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Mags did not shiver in the cold; his body was used to it by now. Besides, it was warmer down here
in the mine than it was up there, up at the duices, and dmaost warmer than it was in the doss room, a
least until everyone got packed in and the heet of their bodies combined enough that they could deep.

He kndt in the shaft in the approved manner, rock just a few finger lengths from his nose, his knees
fitted into smooth hollows that he himsdf had paingtakingly cut out. His lamp, strapped to his forehead,
cast a dim light on the rock face in front of him. That was the only part of him that was warm—his
forehead behind the reflector of the ail lamp.

Around him, behind himin the darkness, came the sounds of tgpping and echoes of tapping. He had
just begun hishdf day down here, but of course, he was hungry dready. The porridge of barley and oats
that they dl got for their breakfast didn’t last for very long. But he was used to that; in fact, the times
when he wasn't hungry were branded in his memory.

There had been the day that the cook had fdlenill and the bread had burned and been thrown out by
the hel pers rather than saved to feed to the children over a period of days—he' d just come off the duices
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intime to see the bread in buckets waiting to go into the pig trough. He'd rounded up the rest, and they
head dl snatched themsalves burned loaves before they could be fed to the pigs. They'd gone to deep
quickly that night, somachs tightly packed with the bread. There was the day he’'d sumbled across a
cache of apples—probably stolen by one of the house servants—and had eaten hisfill. And of course,
the day, once a year, when the village priest visted to inspect, a day when they al were washed, given
decent cloth-ing, and fed an enormous med of bread and soup.

His mouth watered just thinking about the soup, and his somach growled. This afternoon, maybe he
could dip off to the piggery again and get a one of the buckets of scraps be-fore they went into the
trough. Demmon had found half a meat pasty in one once, the foul bugger, and gloated about it. He was
adways snitching things and not sharing. And he was dways scanting on the work, too, never putting
props in his seam, leaving it for the next shift. Served him right he'd got caught in that cave-in. Share
around, that was the rule. That way if the grub you snitched was bad, nobody got too sck to work, and
if it was good, you dl got a taste. Share the warmth, share the rags you snitched so that everybody had
some cover, ' cause if someone got cold-sick, it meant you dl had to make up for him.

The only thing you couldn’t share was the work in the seam. There was only room for one in the little
tunnds thet riddled the rock like wormholes.

Mags carefully positioned his chisd and tapped at alikdy spot in the seam with his hammer. 1t was a
good broad seam, this one, as wide as the tunnd was tdl, which meant there was no problem with
pending mogt of his time hammering out waste rock and getting shouted a for not bringing up any
gparklies today. In fact, he had three good ones so far, the yelow ones. They were dl in the pouch
around his neck that he’ d bring out at the end of his shift. Master Cole liked the yellow ones. He liked the
green ones even better, but his sons usudly worked seams that had the green ones in them. He didn't
trugt the orphans on those seams, though what he thought the orphans would do with abig green sparkly,
Mags couldn’t imagine. Where would they go with it? Who'd buy a gemstone from a scrawny, raggedy
brat? And that assumed they could somehow get off the property in the firg place.

Thismine produced alot of different sparklies. Yelow, a pde green that wasn't as good as the dark
green ones, dark red, purple ones of dl sorts of shades, a paer ydlow than the ones Mags had in this
seam, a pae blue, and a clear with slver threads running through it. More of that lagt than anything else,
and it was what the youngest mined. When you had more experience, you moved up to the pae ydlow
and dark red. Then the pae green and the purple. Then the dark yelow and the pae blue. Those took a
good eye and a good hand.

Mags tapping released a chunk of rock. There was nothing in it that he could see, but it was't
waste—it would go up to the hammer-mill and the duices. He shoved it behind him for the collector, the
youngest kid of dl, who would pull out dl the rocks from the tunnds and throw them in the donkey cart.

He st his chisd into a good spot and began tapping again. One more sparkly and he'd get a second
dice of barley bread with his broth. Oh, that would be good.

There were two sounds in the mine where he was, the tap-ping and the steady drip of water. Closer
to the mouth, you could hear the bellows that drove fresh ar down here, and the cresking of the pumps
that pulled water out. Not that they’d drown if the pumps faled, but Master Cole had learned that
working in water rusted the tools and meant sparklies were lost. So no working in wate.

The rock fractured suddenly and dropped off the face, and there, caiching the light was another
ydlow sparkly as big as Mags thumb. Extra bread for sure!

But firg he had to get it out without bregking it.

He pulled off the rag he kept wrapped around his throat, folded it a few times, and set it on the floor
of the tunnd just under the stone. If it dready had fractures in it, fdling on that wouldn't shatter it. If the
gem cutters shattered it later, it was hardly his problem.

Sdtting his chisd as ddicatdly as he could, he began flak-ing bits of rock from the face around the
parkly. A tap, a pause to check his progress, another tap, another pause. It was serious, intense work.
One dip of the chisdl, and so much for the extra bread, and there would be a begting to boot. The others,
the sons, could tdl from the changed rhythm that he had found something good.

“Magd That'd better not be a green onel” shouted Jarrik Pieters down the tunndl.



“Ain't’” he grunted. “Ydler.”

“Don't break it!” Jarrik shouted back unnecessarily. He could just see Jarrik ydling from his own
seam, round face red with exertion and almost-anger, bushy brows furrowing, brown har (aready going
thin on top) dringy with sweat, and little, deep-set eyes sparkling greedily a the thought of another
gparkly in the pouch. And big mouth gaped wide to ydl a Mags not to break it. Asif he would! What
did Jarrik think he was, an idiot?

Yah, that’s exactly what he thinks you are. Or worse. Much worse. An idiot and Bad Blood.

Mags heard that a lot. And the other kiddies heard it said of him a lot. Not thet any of them knew
whet it meant.

Mogt of the new kiddies were picked up to come live and work here once a year when Cole went
out and about with his wagon, looking for orphans, kiddies abandoned, lost parents, and generdly
unwanted. He liked to get them around deven years old, though he'd take them as young as nine if they
were strong and looked like they could do the work. A few had come from as much as two weeks wak
away, sent to meet Col€' s wagon by people who wanted 'em off their hands, and right quick.

Ah, but Mags was a different case atogether. Mags was locd. And he'd been working for Cole for
as long as he could remember.

And for aslong as he could remember, every time a member of the Pieters fdt like verbaly abusing
someone, Mags goi The Lecture.

Yer Bad Blood, boy. Yer Bad Blood, and it's damn lucky for you that yer here, an’ we can put
ye to work an’ keep those idle hands busy, or ye'd be dancin’ at rope's end already.

Bad Blood, because his parents were bandits and had been killed in a raid by the Royd Guard. Bad
Blood, because he'd been found in a cradle in the bandit camp after. Bad Blood, so bad that no one had
wanted to take himin and he' d been Ift a the local Temple of the Trine with priests who were probably
not at al happy about being saddled with the care of an infant. But then dong had come Cole Pieters.

Out of the kindness, the pure kindness of my heart, | tool ye. No one else wanted ye, not even
the godly priests. They all knew what ye were. They all figgered one day ye'd turn on em. | am a
bloody saint, | am, fer takin’ a chance with you.

And s0 the infant had begun lifein the Pieters household with the imaginetive name of “the Brat.” And
from the moment histiny hands could actudly do anything, he'd been put to work, an unpaid, poorly fed,
scartily clad, dirty little drudge. He was told, and he believed it, that he'd worked before he could walk,
dragging awad of rag-strips as he crawled, dl unknowingly deaning the floor with it. He'd been Brat for
years, going from job to job in the household, from floor duster to spit turner, from pot washer to garden
weeder until he was big enough to see over the sSde of the duices. And that was when he' d gone to work
a themine

And that was when he d gotten the name of Mags.

Tap, pause. Tap, pause. He put his nose as close to the stone as he could and il see, examining the
rock minutely.

He remembered tha day. His only indruction had been to watch the older kiddies, do what they did,
and look for things that sparkled and had color. He got the suff that had aready been picked over, no
one redly expected him to find anything. But as he had washed the gravd over and over again in his
basin, watching not only the grave in the pan but making sure he checked the uff in the duice as well, he
had spotted something. It was no bigger than agrain of whest, but it was bright, brilliant green. And then
he found aydlow one, and a purple, and another green, athird green, and by the time the day was over,
he turned over to his astonished overseer a little pile of tiny gem shards, a pile big enough to cover the
pem of his hand.

“By the gods, Brat, yeve got th' eyes of a Magpiel” Endd Pieters had excamed. And it was the
same the next day, and the next, until they started cdling him “little Magpie,” then Mags, and then—that
was his name.

Caefully, Mags put thumb and forefinger to either side of the sparkly, and wiggled it, or tried to.
Weasiit loose? Could he pull it out, like a baby tooth? That was dways better than chipping it out.

He fdt the thing give alittle, heard the tiniest sound of grinding and—it popped out of its socket—in



two pieces, not one, but they were both pretty big. He just wouldn’t say any-thing. Two sparklies meant
adice of bread,

“l @n't hearing hammering!” Jarrik shouted. “I an't hear-ing hammering, Mags!”

“Pulled two!” he grunted back, took thetimeto get a drink from his bottle, and tucked the sparklies
into the bag around his neck.

“That don't mean no skylarkin'!” Jarrik shouted back. That was his favorite word for shirking laidly.

“Gotta pee!” Mags retorted—which he didn’'t, but his caves and thighs were beginning to cramp
something fierce, and he could hear the donkey cart coming. HE'd have to clear the tunnd, or a least
stop working and cram himsdf in the end while the kiddie cleaned out the rock, so Jarrik shouted back
his grudging permisson and Mags backed himsdf down the tunnd he was working and into the larger
gheft. The kiddie—named Felan, skinny, dirt-covered, lank-haired, and wearing patched up burlgp
breeks and shirt—didn’t even look a him, just plunged into the workings with his burlgp bag. But Mags
didn’'t expect him to tak; he remembered when he'd been the donkey-boy and had been backhanded
for talking to the miners

Yeain't heret’ talk! Yer heret’ work!

Mags stretched his legs as he waked to the played-out seam they were usng as the larine. True
wadte rock went in here, burying the leavings before they started to smdl too bad. The donkey-boy was
in charge of that, too.

Mags didn't know the kiddie dl that well. So far as he was aware, the boy hadn’'t spoken a word
snce he'd arrived. W, that should make him poplar with Jarrik, whose every other sentence was “Too
much skylarkin'!” or “Too much jibber-abber!” accompanied with the back of the hand.

Truth to tdl, he didn’t redly want to know the kiddie€'s story. There were no good stories here.
Eveay kiddie here was—wanted, burdens on their villages, bastards left on doorsteps, kiddies left
orphaned—they arrived, more often than not with tear-streaked faces, and most of the time, their faces
remained tear-streaked. There was little enough to be happy about here, after al.

The food was just enough to keep you dive and no more unless you somehow found or snatched
some. They dl dept together in a Sngle cdlar room without a firegplace, a room right under the barn and
filled with hay and straw too old for the faam animds to eat. At least it wasn't drafty, and beng
underground it kept from going below freezing and wasn't too haot in the summer. They each got one
threadbare blan-ket, so the best way to deep was dl bundled together in a bdl like a wad of puppies,
shaing body heat and coverings. Of course, that meant there were a lot of gropings among the older
kiddies, but they dl knew better than to futter. Everyone knew the story of Missa, who'd futtered and
got a big bdly. She got beaten and dosed until she logt the baby, and she was never right in the head
after. And dl the boys old enough to have been the daddy got a beeting apiece. So nobody futtered.

Mags couldn’t figure out where Missa'd got the energy or the interest to do it anyway. He was
adways so bone-tired a the end of the day that he fdl adeegp as soon as he got warm, and there was
nothing about anybody’ s skinny body that made him want to put off deep for even an ingant. Maybe it
was different for girls, they just had to lay there. Or maybe it would be different when he got older, in the
spring and sum-mer, when you didn’'t bal up dl together shivering. But right now his jakko was as tired
as the rest of him, and wasn't interested in a thing. Maybe when he was fourteen. He was only thirteen
now, or at least, that was what Master Cole told the priest last time he came.

He kind of hoped it would stay that way. The idea of a fev moments of deep less to gppease a part
of him that had sud-denly got idess of its own had no apped.

By the time he made it to the end of the played-out seam, he needed to be there anyway. So it was
just as wel he'd lied. It wasn't bad; the donkey-boy had recently dumped rock here. He managed to
shake the last of the cramps out on the way back, and crawled back into his tunnd, taking a shoring
timber with him,

He aways put in so many timbers that Master Cole some-times shouted a him, but he never had a
cave-in, and Master Cole couldn’t argue with that. He' d noticed on hisway out that by his standards, the
roof was overdue for a prop, so he brought one in and hammered it in place before going back to work.

Once again, he arranged himsdlf at the face, and began working a little lower. Off in the distance, he



heard two of the other kiddies start a timid conversation, quickly hushed when Jarrik roared “No
jibber-jabber!”

He was sarting to cramp again. All right, time to pull a fake. He had enough stones, he wasn't going
to get into trou-ble unless someone caught him at it—and to do that, they’d have to crawl down this
tunnd and he would hear them com-ing. He stretched himsdf out, right leg fird, then left, dl the while
tap-tap-pausing on the rock at the sde of the tunnd with the chisd done. Then he flipped over on his
back and lay at full length, garing up at the celling only alittle way above his face, dill tapping.

He could only do this when the donkey-boy had cleared out the mined rock. His skin was tough, but
not that tough. But the donkey-boy was thorough, he scraped out everything down to the dust, leaving
Mags with nice, smooth rock to lie on. Cold, but smooth.

As he lay there, garing at the rock, he heard faint sniffling coming from off in the distance. Jarrik
couldn't heer it, likely, or he' d be shouting about that, too. And then there would be a lecture over noon
med about how lucky they dl were, how good Master Cole was to give them dl shelter and food and
clothing, because no one wanted them, not any of them. And how Master Cole was losng money over
them, they were such worthless workers, not even earning their keep.

Now, Mags had no idea what the sparklies were dl redly caled, much less what they were worth,
but he had a pretty good ideathat dl that about not earning their keep was a big, fa lie. Because Master
Cole's house didn’'t get any shabbier, he didn't get any thinner, his wife didn't get raggedy, and his
daughters were finding husbands just fine. And dl those things took money. So if they weren't earning
their keep, then where was dl the money coming from?

Of course, the priest tut-tutted and agreed with him when he said these things,

Master Cole would have them dl down here, dl day and wel into the night, if he thought it was
possible. But while Mags was dill in the house, before he'd gotten big enough to join the duicing crew,
Master Cole had figured out that when he rotated his crews on hdf a day a the duice and hdf a day in
the mine, they didn’t get Sick as often, and weren't crippled from the unnaturd positions they had to take
down here. Now the only people he had working for him that were bent over and knotted were the ones
that dated from before that period, and the ones that had been unfortunate enough to survive a shaft
collapse.

They truly did not have anywhere ese to go, and it was quite true that no one ese would have them.
They knew noth-ing whatsoever except how to duice rock and mine sparklies. So they survived on the
pittance | eft to them after Cole sub-tracted “room and board” from their wages.

Cole was supposed to ether let the kiddies go at sixteen, or hire them on a ful wages. But where
could they go? Like the cripples, they only knew mining and duicing, so who would hire them, and for
what?

Of course few of them survived to Sixteen.

As usud, Mags fdt resolve harden in him. He was going to survive. That was why he was s0 very
careful. There would be no rock-fals in his seams. He didn’'t know what he was going to do when he
reached Sxteen, but he was going to make it thet far. Life might be miserable, but it was preferable to the
dterndive, because Mags didn’t believe in gods or Havens or anything else of that sort. If there were
gods, then why did they let people like Master Cole dress in fine dothing and eat meat and white bread,
while kiddies who had never done any-one any harm got killed under rock-falls in his mine? Maybe he,
Mags, was Bad Blood and deserved to live like this, but there were cursed few of the otherswho did ...

WEell, he had best get back to work. He couldn't keep the ruse up for too long. The donkey-boy
would notice the lack of rock and report it.

He levered himsdf back into pogtion and resumed the hunt.

By noon, he had another two sparklies, which virtudly as-sured him of that extra dice of bread, so he
joined the line of the rest trudging up to the surface in a better mood than when he had gone down.

When they emerged, blinking, into the thin sunlight, the firgt thing he saw was Liem Pieters holding out
hisfat hand for thelittle bag around his neck. Mags handed it over, and suppressed agrin a Liem’s lifted
eyebrow. But dl the man did was grunt * Extra ration, noon med and supper,” and wave him on.

A couple of the others cast envious glances a him as he headed for the Big House and the



back-kitchen door.

By some myderious dchemy, the kitchen had dready heard of his good fortune, for he was
presented with a bowl of cabbage soup and two dices of barley bread. He carried both to a long shed
with asingle big table in it that was cdled the * schoolroom.”

He took the nearest empty seat on one of the long benches and picked up the piece of charcod
waiting there for him. Be-cause that was what you did. You ate, and you learned how to read and write
a the sametime.

Why? He had no idea. It didn't exactly make sense, and he knew Master Cole fumed over the
“wagted time” but for some reason it was something he had to alow.

One of Col€ s daughters was there; it was their job to teach the kiddies. She had a big piece of date
mounted onto the wall and chunks of soft, white chak. This one wore a clean blue dress and had har
that was dmogt ydlow braided in atal down her back, but otherwise she looked like every other Pieters
arl; round white face with very pink cheeks, eyes like a couple of round blue berries shoved into the
white dough of her face, and no expresson whatsoever. She wrote on the date, the kiddies wrote what
she did on the tabletop in charcoal, they sounded it dl out, and then they got to take a bite of food before
eraang what they had written and going on.

Thiswas the one part of the day that Mags loved, unre-servedly. He was far, far beyond this sort of
thing himsdlf, actualy. He could read and write entire sentences, and often did so around the word that
the others were sounding out. It seemed a kind of magic to him, that he could put these things down and
someone ese could make the same sense of them that he did. Somewhere, he had heard, there were
things cdled “books’ that were full of sentences that told you entire stories and facts about things,
and—widl, al manner of thingsit was good to know, or things that answered questions. Master Cole had
no booksin his house. But other people did.

Asif in an echo of his thoughts, the Pieters daughter wrote book on the date. Obediently, but
gruggling, the others wrote it down. “ B—oo—k. Book, “ they sounded out, while he was writing, | open
my book to read.

As he erased it, he noticed that Burd, the littlest of the kiddies working the mines, had no bread &t dll,
and kept his atention drictly on his soup, though his face looked as if he was about to cry. No
bread—that could only mean he’'d come out of the mine empty-handed. And that wasn't far. Just
be-cause the seam had played out, it was hardly fair to punish the kiddy who was unlucky enough to be
suck there. But thet was Cole dl over ...

With an internd curse, Mags got Burd's attention by e-bowing him while erasing his sentence, and
handed him the remaning hdf dice of bread. Burd stared a him in, fird astonishment, then
near-worship. He took the hdf dice and stuffed it quickly in his mouth, as if he was afrad Mags would
change hismind.

Mags just finished his soup.

The lesson ended with Enddl Pieters coming in and saying it was done with. The daughter—they
were dl interchange-able to Mags, dl identicd, dl forgettable, dl inconsequentia because they had no
power to punish him—cleaned the date and scuttled away. The kiddies, Mags included, erased the last
words, bolted down whatever food they had |eft, and got to thair feet as Endd watched impatiently.

Then, forming aline because Endd liked precison, they marched out into the cold to take their turn
a theduices.

