn't answer me about how long you think you'll be gone."

"About three months. It'll be winter when | get back.” The sillence lasted abit too long for Van's
comfort. Hetried to force himsdf to relax.

Stefen did his hands up onto Van's shoulders, and began gently massaging the tense muscles of
his neck.

"I'll missyou," the Bard said, eventudly. "Y ou know | will."

"Stef - promise me you'll stay safe-" Van hung his head and closed his eyes, beginning to relax in
spite of himsdlf.

"I'm the safest person in the Kingdom, next to Randale," Stefen chuckled. "Frankly, I'm much
more concerned with knowing that you'll keep yourself safe. And one other thing concerns me very
deeply -"

"What'sthat?"

"How I'm going to make sure tonight is so memorable you come running back here when you've
got thetreaty," Stefen breathed into hisear.

If '‘Fandes wasn't so bone-deep tired, Van thought through afog of wearinessand cold, 1'd ask
her to run. Ah, well.

Dull gray clouds were so low they made him claustrophobic; the few travelers on the road
seemed as dispirited and exhausted as he was. Sleet drooled down asit had dl day; the road was a
dushy mire, and even the most waterproof of cloaks were soaked and near-useless after aday of it.
Dirty gray snow piled up on either sde of the road and made walking on the vergeimpossble. Van had
stopped at an inn a nooning to dry off and warm up, and half a candlemark after they Started out again
he might as well not have bothered. Both he and Y fandes were so filthy they were adisgrace to the
Circle.



:No one would be able to stay clean in this,: 'Fandes grumbled. :How far are we? I've lost
all track of distance. Gods, I'mfreezing. :

I think we're about two candlemarks out of Haven at this pace,: Vanyd told her.

She raised her head, a spark of rebdlion in her eye. : To the lowest hells with this pace,: she
sad, shortly. :1'mtaking a new way home.:

And with that, she pivoted on her hindquarters and legped over the mounds of half-thawed snow
that fenced the sides of the road. Vanyd tightened hislegs around her barrel and his grip on the pommel
with ayelp of surprise. Hetried to Mindspesk her, but she wasn't listening. After threetries, he gave up;
there was no reasoning with her in this mood.

She ranged out about twenty paces from the road, then threw her head up, her nogtrilsflaring. :I
thought so. Thisis where the road makes that long loop to the south. | can cut straight across and
have us at the Palace gates in half a candlemark. :

"But -" he began.

Too late. She Stretched her weary legsinto a canter, then alope. She wastoo tired for an al-out
run, but her lope was as good as most horses full gallop.

"Look out!" Vanye shouted. "- you're going through -"

She leaped a hedge, and cut through aflock of sheep, who were too startled by her sudden
presence to scatter. Something dark and solid-looking loomed up ahead of them in the gusting sheets of
thick deet. Shelegped again, clearing the hedge on the opposite side of the field; then lurched and
dipped on asteep dope. Vanyd clung to her back as she scrambled down a cut, splashed through the
ice-cold creek at the bottom, and clambered up the other bank.

Van gave up on trying to stop her, or even reason with her, and hung on for dear life.

The deet thickened and became redl snow; by now Vanyel was so cold he couldn't even fed his
toes, and hisfingers were entirely numb. Snow was everywhere; blown in dl directions, including up, by
the erratic gusts of wind. He couldn't see where Y fandes was going because of the snow being blown
into hisface; only the tensing of her muscles told him when she was going to make another of those
bone-jarring jumps, into or out of someone'sfield, across a stream, or even through abarnyard.

Finaly she made another legp that ended with her hooves chiming on something hard.
Presumably pavement; she hated abruptly, ending in ashort skid, and he was thrown against the pommel
of his saddle before he could regain his balance. When he looked up, the walls of the city towered over
them both, and here in the lee of the walls the wind was tamed to afaint breath. Already snow had
gtarted to lodge in the tiny crevices between the blocks of stone, creating thin white lines around each of
them.

She moved up to the gate a a sedate walk, bridle bells chiming cheerfully asakind of ironic
counterpoint to her tired pacing.

The Guard at the gate started to wave them through, then took a second look and hated them
just insde the tunnd benesth the walls, with arestraining hand on Y fandes bridle. Thistunndl, sheltered
from the wind and snow, felt warm after the punishing weeather outside.

Vanyd raised hishead tiredly. "What -" he began.

"You'renot goin' past mein that state, Herald," growled the guard, atough-looking woman who
reminded Van of hisown sgter, Lissa. "Old man like you should know better than to -"

Old man? He shook his head so that his hood fell back, and she stopped in midsentence, her
mouth falling open.

"If there were any fliesto catch,” he said, with tired good humor, "you'd be making afrog
envious™"

She shut her mouth with an audible snap.

"Beg your pardon, milord Vanyd," she said dtiffly. " Just saw the whitein your hair, and -"

"You did quiteright to stop me, my lady," hereplied gently. "I'm obvioudy not thinking, and it's
from cold and exhaudtion. Werefar frominfdlible - someone had better watch out for us. Now what
were you planning on doing with me - aside from telling me what afool | wasto be out in this muck?"

"l was goin' to give you a blanket to wrap up in," she said hesitantly. "Make you take off that



soggy cloak. Gods, milord, it looks like you're carryin' haf the road-muck ‘twixt here and the Border on
you."

"| think we are, but the Palace isn't far, and that's where we're heading,” he said. "I think we can
makeit that far." He managed ared smile, and she smiled back uncertainly.

"If you say so, milord." Shetook her hand off Y fandes rein, and stepped aside; he rode back out
into the cold and snow.

But at least within the city walsthey were sheltered from the wind. And it wasn't that far to the
Pdace. . ..

He must have blanked out for awhile; acommon enough habit of his, when he knew hewasin
relatively safe, but uncomfortable surroundings-riding on a patrolled road in the dead of winter, or waiting
out an ambush in the pouring rain, for instance. The next thing he knew, hewasin the dry and heated
warming shed beside the stable; one of the groomswas at his stirrup, urging him to dismount.

:'Fandes?: he queried.

Sheturned her head dowly to Stare a him, blinking. : Oh. We're home. | must have-:

'Y ou did the same thing | did; the minute we crossed inside the city we went numb. Get some
rest, love. I'm going to do the same as soon as | make my report.:

"Get her closer to the heat," hetold the groom, dismounting with carefor hisbruises. The
warming shed was heated by a series of iron stoves, and on very cold nights, the door into the stable
would beleft open so that the heat would carry out into the attached building. "Get her dry, giveher a
thorough grooming, then ahot mash for her supper.”

‘Blessyou.:

"Put two blankets on her, and take that tack away. It needs acomplete overhaul.” He took the
saddlebags from the cantle and threw them over his shoulder, mud and al.

"Anything else, milord?' the groom asked, eyeswide with surprise a his Sate.

"No," Vanyd said, and dredged up another smile. "Thank you. I'm alittle short on manners. |
think they froze somewhere back about a candlemark ago.”

‘Where are you going?: Yfandes asked, as shewas being led away.

: To my room long enough to change, then to report,: hetold her. : Check with the others
and tell meif Randi's holding Audience today, would you?:

‘Heis;: sherepliedimmediatdy. : Stefs with him.:

:Good. Thank you. Go get some rest, you deserve it.: Hefound alittle more energy
somewhere, and quickened his steps toward the door.

: S0 do you, but you won't take it,: shereplied with resignation. Van sent her atired but warm
menta hug.

He strode out into the snow, which was coming down so thickly now that it completely hid the
Pdace from wherehe stood. :I'll take it, love. Later. Randi's good hours are too rare to waste, and |
have too much to report.:

Hewas afraid; afraid of what he'd find when he saw Randale, afraid that Treven was not going to
be able to cope with so many duties thrust on him so young, afraid that Shavri was going to fall gpart at
any moment-

Yes, and admit it. Afraid Sefslost interest. That's what isreally eating at you. He shivered,
and forced himsdf to walk alittle faster, asthe snow coated him with a purer white than his uniform cloak
was capable of showing just now.

The stable-side door opened just before he reached it, and someone pulled him ingde, into
warmth and golden light from the oil lamp mounted in the doorframe.

It took Vanyel amoment to recognize him; not because Tantras had changed, but because his
numb memory couldn't put name and face together.

"Tran -" he croaked. Ye gods, | doubt I'd recognize my own mother in this state.

"Give methat cloak,” Tantras said briskly, unfastening the throat-latch himsdlf. "Delian has been
watching for you two for days; as soon as he saw how mind-numb you were, he called me. There" The
cloak fell from Van's shoulders, landing in a sodden heap on thefloor. "Good. Thereisn't alot of timeto



spare; Randi's Audiencesrarely last more than a candlemark or two even with Stef to help. Comein here

He pulled Vanyd into astorage-chamber. Therewas asmdll lantern here on ashdlf, and a set of
Whites besideit. "Strip, and put these on," Tantras ordered. "What do you need out of your
Saddlebags?’

"Just the digpaich cases,” Vanyd said, pulling at thelacings of histunic, with handsthat felt twice
their norma size,

"| tekeit that you did dl right?" Tantras pulled out the pair of sealed cases and laid them on the
shelf where the uniform had been.

"It wasn't easy, but yes, | got the treaty Randi wanted,” He had to pedl his breeches off, they
were s0 soaked. Tran handed him atowe, and he dried himself off, then wrapped it around his dripping
hair before he began pulling on the new set of breeches. "Queen Lythiaren - gods, that's amouthful! - has
only heard rumors of what we are and what we can do. Herdds, | mean. Sheisn't familiar with
Mind-magic; the very ideathat someone could pick up their thoughts and fedings frightens most of the
people of Rethwellan. | spent about as much time undoing rumor as| did at the bargaining table. But it's
over, and | must say, it'sagood thing Randi sent me, because I'll tell you thetruth, | don't think anyone
else hasthe peculiar combination of Giftsthat would have et them pull it off."

"Y our reputation doesn't hurt, either,” Tran observed wryly.

Vanyd pulled the tunic over his head - one of Tran's and much too loose, but that wouldn't
matter. He began towding hishair, dill talking. "That's true, though it amost did more harm than good.
That'swhy | got out of there before the passes snowed up. | make them al very uneasy, and they were
very happy to see my back.”

"Herere your dispatches,” Tran said, handing the casesto him as he ran hisfingers through his
hair to achieve alittle order. "I'll take the rest of your stuff back to your room. And Randi looks like hell,
S0 be prepared.”

Vanyd took the twin blue-leather cases from hisfriend, and hesitated amoment. He wanted to
say something, but wasn't certain what.

"Go," Tran sad, holding open the door with one hand while he grabbed the lantern with the
other. "Y ou haven't got any time to waste."

Just how much worse can Randi have gotten in three months? he wondered, forcing tired
legsinto abrisk walk. The corridors were deserted; in fact, the entire Palace had an air of disuse about it.
It was disguieting in the extreme, especidly for someone who remembered these same corridorsfull of
courtiers and servants, the way they had been in Elspeth'stime. 1t was asif an evil spirit had made off
with al the people, leaving the Palace empty, populated by memories.

The Throne Room was mostly empty; no sycophants, no curiousidlers, only those who had
businesswith Randde.

Hardly more than twenty people, all told, and dl of them so quiet that VVan clearly heard Stef
playing up at the front of the room. At first Van couldn't see Randale at dl; then someone moved to one
sde, and Van got hisfirst look at the King in three months.

With asupreme effort of will he prevented himsdf from crying out and running to Randales side.
Randale had changed dragticaly snce summer.

It wasn't o much aphysica change as something lesstangible. Randae looked frail, asfragile as
aspun-glass ornament. There was a qudlity of trangparency about him; he could easily have been a
Tayledras ice-sculpture, the kind they made for their winter-festivas, but one of a creature other than a
man. One of the Etheredl Plane Varrir, perhaps.

That was, perhaps, the most frightening thing of all. Randale no longer looked quite human.
Everything that was nonessential had been burned away or discarded in the past three months; he held to
life by nothing less than sheer will. There was something magnificent about him; VVanye would never have
believed that poor, vacillating Randi, Randae who had never wanted to be King, could have
metamorphosed into this creature of iron spirit and diamond determination.

He's holding on until Treven isready, Van thought, watching as Randae listened carefully to



the messenger from the Karsite Border. He won't let go until Trev can handle the job. But that's dl
that's keeping him. | wonder if he realizes that?

Shavri bent over him and touched his shoulder. He raised a colorless hand to cover hers, without
taking hiseyes or his attention away from the messenger. Vanyd Fdt the srength flowing from her to
him, and realized something else. Shavri was as doomed as Randi. She had, out of love, done the one
thing no Hedler ever did - sheld opened an unrestricted channel between them. Shewas giving him
everything she had - they would burn out together, because she no longer had any way to stop that from
happening.

She knew what she'd done; she had to. Which meant that was what she wanted.

Neither of them knows what the other is hiding. Randi doesn't know the channel Shavri
opened is unrestricted; Shavri doesn't know how little Randi has|eft. | should tell them - but |
can't. | can't. Let them keep their secrets. They have so little else except love.

Joshel beckoned to Van as the messenger bowed in response to something Randale said. Vanyd
forced himself to walk briskly to thefoot of the throne, asif held just comein from apleasureride.
Randa e was focused entirely on what came immediately before him; too focused to read past any
outward seeming of well-being, if Van chose to enforce that kind of illuson. Which was precisdly what
Vanye intended to do.

"Magesy," hesad quietly, "your busness with Rethwellan is successfully concluded.” He handed
the dispatch tubes to Joshel, who opened them and handed them to the Seneschdl. "Hereisyour tresty,
my King; exactly what you requested | negotiate for. Mutual defense pact againgt Karse, extradition of
criminds, provison for adin the event of an attack, it'sdl there.”

Plus a few mor e things the Queen and | worked out. He watched as the Seneschal scanned
each page and handed it on to Randale; noted with tired satisfaction the surprised smiles asthey cameto
the clauses he had gotten inserted into the document. It was a good treaty, fair to both Sdes. Therulers
of Karse would have arude awakening when they found out about this particular agreement.

Hewas proudest of the fact that he had negotiated the agreement despite having no forma
training as adiplomat. Everything he knew, held picked up from Joshel or the Seneschal.

Randa e knew that, and his amile showed that he redized the vaue of VVan's accomplishment.
"WEell done, old friend," he said, in abresthless voice that told VVan how much each word cost himin
effort. "I couldn't have asked for more. | wouldn't have thought to ask for some of the things you got for
us. I'm tempted to ask you to give up mage-craft in favor of politics.”

"Oh, I think not, my liege," Vanyd said lightly. "I am far too honest. Thisis one Stuation where
honesty was an asset, but that's usualy not the casein politics.”

Randale laughed, apdelittle ghost of achuckle, and leaned back into the padded embrace of his
throne. "Thank you, Vanyd. I'm sure the Council will want to go over thiswith you in detail shortly, and
I'd gppreciateit if you'd brief Trev on how to handle the Queen.”

Thiswas clearly adismissd, and Vanye bowed himsdlf out. Heleft the Throne Room entirely; he
couldn't bear to see anything more of what Randa e had become. Joshel followed him out into the
corridor.

"l know you're exhausted, VVan, but we need to convene the Privy Council on thisand the Karse
Stuation right away -" The haggard young Herald paused, concern for Vanyd warring with the needs of
the moment, and the conflict evident in hisexpression.

"It'sdl right, Joshe," Van told him. "The Council room iswarm, and that'swhat | need most right
now. I'm cold right down to my marrow."

"Can you go there now? | can get pagesto bring everyone there in next to no time." Joshe'srelief
was S0 plain that Van wondered what € se had gone wrong in his absence.

"Certainly," hereplied. "Provided that no one mindsthat | look like adrowned cat."

"I doubt they'll mind," Joshd said, "Weve got other things to worry about these days. They'd
take you looking like astablehand covered with muck, you're that important.”

Frustration and anguish ingde Vanyd exploded into words. "'Important? Dammit, Joshe, what's
theuse of dl this?| canleve abuilding with the power | control, but | can't do anything for afriend who's



dyingin front of my eyed"

Joshel sighed. "'l know. | haveto keep telling mysdlf that it isn't Randi that we're working to
preserve, it'sVademar. Mot of thetime, it doesn't help.”

"What good is having power if you can't useit theway it needsto be used?' Vanyd asked, his
hand clenched into afigt infront of him. "I'm Vanyel Demonsbane, and | can't even keep my parents safe
intheir own home, much lesskeep Randi dive."

Joshe just shook his head; VVanyd could Fed the same anguish inside him, and unclenched his
fist. "I'm sorry, Van. | wish | knew some answersfor you. | should tell you one thing more before the
Council meeting. The Herddic Circle met today, and we're promoting Trev to full Whites.”

Vanyd fdt the newslike ablow to the somach. To promote Treven so young could only mean
onething - the King had to be afull Herald, and the ForeSeers did not see Randale living through the
next two yearsit would ordinarily take Treven to make his Whites.

Joshe nodded at Vanyd's expression. "Y ou know what that meansaswell as| do," he said, and
turned back to the door to the Throne Room.

Van waked the few steps down the corridor to the Council Chamber. Unlike the rest of the
Pdace, thisroom looked, and fdlt, asif it werein use. Heavy use, from thelook of al the papersand
maps stacked neatly about, and the remains of ameal on atray beside the door. Here, then, was where
the business of the Crown was being transacted, and not the Throne Room. Evidently Audiences were
just for those things Randale had to handle persondly, or for edicts that needed to come from the lips of
the Sovereign in order to have the required impact.

Thistreaty, obvioudy, was one of those things, which waswhy Tran had hustled him into the
Throne Room. Randale was probably signing it now, with what there was of the Court aswitness, which
made it binding from this moment on.

Van took hisusud segt, then douched down in it and put hisfeet up onthe onebesideit. If Stef
hasn't had a change of heart while | was gone, | could certainly use a massage, hethought wistfully.
Thefirein thefireplace besde him burned steadily, and the generous supply of wood beside it argued
that it had become normal practice to keep the Council Chamber ready for use a a moment's notice.
That was in keeping with the rest of Van's observations, so it meant that the business of the Kingdom
was being conducted at any and dl hours.

After being told of Treven's promotion, he wasn't surprised when the door behind him cresked
open, and Treven eased into the room, wearing a brand-new set of Whites.

The youngster sat down in the chair beside Vanyd with an air of uncertainty, asif he didn't know
what hiswelcomewould be. Van watched him through half-closed eyesfor amoment, then smiled.

"Ease up, Trev. Werre dtill friends. 1've come to the conclusion that you and Jsadid theright
thing."

The young man relaxed. "Weve managed to convince Randale and Shavri, too," he said.
"Though Jsaand her mother came awfully closeto ared fight over it. I'm still not sure how | kept them
from each other'sthroats. Early training for diplomatic maneuvering, | guess." He adjusted thefit of his
white belt self-conscioudy.

"Fedling uncomfortable about that?' VVan asked, gesturing at the white tunic.

Treven nodded. "I hadn't expected it quite so suddenly. | don't fed exactly like I've earned it. It
fedslikeacheat. And - and | don't like getting it because - because -"

Theyoung Herad hung his head.

"l undergtand,” Vanyd said. "I'd think less of you if you didn't have doubts, Trev. I'll give you my
honest opinion, if you want it."

Treven grimaced. "Lady bless, that soundslike abitter pill! Still - yes, | think so. At least I'd
know what to measure mysdf againg.”

Vanyd took hisfeet off the chair, and straightened his aching back before facing Treven. The
young man's honest blue eyes met hisfearlessy, and Vanyd felt amoment of satisfaction. There weren't
many people who could meet his gaze.

"I think you were rushed into this, Trev, and we both know why. No, | don't think you're ready -



quite. I think you will be when you haveto be, if you don't let that uniform fool you into thinking the
Whites make the Herald."

Treven looked disappointed, and Vanye knew held been hoping to be told - despite Van's
warning that this would be an honest opinion - that he really was ready to be caled afull Herad.

In some ways Treven was a boy ill, and that had something to do with what Van had told him.
He had aboy's optimism and aboy's bdlief in the essentia fairness of the universe. Thiswouldn't have
been aproblem in an ordinary Herald - but neither belief had any place in the thinking of aMonarch. A
King never assumed anything wasfair; aruler must ways expect the worst and plan for it.

Treven would learn, as Randae had learned. As Jisahad learned.

Asif histhought had summoned her, Vanyd fet Jisas presence before she entered, thelittle
mind-to-mind brush that was the Mindspesker's equivaent of aknock.

:Hello, love,: hereplied. :Holding on?:

‘Aswell as| can,: shereplied. : You saw.:

So, she hadn't missed what her mother had done, binding herself to her lifebonded's fate. And
she wasn't blinded to Randal€'s condition by her love of him. There was resignation in her mind-voice,
and a sadness as profound asif her parents were aready gone.

: They've closed me out,: shesaid, in answer to the questions he couldn't bring himself to ask. :
They've closed everyone out except each other. Most of the time | could be a thousand miles
away, for all they notice I'mthere.:

‘Weéll, | notice youre here. Comeonin.:

The door behind him creaked again, and Treven looked up and smiled. Vanye started to get up,
but Jsa pushed him back down into his chair with her hands on his shoulders.

"No you don't, Uncle Van. There's enough Healer in me to know how tired you are." She kissed
him on the top of hishead, and Sent : Treven doesn't know, Father. | don't see any reason why he
hasto. :

: Thank you, dearheart.: "I won't deny you'reright. Areyou part of the Council now, too?"

She sat down beside Treven. "Both of us; I'm here as Mother's proxy. | have been ever since
latefdl.”

"And doing very well at it, too." Jsa had |ft the door open, and the rest of the Council filed in,
taking their usual seats. The Seneschd had said that last, and he stopped on the way to his sedt at the
head of the table, pausing with his hands on the back of Jsas chair. Hisinflection told Vanye he meant
the compliment; there was nothing paternalistic or condescending in hisvoice. "'l frankly don't know what
we would have done without her earlier thisfall; We had a situation with someonewho claimed to bea
high-ranking Karste refugee. We suspected his motives, but he was shielded against casud
Thought-sensing, and we didn't want to tip our hands by probing him. We badly needed someone whose
Gift was Empathy -"

"But Mother was exhausted and in any case, wouldn't leave Father," Jsa said matter-of-factly.
"So | went. Hewas a spy for the Prophet, sent to seeif we were giving aid to their mages. It's hard to
mistake fanatic devotion for anything dse."

"That was when we put her on the Council," the Seneschd said, taking his sest. "And that brings
usaround to the Karsite situation.”

The stuation, so Seneschal Arved told them, was stalemate. The followers of the Prophet had
won, and were consolidating their victory. Asyet they had shown no signs of resuming the war the
previous regime had begun - but they had also been probing to seeif Vademar had been aiding mages,
or were offering aid to those who continued to evade the "witchfinders.”

"They'rejust looking for an excuse to start things up again when they're reedy,” said the
representative for the South, Lord Taving, with asour grimace.

"I'minclined to agree,” Vanyd'sfather replied. "Y ou know what they say: 'Nothing comes out of
Karse but brigands and bad weather." Whether they say their causeisfor their god or for their greed, the
Kargtes dways have been robbers and awayswill be."

Lord Taving looked gratified to find someone who shared hisbasic fedingstoward Karse. "The



only problemis, were dill in no shapeto fight awar,” he said, "or at least that's my understanding.”

"You are correct, my lord," the Lord Marshal said. "Thanksto Vanye's suggestions, we haven't
had to resort to conscription, but our new Guards are till green as new leaves, and if faced with troops
of seasoned fanatics they wouldn't and a chance.”

"And why aren't they ready?" asked Guildmaster Jumay. "Zado knows we pay enough in taxes!"

"Largely because weve dready |ost more men to thiswar with Karse than in the whole of
Elspeth'sreign!™ the Lord Marshal shot back heatedly.

"Which iswhy thetreaty Vanyd brought back from Rethwellanisvitd," the Seneschd sad,
pouncing on the opportunity to introduce the subject.

Therest of the Councillors - who had not been at the Audiences - reacted according to their
natures. Lord Taving was not inclined to trust anything South of Vademar's Border. Withen wanted to
know where the catch was. The Lord Marsha heaved an audible sigh of relief, until he redlized the thing
included amutua assistance pact.

Vanyd explained the details of thetresty at length until his head ached, pointing out the ones
Randa e had requested and the ones he had gotten inserted. They findly agreed that it was an excellent
treaty asit stood - which wasjust aswell, since Randale had already signed it.

When they findly let him go, it was clear that they were dready preparing for Randal€'s degth
and aperiod in which Treven would be just one of the Council when it came to decison-making. Which
was agood idea - but it brought home the fact that Randi's days were numbered, and probably less than
ayedr.

He returned to hisroom very depressed, and paused outside the door for amoment to think
where Stefen might be.

Then the door opened under hishand -

"I'm glad you're back," Stef said smply, and took hishand to pull himinside.

Fourteen

Stefen had been waiting for Van ever since the Audience session ended. Hed come Straight to
Vanyd's room once Randale had been put to bed. He'd had a page bring food and wine, and had gotten
everything set up exactly like the supper hed had with Vanye thefirgt night the Herdd had brought him
to thisroom. Except tonight he expected the end of the evening to be somewhat different.

He'd known Van was expected back at any time, but no one had been ableto tell him exactly
when the Herald would arrive, so he'd been as nervous and excited as akid waiting for Festiva for the
past week.

When Van had made his presentation at the Audiences, even though held been in trance, Stef
had known he was there. He had thought his heart was going to pound itsalf to pieceswith joy. To stay in
trance until Randae had no further need of him had been the hardest thing Stefen had ever done.

"I'm glad you're back,” Stefen said smply, letting hisvoicetdl Vanyd exactly how glad heredly
was. "I've missed you." He reached behind Vanyd and closed the door.

"I've missed you," Vanyd said, then unexpectedly pulled the Bard into hisarmsfor an embrace
with more of desperation in it than passion. Stef just held him, not entirely sure what had prompted the
action, but ready to give Vanyd whatever he needed. Behind him, thefire crackled and popped,
punctugting the silence.

Findly Van let him go. "I was afraid once | was gone you'd find someone who suited you better,"
he said hoarsaly.

"Wevelifebonded," Stef reminded him, pulling the Herald into the room and getting himto St in
the chair nearest the fireplace. "How could | find anybody who suited me better than that? That's not
something that goes away just because there's some distance between us.”

Vanyd laughed weakly. "I know, | was being stupid. It'sjust that in the middle of the night, when
you're leagues and leagues away from me, it's hard to see why you'd choose to stay with me." Stefen
reached for the food since VVan wasignoring it, and poured somewinefor him.



"Youredill being stupid,” Stef said, and put bread and cheese in one hand, and amug of hot
mulled winein the other. "Eat. Relax. | loveyou. There, see? Everything'sdl right.” He sat in the chair
opposite Vanyd, and glared at him until he took abite.

"l wishit could bethat smple" Vanyd sighed, but he smiled alittle when he said it. He ate what
Stef gave him, then sipped at hiswine, watching Stefen, his strange silver eyes gone dark and thoughtful .

"I have asurprise for you," Stef said, unable to bear the sllence anymore. He got up, went to the
desk, and took out the box he'd put there earlier. "1 |€eft it here in case you came back to your room
before | got done. Here -"

Hethrugt it into Vanyd's hands and waited, hardly breathing, for the Herald to openit.

Vanyd turned the catch on the smple wooden box, saying ashe did so, "Y ou didn't have to do
this- you don't have to give methings, Stef -" Thelid came open, and he saw what nestled in the velvet
and his mouth opened in asoundless"oh."

Hetook it out, his hands trembling alittle. He'd told Stef once or twice that he was hampered in
his mage-craft by not having agood focus-stone. The mineral he worked best with was amber, which
wasn't particularly rare, but he had a problem similar to his aunt Savil's. For mage-work, the clearer and
less flawed the stone, the better it focused power. And amber rarely appeared totally clear and without
inclusions. When it did - it was expensive. Since the loss of hisfirst focus-stone afew years ago, Van had
never again found a piece even in the raw state that was flawless and large enough to be of use. Hawsin
astone could make it disintegrate or even explode when stressed by magic energies.

So, like Savil, Vanyel had to do most of the work that required afocus through his secondary
stone, an egg-shaped piece of tiger-eye.

Stefen's present was afaceted half-globe of completely flawless, water-clear, dark gold-red
amber, set in athin slver band with aloop at the top so that it could be worn as a pendant. He'd begged
aglver chain of Jsajust so that Van could wesar it immediatdly. Jsahad given oneto him without asking
why, but when held told her, sheld been as pleased asif the gift had been for her.

"Stefen,” Van said in astrange, strained voice. Y ou haveto tel me. Where - and more
importantly, how - did you get this?'

"l didn't gedl it!" Stef exclaimed, stung.

"I didn't think you did, love - but theres no ordinary way you could afford something likethis,
and we both know it." Vanye put the pendant back in the box and closed it. "I can't in good conscience
wear ‘thisuntil | know."

He thinks | sold my bed-time for it, Stef thought suddenly. Oh, gods - | have to put him
right.

"I met this gem-merchant,” he said quickly. "He was giving some of theladies| was playing for a
private showing; amber, pearls, and cord, redlly unusud things, but he says he'sbeen dl over theworld
at onetime or another. Anyway, he had thisand | saw it, and he saw melooking at it. Hetold meit
would be usdlessto me, that it was made to be amage-focus. . . well, we got to talking, and | told him |
wanted it for you, even though | knew | couldn't afford it."

He remembered what the merchant had told him, too: "What, a Bard like you? Gods, my friend,
in my country you'd have been showered with baubleslike this athousand times over. A Gift such as
yoursisrarer than al my collection put together.”

Then the merchant's face had grown thoughtful. " On the other hand, perhaps we could do each
other asarvice. . . ."

"So anyway, he offered to give methe stoneif I'd do him afavor. He had some more private
showings planned, at the house held rented, for fellow gem-merchants. He said they were alot harder to
convince than pretty ladies and he wanted meto play for them -"

Hefdtered, for Vanyd waslooking a himin away that made him fed asif he had sold himsdf.
"- hedidn't ask meto do anything like make them buy things. Just to put them in a pleasant mood; make
them fed good, and alow him to drop the fact that | was the King's Bard to impress them. That wasal! |
didn't do anything wrong!"

Vanyd was il looking a him doubtfully.



"Did 17" heasked, inavery smdl voice.

The Herdd weighed the box in his hand. Stefen felt worse with every passing moment. HeEd
intended thisto be alove-offering, and instead the thing had turned into a viper and bitten them both.

Findly Van opened the box, and took the amber out. Stef heaved asigh of rdlief. Vanye stared
at the beautiful thing, and shook his head. "Y ou didn't do anything wrong - but only by accident and the
fact that | don't think your friend wanted you to get into trouble,” he said, in alow voice. Y ou came o
closeto misuse of your powersthat | shudder to think about it. Y ou must never useyour Gift to
mani pul ate people except at the orders of the Crown, Stef. Y ou can be stripped of it, if you do. And it's
wrong, Stef, it'sjust plain wrong. What if this man had been unscrupulous, and had been trying to sdll
trash - and what if held actualy asked you to influence people to buy? What if held drastically overpriced
hiswares and asked you to make them think he was giving them abargain? What if hed brought in those
who couldn't afford his merchandise and told you to make them want it enough to buy it no matter what?*

"Stop!" Stef cried, horribly ashamed of himself. Now he dmost wished he had sold himsdif; it
seemed more honest.