2

In summer, working the duices was the best job. There was sun, and fresh ar, and if you got haot,
you just splashed some water over you. It was hard work, right enough, swirling the heavy pans of gravel
around and around in the running water, and by day’s end your ams and back ached something terri-ble,
but it was no worse than mining the seam. And if you had to work long hours, ether because you were
on the morning shift and got up with the sun, or because you were on the afternoon shift and didn’t stop
till the sun went down, well, that wasn't so bad. You didn't redly want to go to bed early in the summer,



when you could duice in the sun and let the heat soak into you, especidly after a turn in the mine in the
cold. And if you had morning shift and it was hot, the mine fdt good by contrast, and it took a while for
the heat to leech out of you. Besides, longer hours in the summer got made up for by shorter ones in
winter.

The one advantage that the kiddies had over the three night shift miners, the ones al twisted and not
right in the head, was that daytime was their shift. Night belonged to the ones Cole cared even less about,
if that was possible, and they worked ther whole shift in the mine itsdlf, leaving their rock to be sorted
through in the day by the kiddies come to the duicein the morning. They were dready twisted up, so the
damage was done, and it didn’t matter anymoreif they got further crippled. Aslong as they could hobble
to the shaft, that suited Cole. If they got Sck, andl loss. Master Cole would find some other cripple to
replace whoever sickened and died. Assuming one of the kiddies hadn’t had an accident by then and had
dready gone to night shift.

Some of the kiddies were scared of them, weird buggers that they were. When the kiddies dl
trudged to the degping hole, the night shift would be waking up, blinking at the light, looking like a bunch
of cave crickets, pasty-pae under dl that dirt, with limbs stuck out at odd angles. They never talked, just
mumbled, and what you could understand rardly made any sense.

In summer, despite the night workers getting much shorter shifts than the day workers, Mags fdt just
alittle sorry for them, as much as he could fed sorry for anyone other than himsdf. They never got clean,
they never seemed to care that they didn't. They never saw the sun unless it was coming up or going
down. They went from one hole in the ground to an-other. And he wondered if they looked back on their
dints at the duices with pleasure, or a least, with regret. Or did they just not think about things anymore?

But in fdl as it got colder, and in winter, when the water was freezing and there were icides on the
duiceitsdf, it was bitter work, and he envied the night shift. At least it was rdativdy warm down in the
shaft, compared to the work & the duice. Maybe being crazy wasn't so bad. It might be worth being
crazy to avoid the duicesin winter.

It was fdl now; the leaves were garting to drop from the trees, and the water was hand-numbing
cold. Mags eyed the water beng dumped into the duice by the bucket-chain with disavor as he
approached. The whed's squeaked and com-plained, the buckets splashed over the leather belt that took
them up and down again into the well, the water splashed down into the duices. The donkey hitched to
the whed run-ning the whole thing plodded on, head down.

Each of them took a spot on one of the three duices, wooden troughs that the water from the mine
was pumped into, and augmented by water from the wel brought up by the bucket-chain. Riles of rock
pounded into gravel a the hammer-mill were brought here after sorting. Master Col€'s daughters and
youngest sons did that; there were a lot of sparklies pounded out by those hammers, fracturing the rock
around them but not the crystds themsdlves. The kiddies got the gravel when the Pieters sblings were
done with it. The sorting house was a pleasanter place by far than the duices. You were dlowed to st
down. The doors and windows stood open to the breeze in summer. There was a fire in there, come
winter. The only time the kiddies ever saw afire was when there were leaves and trash being burned, or
they took aturn as a kitchen drudge because a drudge had took sick. The sorting house was dean and
bright and the work was just tedious, not backbresking. But then, that was to be expected, snce the
Pieters kids served there ... and it was rare indeed that anyone ese got a turn in the place. Usudly old
men Cole or his wife or one of the rider boys would bend ther heads to work there before they let a
kiddie in the door. It had happened once to Mags knowl-edge, the year that an ague and a flux went
through the whole place, carrying off two Pieters kids and severd servants, but leaving the mine workers
oddly done. Maybe even a fever redized what a misry their lives were and figured they had enough
punishment.

Mags took his place at the head of the third duice, with his back to the afternoon sun, so tht,
weskening asit was, the warmth of it could soak through his raggedy shirt and into his skin. He got the
pan that had been |eft by the kiddie on the last shift under the duice, scooped up enough to cover the
bottom from the grave pile next to him and began swirl-ing the grave in the running water, watching for
the glint of something colored and shiny.



Again, his thoughts flitted back to the Pieters kids, and that there seemed to be a never-ending supply
of mean boys and girls like lumps of dough, as if someone in the kitchen was making them, dl dike, and
then only baking them haf-way. There were the four oldest boys, two girls married off, a couple more
that did the teaching, and it seemed like a dozen smdl 'uns. Surdy Col€'s wife didn’t litter them like
kittend Y et there they were, a horde of them, from the eldest that worked at cutting the sparklies to the
youngest that bossed each other in endless and pointless games until the boys were put to work in the
sorting house and the girls began learning household duties under the housekeeper’ s watchful eye.

“Wonder why there's so many Fieters” he muttered, not redizing he had said it aloud until the kiddy
next to him—Davey, dmog sxteen, and dill not crippled, not addlepated, and making no secret that he
was leaving when the priest next came—laughed out loud. Davey was a good head tdler than Mags, and
likedl the kiddies, he was so coated in dirt that it was hard to tdl what his skin tone actudly was. But his
eyes were hard and cold and brown, like pebbles. His hair, matted, with bits of straw 4ill in it, was
hacked off short, as Mags was and, like Mags', was dark, somewhere between brown and black.

“*Cuz o’ men Cole can't keep his hands off n the house-maids,” the older boy guffawed. “An’ don’
it make the right-wise born ones hoppin’ mad! The boys, anyhow. Ever’ time one of them maids squirts
out akid, you kin tdl, * cause they look like thunder.”

Mags blinked, spotted a sparkle in the water, and fished out a bit of pae blue like a fingernall paring.
“Huh? Why?’

“*Cuz o' man Cole likest' tdl "em, when he don’ like whet they’re doin’, that hell leave the mine
an dl t' the bastardsiif they don’ do what they’retold.” Davey snickered this time. “He got Jarrik t' say
he' d marry some ugly stick come saring thataway, insead of some pretty piece that don’'t come with
money. He wasn't hdf hot about it, a’ | hear the gifl had some thingst’ say!”

“How’dye know dl that?” Mags glanced at him sdeways. Where was Davey getting dl this? He
talked like he was in and out of the Big House dl the time, and Mags knew that wasn't possible.
Granted, Davey generdly came to bed lagt, and even in winter he was known for some sort of prowl-ing.
Mags figured he just had some angle going, maybe with the stableboy. Or maybe with a kitchen drudge.
Nether the stableboy nor the drudges got paid even the pittance that the other servants got, and they
took what they could get when they could get it. The stableboy secretly cooked up messes of the oats to
eat, and kitchen drudges could snitch bits of this and that as they cleaned pots and pans. Mags had never
been hungry as a kitchen drudge.

“’Cuz | got ears. "Cuz | don’ need as much deep as you kiddies, so | go sneskin’ round the Big
House and ligenin’ under winders.” Davey glanced over at Mags and gave him a wink. “’Cuz when you
learn duff, sometimes y’learn suff what's worth sumpin’. | learn duff, makes the cook gimme suff. |
learn quff, gets me better Suff to wear. Why you think I'm gettin’ outa here? | know Suff. | know guff
Jar-rik don’ want his pat’know. | know suff oI’ man Cole don’” want hiswife t' know. Like about them
housemaids. He tdls her "twas the boys, but it's him, when the by-blows come” He leaned over
conspiratoridly and whispered, “I'll tdl it dl to you afore | go, if ye get a couple of those ydler sparklies,
hide’em, an’ keep 'em for me, then give’emt’ me aore | flit”

Mags fdt his heart do a double-beat and bent over the pan to hide his expresson. No one had ever
mede such an offer to him before.

He was tempted—oh, yes—he was tempted. Serioudy tempted. This could meen the difference
between being stuck here hiswhole life and getting out, like Davey. If the offer was red. The knowledge
might be good for more than just getting out; it might be good for more food, a better blanket, an easier
time of it from Jarrik. He, too, might get some of those advan-tages from the cook, and maybe other
things too.

But it might not be ared offer, and it might be a trap. Maybe Davey never meant to tdl him anything
once he had the sparklies, or maybe he' d make suff up to tdl, Suff that wasn't true, that would only get
Mags in trouble if he tried to use it. And then there was the danger of doing the theft in the first place,
Mags had never seen what happened to kiddies who snitched sparklies, because in his time no kiddie
had had a reason to try, but it had to be a lot worse than ones caught snitching food or blankets. And
Master Cole was just mean enough to have said to Davey, “I'll let you leave here with money in yer



pocket and a good suit'o clothes if you find out who'd snitch sparklies, given a chance” Mags was
convinced that there was nothing Master Cole wouldn't try just for the meanness of it.

“That don't sound safe,” he muittered, fishing a bright flash of red out of the pan. “I take dl the risk,
an' fer what? If | git caught, yer off free, an’ if you git caught, ye kin say | give it ye and niver say ye ast
for it.” Davey had never done anyone a kindness so far as Mags knew. He had never been crud, but he
hed never done anyone a kindness either. That didn't make him exceptiond; just about everybody was
that way. But it dso didn’t make him trustworthy.

And hadn’'t he just said he'd been getting favors from the cook that he hadn’t been sharing with the
rest, like he was supposed to. That made him even less trustworthy. Like Demmon, he'd been greedy.
But unlike Demmon, he' d been dy and had never told anybody.

For that matter, now that Mags came to think about it, no one here was redly trusworthy on that
scae. Even thelittlest of the kiddies would give you up for more food. That was why everything good got
shared and Flit, so everyone was equdly guilty if there was guilt to go around.

But Davey hadn't shared. Which meant—what? Probably nothing good. That he was sneaky, for
sure. And greedy, for sure. And that anything he did would aways be dl about what he got out of it.

Mags was good at waiching things out of the corner of his eye, and for a moment, Davey's
expression turned savage, and more than angry enough to make the hair on Mags neck stand up. Then
he laughed. “Suit yersdlf. You an't the only one diggin’ out sparklies. If you won't, summun dse will.”
And then the older boy turned away, fixing his atention on his own pan.

Which was the truth; what was aso the truth was that Davey himsdf was deep into a good vein of
greens. So Davey could snitch his own sparklies, if he chose. It just might have been a trap.

W, if Davey thought that turning away would make Mags beg for the chance to get what he was
offering, he could think again. He' d played that game years ago, to get the donkeys into harness, showing
awigp of grass and then tuming away with it. The donkeys would go for it, every time, and Mags was
pretty sure he was smarter than a donkey.

He thought about turning the tables on Davey, going to one of Cole's boys and saying “That there
Davey offered quff if I'd snitch him a sparkly an’ giveit im afore heflits”

But Davey had never harmed him before this. There were alot of unspoken rules among the kiddies,
and one of them was, you didn’t be the one to do the bad fird.

If the offer was genuine, and not a trap, then Davey wasn't being the one doing the bad firg. And
maybe because he was about to flit, the Pieters boys were watching Davey too dosdy for him to snitch
any of his greenies, so he was coming to Mags, who wasn't being watched so closdly.

And anyway, that was tdlin’, and the one thing a kiddie didn’'t do was tdlin' on another. Davey’'d
have to do him a mort of bad before he'd go so low as tdlin’. Tdlin' some-thing like this could lead to
terrible things, things there were only rumors of in the dark before deep took them dl. Things like taes of
kiddies getting'”caught” in the hammer-mill and crushed to death, or knocked down the wdl by the
bucket-chain and drownded, or goin’ to take a pee and the shaft roof come down so hard there was no
getting "em out, ' cause there weren't nothing to get out. Things that was supposed to be accidents, but
everyone knew they weren't.

S0 he kept his nose on his business, sending the gravel down the duice when it was panned out,
concentrating on the weak warmth on his back as a counter to the cold numb-ing of his hands and arms,
and watching in that peculiarly unfocused state thet let him spot the tiny sparks of color and light that
others missed. The litle wooden dish a his sde filled teadily—though he was careful, dl things
considered, to keep it on the Sde away from Davey. Just in case. *Cause if Davey was angry he hadn’t
agreed to the snitch, then Davey could be mdicious and knock his dish into the water, and he' d have little
to show for hisshift at the duice.

But it did occur to him, that Davey’s tde just might have agrain of useinit, that it might be worth his
while to lisen under windows now and again. It just might be he could learn something useful there, ussful
enough to lose some deep to get it.

Thear began to take on achill as the light from the sun got more gold and less white, and then more
amber and less gold, and then went to red as the sun touched the horizon. And because a that point any



further panning was pretty much usdless, snce there would be no way to spot the tiny bits of sparkliesin
the dark duice water, Jarrik turned up and ordered them to put pans down and turn over thar findings
Asusud, Mags turned over a bowl nearly half full with tiny bits. As usud, dl he got for his efforts was a
grunt.

Then it was off to supper, more cabbage soup and bread with extra bread for Mags, while another of
the dough-faced Pieters girls read fdteringly out of some haly book or other. Mags had no idea what the
book was, or the god. The gifl read so badly it was hard to make sense of what she was saying, for most
of the words were too big for her, and she sounded them out badly.

Thiswas the priest’s idea, and Cole obvioudy wanted to be on the good side of the priest. They got
read at by the girls a night-med, preached at by one of the boys that was sup-posed to go for a priest a
morning. Neither the girl nor the boy put any feding into it. They both made it look and sound as if they
were only doing it ’ cause they’ d get a begting if they didn't.

Magsignored it. It was dl the same rubbish anyway. Suf-fer on earth and be rewarded in a heaven
hedidn't believe in, by gods who didn’t see fit to do something about misery right now.

Sometimes, when he had a moment to think, and some-thing turned his mind toward these gods the
priests were so big about, he wanted to hit the priests, hit the gods if they existed. But that took energy,
and modly he didn’t have the energy to waste. He'd rather have had slence over his med, or someone
to read a book that told you something ussful, like how to stay warmer in the winter, or what plants were
good to eat. It would have made him mad tonight, to have this girl praitling on about nonsense, except
that for a change there was enough food in his bely that he was immediatdy getting degpy once he'd
duffed the last of his extra bread in his mouth. He looked up, to see that the three cripples on night dhift
were just now tottering in. And if he beeat the oth-ers to the deep-hole, the straw would ill be warm
from the cripples’ bodies, he' d get the choice of blankets, and he'd be in the middle of the pile of bodies
tonight, which was dways the warmest place.

The logic was immeaculate, and not even the thought of trying out Davey's idea tempted him away
from it. He hurried across to the barn, crawled into the pit, wrapped himsdf up in the least torn of the
coverings, and was adeep s0 quickly and so thoroughly that when the others joined him, he wasn't even
aware they were there.

When Jarrik roused them dl in the morning, there was a dis-tinct bite to the air, and when they pulled
themselves out of the deep-hole in the thin light of dawn, there was thick frog dl over everything. Mags
sghed unhappily. Winter would be on them before long. And he didn’'t envy the kiddies at the duices this
mormning a al. There would be ice a the edges of the troughs. By the time his crew took ther places
there, the water would at least be a little warmer. It was time to think about finding a moment here and
there to plait some rush and straw bags, or find the end of a sack somewhere. That was what they dl
used in winter ingtead of shoes, duffing the bags full of straw to try and keep off the frostbite. The lucky
ones found rags to wrap around their feet, and the redly lucky ones, now and then found bits of wool too
soiled or ruined in the shearing to spin, that they could Suff in those bags. Maybe something would
happen that would give them a few hours off the duices, like the bucket-chain bresking down. If that
happened, Mags could go gather amort of things that would help. Nuts to hide away, seed-fluff that was
amog as good and soft as wool to duff in the foot bags, cattail roots to eat now.

There were fifteen kiddies here a the mine now, and the three crippled adults. Ten of the oldest got
mining duty, im and Davey and Burd and Tansy and Ket in the morning, five others in the afternoon. Of
the five left over, one was the donkey-boy, and the other four were on the duices dl day. Those four
looked particularly miserable this morning; they knew what to expect. They’'d be getting chilblains before
long, peinful red-and-purple bumps on their hands caused by the cold water that could crack and even
ulcerate. Of coursg, if they could get their hands warm, the chilblains would go away, but even taking
their hands out of the water for a few moments to warm them in thair armpits would mean they weren't
panning the gravel, and if they weren’t panning for sparklies and got caught, they’d get beaten.

Mags had never gotten chilblains but he considered it luck more than anything. And even without



chilblains, when he was working the duice in winter, his hands hurt with the cold more than enough. The
only time they didn’t have to work the duices was when it was so cold the troughs froze right up, or
when there was a blizzard so thick you couldn’t get to the duices. And when that happened, it was so
cold that there was no good place at dl to be but the mine. That had only happened twice, and they had
dl bundled down there, and not even Master Cole had complained about it. Then again, Mags reckoned
he didn’t much care for his workers freezing to death ether.

The mine was definitdy the better place to be, come win-ter. He fdt the temperature difference as
soon as he was ten feet down the main shaft and the lower he got, fallowing the old cave that the mine
hed started as, the better he fet. By the time he reached his seam he was dmost comfortable. He found
the toolbag where it was supposed to be, at the end of the tunnd, which meant someone had been
working his seam lagt night. Which meant that it might need a support ...

He fetched a timber, but thet Ieft im able to only carry his chisd and hammer, He crawled in, found
as he had expected that the roof needed shoring, and hammered his timber in place. Then he went to
work.

The seam he was fallowing continued to yidd good sparklies today. Smaler ones, but more of them.
Once he had un-covered them, he went back to his bag for a tool made out of a big nal in a handle,
something he used to pry samdl sparklies with good color out of rock rather than chipping at them.

Tha was when he overheard Jarrik and one of his brothers taking about something in low, urgent
VO Ces.

Thinking immediatdy that they might be talking about Davey and his “offer,” he ghosted over to the
gde of ther shaft and strained his ears as hard as he could to hear what they were saying.

“l a@n't never seen anythin' likeit,” said Mdak, alittle Jarrik’s junior. “I mean, | heerd the stories, but
sedin’ one—it an't right. 1t was hot-mad and tryin' and tryin’ t'get in, and every way it got stopped, it
judt tried a new one. Smart. Thingslike that got no right to be as smart asaman.”

“Ain't jud that it's smart, nether,” Jarrik grumbled. “It's got the luck of a devil. Tyndde shot at it, an’
did nothin’ but miss”

“It scares me. What's it want?’ There was red fear in Meak’'s voice, something Mags was not
accustomed to hear-ing. “Why won't it go away?’

“It wants somethin’ here, | guess” Jarrik replied. “Somethin’, or someone. Either way, Pa an't
letting it on the prop-erty. He swears he's keepin' it off.”

“But how?’ Melak dmog walled the words. “Ye can't shoot it, ye can't fence it out, and ye can't
gop it! We don' know what it wantsl Whet if it wants to get in here and kill one of us?’

“Why would it—" Jarrik stopped.

“You know why,” Meak sad flaly. “You know why. It's moren hdf a spirit, too! It could even
be—’

“Don't say it!” Jarrik retorted harshly. “Don’'t even think it. Let Pa handle it. Let Pa handle it, and
leave wel enough aone!”

Standing there in the dark, ligening them talk about some-thing they feared so much they wouldn't
even put a name to it, Mags shivered. When had this—monger, or whatever it was—turned up and
dtarted beseging the mine? Days ago?