"Stef -"Vanyd caught his hand and drew him down beside his chair. " Stef, | didn't want to make
you fed bad. You didn't do any of those things; you didn't misuse your powers. But it was avery near
thing. Y ou can thank that merchant for being an honest fellow, and not leading you into temptation.”

Stefen vowed slently to think about what he was being asked to do before he did it. And he
marveled alittle a thischangein himsalf. A year ago he would have done any of those things, and never
considered them wrong.

"Van," hesad quietly, "Being with you . . . you've shown methat it's aswrong to play with
peoples minds and emotions asit isto Sed -" He hesitated a moment, then added, "Inaway, it is
geding from them. It's stedling their right to think and fed at their own will. | wouldn't have understood
that before | met you, but | do now."

Vanyd relaxed completely, and closed his hand around the amber haf-globe. "Then | can wear
this, Stef, and | will, gladly, and I'll useit knowing it was agift of love and honor." He bowed his head
and chuckled. "'l suppose that sounds rather pretentious and pompous, like something out of aballad -
but it'show | redly fed, Stef."

"If you thought any differently, you wouldn't be Vanye," Stef replied, flushing happily asVan
pulled the chain over hishead and laid hisright hand on Stef's shoulder.

"Y ou give metoo much credit, lover," Vanyd said quietly. "I'm as proneto being afool as
anyone dse. And just now, I'm avery sorefool. Could | possibly get you to use those talented hands of
yoursto unknot my shoulders?

"And give me achanceto have my handson you?' Stef grinned. " Of course you could, and | will.
Gladly."

Vanyd finished off hiswinein asingle gulp, peded off histunic, kicked off hisboots, and sagged
back into his chair. Stefen got up and moved around behind him, and began kneading his shoulders with
Steady, firm pressure.

"What'swrong, Van?' he asked. "Y ou just got back with everything the King asked you for and
more."

"Sometimes | fed like everything I've doneisusdess” Vanyd sad dispiritedly. "Randi isgoing to
be dead before the year's out, every enemy Vademar haswill take that asasignd to strike while Treven
IS0 young, and agood haf the treaties we made will fall apart, because they were made with Randale
and not Trev. Karseislikely to declare holy war on usany day. The West isfull of half-mad mage-born,
any one of whom might be another Krebain, but with wider plans. | have a persond enemy out there
somewhere; | don't know who or why, only that he, she, or itisamage.”

Stefen dug histhumbsinto Vanye's shoulders alittle harder and tried to think of thingsto say that
would make adifference. "Randdeis the mind behind the Crown, but about half of thework isbeing
done by Trev and the Council," he offered. "Trev's bright, especially on short-term planning, and
Randa €'s doing long-range planning that ought to hold good for the next five years. Trev'salittletoo
idedistic, maybe, but helll get that knocked out of him soon enough - and Jsais practica enough for two.



They'll bedl right.”

"How do you know so much about this?' Vanye asked suddenly, after along silence.

"I'm right there whenever Randale isworking, and I'm beginning to be able to listen to what's
going on whileI'min trance." Stefen was rather proud of that. It wasn't much compared with the kinds of
things Vanyd could do, but it was more than held been able to manage before Van'strip.

"That's pretty impressive,” Vanyd told him, without even atrace of patronization. "Bards usudly
don't have a Gift that requires being in trance, and I'm surprised you learned how to manage that on your
own. What about Jisaand Trev?'

"l spent alot of time with them after you'd gone,” Stef replied, working on Van's neck, flexing
and gtroking as though he were playing an instrument. The muscleswere very giff, so tight they werellike
rope under tension, and Stef had no doubt they were giving Van aheadache of monumenta proportions.
"With Jisaespecialy. The Seneschal isthe only one who doesn't underestimate her, and he likesiit that
way."

"A very wiselady," Vanyd sad, hisvoice alittle muffled. "Did you know she's my daughter, and
not Randi's?"

It should have been a shock. Somehow it wasn't. "No. But it makes sense. She'svery likeyou,
you know." He thought about the Situation for amoment. " Obvioudy Randale must know; | mean, a
Hedler like Shavri can prevent any pregnancy she caresto, so it wasn't an accident, which means she
wanted Jsa. ..."

"Shavri was desperate for a child, and the two of them asked meto help. I've never told anyone
but you, not even my parents,” Van replied. "'l have three other children, but the only onel ever seeis
Brightstar, the boy Starwind and Moondance areraising. The others are amage-Gifted girl one of the
other Tayledras has, named Featherfire, and agirl two of Lissasretired shaych Guards are raising, who
hasno Giftsat dl sofar as| cantell.”

Stefen wasn't sure how he should be feding about these reveations. "Why?' he asked findly. "I
mean, why did you do it? | can see why Shavri would have asked you, rather than somebody el se, but
why the others?'

Vanye sghed, and flexed his shoulders. "'For pretty much the same reasons as Shavri had.
People | knew and cared for wanted a child, but for one reason or another couldn't produce one without
outside help. Featherfire's mother isn't shaych, but there wasn't asingle Tayledras made shefdt theright
way about to have achild with. She had twins; Brightstar is Feather's brother."

Stef recalled dl the fantasies held had about his parentage, how he'd never known who even his
mother was. "Do you ever wish you'd - | don't know, had more of ahand in their raisng?' He worked
his thumbsinto the nape of Vanyd's neck, with the slky hair covering both hands. "1 know they've got
parentswho redly want them, but -"

"That'sjust it; they have parentswho realy want them,” Van replied. "Ah, that'sit, that'sthe
worgt of the aches, right there. | see what 'Fandes means about musicians having talented hands. Redlly,
love, the only reason Brightstar and Jsaknow I'm their father isthat it's necessary for them to know.
Brightstar evidently has dl my Gifts; Jisa could get backwash from amagicd attack on me, because she
has Mage-Gift in potential. They haveto be prepared. Feather-fireis so like her mother they could be
twins, and Arven doesn't even carry potentia asfar as| was ableto check. They al know who their real
parents are - the ones who love them.”

He chuckled then. "What's funny?' Stef asked.

"Oh, just that whatever it isthat makes someone shaych, it probably isn't learned or inherited.
Brightstar has ahalf dozen young ladies of the Tayledras with whom he trades festhers on aregular
basis, and held probably have moreif he had the stamina.”

"Trades feathers?' Stef said with puzzlement.

"Tayledras custom. When you want to make love to someone you offer them afeather. If you
want amore permanent relationship, it'safeather from your bondbird.”

"Oh." That gave hisfertile imagination something to work on. And feathers were easier come by
in the dead of winter than, say, flowers. . . .



Van wasfindly relaxing under his hands. In fact, from the way his head kept nodding, the Herald
was barely awake. Which meant Stef could probably coax him into bed without too much trouble.

Of course, he may not get much sleep. Stefen sighed contentedly, and dowly ran hisfingers
through Vanyd's hair, grateful just for hislover's presence.

Van relaxed for the firgt timein three months, and gave himsdf over completdly to the gentle
grength of Stef's callused hands. Stef felt the cold more than most - he was so thin it went straight to his
bones - so held built the fire up to the point where he was comfortable. That meant that even without his
tunic, Van basked in drowsy warmth.

The mage-focus glowed just above his heart, touching him with adifferent sort of warmth. That
piece of amber wastruly extraordinary. It might have been made for him, fitting into his cupped hand
perfectly, meshing with his power-patterns and channeling them with next to no effort on his part. Given
how things had worked out, perhaps it had been; in the same way that the rose-quartz crystdl heldd given
Savil years ago had seemingly been made for her, though it had been givento him.

Hed told Stef the truth, though;, if the Bard had bought the thing with dishonorable coin, he
couldn't haveworn it. If Stef had failed to redize why that kind of perverson of his Gift waswrong,
Vanyd would have had misgivings every time he put it on.

Stef had changed, though Van had never tried to change him. Hed become a partner, someone
Van could rely on, despite hisyouth. And because he's my partner, he had to know about Jisa and
the others. Partners shouldn't have secrets from one another. That information could be
important some day. It's good to be able to tell someone-especially him. . . .

It was 0 easy to relax, letting dl hisresponsibilities dide away for amoment. Hefdt himsdlf
drifting off into ahalf-doze, and didn't even try to stlop himsdlf.

PAIN!

Hedidn't redlize that held jumped to hisfeet until he found himsdlf staring at Stef from hafway
acrossthe room. He blinked, and in that instant between one breath and the next, knew -

Kilchas! That pain was Herald-Mage Kilchas, and he was dying. Or being killed. Suddenly.
Violently.

An unexpected side effect of the new Web. Unless someone was magically cut out of the Web,
every Herald would know when another Herald died, as the Companions aready knew.

And as Vanyd knew that something was wrong.

The Death Bell began tolling, and he grabbed his tunic from the back of the chair beside the one
held been gitting in, pulling it on hastily over his head. Something was wrong, something to do with
Kilchas, and he was the only one who might be able to see what it was. But he had to get there.

Stef fell back astep, startled. "Van, what did | -"

The Degath Bdll tolled, drowning out the rest of hiswords.

Stef had been at Haven long enough to know what that meant. But he/d never seen aHerad
react to it the way Vanyel had - and held never heard of a Herald who had reacted before thetalling of
the Bdll.

"Van?' hesaid, and the Herad stared at him asif held never seen him before.

"Van?' he said again, which seemed to break Vanye out of whatever trance held gotten stuck in.
Vanyd grabbed his uniform tunic and began pulling it on over his head.

"Van," Stef protested, "It'sthe Death Bell. There's nothing you can do, and even if there were,
you just got back! You'retired, and you've earned arest! Let somebody else take care of it."

Van shook his head stubbornly, and bent down to reach for hisboots. "I haveto go - | don't
know why, but | haveto."

Stefen sighed, and got both their cloaks; his, that had been draped on ahook behind the door,
and Vanyd's spare from the wardrobe. As soon as the Herald straightened up from pulling his boots on,
Stef handed him the white cloak and sivung his own scarlet over his shoulders. Vanye paused, hands on
the throat-latch of his garment.

"Where are you going?' he asked, in astartled voice.

Stefen shrugged. "With you. If you're going to run off thefirst night you're home, at least | can be



withyou."

"But Stef -" Vanyd protested. Y ou don't have to-"

"I know," heinterrupted. "That's one reason why I'm doing it anyway, lover.” He held the door
open for the Herald, and waved him through it. "Come on. Let's get going.”

Someone had aready beaten Vanyd to the scene; there were lights and moving shadows at the
base of one of the two flat-topped towers at the end of Herald's Wing. The storm had blown off some
time after Vanyd got in; the sky was perfectly clear, and the night windless and much colder than when
he'd arrived. The dush had hardened into icy ridges that he and Stef dipped and stumbled over to get to
the death-scene.

Kilchaslay facedown on the hardened snow, one arm twisted beneath him, head at an unnatural
angle. Hewas dressed in a shabby old tunic and soft breeches, with felt house-shoes. Treven, cloak
wrapped tightly around him, knelt beside the body. A very young, blond Guardsman stood next to him,
holding alantern that shook asthe hand that held it trembled. "- there wasthiskind of cry," hewas
saying, asVan sumbled within hearing distance. "I looked up at the tower, and he wasfdling, limplike;
like somebody'd thrown arag doll over. | ran to - to catch him, to try to help, but he was-" The young
man shuddered and gulped. "So | cameto get help, my lord."

"Which was when you bowled me over in the corridor,” Treven said coolly, touching the body's
shoulder with care. Y ou can go get meaHeder, but | think hell just confirm that the poor old man died
of abroken neck and smashed skull." Though the young Heir spoke with every sign of complete
composure, Van Felt him shaking indgde. Thiswas Trev'sfirg close-up look at the violent death of a
fellow human, and dl hiscam was pretense.

Not that it ever got easer emotionally with time and repetition; it wasjust easier to be cam about
taking care of it.

"Trev." Vanye touched the young man's shoulder at the sametime as he spoke; Trev and the
Guardsman both jumped. The lantern swung wildly in the Guardsman's hand, making the shadows jerk
and dance, and making the body appear to move for an instant.

"Trev, I'll takeit from hereif you want, but | think you've got thingswell in hand.” Hisfirst
impulse had been to take over; this, after al, was not the first time he'd seen death near at hand - it was
not even the first time he'd seen the death of someone he knew and cared for. No, that had happened so
often held given up counting thetimes. . . . But taking over from Trev would have meant shoving the
young Heir into the position of hanger-on, when what he needed to do was start assuming his authority.
The sooner he started doing so, the more readily others would accept that authority when Randi died.

So evenif theyoung Heir didn't have any experience in handling Stuationslikethis, Trev should
bethe onein charge.

Treven took adeep breath, and looked very much asif he wanted to hand that authority right
back to Van. But insteed, he said only, "Thisredly isn't my areaof expertise, Herdd Vanyd. Would you
mind having alook here?'

Van nodded. Beside him, Stef shivered, and pulled hiscloak alittletighter. Vanyd knelt down
besi de the white-faced Heir, and examined the body without visible sign of emation, though he wanted to
weep for the poor old man. "The neck is broken, and the front of the skull aswell," he said quietly. He
looked up, though all he could see of the top of the tower wasthe dark shape of it against the sky.
"Kilchas has an observatory up on thetop of thistower," hetold Treven. "Did he say anything about
going up there tonight?"

Another pair of herdds had joined them; Tantras and Lissandra; Lissandra huddled in on hersdlf,
as though shewas too cold for her cloak to warm her. "Oh, gods," the woman said brokenly. "Yes, he
told methat he was going up thereif it cleared at dl tonight. Phryny was conjuncting Aberdene's Eye, or
some such thing. Only happens once in a hundred years, and he wanted to seeit. He was s0 excited
when it cleared up at sunset -" She sobbed, and turned away, hiding her face on Tran's shoulder. He
folded his cloak around her, and looked down at the three kneeling in the snow.

"Poor old man," Tantras said hoarsdly. ""He must have gotten so wrapped up in what he was
doing that he forgot to watch his step.”



"There're probably ice patches dl over thetop of that tower,” Trev replied, "And the parapet is
only knee-high. It'sonly enough to warn you that you're a the edge, not save you from faling." He stood
up, folding dignity around himself like anew cloak that was overlarge, siff, and atrifle awkward. "Guard,
would you please see that Kilchas body istaken to the Chapel? I'll inform Joshel, and have him seeto
what's needed from there." The Guardsman stood up, saluted, and trudged toward the Guard quarters,
leaving the lantern behind. Before too long his dark blue uniform had been absorbed into the night.

Treven turned to Vanyd. "Thank you, Herald Vanyd. If Tantras and Lissandradon't mind, I'll
have them stay with meto get thingstaken care of. Y ou've just comein from along journey, and you
should get somerest.” He coughed uncomfortably, asif he wasn't sure what to say or do next.

Vanyd sarted to object, but redlized that he didn't have any grounds for objection. It looked like
an accident. Everyone el se accepted it as an accident.

But Van didn't - couldn't - believe that it was.

Neverthdless, al he had to go on were vague and ill-defined fedings. Nothing even concrete
enough for aHerad to accept.

So he thanked Treven - to Stefen's quite open relief - and returned across the crusted snow to
the warmth and light of the Herdd's Wing.

Hewas at the door, when Y fandes Mindtouched him. :Van,: she said, sounding troubled.
:We've found Kilchas' Companion, Rohan. He's dead. He was off in the far Western comer of the
Field.:

:And?: he prompted her.

:And | don't likeit. Theré'sno sign of anything wrong, but | don't likeit. Wejust don't - fall over
likethat. Unlesswe diein battle or by accident, we're Called, and we generally have timeto say
good-bye to our friends before we go. :

: Could the shock of his Chosen dying like that have killed Rohan?: Van asked.

: May be,: shereplied rluctantly. Most of the others think that's what did it.:

:But you're not convinced.: It waskind of comforting that she shared his doubts.

:I'm not convinced. It doesn't fed right. | can't pinpoint why, but it doesn't.:

"Van, are you going to stand there al night?" Stef asked, holding the door open and shivering
vighly.

"Sorry, ashke," Vanyd said giving himself alittle menta kick. "l wastaking to 'Fandes. The
othersfound Kilchas Companion. Dead. She saysit doesn't fed right to her.”

The hest of the corridor hit him and made him want to lie down right then and there. He fought
the urge and the attendant weakness. Stefen looked at him with puzzlement. "I thought that Companions
never outlived thelr Chosen,” he said. "And vice versa. So what'swrong?"

" 'Fandesjust doesn't like the way it seems to have happened - Rohan was off by himsdlf in the
farthest corner of the Field, and none of the others knew he was gone until they found him.”

Stefen looked disturbed. "That's not the way things are supposed to happen,” hereplied dowly.
"At least not theway | understand them. | think you're both right. There's at least something odd about
this"

Van reached the door of hisroom first, and held it open for the Bard. "It may just be the new
Web-spdll,” he said as he closed the door behind them, took off his cloak, and flung it into achair. "It's
supposed to bind us dl together; some of that may be spilling over in unexpected ways, like onto our
Companions.”

Stefen draped his own cloak on top of Vanyd's. "Here," he offered. "L et me help you out of that
tunic and go lie down; we can talk about thiswhile | give you a better massage than the one that was
interrupted. I'll play opposition, and try to find logica explanationsfor everything you find wrong.”

"Stef, I'm absolutely exhausted,” Vanyd warned, unlacing histunic and dlowing Stef to pull it off.
"If you really get merelaxed, I'll probably fal adeep in the middle of it. And once | do, you wouldn't be
able to wake me with an earthquake.”

"If that's what you need, then that's what you should do,” the Bard replied, pushing him alittle so
that he sat down - or rather, collapsed - onto the bed. "Meanwhile, let me get the knots out of you while



wetak about this. Why don't you pull 'Fandes into this, too? If she'sworried, you probably should,
anyway, and she may find holesin my arguments.”

:'Fandes?: Vancdled

‘Here-:

‘Want to listen in on this? We're going to try and seeif I'm just overreacting to Kilchas death
because of exhaudtion.:

:Neatly put, and that could be my problem, too. Go ahead. I'll be listening.: She sounded
relieved.

Vanye yielded to Stefs wishes, and sprawled facedown on the bed. Stefen straddled him and
reached into the top drawer of thelittle bedside table.

"What-" Vanyd began, turning his head to look; then when Stefen pulled out alittle bottle of what
was obvioudy scented oil, asked in surprise, "How did that get in there?"

"l put it there," Stef said shortly. " Get your head back down and relax.” In afew moments, his
warm hands were dowly working their way upward dong Van's spine, sarting from the smal of his
back. Vanyd sighed, and gave himself up toit.

"Now, what doesn't fit in theway Kilchas died?' Stef asked. "And don't you start tensing up on
me. Y ou can think and stay relaxed.”

"Kilchas hasalittle enclosure up there," Van sad, thinking things through, dowly. "Theroof is
glass. If he doesn't want to, he doesn't have to go out in the cold. | can't see why he would have been
outside, and he certainly wasn't dressed for the cold.”

"What if the glass was covered with snow or ice?' Stef countered. "It probably was, you know."

1 agree,: Yfandessaid reluctantly. :Everything else was.:

"Good point. But why was he wearing dippers, rather than boots?!

Stefen rolled his knuckles long ether side of VVanyd's spine while he thought. "Because he didn't
know the glass was going to beiced over until he'd aready climbed the stairs to the roof, and it wastoo
far for him to climb down and back up again just for his boots. He was an old man, after dl, and his
quarters are down here on the ground floor."

Van gasped as Stef hit aparticularly sore spot. "All right, | can accept that, too. But he's had that
observatory for years. He always knows - knew - exactly where heis up there. Why should he suddenly
misstep now?"

"Because hedidnt," Stef answered immediately. "He was doing something held never had to do
before. He was cleaning the glass on the roof of hislittle shelter, trying to chip theice off. Helost his
balance, or he dipped.”

‘That soundsjust like Kilchas. Stubborn old goat..:

Vanye tried not to tense as Stef hit another bad knot and began working it out. "Why not get a
servant to do it?" he asked.

"Notime?' Stef hazarded, asthefirein the fireplace cracked and popped. "Thisthing he was
going to be watching-it would have been about to happen, and hefigured if he had to find a servant, then
wait for him to do the job, he'd miss part of what he wanted to see. Either that, or he was sure a servant
wouldn't doit right. Or both."

‘That soundslike Kilchas, too;:

Theair filled with the gentle scent of sendlewood. Vanyd fdt deegp trying to overcome him and
fought it off. "If hejudt fell -" hesaid, dowly, "Why, when | felt him die, did | only fed pain? Why didn't |
fed himfdl?'

"I don't know," Stef said, pausing with his hand just over Van's shoulderblades. "1 don't know
how these Gifts of yours are supposed to work. But Kilchas was an old man, Van. What if he was
aready dead when he fell? What if his heart gave out on him? That's pretty painful, | guess. And if his
heart suddenly gave out, couldn't that cause his Companion's to do the same? Maybe that'swhy he was
found the way he was."

Vanyd closed his eyes, suddenly too tired to try to find something wrong with what appeared to
be a perfectly ordinary situation.



"Y ou're probably right,” he said, :'Fandes, do you agree?:

:Quitereasonable,: shesad, wearily. : That's very typical of heart-failure; the shock goes
straight to us, too. And Kilchas Rohan was as old as he was. That's a much more logical
explanation than foul play - it's just that so few of you live long enough these days for your hearts
to fail that | forgot that. | think we may be overreacting because we're tired and we're so used to
treachery and ambush that we ignore other answers, love.:

" 'Fandes agreeswith you -" he began; the Stef started something that had nothing to do with a
therapeutic massage, and he murmured alittle exclamation of surprise.

"Have we disposed of thetopic, ashke?" Stef asked, breathing the wordsinto his ear, his chest
pressed against Vanyd's back.

I think,: Yfandessaid tactfully, :that it's time for me to get some sleep. Good night,
dearheart,:

:Good night, love,: hereplied - then his attention was taken elsewhere.

And it was quite awhile before either he or Stefen actualy dept.

Ffteen

Vanye forgot al about his misgivingsin the weeks that followed. Histime was devoured by
Council meetings, Audience sessions where he and Treven stood as proxiesfor Randae, and
long-distance spellcasting. Desperation at being unable to be two places a once had led him to discover
that he could work magic through aHerad without the Mage-Gift, provided that the Herdd in question
was both a Thoughtsenser and carried Mage-Gift in potential. He immersed himself in the nodes so often
he began to fed very much akin to the Tayledras.

He often returned to hisroom at night long past the hour when sane folk retired. When he did o,
he found Stef invariably curled up deepily next to thefire, light from the flames making ared glow in his
hair, for he refused to take his own rest until Van returned. The Bard's patient care was the one constant
inhislife besides Y fandes, and asfdl degpened into winter, he cameto rely more and more on both of
them, just to keep ahold on sanity and optimism in aworld increasingly devoid of both.

Karse had declared holy war on the "evil mages of Vademar," though as yet they had done
nothing about it. The agents both the Lord Marshal and the Senescha had in place reported that the
Prophet-King (as he styled himsdlf) had his hands full with rooting out "heresy™ in hisown land. But no
onewas under any delusions; the consensus was that as soon as the followers of the Sun Lord needed an
outside enemy to unify what was I eft of the populace, there would be an army of fanatics hammering the
Southern Border.

That would only add to the bandits who had taken over the buffer zone between the two
countries, motley bands of brigands who had escaped or been turned loose during the revolution, those
who had been accused of magery and fled their homes but had declined to cross the Border, and
opportunists who preyed on both sides.

"At least there won't be any magesin the Prophet's pay,"” the Seneschd said, asthey dl leaned
over the maps and tried to find wesk pointsin their defenses.

"Maybe," the Archpriest replied dubioudy. Histour of the south had garnered mixed results. On
the whole he was happy with the outcome, for his presence had kept any overt activitiesto aminimum.
The net result, however, was that there were no enclaves of the Sun Lord in Vademar any more.
Roughly half of the devotees had been so revolted by the Father-House's actions that they had converted
to some other way. The rest had decamped across the Border to Karse, to join their fellows. The
holdings themselves had gone to those who had remained behind, thus staying in the hands of those who
had remained loya to Vaddemar.

Supposedly loyal, at any rate. Both the Seneschal and the Archpriest were keeping awary eye
on them in case some of these "conversons’ were intended as aruse, to cover later subversion. That
there were spies planted in the midst of these enclaveswas agiven.

"What do you mean, 'maybe'?" asked the Seneschal, hand poised above amarker representing a



Guard detachment.

"What's the difference between amiracle and amagic spdl?' the Archpriest asked, looking from
Arved to Van and back again.

"A miracle comes from the gods, magic comesfrom amage,” the Senescha replied impatiently.

"That's purely subjective,” the Archpriest pointed out. "To the layman, thereis no discernible
difference. The Prophet can easily have mages within hisown ranks, clam their powers are from the Sun
Lord, and be completely within gtrict doctrinad boundaries.”

"Damn. Youreright," the Lord Marshd said softly. "I wonder how many he does have?'

"Theresno way of knowing," Vanye replied, asthey dl turned to look at him. "I don't think he
has anyone a Heradd couldn't counter, though. My operatives aren't reporting any 'miracles other than
Hedling and the odd illusion, not even when the Prophet's Children are trying to capture mages. The
powerful magesin the pay and employ of the Karsite Crown were dl known as such, and have either
been killed or fled the country. That's not to say that the Mage-Gifted won't end up in the Sun Lord's
priesthood in the future; I'd virtually guarantee that, but they won't get effective training, because there
won't be anyone experienced enough to train them thoroughly, and they probably won't be permitted to
usetheir Gift combatively.”

"Why not?' the Archpriest asked.

Van amiled thinly, and fingered amarker representing an agent. "Because if they learn what they
can do, what's to stop them from declaring themselves the chosen of the God and doing exactly what the
Prophet did?

"Only with more success, because they have 'miracles to prove their power,” the Archpriest
mused, his eyes haf-closed. "Interesting speculation. It'sfortunate that you are on our Sde, Vanye."

Van bowed with intended irony. "A Herdd tends to be atogether too well acquainted with the
ways of treachery for anyone's comfort, including hisown, my lord,” he said. "One could say that it is
part of thejob."

"To know, and not use?' The Archpriest's amile was genuine and hiseyeswarmed withit. 'l am
aware of that, my son. | think that most of you would have been comfortable within the ranks of the
clergy had there been no Companionsto Choose you."

"Mog?' Vanye chuckled, knowing the Archpriest was blissfully unaware of hisreationship with
Stefen. "Some, maybe, but | assure you, my lord, not al. By no meansal. We are far too worldly for
most ordersto ever accept usl”

He would have said more, but suddenly -

His eyes burned. A giant hand closed itself around his chest, as hislungs caught fire. He
tried to breathe, and only increased the pain. His heart spasmed; once, twice-then exploded.

He found himself sprawled facedown over the table, the rest of the Councillors, hisfather among
them, frantically trying to revive him. He stared at the lines of the map just under his nose, unable to
remember what they were.

"“Vanyd!"

Hewas very cold, and his chest hurt.

"Turn him over you fools, he can't breathe!”

He blinked as the shadows danced around him, trying to recdl exactly where-and who-he was.

Van?: Yfandes said weakly, making a confusion of voicesinsde hishead and out. : Are you all
right?:

"What's wrong? What happened? Has he ever had a spdll like this before?!

He stirred, dazed, the map-paper under him crackling. The Council meeting. | was in the
Council meeting. :Van?: A littlemore urgent. :'Fandes. Give me a moment. . . .. "What -" he gasped.
Hetried to push himsdlf away from the table, but his arms were too weak and trembling, and he wastoo
dazed to even think of what to do. Someone - two someones-grabbed his arms, one on either side, and
pulled him up. Trev and Joshd; they lowered him into achair.

Just asthe Degath Bell began tolling. Lissandra - He knew it, even asthe other two looked at
each other over hishead and spoke the name simultaneoudly.



"You go," Treven told Joshd. "Find out what happened.” He shook Vanyd's shoulder gently. "Is
that what you Felt? Isthat what happened to you just now?'

Vanyd nodded, and schooled himself to reply. "I - yes. Something very painful, very sudden.
Like what happened with Kilchas, only worse." He shuddered. "I don't understand - why am | Fedling
them die? Why isthis happening to me, and no one se?'

"Maybe because you set the pell,” Treven hazarded. "The rest of us know what happens after
thefact, but you fed it at thetime. Or maybe it's happening just because the two of them werein the
origina Web with you. Or because they're close by physicaly. We haven't had any Herad deaths at
Haven but Kilchasand Lissandra.”

"l suppose. . . ." He put his head down on hisknees, still dizzy. "A lot of good I'm going to beif |
black out every timeaHerdd dies"” Hewas il in too much quasi-physical pain and too much in shock
to fed the emotional impact of the other Herald-Mage's deeth. :'Fandes? What about her
Companion?: :We're looking,: Yfandes said shortly. : Shonsea dropped out of our minds just as you
Felt Lissandra die. Are you going to be all right?: :I think so-I-: :We found her,: Yfandes
interrupted. : The northern end of the Field. It looks as though she was running, and fell and broke
her neck.:

Vanyed sghed and closed hiseyes. :If she felt what | did, I'm not surprised it came as enough
of a shock to make her fall. Something horrendous happened, whatever it was.:

His head throbbed with aftershock, and it wasincreasingly hard to think. He raised his head with
an effort when Joshel came back into the Council Chamber, coughing.

"It looks like she had an accident with her chemical gpparatus,” Joshe said. "When we got to
her chamber, it wasfull of fumes of some kind. We had to open awindow to clear them out. Look -"

Heheld up aglassjar; it was frosted on the outside.

"That's what those fumes did closest to the spill; ate into things. We found a container of some
kind over asmall firepot had broken. That was where the fumes were coming from. All we can guessis
that it cracked and spilled the Stuff into the fire, and Lissandra breathed in afatal dose before she could
get the window open.”

"It Felt likemy lungswereon fire" Vanyd said. "I couldn't bresthe, and my eyeswere burning.”

""She might not even have been able to see to get the window open,” Joshe continued. "As
corrosve as those fumes were, she must have been nearly blind. We found her hafway between her
workbench and the door.”

Lissandra should have known better than to work with something that dangerousin her
chamber, Vanyd thought vagudly. What on earth possessed her to do such a thing? The still-room
at Healer's Collegium has adequate ventilation against accidents, and she hasn't got any secrets
fromthe Healers. . . .

But his head was pounding, and he couldn't seem to get any further than that.

"l need to get something for my head,” he said thickly, getting to hisfeet. Treven looked a himin
concern.

"This hit you awfully hard," he said. "1 know you've been overworking. Do you want to take this
sesson up later?”

He shook hishead. "No," hereplied. "We haven't the time to spare. Y ou have Audiences right
after this, then Randi has aprivate Audience sesson with the Rethwellan ambassador. I'll be dl right.”

Treven smiled weskly. "You dways are," he said with gratitude. "1 don't know what we'd do
without you."

"Some day you'l have to do without me," VVan reminded him grimly. "I'm not immortd. Wdll, let's
get on with this. My operatives say the next movewill be for Karse to declare holy war on Rethwellan,
too, trugting that the mountains will keep the Queen from coming a them.”

"The morefools, they," the Lord Marsha replied. "Hereswhat she's pledged usif they makea
movelikethat..."

Thefirein Savil's room hissed and popped at them, and the late-afternoon sun shone weakly
down on the gardens outside the window. Van sat back in his chair and tried not to look asif hewere



tired of hearing hisaunt's plaints.

"I don't likeit," Savil said fretfully. "Firgt Kilchas, then Lissandra. Both of them Herdd-Mages.
It's no accident.”

"What else could it be?" Vanye asked reasonably, nibbing one of his shoulders. He was il iff
and sore from hisfit this afternoon. "We've been dl over that. No one found anything out of the ordinary.
No sgns of tampering, magica or otherwise. Just the result of miscalculation.”

A codl fdl down to the grate, and a shower of sparksfollowed it.

' fill don't likeit," shereplied, stubbornly shaking her head. "What if the tampering wasn't with
their equipment, but with them - their minds or their bodies? A Healer could easily have stopped Kilchas
heart. A MindHedler could have made Lissandra think she was putting something harmless on thefire.

Y ou'd never detect that kind of tampering.”

She's getting old, hethought sadly. She's getting old, and frightened of everything. In her
oversized, overstuffed chair shelooked thinner, and terribly frail. There were linesin her face that had
never been there until thiswinter. 1t seemed that, likethe Tayledras, shewasfailing al a once. She's
aged more in the last six months than in the last six years. "Savil, love, why would aHeder do
something likethat?' he asked. "It just isn't logicd.”

"Y ou don't have to be aHeder to have Hedling Gifts," she countered. ™Y ou havethem; sodo |.
Moondance isaHeding Adept. It could be arogue mage with the Gift. A kind of anti-Heder."

Great good gods. Now she's inventing enemies. Whoever heard of anything like that? "All
right, then," hereplied patiently. "Who? Weve no indication that anyone is using mages againg Vademar
right now."

Shefrowned. "What about the one that nearly killed you?'

"Thereésno sgn of that kind of magical attack in either Kilchas death or Lissandras,” he
reminded her. "And the attempt on me was not directed at Vademar. | think that must have been a
purely persona vendetta and nothing more. I've made alot of enemiesin thelast few years, and it'sall
too likely to have been one of them."

"Van," shesaid unhappily, "I'm worried. | think it's stretching coincidence - firgt theincident with
you, then Kilchasiskilled, then Lissandra. Please listen to me-"

Vanyd sghed. "I'll tell you what, Aunt Sawil. If itll make you fed more confident, I'll strengthen
your wards. But | don't think they need it. Y ou're an eminently capable mage, asyou very well know -
you're my superior at ritual magics. Kilchaswas very old and inclined to try and do things he shouldn't
because he was stubborn. Lissandraworked with very dangerous substances dl the time. The odds just
caught up with both of them.”

Savil scowled a him, and thefire hissed asif it fdt her anger. "Vanyd Ashkevron, you're being
more than usudly dense. If | were ten years younger -"

Abruptly she deflated, and shrank back down into her chair. "But I'm not,” she said sadly. "I'm
older than Kilchas, and just as vulnerable. I'm holding you to your promise, Van. Strengthen my wards.
I'll take any help | can get, because | believe | will bethe next target and | can't get anyone elseto agree
with me, not even you."

Vanye stood up, feding guilty. "Savil, | don't blame you for overreacting. Y ou knew both of the
others better than | did. I'll be happy to strengthen your wards as soon as | get amoment free, and I'm
absolutely certain that in afew more weeks well be laughing about this"

"l hope s0," Savil said unhappily as he moved toward the door. "1 truly hope 0."

He stifled a surge of annoyance, and bade her good night as affectionately as he could manage. It
wouldn't cost him more than a candlemark and allittle energy to strengthen her wards, and if it made her
less paranoid, it wasworth it.

He closed the door behind himsdf, and literdly ran into Stefen in the hal outside.

"I hope you're through for the day,” the Bard said in aweary voice as he caught Vanye'sarm.
"Because | certainly am. It'smy turn to need a backrub. The Rethwellan ambassador wouldn't talk unless
| was out of the room and Randae couldn't Sit up unless | was in the room, so they compromised by
dickingmeinaclost.”



Vanye chuckled tiredly, and put his arm around Stefen’s shoulders. "Nobody has me scheduled
for anything more, and I'm not inclined to let them know I'm free. Let's go; I'll give you that backrub.”

"Morethan abackrub, | hope" Stef said, shyly.

"I think I might be able to managethat,” Vanyd said into the Bard's ear.

"Good," Stef said. "I'll hold you to that. . . ."

Later, much later, asVanye drifted off to deep, he remembered what he had promised Savil.

Oh, well, hethought drowslly. | can take care of it tomorrow. It's not that urgent. And |
didn't promise exactly when 1'd do it, just that | would when | got some free time.

The fire had burned down to cods, with afew flamesflickering now and again above them, and
Stef was aready adeep, his head resting on Vanye's shoulder. It was the first moment of peace together
they'd had since returning from Forst Reach - thefirst entire evening they'd been able to spend together
without either of them being utterly exhausted or worried about something.

And it wasthefirst evening Van hadn't had to spend in the nodes, drawing energy for later use,
or channdling it esawhere,

He stroked Stef's silky, fine hair, and the Bard murmured alittlein hisdeep. 1'm not going to
spoil it now. It can wait until morning.

He watched the fire through half-closed eyes, listening to Stef bresthe, and waited for deep to
take him.

Then the peace of the evening shattered.

'VANYEL!:

Hewas out of bed and grabbing his clothes before Stef woke.

VAN -:

Savil's cry was cut off, abruptly, and Vanye doubled up and fell to thefloor -

Pain -

- knives of fire dlicing him from neck to crotch-

- lungs aching for air -

- teeth fastening in his throat-

Then, nothing -

Hefound himself gasping for breath, curled in afetd postion on the floor, Stefen staring at him
from the bed with his eyeswide with fear. It had felt like an eternity, yet it had taken only afew
heartbests from the moment Savil called him until now.

Savil!

He grabbed his robe from the floor beside him where he had dropped it and struggled to hisfeet,
pulling it on. He burst out the door and ran down the corridor-joined by every other Herdd in the wing
just asthe Desth Bell tolled. This time he hadn't been the only oneto fed the death-struggle.

And thistime there was no doubt. Thiswas no accident.

Savil's door was locked; Vanyd kicked it open. Hisaunt lay in the center of acircle of
destruction; furniture overturned, lamps knocked over, papers scattered. Blood everywhere. Some of the
others, Heral d-trainees who had probably never seen violent death before, gasped and turned green - or
blanched and fled.

Claw and teethmarks on Savil's throat and torso showed that she'd put up afight. A trail of
greenish ichor and a broken-bladed knife told that her enemy had not escaped unscathed.

But there was no sign of it, and the trail ended at the locked door.

Not that it mattered to him. The damage was aready done, and thistime Vanyd's hard-won
detachment failed entirely. While the others checked the locks, and |ooked for clues or any sign of what
had attacked her, he sank down to his knees beside the body, and took one limp hand in, his- and
wept.

Oh, gods - Savil, you wereright, and | didn't listen to you. Now you're gone, and it's all my
fault. . ..

Some of the others stopped what they were doing, and looked a him with pity and concern.
Very few of them had ever seen Vanyd emerge from behind the cool mask of the first-ranked



Herad-Mage of Vaddemar. Fewer still had seen him break down likethis, especialy in public. He had
heard that he had areputation for such coolness and sdlf-isolation that even fellow Heralds seemed to
think nothing could crack hisicy cam.

They were finding out differently now. " She - thought someone was - targeting the
Herdd-Mages," he said brokenly, to no onein particularly. " She was afraid she was going to be next; she
asked meto help her, and | just thought she was being hysterica. | promised to strengthen her wards,
and | didn't; | forgot. Thisisal my fault -"

She's never going to sit therein her chair and expound at me again. | can't ever ask her
for advice. She'll never take on Father for me - she was my mother in everything but flesh, and |
failed her, | failed her, when I'd promised to help her.

He hung his head, and closed his eyes, choking down the sob that rose and cut off his breathing.

Savil, Savil, I'mso sorry - and sorry isn't enough. Sorry won't bring you back.

Tears escaped from under his closed eydlids, and etched their way down his cheeks. He couldn't
swallow; he could hardly bregthe.

A hand touched his shoulder. He looked up, dowly, through eyes that burned and vision that
wavered with tears.

"Van?' Tantras said quietly. "1 know you'rein no shape to do anything, but you're the only
Herad-Mage | eft, and we can't check al the magica locks she had to seeif they were violated.”

He blinked, then reckoned up in his head ail the deaths over the last couple of years.

Oh, gods - I'm not just the only Herald-Mage they have left here, I'mthe very last
Herald-Mage. There aren't any more but me.

He wiped the back of his hand across his eyes and rose dowly to hisfeet. "Clear everyone out,”
he said in alow, and deadly calm voice, as a coldness settled in hisheart and icy anger steadied his
thoughts. "I'll need some room to work."

The wards weren't violated. Van stood in the middle of the room and scanned every inch of it
with Mage-Sight. The wards were fading now that Savil was dead, but they were still strong enough to
read. She had warded al four directions, above and bel ow, weaving protection atop protection, and al
glowed with the bright blue that meant no strand and no connection had been broken, and the only hole
was the one he himsalf had made when he broke down the door.

The wards weren't violated. The locks and locking-spells are all intact. Whatever it was
came in before she set the wards.

What was the damned thing, anyway?

Therewas il atrace of the greenish ichor left; more than enough to identify the creatureif it was
something Vanye had encountered before this. But it wasn'; it wasn't even close to anything he knew,
and the magica sgnatureit had left behind when it broke the spdll that gaveit its disguise was entirely
new.

It'sintelligent, he decided. It hasto be. And it's not Abyssal, or I'd at least recognize that
much of its signature, which only leaves one possibility. It's created, or it's fromthe Pelagirs. Or
both -

Hisonly option now wasto try alonewhat he and Savil and the two Tayledras had done
together; try to Seeinto theimmediate past. Hewouldn't havetried it if he hadn't seen it done by an
expert; and if the time he wanted to See hadn't been so recent, he wouldn't have been ableto do it done.

Thelonger hewaited, the fainter the traceswould be. His best chance at discovering anything
would beto cast the spdll now, thisingtant.

You son of a bitch, whoever, whatever you are, you're not getting away! I'm going to hunt
you down if it takes me the rest of my life-

He sat down on the cold, bare floor, next to where Savil had been found, and tapped recklesdy
into the node far below Haven. His need, anger, and sorrow drove him deeper into it than he had ever
been or dared to go before; he grasped the raw power with unflinching "hands," manipulating it like soft,
haf-molteniron. Heforged it into the spell on the anvil of hiswill and tuned it to himsdf through the
medium of his mage-focus. Then he cast it loose.



When he opened his eyes, the room was as he had left it when held last seen Savil dive. Hewas
gtting just beside Savil's big chair; it was early evening by the thin light coming in the windows, and she
didn't seem to bein the room.

Thismust be just after | met Sef, hethought, and guilt ate a him, acid in hiswounds of |oss.
The wards were not up. And there was nothing in the room that did not belong there.

Vanyd froze the moment and searched everywhere, even behind and undernegth the furniture.
Nothing. Everything was entirely asit should be.

He gritted histeeth and let time proceed again, waiting as the twilight degpened and became true
night; as one of the servants camein, lighting the lamps and leaving fresh candlesin the sconces. Another
brought in aheavy load of wood, and fueled the fire. Nothing at all out of the ordinary -

Wait amoment!

He froze the time-stream again, and examined the candles, minutely, with Mage-Sight.

Nothing at al odd about the candles - but when he turned his Sight on the wood, the entire pile
glowed an evil green, and when he dug deeper &t it, the wood gave him the same signature as theichor.

But it wasn't enough; not quite. He needed to see how the thing had looked when it dropped its
disguise, and where it had gone afterward.

Heforced himsdlf to let the time-stream start up again; his heart lurched when he saw Savil enter
theroom. No, not now, hetold himsdlf, forcing himsdlf to be cold and unemationd. It's not the time for
that - not while I'mtapping a node. | can't afford to give up concentration for emotion.

He regained control over himsdlf, just as hisaunt turned away from him and put up her wards.

Even though he was watching the woodpile, he didn't seeit actualy change; the creature was that
fast. Hefroze time again; catching it in mid-legp and Savil in mid-turn.

Well, at least I'm not dlipping,, hethought, till locked in that icy detachment. That creature
isn't anything I've ever encountered before. 1t was mostly like araven, but with toothed begk, evil red
eyes, and powerful legsthat ended in feet bearing knife-sharp, hand-sized talons.

Not even the Tayledras knew al of the creaturesthat roamed the Pelagirs, but somehow this
bird-thing didn't have thefedling of anything naturd - if that word could ever be gpplied to abeast from
that magic-haunted area. Still, the bird looked wrong; the teeth were too long for it to be able to actudly
eat with them, and those claws were no good for anything except rending. Certainly it couldn't perch on
anything like atree limb with those talons. And how would it feed young?

Vanyd could not leave his own position, but he could let the beast continueitsleap, little by little,
until he could see dl of it. He did so, steadfastly ignoring the look of fear on his aunt'sface, the panic as
sherealized she could not ready ablast of mage-energy beforeit reached her. It was thumb-lengths away
from her when he stopped the thing again, and close examination of the rear proved what he had
suspected. It had no genitd dit; infact, it had nothing &t al, not even avent. It was asfeaturel ess behind
as afeather-covered egg.

It was a construct, aone-of-a-kind, probably created specificaly for thistask out of areal raven.
The only way it could obtain nourishment would be magicdly; it was utterly dependent on the mage that
created it, and there would be no young that might escape the mage's control. That meant that the mage
who had targeted Savil was at the least more ruthless than Vanyd, and very likely more powerful aswell.

Power doesn't count for everything, Vanye thought, clenching hisjaw on arising tide of
anger. There's skill, and there's how much you're willing to pay for what you want. | want this
bastard, and | don't intend to lose him.

He sped up the time-stream, skipping ahead to the moment when Savil was aready dead and he
had started to kick in the doorway. He watched dispassionately as the bird-thing, wounded and bleeding,
again assumed its guise of a pile of wood, thistime beside the door. He watched as he dlowed himsdlf to
be overcome with grief, and the creature took that moment of distraction to dip out the door.

Hetracked it asit fled from the Palace by thefirst exit. It paused just long enough to attack one
lone Companion, down and in shock with the loss of her Chosen - the others came to Kellan's aid, but
too late. Thething rose up in triumph and fled, its talons and beak red with the mingled blood of Herad
and Companion, while the rest of the herd shrieked their impotent anger after it.



And sill hetracked it. North. North for several days ride, on wings sped by more magic, until it
dropped back down to earth, exhausted and weakened by itsinjury. He sensed from its primitive
thoughts that it was going to stay therefor at least aweek, healing. It knew it was safe enough. No one
knew it wasthere. . . and no one could follow it that quickly.

That was all he could bear to see. Helet loose his control of the spdll, and it dissolved away,
leaving him gtting onein the middle of the empty, ruined room, with dawn just beginning to color the
sky outside the windows, and Stefen huddled in acloak just inside the door.

"They t-told me not to disturb you," the Bard stuttered, looking pale and wan in the thin, gray
light. "But nobody said | couldn't wait here until you w-were done. Van, I'm sorry, | w-wish | could do
something -"

"You can," Vanyd replied shortly. "Y ou can guard the door and keep everyone else out.” There
was hurt in Stef's eyes at his coldness, but heignored it. :'Fandes?: hecdled.

Therage in her mind-voice colored everything abloody red. : Gods damn them to the lowest
hells! That thing got Kellan on its way out, Van -:

:I know that,: heinterrupted. : And I'm about to extract a little revenge right now. Will you
link and cover my back while | go hunting?:

‘Hunt away,: shesnarled, :I'mright behind you.: That wasall the assurance he needed. Once
again hedoveinto the node, pulled in dl the raw power he could hold through the buffering effect of his
amber focus, and launched himself out again with al his channels scorched and tender but still perfectly
functiond.

He knew the generd areawhere the thing had gone to earth, and he still had that trace of ichor to
useto find its exact location. While he had that bit of the beast'slife-fluid, it could never escape him, no
matter how many disguisesit assumed, or how much magic it called up to cloak its presence.

With Yfandes guarding his back, he knew he needn't waste half his energy watching for ambush;
he tracked the thing into its hiding place with infinite patience. He till had histap into the node, he could
afford whatever expense of power it took to find the construct.

When hefound it, he dso found something ese; it had shielding far more powerful than he had
expected. The creature's master wanted it back, evidently, which madeit al the more vauableto Vanyd.
Hisresources were dready stretched thin by distance; he couldn't smash through those shidlds at this
range.

But he didn't need to...

It was protected againgt "red” magic, not Mind-magic. And one of his Gifts was Fetching - with
all of the power of the node to back him. Because he had both real and Mind-magic, he could fud his
mind-powers with mage-energies as no other Herald could. Which was where his enemy had made a
fundamenta migudgment.

He saized the thing, shieldsand all; belatedly it tried to escape, but it hadn't achance at that point
and its master hadn't given it the ability to call for help. It had been too late for the creature to escape the
moment he knew its physica location. Asit struggled, he could Fedl itsrising panic, and he smiled -

And Pulled.

:Yes -: Yfandes hissed eagerly in hismind - by no means enough to distract him; he was used to
her commentaries and encouragementsin the back of histhoughts after dl these years. :Yes! Bring it
here and we'll show themwe're not to be slaughtered at anyone's whim -:

The thing grabbed on to whereit was and resisted his pull; he smply tapped deeper into the
node, ignored the pain, therivers of fire that ran along his channels, and pulled harder. Heripped it loose
asit shrieked in desperation; Y fandes supported him as he hauled it in. She cushioned him from the
effects of areaction-headache, something sheld never done before, enabling him to fling the cregture
down right on the spot where it had killed Savil, and pin it to the floor with raw node-power.

Stefen gave astrangled croak when it appeared, but wisely remained where hewas. Wise - or
perhaps frozen with fear; Van Felt the panic coming from him in waves, but had no time to worry about
the Bard just now. While the beast squirmed and screamed both mentally and vocally, he stripped the
protections from its crude thoughts and ripped away every detail he could concerning its master.



North, thedirection it had fled in thefirst place; the direction no one expected for an enemy.
North, and an impression of the vast wilderness that could only be the Forest of Wendwinter and the Ice
Wall mountains beyond. But of the master himsalf, nothing; only darkness. After ruthless probing that |eft
the bird's mind abroken, bleeding rag, Vanyd decided that thiswas al the construct had ever seen of its
meder.

He contemplated the writhing cresture at hisfeet with hismouth setinagrim line. He had left it a
ruin, with nothing remaining to tell it how to get home, or even how to defend itself. It could no longer
work the borrowed magicsit had been given, and it might not even remember how to fly. If helet it go, it
would dowly starveitsef to death, and its master would never know what had become of it, or even
whether or not it had been successful initstask.

Even Yfandes lust for revenge seemed satisfied now; at any rate, she was silent, and her anger
no longer seethed at the back of hismind. But his need for vengeance was not filled. He gathered all the
node-power he could handle, poured in channels that burned as hotly as his own need for revenge. He
made certain that there was ill aline open between the bird and its creator. It wastoo bad that theline
was such athin one - one that he could not follow to its source. He was going to have to find the
perpetrator the hard way. But the line was enough to punish the master through. . . .

And he smashed the thing with one hammer-blow of pure, wild power.

The congtruct screamed its agony, and asit died in the cold flames of magic, the energy
backlashed up the line Van had |eft open to its creetor.

The scream ended; the thing glowed with the power Van poured into it - then incandesced until it
was too bright to look at. And still he fed the fire, until the last of it was esten away, and there was
nothing left but afew wisps of white, feethery ash.

He turned toward Stefen, knowing that at any moment he would fed the effects of what he had
just done. Y fandes couldn't protect him from the reaction-headache of overexertion of Mind-magic much
longer; it was incredible enough that sheld doneit in thefirst place. And his channels were pure agony
that would take severd hours of sdf-Hedling to repair.

The Bard stared at him, his eyes wide and frightened, hisface pae as skimmed milk. "W-what
did y-you do th-that for?' he whispered, looking at Vanye asif he expected the Herald to lash out at him
next.

"l sent amessage,” Vanyd said quietly. "Onethat can't be mistaken for anything but what itis. A
chalenge, and awarning. Whoever did this, whoever murdered Savil, isgoing to pay for it with hisown
life. Because this wasn't a persona vendetta; this bastard is the same one that's responsible for Kilchas
death, and Lissandra's and probably made the attempt on me aswell. So it'sathreat to Vademar, and
assuch, | an going to eiminate the source of the threat."

The reaction-headache hit then; he brought one hand dowly to his head and swayed alittle. Stef
wasindantly at hissde, supporting him.

Herecdled the hurt in Stefen's eyes when held cut him off earlier, and grimaced. " Stef," he said,
awkwardly, "I'm sorry. | loved Savil, shewas - shewas- " He couldn't continue; tearsinterrupted him.

" She was the most remarkable and sweetest old bitch the gods ever created,” Stef replied
angrily, with tearsin his own eyes. "There's never going to be anyone to match her. Whoever did thisto
her - | want his hide, too. Not as much asyou do, but | want it too, and I'll do anything I can to help you
getit." Hehdd Vanyd, haf supporting him, haf embracing him. "It'sdl right, | understand.”

Vanye shook hisaching head. "l just hope you can keep understanding, Stef,”" he said through
the pain, "becausethisian't finished yet. It isn't even close.”

Sixteen

Vanyel had convened the entire Council as soon as he was able to speak coherently. The entire
Council, including Randa e, which meant that they met in his bedroom with Shavri in attendance.

Four stone walls surrounded them; like the Work Room, the Roya Bedchamber was an interior
room, entirely windowless. Hard on Randi, who seldom got to see the sun anymore - but mandated by



security. Assassins can't climb in the window if there aren't any windows.

The room was warm, but not stifling. For the sake of gppearances, Randi had been moved from
his bed to a couch, one as soft and comfortable as his bed, but with a padded back so that he could sit
up with full support. The rest of the Councillors brought in chairs from the outer rooms of the suite, and
arranged them around the couch with no regard for rank.

Mogt of them took in Vanye's pronouncement - framed as a request-with astunned silence.

All but the King.

"Absolutely not,” Randale said, actudly sitting up in darm. His voice sounded stronger than it had
in months. Shavri paled alittle and clutched the side of the couch. "We can't possibly spare you.”

"Y ou can't afford not to let me go, Randde," Vanye replied tightly, kegping arein on histemper.
"Whoever thisis, whatever his motive, he's been targeting Herads, and that makes him an enemy of
Vademar. And if he can pick Herald-Mages off from outside the Border, he can pick off anyone,
including you, any time he chooses"

He'd hoped that persond threat would give the King pause, but Randale didn't hesitate a second.
"That's not afactor. What isafactor isthat you are the last Herdd-Mage. Who's going to train the
youngsters with the Mage-Gift?

Who would even know what the Mage-Gift looks like? And who is going to counter attacks by
mage-craft on the Border if you aren't here?”

"To answer thelast question first,” Van replied, "Herads. 'Ordinary’ Herdds. They're not only
capable of it, I've managed to convince them that they can, which was no mean feat.”

"He hastrained severd Herddsin just that dready,” Joshd said reluctantly. "And weve learned
from our operativesthat there aren't any mages on the Karsite side any more; at least, none with any
power. After declaring magic anathema, they won't have anyone to train mages either -"

"Asfor theyoungsters-" Van continued, grimly, "In case you hadn't noticed, no one has had any
traineeswith Mage-Gift for the past two years. It was never that common to begin with, and it ssemsto
be gppearing entirdly in potentid now."

"Only in potentia ?' Shavri said, looking shocked, her glance going from Vanyel to Joshd and
back again. "But - why? What's happened?’

Van shrugged, and rubbed his thumb nervoudy aong the arm of his chair. "I don't know - but
congder this- so far as| cantell, thisenemy has picked Herald-Mages as histargets. What if he's been
making hisjob easer by killing the children with the Mage-Gift before they can be Chosen? It wouldn't
be that hard. All you'd have to do iswait for the Gift to manifest and send something to cause an
‘accident." No one would ever guess that the deaths were connected in any way."

"That makesit dl the moreimperative that you stay -" Shavri began, her face settling into a
stubborn scowl.

"That makesit dl the moreimperativethat | go,” Vanye countered, pounding thearm of his
chair with hisfigt. "What am | supposed to do, tap into the nodes and Sit around scanning the entire
countryside, waiting for some spell or creature to target an unknown child somewhere?| don't even
know if that'swhat's happening - and if it is, how do | stop it?" Histhroat tightened with grief and guilt,
but he forced himsdlf to continue. "Thething that got Savil spirited itsdlf into the Palace, in Haven, and
killed an experienced Herald-Mage under our very noses! Dear gods, she called to mefor help, and I'm
just down the hdl from her and | was till too late to save her! How in the seven hellsam | supposed to
catch thisenemy again when | not only don't know where and when helll strike, but who? | have to carry
the fight to him; it'sthe only way to neutrdize him. And if we don't - he hasto have alarger plan, he can't
be doing thisfor the fun of it. Do we wait for him to be ready to make hismove, or do we take him
before he'sready? Which is better tactics?'

"| can't arguetacticswith you, Vanyd," Shavri said resentfully, as Randa e collapsed back against
his cushions, "But | can't see what good it's going to do you, us, or Vademar to go haring off into the
unknown after some nebulous enemy who may just be -"

Vanyd was about to interrupt her, when Y fandes stopped him. :Hold your temper, Van,: she
sadfirmly. :We're behind you. And we're going to take care of this.:



We? hethought in surprise. But before he could ask her what she meant, the face of every
Herdd in the room went blank, and Shavri stopped in midsentence.

Therewas along moment of silence, broken only by the sounds of non-Heralds stirring restlessly
intheir seats. The candles placed in sconces al around the room flickered only when someone moved,
cregting amomentary current in the air. Someone coughed uncomfortably.

:'Fandes?: Vanyd Sent. :What's going on?: :You haveto go, Van,: sherepliedfirmly. : This
mage is too much of a threat. We - the Companions, | mean - have been talking it over since you
decided to go after him, and we think you're right. So we're backing you. And if the others won't
listen to their own Companions, they'll hear from dl of us.: The overtonesto her mind-voice sounded
both smug and alittle ominous. :We'll just see how long any of them can hold out against that.:

Joshel shook his head at that point. "All right,” he said doud, bresking the silence so suddenly
that the non-Heralds started. He gave Vanyd along-suffering look. "I don't know how you managed
this," hetold the dumbfounded Herald-Mage, mixed admiration and annoyancein hisexpresson, "I've
never heard of al the Companions uniting to back aHerad against King and Council before. | hope
you'reright, Vanyel Ashkevron - and | hopethisisn't going to be too much for even you to handle.”

One by one the others gave in, Shavri the last, possibly because Shavri's bond with her
Companion was the weakest.

But findly even she acquiesced, though not happily. "I hope you're satisfied, Herdd Vanyd," she
said, on the verge of tears. "l thought you were our friend -"

The others of the Council looked uneasy, embarrassed, or both, at this display of "womanly
vapors." Vanyd, who knew it was more than that, dared not waver from hisresolve. He knew why she
wastrying emotional blackmail; she was afraid for Randale and Jisa, but there was too much riding on
thisfor him to alow her to manipulate hisfedingsfor her, Randi, and their daughter.

"l am, Shavri. But Vademar comesfirgt, you know that aswell as| do," he replied coolly,
bringing home to her the same lesson held given Randale years ago.

"Then how dare you ride off and leave Vademar unprotected?’ she cried passonately, making
her handsinto figs.

"Because | am protecting Vademar," he said, just as passionately. "This mage, whoever heis,
doesn't dare leave me dive, not after theway | destroyed his creature. While he concentrates on me, helll
beignoring Vademar and anyonein Vademar. Y ou should dl be perfectly safe while he bringsdl his
resources to bear on me."

"And what if he k-k-killsyou?' Shavri said miserably. "What will protect us then?'

"Shavri," he said, leaning toward her and catching and holding her gaze, "If | die, I'll either take
him with me, or leave him so crippled helll be no threat. So help me, | will protect Vademar with my last
breath, and if thereisaway to protect her after my death, I'll find it!"

He stared into her eyesfor along moment, during which no one seemed to breathe. Then he sat
back, breaking the spell himsdlf. "But | don'tintend to die" he said, with agrim smile. "l intend to find this
bastard, and make him pay for what he did to Savil and the others. And if | have your permission to do
s0-?'

Randale nodded wesrily. "There doesn't seem to be much choice in the matter,” the King said.
"For what it'sworth, you have the permission of Crown and Council.”

Vanyd stood, and bowed with deliberate grace to dl of them. "I'm sorry if you fed that your
decison has been forced,” he said, "But | can't fed sorry that you cameto it. Vademar is more important
than any one man, however powerful he seemsto be. Thank you; I'll beleaving inthe morning. Trevenis
ready to take full responsibilities as Randae's proxy and the Heir, Joshel knows how to contact my
operativesin Karse, and Tantras can take over everything else I've been doing, just as he'sdonein the
past." He looked around at the various faces of the Councillors, hisfather included. "I'm not
indispensable, you know," hefinished quietly. "No oneis. You'real the most capable people | know,
and if thereés safety for anyonein thisredm, it'sin your hands, not mine, ultimately. Zhai'helleva, my
friends”

And with that, he turned and | eft the room before anyone el se could break down-including



himsdlf.

Stefen dipped ingde Vanyd's door and shut it behind him, quietly. Van was beside the bed,
neetly folding clothing and stowing it away in histravel-packs. While he did not look up from his packing,
Stefen knew that Vanyd waswell avare hed comein.

Stef bit hislip, unableto think of how to start, what to say. Vanye continued to ignore his
presence, perhaps hoping that Stef would become discouraged and leave. The silence lengthened, as
Stefen's palms grew sweaty and histhroet tighter and tighter. Findly he blurted out the first words that
cameinto his head.

"You're not leaving without me." Hetried to make it sound defiant, but it came out plaintive.
He pressed his back against the wood of the door asif he could physicaly bar Vanye'sway and waited
for Van'sresponse.

"Stef," Van said without turning around, "I can't take you with me, you know that." He sounded
asdistant and cold asif he were on the moon.

"Why not?" Stefen asked, around the lump in histhroat. He waswell aware that hiswords were
very smilar to what might be coming out of a petulant adolescent, and too anxiousto care. "'Y ou're not
going into Rethwellan thistime. Thereés no oneto careif we'relovers What'sthe differenceif I'm with
you or not?'