Now a horde of little things began to make sense. The duices had been left without a Pieters
upervisng them, and hdf the older boys were not a the mine for the past couple of days. The girls had
scarcely been seen out-of-doors, and had quickly scuttled back to the Big House when they did come
out. The cooks had been less atentive at the giving out of the food, and a far amount of cabbage and
scraps had been joining the broth in the bowls rather than being husbanded in the pot.

At least hdf of the workmen hadn’'t been visble over the last three days either.

Maybe that was what had emboldened Davey in the matter of snitching sparklies.

He dipped back to his seam before the brothers noticed thet there wasn't any tgpping coming from
his And as he carefully pried stones out of the wall, he shivered and wondered.

Mogt of the time the kiddies were too tired to do anything but deep when they piled into the
deep-hole. But that didn’'t keep them from knowing stories about dl kinds of horrible things. The Pieters



boys had their own store of tales that they told out, pretending to tdl them to each other, but redly doing
it to scare the kiddies working the seams. Most of the stories were about awful things down here in the
mines. There were the ghods of anyone that had died down here, and Mags knew of some few. These
ghosts went about looking for someone who was the exact age they had been when they died—and
when they found him, they would tear him apart trying to figure out a way into his body.

There were the Knockers, twisted-up little dwarfs no tdler than your knee, but monstrous strong.
They would wait until everyone was preoccupied and then just snatch a kiddie, grab-bing him in his seam
before he could utter a sound, bashing his head in with his own hammer, then dragging off the body to
edt.

There were the Whigps, ghogt-lights that would lead you into dangerous parts of the mine, then drop
arockfal on you. They'd do it by putting you to seep, then getting you to wak in your deep to where
they were going to kill you.

There were the Horrors, that got into your head and made you crazy, like the night-shift cripples.
When the Horrors got you, al you saw was black things coming at you, dl claws and red eyes, and
you'd drive your head againg the wall of the shaft to try and get them out, or you'd make a cave-in
yoursdf to try and stop them, or if they managed to bring you above the ground, you'd throw yourself
down the wdl to berid of them.

But every one of those was a monger in the mine. What about out of it? What was roaming about
out there that was s0 scary the Pieters boys wouldn't name it, wouldn't describe it, and didn't have any
bragging ideas on how to get rid of it?

Suddenly, he didn’t want to leave at the end of the shift.

And it waan't just because the duice water would be so cursed cold.

No, he was afraid that whatever it was, it would be up there, Some sort of devil. Mags didn’t bdieve
in gods, but he believed, most fervently, in devils.

And if a devil had come here, there was likdy only one person it had come for. W, two, maybe,
except the boys were saying that Cole Pieters was driving the thing off him-sdf, so it hadn’t come for
Master Cole.

All right, then. It had to be coming for Mags. Because Mags was Bad Blood. 1t would grab him and
drink his blood to make itsdf stronger. And then it would carry him away to torment him forever.

No, he did not want to leave the mine now.

But of course, he had no choice.

3

They heard the commotion before they emerged from the mine, but it didn't sound like mongers
were invading Master Col€e's property. It sounded more like the day some foal from the loca highborn
had come nosing about, or at least trying to. He' d brought an armaman with him, but it didn’'t do him any
good. There was two of them, and ahdf dozen of Cole Pieters sons, and if they didn’t know how to use
swords, they didn't need to, as anyone around would know they were damned good with their
crossbows. Master Cole had run the man off then, and no migtaking it. He hadn’t come back ather.

Cole had been hallering about his rights then, and he was doing so now. His voice echoed harshly
down the mine shaft. “I know my rightd Ye can’t just swan in here and make off with whoever ye
choose! These are my workers, homeess ariminds every one, sgned for and turned over to meto use as
| need until their time runs out!”

Criminals? Now Mags knew that was alie, and abig fat one, too. None of them were criminds, not
even he. No one had been sgned over by gaolers. Everyone here was here through no fault of their own

“Evidently,” drawled a new voice, sounding lazy, but with a hard edge of anger beneath the words
that Mags doubted Master Cole was hearing. “ Evidently you don’t know your rights as well as you think
you do, Cole Pieters. | do have theright to ‘swan in here and take whomever | please. You are the one
violaing the law, denying a Companion access to his Chosen, and preventing a Herald from exercisng



hisduty.”

Mags relaxed. He didn't redly know what a Herdd or a Companion were, though the latter sounded
dirty, and he re-dly didn't care. Aslong as it wasn't mongters come to tear him to pieces, or devils to
torment him, he didn’t care.

He emerged, blinking as usud, into the bright light of noon. And there was something of a standoff
going on in the yard between the mine and the house and its outbuildings.

There was aman dl in white, with two white horses, stand-ing right a a barricade hadtily thrown up
across the lane lead-ing to the yard. Behind the barricade were Cole FPieters and dl of his sons, just like
the time when that other fdlow had come snooping. Only this time the crosshows weren't trained on the
stranger, much to Cole Pieters obvious fury, as he kept looking back at his sons.

“Pa” said Endd Pieters, his voice flooded with uncertainty crossbow pointed at the ground and not
even cocked. “Pathat’s aHerdld. That's a Herald, Pal”

“l can see that!” Pieters snapped. “And the man's daft, and so’s his horse! There's nothing here for
them to take! | anletting go of any of you, no more your ssters, and there's nothin’ in that trash—" he
waved at the emerging mine crew “—that any of them should come cdling for! Thisis just an excuse to
come snooping where they ain't wanted, and the can turn around and—"

“Pa itsaHerald—'

“l don’ careif it'sthe King hisdf! | know my rightd”

Pieters face was getting very red indeed. Mags wondered if he was findly going to have that
gpoplectic fit he'd been threatening to have for years now.

Wedl, Pieters might or might not know his rights, but the kiddies knew when to stay out of the way.
The mining crew going in scuttled across the yard and down the shaft as quick as could be, while the
outgoing crew scuttled toward the eet-ing shed as fast as they could. It didn't do to fdl under Master
Col€' s eye when he was like this because if he saw you, then you would be the next thing he took out his
anger on when things settled down. It was especidly trueif he saw you look-ing at him.

So they dl kept their heads down and got across the yard as quick as they could, heading for the
colorless daughter waiting in the shed for them, and the equaly colorless cook nervoudy ladling out
bowls of soup. And it was a Sgn of how bad things were that there was no one to take the little sacks
from them, the sacks that hdd thar sparklies.

Mags caught Davey looking dy then, and he knew that Davey was thinking up some deviltry to be
sure. And right enough, Davey was just about to snatch Burd' s little sack from him, when up came Jarrik
and took it from him, then took Davey’swith adirty look. Mags was quick to hand his over before Jarrik
could even put his hand out for it.

He couldn’t be rid of it soon enough. Then he headed off across the yard as Jarrik headed for his
brothers and the standoff & the gate.

But a that moment, everything changed again.

“That's the onel” the man shouted imperioudy, every trace of lazy drawl gone. “Him! You there!
Boy!”

Startled, Mags looked to see who the man was shouting at, and to his bewilderment, saw the finger
pointing straight at him. And one of the horses began rearing and prancing and carrying on like it had a
burr under its saddle, tossing its mane and flagging its tail.

Bewilderment turned to panic as dl the rest turned to stare at him. Mags looked from side to side for
aplace to hide, but there wasn't anything. He was caught like a mouse in the middle of a kitchen floor,
with hungry cats on every side of him.

“l didn’ do nothin'!” he squeaked. “1 bin workin'! | binworkin’, | tdl yal 1t an't me!”

Truly, he had never seen thisman or anyone likehimin dl hislife, so how could the fdlow be so sure
it was him he wanted?

“I will be damned if ye take my best worker!” Pieters roared. “Ye kin take yer damned horses and
be off with ye, or so hdp me—"

But the man had an even louder voice than Pieters, and the boys were dl looking very darmed now.
“You will turn over that boy to me, or I'll bring the Guard here and turn over every stone in the place



and find every lagt lie and every last penny you' ve cheated the Crown out of and every last mistrestment
of your servants you' ve done since you were in swaddling clothes” he shouted, as Endd plucked a his
father's deeve and begged, “The Guard, Pal He's gonna cdl the Guard on ud We can't hold off the
Guard! Be reasonable!”

And that was when things got very strange indeed.

Jarrik pulled Endd away from their father, and shoved him toward Mags. “Get him! Bring him herel”
Jarrik growled, and then motioned to two of his brothers, who surrounded their father and bodily shoved
him off to the side, arguing with himin harsh whispers.

Meanwhile Endd had crossed the yard, seized Mags by the ear, and was dragging him toward the
man, with Mags hiss-ing in pain the entire way.

Endd only let go of his ear when they were within touch-ing distance of the man and the horses, if the
barricade hadn’t been in the way. Mags had never been this close to a horse before. Not ared horse.
The mining carts and ma-chinery were dl pulled by donkeys, and he had never been dlowed near the
stables, nor the Pieters boys when they were mounted.

These horses were big. Very big, They amdled sweetly of cut grass and clover, with overtones of
leather. Truth to tel, now that he was this close to them, they scared him. Some-thing that big could mash
hisfoot flat with a Slver hoof and never notice, knock him down and trample him and move dong without
even naticing.

He stared down at the ground, unable to move, while the men shouted over his head. What could this
fdlow, this Her-ald, want anyway? He hadn’t done anything! He never |eft the ming!

This ... couldn’t be about his parents, could it? But what did he have to do with what they’d done?
He' d only been ababy ....

“This boy is coming with me.” The man was not shouting now, but he didn’t have to, the anger in his
voice was like a bludgeon. “You try and stop me, and so hep me, | will do exactly what | said | would.
The Guard will be here. They will tear this place apart. If you have done one thing wrong, we will find it.
And then you will be for it, Master Cole”

There was some urgent whispering as Mags stared and stared at his own two feet, until he had
memorized every dirt-encrusted line, could have measured out his dawlike toenals in his deep, knew he
would be seeing them perfectly even if he closed his eyes. He couldn’t make out what the whispering was
about, but it sounded as if the boys were getting their way with the old man. Findly Cole growled, “Then
you'll be paying me for him.”

The man barked a not-laugh. “Pay you for hm? Savery isillegd in Vademar, Cole Pieters. You can
be thrown in gaol for owning daves, or sdling them.”

“I've spent a fortune feeding and dothing this boy!” Cole sputtered. “Eating his head off, taking my
charity, giving back naught—"

“A fortune, isit?” The angry drawl was back. “What kind of a fool do you take me for? I'm nether
blind nor ignorant. 1 can see from here what kind of dop you feed these children. A good farmer
wouldn't giveit to apig. And if thereisarag on their backs that isn't threadbare and decades old, | will
edt it. Asfor shdter, where are you having them deep? | don’t see a house big enough for them. Are you
keeping them in the barn? In a cdlar?’ His tone got very dangerous, and Mags shivered to hear it.
“Exactly what have you been spending dl the money given to you for the keep of orphans on?’

What money? Mags thought dazedly. But Cole was right on top of that one.

“What money?’ he sneered. “Nobbut one person wanted these brats. No fambly wanted 'em, no
priest wanted 'em. And ther villages couldn ‘ford another mouth to feed. Char-ity! It was my own
charity that took 'em in, useless, feckless things thet they be! My charity thet feeds’em, and me own kids
going short—"

“Oh that's a bit much even for you, Cole Pieters” There was a growl under the drawl. “If you are
going to dam dl that, then | think perhaps a vigt from the Guard and Lord Adley’s Clerk of Office
would be a very, very good thing.”

There was agreat ded more of that sort of thing, mogt of it so far over Mags head that it might as
wel have been in aforeign tongue. But the man was winning.



Mags only wished if he could tdll if that was a good thing or a bad one. Usudly he would immediady
have sad that anything Cole Pieters was agang was going to be good for him, but now, he wasn't so
sure.

Fndly, Pieters literdly picked Mags up by the scruff of the neck, hauled him off the ground like a
scrawvny puppy, and shoved him over the barrier a the man, shouting “Take him then! Take him, and be
damned to you!”

Without a word, the man mounted one of the two horses, reached down to grab Mags arm and
picked him up like so much dirty laundry, then dumped him on top of the other horse.

Mags froze diff with fear, his hands going indinctively around the knobby part of the thing he was
gtting on, hislegs damping as hard as they could to the horse' s sides. But—but—but—

“l dunno howtaride ...” he tried to gasp out, but it didn't come out any louder than a whisper, and
anyway it was dready too late. The man was off, the other horse right behind him, and

Mags squeezed his eyes and hands shut, and his legs tight, denching his teeth to stop them from
chattering.

I’m gonna fall off. I’'m gonna fall off and die.

He d never been on anything that moved before. He'd never even got a ride in the donkey cart. He
opened one eye for just a second, then clamped it tight shut again, feding dizzy and sck a how fast the
ground was gaing by. Within moments, they were right outside the boundaries of any land he knew. He'd
never been much past the mine and the Big House.

And suddenly he dso redlized that he had never had a close-up encounter with anyone that wasn't
ather a priest, one of the kiddies, one of the servants or miners, or a member of the Pieters family.

And now this stranger was taking him away—somewhere. Where? Why?

WEell, he hadn’'t bound Mags to the horse like a aimind so he couldn’t escape, though right now,
Mags wouldn't have minded a few ropestyinghimon ...

This was mad. He'd have been certain that he was going mad, except tha there was no way he
could have been mak-ing dl this up in his own head.

His somach was atight, cold, little knot of fear, there was another icy knot of fear in histhroat, every
muscle ached from holding on so tightly, and yet he was too terrified to let go even alittle bit. All he could
do was hang on and endure and hope it ended soon, and thet it didn't end with him fdling off and
bresking his neck.

And then, as suddenly as the ride had begun—it ended. He fdt the horse start to dow, then stop, and
his eyes flew open.

But he hadn’t even begun to take in his surroundings when the man grabbed him as Pieters had, by
the scruff of the neck, and hauled him off the horse. At least, though, the man caught him before he fdl,
and lowered him easily enough to the ground, even if it was a arm’s length. But he was wear-ing white ...
and Mags suddenly redlized with an odd sense of shame that he was dirty enough to soil the fdlow just
by what he shed.

The man pushed Mags ahead of him into a building three or four times larger than the Big House, and
terrifyingly grand looking, dl clean and bright and polished, so much so that suddenly Mags redized just
how shabby and neglected the Big House was by sheer contrast. It was two dories tdl, made of
timber-framed stone dl rounded and smooth-polished, and not sharp-edged like the suff chipped out of
amine, show-ing dl the hundreds of colors that exisgted in the Smple word tan. There was glassin dl the
windows, and Mags knew how ruinoudy expensive that was, because of the howl that had been sent up
when one of the Pieters boys had shied a rock at something and hit awindow instead.

Mags was certain they were just going to go around to the stable or some other outbuilding, where
the man would hand him over to someone dse, and ...

But no. The man marched him right in the big front door, al polished wood with shiny brass fittings to
it.

And then they were surrounded by people. Wdll, maybe not surrounded, but there were five or Sx
of them at least, and they were dl big, dl muscled, and dl ...

... dl'in Guard blue.



Now Mags had never actudly seen anyonein a Guard uniform before, but they’d been described to
him often enough, and with great relish, as one or another Pieters would tdl him exactly how the Guard
would come to take him one day, how they would tie im up and throw himin a cart and carry him off to
be locked up in a dark dungeon until the black beetles ate him because he was Bad Blood and he was
going to prove it, inevitably. Or maybe they would just take him and lock him up on a preemptive bass.
Because one day he might do something awful.

His knees went to water, and his ingdes, and it was a good thing he hadn’t eaten yet because he
would have vomited it dl up on their shiny, shiny boots. He couldn’'t move, couldn’t speak, couldn’t even
redly hear for the hammering of his heartbesat in his ears, and he didn't resist a dl as they haf-carried him
out of that little room & the front and off away to some other room—he couldn’t tel where, they passed
S0 many rooms, with so many people in uniforms in them, only it was a long way from the front. All he
grasped was that the floor was dl polished wood and the walls were dl white-washed and the place
gandled like lesther and soap and the ail you used on metd things to keep them from rusting.

A door opened to a wave of sleam and more odors of the sort that he had only vegudly whiffed on
laundry day in the soring when everything was washed, and it was very hot and very light in there. He
could scarcdly see for the steam. And the next thing he knew, they had stripped dl his rags off him (which
wasn't hard, since they went to pieces a atug), picked him up, and dumped him in a huge thing like the
horse trough full of water. He opened his mouth to ydl at the cold, only it wasn't cold, it was hot, and the
ydl didn't come out anyway.

Then two more men, big burly felows with their deeves rolled up, took some ydlowish soagp and a
couple of brushes like those he used to use scrubbing the kitchen floor. And then they went to work
scrubbing him like the kitchen floor. They tsked over his har and whacked it dl off with a big shears
before scrubbing his head.

He was s0 stunned by this turn of events he didn’'t even squeak. Not even when they stood him up
and took cloths and scrubbed at his jakko. Not that there was anything like poke-and-tickle, it was like
they were scrubbing a sheep or something. It was a good thing he had a tough hide, because they
scrubbed a him like they were not going to be happy until they got at leest haf his skin off. They pulled
him out of the water, dumped out the firg batch, and left him there shiv-ering for abit while they filled the
big pan again and gtarted dl over again.

It took them one more round of water before they were sat-isfied. By then he was feding very
peculiar, more naked than being without clothes, and tingly dl over from the brushes. His skin was a
color he'd never seen it before, like one of the Pieters girls, only pinker. His hair, what they'd left of it
after shearing mogt of it off, fdt very srange and light. They trimmed off dl his nalls short, or rather, the
fdlow that did the har cutting did. They let im towd himsdf dry with a piece of doth big enough to use
as a blanket by his standards, and then they shoved dathing a him to put on.

New dathing, near as he could tdl. It wasn't white, nor blue, but seemed a bit of odds and ends,
mogt of it too big. but he rolled up deeves and trews and shoved his feet fird into thick warm stockings
50 soft he dmogt cried, and then into soft boots that tied up around the foot and leg like the plaited bags
he made for winter, only better fitting and a lot stronger.

And then they marched him out again, out to the man in white, who stood by the back door with one
of the white horses beside him. He looked up speechlesdy at the man. who did not appear angry now,
only somewhat resigned and weary and with a good dedl of some emotion Mags couldn’t identify.

“Wdl,” he sad, findly. “Here's your Companion, boy. You haven't raised your eyes to look a him
yet, S0 do so now. And | hope for his sake you aren’t as feebleminded as you seem to be.”

And with that, he took Mags chin in his thumb and fore-finger, shoved his head up and over to the
gde, and Mags looked into the face of the horse, and into eyes bluer than the bluest sky, the bluest
water, the bluest sparkly that Mags had ever seen ...

Hefdl into those eyes. No, he dove into them. Here was something he'd been garving for, and never
knew it. Here was love, warmth, and welcome. Here was everything he had ever wanted.

Here was his Companion. His. For now, and forever.

:Hello, Mags.:. The ample words in his mind gave no in-dication of the sheer force of welcome



behind them. :Oh, my poor Chosen, you are so bewildered!:

And then came a flood of information that poured eedly from Ddlen’s mind into his, like water into
an empty ves-sdl. Or into a dried-up pond after arain. What a Companion was, and what a Herdd was.
What they did. Ther place in the world, and what the world itsdf, this Valdemar was dl about. What he
would be doing for the next severd years. He understood, most immediady now, what his “Gift’
was—Mindspeech—and that it meant he could speak without words to whoever aso had that same Gift,
and to some who did not—that he could read the thoughts of others, if he exerted himsdf, as eesly as he
read his letters. He knew now that he' d had this thing, this Gift, for the last two years, and it hadn’t been
whispering he'd been overhearing from others; it had been that when he tried to hear what they were
saying, he heard it draight from their minds. In the mine, when he' d stolen to the mouths of tunnels, in the
degping hole when someone had muttered in their deep. Ddlen showed him in that moment the rudiments
of how to use that Gift, and how to contral it, and promised there would be others who would teach him
magtery of it. All of this wasfilling up his empty head until he was quite sure it was going to overflow, and
then ... it stopped.