Findly Vanyd turned around; hisface was set in astony mask, and hiseyeswere
inward-focused, asif hewastrying not to see Stef, only his shadow. "The differenceisthat you're not a
Herald, you're not combat-trained, you can't even defend yourself from one man with asword. Yourea
ligbility, Stef. | told you when wefirst -"

"How am | any safer here?' heinterrupted, desperately, playing shamelesdy on the guilt he knew
Vanyd fdt over Savil'sdeath. "Savil wasn't safel If someone wantsto use me againgt you, al they have
to doiswait until you're gone, and take me. Anybody who can do what's been done so far could make
one of those Gate-things, grab me while everybody's adeep, and be gone before | could yell for help!

Y ou said yoursdlf | couldn't protect myself from one man with asword - how am | going to protect
mysdf againg something like that?"

Hebdled hishandsinto fists, to keep from gouging the wood of the door with hisnails. The
room was much too hot, and it was very hard to breathe. Vanye seemed to waver for amoment, the
mask cracking - then hislipstightened. Thefire flared up, making hisface look even harsher and more
mesklike.

"l don't havetimefor this, Stef. | have ajob to do, and you're only going to get intheway.” The
words were ddliberately hurtful, and if Stef hadn't felt atrace of contrary emotions through the bond that
tied them together, he might have fled at that moment.

He'sso driven - but | can crack that shell. I have to. Just enough so that he'll let me come
with him. . . but it's a mistake to bring up Savil again. That's what's driving him.

"I'm coming with you," he said stubbornly, moving away from the door and toward Vanyd. "If
you won't take me with you, I'll follow you. If you set somebody to watch me, I'll get away somehow. If
you won' let me stay with you, I'll ride an hour behind you." He stopped for amoment, then made the
last two stepsin arush, taking Vanyd in hisarms before the Herald could evade the embrace. Vanyd
held himself away, as Hiffly asthe night they'd first met, but Stef hid hisfacein Vanyd'sjerkin anyway. "I
don't carewhat you do," he said into Vanyd's shoulder, his cheek pressed tightly against the smooth
leather. "1 love you, and I'm following you. | don't care what happensto me, aslong as| can be with
you."

"What about Randde?' Vanyd asked in astrange, hollow voice.

"I'm not inlove with Randade," Stef replied, alittle defensvely. "I'm not aHerad, you said that
yourself, and | don't seethat | owe him anything. Therere adozen Heders that can pain-block now;
three of them can do it while Randal€'s awake and talking. I'm just a convenience; he doesn't need me
any more, and with Treven taking over full Heir's duties, he won't even have to do anything he doesn't
fed upto.”

"Shavri would probably disputethat,” Vanye said dryly, but hisrigid posture was softening.



"Shedid,” Stefen told him, encouraged by that tiny sign. "And | told her she could force meto
stay, but she couldn't force meto play. Shelooked like she wanted to throw something at me, but she
didn't. Shejust told me what she thought of me. It started with ‘traitor' and went downhill from there.”

"l imagineit did,” Vanye replied with alittle cough.

"She told me sheld have me demoted, that she'd have me banned from the Bardic Circle," Stef
continued, fedling that VVanyd was rdaxing further. "I told her | didn't care. And | don't." He released
Vanyd alittle, and looked up into the Herald's face, lifting his chin defiantly. "It doesn't metter tome. If |
wanted a high position and dl therest of that, | could have gone with that gem-merchant. | used to want
that kind of thing, but | don't anymore.”

"What do you want, Stef ?' Vanye asked softly, his strange silver eyesfull of pain, and haunted
by thoughts Stef could only guess at.

"Besdesyou?| don't know," Stefen said truthfully. HEd intended to say "just you," but
something about the way Van had asked the question compelled him to the exact truth. "1 only know that
without you, no rank or fame would be worth having."

"And what would you have doneif Randae had till needed you?' Vanye continued, holding
Stefseyeswith his.

Stefen swallowed. Histhroat tightened again, and a cold lump formed in the pit of his scomach. "I
d-d-don't know," hereplied miserably. "It'stoo hard achoice, and | didn't have to make it, so doesit
matter? He doesn't need me, and hetold Shavri so0."

"Hedid?" For thefirgt time since Savil's deeth, Vanyd smiled - avery faint smile, but agenuine
one. "Youdidn't tdl methat part.”

"Youdidn'tlet meget toit,” Stef reminded him, with an uncertain grin. "Randale told Shavri that
he didn't need me, and that I'd only pine myself away to nothing if | had to stay. He said | should follow
my heart, and that | shouldn't let you stop me. And that we needed each other.”

Vanye'sarms came up and dowly closed around Stefen. "I guesswe do, & that,” hesaidina
whisper, and held Stef so tightly the Bard could hardly bregthe.

"Will you let me come with you now?" he asked, when he was certain Van wasn't going to let go
of him any time soon.

"Don't you ever give up?' Vanyd asked, amusement waning with exasperation, and amusement
winning.

"No," the Bard replied, sure now that hed won. "I dready told you that." Hefdt Van's hand
groking his hair, and Sghed, relaxing himsdlf, the cold lump in his sscomach vanishing.

"All right - but only because | think you'reright." Vanye pushed him away enough o that the
Herad could look into hiseyes. "Y ou're probably alot safer with methan here. | can put better
protections on you than I've ever put on anyone dse, including mysdlf, you'l beinvisbleto Mage-Sight
because I'll make them all passive defensesthat don't manifest unlessyou're attacked, and it's harder to
find amoving target. But Stef - please, please promise methat if it comesto aphysicd battle, you'll run.
Y ou don't know anything but street-fighting, and | don't have the time to teach you enough of anything to
do you any good. I'velost Savil - if | lost you -"

Thelook in Vanyd's eyes was not atogether sane, and reminded Stef uneasily of the expression
he'd seen once in the eyes of abroken-winged bird. Stefen shuddered, and pulled the Herald back into
anembrace. "'l promise,” hesaid. "l told you, | value my skin. | won't risk it doing something stupid.”

"Good," Vanyd sghed. "Wel - | guess| should let you go pack...."

Helet go of Stef, reluctantly. Stefen backed a step away, and grinned up at the Herald. He
returned to the door, opened it, and pulled his packsin from the halway. "'l dready have," he said smply.

Vanyd was awake at dawn, and Stef somehow managed to shake himsdf into afacsmile of
dertness, even though his body protested being up a such an unholy hour, and his mind refused to admit
that he was actually moving about.

Van had gone completely over his packsthe night before; fortunately Medren had helped Stef
put hiskit together, and there was nothing Vanye inssted upon that he did not dready have, and very
little heinssted Stef discard. Stef had aready been in bed and adeep by thetime Van finished hisown



packing, but he could be avery light deeper if he chose, so the night had not been entirely wasted.

Although as he yawvned hisway through a sketchy breskfast, he wondered if the night might not
have been better spent in deeping, after dl.

It was s0 dark that the stablehands were working by lantern light. Vanyel saddled Y fandes with
his own hands, but suggested absently to Stefen that he stand back and let the experienced grooms dedl
with hislittlefilly;

They placed adifferent sort of saddle on her than Stef was used to; oneidentical to Vanyd's,
with the rear and front alittle higher than hisriding saddle, and rings and snaffles al over the skirting. He
couldn't imagine what al those fastenings could be for; especidly when there weren't any strapsin
evidence to be attached to them.

But then he didn't know much about horses, anyway. If that was the kind of thing Vanyd wanted
him to use, he and Meody would cooperate. At least, he hoped Meody would cooperate; she looked
rather affronted by the rump-band.

Then the grooms brought out two of the oddest animals Stefen had ever seen. Horse-tall, spotted
brown and white, as hairy asthe shaggiest of dogs, they had long necks and rabbit like faces with big,
round, deep-brown eyes. One of them craned itslong neck in Stefen's direction, its nostrils widening and
itssplit upper lip lifting.

Stef tried to back out of its reach, but Melody wasin the way and he was hemmed in by stdlson
either sde. The grooms were so busy loading the beasts with packs that they didn't notice what the one
nearest Stef was trying to do.

He braced himsdlf, waiting for the thing to try and bite him, hoping he could dodge out of the way
before it connected.

But the creature only snuffled at him, gtirring his hair with itswarm, sweet breath. Melody
twitched the skin of her neck and turned her head to see what was disturbing her. Stefan fully expected
her to have afit when confronted by the odd beast, but she didn't even widen her eyes. Shejust snorted
in equine greeting, and the beast stretched its neck still further to touch noses with her before going back
to snuffling Stefen's hair asif in fascination.

Findly the groom looked up from strapping the last pack down, and saw what the creature was
doing. "Here now," he said, dapping its shoulder lightly. The beast pulled its head back, and turned a
gazefull of disgppointment onitshandler.

"Don't you go a-lookin' a melike that, missy," he said. "Them's not roses you was asméllin,
‘twastheyoung lad'shair.”

She sighed, as deep and heartfelt as any crestfallen maiden, and closed her eyes. The groom
pulled thefina strap tight, and turned toward Stef. "Chirras," he said, shaking his head. "Curious as cats,
they are. Y ou waich this'un; she likes flowers, an' anything that's bright-colored shelll go sniffin’ at just in
case it might be some posy she ain't never seen afore.” He grinned. " Some fool Herald name of Vanye
gave 'er asnow-rose once, an' ever since she's been lookin' fer flowers where there can't be none.”

"Sheld just carried my packsthrough ablizzard, Berd,” Vanyd replied without turning around. "'
thought she deserved areward, and | didn't have any sweetswith me. Listen, we plan to leave these two
at the Border, a the last Guard pogt. Isthat all right?"

"What're you gonnado for supplies?’ the groom asked skepticaly.

"What | generdly do; live off theland.” Now Vanyd turned to face them. "1 wouldn't have asked
you for them now except that Stef isn't used to thiskind of trip, and | don't want to make it too hard on
him &t the beginning.”

"Whatever you say," the groom replied. "The Guard post is fine. Next replacement to come back
down can bring ‘'em with."

"That's pretty much what | thought." Vanye took the lead-rope of the other chirrafrom ayoung
boy and fastened it to the cantle of his saddle, while Berd did the same with the flower-loving chirraand
Melody's saddle. Van mounted once his chirrawas secure, and Stef followed his example.

"Y ou take care, mord Van -" Berd called after them, as they rode out into the dark and cold.
Vanyd hdf-turned in his saddle to wave, but he neither replied nor smiled.



Outsde thewalls of the city, there was nothing to be seen except snow-covered hillsand a
farmhouse or two. By the time they were acandlemark from Haven, the sky was aslight asit waslikely
to get for the rest of the day. The clouds hung low, heavy, and leaden; the air felt alittle damp, and the
only place Stef wasn't cold was where hislegs were warmed by contact with his horse.

Vanyd lifted hishead and sniffed the light breeze, afew strands of silvered hair escaping from the
hood of hiscloak. "Smellslike snow," he said, the first words held spoken since leaving the Palace
grounds. Stef sampled the air himsdf, but it didn't smell any differently to him. "How canyou tell?" he
asked, hisvoice sounding loud over the snow-muffled footfalls of the beasts on the road.

"It just does," Van replied. "Likerain, only fainter and colder.” He looked back at Stef, and got
Y fandesto dow so that they wereriding Sde by side. "I won't stop for you, and | won't hold my pace
back for you, Stef," he said warningly. "1 don't dare. I'm holding back enough asit is, taking chirrasfor
thefirgt leg. The only reason I'm catering to your inexperience on thisfirst stageis because my enemy is
going to assume I'm coming straight for him at a Companion's pace, and | hope thiswill throw him off."

"l understand,” Stef hastened to say. "I won't hold you back. I'll keep up.”

"Y ou might, but your filly isn't aCompanion,” VVan began. Then he got that "listening” expresson
that meant his Companion wastalking to him. " 'Fandes says shelll help,” hereplied, looking alittle
surprised. "1 don't know what she plans to do; maybe do something so that Melody can keep up with
her. | hope so; a Companion isgood for alot more in the way of speed and endurance than an ordinary
horse. | bred both those quditiesinto Star's line, but there's till only so much ahorse can do.”

"I'll keep up," Stef repeated, vowing to himself that he'd die before he complained of soreness or
faigue

He's so strange, hethought, so cold. It's like ther€'s nothing in the world that's important
except getting this enemy of his. I've never seen him like this before. Is he always like this when
he'sworking, | wonder?

"l haveto stop thismage,” Vanyd said quietly, asif hed heard Stefen'sthoughts. "'l have to, Stef,
it'sthe mogt important thing I've ever had to do. Can you understand that? I'm sorry if it ssems asthough
I'm being cold to you -"

Stefen shook hishead. "No, it'sdl right,” he said hagtily, even thoughiit didn't fed dl right. "I told
you | wouldn't fal behind, and | won't. Y ou'll have no reason to fed that bringing me along was abad
idea”

"I hopeyoureright,” Van replied bleakly. "Although | must admit that it looks as though the
wesgther is going to be abigger factor in our progress than you are.”

Even as he spoke, the first big, fluffy flakes began faling from the lowering clouds. Stef looked up
in puzzlement. "It doesn't look that bad,”" he protested, shifting in his saddle to relieve strained muscles
indde histhighs

Vanye's eyes were closed, and his brows knitted with concentration. "It's not bad now," he said
dowly. "But it could get that way very quickly, very easly. This storm system goes dl the way up to the
Border, and the balancesin it are quite ddicate. Right now it looks as though it's going to snow steadily,
but things can change that balance al too easily.”

"Oh," Stef replied. "1 didn't know you could predict wegther like that.”

Vanye opened hiseyesand raised an eyebrow a him. "I can't,” he said. "'l can only read
weather, | can't predict what it'sgoing to do. It's one of the first things | was taught after | got control of
my Mage-powers. Thekind of magic | can do often disrupts weether patterns, and | need to know if I'm
going to kick up astormiif | build a Gate or something of that nature.”

"Oh, likewhen'Lendd died -" Stef replied absently, lost in hisown worries.

But Vanyd dtiffened, and turned completely in his saddle to face the Bard. "How did you know
thet?'

Stefen brushed snow away from hisface, and felt an odd little chill down his spine at the tone of
Vanye's voice and the odd expression he wore. Van actudly looked frightened. Mostly startled, but a
littlefrightened.

"Savil must havetold me, or maybe Jsa," he said, trying to make sense of his own muddled



memories and Vanye'sreaction. "l remember somebody must have told me there was abig ssorm
caused mostly by the Gate being made. It was probably Savil, snce therewas alot of stuff about how
magic worksinvolved in the explanation. | know Savil talked to me about it after | asked her -"

"Why?" Van asked. "Why did you ask her?!

"Becauseit'sapart of you that'simportant,” Stefen replied in aquietly defensivetone. "l never
asked you about it because it seemed like you avoided the subject - | didn't want to hurt you or anything.
So | asked Savil if she'd mind talking about it, and she said no, it had been long enough ago that she
didn't mind anymore. That was while you were getting back to yourself after that mage attacked us."

Vanyd relaxed, and lost his haunted look.

"| talked to your parentsalot, too," Stef said. "1 hope you don't mind." Hetried to muster up a
hint of mischief. "Treesaand | have alot in common; she says I'm more fun to have as company than any
of her ladies. | helped her get hersdlf settled in when they got here, you know."

"I didn't know," Vanye replied with akind of absent-minded chagrin. "'l just saw Father taking to
the job of Councillor like ahound to the chase, and | guess | just assumed Mother would be dl right.”

She wasn't all right; she got here and found out that she was in the same position Savil
said you were in when you first came here - a provincial noble from the backwater, twenty years
behind the fashions, with no knowledge of current gossip or protocol, Stef thought. She saw less of
you than before. She was terribly lonely, and if there had been a way to get home, she'd have
taken it.

"| thought she wasfine. It just seemed like after thefirst couple of weeks, she was as happy as
Father," Van continued, peering through the curtain of snow at the road ahead. "Every timel'd see her
shewas the center of attention, surrounded by others.” He paused for amoment, then said, "Wasthat
your doing?"

"Some of it,"” Stef admitted. "1 coached her, and | introduced her to Countess Bryerly and Lady
Gellwin. Y ou probably hadn't noticed, but thereisn't much ‘court’ at Court with Randi so sick and
Shavri'stimetaken up with it. Thereal Court, the socid part, has pretty much moved out of the Crown
section of the Palace and into the nobles suites. And those are the two that really run it. Countess Bryerly
isdigtantly related to the Brendewhins, so that made everything fine. Lady Gellwin took Treesaunder her
wing asakind of protege, put her in charge of alot of the younger girls once she found out that your
mother did alot of fostering.”

A month ago, Vanyd would have been deeply upset that he hadn't thought to make sure his
mother was well settled in. Now he only said, "Thank you, Stef. | gppreciate your helping her," and
continued to peer up the road.

That's not like him, Stef thought, worriedly. 1've never seen him so obsessed before. If he
thought we could make any better time by getting off 'Fandes and pushing her, he'd do it. | don't
under stand what's gotten into him.

The snow was getting thicker; there was no doubt about that. It still wasn't enough to stop them,
or to dow them by too much, but Vanyd was obvioudy concerned. He spoke in an absent tone of voice
whenever Stef asked him adirect question, but otherwise he was absolutely silent and inward-centered.
The morning lengthened into afternoon, and Stef was afraid to ask him to stop for something to eat and a
chance to warm up, even though they passed through three villages with innsthat Stef eyed longingly. He
was hungry, but worse than the hunger was the cold. Snow kept getting in under his hood and melting,
sending runnels of icy water down the back of his neck. He could hardly fedl hishands or hisnose. There
wasn't any wind, but they were creating their own breeze just by moving, and it kept finding itsway in
through the arm-dits of his cloak. And Melody was suffering, too; she walked steadily in Y fandes wake
with her head down and her eyes half-closed; she wastired, and probably missed her warm stable as
much as Stefen missed his room and fireplace.

Finally Yfandes planted dl four hoovesin the middle of the road and refused to go any farther.
Melody actualy ran right into her rump before thefilly redized the Companion had stopped.

Van seemed to come out of atrance. "All right," he said crosdy. "If that's the way you want it, |
guess| don't have achoice.”



"What?' Stef said, Startled.

"Not you, ashke, Yfandes. She says she's cold and hungry and she's stopping whether | likeit or
not." He dismounted and led her and the chirraover to the side of the road, kicking hisway through the
soft snow. Stef had to make two tries at dismounting before he could get off; held never been so iff and
sorein hislife, and he had the sinking feding it was only going to get worse.

But when he got under thetree, hefdt alittle resstanceintheair - and when he passed it, a
breath of warmth melted the snow stuck to his hair. It was more than just a breath of warmth; the entire
area benegth the branches was warm, about as warm as a summer day; what snow Van hadn't cleared
away was mdting, and Y fandes was looking very pleased with hersdlf.

"Van-" Stef said hestatingly. "Isthisagood idea? | mean, | guess you used magic to do this,
won't somebody spot it?"

Vanye shook hishead. "l used a Tayledras trick; it'show they shidd their valeys. From the
outside, even to Mage-Sight, this place looks absolutely the same asit did before we got here;
snow-covered trees, and no humans. It'll stay that way until well after we've gone on." He brushed snow
from his cloak and grimaced. "There will ill be atrace of magic-use here, though, and if my enemy
knows| trained with the Tayledras hell be able to track us by that, about two days behind our red trail.
I'd rather not have done this, but 'Fandes said her joints were getting stiff and she had to get warm, so |
didn't have much choice.

Stef had a sneaking suspicion that 'Fandes had inssted as much for his sake as her own, and he
gave her alook of gratitude he hoped she could read. To his astonishment, she turned to look right at him
and gave him adow, deliberate wink when Vanyd's back was turned, rummaging in the chirras packs.

"Could we sort of change direction every oncein awhileto throw him off?" Stef said, hoping this
meant Van was going to warm up their resting place every time they stopped.

"It won't do much good; he knows we're coming north after him, and theré's only alimited
number of wayswe can travel." Vanyel sghed, and looked over Stef's shoulder asif he wished they
could get back on the road immediately.

Stefen ate hismedl in silence. Yfandes sdled up to him and he leaned on her, grateful for the
support and for her warmth. 1t looks like the best | can hope for is that he'll wait until 1'mwarm
clear through before getting back on the road.

"At any rate, thisis how well camp at night,” Vanye continued, handing him cold meat, bread,
and cheese, and two apples. "l don't want to stop at inns; there could be spiesthere, and | don't want
this mage to know exactly wherewe are.”

Stef split his second apple and fed half to Y fandes and haf to Meody. "Whatever you say, Van,"
he replied, hoping he'd be able to get back on hishorse when Vanyd wanted to leave. "Aslong as| can
be with you."

Seventeen

Snow fell, asit had falen for the past three weeks, asit seemed it would continueto fall for the
next three weeks. Not a blizzard; the wind, when there was one, was gentle, and the temperature
relaively warm. But the snow was wet and heavy; good snow for playing in, as dozens of children
making snow-beastsin their yards attested - but it increased their travel timefourfold. Ironicaly,
consdering how much stress Vanyd had put on the fact that he would leave Stef behind if he had to, the
chirras were forcing a path through the snow for the two riding, and their progress was set by the chirras
pace.

"How many days can asnowstorm last?" Stef asked, huddled on Me ody's back, shivering
despite woolen underdrawers, a sweater and a shirt under histunic, and two sweaters and his cloak over
thet.

"It's not the same storm, ashke,” Vanyd replied, as he consulted amap, then looked for
landmarks. They were supposed to reach the last Guard outpost today, at least according to Vanye's
caculations. That outpost marked the end of the lands VVademar claimed, and the beginning of territory



held by no one except wolves - two and four - legged. And other things - the Pelagirs reached into that
territory, and where they ended was anyone's guess. Probably only the Tayledras knew. It aso marked
the point a which Vanye and Stefen's "easy" travel ended. They'd be leaving the chirras behind, and
what little was | eft of the supplies, and going on with what Y fandes and Meody could carry - and what
Vanye could conjure up.

By now, Stef was no longer so sorein the morning that he would far rather have died than get up
and remount his horse - but the cold never varied, and once out of their little shelter of mage-born
warmth in the morning, he was chilled and miserable within a candlemark.

"What do you mean, it isn't one stcorm?" Stef asked. "It hasn't stopped snowing since we left
Haven."

"It'saseriesof storms, al coming out of the north,” Van replied, folding the map and storing it
carefully in aspecia pocket on his saddle. "They generdly blow out during the night, and anew one
movesin just before dawn. The post isn't more than acouple of furlongs away; we should make it there
by dusk.” He looked back critically at Stefen. "'If they have it to spare, we should get you some warmer
clothing. And a better cloak. If | had known you'd fed the cold thisbadly, I'd have gotten it for you
beforewe | eft.”

Stefen held his peace.

"Youregoingtoneed it,” Vanyd continued, urging the chirraforward, with Y fandesfollowing at
itstall. "After this, when we leave the gear and the extra supplies, thistrip is going to be much harder on
you."

And not on you? What are you made of, Van? Stone and steel? "I don't see how it can," Stef
replied, sincefor once, Van seemed to be waiting for an answer. "'I'm dready frozen most of thetime.”

"Because we may be frozen and hungry most of thetime," Vanyd told him, looking back over
his shoulder. "Well eat what | can hunt. | refuse to use magic to bring helpless creaturesto me unlessI'm
literdly starving to degth.”

"I'm probably alot more used to being hungry than you are, Lord Vanyd Ashkevron,” Stefen
snapped. "'l spent most of my life being hungry! | may not be woods-wise, but I'm not as helplessasyou
keep trying to make me out to be!"

Vanyd recoiled alittle; his mouth tightened, and he turned away. "1 hope for your sakethat's
true, Stefen,” was dl he said as he presented his back to the Bard.

Stef bit hislip and tasted the salt-sweet of blood. Bright move, Stef. Very bright move. What
do you use for a mind, dried peas? He brushed snow and hair out of his eyeswith amovement that had
become habit, and stared at the snow-blanketed woods to his right and left. But dammit, | wish he'd
give me credit for being something more than a useless piece of baggage. All right, I'mnot a
Herald, | don't know how to survive on my own in the woods - but | can help and I've been helping
- when m'lord bothersto give me instructions.

Unhappiness, colder and more bitter than the cold, welled up in histhroat. Maybe he was right.
Maybe | shouldn't have come. Maybe thiswhole trip is just showing him how little he needs or
wants me. Maybe | should stay behind at this Guard post -

Suddenly Y fandes stopped; Me ody kept moving past the Companion until Vanyel reached over
and caught her reins out of Stefen's hands.

Then he caught Stefen's hands, themsalves. "I'm sorry, Stef," he said, that same wounded-bird
look back in hiseyes. "'l don't give you enough credit. 'Fandes just gave me an earful for some of the
things I've been saying and doing to you.”

Sefentried to amile. "It'sdl right, redly itis-"

"Noit'snot, but | can't help mysdlf, Stef," the Herald said through clenched teeth. "I'll probably
go right on doing thisto you, making you hurt, making you fed like you wish you'd stayed behind. | just
hope you can forgive me, becauseit isn't going to stop. Everything has to take second place to what I'm
doing about this enemy of mine, can you understand that?"

"No," Stefen sad truthfully. "But I'l try."

Vanye dropped hiseyes. "I'm glad you're with me, Stef," he said, in awhisper. "I'm glad you're



gticking this out with me. It would be alot harder without you. Y ou remind me I'm still human just by
being here. Y ou remind me there's something el se besides the task I've been set. Something worth more
thanrevenge. . . but | say things| shouldn't because sometimes| don't want to be reminded of that."

Stefen couldn't think of anything profound to say, but the lump in histhroat and stomach were
gone, and he felt agreat ded warmer than he had in weeks. He freed one hand from Vanyd'sand
touched hisgloveto Van's cheek. I loveyou," he said smply, as Vanyd's silver eyes met hisagain.
"That'sdl that matters, isnt it?"

Vanye smiled, aflicker of hisold self, and patted Stefs hand. "Let'sgo," he said, and let go of the
Bard's other hand. " The sooner we get into shelter, the happier you'l be."

Thelistening look crossed his face again, and he coughed. "'Fandes says, 'to the nine hellswith
you humans, you have cloaks. The sooner we get to the shelter, the happier I'll be.™

Stefen amiled - and when Vanye had turned his attention back to the trail ahead, exchanged
winkswith the Companion.

Lady, hethought at her, We may not be able to Mind-speak at each other, but | have the
feeling you and | are communicating very well, lately.

The Guard post meant ared fire, ared bed, and hot food. And, almost asimportant, human
Voices, voicesthat weren't hisand Vanyd's.

There was warmer clothing available, wool underclothes from the Guards winter stores,
sweaters one of the Guardswomen knitted from mixed sheep and chirrawool, the new, fur-lined cloak
that had belonged (Stef tried not to think of theill omen) to a Guardsman that had died of snow-fever
before he could ever wear it.

And there was news of the North, newsthat was at odds with their own mission.

They sat by thefire, hot cider brewing in akettle. Vanyd and the Post Commander douched
across atiny tablein the corner, while Stef warmed his bonesright on the hearth.

"Lady bless, not athing but the occasiona bandit and about of snow-fever," said the
Commander, ahandsome woman with iron-gray hair and afirm jaw. "Since last summer we haven't even
seen the odd Pelagir critter coming over."

"Not even rumors?' Vanyd asked, as Stef warmed hisfeet at the fire and played someonéesold
|ute that had been found in the storeroom. The tone wasn't exactly pure, but the Guardsfolk were
certainly enjoying it, so hetried not to wince at the occasiona dull note. "No hint of activity up there at
al?

"Not athing,”" the Commander replied positively. "The only odd thing's this snow. Never seen it
snow so much asit hasin the past few weeks. Well, you can see for yoursdf; we shouldn't have more
than one or two thumblengths on the ground right now, and we've got it up to our waistsswith noendin
sght.”

"Youmeanthisisn't norma winter weather?' Vanye asked, sitting up straight. "I thought - my
nephew was up here and carried on like the snow was above the rooftops by midwinter!”

"Hédlfires, no, thisisn't norma," the woman laughed. "If your nephew was that young Journeyman
Bard we had through here - poor lad, one snowfdl and he thought the end of the world was coming in
icel But that was after some of my people scared him half to death with their tales. Normal winter gives
us snow every couple of weeks, not day after day. Can't say as| mind it, though. Weather likethisis
harder on the banditsthan it ison us. We got clearing crews; they don't, and it's damn difficult to move
through woods this deep in soft snow.”

Stef knew that look, the one Vanye was wearing now. Hefinished the song hewas on, just
about the same time as VVan made a polite end to his conversation and headed back to their room.

He gave the lute back to itsfinder, claiming weariness, and ignoring the knowing looks as he
hurried after the Herald.

The guest room did not have afireplace, and it wasin the area of the barracks farthest from the
chimneys. Given his choice, thiswas not where Stef would have gone. The corridor was lit by a couple of
dim, smoking lanterns, and Stef would have been willing to swear he saw the smoke freeze asit roseinto
theair. Vanye was adim white shape alittle ahead of him; he managed to caich up with the Herald



before he reached their door.

"What wasit?' he asked, seizing Van'selbow. "What did she say?'

Hewas hdf afraid that Van would pull away from him, but the Herald only shook hishead and
swore under his bregth.

"I can't bedieve how stupid | was," he said quietly, as he opened the door to their room and
motioned Stef to go inside. The candle beside the door and the one next to the bed sprang into life as
they entered - the kind of casua use of magic that impressed Stef more than the nightly creetion of their
shelter, because the use of magic to light acandle implied that VVan consdered it no more remarkable
than using acod from thefire for the same purpose. That wasfrightening - that VVan could afford to
"waste' power that way. . . .

"How were you stupid?' Stef persisted. "What did shetell you other than the fact that they're
having odd wegather thiswinter?*

"Odd westher?' Vanye grimaced. "That'srather like saying Randi'salittleill. Y ou heard her,
they've had weeks of snow, not the couple of days worth they should have had.”

Hetook his cloak down from the hook next to the door and bundled himsdf up init. "Do you ill
want to be useful?' he asked, sitting down on the edge of the bed and looking up at Stef with the candle
flamesreflectingin hiseyes.

"Of course | want to be useful -" Stef said uncertainly.

"Good. Stand by the door and make sure nobody comesin.” Vanye put his back against the
wall, and pulled the cloak in tightly around himself. He cocked an eyebrow at Stef asthe Bard shuffled
hisfeet, hestantly. "That's not alight request. I'm going into trance. | made the basic mistake of assuming
that Sncel didn't sense any magic in the weather around usthat it wasn't wizard westher. Obvioudy |
waswrong."

"Obvioudy," Stef murmured, seeing nothing &t al obvious about it.

"S0, I'm going to be doing some very difficult weather-working, but I'm going to haveto do it at
some distance, where these snowstorms are being generated. When | do that, I'll be vulnerable.” He
waited for Stefen to respond. After amoment, light did dawn. "Oh - soif ther€re any agents here -"

"Right. Thiswould be thetime for them to act. And since my magical protections are pretty
formidable, the easiest thing would be to come after me physicaly.” Vanye settled back and closed his
eyes.

"Van, what do you want meto do if somebody forcestheir way in here?" Stef asked, feding for
the hilt of hisknife,

Vanye opened hiseyesagain. "l want you to stop them however you haveto," he said, hiseyes
focusing dsawhere. "Thisis one place where your street-fighting skill isgoing to do us some good. Take
them diveif you can, but don't let them touch me. One of those leech-bladesjust hasto touch the skin to
be effective.”

"All right,"” Stefen replied, fedling both alittle frightened, and better than he had sincethistrip
started. At least now he was doing something. And Van had admitted to needing himto do it. "'Y ou can
count on me."

"If I didn't think | could,” Van told him, closing hiseyesagain, "1 wouldn't have asked you, lover."

Stef sarted a another noise; the candle had long since burned down to nothing, but he hadn't
dared light another. Several times held thought held heard something outside the locked shutters on the
room's single window, but nothing had ever happened.

The sound came again, but thistime he redized it was coming from the bed. He groped hisway
over and sat down; the shapel ess bundle of Van moved, and the cloak parted, letting out afaint mist of
golden light. Stef gaped in surprise; his present, the amber mage-focus around Van's neck, was glowing
ever 0 dightly. Thelight it gave off wasjust enough to see by.

"Anything happen?' Van asked, shaking long, silver-streaked hair out of hiseyes. Helooked like
the old Vanyd; hisface had lost some of that hard remoteness. And he sounded liketheold Van, as
wdll, hisvoice held concern for Stef aswel as need to know if anything had gone wrong.

"I thought | heard something a couple of times, but other than that, nothing,” Stef told him, il



garing at the pendant. "Doesit dways do that?*

"Does- oh, yes, a least it hasfor awhile. That'sthe best gift anyone's ever given me, especialy
now," Van sad, his eyes and voice both warming. He stretched, throwing his cloak back alittle and
reaching high over his head, ending with one hand lying lightly on Stef's knee. "Having the focusto feed
raw power through has made alot of thismuch easier on me. | don't dways have time to useit, but
when | do, it extends my reach and my strength. I'm glad you cared enough about meto find it for me,
ashke." He amiled, and Stef warmed dl through. "The snow should stop in about a candlemark, and it
won't start again the way it has been.”

The abrupt change of subject didn't confuse Stef as much ait might have thistime. "So it was
wizard wesether, then. Did you find out where it was coming from?"

"Vaguey. On the other sde of thisforest; possibly up in the mountains™ Van massaged hisright
hand with hiseft. "That's the Strange part, Stef, I've never heard of a powerful mage coming out of that
areabefore. A few triba shamans, certainly, but never an Adept-class mage.”

"Who says he has to have come from there?' Stef replied, taking Van's hand and massaging it for
him. He's treating me like a partner now, and not like a liability. "He could have come from
somewhere else, the Pelagirs or Iftel, maybe, and moved in there because theré's no onethere. That's
what 1 would do if | were amage and wanted to build myself up before | took on theworld. I'd go up
wherethere aren't any mages. No rivas, no competition.”

"That's reasonable, | suppose,” Van admitted. "Listen, lover, how upset would you be at not
staying the couple of dayswe planned here - at leaving at firgt light?"

"| told you | wasn't going to hold you back," Stefen said, with apurely internal sigh of regret. "I'm
not going to start now by breaking that promise. If you want to leave, welll leave.”

"I was hoping you'd say that," Van replied, kicking off his boots. Stef took his cloak from him,
and started peeling off his own clothing, expecting that, as usua, the use of magery would have left
Vanye too tired to do anything but deep.

Until hefdt Van'shands diding under his shirt.

"Here," the Herald bresthed in hisear. "L et me help you with that. Thismay be our last rea bed
forawhile..."

In the morning, that brief glimpse of the old Vanye was gone. VVan was back to his new patterns,
remote, silent, face unreadable, eyes wary. Stef sighed, but he hadn't redlly expected anything different.
At least | know that down under the obsession, he's still the same person, hethought, dressing
quickly inaroom so cold that his breath frosted. So when thisis over, I'll have him back again the
way he was. It was beginning to look like I'd lost the Van | love. . . .

They saddled up and rode out without more than a cursory farewel. Stef had learned how to
take care of Mdody entirely on his own while they'd been on the road, now he didn't even think twice
about getting her brushed down and saddled, he just did it without waiting for the groom's help.

Most of what they were carrying was food for Y fandes and Meody. There was a certain amount
of provender out here, even in the depth of winter, and Vanyel could, if he chose, force-grow more
overnight in their shelters. He could even Fetch alimited amount every night from the soreshere a the
Guard post, which was probably what he was going to do. But the fact was it was harder to feed the
horse and the Companion out here in the winter woods than it was to feed the humans, so their needs
took priority over Van and Stef's.

Stef was very glad for hisnew clothing, motley though it was, the moment they got out of the
shelter of the palisade around the Guard post. Though the sky was as clear as Van had promised - in
fact, for thefirst timein weeks, Stef saw the Morning Stars, Lythan and Leander, on the eastern
horizon-it was colder than it had been while it was showing.

A lot colder. Already Stefs nose was numb, and he was very glad of the wool scarf wrapped
around his ears under the hood of his cloak.

Vanye looked to the east, where the sky was just beginning to turn pink, and frowned alittle.
But he said nothing, only urged Y fandes on, into the margindly clearer place between the trees that
marked what passed for aroad up here.



The sun rose - and at the moment it got above the tree-tops, Stef knew what had caused Van to
frown. Though weak by summer standards, the clear sunlight poured through the barren branches and
reflected off of every surface, doubling, even tripling its effect on the eyes. The ground was ablinding,
undulating expanse of white, bushes and undergrowth were mounds of eye-watering whiteness- in fact,
Stef pulled his head completely insgde the hood of his cloak and rode with his eyes squinted partly shut
after afew moments. The only relief was when they passed through sections of conifersthat
overshadowed the road and blocked the sunlight. Once out of their shade, the reflected sunlight seemed
twice as painful as before.

Stll Vanyd pressed on, even though Melody and even Y fandes tripped and stumbled because
they couldn't see where they were going, and couldn't guess at obstacles under the cover of snow. The
farther they got from the Border, the thinner the snow-cover became, but the snow and the light reflected
fromit weredill there, ill aproblem, even past midday - and they did not take their usua break to eat
and rest. Finaly Stef pulled Melody to ahalt. She hung her head, breath steaming, swesting, obvioudy
grateful for achanceto stop. Y fandes went on for afew more lengths, then paused. It took Vanye
severd momentsto notice that Stef was no longer behind him.

He turned and peered back through the snow-glare; hooded, White-clad Herald on hiswhite
Companion, he was hard to make out against the snow, and he looked like an ice-statue.

Hisvoicewas as cold asthe chill air. "Why did you stop?"

"Because Mdody and Y fandes need the rest you didn't take,” Stef told him bluntly. "L ook at
Y fandes, look at how heavily she's breathing, how she's swesting! They don't have the chirrasin front of
them to bresk apath, VVan, they need their rest at noon more than ever -"

"We don't havethetime,” Vanyd snapped, interrupting him.

"Wedon't have a choice," Stef countered. "Y fandeswill carry you until she drops, but what
good are you going to be ableto do if you kill her?' He nudged Melody with his heels, and she covered
the few steps between them iffly and reluctantly. He gestured at Y fandes, who had taken the same
posture as Mdody; head down, eyes closed, sdes heaving. "Van, look a her, look a what you're doing
to her. Hdlfires, look at what you're doing to yoursalf! Y ou can't see, you haven't eaten or had anything
to drink since before dawn, and for what? This enemy of yoursisn't going anywhere - he's going to be
right where hésbeen dl dong!"

"But he knowswere coming -" Vanye began.

"So what difference doesthat make?' Stefen sniffed, fighting back that traitorous lump that kept
getting in the way of what he wanted to say, and rubbed his nose with the back of hisglove. "He hasn't
done much except throw alittle snow at us so far, and that snow might not even have been thrown at us.
Van, you're forgetting everything that makes you someone specid, that makesyou aHerad, every time
you start focusing in on thisenemy of yours. | mean, that'sredly it, heisn't an enemy of Vademar
anymore, he's apersona enemy, someone you want to take on by yourself - and you're running over
everything and everybody in your path to get at him! Me, Randde, even Y fandes; none of us matter, as
long asyou can persondly destroy thismage! Don't you seethat? Don't you see what you're becoming?”

"You-" Vanyd's expresson hardened still more, and he drew himself up, tiffly. Y ou have no
idea of what you're talking about. Y ou aren't aHerad, Stefen - you wouldn't even stand by Randae.
How can you presumeto judge -"

That was asfar as he got. Yfandes jerked her head up, and trumpeted an alarm, but it was too
late.

Men - hundreds, it seemed-burst through the snow-covered bushes on either side of the road.
Méeody started awake a Y fandes scream, then shied violently at the shouting creatures running toward
her. Stef clung to her saddle, bewildered -

Ambush? he thought, trying to hold onto Melody as she bucked and shied again, while Vanyd
did something with his hands and balls of fire appeared from nowhere to burst in their attackers faces.
But -

The exploding fire was the last straw so far as Meody was concerned. She screamed and fled,
stumbling, down their backtrail, and bucked Stef off before they had gone more than two lengths.



Stefen went flying headfirgt into a snowdrift, and came up, scraping snow out of hiseyes, justin
timeto see Vanye cut an axe-widding attacker in haf with his sword, while Y fandes mashed in a second
man'sface with her hindfeet.

At that moment Stef forget everything he ever was, and everything he ever knew. Hewasno
longer thinking, only fedling - and the only thing he fdt wasfesar.

And the only thing of any importance in the entire world was getting away from there.

Heturned and ran. Ran as hard as hed ever run in hislife, with fear driving him and nipping a his
hedls. Ran along the backtrail and then off into the bushes, with brancheslashing at him and buried
protrusionstripping him.

Ran until heamply couldn't run anymore, until the sounds of fighting werelost in the distance,
until he ran out of breath and strength and collapsed into the snow, lungs on fire, mouth parched, sdesan
agony, legstoo wesk to hold him.

Helay where hefdl, waiting for one of the ambushersto come after him and kill him, fear making
him whimper and tremble, but too spent even to crawl.

But nothing happened.

He pulled in grest shuddering bregths of air, sobbing with fright, while his body finaly stopped
shaking with exhaustion and began shivering with cold. And still nothing happened.

Helevered himsdf up out of the snow, and there was nothing in sight; no enemies, not even a
bird. Only the snow-covered bushes he had falen into, blue sky, bare tree-branches making a pattern of
interlace acrossit, and the churned-up mess of snow and dead leaves of his backtrail through the
undergrowth.

He listened, while fear ebbed and sense returned, dowly. He heard nothing, nothing whatsoever.

And findly thought returned aswedl. Van! Dear gods - | left him alone back there -

He struggled to hisfeet, and fought hisway back through the bushes, staring wildly about. Still
there was neither sght nor sound of anything.

Dearest gods, how could | do that -

Once again heran, thistime driven by guilt, dong the swath hisflight had cut through the snow
and the forest undergrowth. He burst through a cluster of bushes onto the road, and literaly stumbled
onto the Site of the ambush.

There was blood everywhere; blood, and churned-up snow and dirt, and bits of things that made
Stef sick when he saw them - bits of things that looked like they had belonged to people.

Then his eyes focused on the center of the mess, on something he had first taken for ahegp of
Sow.

Y fandes. Down, lying in acrumpled heap, like abroken toy |eft by a cardless child, blood oozing
from the stump where her tail had been chopped off.

No sgn of Vanyd.

No -

Stef sumbled to Yfandes side, afraid of what he would find. But there was nothing, no body,
nothing. Y fandes had been stripped of her harness and saddle, and atrail of footprints and bloody snow
led away from where shelay.

No -

Hislegswouldn't hold him. His mind could not comprehend what had happened. In dl the
endless things he had imagined, there had been nothing like this. Vanyd had never been defeated - he
never could be defeated.

No, no, no -

His heart tried to deny what his eyeswere tdling him; his mind was caught between thetwo in
complete paralysis. He touched Y fandes flank with atrembling hand, but she did not move, and Vanye
did not regppear to tell himthat it was al aruse.

His heart cracked in athousand pieces.

NO!

Heflung back his head, and howled.



"Damen!”

The boy started, fear so much apart of him that he no longer noticed it, and looked up from the
pot he was tending on the hearth across the smoke-filled hal to the doorway.

The Lord. He cringed into the ashes on the hearthstones, expecting Lord Rendan to stalk over
and deliver ablow or akick. The men had gone out every day for the past two weeks on the orders of
Master Dark, and had aways come back empty-handed. Tempers were short, and Damen was usualy
the one who bore the brunt of those tempers.

But nothing happened, and hisfear ebbed alittle; he coughed and took a second look, raking his
hair out of his eyeswith agreasy hand and peering through athicker puff of smoke and soot that an
errant breeze sent down the half-choked chimney. Lord Rendan stood blocking the open doorway, arms
laden with something bulky, a scowl on hisface. But it wasn't the scowl Damen had come to dread these
past two weeks, the one that told of failure on Rendan's part and punishment to come for Damen -

The boy scrambled to hisbare feet, dipping alittle on a gplash of old tallow, and scuttled through
the rotting straw and garbage thét littered the floor to the lord's Sde. "Here," Rendan growled, thrusting
the bundle at him. Damen took it in both arms, the weight making him stagger, as Rendan grabbed his
shoulder and turned him toward the hearth. "Put it over there, on the bench,”" the lord snapped, ashis
fingers dug into Damen's shoulder, leaving one more set of bruises among the rest. The boy stumbled
obediently toward the bench and dropped his burden, only then seeing that it was a saddle and harness,
blood-spattered, but of fine leather and silver-chased stedl.

A saddle? But we don't have any horses -

Thelord threw something else atop the pile; white and shining, a cascade of slver hair -

A horsg'stail; awhite horsg'stail, the raw end still bloodly.

Before Damen could tir hiswits enough to wonder what that meant, the rest of the men
crowded in through the keep door, cursing and shouting, bringing the cold and snow in with them. Damen
rubbed his nose on his deeve, then scuttled out of the way. He stood as close to the fire as he could, for
in hisfourth-hand breeches and tattered shirt he was dways cold. He counted them coming in, ashe
awaysdid, for the number varied as men were recruited or deserted and may the gods help himif he
didn't seethat al of them had food and drink.

One hand's-worth, two hands, three and four hands - and five limp bodies, carried by the rest.
One cut nearly in hdf; Gerth the Axe-

An' no loss there, Damen thought, with asmirk he concealed behind acough. One less bastard
t' beat me bloody when '€'s drunk, an' try an' get into me breeches when 'e's sober.

The others dropped Gerth's hacked-up body beside the door. Two more bodiesjoined his,
bodies blackened and burned; Heverd and Jess. Damen dismissed them with a shrug; they were no
better and no worse than any of the others, quite forgettable by his standards.

A fourth with the face smashed in waslaid beside the rest, and Damen had to take account of the
other faces before he decided it must be Redey the Liar. A pity, that - the Liar could be counted on to
share abit of food when the pickings were thin and there wasn't enough to go around, provided alad had
something squirreled away to trade.

But there was afifth body, white-clad and blood-smeared; certainly no one Damen recognized.
And that one was thrown down beside the pile of harness, not next to the door. An old man, he thought,
seaing thelong, slver-threaded hair; but that was before they dumped him unceremonioudy beside the
bench. Then the face came into the flickering firelight, and Damen blinked in confusion, for the face was
that of ayoung man, not an old one, and avery handsome young man at that, quite as pretty asagirl. He
was apparently unconscious, and tied hand and foot, and it occurred to Damen that this might be what
Master Dark had set them all a-hunting these past two weeks.

He didn't have any time to wonder about the prisoner, for afew of the men set to stripping the
bodies of their fellows and quarreling over the spails, while the rest shouted for food and drink.

Damen gathered up the various bowls and battered cups that served as drinking vessdls, and
balanced them in precarious stacks in his arms. He passed among the men while they grabbed whatever
was uppermost on the pilein hisarms and filled their choice from the barrel atop the dab tablein the



center of the hall. Drink ways camefirst in Lord Rendan's hdl; sour and musty asthe beer awayswas,
it was till beer and the men drank as much of it asthey could hold. Damen returned to the hearth,
wrapped the too-long deeves of his cast-off shirt around his hands and grabbed the end of the spit
nearest him, heaving the haf-raw haunch of venison off thefire. It fell in thefire, but the men would never
notice alittle more ash on the burned crust of the meat. He staggered back to the table under his burden
of flesh, and heaved it with a splatter of juices up onto the surface beside the barrel, on top of the remains
of last night's medl. Those that weren't too preoccupied with gulping down their second or third bowl of
beer staggered over to the table to hack chunks off with their knives.

Now thelast trip; the boy picked up whatever remained of the containersthat hadn't been
claimed as drinking vessdls, and filled them one at atime from the pot of pease-pottage he'd been
tending. He brought them, dripping, to the table, and dopped them down beside the venison, saving only
onefor himself. He was not permitted mesat until the last of the men had eaten their fill, and he was not
permitted beer at al.

He sat on his heds next to the hearth, and watched the others warily, gobbling hisfood asfast as
he could, cleaning the bowl with hisfingers and then licking it and them bare of the last morsdl. Too many
timesin the past, one or more of the men had thought it good sport to kick his single alotted bowl of
porridge out of his hands before hed eaten more than half of it. Now hetried dwaysto finish before any
of therest of them did.

But tonight the men had other prey to occupy them. As Damen tossed his bowl to the sde and
wrapped hisarms around his skinny legs, Lord Rendan got up, still chewing, and strolled over to the Side
of the prisoner. The man was showing some signs of life now; moaning alittle, and twitching. The Lord
kicked him solidly in the Sde, and Damen winced alittle, grateful that he wasn't on the recelving end of
the blow.

Then Rendan reached down and untied the man, who didn't seem to understand that he'd been
freed. The man acted agreat dedl like Rendan's older brother had, after his skull had been broken. Lord
Gelmar hadn't died, not right away, but he couldn't walk or speak, and he'd acted asif hewas
faling-down drunk for more than aweek before Rendan got tired of it and had him "taken outside.”

"Careful, Rendan, he'sliket' do ye-" one of the men called out.

"Not with that spell on'im," the Lord laughed. "That powder Master Dark sent down with his
orders was magicked. This'un can hear and see us, but he can't do nothing.” He kicked the man again,
and the prisoner cried out, scrabbling feebly inthe dirt of the floor.

"Just whet is this beggar, anyway?' Kef Hairlip asked. "What's so bleedin' important 'bout him
that the Master wants 'im dive an' talkin'?'Ow come 'e'ad us an' ever' other bunch ‘twixt ‘ere an’ the
mountainslookin' fer im?"

Tan Twoknives answered before the Lord could, standing up with aleaky mug in one hand and
one of hisknivesin the other. "Kernos balls, boy, haven't you never seen aHerad before?' He hawked
and spat agobbet of phlegm that fell just short of the prisoner'sleg. "Bloody bastards give us more
troublen fifty Kingsmen ‘crossthe Border, an' stick their friggin' noses inta ever'body's businesslike they
got nothin' dset'do.”

He shoved hisknife back into his belt and swigged the last of his beer, then dammed the mug
down on the table and strode forward to prod the prisoner himsdlf.

Some of the others muttered; they al looked avid, greedy. More than haf the band had
long-standing grudges against Heralds; Damen knew that from the stories they told - though few of them
had ever actually seen one. Mostly they'd been on the receiving end of Herald - planned ambushes or
counter-raids, or been kicked in the teeth by Herald magic, without ever seeing their foe face-to-face.
Heralds, Damen had reckoned (at least until now) were like the Hawkmen of the deep woods. You
heard plenty of stories about them, and maybe even saw some of what they did to othersthat crossed
their path, but if you were lucky, you never encountered one yourself.

Well, now they had one, and he didn't seem quite so formidable...

"So, what's the Master's orders about this bastard, Rendan?' Tan asked prodding the prisoner
with histoe again. "He's gottabe dive and talkin', but what €lse?"



Rendan crossed his arms, and looked down at the man, who had gone very silent and stopped
moving. "He hastabe dive," Rendan said after amoment. "But the Magter didn't say no more than that.
Thereward'sth' same whether or not he'sfedlin' chipper.”

Tan smiled crookedly, hisyelowed and broken teeth flashing as he tucked histhumbsinto his
bet. "Wdll, if that's al he said - what'dye say t' gettin' some of our own back, en?"

Damen nodded to himself, and tucked himself back farther next to the fireplace in the damp
corner that he called his own. He knew that smile, knew that tone of voice. He blanked what had
followed the last time he heard it out of hismind. He did not want to remember.

"| think that'savery good idea, Tan," Lord Rendan replied with amatching smile. He hauled the
prisoner up by the front of histunic, and threw him to Tan, who held him up until he stood erect -

Then punched him in the somach with dl his considerable strength.

The man doubled over and staggered backward toward Rendan, who leaned back against the
table and kicked him toward one of the other men.

Thisamused them for awhile, but after everyone had aturn or two, the novelty of having avictim
who couldn't fight back and couldn't really react properly to the pain he was in began to bore them - as
Damen had known it would, eventudly. The only thing that actualy did fight back was the thing the man
had around his neck - it had burned whoever tried to take it, and eventually they left it on him.

Tan wasthe last to give up; he kneed the man in the groin and let him drop to the ground, limbs
twitching. He stared at the Herdld for along time, before another dow smile replaced the scowl hed
been wearing.

He picked up apiece of the fancy horse-harness, ablue-leather strap embellished with slver
brightwork, and turned it around and around in his hands. The prisoner moaned, and tried to crawl away,
but succeeded only in turning over onto his back. He opened blind-looking silver eyes and stared right at
Damen, though there was no sign that he actually saw the boy. There was a bruise purpling one
cheekbone, and hisright eye wasjust beginning to swell - but those injurieswere nothing at al. Most of
the blows had been to the vulnerable parts of the body, and Damen knew of men who'd died from less
than the Herald had taken.

The Herald closed his eyes again, and made awhimpering sound in the back of histhroat. That
seemed to make up Tan'smind for him.

He reached for the man's hair with one hand, still holding the harness-strap in the other.

"Ah...y'sweet little horsey! Hah!" Tan rose from hisknees, bregthing heavily, refastening his
breeches. "Who's next?" he asked, laughing. "Which o' ye stdlion's gon' mount our little white mare?
Little pup'ss good's awoman!”

Damen couldn't watch. HE'd been in that position before, when they'd first lured him out here,
and away from another band, with promises of gold and feasting. Exactly the same position, except that
he'd been forced over the bench, not a saddle, and held been whipped and brutally tied with rope-ends
instead of harness. That was what he had tried hard not to remember -

He curled up in his corner, and buried hishead in hisarms, trying to block it al out. He could
hide his eyes, but there was nowhere to hide from the sounds; the weak cries of pain, the rhythmic grunts,
the soft wet sounds and throaty howls of pleasure, the cresk of lesther and jingle of harness.

It ain't me thistime, he said to himself, over and over. It don't matter. It ain't me. He rubbed
hiswrists and stared in frightened pardyss at the floor, remembering how the ropes had torninto his
skin, and how the men had laughed at his cries of agony.

And finaly, he managed to convince himsdf, though he waited with shivering apprehension for
the oneswho hadn't yet had aturn to remember that he wasin the hearth-corner, and that the bench was
gtill unoccupied.

Not everyone had ataste for Tan's sport, though - either they weren't drunk enough, or the man
wasn't young enough to tempt them, or any other of a dozen possible reasons, including that they ill
secretly feared the Herald despite his present hel plessness.

Or they weren't convinced that Master Dark would be pleased with the results of thislittle
diverson.



They dl forgot Damen was even there - those that joined Tan in the helpless man's rape and
those that smply watched and laughed, then wandered off to drink themsalves stuporous and fall into one
of the piles of old clothing, straw, and rags that most of them used for beds. Findly even Tan had enough;
the noises stopped, except for adull sound that could have been the Herald's moaning, or the wind.

Damen dozed off then, only to fedl the toe of a boot prodding the sore spot on hisrib cage from
the last kick held gotten. He leapt to hisfeet, cowering back against thewall, blinking and shivering.

It was Lord Rendan again. "Go clean that mess up, boy," he said, jerking his chin at the huddled,
half-clothed shape just at the edge of thefirdight. "Clean him up, then lock him in the soreroom.”

Damen edged past the Lord, then fumbled hisway across the drunk and snoring bodiesto where
the prisoner Hill lay.

He'd been trussed and gagged with the harness, knees strapped to either end of the saddle, and
asakind of cruel joke, the silvery-white horse-tail had been fastened onto his rump. Hewas very thin,
even fragile-looking, and his pae skin was so mottled with purple bruises he looked like the victim of
some kind of strange plague.

Damen struggled with the strange straps and buckles and finaly got him free of the saddle, but
even after the boy had gotten him completely loose, the prisoner wouldn't - or maybe couldn't - do
anything but thrash feebly and moan deep in his chest. Damen tugged his clothing more-or-less back into
place, but the Herald didn't even notice he wasthere.

Get 'iminta the storeroom, ‘e says. 'Ow'm| spposed t' do that? Damen pat in disgus,
squatted on his hedsto study the Stuation, and finally seized the man by the collar and hauled him across
the floor and through the storeroom door.

The Lord lit atorch at the fire and brought it over, examining the prisoner by itslight. The Herad
had curled upon hissidein afetal position, and even Damen could tell he was barely breathing.

They did 'im, fer sure, hethought. ‘It 'imtoo hard one way or 'tother. 'E don' look like 'e's
gonna last th' night.

Evidently Lord Rendan came to the same conclusion. He cursed under his breath, then threw the
torch to the ground, where it sputtered and went out. Damen waited for the accustomed kick or dap, but
the Lord had more important matters to worry about.

When Lord Rendan wanted to make the effort, he could have even hardened animals like Tan
jumping to his orders. Before Damen could blink, he had ahaf dozen men on their feet, shaking in their
patched and out-at-hed boots. Before the boy had any ideawhat the Lord had in mind, those men were
out the door and into the cold and dark of the night.

The Lord returned to the storeroom with another torch, and stuck it into the dirt of the floor. And
to Damen's utter surprise, Lord Rendan wrapped the prisoner in his own cloak, and forced adrink of
precious brandywine down histhroat.

"Stay with him, boy," the Lord ordered, laying the man back down again. "Keep him breathing.
Becauseif hedon't last till the Hedler getshere - Master Dark isgoin' t' be real unhappy.”

Damen began shivering, and squatted down beside the man, piling everything that could passfor
acovering atop him. He remembered what had happened to Lord Rendan's younger brother, the last
time Master Dark had been unhappy with the band.

Sometimes you could hear him screaming when the wind wasright. Master Dark had decided to
recreate alegend, about a demigod whose eyes were torn out, and whose flesh was food for the birds by
day and regrew every night. . . .

Not even Tan ate crewlie-pie after that, though the carrion-birds grew deek and fat and
prospered as never before.

No, Damen did not want Master Dark to be unhappy. Not ever.

Old Man Brodie bent over and ran his hands aong the roan colt's off foreleg. He let hisHedling
senses extend - carefully - into the area of the break, just below the knee.

And let the energy flow.

A few moments|ater, he checked his progress. Bone callus; good. And under if ... hmm. ..
knitting nicely. No more running about creekbeds for you, my lad; I'll bet you learned your lesson



thistime.

Hewithdrew - as carefully as his meager skillswould dlow him to. The horse shuddered and
champed a the unexplainable twingeinitsleg, sdled away from the old man, then calmed. Ach ... too
rough on leaving. Heregretted hislack of polish every day of hislife snce hed faled asaHeder, the
way held barely get ajob done, never completely or with anything gpproaching style.

And never without causing as much pain to his patient as he was trying to cure-pain which he
shared, and pain which he could, after severa years of it, bear no longer.

Histeachers had told him that he was his own worst enemy, that his own fear of the pain was
what made it worse and made him clumsy. Hewas willing to grant that, but knowing intellectualy what
the problem was and doing something about it proved to be two different matters.

And that hurt, too.

Findly he just gave up; turned in his Greens and waked north until the road ran out. Here, where
no one knew of hisfailure and his shame, he set himsdlf up asan anima Heder, making agreat show of
the use of poultices and drenches, purges and doses, to cover the fact that he was using his Gift. His
greatest fear had been that someday, someone would discover his deception, and uncover what he had
been.

He stood up, cursing his aching back; and the colt, with the ready forgiveness of animas, sdled
up to him and nibbled his deeve. Brodie's breath steamed, illuminated by the wan light from the cracked
lantern suspended from the beam over his head. He was glad the farmer had brought the colt into the
barn; it would have been hellish working on abreak kneding in the snow. "That'll do him, Geof," Brodie
sad, dinging the bag that held his payment-a fat, smoke-cured ham-over his shoulder. The farmer
nodded brusquely, doing his best to mask hisrelief at not having to put down avauable animal. "He
won't be any good for races, and I'd keep him in the barn over winter if | was you, but helll be pulling the
plow like his dam come spring, and a bad foreleg isn't going to give him trouble at stud.”

The colt sniffed a the Straw at hisfeet.

"Thankee, Brodie," Geof Larimar said, abandoning his pretense a calm. "When | found ‘im, dlus
| could think of wasthat 'is dam's over twenty, an’ what was| gonnado come spring if she failed on me?
| 'predate your comin' out in th middle of th' night an’ al.”

"| gppreciate the ham -" Brodie replied, scratching the colt's ears, "and I'd rather you called me
when theinjuries arefresh, it's easier to treat 'em that way."

"| couldaswore that leg was broke, though," Geof went on inexorably, and Brodie went cold al
over. "He couldn't put ahair worth o' weight on it -"

"Bad light and being hailed out of bed are enough to fool any man,” Brodieinterrupted. "Here -
fed the swelling?' he guided the farmer's hand to the area held just treated, <till swollen and hot to the
touch from the increased blood flow he'd forced there. "Didocation, and ahdll of alot easier to put back
inwhenit'sjust hgppened than if hed had it siffen overnight.”

"Ah," thefarmer said, nodding sagely. "That'd be why ‘e couldn't put weight onit."

"Exactly." Brodie relaxed; once again hed managed to keep someone off the track. He yawned
hugely. "Wdll, I'd best be on my way. Could stand a bit more deep.”

Geof showed him out and walked with him asfar asthe gate. From there Brodie took the lonely
little path through the creek-bottom to hisisolated hut.

Not isolated enough, he brooded. That Dark bastard managed to find me. . . .

For he hadn't been able to keep his secret from everyone. Three years ago, a handsome young
man had come strolling up to hisvery door and proceeded to tell him, with an amused expression,
everything he didn't want anyone to know. Then informed him that he would make all this public - unless
Brodie agreed to "do him afavor now and again.”

The"favors' turned out to be Hedling an endless stream of ruffians and bandits who cameto his
door by night, each bearing "Master Dark's' token. Ther injuries were always the kind gotten in combat
- Brodie asked no questions, and they never said anything. But after the first two, when it became evident
that these patients were never better, than thieves and often worse, Brodie began taking atwisted sort of
satigactionin hislack of skill where they were concerned. It only seemed right that in order to be Hedled



these cutthroats suffered twice the pain they would haveif they'd recovered naturaly.

Brodie was dtogether glad that it was the dead of winter. He seldom saw more than two or three
of them during the coldest months. ...

He squinted up at the sky; first quarter moon, and the sky as clear as crystd. It would be much
colder, come dawn.