He blinked, coming back to himsdf, and feding a strange ... calm ... ovelying everything. He had
never fdt quite like this before. Underneath it was Hill the terror, but right now it was the cam that was in
control. That cadm came draight from Ddlen, who was a gtick to lean on, a shoulder, a support until he
could ded with dl of this by himsdf.

He didn't understand more then a fraction of what had been poured into him; it was dl so foreign to
what he knew life was supposed to be like that he might have been sanding among moon-creatures. But
he dso knew that, eventudly, he would understand. That, too, was part of the calm.

:Time to pay attention to the rest of the world, Chosen,: Ddlen sad with an overtone of
amusement. : Otherwise they, are going to think that | have stolen your mind away.:

He blinked, and fdl out of the entrancement as essly as he had fdlen in, Saggering a little at the
abrupt trangtion, and looked around to find that he and Ddlen were surrounded by aring of people, dl
watching them closdly.

Everything seemed sharper, clearer; he was aware of the things around himin a way that he had not
been until now. The chill againg his skin, the soft hide of Dalen under his hand, the way Ddlen's breath,
hay-scented, huffed againgt his shoulder.

He looked up into the skeptica eyes of the Herdd. Jakyr sad memory. Herald Jakyr. “His name's
Ddlen, Herdd Jakyr.” Mags muttered, dill trying to sort through the most immedi-ate of the things
dumped into hismind. “I'm ... Mags. Don't got no other name.” He caught a flicker of something from
the Herald and scowled, feding insulted. This man had no cal to think of him as some sort of idiot! “And
| mebbe scrawny, but | an't lackwitted,” he added with irritation. Then, belatedly, he redized tha he had
just been impudent to a master; he paled and appended, “Sir.”

And involuntarily cringed, waiting for a blow that was, in his mind, inevitable. He had been insolent.
He would pay for thét.

He couldn’'t help himsdf. When you answered smart, you got smacked, if you were lucky, and
beaten if you weren't. But Heradd Jakyr only chuckled. “Aye, I'll take your word for it, Mags” He
placed a hand on Mags shoulder and his eyes went sad as Mags winced without thinking. “I can see
you've had a hard time of it. Well, from now on, thingswill be better. Y ou have my word on it.”

Jakyr's words dartled Mags, despite dl that knowledge that was in hm now. So many things he
hadn't expected, well, this was one of many. That someone he didn’t even know would be kind to him.
He fdt the gtirring indde of nameess emo-tions, things he had not fet, and had not dared to fed, in ... in
as long as he could remember, redly. He wanted to laugh. He wanted to cry. His mouth went dry and his
eyes wet. It had been so long since someone was kind ...

A long-ago dm memory hdf came to the surface and then subsided. Rough hands, but a soft voice,
comfort and protec-tion. Not complete protection, though, for that voice in memory sometimes sobbed,
and sometimes wheedled, and after that had sometimes come pain. Beng hidden in a corner by afire ...
he knew that fire, he knew that place. It was the kitchen of the Big House a the mine. Someone there
hed been kind to him, had cared for him. He remembered a wordless crooning, and warmth.



But the memory dipped away, overwhdmed by the im-mediacy of the present. He dared to glance
Sdeways a the Herald. The man's eyes looked weary, but not impatient, and his hand was il firm and
wam on Mags shoulder. “All right, Mags, let’s get some food into you, sSnce | took you away from that
pig dop they were cdling a noon med. Judging by the look of you—" Jakyr sghed. “My heart tdlsme to
Suff you with things you' ve likely never tasted before, but my head knows very wel what will happen if |
do. You'll be sck and miserable, and there will be dl my good intentions gone wrong. So. You eat
bread, yes?’ Mags nodded. “And something like porridge?’

“Not often, gr,” Mags replied truthfully. “Most times what you saw. Soup. Barley bread. What we
could find”

The men surrounding them murmured to one another, grimacing, and Jakyr winced. “All right, then.
Let's start you out with bread and some soup and see how that goes.”

Sill leaving hishand on Mags shoulder, Jakyr steered him through the crowd of curious Guardsmen,
mogt of whom were no older than the Pieters boys, and back into the build-ing. Seeing these Guardsmen
30 young did not give him any measure of comfort; there was no tdling what they might or might not do.
Ddlen seemed to think they were adl wonderful people, but ...

Then that clm came over him again. But as the Herald tried to urge him aong, Mags turned—again,
involuntarily, not wanting to leave Ddlen. It was more than a “want,” it was a need, the farther he got
from Ddlen. He fdt as if he had to be with Ddlen, every moment, every ingant. He fdt anxiety rigng in
him, dmogt to the point of panic, about leaving Da-len done. What if something happened? What if they
tried to persuade Ddlen to go? What if they treated the Companion like a mere horse?

:I'm fine, Chosen, they cosset me here like a bride on her wedding day,: the Companion
reassured Mags with amuse-ment. :And | am never more than a thought away from you. You go on,
eat, then deep.:

Agan, that cushion of cddm came down over him. So Mags let himsdf be steered down tha long
corridor for the second time, until they came to an enormous white-wadled, black-beamed room, the
biggest he had ever seen, with nothing in it but Guardsmen egting and talking, with row after row of tables
and benches. The amdl of food was so0 intense it came near to meking him faint. He couldn’t identify any
of the amdls, only that they dl made his somach knot with hun-ger, and his mouth ache to taste wha
mede dl those amdls Rich andls savory and sweet, and spicy, dl blending some-how. Jakyr guided
him to the nearest empty seat, and one of the young men that had been with them went away and came
back without prompting with an enormous bowl and four thick dices of bread, and a spoon. He put it dl
down in front of Mags. And when Mags looked into the bowl, he could hardly believe his eyes. It was
ful of the kind of soup he only saw once a year, when the strangers came to look them dl over.
Vegetables floated so thickly in the broth that they were pushing each other up to the surface, carrots and
peas, three kinds of beans, lentils, bits of chopped root, and soft cooked barley, dl in a broth so rich it
looked like gravy, not like the watery uff in the cabbage soup.

But even if new memories hadn’t told him that Jakyr was right about getting sick if he ate too much,
too fadt, his own experience did. Don't gobble, or you'll be sorry. So he took the spoon in one hand, a
dice of the bread—wheaten bread—in the other. The only time he had seen wheaten bread was when it
was burned and thrown in the pig dop. He and the other kiddies got barley or rye bread, coarse Suff that
somehow faled to satisfy. He dipped a corner of the bread and sopped up broth. Ate the bite. Took a
spoonful of soup that made his mouth ang with flavor and filled his whole head with the intoxicating
aroma Ate that. Dipped the bread again. He re-pested this pattern, dowly, carefully. Even though his
empty somach screamed at him tofill it, faster, now, he went dowly. He hadn’t gotten as far as he had
without being able to mas-ter hisgut. Besides, you didn't gobble food thet tasted like this ... you gobbled
food that tasted horrible so you could get it into your ssomach before your mouth could protest.

Jakyr watched him, eyes narrowed at fird, then rdaxing. An approving amile touched his lips
Somewhere under the cam, Mags wondered—why did he care if Mags got Sck or not? But the cam
sad, Of course he cares. He's a Herald. He just does. “Theré's a good lad,” he murmured. “Don’t
worry, there’ s more where that came from, as much as you want, and when you're used to bang better
fed, butter for your bread and meat, and—" He grinned then. Mags paused between bites and found



himsdf dretching his mouth in a return amile. It was a peculiar feding. He couldn’t remember the last time
he' d amiled. It made him fed strange, but good, to do so. But he didn't have a lot of atention to spare
for fedings, not when there was good food to be eaten.

When Mags reached the bottom of the bowl, sopping up the last little bits of broth with the last bite
of bread, he sghed, and pushed the bowl and spoon away.

“Had enough for now?" Jakyr asked. Mags nodded. One of the young Guardsmen came over with
something, hes-tantly. He set down the plate in front of Mags. On it was a diced apple, whole and
sound, not awormhole or rotten spot to be seen, and a piece of creamy cheese, without a touch of mold
toit. “Me gran would say he should have this, too, Her-ald Jakyr,” the young man said, and Mags got it,
unbidden from the young man’s mind, that he had alittle brother about Mags age, and that Mags himsdf
was wearing this fdlow's outgrown shirt, as he was wearing discarded trews, boots, stockings,
smdldothes, from four other young Guardsmen. Oddly enough ... tha fdt ... warming. Like they had
gven him a bit of themsdaves with the dothing.

“l expect your gran isright,” Jakyr agreed, and nodded to Mags to start in on the good things. “Have
that, lad, if you can find a corner to tuck it in.”

Agan, he ate dowly, the cheese firgt, savoring the richness of it, soft, creamy, a bit of a bite, and the
unexpected crunch of tiny sdt crystds, marvding that this was how cheese was supposed to taste. The
only cheese he had ever gotten was cheese so covered with mold it was green, and as dried out and hard
as a board to boot. Then the apple, so sweet it tasted like the nectar the kiddies used to suck out of the
bases of flowers when they got a chance. But by that point, afull bdly and being warm and the drone of
voices as Jakyr talked to the Guardsmen was making him drowsy ... then deepy ... and he fdt himsdf
nodding off with a dice of gpple dill in his hand. He woke up a bit when Jekyr shook him, and
obedi-ently let himsdf be led off by one of the Guardsmen, the same one that had brought him the
cheese, to aroom, where there was a bed, the first bed he had ever dept in. The Guardsman helped him
off with his boots, and that was the last thing he remembered before faling into a dream of riding Dalen
through apple-flavored clouds to the biggest Big House he had ever seen.

4

Mags dreams were soothing, for the firg time in his memory, and full of something else, too; Dallen
explaning things to him. Never in dl his life had he encountered anyone with Dalen’'s patience. He fdt
like such a dolt, but dl those thingsin his head, they dl were so strange, so completdy divorced from
anything he knew. He kept asking questions and often only got more con-fused. Findly Ddlen stopped
where he was in the imaginary landscape; the clouds billowed up about them and whited every-thing out,
S0 that there was only himsdf and Ddlen.

Over and over, Ddlen explained what it was that he was, what it was that Ddlen was, and why it
was important. “1 may be adolt,” Mags sad once, hanging his head. “But it don’'t seem red nor possible.
How can | do dl them grand things? How can you be taking like a human person?’

And Ddlen would begin dl over again, explaining it a dif-ferent way. Always, he was wrapped in that
cam, which was a good thing, because it let him listen and try to understand without panicking.

Sowly he began, if not to understand, at least to accept, though none of it made any sense by his
lights Nobody was getting anything out of this so far as he could see. Every-thing was about what a
body got out of something. But the Companions got nothing out of this, and the Herdds, well, dl right,
they got to live better than Master Cole, but they had to work three times as hard for it. And dl the
sorting out of things that Heralds did, well, who got anything out of that? It was bewildering. And that
was just looking at things the smple way .... When you went &t it in a more complicated way, when you
started wondering what Companions were, and how they could be as smart as a person, and where they
came from and why they were doing dl of this, well, it was jugt plain crazy. And if he had not been
enveloped in that cdm, he would have been sure he had actudly gone mad, and none of this was
happening.

Fndly Ddlen went dlent for a long time. :Chosen, when you gave Burd that piece of bread, why



did you do it? You got nothing out of it except his gratitude.:

That brought dl Mags questions to a tumbling hdt, because even he didn’'t know why he'd done it.
It wasn't like the snitched food that might be bad, with everyone sharing it so nobody got too sick. That
half dice of bread wasn't going to make Burd strong enough to do his work and Mags . And the lack of
it wasn't going to keep him from doing his own work All right, maybe some timein the future, Burd might
recal and do him a turn, but he might not. So why had he done it? It wasn't the fird time he'd shared
with one of the others ei-ther ... generdly thelittlest or weakest. Then, of course, he'd had to go dl hard
on them so that they wouldn't think they could depend on him—but he' d fdt bad when he did that, too.

“’Cause ..." he began, druggling with his own thoughts “Because ... it weren't fair. They put min a
played-out seam, how’d they expect im t' find sparklies there? Then they take away his bread ’ cause he
don't. They knowed he weren't shirking. They knowed he weren't hiding sparklies. It weren't fair. They
was takin' away what he shoulda had outa pure meanness. An’ there weren't nothin’ he could do about
it neither.”

:That is why we do all of it, Chosen,: Ddlen sad with immense pride. :We try to make things
fair.:

Such a strange thought. Such a very strange thought. But it made a kind of equaly strange sense.

Sowly he pieced together what Dalen was trying to tel him. That he had been picked out by Ddlen
to do thisthing, because there was something in him that made him right for a task that was going to lagt a
lifetime. That the something was partly what made him give Burd that bread—and many other kindnesses
he had done for the other kiddies. That was the complex matter on which dl the rest of it rested. It
seemed that what he was trying to do—if he understood correctly—was to make things far.

Which made no sense.

“But life a@n't far—" he protested, having heard that over and over again, with varying degrees of
smugness on the part of the Pieters boys.

‘Why not?: Ddlen asked, stopping himin histracks.

“Because—because it an't!” was dl he could come up with. It was true. Everyone knew it. Why try
and go agang what was true?

:And the more people that say that, the more people there are who use that as their excuse to
be crud, mean, and ugly,: Ddlen sad implacably. :’Life isn’t fair’ is nothing but an excuse people
make to justify bad things they do. But why shouldn't life be fair? What's keeping it from being
fair? Those same cruedl, mean, and evil people. | think you understand that, Mags—maybe not in
your head, but in your heart, which is more important. And the more people there are who who to
make life fair, the more likely it is that it will become fair. Don’t you want that?:

He had to admit that he did. And he had to admit that the idea of making life fair had a kind of thrill
toit. Evenif dl he did was share a piece of bread ...

But dl that was redly too much to think about for very long. Even in his dreams, his attention came
back to the ba-sics, the smple things. And Ddlen was perfectly willing, in his dream, to tak about those,
too.

Ddlen chuckled with sympathy—but promised that he was never, ever going to be hungry again, or
cold, or ill-clothed, or dirty. Mags could not quite understand how Ddlen could be so very sure of this,
but the memoaries that the Companion shared with him seemed to have no room in them for anything but
bdlief. The idea that he could eat whenever he wanted, as much as he wanted ... it was like one of those
paradises that priest kept mouthing about, but which, of course, he did not beieve in. But this, this was
redl. The soup, the bread had been redl. The other food on the table had been redl. The dothing they had
given him, the bed he was degping in now, were redl.

And in the dream he came to redize something profound; with Ddlen beside him, he would never be
aone ether. He had not redized how much of an aching hunger that filled until it was filled—it had been
like awound he' d had for so long that the pain no longer registered with him. It was like the time he had
been so hungry that findly hunger ceased to have any meaning—and when he findly got food again, it
came as a shock to understand how much he'd been starved. And here he had been starved dl thistime
for something else as well. He couldn’'t put a nameto it, but he had been starved for it.



As he groped his way to comprehending dl this, Ddlen promised he would make sure that Mags
understood even little thing that puzzled him, no matter how long it took to explain it.

And Mags began to accept that there was yet another underlying truth to everything that completdy
went againg the way he had thought that the world was—that it was not he who was bad and wrong, it
was those who had treated him and the other kiddies as they had. Master Cole and his fanily had had
no judification for doing what they had done; in fact, there could be no judtification, ever, for the way
they had abused their workers and servants. Thiswas a complete reversd of the world as he knew it. It
went againg absolutely everything he had taken for granted.

“But I'm Bad Blood—" he protested over and over, dill finding it hard to accept that he had not,
somehow, deserved his treatment at the mine. And every time he did, Ddlen replied with profound scorn
that there was no such thing as Bad Blood. Findly, he began to believe it, a leest alit-tle. And what he
lacked in belief, Ddlen made up for with the calm assurance that lay under everything. Findly, Mags just
accepted the assurance without believing, and let Ddlen soothe him.

And that was when he woke up, to aroom full of empty beds, the sun shining in through the red glass
windows. In a bed, under warm blankets. Not cold. Not aching. With a kind of dert lasstude suffusng
him, as if his body was saying, At last, now | can let go, stop being alert, stop being afraid. Now |
can rest.

A sound a the door made him turn his head in time to see a brown-haired, stooped man in green
tunic and trews come into the room and head draight for him. “So, the deeper awakes, and hungry |
hope?’ the man said.

Who was this? And what did he want? Mags did his best not to try to hide under the covers. Ddlen
quickly moved to reassure him, and Mags pushed himsdf up reluctantly, and nodded. He was so used to
awakening hungry he hadn’t even thought about it. Of course he was hungry. He was always hungry.

:Thisisa Healer. He wants to discover how healthy you are. That is his job.: Mags had never
seen a Heder before. When any of the kiddies got hurt or sick, they ether got wel on their own, or died.
When any of the Pieters family got hurt or sick, Cole Pieters sent for one of hisfat priest friends.

Mags had gone to deep fully clothed, and dl anyone had done was to cover him up and take his
boots off. And for a fraction of a moment, as he pushed the covers back and saw his feet were clad only
in socks, he had been afraid the boots had been stolen, until Ddlen again washed him with reas-surance.
While he sat on the edge of the bed and fished for them, the man in green gave him a penetrating look.
He was a chearful sort of fellow, and truth be told, like just about everyone here, he was not the sort of
person Mags was used to being around. He must have been about Cole Pieters age and, like Pieters, he
was bading, but there the resemblance ended. He must have been very fit when he was younger; now
there was a hit of fat around his middle, but nothing like Piet-ers: enormous belly. His oblong face with its
bushy eyebrows looked asif he amiled much more often than he frowned, and his frank brown eyes had
adirect gaze to them that wasn't hard to meet unless you were used to ducking your head and hiding
your eyes as Mags was.

“| had the cooks save you some porridge,” the man said, watching him shoving his feet into his boots.
“I hope your Companion has explained to you that you are expected to be very deanly—"

Mags ducked hishead. “Yesdr,” he sad, and I€ft it at that.

“Wdl, well leave your bath until after you' ve eaten. Best time for you is in the mormning for now, that
way you won't conflict with the Guardsmen. Ready?’ The man stood up. “I'm Heder Betwick, by the
way. | serve the Guard here”

Whatever a Heder was ... presumably they heded peo-ple ... though how they did that was an utter
mystery to Mags. Then again, practicaly everything going on now wasan utter mystery to Mags. “Yessr,
Heder Betwick,” Mags re-plied, as Dalen and the memories poured into him showed him what a Hedler
was.

And yes, they did hed people, in a bewildering variety of ways. This particular shade of green was
accepted as their color, and if you saw someone wearing it, you knew he was a Heder. Judt as, if you
saw someone in White, you knew he was a Herdd, in Scarlet and he was a Bard. Whatever a Bard
was—



Before another flood of memoaries could start, triggered by that word and haf-query, Mags followed
the man out of the room into a hdlway he only vagudy recdlled, and from there, not to the big room with
dl the tables—

—Guards mess, memory prompted.

But to a spacious and fragrant kitchen full of very busy people. Or, actudly, there were only four of
them, but they were so extremdy busy it seemed as if there were a least eight of them, and Heder
Betwick evidently deemed it pru-dent to stay out of ther way.