He heaved himself up the steep, dippery side of the cut, and onto the path that led to his hut.

And froze a the sound of avoice.

"About time, ye ol' bastid,” growled a shadow that separated itself from atree trunk and strode
ruthlesdy toward him. "Timet' pay yer rent agin. Th' Master needsye.”

Eighteen

"What in Kernos name did you do to him?' Brodie spluttered, white and incoherent with rage.
Having to patch up one of these bastards was bad enough - but being called on to save one of their
half-dead victims, presumably o that they could deliver similar treatment to him again - it was more than
Brodiewaswilling to take Slently.

The man was catatonic and just barely alive. Raped, beaten to unconsciousness, a cursory
examination told Brodie he was bleeding internally in a dozen places, and only awiry toughnessthat gave
the lie to hisfragile appearance had saved him from death before Brodie ever got there.

The so-called "Lord" Rendan shrugged. "It's none of your concern, Hedler," he growled. "Master
Dark wants this man, and he wants him alive and ableto talk. Y ou Hed him; that'sal you need to know.
Y ou'd better do agood job, too, or ese. . . ."

Rendan smirked, showing a set of teeth asrotten as his soul, and hisless-than-subtle threat
chilled Brodi€'s heart. Thiswas more than smple risk of exposure, then, thiswas hislifethat wasin
danger now.

But if he showed hisfear . . . working with beasts had taught him that displaying fear only makes
the aggressor more inclined to attack.

"Get out of here, and let mework in peace," he growled, hoping the flickering of the single candle
Rendan had brought into the storeroom hid the shaking of hishands. "Animals, the lot of you. Worse than
animas, not even arabid pig would do something likethist Go on, get out, and I'll seeif anything can be
done. And leave the damned candle! Y ou think I'm an owl? And send in the boy - | may need him. He's
practically usdless, but the rest of you areworse."

Rendan lost his smirk, confronted by defiance where he didn't expect it, demands where he
expected acquiescence, and reluctantly sidled out, leaving Brodie alone with his desperate work.

Gods of light - Brodie didn't have to touch the man to know that it was a good thing he was
unconscious. Every nerve was afire with pain. Brodie removed the hegp of rags covering him carefully, al
too aware of how the least little movement would make what was agony into torture for both of them.

The man was dready a srange one; hair streaked with slver as any old gaffer, yet plainly much
younger, and under the bruises was aface that would set maidens swooning. When Brodie got down to
his clothing he frowned, trying to remember where held heard of white garmentslike this man wore.

Something out of Valdemar wasn't it? Kingsmen of some kind. Not Harpers-Heralds?
What's a Kingsman of Valdemar doing outside his borders?

Well, it didn't much matter; the man's [abored breathing told Brodie that if he didn't do something
quickly, this particular Kingsman would be serving from under the sod.

All right, you poor lad, Brodie thought, nerving himsdf for the plunge. Let's see how bad you
realy are. . ..

Stef'sthroat was raw, and his eyes swollen when hefindly got control of himsef again. He
scrubbed at his eyeswith the back of hishand, and carefully dowed his bresthing.

Oh, gods, control yourself. Look at the facts, Sef; Van's gone. Thisisn't doing anybody
any good. He's not dead, or ther€'d be a body. Besides, I'd know if he was dead. That means they
took him away somewhere. They left a trail even | can follow, which means wherever they took



him, I can find him. And if | can find him, maybe | can get him loose.

Hetook steady, deep breaths of air so cold it made his lungs ache, and looked up at the dark,
star-strewn sky. Night had fallen while held cried himself sensdless; there was a clear quarter-moon, so
he should have no trouble reading the trail the ambushers had left. The moon was amazingly bright for the
first quarter; so bright he had no trouble making out little detalls, like the drops of blood dowly oozing
from the stump where poor Y fandes tail had been chopped off -

Suddenly his breath caught in histhroat. She's bleeding! Dead things don't bleed!

But if sheisn't dead, why does shelook dead?

Magic - hasto be. And magic'sthe only way they'd have taken Van down.. . . like the magic that
got Savil and the others. And since | didn't see anything that acted like amage before | - Well, that
meansit was probably a magic weapon, something any fool could use. Probably something il here.

Gavanized by the thought, he began searching Y fandes body meticuloudy, thumblength by
thumblength, searching for something - anything that might quaify as awegpon. Hewasn't certain what it
would be, except that he had avague notion it might be something very like that leech-dagger - the ploy
had worked once, and peopl e tended to repeat themselves . . . another dagger, maybe, or an arrow.

Almost acandlemark later, he found what he thought might be what he was looking for; atiny
dart, hardly longer than thefirst joint of hisindex finger, buried in Y fandes shoulder, hidden by her mane.
It tingled when he touched it, in the way held come to associate with magic. Maybe it wasn't what he
thought it was -

But he gripped it as carefully as he could, and pulled, praying he wasn't leaving anything behind.

Y fandes drew a great, shuddering breath. Then another.

And suddenly Stefen was bowled over backward into a heap of bloodstained snow as she
surged to her feet, and pivoted on her hindquarters, teeth bared, eyesrolling, looking for atarget.

Her eyesmet his.

Brodie ignored the aches of hisbody, the noisy breathing of the child beside him. Hefound
himsdlf doing things he never thought he could, driven by arage that increased with every new injury he
uncovered.

The young man had some dight Gift of Healing, and aboundless store of energy, which was
certainly what had kept him divedl thistime.

The Fed of blue-green Healing power was unmistakable, and Brodie approached the man's
injuries cautioudy after hefirgt passed the man's low-level shidds and encountered it. It waswell that he
did so. ...

Dear gods- Everywhere helooked there was Headling magic; low-level, but comprehensive.
There was afine net of Hedling holding each critica hurt stable, seding off the worst of the bleeding,
keeping the swelling down. Brodie had to ingnuate himself delicately into that net, replacing its energies
with hisown. But once he did that, he found that he now had an awesome amount of power availableto
him - such atremendous amount that it was frightening.

Heisn'taHealer - and | can't See that he's a mage, much less an Adept-class - but where
in the gods names did he get this reservoir of power from? What ishe? And why isit Dark wants
him?

But there was something subtly interfering with Brodie's own powers, and keeping the man from
doing anything effective about his hurts. Then Brodieidentified what it was - when hefinaly had abreath
to spare and could take amore leisurely look at the major repair work he had ahead of him.

For when he probed into the man's abilities, beneath ashell of external blockage was something
that Brodie suspected had to be Mage-Gift, though the blockage had it so sealed off that until then the
Heder had not seriously considered that the man might be amage. But Mage-Gift tied in and integrated
with all the othersin quite aremarkable way, so that interference with it rendered the rest of the man's
abilitiesineffective or impaired.

Brodie smiled, withdrew alittle, and contemplated the external matrix of the spellblock. From
within it was perfectly smooth, perfectly created to leave no crack and no opening that a mage so
entrapped could use to break it open.



But from the outside - that was adifferent story entirely. The outside of the thing was rutted,
creviced and full of weak spots. Brodie had no doubt that even asmple Heder like himsdlf could find
someway to break it open. After dl, if aHeder could get through another person's shieldsto treat him,
he ought to be able to break into ablocking-spdl providing he could find something his power could
work on. Half the battle was being able to See what was wrong; or so his teachers had dwaystold him.
"If you can Seeit, you can act onit -" wastherule.

Brodie had never heard of aHeder breaking aspell, but after dl the things hed done so far,
things held have sworn that he, at least couldn't do, he waswilling to try thisone.

The spdll probably accounted for the man's catatonia - and no one had ordered Brodie not to
interfere with it. Rendan had, in fact, told him to do "whatever it takes." He actudly had permission, if
oblique, to do exactly what he wanted to do.

He smiled again, seeing the perfect revenge for everything Rendan and Master Dark had doneto
him within reach, for when this man came back to himsdlf again and found he was no longer blocked. . . .

"I just can't Hedl him without cracking thisthing,” he said adoud to the boy, just on the chance
that the child might be a spy for his master. He savored the words as he spoke them. "My goodness, |
can'timaginewhat it could befor, but it's certainly keeping me from doing my job."

The boy scratched his head, then caught and killed a flea crawling across hisforehead. He
looked at thewall beyond the Hedler incurioudy. Brodie smiled again. The child's no more than he
seems. No oneis going to interfere.

And with that, he set himself to examining the spell-net, energy-pulse by energy-pulse. And
found, much sooner than he expected, the point of vulnerability.

The spell was dso tied into the man's physica condition, rendering his sense of balance usdless
and confusing his other senses, so that Sight and sound were commingled and impossible to sort out. The
man would be seeing speech aswell ashearing it, for instance, and hearing color aswell as seeingit.

But where the spell touched on the physica, the Heder had a point where his power could affect
it. And since the spell was an integrated unit, once a weakness was exploited, the rest could be
disntegrated and destroyed from within.

Brodie laughed out loud, formed his power into a bright green stiletto-point, and set to work,
chisdling hisway into the spell.

Stef froze. Yfandes eyeswere glowing, adeep, angry red that cast afaint red light on the white
skin around them. He'd never seen or heard of anything like t; it was areflection of rage he guessed, and
he wasn't sure she even recognized him. He'd seen what those hooves could do-

‘Whereishe?: growled afemale voice, seeming to come from everywhere and nowhere.

He couldn't help himsdlf; he gasped and |ooked wildly around, wondering how anyone had come
up on him without him naticing.

:It's me, Bard.: Yfandes stalked giffly up to him, and shoved his shoulder with her nose,
knocking him over Sdeways. :What happened to Van? Where is he? All | remember is being
darted.:

He stared at Y fandes, stunned. She must be Mindspeaking me, but how? | don't have the
Gift- "I don't know," hesaid doud. "I - | ran away -"

:I know that, boy,: she snorted, mentally and physicdly. : Which was exactly what Van told
you to do, if you'll exercise your damned memory and stop having a crisis of conscience. And | can
speak anyone | choose to, it's one of the abilities Companions try not to use if there's any way
around it. Now how much time have you been wasting? Wer e the bastards till around, or were
they gone when you came back here?:

"l - uh - they were gone," he sammered, clambering to hisfeet. "But they didn't exactly try to
hidether trail -"

He pointed at the trampled snow just beyond her. She swung her head around then turned back
to him. :How long?: she demanded again.

"It isn't much past sunset now -" he gulped, and continued bravely, "It waslate afternoon when |
found you. | thought you were deed. | just sort of -"



:Tyreena’s blessed ass, you went into shock, Bard, you've never seen combat, you've never
lost a beloved, and you went into thrice-damned shock. You pulled yourself together, which is
mor e than | would have given you credit for being able to do. Now, are you ready to come with
me and save him?:

He nodded, unable to speak.

:Then tie off my tail-slump so | don't leave a track for the wolves to follow, and let's get on
with it, shall we?: Sheraised her head, and her eyes continued to glow with that strange crimson light. 1

can't Sense him, which probably means they had more than just the dart and he's spellblocked
from me. But he's not dead. They couldn't kill him without my knowing.:

Stefen searched what little had been | eft behind, and found athong tied to the handle of abroken
axe. He gpproached her flank with trepidation, the thong held out iffly in front of him.

She swung her head in his direction and snorted again. :Pelias tits, Bard, I'mnot a horse, I'm
not going to kick you." Get onwithit!:

He stumbled over the lumps of frozen snow in his haste, but managed not to fall too heavily
againg her. He could fed her muscles stiffening, bracing hersdf to keep him erect until he regained his
balance. Hetied the bleeding stump of her tail off ashard as he could; felt her wincing alittle, but didn't
quit binding it until the bleeding stopped.

She craned her neck and rump around to survey his handiwork, and nodded with approval.
:Good. Gods, that hurts, though. Now, have you ever ridden bareback?:

"No -" hereplied.

‘Well, you're about to learn.:

Vanyd prowled the dark, sheltered corner of his mind that was the only place free of pain, the
only placethat was dtill his and hisrage seethed with al the red-hot, pent fury of avolcano about to
erupt. Periodicaly he tested his bonds, but they never yielded, and he was forced to retreat again. He
wanted revenge; he wanted to fed those others die beneath the lash of hisanger as the construct had
died. He wanted to hear them shriek in pain and fear; he wanted to destroy them so utterly that there
would not even be a puff of ash to blow away on the breeze when he was finished.

And there was nothing he could do. The spell confusing his senses was too strong to break out
of; even when they'd freed his hands and feet, hed been unable to act on that freedom. Whoever had
sent that spell powder had known what V an was capable of, and had integrated magic-blocking with
Mind-magic-blocking, until there was nothing he could useto lever himsdlf out of hisencapsulation.

Whoever? No - this could only be thework of hisenemy. No one else knew him so well, knew
his weaknesses aswdll as his strengths. And Vanyel had tipped his hand by using Fetching to retrieve the
congruct, telling hisenemy, in effect, exactly what he was dedling with.

He cursed himsdlf for having the stupidity to play right into hisenemy's hands.

And hisanger built until that was dl there was - white rage and the hunger to kill.

Then, suddenly, one of the walls he had been flinging himself againg vanished, giving him the
opening he needed.

He burst his mage-born bonds and roared up out of himsdlf, wild as arabid beast, every deadly
weapon in hisarsend sharp and ready, and looking only for atarget.

Any target.

Stef found that riding bareback - at least on Y fandes - was not as hard as he'd thought it would
be. Moon or no, in broad daylight Melody had stumbled and missed paces, and he had no idea how
Y fandes was finding her way in the near-darkness. She flowed aong the rough ground like a
scent-hound, nose to the ground, relying on him to keep watch for enemies. What he was supposed to
do about those enemies, he had no idea -

Snow had blown over the tracks they were following once they got up out of the sheltered
hollow where they'd been ambushed. That didn't seem to bother Y fandes, much. Only once did she cast
about hersdlf for thetrail, when they came up on alarge meadow, silver and seamless under the
moonlight, with atiff breeze dill scudding snow acrossit in Snuoudy snaking lines.

She looked out over the white expanse, and circled around the edge under the trees until she



cameto aplace where she could pick thetrail up again.

Stef felt entirdy usdless, just apiece of baggage on Y fandes back.

:You won't be useless when we find them,: camethedry, unsolicited voicein hishead. :You
may be more involved than you'd prefer. Now will you kindly think of snow, please?:

"What?' hereplied, sartled.

:You're broadcasting distress to anyone able to pick up thoughts, and that distressis very
much centered on Van. | don't think they have a real mage or Mind-Gifted with them, but we
daren't take the chance. So will you please think about snow? Or concentrate on how cold you
are. Those are ordinary enough thoughts that they shouldn't give us away.:

He huddled down alittle farther into his cloak, and did as he wastold, looking up at the thin
clouds drifting over the moon, shivering every time the breeze found its way down the back of hisneck or
inthe arm-dit of hiscloak. He tried very hard to concentrate on how miserable he was feding, on how he
wished he was Sitting beside aroaring fire, with wine mulling on the hearth, and Vanyd -

Dammit.

With wine mulling on the hearth and nowhere to go. Or sinking into awarm featherbed -

He stopped that one beforeit started.

Or standing before afeasting-hall crowded with adoring listeners, his ssomach full of afine dinner
and better wine, and hisearsfull of praise-

He managed to dwell on that image for quite sometime, until aparticularly sharp gust of wind cut
right through his cloak and gave him more thoughts of cold and misery to dwell on.

He managed to fed quite sorry for himsdlf before too very long, and dwelling on hisown
unhappiness madeit alot easier to "forget” Van, and what their attackers might be doing to him.

It seemed asif they'd been traveling for an awfully long time, though.

‘It's nearly dawn,: 'Fandes said. :But that's not too surprising. | hardly expected them to
ambush us too near their own stronghold. The trail is getting very fresh, though, and -:

She stopped, suddenly, and flung her head up to catch the breeze, hitting him in the face with the
back of her skull, and nearly knocking hisfront teeth out.

:Sorry. They're near. | smell woodsmoke, heated stone, burned venison, and them. Get
down, and we'll take this quietly. There's bound to be a sentry, but whether it'll be on the walls or
outside them-:

Let's hopeit's outside, Stef thought, flexing his stiff hands, then diding off her back to land
knee-deep in snow. We won't be able to get past himif there's a sentry on thewall, and | don't
know the first thing about taking one out.

Helet Yfandeslead the way, picking hisfeet up carefully to keep from faling over anything.
Finally she stopped, right on the edge of a screening of bushes.

:Caréeless, lazy, or stupid,: shesaid, and for amoment he wondered if she meant him -

:They've let all this undergrowth spring up on the edge of their clearing,: she continued, her
mind-voice thick with contempt. : We can come right up to the walls without anyone ever seeing us.
Ah, there heis. Sef, look up there, just above the door. See him?:

Stef picked hisway up to the bushes and looked - sure enough, there was something there,
pacing back and forth alittle. A shadow among shadows, on the top of awall that eveninthedim
moonlight showed severe neglect. The square-built keep would not have lasted acandlemark in asiege.

:That's the sentry and that's the only one they have.: She paused amoment. : Now what that
means is that thisis probably the only way into the building, which is not very good for us.:

"I could just walk up there," he offered. "I'm aBard, | could just pretend I'm atraveling minstrel

:In the dead of winter, the middle of nowhere? Mingrelsdon't travel in winter if they can help it.
How the blazes did you get out here, and why did you come? They may be stupid, but they're probably
suspicious bastards.:

"Uh -1 could say | wasturned out of my post -"

She snorted. :Have you seen any Great Houses since three days before the Border ?:



"My inn, then - theinnkeeper'swifeand | -"

‘Why here? Thisian't avery promising place. It'sal but faling to pieces.:

"I'm cold and hungry, and | wouldn't careiif it wasthe first place | saw with people and food and
fire-"

:Wait.: Sheraised her head to look over his. : Something's happening.:

With no more warning than that, the center of the building went up with an ear-numbing roar ina
sheet of red and green flames.

Stef squeaked, and hid his eyeswith hisforearm, then peeked under the crook of hiselbow. The
entire front of the building had burst outward in the time held hidden his eyes;, the door was splinters, and
theright side of the keep had dready collapsed outward. There were screams, but no sign of fire, and
Stef redlized then that what he'd just seen was an explosion of mage-power.

:Get on!: Yfandes ordered, and he scrambled onto her back. She didn't even wait thistime until
he'd settled himsdlf; she just legpt through the bushes with the Bard clinging to her mane and trying
desperately to get agrip on her with hislegs.

She raced across the small expanse of clear ground between the bushes and the keep, and
crashed through what was | eft of the door, coming to an abrupt halt just inside. He blinked, hiseyes
burning from the foul smoke blowing into them, and tried to make out what was going on. Here, indde
the building, there were fires, smal ones. Furniture burning. Files of rags, smoldering -

Men.

With horror and nausea, Stefen redlized that fully half of what he had thought were burning piles
of flotsam were actualy burning bodies, aflame with the same blood-red fires Van had used to destroy
the raven-thing. And some of the piles were thrashing and screaming.

Hetumbled from Y fandes back as she pivoted, lashing out with hooves and teeth at aman
running by. Hetried to make some sense of the confusion, looking, without conscioudly redlizing hewas
doing o, for Van.

And then thefiresrose higher, reflecting off asinglefigure, the red glare conceding until this
moment the fact that the man wore shredded Whites. Scarlet mage-fires turned hiswhite-stresked hair
into a cascade of ripping shadow threaded with blood. Just beyond, a group of terrified men crouched
agang thefar wall, cowering avay from him; some pleading, some smply trying to melt into the stone of
thewal in numb fear.

"Vanyd!" Stef shouted. The Herald turned around for amoment, but amovement by one of the
men he had cornered made him turn back to face them. It was Vanyel, but not aVan that Stefen
recognized. Like Y fandes, his eyes and the mage-focus around his neck glowed an identical, angry red,
and beneath the glow the eyes were not sane. His clothing was tattered and bloodstained, and hisface
disfigured with bruises, but it was not that mistreatment that made him impossible to identify. It wasthose
furious, mad eyes, eyeswhich held nothing in common with humanity at al.

Vanye gestured, and one of the men shivering against thewall jerked upright, and sumbled
toward him. Ashedid o, the last of the screaming stopped, though the fires continued to burn in eerie
slence. In that sllence, the man's whimpering pleasfor mercy were sckeningly clear.

Vanye laughed. "What mercy did you grant me, scum?' hereplied in asoft, conversationa
voice. "It seemsto methat | remember you. It seemsto methat you were the first and the last to sate
yoursdf. 'Littlewhite mare," | believe you caled me." He gestured again, and the bandit stooped, like a
clumgly-controlled marionette, and picked something up from the floor.

It was the splintered end of a spear-shaft, ragged, but as sharp as anything of meta. The bandit's
arms jerked again, and the jagged end of it was placed against his stomach.

The bandit's eyes widened; his mouth opened, but nothing emerged. There was a popping sound,
and asthe point of the wood penetrated the bandit's clothing, Stefen redlized with horror that Vanyd was
forcing the brigand to disembowel himsdlf, controlling hisbody with Mind-magic. "No!" he screamed.
"Van, no!"

Heflung himsdlf between the two, and faced that frightening mask of insanity, hishands held out
inpleading. "Van, yourea Herald, no matter what they did to you, you can't do that to him!"



Thered glow died from Van's eyesfor amoment; then his jaw hardened, and something like an
invisble hand pushed Stefen out of theway. The Bard ssumbled and fdll to thefilthy floor, but was up
againin abreath, and right back between the Herald and his victim. The brigand fell onto his back,
writhing, then gtiffened as Vanye stepped forward.

"Van - Van, dont! If youdothis, you'll be just asbad as heis. Don't let him do that to you!
Don' let them make you into something likethey arel" Vanyd froze, with his hand still outstretched.
Then the angry red glow faded, first from his eyes, then from the pendant at his breast. He blinked, and
sanity returned to hisface.

Helooked around at the carnage he caused, and hisface spasmed; his mouth twisted asif he
was going to be sick, but his eyes went to two bodies beside a storeroom door, and stayed there. One of
those bodies was that of an old man, with the kind of pouch an herb-Hedler often carried spilled out on
the floor beside him. The other body was too small to be an adult; it had to be achild.

Van's posture betrayed him - tense, and legs dightly bent.

He's going to bolt - Stef realized, wondering if he could tackle the Herald before he broke and
ran.

:No, he's not,: Yfandes said firmly, and interposed hersdlf between Vanyd and the door.
Something - broke open. And suddenly Stef felt what Vanye wasfeding. Absolute revulsion & the
deaths, the massacre he had caused. Despair at the knowledge that he had killed at least one innocent;
two if the boy could be counted in that category. Contemptible. Worse than contemptible. . . hateful.
Insane. . ..

Under the sdlf-loathing, the fear that Y fandes and Stef would both repudiate him, would hate him
for what he'd done, and cast him out of their lives and hearts.

"No - Van-" Stef walked carefully toward him, dowly, with Y fandes maneuvering to keep Van's
escape blocked. "Listen to me, it's not your fault. Y ou were in pain, your mind was confused, you
weren't ableto think of anything except hurting them back. That's part of you - everybody hasthat asa
part of them. Y ou're not agod, above mistakes! It'sjust apart of you that you lost control of for alittle.
If it had been me, 1'd probably have done alot worse things than you did -"

'Fandes herded the Herald in close enough that Stef could get Vanye in hisarms. He did o,
before Van could evade his embrace. The Herald shuddered dl over hisbody, like aterrified animal.

:WEe've a problem, Bard: Yfandessad grimly. .-Ther€e's a lot wor se damage than we
thought.: And through her powers, she permitted him aglimpse of alittle of what had been doneto Van,
aglimpsethat suddenly made Van's speech about being "sated" and "little white mares' understandable.
Stefen choked - and then had to make a conscious effort to start breathing again.

The bandits seemed to redize that VVanyel was no longer athreat, and began dipping past the
three of them to vanish into the thin, gray light of dawn beyond the walls. Stef ignored them; they didn't
matter. What mattered was Van.

Heheld Vanyd, but not in away that would confine him - lightly - and tried to send back love
aong the link between them. Thelast of the brigands, the man who'd nearly impaed himsdf at Vanyd's
command, crawled toward the shattered door, leaving a blood-smeared trail. He scrambled to hisfeet
when he reached it, and tumbled out of sight beyond a pile of toppled stone blocks. | don't think he'll
live long out there, Stefen thought. | can't really admit to caring much if he does.

Gray light filled the hollow of the wrecked hal, and the mage-fires died and went out, leaving
smears of black ash where the burning bodies had been. Vanye stood shivering and tense in Stefen's
arms, while the sun rose over thewalls of the keep. Findly, as the sun touched his blood-soaked, tangled
hair, he collapsed into Stef's embrace.

Yes, Stefen thought. We've won the first round -

-1t won't be the last,: Y fandes said, smoldering anger beneath her words. : They've broken
him.:

Thenit'sup to usto put him back together.

"Comeon, Vanyd -," hesaid softly. "Let'sgo. Let's get you somewhere warm and safe”

Stef found the tack, and the configurationsit had been twisted into made him tight with anger. He



managed to get it al untangled, got Y fandes saddled and bridled, then she kndlt and Van practicaly fell
into her saddle.

:1'd ask you to put the supports on him,: she said after she stood up again, :- but -:

"I have apretty good idea," Stef answered her, wishing that the bandit VVan had nearly impaled
hadn't gotten away. "I'm nowhere near asinnocent as Van still thinks | am. He'd just get thrown back to
last night if hefelt restraints.”

Vanyd had falen into a half-stupor; shock, Stef guessed. And at this point, the last thing he
wanted to do was rouse him.

"I can wak beside, and steady him in the saddle, if you don't go too fast,” hetold the
Companion.

:Good. Thank you.: She moved off afew steps. :How's that?:

"That will do." He kept one hand in the small of Vanye's back, holding his sword-belt, and one
clutching the front of Van's saddle. Now, if Stefen tripped, hewouldn't fall and take Van with him.
"Where arewe going?" he asked, as she led him through the wreckage of the doorway and into the
sunlight. Severd trails of footprints led away from the place, and she looked around for amoment.

:Anywher e except where those lead,: shereplied, findly. :Other than that, | really don't
know. . .:

:Perhaps, white sister,. said astrange, very dry voice, .you should determine a direction
before setting out.:

The bushes directly ahead of them rustled, and something large-very large-stepped out from
among them.

:Perhaps | can help,: thevoice continued.

Stef groped after aknife, his eyesfixed on the creature, his heart right in histhroat. This beast -
whatever it was - |looked something like awolf, but was much bigger than any wolf Stef had ever heard
of or seen. Its shoulder was astdl as hiswaist; it had athin, rangy body with long legs, and ahead with a
very broad, rounded forehead, forward-facing eyes, and jaws -

Dear gods, that thing could bite my armin half and never notice -

:I could, singer, but | won't.: Thething lolled out itstonguein acaninegrin. ;I see you
recognize my Folk, white sister. Tell him:

:That's a kyree, Stef. A neuter, | think.: Y fandes bowed her head to the creature, and Stef
relaxed margindly. : One with a very powerful Gift of Mindspeech, or you wouldn't be able to hear
him...er,it.:

:Indeed, right on all counts.: The kyree padded eegantly across the snow toward them. :I am
the FarRanger for the Hot Sorings Clan. | felt the magic, and | came. We are like in power, white
sister, and you know my kind. Can | give you a direction?:

:Do you know the Tayledras? she asked. The kyree nodded. :We have a treaty with them,
all Clans of the Folk.:

:Thisone is Wingbrother to kK Treva.: Shetossed her head at her rider.

He raised hishead and peered keenly at Vanyd. : Then we are honor-bound to give you more
than direction, we must give you aid and shelter. Though of my own will,: he added over his
shoulder as heturned, :1 would have done so anyway.: Hislip lifted as he sniffed audibly. : The things
here were a foul, uncleanly folk, and the world iswell rid of them. In time, they might have been a
danger to my Clan.:

Y fandes followed the kyree beneath the trees, whereit turned northward. :I am Yfandes, thisis
Sefen, and my Chosen is Vanyel,: shesad formdly.

The kyree looked back over its shoulder for amoment. :1 am Aroon,: hereplied, just as
formdly. : There is deep mind-hurt with the one you call your Chosen.:

Stef felt Yfandes shoulder musclesrelax alittle. :Yes. Have you a MindHealer among your
Clan?:

-1 fear not,: Aroon replied, regretfully. :Yet the talents of the singer and yourself, and the
safety of our caves may suffice. Do not count the prey escaped until it wings into the sky.:



"| think you should know, gr,"” Stef said hesitantly, "That the men that were here served someone
who isour enemy. He'skilled alot of people, and hel's a very powerful mage.”

:Adept-class, easily: Yfandesinterjected.

"I doubt very much that helll be pleased with the way things have turned out. And he won't
hestateto kill you if you give us shelter and protection.” Stef took a deep breeth, afraid thiswould mean
the creature would change its mind, yet fedling better that he'd told the kyree about the dangersinvolved.

The dry voice warmed a greet dedl. :We have often been called insular, and isolationist,:
Aroonreplied. : And there is some truth to that. But if the one you speak of would indeed kill those
of whom he knows nothing to achieve his vengeance on you, then he is our enemy aswell, and you
are well deserving of our protection. And as the Tayledras and the white sister will tell you, that is
not inconsiderable, particularly for a Clan with a Winged One.:

Y fandes heaved agreat sigh. : You have a shaman, then®:

:Indeed,: the kyree chuckled. : Comparable to your Adept-class. And | doubt me that this
enemy of yours has ever encountered the magic of the Folk. If he can even find you on this
continent, | would be greatly surprised. So - tell me all that you know of him. Warned ahead is
armed ahead.:

Y fandes touched Van'sleg with her nose before answering. :They called him Master Dark-:

Sunset saw them entering the mouth of the cave-complex that the kyree caled home, inthe
foothills of the very mountains Vanyd had been aming for. To Stefen's cons derable amazement, the
caveswere not dark; they werelit by glowing balls of light of many colors - each one, so Aroon told
them, representing the last life-energy of a kyree shaman, created before he, she, or it passed out of the
world.

: The blue are those that were mages,: hetold them, as he led them through a gathering crowd
of curious kyree that had gotten word of their arrival. The kyree didn't press about them, or hinder them
inany way, but Stef felt their eyes on him, dight with alively curiogty. : The green,: Aroon continued,
:those that were Healers. The yellow, those that were god-touched, and the red, those that had
mostly Mind-magic.: The globes of softly glowing light showed Stef wonders held have been glad to
stop and examine more closely, if he hadn't been so worried about Van. Stoneicicles grew toward stone
tree trunks; stone pillars flowed toward the celling on either hand. Stone curtains, asrippling and fluid as
redl fabric, cloaked off farther chambers-light from globes behind them showed that, and the light passing
through them made Stef catch his breeth in wonder at their beauty.

And it was warm down here, and getting warme.

"What's making it so warm?' Stef asked, throwing his cloak back and taking off his scarf.

:The springs,: Aroontold him. :We have both hot and cold springs here. | shall ask you
while you stay here that you light no fires - the smoke will be trapped, you see, and cause us
difficulties. But do not fear the winter's cold, or that you must eat your food raw. Thereis one
spring fully hot enough that you may cook meat in it. And as for the white sister, | think we can
provide -:

:1I'd worried about that,: she admitted.

:Tubers, grain that we shall Fetch from those humans greedy enough to deserve being
robbed, and mushrooms that we grow ourselves.: Helaughed slently. :We are not wholly
carnivores.

‘I'mrelieved to hear it,: Yfandes began, when they passed benesth a smooth, nearly circular
arch and into an enormous cavern centered with a stone formation so incredible Stef could hardly take it
in. The kyree apparently appreciated it aswdll, for it was surrounded by glowing lights, placed to display
it best. Thething looked like some kind of incredible temple, but one that had grown rather than been
built. . ..

At thefoot of thisenormous structure lay a snow-white kyree, one with eyes asblue as 'Y fandes,
Stef saw when they approached her closdly.

:Forgive me for not rising,: the kyree whispered into their thoughts, :But | am fatigued from
cloaking your arrival.: She chuckled. :"Something | am sure you appreciate. | am Hyrryl, the



shaman of the Hot Springs Clan. Be welcome.:

Y fandes bowed as deeply as she could without didodging Van.

"Our thanks, gracious Lady," Stef said for them both.

:My thanks for your honesty with Aroon. | think that first, to warm you from your journey
and to cleanse you, the springs would be the best place for all of you.: Shelooked up at the
semi-conscious Herald appraisingly. : You have one deeply hurt; the Healing will not be easy.:

Stef findly blurted out what held been thinking since they met Aroon. "Lady - | don't think | can!
I'mjust aBard, | don't know anything about - about Healing something like this! | -"

:You are one who loves, and is beloved,: shereplied gravely. : That is not the answer to
everything, but it will give you a beginning. You are a Bard, and you are practiced with words.
Use that. Words can Heal - words and |ove together can more often achieve what magic cannot.:

Aroon bowed and moved away then; Y fandes followed, and Stef had no choice but to go aong.
Asthey |eft that cavern for another, Stef noticed it was getting hotter-and there was agreat dedl of
moisturein theair. Shortly after that, he knew why, asthey emerged into a cavefilled with multileveled
hot springs.

Y fandes stopped beside one that steamed invitingly, lit from above by aglobe asyelow as
sunshine. : Get him down, Sef. Srip him, and get himinto the water. And get into there yourself.
Then - do what seems best.:

"Why?' he asked, doing as hewastold.

:1'm going with Aroon. Hyrryl isa Healer, and | need that Gift right now. Don't worry, I'll
be back - and if Van starts having problems, I'll be therein a blink.:

He stripped Vanyd of hisboots, shirt, and tunic - hesitated over the underbreeches, and decided
to leave them on. Y fandes turned and headed wearily back toward the cavern entrance, and Stef saw
how she limped - the cuts he hadn't noticed beforein his anxiety for Van - how worn and exhausted she
looked, and decided not to ask her to stay, even though he felt badly in need of her support.

"All right, ashke," he said quietly, ashe dipped Van down into the hot water, and the Herad
darted to revive from the stupor held beenin. "Let's seeif words and love redlly are enough.”

Lifeinthe kyree caverns had a curious, dreamlike qudlity to it. Stef ate when he was hungry,
dept when he wasweary, and forced himsdlf to put dl thoughts of time and urgency out of hismind. Any
weaknessin Vanye would befata once he left the caverns - Master Dark would surely be eager to have
them in his hands, and sooner or later, they had to leave the protection and hospitality the kyree Clan
was providing them. Y fandes helped, helped agrest dedl, in fact - but it became very obviousthat snce
most of Van'smenta and emotiona trauma stemmed from the brutdl serid rape held suffered, it was his
lover that would have to be the prime mover in hel ping him become whole again.

Stef discovered a patience in himself that he had never once suspected. He took things so dowly
that it was frequently Y fandes who fretted at the pace he was setting. Sometimes V an needed to be done
more than he needed either of them - when that happened, Stef took himsdf off to some other cavern,
and made Y fandes come with him. There he usudly found himsdf surrounded by kyree, dl ashungry for
music as any group of humans held ever encountered. He didn't have an instrument, but they considered
his voice insrument enough. They'd accompany him with surprisngly complex rhythmstapped out on
skin drums made for the use of paws and tails, and alow crooning drone they sang deep in their chests.
Thelr sound was S0 unique, it filled him with acompulsion he would never have expected: it made him
want to compose something for them, something to use their ditinct sound.

He soaked with Vanyd in the hot springs, Y fandeslying in the heat nearby. 1t was days before
Van could bear to have Stef touch him. . ..

And far longer for anything more.

And sometimes Stef was S0 tied up inside with frustration, longing, and emotions so confused he
couldn't sort them out himsdlf that he'd go off to some dark corner and cry himself hoarse. Hyrryl would
find him there, and when he was ready he would talk to her, for hours, as Van talked to him, never
minding that hiswasthe only voice, and sheran on four feet instead of two. She spoketo himin strong,
affectionate terms, and gently encouraged him to continue his"song-carving” with the kyree. He was



flattered, and admitted that it actualy seemed to be helping him more than it was entertaining the Clan.
Hyrryl closed her eyes and chuckled slently, assuring him wordlessy not to be too sure about that.
Stefen found himsdlf telling her everything about hislife over the"days," many things he had never told
Vanyd, and some things held never before thought of as sgnificant. He often wondered if Van ever
confided in her aswell, but if he did, Stef never learned of it.

Then, one"night,” Van sought his solitary bed. Not for loving - but for comfort, which was by far
the harder for him to need again - the comfort of arms around him, and the trust to deep in the same bed
assomeoneese.

And from that moment, there was no turning back.

Nineteen

Vanyd had caled a private meeting of the three of them as soon as he felt he was ready to face
the world again. Aroon had directed them to asmall side-chamber it only by asingle green globe.

"All right,” Vanyd said quietly, Stting cross-legged againgt astone pillar, Spping at atin cup
(rescued from his saddlebags) full of cold water. "Heréswhat were up againg.”

Helooked from Stefs troubled eyesto Y fandes calm ones. At least | had enough sense to
clean out Rendan’'s mind before | killed him - even if | didn't do it in the approved manner.

"l got al thisfrom ransacking the bandit lord's thoughts. This mage, this'Master Dark," has been
operating for along, long time." Vanyel sat back, and grasped his crossed ankles, nervoudy. "Rendan's
father served him, infact. This past year he actually began recruiting bandit groups serioudly, but before
that, he had at least four or five dong the Border a any onetime.”

"Why?' Stef asked, puzzled. "What's the point, if he's up past the mountains and we're down
here?'

:Because he didn't plan to stay there,: Yfandesreplied.

Van nodded, and ran hishand through his hair. "Exactly. As| said, he's been operating along
time. Long enough that he began al this before Elspeth was born. The north-lands are harsh, cold, and
populated mostly by nomadic hunters and caribou herders. He wanted power over somewhere more
cavilized."

:Valdemar.: Yfandes cocked her head sideways. :Why us?:

"Because - thisisaguess, mind - the Peagirs are protected by the Tayledras, and Iftel wastoo
tough anut to crack.” He smiled, crookedly. "Iftdl isvery quiet unless you rouse them, and that deity of
theirs- whatever it is- takesavery proprietary and active interest in the well-being of its people. Not
even acircle of Adept-class mages wantsto tackle agod.”

| could wish we could get it to act beyond its Borders. . . .

" S0, he decided he wanted Vademar.” Stef sat in the far corner and mended Van'stunic with
careful, tiny stitches. Some of the gear had been retrieved with Y fandes saddlebags, but most waslogt,
and Vanye hadn't wanted to go back for it. "What's he been doing about it?"

"He'sbeen killing Herads," Van said bluntly. "But doing it so carefully that no one ever
suspected. Rendan knew afair amount, more than he ever told his men - Rendan'sfather wasin ared
position to know agreat deal, since he had enough Mage-Gift to be useful to Master Dark.”

Vanyd knew agreat ded more than that; since he hadn't been exactly concerned with ethics at
thetime, held rgped Rendan's mind away from him in aheartbest. He couldn't subvert us, he couldn't
take us on openly, so he destroyed us singly. The Herald-Mages were the easiest for him to identify
at a distance - and the ones he considered most threatening. And | was right; he's been killing
children and trainees, making it look like accidents, for a very long time now. Getting the children
the moment their Mage-Gift manifested, if he could. Like Tylendel. . . .

Likeme,

"He's been doing thisfor years without detection,” Vanye continued, "And the only reason he
tipped his hand with me is because | was a different and more powerful mage than he expected. And
because I'm the last; he didn't have to worry about detection by the others, and he really wanted me out



of theway. And -"

"And?' Stef prompted.

Vanye closed his eyes amoment. "And because he's ready. He's bringing hisforces down here
to invade. Rendan didn't know when, but probably this spring.”

Hewaslying, and he knew it. So did Y fandes, but shedidn't cal him onit. All those dreams -
the ones of dying in the pass. They weren't allegories for something else, they were accurate. But |
still don't know when he's coming through - if I go get help now, it could be too late to stop him.
One mage can hold him and however many troops and minor mages he has with himif it'sdonein
the pass. But an army couldn't stop him if he makes it to the other side, and the Forest.

"So what are we going to do, get help?' Stef asked, looking relieved.

Vanye shook hishead. "No, not until I've got accurate information. We're going up through
Crookback Pass, so | can see what he'sgot." That's why |'ve been fighting myself, love. | knew just
aswell asyou did that any weakness would give him an opening to destroy me. And that indudes
wanting vengeance.

Van fdt strangely cam - whatever came, he hoped he was ready. He had tried to deal with dl his
fears alone, and what he had |eft was resignation and purpose. He hoped it would be enough to carry him
through what wasto come.

Master Dark had to be stopped. If it would take a sacrifice of one to stop him, Vanyel would
willingly bethat sacrifice.

Y fandes understood; she, too, had fought for Vademar and the people of Vademar all her life.
But Van didn't think Stef would. So Stef wouldn't learn the truth until it wastoo late.

Thiswas something quite different from the need for revenge that had driven him up here. He
didn't hate Master Dark with the all-consuming passion that had eaten him aswdll - he hated coldly; what
the mage had done, and what he wanted to do. Vademar wasin peril -but more than that, if this mage
was permitted to take VVademar, he would move on to other relms. Y fandes and Hyrryl agreed -

I'll cherish thetime | have left - and I'll stop him however it takes. And if my death is what
it takes - I'll call Final Strike on him. Not even an Adept can survive that.

"All right,"” Stef agreed reluctantly. "If that's what you want, that's what well do.”

Van amiled, alittle sadly. "Thank you, ashke. | was hoping you'd say that.”

Stef trudged dongside of Y fandes, with Vanye walking on the other side, both of them holding
to her saddle-girth so that she could help them over the worst obstacles. The path was knee-deep in
snow, and wound through stony foothills covered in virgin forest. Fallen limbs and |oose rocks provided
plenty of thingsto sumble over.

Crookback Pass was so near the kyree cavernsthat Hyrryl and Aroon were visibly agitated to
learn of Master Dark's plans. The Pass was the southernmost terminus of the only certain way through
the mountains that anyone knew - at least in Vademar.

Stef looked over 'Fandes back at the Herald, toiling along with his head down and the sun
making ahao of the slver srandsin hishair. Van caught him at it, and gave him one of those peculiar,
sad smiles he'd been displaying whenever helooked at Stef lately. Van had been very strange since held
recovered. Loving - dear gods, yes. But preoccupied, inward-focused, and alittle melancholy - but quite
adamantly determined on this expedition.

Sofar it had been fairly easy, except for the heavy snow and the odd boulder. The kyree kept
thisareaof theforest free of snow-cats and wolves - and it was redlly quite beautiful, if you had leisure
to look at it. Which they didn't; both Van and Y fandes seemed determined to get up to the Pass as
quickly as possible. With only oneriding beast (Me ody had vanished completely, and Stef only hoped
shed found her way to some farm and not down awolfsthroat) the only way to make any time wasto
do what they were doing, both of them walking, but using 'Fandes strength to get them over the worst
parts.

The hillsthey'd been traversing got progressively steeper and rockier, and by midafternoon they
werein the mountainsjust below the Passitsdf.

That waswhen Vanyd cadled ahdt. Stef was afraid that Van was going to insst on acold camp



- but he didn't. They searched until they found alittle half-cave, then spent the rest of the time until dark
searching out dead wood. With the provisions the kyree had given them - more dead rabbits than Stef
had ever seen a onetimein hislife - and thefire Van started, they had acamp that was almost as
comfortable asthe kyree caves.

Stef would have preferred area bed over the pine boughs and their own cloaks, but that was dl
they'd have.

Van smiled a him from acrossthe fire, the damage to his clothing and person abit less noticeable
inthedim firdight. " Sorry about the primitive conditions, ashke, but I'd rather not let him know we were
coming. Any display of magic will do that. If he'still trying to guesswherewe are, I'll be alot happier.”

Stef tore another mouthful of meet off hisrabbit-leg, wiped the grease from the corners of his
mouth, and nodded. "That'sdl right, I don't mind, I'm just glad you're not after him the way you were.
And I'd rather he didn't know where we were, either! I'm just glad werefindly going to get thisover
with. Then we can go home and just be oursdvesfor awhile.”

Vanyd blinked, rapidly, then pulled off his glove and rubbed his eyes. "Smoke's bad on thisside
-" He coughed, then said softly, " Stef, you've been moreto me than | can tell you. Y ou've made me so
happy - happier than | ever thought 1'd be. | - never did as much for you as I'd have liked to. And if it
hadn't been for you, back there, | -"

Stef scooted around to Van'sside of their tiny fire. "Tell you what -* he said cheerfully. "I'll let
you makeit up to me. How'sthat for abargain?'

Vanyd amiled, and blinked. "I might just do that..."

By midafternoon of thethird day, they wereinto real mountains; though sunlight till illuminated
the tops of the white-covered peaks around them, down on thetrail they werein chill gloom. Stef
shivered, and hoped they'd be stopping soon - then they rounded acurvein the trail and Crookback
Pass stretched out before them.

A long, narrow valley, it was as clean acut between two ranks of mountains asif agiant had cut
it with aknife.

Tooclean. . ..

Stef took acloser look at the sides of the pass. The rock faces looked natural enough until about
ten man-heights above the floor of the pass. From there down they were as sheer asif they had been
diced, and asregular.

"Magic," Van whispered. "He must have carved every difficult passfrom here back north this
way. Dear gods - think of the power - think of what it took to mask the power!"

Helooked up, above the area that had been carved. "'If we wak aong the floor of the pass, well
be waking right into the path of - of anything coming dong -"

Stef looked where he was looking and saw what looked like athin thread of path. "Isthat the
origina pass up there, do you think?*

Van nodded. "Look - seewhereit joinsthe route were on? Thisisthe origind trail right up until
this point. Then theold trail climbs, and the new one staysleved.”

Stef sudied the old trail, what he could see of it. Y ou couldn't bring an army along thet - at least
not quickly.”

"But you can on this." Van sudied the Situation amoment longer. "L et'stake the old way asfar
aswe can. We might have to turn back, but I'd rather try the old route first. I'd fedl too exposed,
otherwise"

Stef Sghed, seeing his hopes for an early hdt vanish. "All right, but if | spend the night camped on
aledge, | won't be responsible for my temper in the morning.”

Van turned suddenly and embraced him so fiercely that Stef thought he heard ribs crack. "It's not
your temper I'm worried about, ashke," he whispered. "It'syou. | don't want anything to happen to you.
| need that, to know you're safe. If | know that, | can do anything | haveto."

Then, just as suddenly as he had turned, he released the Bard. "L et's get going while therés il
light," he said, and began picking hisway over the rocksto the old trail. Y fandes nudged Stef with her
nose, and he took his place behind Van, with the Companion bringing up therear.



From then on, he was too busy watching where he put hisfeet to worry about anything else. The
trail was uneven, icy, and treacherous, strewn with spills of bouldersthat marked previous rockdides.
After they came across one pile that had what was clearly askeleta hand protruding from beneath it, Stef
started looking up nervoudly at every suspicious noise.

And to add to the pleasure of the climb, the right side of thetrail very frequently dropped straight
down to the new cuit.

It was not an experience Stef ever wanted to repest - although for the first timein days - or the
daylight, at least - he wasn't cold; the opposite, in fact. There was something to be said for the exertion
of the climb, after al.

Night fell, but the full moon was aready highin the sky, and Vanyd eected to push on by its
light. They were about halfway across the Pass, and according to the kyree, therewasawide, flat
meadow on the other side, and a good-sized stand of trees. That meant firewood, and a place to camp
safefrom avalanche.

Stef was very much looking forward to anything wide and flat. His back and legs ached like
they'd never hurt before, and once the sun was down, the temperature dropped. Hislabor was no longer
enough to keep him warm, and his hands were getting numb.

:Just one morerise, Bard,: Yfandeswhispered into hismind. : Then it's downhill -:

Suddenly, Vanyd dropped flat, and Stef did the same without asking why. He crawled up beside
the Herad, who had taken shelter behind athin screening of scrawny bushes.

Vanyd turned alittle and saw him coming; put hisfinger to hislips, and pointed down. Stef
wriggled up alittle farther so he could see, expecting a scouting party or some such thing below them.

Instead, he saw an army.

They covered the meadow, the snow was black with them, and they were not camped for the
night; there were no bivouacs, no campfires, just rank after rank of men, lined up like achild'stoy
soldiers. Stef wondered what they were waiting for, then saw that there was movement at the farther
edge of the meadow, where the next stretch of the trail began. More men were pouring into the meadow
with every candlemark, and they were probably waiting for the last of them to join the rest before making
the last push through the mountains. By night, so that no prying eyeswould see them.

Master Dark was bringing hisarmy into Vademar, and there was nothing on the Northern
Border that could even delay them once they came across the pass.

Vanyd wriggled back; Stef followed him.

"What are we-" Stef whigpered in apanic. Van placed hisfinger gently on Stef slips, silencing
him.

"Y ou're going to dert the Guard post; Y fandes will take you, and with only you on her back,
shéll be ableto do anything but fly. I'll hold them right here until the Guard comes up.”

"But -" Stef protested.

"It'snot as stupid anideaasit sounds,” Van said, looking back over his shoulder. "Back there
where the old trail meets the new, one mage can hold off any size army. And if the Guard can come up
quickly enough, one detachment can keep that army bottled up on the trail below the Passfor aslong as
it takesfor therest of thearmy to get here. But none of that isgoing to work if | don't stop them now,
here."

Stef wanted to object - but he couldn't. Vanye was right; even aBard could see that - thiswasa
classic opportunity and a classic piece of strategy, and Master Dark couldn't possibly have anticipated it.
"You'd better - just -" Stef began, fiercely, and couldn't continue for the tears that suddenly welled up.
"Dammit, Van! | -"

Vanyd took Stef'sface in both hands and kissed him, with such fierce passion that it shook the
Bard to hismarrow. "I love you, too. Y ou're absol utely the best friend, the dearest love I've ever had. Il
love you aslong asthere's anything left of me. Now go - quickly. | won't have my whole attention on
what I'm doing if you're not safe.”

Stef backed away, then flung himself on Y fandes back before he could change his mind.

:Hang on,: she ordered, and he had barely enough time to get afirm grip on the saddle with



hands and legs when she was off.

Vanye watched them vanish with the speed only a Companion could manage - just short of
flying. Stef weighed far lessthan he did, which should improve Y fandes progress. . . .

Then he climbed down the sheer dopeto the floor of the new trail. He had to make the best
possible time to get to the end and the bottleneck, and the only way he was going to be able to do that
would be to take the easiest way. Getting down was the hard part - when he got there, he found that the
ground was planed so evenly that he could run.

Firgt, he began awesather-magic that would bring in the clouds he sensed just out of sight. Then,
run, he did. Hewas out of breath by the time he reached his chosen spot, but he had plenty of leisure
time to recover when he got there. In fact, the worst part was the waiting; he had placed himsdlf right
where the old trail made that sharp turn into the new, and they wouldn't be able to see him until they were
right on top of him. And he couldn't see them, which made thingsworse.

Hetried not to look around too much; thiswas the exact setting of his dreams, and he didn't want
to be reminded of how they had all ended.

ForeSght isjust seeing the possble future, he reminded himsdf, probing beneeth the skin of
the land for nodes, and setting up histap-lines now, filtering them through his mage-focus so thet the
power would be attuned to him and he wouldn't have to use it raw. Moondance told me that ages ago,
and if anyone would know, the Tayledras would. The first dream was almost twenty years ago!
Things have to have altered since then. And if | remember what happened in them, | may be able
to alter the outcome. Some of those dreams even had 'Lendel in them with me, instead of -

Stef. Twenty years. 'Lendd had died at seventeen. Van had met Stef when the Bard was
seventeen. There was time enough, between ‘Lendd’s desth and now - Stef was exactly theright ageto
have been born about that time.

More things sprang to mind. The Dreamtime encounter with 'Lendd-the things he had said - the
way the Tayledras treated Stef and the way Savil had taken the Bard under her wing after that - it was
al beginning to make a pattern.

The way he called me ashke without ever knowing the word. No. Yes. What other answer is
there? He came back to me, ‘Lendel came back as Stef, somehow - and Savil and the
Hawkbrothers knew -

But there was no opportunity to think about thisrevelation, for thefirst of Master Dark's forces
had just begun to round the bend in thetrail, and it wastimeto put his plansinto maotion.

Aslittle bloodshed as| can manage, particularly with the fighters. They could be spell-bound,
ignorant-whatever.

The clouds he had been cdling loomed above the mountains, hiding the pesks, and full of
lightning-crackles just waiting to be released. Vanye was happy to oblige them; he called lightnings down
out of them to lash the ground just ahead of thefirgt rank, as he smultaneoudy illuminated himsdf with a
blinding blue glare of mage-light.

Thelightning exploded the trail in front of him, the ice-covered rocks screaming as the powerful
force lashed them, heating them enough to turn theice into steam in an eyeblink. Vanyd kept hiseyes
sheltered by hisforearm, so that he alone was not blinded. The first ranks of the forces were, however;
black-armored men stumbled blindly forward, pushed by the ranks behind them, shouting in fear and
anger.

All right, that's one point of difference from the dreams, areedy. | fought them
magjic-againg-wegponry, | didn't intimidate them right off.

The chaos camed, as Vanyd stood, ready, energies making his mage-focus glow the same blue
asthelight behind him, his handstingling with power. The ranks of armed men and strange beasis stirred
restively, the fighterswatching him through the ditsin their helms. In this much, too, the dreams had been
right. Under the armor, they were amotley lot, and only haf of them looked human; but they were armed
and armored with wegpons and protection made of some dull black stuff, and carried identical round,
unornamented black shields. And the stumbling chaos he had caused had been righted in short order; that
argued for agreat ded of training together. This was the army he had taken it for.



The ranksin front parted, asin the dreams, and awizard stepped through. There was no doubt
of what hewas, he was unarmed and unarmored, and the Power sat heavily in him, making him glow
sullenly to Mage-Sight. But it was the power of blood-magic -

Aswas the power of the second, the third, and the fourth.

Four-to-one, then Master Dark to follow. Vanyd flexed hisfingers, and hoped Y fandes had
gotten Stef to safety by now. Let's see if these lads know how to work together, or if | can divide
them -

Stefen hung on and closed his eyes, fighting his own panic. HeEd never been on - or even near! -
anything going thisfast before. The ground rushing by hisfeet and the violent lurching as Y fandes | egpt
obstacles were making him sick and frightened, with the kind of fear that no rational thought was going to
overcome,

They had dready covered the same amount of ground that had taken the three of them aday,
and now Stef was quite lost.

:I'm doing akind of Fetching, Bard, only I'm doing it with us. That's why we seem to bejumping
agreat dedl, and why you're sick. Besides, you two got rather sidetracked. Y ou had to come at the Pass
obliquely. I'm going straight back.

Stef gulped. She's doing Fetching, only with us. No wonder my stomach thinks it got | eft
behind - it may have. . . .

Lights showed up ahead, against the dark of the trees. Torches dong the top of awall-the lights
of the Guard post. Stef couldn't believeit. It hadn't been nearly long enough -

But it was. Y fandes thundered into the lighted areaiin front of the gate, as sentries came piling
down off thewadlls -

She stopped with all four hooves set, in ashower of snow-and bucked. Violently.

Stefen wasn't expecting that. He flew over her head and landed in a snowbank -

He thought he was going to land all right, but his breath was knocked out of him and his head
cracked againgt a buried log and he saw nothing but stars -

- and heard hoofbegats vanishing into the distance, followed by ababble of voices.

Hands hauled him out of the snow; he shook his head to clear his eyes and immediately regretted
doing so0. His head felt like it was going to explode, and colored lights danced in front of him. But his
vision cleared enough for him to see as helooked up that one of the people striding out of the gate was
the Commander.

She recognized him immediatdly. "Great good godd" she exclamed. "What inthe nine hellsare
you doing here? Wheresthe Hera d?'

His head was svimming, and hisvision blacking out, but he managed to get dl of his message out

The Commander turned white, and barked a series of orders. The darm bell began ringing. So
did Stef's ears. The Commander's aide shoved Stef over to one side, and men and women began pouring
out of the barracks, hagtily arming and armoring themsalves asthey ran into their ranks. Stef wasn't sureif
he was going to be able to stand much longer; his knees were going weak. The post Healer emerged,
took onelook at him, and started toward him, arms forward.

And that was dl Stef knew, before the ground quietly but violently introduced itself and darkness
cameover him.

Vanyd trembled with exhaugtion - but the nodes were still pouring their power into him, and two
of the wizardslay charred and dead on theicy ground in front of him. Of the other two, one had tried to
flee and been cut down by his own men, and the other was a mindless, drooling thing that crawled over
to the sde of thetral and lay there curled onitsside.

There's another difference. | didn't defeat the wizards, in the dream. | fought themto a



standstill. He assessed the damage to himself, and came up relatively satisfied. There was adight wound
to hisright leg; blood was running down hisleg and into his boot to freeze there. He was a bit scorched,
but redlly, the damage so far waslight.

Although a young boy who'd never been in combat - as | was then-would have been
convinced that every hurt was fatal. That may be the reason for that "difference”; it may not be a
difference at all. Well. Now it's time for Master Dark to appear.

The front ranks parted again, and asingle, degantly black-clad figure paced leisurely through, lit
by red mage-light as Vanyd waslit by blue. Right on cue.

The young man was wearing black armor and clothing that had to be a conscious parody of
Herddic Whites. He was absolutely beautiful, with a perfectly sculptured face and body. Somehow that
face looked oddly familiar -

It could just be that the face was so perfect, it looked like the statue of agod.

Of coursg, if | didn't care how | wasted power, | could look like anything | wanted, too.

Hewas areverseimage of Vanye in every way, from sable hair to ebony eyesto night-black
boots.

"Why do you bother with thisnonsense?" he asked, swestly, hislipscurvingin asensud smile.
"You are quite done, Herald-Mage Vanyd." Hisvoice was asmooth, silky tenor; he had learned the
same kind of perfect control over it that he had over his body.

Thefamiliarity of hisfeatures bothered Vanyd. At first he thought it was because he very closaly
resembled the Herad himself, but there was more to it than that. A kind of racial smilarity to someone-

"You are," the young man repested, with finey-honed emphasis, "quite alone.”

Tayledras. He looks Tayledras, only reversed. Did he always |ook that way, or did he tailor
himself? Either way, he's making a statement about himself, the Hawkbrothers, and the Heralds -

"You tell menothing | didn't dready know. As| know you," he heard himsdlf saying. "The
Tayledras have anamefor you. Y ou are Leareth. The name means-"

"Darkness,”" Leareth laughed. "Oh yes, | quite conscioudy chosethat Tayledras name. Hence,
'Magter Dark’ aswell. A quaint conceit, don't you think? Asare-" he waved at the men behind him, in
their sinister panoply, - my servants.”

"Very clever," Vanyd replied. This has already deviated from the dreams - in the dreams,
the mages stand behind him, and this time there were four instead of three. The fighters stayed
out of reach, letting the mages handle me. Maybe if | can stall the final confrontation long
enough, Stef can get to the Guard and they can get herein time.

"Y ou need not remain done, Vanye," Leareth continued, licking hislips sensuoudy. "Y ou need
only give over thismadness - stretch out your hand to me, join me, take my Darknessto you. Y ou will
never be alone again. Think how much we could accomplish together! We are so very smilar, wetwo, in
our powers- and in our pleasures.”

He paced forward; one swaying step that rippled his ebony cloak and hisraven hair. "Or if you
prefer - | could even bring your long-lost love to you. Think about it, Vanye - think of Tylenddl, once
more dive and at your side. He could share our life and our power, Vanye, and nothing, nothing would
be able to stand against us."

Vanye stepped back, and pretended to consider the offer.

Dear gods, doesn't he understand us at all? Nothing is worth having if it comes at the kind
of cost he demands. Can't he understand how much | would be betraying Stef - ‘Lendel - if |
betrayed Valdemar?

The cold seemed to gather about him, chilling him and stiffening hiswounded leg.

He can't know that | know he'slying - either about his abilities or about the reward if |
turn traitor. Or both-

| wonder if I can hold against him. Or even - take him?

Hoperosein him, and he probed alittle around L eareth's shields.

And hid ashock of dismay. He's better than | am. Much better. He's able to tap node-magic
through other mages so that it doesn't burn him out. He's got a half dozen of those mages feeding



him power from the other side of the mountain, from tapped nodes! He's going to kill me - and
then he's going to march right through here and take Valdemar. And | don't have enough left even
in the nodes to call the Final Strike that will take him -

"Well?" Leareth shifted hisweight impatiently.

How can | gal for moretime?

Oh, gods - I'mgoing to die - alone-

And for nothing -

Then-like a gift from the gods, the hoofbegts of asingle creature, behind him.

Y fandes thundered to ahat beside him, and screamed her defiance a the Dark Mage. He
stepped back an involuntary pace or two, his eyeswide with surprise. Y fandes raised her sump of atall
high and bared her teeth a him asVanyel placed one hand on her warm flank.

:1 told you | would never |eave you when | Chose you,: shesaid camly. :I knew what our
bond would come to then, when | first Chose you - and | don't regret my choice. | love you, and |
am proud to stand beside you. There isnot a single moment together that | would take back.:

:Not one?: he asked, moved to tears.

:Not one. I will not et you face him aone, beloved. And | can give my strength to you, for
whatever you need.

Her strength added to hiswould be enough - just enough-to overcome Leareth's protectionson a
Fina Strike.

Vanyd raised his eyesto meet Leareth's, and with one smooth motion, mounted and settled into
Yfandes saddle, and answered the mage's offer with acalm smile and asingle word.

"No."

"Vanyd!"

Terrible pain - then, nothing. A void where warmth should be.

Stefen legpt from the cot, screaming Van's name - the Hedler tried to hold him down, but he
fought clear of the man, throwing the blankets aside in afrenzy of fear and grief.

| felt himdie - oh, gods. No, no | can't have, it's just something else, some magic - he's till
alive, he hasto be -

Heran, out of the barracks, out into the snow, shoving people out of the way. He stumbled
blindly to the stables and grabbed the first horse he saw that didn't shy away, saddling it with tack that
seemed oddly familiar -

Thefilly snorted in his hair as he reached up to bridle her - and he recognized her. It was Melody

But that didn't matter, al that mattered was the ache in hisheart, in his soul, the empty place that
sad Vanyd -

He flung himsalf on Meody's back and spurred her cruelly as soon ashewasin the saddle; she
sguedled in surprise and launched herself out of the stable door, as the Healers and sentries shouted after
him, too late to stop him.