He motioned to Mags to go and St on a stoadl at alittle table off to the Sde and well away from dl the
activity, then went over to the hearth and fetched a bowl waiting there, keeping warm.

When he brought it back to Mags, the boy saw it wasfull of porridge with little dark things scattered
over the top of it. “What's those?’ he asked, a bit apprehensvely.

“Currants. Dried ones. They’re swest, you'll like them, and they are good for you.”

Reassured that they weren't rabbit droppings or some-thing else that didn't belong in food, Mags
dug in. The Hedler was right, he did like the currants, he liked them a very great ded. Hdf the time the
porridge he'd been fed by Master Cole hadn’t even been made with sdt; this had been sweetened with
honey as wel as the berries.

While he ate, the Heder talked in an undertone to the cook, who was a large, bading man with
enormous biceps. In fact, so far, Mags hadn’t seen any women here a dl. Which was interesting,
because Master Cole had very firm ideas about what was “man’swork™ and what was not, which meant
there would have to be an anful lot of men doing “women’'swork” hereif there were no women about.

:Cole Pieters is wrong about most things.: Ddlen sounded amused. :And the few he is right
about, heisright entirely by accident:

Mags nearly choked on his porridge, which caused one of the kitchen gaff to make a detour, fetch a
mug and pour it full of something, and plunk it down next to Mags, dl without missing a besat in his other
task. Mags looked at it. It wasn't water ... it was hot.

Herb tea. You will like it. Be careful not to burn your mouth.:

The novel sensation of drinking something hot—and flavored—was gartling, and a pleasure he had
never expected. For that matter, being able to drink water that was fresh and clean, not out of the duice
and full of dlt, or stde from gtting in a mildewed bucket dl day, or metalic-tasting mine water, had been
an unanticipated pleasure. The only time he had ever been able to drink clean water was when he had
escaped for a bit to hunt wild food and got a drink from the stream where he went to hunt cress.

The food was doing more then just fill his ssomach, it wasfilling his senses. His nose was so full of the
aroma of the tea, dl sweet and green, that he fdt asif he was floating init. The porridge had left the flavor
of honey and currants in his mouth. And this dl seemed to be waking up his thoughts, too. He found
himsdf with a newly-aroused smoldering anger a Cole Pieters. How hard would it have been to give the
kid-dies cleen water to drink? How hard would it have been to give them hot water to drink in the
winter? It didn’t even need any flavoring in it, and the fires were going for the cooking aready. That
smple device would have cost nothing, yet would have made such a difference ...

:Cole Pietersisa vile, crue man,: Ddlen said, his thoughts gone cold and hard. :And no one was
aware just how vile and crud heis until now. He will be dealt with.:

Ddlen gave him nothing more, shutting off the thought, leaving Mags wondering just what “ dedlt with”
meant.

Mags was carefully scraping the ladt little bit of the porridge out of the bowl and sucking the last of
the sweetness off the spoon when Herdd Jakyr came ambling into the kitchen. He was immediady
greeted not only by the Hedler, but by the cook as wdl, and his presence evoked amiles from the rest of
the saff. He seemed to be a great favorite—the helper in charge of the bread pressed ardll hot from the
oven on him, the one in charge of soup begged him to tagte it, and the cook himsdf carved a bit off a
haunch of bacon and fried it then and there, to add to the roll. Mags was ignored, which was exactly the
way he liked it. He sat and sipped his tea while the adults discussed him asif he was not there.

“The boy’s not fit to travel, Jakyr,” the Heder said firmly, as Jakyr munched on his snack and the
kitchen gaff went back to work. “Maybe if it was summer—but he's malnour-ished and overworked,



and travel with winter coming on, even Companion-back ... | wouldn't advise it. You'll be courting
sckness with him, and what if you' re caught in weather? What if he got sick and you were stuck in some
Waydtation somewhere?’

I'm keeping the Herald from going somewhere—The thought suffused him with quilt and
gpprehension, both of which were blown away like mig in the wind by Jakyr’s next words before Ddlen
could say anything other than start that wordless reassurance again.

“I’'ve abit to do here yet, and I'm not averse to a rest. Ther€ s nothing that urgent waiting for me at
Haven that we can't afford to let the lad rest and at least Start to get some meat on him.” Jakyr even
seemed a hit rdlieved. “1’ve friends enough here to make a pleasure out of necessity.”

“And if something urgent should come up?’ the Hedler persisted, his brows furrowed.

“Then I'll go back aone, and one of the Guard can give the boy an escort to Haven.” Jakyr smiled as
the Heder nodded with satifaction. “And if, because of that, they go a a horse's pace and not a
Companion’s, wdl, that will do no harm.”

“l want that boy egtin’ mest afore you take him out of here,” the cook tossed over his shoulder, with
ascowl. “Gods a-mercy, if the rest of them mine kids look’ s bad as him, I’'m tempted, sore tempted, to
ride over there mesdlf and thrash the bastard till he bleeds.”

“It' s being dedlt with, Scully, never fear,” was dl that Her-ald Jakyr said, the same words that Ddlen
had used. But Mags had no chance to think much about that, Snce the Hedler whisked him away for that
threatened bath.

Only this time he didn’'t have anyone scrubbing at him with floor brushes; in fact, he was Ieft quite
aone, and to be honest, he would have been a a bit of alossif Dalen hadn't told him whet to do and
how to do it. Soap, that was new. Hot water enough to drown in. More outgrown dothing was wait-ing
for him, dropped off by some young fdlow of the Guard, when he got himsdf wdl dried off. It, like the
last batch, was a bit oversized but soft and warm, and without tears or holes of any sort.

Then he was a a complete loss. Never indl of his life, had he ever had a moment when he was not
doing something, ex-cept when he was adeep. It was a srange feding, unsettling, and once again he fdt
asif the world had suddenly turned upside down. And dthough he 4ill found himsdf wrapped in that
cam lassitude, he wasn't degpy as such. He finished deaning up the room where the baths were so thet it
wasin the same pridtine state it had been before, and then stood there in the damp heat, wondering what
to do with himsdf. His hands twitched alittle. His body knew what it expected to be doing—it expected
him to be down in the mine. What was he supposed to do with himsdf?

‘Would you like to read a real book?:

Of dl the things that Ddlen could have said, that was one that took him utterly by surprise. His mute
asent led Ddlen to direct him down a hdl and up two flights of gtairs to a amdl room that was
comfortably warm and lit with two of those large glazed windows. There were heavily cushioned benches
beneath both of them, and the wals were lined with cases crammed with something he had never seen
before, but which the memories he had gotten poured into his mind told him were those myserious
objects—books. Row upon row of them, thick ones, thin ones, bound in dl manner and colors of cloth
and leather. The room had a amdl like nothing he had ever known; leather, but dso an odd, fart,
sharpish amdl, and ahint of dust. The scent Ddlen identified for him as pe-culiar to books. He stared a
them avidly. There mugt be so many thingsin those books, and he wanted to read them dl.

But which one to start with? There was no way of tdling what was ingde any of them.

:Let me look through your eyes,: Ddlen suggested, and when Mags gave him a puzzled assent, he
got a most pecu-liar sensation, as his own eyes flickered over the backs of the books without his own
valition.

:That one,: Ddlen suggested, and his eyes rested on the tack of one in dull blue lesther. Carefully,
Mags pulled it out and carried it over to one of the benches.

He was dmog afraid to touch the pages with his rough hands, they seemed o fragile to him. When
he opened the hook, he wasn't sure what he was going to see. But his specu-lations were not what met
his eyes, what he saw was long ‘ rings of words in sentences, written amdl, like rows and rows of ants on
the page. It took him a breathless moment to redize that these were words he knew, that he recognized,



that he had written. Most of them, anyway.

I will help you with the others,: Ddlen promised . :Now don’t be afraid of the pages. They will
withstand being turned, they are are tougher than they look. Go ahead.:

He took a seat on one of the benches, with the weak, but warm sunlight pouring over his back and
licked hislips, then plunged in.

Sowly, sentence by sentence, sometimes word by word, Mags began to read hisfirs book.

It was harder work than he thought, but it was aso en-grossing, once he redized tha this book was
tdling a story. Of course, he didn't understand a lot of it, because it talked about things that were so
foreign to hislife, but Dalen helped by giving im menta images of what was going on. It was ... magicd.
Tha was the only possible word for it. Here he was, puzzing out a story that someone ese had told,
someone who probably lived a very long way away from here, and every person that picked up this
book would get to learn the same story.

He got so involved in it that when a bell sounded through the building, he jumped. He didn't ydp.
Ydping got you hit. But he was genuindy startled, and he sat there for a moment with his heart racing,
wondering if he had somehow done something wrong and triggered an darm.

:.That is the bell for noon meal,: Ddlen informed him merrily, taking no notice of his panic. And his
somach rumbled. He was so0 used to being hungry that it hadn’t registered with him. But his ssomach had
gotten two good, big meds so far, and it wanted another.

He could find hisway around amine, so it was not hard now to remember his way back to the mess
hall. But even if he had not known how to get there, the stream of Guards dl going in one direction would
have given him the clue. Thistime the room was full of men, and he wondered what it was he should do
and where he should go.

But one of the young men spotted him, no doubt because in his ordinary, if over-large dothing, he
stood out among the blue uniforms like a rock on a snowdrift. The fdlow steered him over to atable, and
consulted with someone who was bringing platters of food around.

And that men returned with another big bowl of soup and a hdf aloaf of bread. “Heder’s orders,
Traineg” the man said, putting both in front of him. “ Soup fer you, he sez, till ye be used ta eaten regular.
Mebbe some cheese an’ fruit. An’ no beer for ye. I'll bring the tea, foreby.”

Mags hardly cared. This time the soup had chunks of chicken meet in it as wdl as the thick rafts of
vegetables, and round white things he couldn’t identify, but which tasted glo-rious. There was more
wonderful cheese, and another gpple. More herb tea, this time sweetened with honey that some-how
blended with the flavors of the herbs and made them stand out more. Part of him 4ill wanted to be wary,
afrad that someone would decide to take dl this away from him, but Ddlen kept up a steady flow of
certanty, and eventudly he just gave himsdf over to the food.

He ate until he couldn’t eat any more, and he intended to go back to his book again. But somehow
he found himsdf in that room full of beds again, and thought he would lie down for just alittle bit.

And that decison was the last thing he remembered before degp damed him.

It seemed only a moment later that he woke to Dalen's prod-ding and the sound of a bel again.
Outside the windows, the sun was setting. Inside, the sounds from down the hdl made him redize that the
Guardsmen were heading in the direction of the mess hal. And once again, his somach growled, tdling
himin no uncertain terms that it was empty, it had gotten used to being full, and it wanted to be that way
agan, now.

He spent the next severd days in the same way: getting fed, desping a very great ded, dowly
becoming more and more facile at reading books, absorbing what was in the books that Dalen sdlected
for him.

If he didn’t speak much, it was because he spent most of his time weatching everything. From time to
time, with avagudly worried look on his face, Herald Jakyr would seek him out in the book room or at
meds and ask him some pointed ques-tion or other. Mags answers must have stisfied him, for the
Heradd would get a rdieved look on his face and go off about his business.

That business took him away from the Guard Post more often than not. Mags didn’'t mind; while he
was gone, the Guardsmen generdly let im poke around as much as he cared to as long as he was not



underfoot.

By watching, he learned how to groom a horse—and by ex-tenson, Ddlen. He learned how to
saddle and bridle one, too, and what to feed it. He learned al manner of useful things, in fact, dthough
the one thing he didn’t learn, because he never could bring himsdf to pick up a weapon, was how to use
awegpon. He watched the Guardsmen at their practice, and every time he even thought about picking up
aknife or a bow, he wanted to crawl away and hide. It made his skin crawl and his ssomach tie up in
knotsin away that nothing Ddlen could do would soothe. He kept thinking about the time when he was
dill in the kitchen and someone had raised a mining hammer as a wesgpon to Master Cole.

Master Cole had gathered everyone outside to watch.

“l be judge and jury here” the Master had sad harshly. “Ye dared t' raise yer filthy hand t' me,
dared t' try an’ dtrike me dead, and me boys as witness to it.”

He had glanced around at dl of his sons, who had nodded and mumbled “ayes.”

“Then | gives ye the sentence ye' d hev served me, if ye could.” And he had then taken the massve,
stone-headed mdlet a his Sde, and brutdly beaten the poor wretch to degth, and beyond, into a pulp,
while every other person on the property was forced to watch.

Then the mine kiddies had been ordered to take up what was left and leave it in a played-out seam.
The supports were pulled out, the seam collgpsed. Everyone understood that this meant if and when
someone came looking for the boy, there had been aterrible “accident.”

Mags had not been one of the mine kiddies then, so he had been able to scuttle back to the kitchen,
where he shivered through his work. Even the kitchen drudges, usudly starv-ing, had little appetite for
their scraps that day.

Which, of course, was exactly what the Master intended. The lesson was clear. Take up a weapon
and die

So it was amdl wonder Mags had difficulty even contem-plating setting a hand to a hilt.

Fortunatdly, no one seemed to think he needed to.

Sowly, he began poking his nose into other places around the Guard Post. He found the office of the
fdlow who did dl the reckoning for this post, and watched in fascination as he made marks theat looked
like letters, but weren’t. The man seemed amused and, after awhile, motioned him over.

“| take it no one ever taught ye your numbers as wel as your letters, boy?’ he said. He was the
oldest person that Mags had ever seen; his har was snow white, and his face as full of wrinkles as the
bark of a tree. His eyes could scarcely be seen, but there was a bright ook to them, like a bird's eye.
And Mags did not “hear” anything at dl amissin the thoughts that ticked away in his head like the regular
dripping of water on stone. Numbers—this man thought mogtly in numbers. He loved them, loved the
patterns they made, loved the pure logic that governed them, loved that three and three dways made s,
never four, never saven.

Mags shook his head.

“Wdl then, 'tistimeto learn, and as I’ ve time mesdlf, I'll teach ye. Pull up yon stool.” He nodded a a
tdl stoal in the corner. Mags obeyed.

The man pulled open a drawer in his desk and extracted a piece of date and a square-cut gtick of
white suff. “Y€Il be ugn’ this 'tis date an chak. 'Tis easy rubbed out, y' see?” He made a mark and
buffed it away with a deeve. “Now, ye kin count right enough, aye?’

“Toahunne’ gr,” Mags dmog whispered.

“Right enough. Well, there's marks for them numbers, just as there be marks that make letters that
make words. On'y these be a bit more straightforward, belike. This be ‘one —"

Mags caught on quickly. And dthough he had not redized it until the man—who he learned was
Guard-Clerk Sergeant Taver—showed him, he did know some primitive reckoning. After dl, he had to
keep track of the sparklies he found. He took to the figuring quickly, learning how to add and subtract
double-digit numbers by the end of the afternoon, much to Sergeant Taver's ddight. It was Taver who
took himinto sup-per that night, in fact, and much enjoyed letting the “dunder-heads’ know that aready
the “wee boy” could outreckon no few of them.

He shook hisfinger at one particular young man who had pulled his head so far down into his collar



that he looked like aturtle. “An’ the next time, Brion, ye comet’ mean’ tdl me thet th' two dozen socks
ye been issued adds up t’ twenty, I'll have him come an’ count ’em aright for yel”

Mags was feaful then tha the Guard would take it hard, and be angry with him. Yet as the others
laughed, he grew crimson but laughed with them, and Mags sensed nothing more in his thoughts than
chagrin and a determination to count more carefully next time,

Sheer agtonishment left im dumb through the rest of the med—abut since slence on his part was a
maore common oc-currence than speech, no one redly noticed.

He went to bed feding something he had never experienced before in his life the warmth of
accomplishment. Sergeant Taver had said he was clever! No one had ever said that before to him! He
fdt Ddlen's glow of gpproval, and decided on his own that if Sergeant Taver would continue to show
him the mysteries of numbers, he would continue to pursue them.

But, asit fdl out, the next day brought a rather different task for him.

5

In the morning, Herald Jakyr was waiting for him as soon as he had finished his breskfast. He sensed
Jakyr waiting out-side the room and was surprised to fed a certain happiness when he dso sensed the
Herdd was waiting for him. It was an unfamiliar feding, taking pleasure from knowing someone wanted
to see him. In the past, wdl, the only time anyone wanted to see him was to question him, usudly before
pur-ishing him. It came to him with a feding of shock that he actudly had not seen anyone punished as
such snce he had come to this place. Oh, he had overheard men being berated by trainers, or even
assigned to some undesirable duty be-cause of some infraction or other, but he actudly had not seen
anyone punished as he understood the term.

But his pleasure in seeing Jakyr was short-lived. With hm was a stranger, a sober-faced man in a
dark tunic and trews, who carried a leather case with him and who regarded him with a measuring eye.
Mags shrank from the stranger, inginc-tively trying to hide from that searching look. Jakyr brought both
of them to the library, shut the door, and shot the latch across it. The only time he had ever been in a
room with a locked door was when something truly terrible was about to happen, and Mags looked a
the Herad with darm until Dalen soothed him. : Just do what Jakyr tells you, Chosen,: came the cam
voice in his head. : This is needful: Visons of hor-rible bestings passed across Mags mind as Ddlen
assured him that nothing of the sort was going to happen. :.He is only going to ask you questions. That
isall:

Questiond Questions could lead to bad things too! Wheat if he got the answers wrong? What if the
answers made the man angry?

It was with difficulty thet Ddlen findly persuaded Mags that it would be dl right. Both Jakyr and the
stranger must have found out in some way that Mags was afraid, and that Dalen was caming him down,
because both of them stayed quiet until Mags was findly ready to tak. And even then he was shaking
ingde and regretting he'd had any breskfast at dl.

“Thisisgoing to be difficult for you, Mags, | understand that,” Jakyr said carefully, as the other man
took pens, a pot of ink, and a sheaf of clean paper from his case and set them up on a table. “Your
condition, and that of the other children | saw a Cole Pieters mine is farly convincing testimony of
neglect, if not outright abuse. But | need more than that if | am to be able to take a company of the Guard
there and close the place down. | need testimony from you, and as much as you can tdl me about the
place”

Mags scarcely heard the last sentence, since the one be-fore it was so agonishing. “Close the mine?’
he whispered. “But—what "bout the rest of th' kiddies? If ye close th' mine, Master Cole bdlike won’
feed 'em!”

“Magter Cole won't be in charge of them,” Jakyr replied, with a certain grim satisfaction. “And
Master Cole will have other things to think about. Now, let's start with something smple. Tel me about
your day, just an ordinary day from the time you would wake up. Where did you deep?’

Sowly, hdtingly, dill trying to comprehend what it was that Jakyr was about to do concerning Cole



Pieters, Mags obeyed, beginning with the description of the deep-hole and moving on.

And that was where thingsgot ... odd. It hadn't redly occurred to him before thet there was anything
out of the or-dinary about how Pieters treated his workers. That is to say, he understood vagudy that
Master Cole was not tregting them well, especidly in contrast to how the Guards were treated, but it had
not occurred to him that there was anything that other people would see as wrong about it. It was, after
dl, Cole Pieters mine, and they were hisworkers, and there were dl those priests in the place, and how
could anyone prevent him from doing what he wanted with them? Well, short of killing people. Would
that ever be found out? Would anyone believe the word of the kiddies over that of the Pieterses? He
didn't think so.

When it came to how the workers were treated, wel, there just didn't seem any reason why Master
Cole couldn’'t do ex-actly as he pleased with the workersin his mine. But from the moment Mags began
taking, it was obvious that both Jakyr and this stranger were caught off guard by what he was tdling
them. Not only that, but they both were angry—though not a him. He caught dght of a vein throbbing in
the strange man's temple dmost a once, and sensed thoughts full of outrage as Mags carefully detailed
what life was like a Cole Pieters mine. That astonished Mags, astonished him so much that he actudly
forgot his own apprehension. That this stranger would actudly care that the kiddies went cold, starved,
and bare was the most amazing thing he had ever encountered in his entire life. It came near to making no
sense a dl. Because dl he could think of was—why? Why should he care? What difference did it make
to him? And wasn't that how things were everywhere for the kiddies nobody wanted? If dl those priests
hadn’t been outraged, then why was this stranger?

When he had finished with tdlling about a typica day, with Jakyr questioning him minutdy about the
meds, and how one earned or logt those precious dices of bread, Jakyr took him back over a day again,
thistimein the dead of winter. He asked how they protected their feet from the snow, and how long they
hed to work at the icy water in the duices, then what kind of bedding they had once the win-ter set in. As
he questioned Mags ever more closely, Mags described how many of the kiddies would get chilblains
and how they had to be careful not to lose fingers or toes to the cold, and he thought the stranger was
going to burst. Except that anger was dl on the indde. On the outside, he looked just as cdm as cam,
and never once fdtered in his writing down of things. He could have been writing down what ev-eryone
here had for breskfast, for dl that he showed. It was strange, ligening to the slence in the room broken
only by his voice and the steady scratching of a pen. Very srange, as it occurred to him that he probably
had not spoken so much in an entire year.

Then Jakyr asked about the injuries to the mine workers. And the dangerous question, “How did
people die?

Tha was when Mags got frightened dl over again. This was dangerous, dangerous duff. Everyone
knew what would happen if you told such things, and Pieters found out about it. You'd end up in a
“caverin” yoursdlf. And Mags had sus-pected more than once that the Pieters boys had a very specid
punishment for those who redly transgressed. He had the feding that the ones that woke ther worst ire
were seded into those played-out shafts—broken, scarcely able to move, but dill dive. Though of
course, they didn’'t stay that way, not for long. The question would be whether they ran out of ar firg or
whether they died of their injuries before then.

He could see it in his mind's eye. He could see himsdf in the absolute dark, gesping out his last
breaths. Pieters would find away. He knew it. Hisingdes went cold and knotted up, his hands began to
shake, and he wanted to go and curl up in a corner behind something and hide.

“l can't—" he whispered, tears darting into his eyes, his voice choked off into nothing by the fear. “I
can't. When Mas-ter Cole finds out who ’twas told—"

“Madgter Cole cannot reach you, Mags.” It was the stranger who spoke, voice tight with rage and
mind so full of the same anger that his thoughts were lost under a red wash. “Master Cole can never
touch you again. Now don’t you want to make sure the rest of the children get that same protection?’

:Mags, this is not a premonition you see, it is only your fear. Don't let Pieters keep you a
prisoner!: Ddlen’s voice rang with conviction in Mags mind. Mags quivered with fear, but deep in his
heart, he knew the stranger was right, and so was Ddllen.



The stranger’s reaction had told him so. He knew now that no one should have been treated as he
and the others had been. He knew that Cole Fieters deserved to be punished. He oouldn’'t leave the
others there, not now that he knew Master Cole was an evil, bad man. And what he had sad so far
might not be enough to win them free.

But it was hard, hard, hard. He had to fight past the fear of Master Cole that made his throat close
up, fight past the knotting of his gut and the hunching of his shoulders againg the blows he knew must
come for breaching the slence.

And then, in awhigper, he told everything he knew.

To the best of hisdbility, he drew a mgp of the mine and showed where the bodies were. As far as
he could, he detailed what they had really died of. And when it was over, he was shaking, his dothing
was soaked with nervous sweet, and he fdt as weak and drained asif he had run for days.

When they let im go, he had barely enough energy |eft to drag himsdf to the bathing room and pour
himsdf a bath. He stank of fear and sweat and—suddenly he was feding fastidious, being around 4l
these deanly people. He didn’'t want anyone to think he didn’t know better. Not now. And besides, he
was so0 wet through, and so drained, that he was shivering with chill as wel as reaction. His somach was
dill in knots, and he dill kept wanting to hide. It took forever to fill the bath, his hands were shaking so
thet the buckets doshed.

So he stripped and soaked in the hot bath, trying not to think of anything, until his shivering, internd
and externd, stopped. He lay back againg the rear of the tub, his mind emptying, steam risng in his face.

:You mustn’t be afraid, Mags.:

Now, until this moment, Mags had accepted whatever Dd-len told him unquestioningly. But this was
too much to swal-low. He knew very wel he should be afraid. What was he? Nothing. Now, he was not
very smat, and it was clear to him from everything that Dalen had been pouring into him that the way he
and the other kiddies had been treated was not the way things were usudly done. Yet Master Cole had
gone on doing it. Mags was not very smart, and he was not a dl wise in the ways that the world worked,
but there was one thing he did know, and that was dl about power. You dther had it, or you didn’t, or
you had some, but not as much as someone dse might. The Pieters boys had some, over the kiddies and
the other mine workers, and they did whatever they wanted to the people below them. But Master Cole
had power over them and did what he wanted to dl of them.

Now thiswas afact: Master Cole had treated the kiddies very badly indeed. Y et he had been able to
do so for years and years and years, dretching far back beyond where Mags memory started. So it
stood to reason that somehow Master Cole had plenty of power that extended far beyond his own mine
Or, if he didn’t, there was someone with a lot more power who was protecting him.

Now what Mags was tdling Herdd Jakyr and the stranger was going to turn Master Cole's mine
upside down, maybe even shut it. That was going to make Cole Pieters very angry, certainly angry
enough to kill. And if there was someone even bigger than Cole Pieters involved, it would surdy make
that person angry, too.

So what reason was there for Mags to not be afraid?

Ddlen read dl that swiftly from Mags mind, as quickly as he reasoned it out himsdf. And for the firgt
time, Ddlen was Slent.

Fndly, he spoke.

:You are right, Chosen. You have reason to be afraid. But you have no reason to keep being
afraid. No matter what happens, you can be sure that Herald Jakyr will not allow anyone to know
who gave him this information. To be abso-lutely honest ... Herald Jakyr can do some of the same
things that you can, and many, many more that you cannot. He has the means to get this
information by himself, once he gets back to the mine. | will warn him to be sure that Cole Pieters
thinks he got it all by magic.. There was a pause. :There. He and Scribe Myrden are conferring
now. The only people that will ever know where it all came from are the people in that room and
the King himsdlf.:

Mags thought about that for amoment. :1 s pose ...: he thought, sill dubious.

:If you ever trusted me, you should trust me now.: Mags got the impresson of a sgh. Mags,



there will be many things that you should be afraid of. | am not telling you to never be afraid. But
you must not let fear rule you. It should guide you, not govern you. And you should never allow it
to stop you from doing what is right:

He thought about that for a much longer moment. :Helpin' the rest ... that was right:

:Yes, it was. Just as sharing your bread with the weaker was right. And giving up your extra
blanket to the littlest was right. You did not let hunger stop you, nor cold. Do not allow fear to
stop you either. If you do that, you do half of the work of evil men for them.:

He swallowed. Thiswas dl very wel, but ...

‘We will protect you, too, Mags. We may not be able to protect you from everything, but we
can from most things. That iswhy we are here. You see?:

And at the moment, Ddlen ... did something. It was like opening a door in his mind. Except it was a
door onto some-thing enormous. Like stepping through the mouth of a cave and finding himsdf at the top
of avery high place. For that moment, he saw, or sensed, rather, a vast web like the enor-mous web of a
spider, except that dl of the points in the web were people, and dl of the strands connecting them were
their Companions. And what one knew, sooner or later, the others knew. And what happened to one of
them happened to dl of them.

That was when he understood. Understood that, even though he would not dways get dong with
some of the peo-ple who wore this white uniform, they would always protect him, as he, when he was
older and stronger, would aways fight to defend them. Understood thet this was a bond that went
deeper than blood and bone. He even understood now, what it was that had made Dalen pick him.

That door in hismind shut again, for it was rather too much for anyone to bear for long. But the sense
of it stayed with him. That was when, eated and humbled dl at the same time, he began to cry quietly.
He had dways known he was a very amdl and indgnificant thing; he had been cdled “mag-got” so often
by the Pieters boys that he had come to think of himsdf as exactly that—a thing that was not even an
insect. But now ... now he had seen that he wasn't so indgnificant, that he was a part of something huge,
and that he would d-ways be part of it, no matter that he would never fed quite worthy of it dl.

Thistime Ddlen did not soothe him, since this was not something anyone should be soothed out of.
The tears were one part happiness, one part awe, and one part release, and he let them fal.

Fndly, he found words at the end of his tears and the end of his wordlessness; he ducked his head
under the hot water to wash the tears awvay and considered what Hill Ieft his gutsin a cold knot. There
was dill afear inhim, anew fear, and not of Cole Pieters nor what the man might do to him. Mags had
made so many midakes in his few years. And he was tracing a path through a wilderness he didn't
understand. What if he made the most terrible mistake of dl?

‘What if | do something that makes you hate me?: he ought fearfully.

You won't,: Ddlen replied firmly. :You can’t, so long as you never close your mind to mine, o
long as we make deci-sions together. Together we will find solutions. They may not be the best,
but they won't be the worst, and if we make mistakes, we will make them together. Is that a
bargain?:

He splashed more lukewarm water on his face to wash away way the last of his tears. : Sounds right
to me.:

:Good. Now, | have an idea. You've not ridden me, not re-ally. Come out to the stable. | think
it's time you learned to ride, and ride well. The books can wait for a few candlemarks. Come cut
into the sun, and let’s see what we can make of you.:

He was dimbing out of the tub when Ddlen hit hm with that idea, and it left him stuck for a moment,
hdlf in and hdlf out. :But ... but ... but ... :

:I have my own tack, a Companion almost never goes out to fetch his Chosen without it. It's
made to be secure for even a rider that is hurt or dozing. And you should know by now | will never
let you fall. Come out. Borrow a warm coat. Come and be in the snow when it is a pleasure for
once.:

Swiftly he dried himsdf off and put on his clothing, then went in search of one of the Guards who
seemed able to get him the few things he had tentetively asked for.



“A coat for you, and harness up your Companion? Shouldna be a problem. | thought we give you a
coat dready—" The man looked a him quizzicdly. When Mags shook his head, he shrugged. “Wall,
that's easy remedied. If there's naught in stores—” He got up from the stool he had been dtting on to
palish his boots, set his task aside, and steered Mags toward a part of the building where he'd not yet
been. This it turned out, was “stores,” which was where everything not in im-mediate use was tucked
away. Unfortunately, there were no coats or cloaks in storage that were not so big they completdy
enveloped Mags and pooled on the floor.

Fortunatdy, there was atailor.

In arremarkably short time, Mags was headed to the stable in a coat that was 4ill too big for him, but
which had had the deeves and hem shortened by the Smple expedient of cut-ting them off so he didn’t
fdl over them, and which was hdd in with a belt improvised from a bridle strap. The tallor was doing a
“proper job” of shortening another coat while Mags “made do” with this one, which, so the tailor
averred, “Waan't fit for anything but the ragbag.” Mags couldn’t see what he was taking about to be
honest. There seemed nothing what-soever wrong with the coat to him. But then, it was the fird time
he/ d ever had a coat, and certainly no one ese seemec to be wearing one with as many patches on it as
this one He didn't see where they made a difference; certainly he was toasty warm in this thing.

He knew where the stable was aready, for he had been to vigt Ddlen severd times there. This time,
when he pushed open the door tentatively, and stood blinking in the horse- and straw-scented gloom, he
saw one of the Guards was ahead, pulling tight the wide strap that held Dalen’s saddle on his back.

He stood back uncertainly. The Guard didn’t seem to know he was there. :Now what do | do?: he
thought.

:You ask Tennit to help you onto my back.: Ddlen cast an amusad glance at him out of one blue
eye, and the Guard turned.

“Heyla” the man said in afriendly enough tone. “Got this lad dl tacked up and ready for ye. Are ye
gonna be needin’ abit of help, then?’

Rdieved that the man understood without Mags having to say anything, the boy nodded.

“Right ye are. So, ye come over here, yah? Then ye get yer left foot inta this thing, yah? 'S cdled a
dirrup. Now ye grab that there—that there is the pommd of the saddle. If ye was done, ye'd haul yersdf
up, but Snce I’'m here, ye step intamy hands, ya?’

Awkwardly, Mags did so, gingerly putting his right foot into the man's interlaced hands. And
suddenly, he found him-sdf shoved right into the air, practicaly over Ddlen, saddie and dl, and it was
only by hanging onto the pommd thing for dear life that he avoided going right over Ddlen’s back to fdl
inthe straw on the other sde of the Companion.

With a thud, he landed in the saddle and awkwardly fitted hisright foot into the other stirrup.

The man fussed about with the dirrups for a moment, shortening the straps halding them to the
saddle. Findly he was satisfied, as Mags sat there feding unbaanced and precarious—and very far from
the ground. “Right then, off ye go! Have a good ridel” He patted Ddlen on the shoulder, and before
Mags was ready, the Companion was moving.

Once again he held to the pommd of the saddle for dl he was worth, and the feding that he was
never going to get the hang of thisriding business, that he was going to fdl off a any moment and break
hisskull, and that Ddlen was surdly laughing a him.

:And why would | laugh at you?: came the indignant response.

.1 dunno, 'cause ... 'cause ...

:I would much rather make a decent rider of you before we have to start on our journey to
Haven. So, Chosen, you are sitting there in my saddle like a bag of grain. Let me show you ...:

And now, Mags felt something he had not experienced until this moment. It was as if he and someone
ese were sharing the same body. But the second person understood exactly how to ride, and ride well,
ride expertly in fact. And that person lent to Mags the experience of how a good rider fdt in the saddle.
It was avery, very strange sensation. A little like sharing his body with a ghost. But as Ddlen continued
to move a a brisk walk, Mags shifted hisweight, his posture, even samdl things like how his legs gripped
Ddlen’'s body, urtil what he was feding matched what the ghosily presence had experienced.



In a moment of brilliant epiphany, it dl came together. Mags no longer fdt as if he was going to
tumble off a any moment. As Ddlen kicked hisway through fluffy, sparkling snow, dill moving a a brisk
wak, Mags began to fed dation. It was like the firg time he chipped out a redly big sparkly without
damage. Only better.

Now Ddlen started moving in and around the trees surrounding the Guard building, curving his body
fird one way, then the other. Mags fdt his balance changing and followed that intangible guide to get it
back. Then Ddlen changed to a different gait, a bouncy sort of movement.

That was panful at fird. Mags and Ddlen were no longer moving a the same rate, and the firg
couple of paces, Mags hit the saddle hard enough to jar.

“Ow!” he exdamed indignantly. “What're ye doin’ that for? Why’d ye change?”’

:You have to learn how to ride at all my paces, Mags. Thisis the trot. And thisis how it fegls.:

His confidence dipped a good ded at that point; he could tel what he was supposed to do, but he
couldn’t figure out how to get there, and Ddlen was not letting up on him and going back to the walk.
Mags gritted his teeth, clutched the pommel, and concentrated on making his body move the right way.
And then, findly, he and Ddlen were moving together again. And musdles he was not aware tha he had
began fantly protesting.

:If you think thisis bad now, wait until we have been on the road for an entire day,: Ddlen said
merciledy.

“A day!” Mags exclamed, aghast. He could not begin to imagine what riding for an entire day would
be like.

-1t is more than seven days to Haven,: Ddlen replied, gopdling Mags even further.

From the trot, Ddlen moved to the pace, then the canter, dl the while kesping up those weaving
patterns in and around the trees, coming so close that the fabric of Mags coat caught on the bark. He
was going fast, too, by the time they got to the canter. But Mags wasn't afraid now, he couldn’'t be. He
was s0 busy thinking about what he should be doing that he had no time for fear.

Hndly, as the bdl that summoned them dl to the noon med sounded, Ddlen dowed down to a wak
agan, and turned around to head back to the stables. Mags heaved a Sgh of re-lief, even as he winced
from the painin hislegs. When they arrived, the same Guard was waiting for them.

He helped Mags down out of the saddle and caught him as he dmost fdl with an involuntary groan of
pan. “Ah, lad, ye d better be getting’ yer horse-legs an’ get tough,” the Guard cdled after him, as he
limped off toward the building gain, thinking of nothing more than yet another hot bath and maybe, only
then, some food. “Herads spend their whole lives a-horse.”

:And if someone had told me that .... He didn't finish tha somewha sour thought. Ddlen’'s
sympathetic chuckle man-aged to soothe hisinjured spirit, if not hislegs.
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That night, Mags was sore, despite a good hot soak. The next morning he woke in considerable pain.
He wasn't about to complain, however; he had actudly expected the pain. Every time he'd been st to a
new task by the Pieterses, he'd hurt, from Smple soreness to being in agony. That was just the way it
was, you did something new, you used muscles you hadn't before, and you hurt. And he knew what to
do about it, too. He crawled out of bed, with his legs screaming at him, and dowly began to stretch.
When his legs were only whim-pering, he went to breakfast, then went back to the barracks room and
stretched some more. Ddlen noted this with quiet approva, and sent himin search of the Heder, who
gave him a bitter tagting tea to drink and a bottle of something that smdled rather like pine sap to rub on.
And both helped. By afternoon, most of the worst of the pain was gone, which was when Dalen
summoned him to riding practice again.

On the one hand, he wanted to rebel. On the other ... wdll, there was no doubt at dl in his mind that
this was not something he could refuse to do. He knew from dl of his reeding and dl of the things he had
picked up, ligening to gossip around the Guard Pogt, that Herads rode, and spent most of their timein
the saddle. It wasn't judt the long ride to Haven, whatever that was—if he was going to stay with Ddlen,



he would have to learn to be a Herad. If he was going to be a Herald, he would have to learn how to
ride, and ride well.

For something had changed ingde him, when Dadlen had shown him that intricate web of lives dl
linked together, lives that now induded his. He had made a commitment without even having to think
about it. It had begun when he had ac-cepted Ddlen, dl unthinking, understanding only dimly that he
would never be done again. Now he had extended that acceptance to other Herdds and Companions,
and to dl that it meant, dl he would have to do to become a Herald. Again, it was unthinking, because it
was right. Not that this was some-thing he was somehow “meant” to do, but because it was the right and
proper thing to do.

So complaining, and rebdlion, were irrdevant.

Out he went, in his oversized coat. Thistime, under Ddlen’s direction, he got one of the Guardsmen
to hedp him put dl of Dalen’s suff on him, and tdl him the names of the things as he put them on. Then it
was off into the snow again, for a repetition of yesterday’ s lesson.

Thistime he was S0 tired that after a hot soak and more of that pine-scented liquid outside of him and
the bitter tea ingde of him, he went to lie down. He didn’'t exactly deep, but he wasn't entirdy awake
ether, when one of the men came to tdl him that Jakyr was looking for him. Hadtily, he sat up and tried
to get hisfuzzy head working, then limped to the library.

Jakyr was danding at the window, looking out. “I thought you would like to know what is going to
happen to Cole Pieters and his mine, Mags” Jakyr said, without turning around. “The evidence was
presented and relayed to Haven, but the loca Court has aready decided that there is more than enough
there to warrant removing him and his family from the prop-erty. Adminigration will be taken over by
Lord Asley, who was genuindy horrified to discover the extent of his abuse. The children are to be
taken away at once, and given into the custody of a Temple on Lord Adtley’s property. From there,
good homes will be found for them, which is what should have been done in the firs place. The adults
will be given a choice of continuing to work at far wages or going e sewhere.”