Days ater, he came upon the battlefield, riding an exhausted horse, himself too spent to spesk.
The battle was long over; and gtill the carnage wasincredible.

At the edge of camp, one of the Guardsmen stopped M ody with one hand on her bridle, and
Stef didn't have the strength to urge her past him. He smply stared dully at the man, until someone else
came-aHeder, and then someone in high-rank blue. He ignored the Hedler, but the other got him to
dismount.

The Commander, her face gray with fatigue, her eyesfull of pain.

"I'm sorry, lad," the Commander said, one arm around his shoulders. "'I'm sorry. Wewere dl too
late to save him. He was-gone-before we ever got here. But ... I'd guess you know that. I'm sorry."



The dam holding hisemoationsin check broke insde him, and he turned hisfaceinto her shoulder;
she hdd him, as she must often have held others, and let him cry himself out, until he had no moretears,
until he could scarcely stand. Then she helped him into her own tent, put him to bed on her own cot, and
covered him with her own hands.

"Seep, laddy," she whispered hoarsdly. ""Tan't acure, but you need it. Hed tell you the sameif

She turned away. He dept, though he didn't think he could; the mournful howls of kyree filled his
thoughts.. . . and Vanyd'sface, Vanyd'stouch. . . .

Candlemarks later, he woke. Another Guardsman sat on astool next to the cot, keeping watch
besde him.

He blinked, confused by his surroundings - then remembered.

"l want to seehim,” he said, sitting up.

"Sir -" the Guardsman said hesitantly, "There ain't nothin' to see. We couldn't find athing. Just -
them. Lots of them.”

"Then | want to seewherehewas," Stef insgsted. "'l haveto - please -"

The Guardsman looked uncomfortable, but helped him up, led him out and supported him as he
climbed back up the pass. Bodies were being collected and piled up to be burned; the stench and black
smoke were making Stef sick, and there was blood everywhere. And at the narrowest point of the pass,
where the mortuary crews hadn't even reached, it was even worse.

Stefen's escort tightened his grip suddenly and yelped, as awhite-furred shape appeared beside
them. Hyrryl's blue eyes spoke her sympathy wordlesdy to Stefen, and he heard himsdlf saying, "It'sal
right . .. they'refriends" asanother fell in on hisleft - Aroon. The Guardsman swallowed, and they
resumed their walk.

Blackened, burned, and mangled bodies were piled as many as three and four deep, and al of
them wore ebony armor or robes. The carnage centered around one spot, a place clean of snow and
dirt, scoured right down to the rock, with the stone itself polished black and shining. Hyrryl and Aroon
took up positions on either side of the pass, and sat on their haunches, aimost at attention, watching over
the Bard. The Guardsman bowed and retreated wordlessly, and no one else came near.

Stef stumbled tear-blinded through the heaped bodies, looking for one - one White - clad amid
al theblack -

There was nothing, just as the Guardsman had told him. Stef shook his head, frantically, then
began looking for anything, ascrap of white, anything at all.

Finally, after candlemarks of searching, aglint of silver caught hiseye. He bent - and found athin
wisp of blood-soaked, white horsehair. And besideit, the mage-focus he had given Vanyd; the chain
gone, the slver setting half-melted and tarnished, the stone blackened, burned, cracked in two.

He clutched hisfindsto his chest; hisknees gave way, and hefdl to the stone, hisgrief so
al-encompassing that he could not even weep - only whisper Vanyd's name, asif it were an incantation
that would bring him back.

The treeswere a scarlet glory behind the dull brown of the Guard post. Y ou're the Bard, ain't
you? Stefen? The one that was with -" awe made the boy's eyes widen, his voice drop to awhisper "-
Herdd Vanyd."

Stef tried unsuccessfully to smile at the young Guardsman. "Y es. I'd heard about what's
happening up hereand | cameto seefor mysdlf.”

That got areaction; the boy started, and his eyes widened with fear. Then the youngster
straightened and tried to look lessfrightened than he was. "' Tistrue, Bard Stefen. Anybody comesinto
that Forest as has bad intentions, they don't come out again. Fact is, it lookslike it started the night
Herald Vanyd died. We found lots of them fellahsin the black armor as had run off intathe Forest, and
ev' one of 'emwas cold meat."

"I'd heard that,” Stefen said, dismounting carefully. "But I'd also heard some tales that were pretty



wild." The autumn wind tossed his hair and Me ody's mane as he handed her reinsto the Guardsman.

"They an't wild, m'lord Bard. The men aswe found - stuck right through with branches, or even
icicles, up t' their waistsin frozen ground - they was spooky enough. But Lor' an' Lady! There was some
toretlittle bits by somethin', and more just - dead. No mark on, ‘em, just dead - and the awfullest looks
onthelr faces-" The boy shivered. "Been like that ever since. Oncein awhile we go in there, have alook
around, sure enough, well find some bandit or other th' ssme way."

"They say the Forest is cursed,” Stef said absently, shading his eyes with his hand, and peering
into the shadows benesth the trees beyond the Guard barracks. "It sounds more like ablessing to me."

"Blessed or cursed, 'tisagood thing for Vademar, an' we reckon Herdd Vanyel doneit.”

Stefen dnng his gittern-bag over one shoulder, his near-empty pack over the other, and headed,
not for the Guard post, but the Forest.

"Hey!" the boy protested. Stef ignored him, ignored the shouts behind him, and began his solitary
trek into the Forest they now called " Sorrows."

Near sunset hefindly stopped. Near enough, he thought, looking around. | don't need to bein
the Pass to do this. And this is where we were last happy together. This, or a place very like this.

Hewas at the foot of avery tal hill-or smal mountain; the sun was setting to hisleft, the moon
risng to hisright, and therewas no sign of any living person. Just the hill, with ashalow cave under it, the
trees, and the birds.

He gathered enough wood for asmall fire, started it, and took out his gittern. He played until the
sun just touched the horizon; dl of Van'sfavorites, al the music hed composed since-even the melody of
the song for the kyree, and the song he'd left a copy of back at Bardic Collegium, the one he'd never
performed in public - the one he had written for Vanyd, that he caled "Magic's Price.”

And then he put the gittern down, carefully. Hed thought about bresking it, but it was a sweet
little instrument, and didn't deserve destruction for sake of an unwitnessed dramatic scene. He settled on
wrapping it carefully and stowing it in the back of the cave. Perhaps someone would find it.

The achein his soul had not eased in dl these months. People kept telling him that time would
hed theloss, but it hadn't. They'd kept aclose watch on him for months after he returned from the Pass,
but lately they hadn't been quite as careful.

But then, lately there had been other things to think about than one young Bard with abroken
heart.

Hed taken the opportunity offered by the confusion of King Randal€'s death and King Treven's
coronation to escape them and make hisway up here.

It hadn't been easy to get that via of argondl, and finaly held had to buy it from athief. Hetook it
out of the bottom of his pack, and weighed the heavy porcelain vid in his hand.

A lethd dosefor ten or so he said. Should be enough for one skinny Bard.

Heset it downinfront of him, staring at it in the fading, crimson light. You drift into sleep. Not
S0 bad. Easier death than he had. Easier than Randi's. A lot easier than Shavri's -

Finaly hereached for it -

A shower of stone fragments shook themsalves loose from the roof of the cave, and one struck
the bottle of poison. It tipped over and rolled out of his reach, then the cork popped out and it
capricioudy poured its contentsinto the dust. He scrambled after it with acry of dismay, glancing
worriedly at the ceiling of the cave-

:Go through with it, you idiot,: said achearful voicein hismind, :and I'll never forgive you.:

That voice - Stef froze, then turned his head, very dowly.

Something stood there, between him and the forest.

Van.

A much younger - looking Vanyd. And avery trangparent Vanyd. Stef could see the bushes
behind him quite clearly-

Before he had achanceto fed even ahint of fear, Van smiled - the al-too-rare, sweet smile Stef
had cometo cherish in their time together - asmile of purelove, and real, unshadowed happiness.

"Van?' hesad, hestantly. Il can't be - I'm going mad - oh, dear gods, please let it be -



Tears began to well up, and he shook them out of his eyes as he reached out with atrembling
hand. "Van?Isthat redly -"

Van reached out at the sametime; hishand - and just his hand-grew solid momentarily. Solid
enough that Stef was able to touch it before it faded to transparency again.

It wasredl; real, and solid and warm.

Itis. Oh, gods, itis -

"How?' Stef asked, through the tears. "What happened?

Vanyd shrugged - acompletdy Van-like shrug. : Something happened, after | took Leareth
out with the Final Strike. | had a choice. Most Heralds have a couple of choices; they can go on to
the Havens, or come back, like the Tayledras say people come back - | was given another option.:

"Another option? This?"

-1 know it doesn't look like much -: Vanyd smiled again, then sobered. : The problemisthat |
was the lagt Herald-Mage. Valdemar needs a guardian on this Border, a magical one - Master
Dark wasn't alone, and he left apprentices. So - that was my choice, to stay and guard. Yfandes,
too. '‘Fandesand | are part of the Forest now -:

He hesitated amoment. : Stef - | asked for something before | agreed, and you get the same
choice. You can join me - but -:

"But?' Stefen cried, leaping to hisfeet, firring the dust from the now-forgotten pebbl e attack.
"But what? Anything, ashke - whatever | have to do to be with you -"

Vanyel moved closer, and made asif to touch his cheek. : You can join me, but there are
conditions. You can only come when it'stime. There are things | can't tell you about, but you have
to earn your place. There's something that needs to be done, and you are uniquely suited to do it. |
won't lie to you, beloved - it's going to take years.:

"What isit?" Stef demanded, his heart pounding, histhroat tight. "Tell me-"

'Y ou remember how worried | was, about people thinking that Heralds were somehow lessthan
Herdd-Mages?.

Stef nodded. "It's gotten worse since you - | mean, you were the last. There's no one to replace
you, no oneto train new ones, no way to find new ones. | mean, now you're alegend, Van, and the
people tend to think of legends as being flawless...”

:That's where you come in. You have to use your Gift to convince the people of Valdemar
that the Gifts of Heralds are enough to keep them safe. You, and every Bard in the Circle. Which
means that first you have to convince the other Bards, then the Circle has to convince the rest of
therealm.: Vanye held out both handsin agesture of pleading.: The Bards are the only ones that
have a hope of pulling this off, Stef. And you are the only one that has a hope of convincing the
Bards::

"But that could take alifetime!" Stefen cried involuntarily, dismayed by the magnitude of the task.
Then, as Vanyd nodded, he redlized what that meant in terms of "earning his place.”

:Exactly,: Van sad, hiseyesmournful. :Exactly. Do you still love me enough to spend a
lifetime doing the work I've left to you? A lifetime alone? | wouldn't blame you if -:

"Van -" Stef whispered, looking deeply into those beloved silver eyes, "Van - | love you enough
todiefor you - | fill do. I dwayswill. | guess-"

He hesitated a moment more, then swalowed down histears. "l guess,” hefinished, managing to
dredge up a shaky, tear-edged smile, "if | love you enough to diefor you, it kind of followsthat | love
you enough to live for you. And there are worse ways to die for somebody than by old age -"

:Tell me about it:. For one moment, dl the sarlight, the moonlight, seemed to collect in one
place, then feed into Vanyd. Thefigure of the Herald glowed as bright as the full moon for a heartbest,
and he solidified long enough to take Stefen into hisarms -

:Oh, ashke-: he murmured, and smiled lovingly.

Then he was gone. Completely. And without the evidence of the spilled bottle and the dust in his
hair, Stef would never have known Vanyd was there except in hismind.

The Bard looked around franticaly, but there was no sign of him. "Van, wait!" he shouted into



the till air, "Wait! How will | know when I've earned my place?'
:You'll know,: camethewhisper inhismind. :We'll call you.:

Epilogue

Heradd Androsleaned back in his saddle, and stretched, enjoying the warm spring sunshine on
his back. He looked behind him to make sure his fellow traveler was keeping up dl right.

The old Bard was nodding off again; it was agood thing that Ashkevron pafrey had easy paces,
or the poor old man would have falen off ahaf dozen times.

:Why on earth do you suppose he wants to visit Sorrows?: he asked Toril.

His Companion shook her head. :Damned if | know,: shereplied, anusement in her
mind-voice. : The very old get pretty peculiar. He should be glad ther€e's been peace long enough
that someone could be spared to ferry him up here.:

-1t still wouldn't have happened if | wasn't on my way to the Temple in the first place,: he
sad. :Poor old man. Not that anyone is going to miss him - all of hisold cronies are gone, and
hardly anyone even knows he's at Court anymore.:

Toril tested the breeze for amoment. :Maybe he's making a kind of memorial trip. Did you
know he's the Stefen? Vanyel's lifebonded?:

:No!: Heturned in his saddle to stare back at the frail, dight old man, dozing behind him. :|
thought Sefen was dead a long time ago! Well, | guess he deserves a little humoring. He's
certainly earned it.:

She shook her head in silent agreement, and dowed until they were even with the Bard. "Bard
Stefen?' he said, softly. The Bard's hearing was perfectly good - and he didn't want to Sartle the old
man.

The Bard opened hiseyes, dowly. "Dozed off again, did I?" he asked, with ahint of asmile,
"Good thing this old man has you to watch out for him, son.”

"Do you have any idea of where you're going?' Andros asked. "We've been inside the border of
Sorrows for the last couple of candlemarks.”

The Bard looked around himsalf with increased interest. "Have we now? Well - could bewhy |
felt comfortable enough to go on deeping. | wish you'd told me, | could have saved you alittleriding.”

He pulled his old mare to ahadt, and dowly dismounted, then pointed at alittle grove of
goldenoak at the foot of arocky hillside. "That'll do, lad. All I want isto be |eft donefor abit, eh?1
know that sounds a bit touched, but the old get pretty peculiar sometimes.”

Andros blushed at this echoing of his own thoughts, and obediently turned Toril away.

‘Well, my lady,: hesad, :Where would you like to go?:

:1'd like a good long drink of spring water,: shereplied firmly, : And | can smell running
water just over that ridge.:

The water not only tasted good - it felt good. Andros became very much aware of how dusty
and sweaty the trip had made him, and Toril alowed that she wouldn't object to a bath, either. By the
time the two of them were dry, it was late afternoon, and Andros figured the old man would be ready to
continue hisjourney.

When he returned to the grove, the old man was gone.

The gittern was there, though, and the mare - so Androsjust sighed, and assumed he'd gone of f
for awalk. He began a search for the Bard, growing more and more frantic when not even afootprint
turned up -

Toril imposed hersdf infront of him, waiting for him to mount. He blinked at her, wondering what
on earth he was doing, wandering around in the woods like this.

:I must have had sun-stroke,: hetold her, shaking his head in confuson. :What am - what was
| doing?:

:I wondered,: shereplied with concern, : You wanted to see the battle site, and | tried to tell
you it wasn't here, but you insisted it was. Don't you remember?:



:No,: hereplied ruefully. : Next time knock me into a stream or something, would you?:

He caught atwinklein her eye, but she replied demurely enough, : If it's necessary. It's just that
now we're late, and they really need a Herald out here for relay work. Every moment we're not
thereistrouble for the Healers. It'sjust a good thing there's a full moon tonight.:

"Oh, horseturds," Andros groaned aoud. "Y ou don't expect meto ride dl night, do you?"

‘Why not?1'm the one doing al the work. Now get the packmare and let's get going.:

"Why isthere asaddle on thismare?' he asked, frowning, as he approached the pafrey. "And
why isn't she fastened to your saddle already?

:The second - because you unfastened her. You'd better have the Healers look at you when
you get there.: Her mind-voice was dense with concern. :I think you really must have had a serious
sunstroke. She's got a saddle because she's a present from Joserlyn Ashkevron to his sister, and
saddles don't grow on trees, not even this close to the Pelagirs.:

"You'reright,” Andros said, rubbing his head, then mounting. "I'd better talk to them. Well, let's
get going.”

They rode off, leaving a gittern behind them, propped up againgt atree. When they were quite
out of sght-and hearing-distance-the strings quivered for amoment.

A knowledgesble listener might have recognized aballad popular sixty or seventy years earlier -
alove-song cdled "My Lady's Eyes.”

And avery keen-eared listener might have heard laughter among the trees; young mae laughter,
tenor and baritone, making ajoyful music of their own.

To thisday, that gittern isgrown into the tree it leaned against then, the goldenoak's roots
entwined around its stringsin agentle embrace, and there are bright days, when the winds whispers
through the trees, that the Forest of Sorrows seems the most inappropriate name possible.

APPENDI X
Songsof Vanyd'sTime

NIGHTBLADES

They come cregping out of darkness, and to darknessthey return.

In their wake they leave destruction; where they go, no one can learn
For they leave no trace in passing, asif dl who watched were blind
Likeadream of evil sending, Nightblades passing, nightblades rending,
Into darkness once more blending Leaving only dead behind.

First a threat-and then a death comes in the darkness of the night
And adozen would-be dlies have begun to show their fright.

When the nightblades strike unhindered, and can take alife at will,
Theresno safety indliance

And much peril in defiance

It isbest to show compliance

And the Karste rankstoffill.

The chief envoy summonsVanyd, for onedly ill seemsbrave
And the treaty may be sdvaged if Vanyd thislife can save.
Herdd Vanyd feignsrefusd, senses one would play him fool,
Thinks of treechery in hiding,

Letshisingdincts be hisguiding.

Hisown counsd heishiding



Hell be no unwitting toal.

Garbed in black dipsHeradd Vanyd to their last lone dly's keep;

Over wall and into window, past al gates and guards to creep.

Past all gates and guards-no magic has them wrapped in deadly spell -
They are drugged, and they are dreaming.

Some foe strikes in friendly seeming-

See-a metal dart there gleaming!

Vanyd knowsthe symptomswell.

Now he hears another's footstep soft before him in the dark

And he hastes to lay an ambush while the nightblade seeks his mark.
Now he waits beside the doorway of the dly's very room

And the nightblade, al unknowing,

With asingle lamp-beam showing

To aconfrontation going

Not to fill another tomb.

Out of shadow Vanye rises and he bars the nightblade's way.

He has only that slim warning-Vanyel has him soon at bay.

When the guards have all awakened, then he bares the night-blade's face-
And dl mindsbut hisarereding

When he tears off the concealing-

And the envoy's face revealing-

Bringsthetraitor to disgrace.

MY LADY'SEYES

(Thisisdrivd. It's supposed to be. It's Vanyd's mother's favorite song. Van puts up with it
because he can show off hisfingering.)

My Lady'seyesarelike the skies

A soft and sunlit blue

No other fair could haf compare

In sweet midsummer hue

My Lady's eyes cannot disguise

Her tender, gentle heart

She cannot feign, shefedsmy pain

Whenever we must part.

(Instrumentd)

Now whilel livel needs must give Her al my love and more

That she may know | worship so Thisonethat | adore.

Andwhile away, | long and pray The days may speed, and then,

| heartward hie, | flee, | fly, To see her eyesagain.

(Instrumentd)

My Lady's eyes, each glance | prize, Asgentle asadove,

And would that | could tell her why | dare not spesk my love.

Too high, asfar asany star Her station isto mine,

Too wide that space to €er embrace, Beneath her | repine.

(Instrumentd)

SHADOW STALKER



It wasjust aweek till Sovven, and the nights were turning chill

And the battle turned to stalemate, double-bluff, and feint and drill
When ashadow drifted northward, just a shadow, nothing more.

No one noticed that the shadows al grew darker than before.

No one noticed, while the shadows seemed to creep into the heart,

But from then the fight for freedom seemed afool's quest from the start.
All the hopesthat they had cherished seemed unreasoned and naive
Nothing worth the strength to pray for, or to strive for, or believe.

And the shadows stole the sunlight from the brightest autumn day,
Asthey sang asong of bleakness that touched every heart that heard
Asthey whispered words of hopeessness, dl courage fled away,
And they wove asmothering blanket over al that lived and Stirred.
Herald Vanyd came upon them, and he sensed a subtle wrong,

And there was some magic working; deeply hidden, yes, but strong.
And it moved and worked in secret, likeapoisonintheven

Like apoison meant to weaken, this was magic meant to drain.

Herad Vanyd saw the Shadows, and they turned their wileson him
For one moment even he began to feel his spirit dim-

But he saw their secret evil, and he swore €er he was done

Hewould stalk and day these Shadows, and destroy them, one by one.
Herald Vanye, Shadow Stalker, hunted Shadows to their doom

They turned al their powers upon him, turned away from other men
And athough they strove to take him, he unwove their web of gloom.
So the Shadows fled his anger, their creator sought again.

Herdd Vanye faced the Singer who had sung them into life

And she sang to him of grief and lossthat cut him like aknife.

And she sang to him of self-hate, and she wove anet of pain

With her songs of woe and hopel essness meant to be Vanyd's bane.
"So now what isthereto strive for?" was the song she sang to him.
And the shadow came upon his heart, the world grew gray and dim.
But the Singer Of The Shadow did not know the foe she fought,

Nor how dear he held his duty, nor by what pain power was bought.

Herad Vanyd |ooked upon her, and he saw through her disguise
And she strove then to seduce him into death or madness swest.
Herald Vanyd looked within him, and he saw her songswerelies,
And he gathered up his magic then, her powersto defest.

Herdd Vanyd raised hisgolden voice and sang of lifeand light,
Of thefirgt cry of ababy, of the sllver stars of night.

Herald Vanyd sang of wisdom, sang of courage, sang of love,

Of the earth's sweet soil beneath him, of the vaulting sky above,

Sang of heding, sang of growing, sang of joy and hope and dreams,
And the Singer Of The Shadows felt the desth of al her schemes.

It was then shetried to flee him, but his song and magic spell

Struck her down and held her pinioned and she faltered, and shefell.
Then the Singer Of the Shadows saw her Shadows shatter there,



Saw her lies unmade before her, saw her darkness turned to day
And how empty and how petty was the spirit then laid bare-
Like her Shadows then she shattered, and in silence passed away.

WINDRIDER UNCHAINED

Windrider, fettered, imprisoned, and pinioned
Wing-clipped by magic, his power full drained,
Vademar'sHelr is defeated and captive,

With his Companion by Darklord enchained.

Darklord of shadows hisfettersisweaving

Binds him in darkness as deep as despair,

Mocks at hisanger and laughs at hisweeping,
"Whereisyour strength now, oh Vademar's Heir?'

Darklord has|eft them by shadows encumbered,
Darshay and Windrider trapped in hisgloom,
Deepin 'hisprisons, past hope, past believing,
Heir and Companion, will thisbe your tomb?

Out of the shadows another draws nearer,

Out of the twilight stels onefurtivelight.

Shadows dance pain, while the Light Sngs despairing,
Drawn here by Darshay and Windrider's plight.

Power new-won have the Singer and Dancer,
Power to shatter their curses at last-

Power that aso could free the sad captives,
Power to bresk the bonds holding them fast.

Heart speaksto heart in the depths of the darkness
Grief callsto grief, and they falter, afraid-

Why should they sacrifice all for these strangers?
Then new-won compassion sends them on to ad.

Dancer in Shadows, she weeps as she dances,
Dancing, unmaking the shadow-born bands.
Sunsinger now through tears gives up his power -
Sings back the magic to Windrider's hands.

Spent now, the twain unseen fal into shadow
Gifted to strangersall that they had gained.
Darklord returns, and by fear is confounded-
Heesthe avenger, Windrider unchained!

DEMONSBANE
Along aroad in Hardorn, the place called Stony Tor

A fearful band of farmersflees Karsite Border war.
A frightened band of farmers, their children, and their wives,



Seeks refuge from atyrant, who wants more than their lives.

Now up ridesHerdd Vanye. "Why then such haste?' sayshe.
"Now whoisit pursuing, whose anger do you fleg?

For you are dl of Hardorn, why seek you Vademar?

Is Festil no protection? Bide al hismen too far?!

"Oh, Vanyd, Herdd VVanyd, we flee now for our lives,

Lord Nedran would enslave us, our children and our wives-
Hed give our soulsto demons, our bodiesto his men.

King Festil has not heeded, or our peril does not ken.”

Now up speaks Herald Vanyel. "The Border is not far -
But you are dl of Hardorn, and not of Valdemar.

You are not Randal€'s people-can call not on his throne-
But damned if | will see you left helpless on your own!"

So forth goes Herald Vanye, and onward does heride.
On Stony Tor hewaitsthen, Yfandesat hisside.

With Nedran's men approaching, he cals out from on high,
"Y ou shdl not pass, Lord Nedran! | shal not let you by!"

Now Herad Vanyd only stands blocking Nedran's way
"Now who are you, fool nothing, that you dareto tell me nay?
Now up speaks Herdd Vanyd in avoicelike brittle glass;
"The Herald-Mage called Vanyel -and | say you shall not pass!”

Now there stands great Lord Nedran, and behind him forty men,
Beside himis hiswizard-but he pales, and speaks again-

"So you are Herald Vanyel -but this place is not your land.
So heed me, Herald Vanyd; turn aside and hold your hand.”

"Let be I'll giveyou slver, and | shdl giveyou gold,

And| shdl giveyou jewesfair that sparkle bright and bold,
And | shall giveyou pearls, al the treasures of the seg,

If you will step aside here, and leave these foolsto me.”

"What need have | of silver more than sweet Y fandes here?
Anddl thegold I cherishissunlight bright and cleer.
Theonly jewe | treasurésabright and shining Ster,

And | will protect the helpless even outside Vademar.”

"Now | shdl give you beauty, daves of women and of men,
And | shdl give you power asyoull never see again,

And | shdl giveyou mansonsand | shdl giveyou land,

If you will turn aside here, turn aside and hold your hand.”

"Now beauty held in bondage is beauty that islost.

And land and mansions blood-bought come at too high a cost.
And power | have already-all power isa jade-

So turn you back, Lord Nedran if of meyou are afraid!”



Lord Nedran backs his stdlion, the wizard he comes nigh.
"Prepare yourself, bold Vanye, for you shdl surdly die!”
Thewizard cdls his demons, the demons he commands,
AndVanyd, Herdd Vanyd, only raises empty hands.

Thewizard cals his demons, the sky above turns black.

The demons strike at Vanyd, he stands and holds them back.
The demons strike a Vanyd, they strike and hurt him sore,
But Vanyd stands defiant, to raise his hands once more.

The sky itself descending upon bare Stony Tor

Now hidesthe awful battle. The watchers see no more.

The wizard shouts in triumph-too soon he vents his mirth.
For Vanyd cdlsthe lightning, and smites him to the earth!

The clouds of black have lifted; upon the barren ground

Stands Vanyd hurt, but victor, the demonstied and bound.
Helooks down on Lord Nedran; his eyes grow cold and bleak-
"Now shall I give you, Nedran, the power that you seek-"

Now Vanyd freesthe demons, and Nedran screams with fear,
He setsthem on the Karsites, who had first brought them here.
He setsthem on the Karsites, and on the Karsite [and.

They look down on Lord Nedran. They do not stay their hand.

Now Vanye cdlsthefarmers. "Go tdl you near and far,

How thus are served the tyrants who would take Va demar.

| am the bane of demons, who fleesthem | defend.

Thus Heralds serve a foeman-thus Heralds save a friend!"

THE SHADOW-LOVER

Shadow-L over, never seen by day,

Only deep in dreams do you appesr.
Wisdom tellsme | should turn away,
Love of mist and shadows, all unclear -
Nothing can | hold of you but thought
Shadow-L over, migt and twilight wrought.

Shadow-Lover, comfort mein pain.

Love, dthough | never seeyour face,

All who'd have me fear you speak in vain-
Never would | shrink from your embrace
Shadow-L over, gentleisyour hand

Never could another understand.

Shadow-L over, soothe me when | mourn
Mourn for al who left me here aone,

When my grief istoo much to be borne,
When my burdens crushing-great have grown,



Shadow-Lover, | cannot forget-
Help me bear the burdens | have yet.

Shadow-L over, you aone can know
How | long to reach apoint of peace
How | fade with weariness and woe
How | long for you to bring release.
Shadow-L over, court mein my dreams
Bring the peace that suffering redeems.

Shadow-L over, from the Shadows made,
Lead meinto Shadows once again.
Whereyou lead | cannot be afraid,

For with you | shall come home again-
Inyour aams| shal not fear the night.
Shadow-Lover, lead meinto light.

MAGIC'SPRICE

Every year Companions Choosg, asthey have done before,

The Chosen come with shining hopes to learn the Herald's lore.

And every year the Heralds sigh, and give the same advice-

"All those who would hold Magic's Power must then pay Magic's Price.”

Oh there was danger in the North-that's all that Vanyel knew.
An enemy of power dark sought Heralds out-then slew.

But only those with Magic's Gift were dain by silent rage-

Till Vanyd of them dl wasleft the only Herdd-Mage.

Yes, from the North the danger came, beyond the Border far -
The Forest did not stay Dark Degth, nor did the mountains bar.
And Vanyd cried-"Wedie, my liege, and know not why nor where!
So send me North my King, that | may find the answers there!”

Then North went Vanyel -not alone, though ‘twas of little aid
A Bard wasliketo beto him; and Stefen was afraid-

Hefeared that he would fail the quest, aburden proveto be-
Dared not let Vanyed go doneto face dark sorcery.

So out beyond the Border there, beyond the forest tall,

Into the mountains deep they went that stood an icy wall -
Tofind thewall had cracked and found there was a passage new,
A path clean cut that winding ran alevel course and true.

This path was wrought by magecraft; Vanyd knew that when he saw

The mountains hewn by power alone, a power he felt with awe-

But to what purpose? Something moved beyond them on thetralil;

They watched and hid-and what they found there turned them cold and pale.

An army moved in single file, by magic cloaked and hid-



An army moved on Vademar that marched asthey were bid-
A darker force than weaponry controlled the men and place,
For Vanyel looked-and Vanyel knew an ancient evil's face.

Then Vanyd turned to Stefen, and he told the Bard to ride

To warn the folk of Valdemar -"They call me'Magic's Pride.’
It'stime| earned the name-now go! I'll hold thisarmy back
Until thearms of VVademar can counter their attack.”

So Stefen rode, and so it isno living tongue can tell

How Vanyd fought, nor what he wrought, nor how the Herad fell.
The Army came-but not in time to save the Herald-Mage,
Although the pass was scorched and cracked by magic power's rage.

They fought the Dark Ones back athough they came on wave by wave.
No trace they found of Vanye, nor of his Companion brave-

They only found the focus-stone, the gift of Sefen's hand-

Now blackened, burned, and shattered by the power that saved their land.

They only found the foemen who into the woods had fled

And each one by unseen, uncanny powers now lay dead.

Asif the Forest had somehow bestirred itself that day-

Had Vanyel with his dying breath commanded trees to day?

And still the forest of the North guards Valdemar from harm-
For Vanyd'sdying curseis stronger far than mortd arm.

And every year the Chosen come, despite the old advice-

"All those who would be Magic's Pride must then pay Magic'sPrice.”