Mags frowned and tried to put dl the pieces of that to-gether. It just wouldn't come clear in his mind,
asif it waan't red. Sl ... “They won' leave,” Mags fdt impdled to tdl him. “They don’ know nathing
ese. Some of 'em are crazy.”

“I have no doubt of that.” Now Jakyr turned to face Mags, and his face wore alook of grim triumph.
“Theminewill prob-ably be shut temporarily, and only reopened when it has been determined what can
be done with the adult miners, and what should be done with Cole Pieters and his family. Pieters does
own the mine that is clear enough. We can't dispossess him and his family of it without a legd cause.
Evenif we punish him, the law in this land is such that we have to determine just how much guilt is on the
heads of the rest of the family. If there are guiltiess minor children, it is entirdly possible that the profits will
be kept for them in trust while those who are guilty get turned out to find a more honest way of making a
living. It isgaing to get very complicated, and | wanted you to know that. This could stretch on for a year
or more ... but ...”

Magstilted his head to one side, waiting. All thisfdt asif he was reading abot it.

“... if we find bodies where you say we will, it is very likdy that Pieters and at least one of the sons
will be charged with murder.”

Mags considered that. His brow creased, and he fdt that cold jolt of fear again, until Ddlen
comforted him. “It's only my word 'gaing theirs” he said findly, willing his hands to stop shaking. “Ain't
no one ese gonna say nothin’, ye knows that.”

Jakyr logt the look of triumph, and he nodded. “Thet is not dl, because he will have time to get rid of
the bodies, and thus, the evidence. That surely occurred to him when | took you out of there. He knows
what Heralds are, even if none of you children did. He might well guess that | would have these things out
of you, one way or another. That is why right now | am spesking with the Judticiars about whether we
should pursue the murder charges. | fear that unless he was very careless and remans so, he will get
away with murder, literdly.”

Mags jus shrugged. It was very hard to muster up any sort of emotion about al this except the dread
of what might happen if Cole Pieters found dl this out. Moglly, he just fdt odd. He supposed he should



be angry that Master Cole would probably get away with the worst of what he had done, or fed dation
that he had helped find the man out, but he just couldn’t. Besides feding odd, he was Hill deeply uneasy,
asif there was someone standing behind him, ready to strike him down when he least expected it. It was
hard to believe that Pieters would be unable to exact some sort of revenge.

Jakyr looked a him curioudy. “Is something the matter? | thought you would be pleased about the
other younggters, or angry with Cole.”

Mags struggled to understand his own fedings, or lack of them, and put it dl into words. “I guess ... |
dunno. Like | don’ fed anythin’ strong about it. Like thisain't finished yet, an' till it is, no point in thinkin’
anythin'.” He pondered. “It's good the kiddies is got away, and it's good Master Cole cain't keep on,
but anythin’ other than thet ...” He shook his head. “It’s like somethin’ in a book. | know it's red, but it
don’ fed red. It don't fed finished.” He shook his head uneesly. “Y’ know, it wasn't smart t' get too
friendly with nobody. Y ou tdl haf them kiddiesm' name, they won't know who | am. Mebbe that’sit.”

Jakyr 9ghed, and got up to wak to the window. “And the ones that died?’

Mags felt badly then. He knew he should have been angry about it dl. When it happened, though, he
hed to be honest—it scared him, it terrified him, in fact, but he had never been angry. “I reckon I'm a
bad Iot, dr,” he Sghed, feding a Sck gnking in his somach. “I reckon yer gonnatdl me s0.”

“Why?" Jakyr asked.

“’Cause when people died? All | could think was | was glad it weren't me. I'm il glad it weren't
me Them asis dead, is dead, an’ nothin’ is gonna make 'em not dead.” He hung his head. “Reckon'm
as bad as Magter Cole”

Jakyr turned to stare at him. “Good gad, Mags, | certainly don't think thet!” When Mags looked up
a him, it was histurn to sruggle for words. “L ook, | think whet you are fedingisa great ded like what |
fdt when | was ayoung man in the Guard, and | wasin battles. | mogly did not know my felow soldiers,
there was no time to get to know them and, Mags, when they died, | fdt the same. | was glad it wasn't
me”

He swallowed, and searched Jakyr’ s face for a hint of false-hood. He found none. “For true?’

Jakyr nodded. “For true” The Herald looked away again. “It may have been a batlefied for you
your entire life, Mags. How can | think you are a bad person because of how you handled it?’

Mags swalowed. It was comforting, and yet ...

Oh, wll.

“Wl, isit important to you to actudly see it? See the man get his punishment?’ Jakyr seemed to be
finding something very interesting outsde that window to look at.

Mags shook his head digmissvely. “Nossir. It don’ matter. Not a bit. | guess ... | dunno why, it just
don’ matter. ’ S like the Mags you hauled outa there an’ me, they're two different kiddies” He shrugged
agan. “Theol’ Mags, he woulda danced on Master Col€'s grave. The new one ... Cole don't matter. |
got suff to do, and Cole don’'t matter. ' Cept that he's trouble. | cain't ’splain it any better nor that.”

“Then I'll take your word for it.” Jakyr nodded decisvely, just as the bdl rang for supper. He
seemed satisfied. “Go nurse your aches and get fed. The sooner you can ride well, the sooner we can be
gone.”

Mags limped off.

He himsdf was more than a little puzzled about his own lack of emotion. Once, nothing would have
pleased hm more then to see with his own eyes Master Cole being humiliated a worst, and punished
taribly a best. Now ... now he had other things to think about. His mind was so crowded with dl of
those things thet, no, it just didn’t matter.

W, dl but a feding of warmth when he thought about the other kiddies, especidly the youngest,
being taken some-where that they were getting the same sort of care and treat-ment he was. And he had
been the indrument of that. That fdt good.

Andif Cole Pieters got away with the worst of the things he'd done, at least there was this mudh: he
would never be given a free hand in the running of his own mine again. No new kiddies would be daving
in the tunnels. He would have to pay miners an honest wage.

Lagt of dl ... there was the thought that Cole Pieters was, indeed, trouble. And the farther Mags got



from him, the bet-ter Mags fet. He didn't want Master Cole to ever think about Mags again. Cole
Pieters was a bad, mean man, and Mags hoped that Cole Pieters would forget about him entirdy. The
sooner that happened, the happier Mags would be.

He thought dl that over while waiting for his aching mus-cles to settle down and let him deep, and it
occurred to him that being at the mine and having to run it the proper way, actudly being forced to part
with hismoney to pay hisworkers, was possbly the worst punishment that could be devised for Master
Cole.

Mags fdl adeep with that thought in hismind, and it gave him &t least alevd of satisfaction.

And even though he ached, he knew it wouldn't be for long. He was used to hard work and sore,
tired muscles. In a few days, even if he gill wasn't a good rider, he would be fit enough to stay in the
saddle dl day. Then they could leave, and Master Cole would be l€ft far, far behind.

His dreams were disturbed only once, by something too vague to be caled a nightmare, a dim dream
of hunting for something, or someone, knowing that there was something ese dark and dangerous that
was hunting for the same thing. And knowing that if the other hunter found that thing ... something terrible

would happen.

The way to Haven unrolled before them, there was a good bregkfast in Mags' by, and the ar hed
the scent of snow to come. If Mags was not Stting in the saddle with the easy and careless grace that
Herdd Jakyr had, at least he was no longer stting in the saddle like a sack of grain about to fdl off. And
if Herald Jakyr was worried about him being able to handle the long travel, he didn’t show it.

Those were dl the pogtive things Also positive—since the night he had had that dream of hunting
something, dl of his fears, while dill in the back of his mind, seemed to have been pushed to the back of
hismind. He had no good reason to fed so—so trugting. Well, other than that Dalen kept tdling him that
he could and should be. But it didn’'t seem to matter that he had no reason for feding thisway; it even fdt
ahit isif he was dreaming while wide awake. As a consequence, he was feding good; a sort of drowsy
contentment, like the aftermath of one of those once-ayear feeds when he was ful and warm and
dlowing himsdf the incredible luxury of not thinking about the next day And maybe that was stupid, but
right now, it didn’t metter.

Herdd Jakyr, on the other hand, looked asif he was fret-ting enough for both of them. It seemed he
was more worried about the weather than about Mags fdling off, and as they got packs strapped to the
two Companions, it seemed to Mags that he was rightly concerned. Mags didn't like the way the sky
looked, or the air fdt. It was alittle too damp, the sun alittle too bright, and yet there was the sense that
there was something lurking just over the horizon. He was not weatherwise, but it fdt asif there was a
gorm coming.

Herdd Jakyr had wanted to be off a dawn, and when they findly set off down the road, with as
much guffed into the bulging packs on both Companions as they could eesily carry, the sun was dill
touching the harizon. And the pace that Jakyr set was eedlly as hard as anyone trying to outrun a sorm
could want. Very shortly, Mags had his hands full, so to speak, with thinking about his riding. He didn’t
have atten-tion to devote to anything ese.

Ddlen did his best to spare hisrider, but Jakyr did not stick to the road for very long, and Mags hung
on gimly to the pomme of the saddle as the Companions followed tracks only Jakyr could see, up and
down the hillsdes, legping frozen streams and bouncing over fdlen trees. They cut right across farmers
fidds more than once, sometimes Sartling grazing livestock. But the wind was picking up by midmorning,
and it whined in the uppermost branches of the trees with a tone that Mags knew wdl. There definity
was a sorm bearing down on them.

Jakyr stopped at running streams only long enough for both of them to take care of the needful while
the Companions got a drink. At noon, with the sun blazing down on the show, and Mags somach
growling, they didn’t even stop long enough to eat. Jakyr put bags with sweetened grain in them over the
heads of both the Companions o that they could eat while they loped toward whatever it was that Jakyr
wanted to reach by nightfdl, and Jakyr handed Mags a cold meat pie, some cheese, and an apple after



they had both mounted up. All four of them ate while moving, with Jakyr glandng back over his shoulder
from time to time, though what he could see through the trees, Mags could not venture to guess.

He was used to hard work, but this was harder than any-thing he had ever done in his life He had
thought he was used to riding, but it was not riding like this. He found en-tirdy new muscles to dretch
and grain as the Companions scrambled up and down dopes, or vaulted over fdlen trees, and he fought
to say balanced. And every time he went in one direction while Dalen went in another, he got another
tooth-jarring jolt.

Fndly, in late afternoon, when Mags was wondering if they were ever going to see another human
being again, they broke through the trees and onto the surface of a much wider, cleared road. Ahead of
them, the eastern horizon glowed blue and clear, with only a few wispy white clouds tracing across :he
brilliance. A few more paces, and they were at the top of a ridge, and Jakyr findly pulled up to peer
back the way they had come. Mags turned to look, too.

Sure enough, the western horizon was a far different pros-pect than the eastern. Absolutdy black
clouds boiled across it, like awadl, and they were moving fast.

But they were moving more northward than eastward, and Jakyr sghed with rdief. “The worgt of it'll
miss us, or a the very least, we'll be in good shelter in town, provided we keep moving until sundown,”
he said, and looked a Mags with some concern. “Can you handle a gdlop till then?

“T" not get caught in that? Aye,” Mags sad, with a shud-der. “That’snaught t' chance with.” He had
seen the sky like that before, when storms had dl but buried the buildings around the mine. This was not
something he wanted to meet while in the open. He had too-vivid memories of the kiddies desperately
tunnding through the snow with their haf-frozen hands to try and get to the kitchen, because the food
was cer-tainly not going to be brought to them, and it was better to lose fingers and toes than to starve.

They both turned their heads to the east, and without any urging, both Companions moved from a
wak to aful gdlop in afew paces.

They were not the only folk on the road, nor were they the only ones trying to outrun the storm.
Jakyr actudly stopped twice to advise people driving dow-moving carts to seek shd-ter with farmers
ahead or behind them. But after aleague or two, they drove on grimly without needing to stop, because it
seemed that more and more of those they passed were com-ing to the conclusion on their own that they
could not beat the sorm and were tuning their steps toward the nearest farm-houses. Mags could well
imagine the reaction Master Cole would have had to people turning up on his doorstep. They'd have
been driven right off; Master Cole would have been sure tha they were there to sted the sparklies, and
not even alooming storm would have convinced him otherwise.

With travelers dearing off the road of their own valition, the way was open for as far as they could
see. The road was as deserted asif it wound through an empty wilderness now, and in the distance, they
could hear the howl of the blizzard. The sun cast long shadows on the road before them, right up until the
moment that the towering clouds swallowed it. Then the world plunged from sunset to red-lit dusk within
moments.

But now every time they crested a hill, they could see their god in the distance. Lots and lots of
buildings, more build-ings than Mags had ever imagined, even when reading about cities and towns. Part
of hm stared at dl of those houses in bewilderment, while part of him looked at them with rdlief. If they
were going to get hit by a storm, being in a place like this would be far better than being anywhere e,
Even with dl the travelers looking for shdlter, surdly someone would have space for them.

A series of images, rather than words, came to him from Dalen, and then he understood more of
those words he had read. “Inns’ and “taverns’ and “innkeepers.” Visons of rooms ful of amdl tables
and gtoals, of food and drink exchanged for money, of beds hired out by the night. He understood that
there would be no looking for shelter in a stable, that as a Herald and a new Trainee, they would be
treated a one of these inns as wel as they had been with the Guard—or that, if Jakyr chose, they would
seek shdlter with the Guard again.

Darkness closed in, the howl of the storm seemed right at their backs dthough not a speck of snow
hed fdlen yet, and ahead of them, dim lights began to appear in the gloom. The rise and fdl of the land
dternaidy revedled and hid the town from them, and it never seemed to be getting any closer.



Just when Mags despaired of ever reaching ther god, sud-denly they were there. They crested ahill
to find the town spread out before them.

There was awall about the place; not ahigh one, but enough of awal to keep wild animas out and
draying ani-mds in. There was dso a bar across the road, and a Guard at it, bundled up in furs and
illumined by a torch. The Compan-ions dowed and walked the last few paces to that bar, sides heaving.
Mags dung to the pommd, feding utterly drained. The Guard raised the bar for them, and they passed
under it, Jakyr giving him a kind of vague sdute.

They turned immediatdy to the right and followed the wal until they came to a large building built
right up againg the wal in the form of a hollow square. They entered the hollow through an arched
passage; there were afew men about, and dl of them were busy putting up shutters and hurrying around,
meking other preparations for the storm. Quickly. Jakyr dismounted and motioned to Mags to follow
him. They went into what was obvioudy a stable, led the two Compan-ions to two huge loose-boxes at
one end, and prompted by Ddlen and watching what Jakyr did, he got dl of Ddlen’s gear off him, wiped
him down, bundlied himin a blanket, fed him, watered him, wiped the gear down, and only then did the
two of them make their way into the Guard building proper.

No one paid too much attention to them as Jakyr motioned to Mags to follow him. Evidently he had
been here before, snce he went draight down a corridor to the dtairs, up the stairs, up another set of
dairs, findly ending in an unoccu-pied room with 9x beds in it and afire in the fireplace a one end. It
was lovey and warm, and Mags hastened to throw his saddlebags on the bed, and following Jakyr's
example, hung his coat, diff with cold, on a peg next to thefire,

“Hungry?’ the Herald asked. Mags nodded. In fact, he was ravenous. A couple of meet pies and a
hendful of dried fruit had not done much to assuage his hunger, especidly now that he was used to eating
regular medls.

Once again, Jakyr motioned to him to follow; they went down to an enormous kitchen where a
deepy-eyed fdlow gave them bowls of thick soup and dices of buttered bread, a couple more cold meet
pies, and an apple apiece. They ate it dl there, in the kitchen, perched on stools. When Mags looked
around for more, the fdlow smiled, and went to the pantry, coming out with a wedge of cheese and
another gpple.

“Bed,” Jakyr sad shortly, and Mags nodded, fallowing him back up to the room on the third floor,
edting his cheese and his apple on the way. He finished the last bites of each as they reached the room
itsdf, tossed the core in the fireplace, divested himsdf of his outer garments, and crawled into the bed. A
moment later he was adleep.

He woke to the sound of bells, which was entirdy expected. Jakyr was dill adeep and didn’t look
likdy to move, but he was ravenous again. He followed his ears to the washing-up room and an indoor
privy, then his nose to the kitchen and the edting hdl. This time, when he sat down at a table as he had
been used to do a the firg Guard House, the Guardsman doing the serving asked him who he was, and
what he was doing there. He had amoment of pardyzed fear, sure as he was sure of his own name, that
he was about to be uncovered as some sort of imposter—

:Just tell him your name, that you are with Jakyr, and you are Chosen of Dallen.: Ddlen gave a
kind of menta chuckle, and Mags coughed and complied. His answer seemed to sat-isfy the man. There
were no more questions, and there was a greet pile of hotcakes and honey, dong with a platter of bacon,
infront of him shortly.

He kept his mouth busy with food and his ears open, and soon learned that the worst of the sorm
had missed the city, but had hit the countryside to the west very hard. The Guards were going out in
teams to look for stranded travelers, and to check on isolated farms, before getting to work dearing the
road.

It appeared that he and Jakyr were not the only people lodging with the Guard. An old man in bright
scarlet asked how the road was to the east.

“Clear and clean; we got snow fdling dill, but naught like what's to the west. Yon Herdd mudt’ve
brought us luck,” laughed one grizzled fdlow. “I tdl ye, little as | fancy going out to look for strays, |
fancy being snowed in here with no one for company but you ugly dogs alot less”



That earned the man alaugh and some remarks about where he was likdy to be spending that night.
That interested Mags not & al, so he went back to his food.

After eating hisfill, and tucking a couple of apples into his pockets, Mags tiptoed into the room, got
his now-warm coat, and went to check on the Companions.

‘We will be moving soon,: Ddlen told him, after glegfully accepting the apple. :As soon as Jakyr
wakes, nearly. Jakyr wants to get back to Haven as soon as he can. So tell the stable keeper to
feed and water us and make up our nosebags with sweet feed. While he is doing that, bring down
the big packs, and go to the kitchen, and ask for traveler’s pies, as many as they can spare, made
up into two packets.:

Mags blinked at that, for he had seen the trays of wait-ing meat and apple pies in the kitchen. “We
canna eat that many, and surdy he don’t mean to ride like he did yesterday!” he exclamed. He was dill
moving giffly, though his muscles were loosening.

:Oh, not at all,: Ddlen replied with amusement. : Most of the pies will go with the rescue parties.
Jakyr will just want to be sure that if we have to stay overnight in a Way station, you don’'t
starve. He is an excellent fellow, but he has one deep flaw. He cannot cook. In fact, he has been
known to ruin boiling water.:

Mags shook his head, but went and did as he was told. And since Jakyr gill wasn't awake, he
decided to take advan-tage of the fadilities and have a quick hot wash. Not a good soaking bath, though
he would have liked one, but a thor-ough washup. No tdling when he'd get another chance, and he was
discovering that he liked being clean.

Ddlen's words proved true. No sooner was Jakyr awake than he was fretting to be on the road.
When the Guards asked if he could be of help locating stranded travelers, he regretfully shook his head.

“I've not got the Gift for it, | fear,” he told the Guard Captain who asked him. “I'm no better & it
then you. And I'm overdue a Haven. I’ ve gotten word I'm needed, and the sooner | get my charge there
safdy, the better.”

The Captain nodded wisdy and made no further entreaties. Far sooner than Mags would have
thought, they were both on the road again, riding through snow that fdl thickly, but not with the fury of
the blizzard that had pursued them here.

He st a hard pace, but not the gruding one of the previ-ous day. And they did, indeed, spend that
night in what Ddlen had cdled a “Waydation,” a one-room structure reserved for Heralds traveing or
“on drcuit,” whatever that meant. Though smadl, it was stoutly built, and comfortable once they got a fire
going on the hearth. Jakyr proved as much of a di-saster a cooking as Ddlen had foretold, and athough
Mags did not know a great ded about it, after the first two pies were burnt past the point where even he
would eat them, he firmly evicted the older man from the hearth and took over the warming of the pies
and the making of pease-porridge himsdf. Fortunatdly, Jakyr had not done too much damege to the
pease-porridge before Mags intercepted him.

The remainder of the journey was uneventful and unvary-ing. They rose about dawn, whether they
sayed in a Guard Post, a Waydtation, or—rardly—in an inn. Mags cooked at need, Jakyr cut firewood,
both tended their Companions, with Mags getting better at it dl the time Jakyr did not speak much;
Mags got the sense he had something on his mind that had nothing to do with him. And in a way he fdt
isolated, but he was a0 relieved. So much of his time in life had been spent in silence that he was often
hard-pressed to make the kind of conversation the Guards they stayed with found so easy.

But findly, after Mags had lost count of the days and nights—which wasn't hard, with dl of them
being much adike—Jakyr findly gestured to him to come up aongside and spoke.

“WEe're less than a candlemark from Haven,” he said, his eyes on the road ahead except for a angle
Sde glance a Mags. “Now, you know what thet is, right?”

Mags nodded. Between his own reading and Ddlen’'s memories, he did indeed know what Haven
was. The capitd of Vaddemar, where the King lived, and where the Herdds were headquartered.
Ddlen's memory dso gave him various views of the city, which must be bewildering and confusing; Mags
could hardly imagine that many people dl crammed together in one place.

“Now, | will get you to the Palace and the new Coallegium. I'll make sure someone takes charge of



you. Whoever it is, obey him. Or her. What | told the Guard is nothing less then the truth; there is a
gtuation to the east that | am the best person to handle, so handleit | mugt. | don't like to abandon you in
asrange place, but | don't have a choice.”

Mags nodded, not redly sure of what he was feding. True, Jakyr was the only person he knew here,
but it wasn't as if Jakyr was his bosom friend. “I'll get by,” he said, snce the Herdd seemed to be
waiting for him to say something.

“Good lad.” That satisfied Jakyr, and he turned his atten-tion back to the road. It occurred to Mags
after afew mo-ments, and somewhat to his surprise, that Jakyr must have come to the concluson tha
Mags was not as supid as he had firg appeared to be.

That made him fed rather good. And that, in turn, was what kept him from panicking a his firgt Sght
of Haven.

Because Dadlen’s memories smply did not convey how overwheming the place was.

He went into a kind of daze after awhile, as Jakyr led him through the dity on a winding path that he
was sure he would never be able to retrace. And it was not just the sheer number of people ather; it
was, as they got deeper into the city, the luxury of the place. He had thought that the Guard Post was
luxurious, and by his standards, it was. But some of the enormous buildings they passed, which Ddlen
informed him were lived in by sngle families and ther servants, nearly stupefied him. More of Ddlen's
memoaries only made it more bewildering. These people had entire rooms as big as the egt-ing hdl of the
Guard Pogt, that they only used to dance in. People dept by themsdves in some of these rooms, sharing
the space with no one ese. There were rooms just for gtting in, rooms just for playing musc in, rooms
that went empty most of the time. And dl these rooms were filled with things He had the concept of
money now, and had a good idea what the “sparklies’ he had been digging out for years were worth, and
to be aware that one ring with one jewd in it that one of these women mostly kept in a box was worth
more than he could ever have made in three lifeimes ...

Hismind just couldn’t quite encompass the idea.

FHndly they came to ahigh wdl, which Ddlen told him surrounded the Palace and the grounds. This
was where the Herads were organized, for the King was dways a Herdd, too. It was where it had been
decided to build atraning center for young Heralds, to match the ones for Bards and Hedlers, so that dl
three sorts of folk could share learning.

And despite what he had been told, in the back of Mags mind, he had somehow pictured something
sitable for—at most—two or three dozen people.

But the scene of organized chaos they rode up to was enough to drive the enormity of the Palace
itdf quite out of hismind for the nonce.

Despite the fact tha it was wel into winter, there were workmen everywhere, but most were
pounding away on two huge, unfinished buildings. There was a third building that looked in use, with
people wearing white, green, red, and gray barging in and out of it. It looked very raw and new.

“That will be the new Heders Collegium,” Jakyr said, pointing toward one of the unfinished
dructures, “And that will be the new Bardic. | hope to blazes they're done by this time next yesr.
Meanwhile, we have dl of you younglings crammed into the one building. Damn and blast Headlers and
Bards to perdition anyway!” He ran his hand through his hair in the firs demondiration of irritability that
Mags had seen from him. “Couldn’t they just have waited—" He broke off and looked over a Mags
with arueful expression. “Never mind me, lad, | go off on arant about this—”

“Aye, you do, Jak, and on any excuse whatsoever.” They both turned their heads at the sound of the
voice, which had been pitched to carry. There was a woman gpproaching them, sauntering dowly toward
them with her arms crossed over her chest. She looked about the same age as Herdd Jakyr, but was
dressed dl in red, with a hooded coat rather than a cloak. “And I'm certain-sure héll hear it dl enough
timesto be sick of it. Is this the new lad that Ddlen caled for help in fetch-ing?’” She nodded a Mags,
and agraying blond curl escaped from her hood at her temple.

Jakyr's expresson went very stony. “Aye, Lita, it is. Now, if you don’t mind, I've—"

“You've got to take him off to Cadlen, and then you have urgent business to be off on,” she
interrupted him, with just a touch of waspishness. “Which was precisdy what you aways have. Lots of



urgent business taking you elsewhere, and none of it keeping you here. Which is why you are in that
saddle and your bed is narrow and cold. Nah, be off with you on your urgent business” she continued,
as Jakyr's expresson went from stony to stunned. “I'll take the boy to Cadlen. You far can't wait to
shake the last of Haven dust from your feet, so be about it. It'd be a sad day when aBard can't extend a
bit of courtesy to anew Trainee”

As Jakyr sat there, looking very much asif he could not make up his mind between going or saying,
she added, “You think I'll eat im? 'Y ou think the leader of the Bardic Circle can't be trusted to take one
Trainee from here to Caglen’s office?’

That made up Jakyr's mind for him. “Thanks, Lita” he managed, as if he was drangling on the
words. “| redly do have—"

“Urgent business, aye, | know,” the woman sighed. “Go, and wind at your back. I'll not wish you ill,
no matter what our differences”

There was no other word to describe Jakyr’ s abrupt de-parture but “fled.” And when he was out of
sght—which happened so quickly that Mags suspected he had ddiberately chosen the route that would
put buildings and trees between them the soonest, the woman looked at Ddlen. “Wdl met, Ddlen,” she
sad, reaching out and giving the Companion a friendly pat on the neck. “So you findly got you a
Chosen?’

Ddlen nodded. She amiled, and then looked up a Mags. And what would your name be, then, lad?’

“Mags” He stared down & her, feding rather dumb-founded. Whatever had just happened here left
him entirdly in the dark.

“Don't mind Jak. He and | have some higtory betwixt us” She sghed. “Not dways good higory,
epecidly toward the parting end of it. And now | can’'t hdp mysdf. Whenever | see him, | goad him.”
She shook her head. “Come dong, well turn Ddlen over to his minders and get you in the hands of
yours” She turned and headed up a stone-bordered, well-swept path, without looking back to seeif he
was going to come aong.

Feding rather asif dl control of everything had been matched out of his hands, Mags dismounted and
followed.

v

Mags sat gingerly on the edge of a short wooden bench. Gingerly, on the edge, because the rest of
the bench was taken up with a huge pile of books with a pillow baanced inexplicably on top. It was,
however, the only available seet in Herald Cadlen’s office, as the rest of the room was dso taken up with
books. Herald Caglen’s amdl desk, however, was immeaculaidy clean, and the blocklike fdlow gazed a
the piles of books with distaste. Mags immediatdy got the sense that Herdd Caglen had not put those
books there himsdf, and the man’s words confirmed that. “I don’'t know why my office should be the
repository of every book that the librarian thinks is too vau-able to keep in the library,” he sad,
aggrieved. “When it was only one or two, or even adozen, | didn't mind ... or & leas, | didn't mind that
much.” He shook his head. “My own fault. I'll deal with it. Now—you would be Ddlen’s new Chosen,
according to Merlita—I didn’t get your name? No, wat a mo-ment—" He opened a drawer, pulled out
ashedf of paper, and leafed through it quickly. “Ah, yes. Mags. Just Mags. Mixed up in that business
withthe mine Well, let's see ...” He red some more. Mags tried not to squirm; his naturd indinetion at
the moment would have been to make himsdf as unob-trusive as possble; Dalen had to keep reminding
him that he was not in trouble, and that Herdd Caglen might have his fedings hurt if Mags tried to hide
from him. “Hmm. Hmm.” He looked up again, and Mags hdd himsdf very 4ill; not quite the paralyss of
fear, but not far from it. “You've probably gathered that we are chronicdly short of room. And, in fact,
there is no room. | haven't got a bed to put you in. And if you were from some other background, |
would never ask you to do this—but would you be willing to deep in the Com-panions stables? Not in a
ddl or anything of that sort,” the Herdd added hedlily. “There are some perfectly good rooms with
hedting that makes them as cozy and warm as anything in this building and as cdean and dl, that the
stableboys use. Bt it is the stable—"



Mags blinked. Here he was, someone who had, a weeks ago, been deegping in a hole under a barn
floor—and this man was asking if he minded degping in a bed, in a warm room, just because it wasin a
dable. “Befing gr,” he said, avoice just above awhisper.

Herdd Cadlen let out ahuge sgh of relief. “Bless you. | pray to the gods that the next Trainee we get
inhere is a Heder or Bard, because finding space for hmwill be Lita's or Paako's problem, not mine
Unless we can get some of you graduated to fidd trids and out of here, | am going to be stacking you
like so many hens in nestboxes atop one another soon.” He went back to his papers, occasiondly
looking up to ask Mags a question. When he had finished, he took out a fresh sheet and began writing on
it, then got up and edged his way around the desk, taking care not to topple over the piles of books.
“Fallow me, then, and I'll get you taken care of. Uniformsfire.”

Right. Uniforms. He had some memories from Dallen about that. He nodded, and followed Herald
Cadlen out of the office and into a building that was clearly hdf finished on the in-side. There were il
workmen putting up wal pands and plagtering the calling.

The borrowed memories sharpened, and he understood what was about to happen when they were
hafway down the corridor. He would be a Herddic Trainee, and he would wear a gray uniform, identicd
to Jakyr's and Caglen’s except for color. That was how they did things here; Trainees—they might as
wel be caled apprentices, redly—wore something in the same color family as the Bards, Heralds, and
Heders, but it was more than enough different to let anyone who saw them know that they weren't
exactly ready to act like the red thing yet.

They went through a set of double doors at the end of the corridor, and then made an abrupt turn to
go down a st of dark little stairs. This brought them to a cramped room piled high with neatly folded
dathing in white and gray. Herald Caglen pulled tunics from the top of piles, held them up against Mags,
muttering to himsdf, refolded and stowed them away again until he found something that met his criteria
At that point, Mags found himsdf burdened with a saggeringly tdl pile of things. “Do those boots fit
you?’” Caelen asked abruptly. Mags peered a him over the top of the clathing.

“Uh—r

“Do they pinch your feet?’

He had to think about that. His feet were so tough, he probably wouldn’t have noticed otherwise.
“Nosdr.”

“Are they fdling off you? Did they rub blisters anywhere?’

Well, that he was sure of. “Nossir. Mebbe abit big ...”

“Wear extra socks, then.” A couple more pairs got tucked under the top of the pile. “Right. Come
with me” He grabbed a couple of cloaks, draped the gray one rather hgphazardly over Mags shoulders
and the pile of dothing, and dung the other, white one around his own neck.

Agan, Caglen set off briskly. Mags stretched hislegs to keep up. They went back up the Sairs, then
outsde via a nearby door, and headed down a path that clearly ended at a stable building. “That's the
Companions stable, and that iswhere you'll beliving,” Caglen explained. “We Il arrange for that now.”

Mags was dowly getting the lay of the place as they headed for the stables, where he had Ieft Ddlen.
The Heradds Coalle-gium was actudly attached to this other building, which wad roughly four or five
times its Sze. The unfinished buildings which he vegudy gathered would be Bardic and Heders
Callegiums, stood aone. The Companions stable was across a big stretch of open area and on the other
dde of abroad lane, of course ... the road that had brought him here was there—

In the stables, he fdt a little more relaxed. Not so many people. Companions dl about. Dallen
peering over the wdl of aloosebox just ahead. He took a deep breath and smiled—they must keep this
place as clean as a room in the Guards barracks, for the only scent in the ar was of crisp straw and
sweet hay, with an undertone of cleean horse. Herald Cagler gave a sharp whisle and waved over
someone who proved to be the Stablemaster. He quickly explained what he wanted and just as quickly
got an answer.

“Aye, I'd just as soon that room there a the end got used. Been a bit of a temptation, that, come
evenin'—empty room, quiet stable, willin' kitchenmaids?” The Stablemaster waggled his eyebrows, and
Cadlen cracked awry amile



“Then | am happy to be able to solve two problems with one solution. Can we get a couple of the
lads here to hep make it livable?’ the Herdd asked.

In answer, it was the Stablemaster’s turn to whistle, and within moments, Mags was heping another
grong fdlow carry a bed in from a storage room, while a second went off for linens and a third carried
out the odds and ends that had been stored there, swept the place, and found a couple of chestsin the
tack room for Mags use. The Stablemaster him-sdf scoured up a table and char and a couple of
lanterns. The room was aready warm, thanks to the brick ovens built into that end of the stables. The
whole end wal was brick, actu-aly; the ovens, according to Ddlen, served two purposes. A certain
amount of cooking and water heeting was done there, but modly, they were there to keep the place
warm. They were fired from outside, and heated the stable and the rooms that the stable workers lived in
with the heated brick rather than the direct heet from the fires. With dl that grain-dust and straw and hay
about, the risk of fire was taken very serioudy, and minimized.

When the furnishings were in place, the room was left to Mags and Herdd Caden, who had
extracted some folded paper and a bit of lead pencil from a pocket, and was writing on it. “All right,
Mags, given where you come from, | am going to assume you know practicaly nothing. Your teachers
will find out quickly enough if that is not the case, and will promote you. So, here is the lig of your
classes”

He handed over the paper to Mags, who took it, puzzled. “Classes, Sr?I’'mt’ go to classes?’

Cadlen looked at him oddly. “What did you think you were here for?’

Mags shrugged. The truth of the matter was he hadn’t thought about it much because thinking about it
only reminded him of how much he couldn’t do. “I dunno, | guess, | figgered ... work? Diggin' snow,
scrubbing floors, belike?’

“How did you think you were going to become a Herdd?’

Mags blinked. “I ... uh ... | guess| figgered ... that was the kind of Herald I'd be. One that does for
the others. Someun t' do th" work, aye? He redly hadn't spent any time dreaming about it a dl.
Despite dl the things that Ddlen had shown him, he had never pictured himself doing the things he knew
Herdds did. It didn't seem ... fitting. After dl, what did he know about law and justice, or fighting, or ...
wdl whatever. He couldn’t do those things. But he could see that the ones that knew how didn’'t have to
worry about other Suff After dl, hadn’t he taken care of the cooking and deaning in the Waydtations?

Cadlen stared a him for a moment then shook his head “No, Mags, what a Herdd does is something
no one ese can do. And you will be doing that, eventudly. But, for right now, you need to learn a great
ded before you know how to do those things, so you will be teking classes”

Mags looked a him dubioudy. But dl he said was, “But who does do dl the deanin’ and things?’
Surdy dl those people busling about weren't here just to take classes?

“We have plenty of people for that, don’t you worry about it.” Herald Cadlen chuckled alittle.

Mags could only think thet it might have been better if they hadn’t had quite so many of those people.
If Herdd Jakyr had ever learned how to cook, maybe he wouldn't be trying to eat haf-burned suff dl
the time now.

He didn't say thet, though, and a moment later, he was glad that he hadn't when he saw the
eye-popping lig of things he was supposed to be learning about ... it seemed utterly impossble. How
could anyone get through al these things and not have his head explode from trying to pour learning into
it?

History, Geography, Mathematics, Riding, Weapons Training, Languages, Mindspeech,
Grammar, Speech ... Thewhole day seemed to be filled with classes ...

“Youll be taking some of those with the Trainees of Bardic and Heder's” Herdd Caden sad,
nodding at the lig. “And you will be taking more and different things as you master these”

Mags stared at the ligt in mingled daion and despair. Elation, because he could not think of a grander
thing than to be able to do nothing dl day but learn things. Despair because he could barely read and
write, he knew nothing about reckoning beyond what he'd learned after Jakyr had rescued him, and he
dready knew how little of the outsde world beyond the fence of Master Col€’'s mine he had even been
aware of. He was going to cover himsdf with shame over this.



“l know it looks formidable, Mags, but you'll do fing” Herald Caelen began, then paused as Mags
looked up a him dumbly. He fatered. “Mags, plenty of younglings arrive here knowing very little”

He mus have continued to look stricken, for Herald Cadlen bit his lip, and sat down on the as-yet
unmade bed. “Mags, the reason we ve started the Collegium is because we have a problem. It used to
be that every Herdd took one or two Train-ees under his or her wing and taught them everything
person-dly. It was like the arrangement between a master and an apprentice. But we can't do that
anymore. There are too many Trainees, and the Heralds are going farther and farther from Haven on their
creuits It's not possble to send an apprentice out of danger, if danger looms. And, more to the point,
there ign't the leisure time to teach you younglings everything you have to know and do the job of a
Herdd a the same time. We have to train you as a group now, and only send you out at the dde of a
mentor when you have everything except the hands-on experience.”

Mags nodded, though he had no red idea what he was agreeing to. He was only now beginning to
grasp how differ-ent his new life was going to be. It was a new life, an entirely new sort of life, and he
fdt as if he had awakened from and deep to find himsdf on the top of a mountain. The view might be
amazing, but he had no idea of how he had gotten here, and more importantly, where he was, how he
was idng to get down, and if he ever managed to do that, what he was supposed to do when he got
down there. It was no longer about just going where Jakyr told him and doing what Jekyr said to do. He
fdt hopeedy adrift.

And dso Flit, asif there were two of him. One, the old Mags, kept thinking, “You can't trust these
people. You can't trust anyone. Why should they help you? They’re leading you on for some reason of
their own.” The other, the one that shared Ddlen’s memories, kept thinking that everything was going to
be fine, and dthough this whole Callegium thing was new to him, to them both, it was a good thing and it
would make everything essier ...

And the old Mags was thinking “Make what easer?’

In the back of hismind, he fdt Ddlen, very quiet. :1 could ... cushion you again. | could help you
to not think about these things.:

He understood then that the cdm he had fdt so far was dl atificd. It was something Ddlen had
imposed on him to hep him ded with dl of these new experiences. And now Ddlen was taking that
avay.

And that waswhen old ... indinct? ... or wasiit experi-ence? ... rescued him. When you don’t know
what to do, do nothing, watch, and wait. He was not cam, but he could pretend to be. He could stay
quiet, not draw atention to him-sdf, and wait to see what happened. People aways reveded what their
intentions were when you did that. Always. When you did nothing, you forced them to act even when
they didn’t intend to.

He sensed Ddlen being startled by this reaction, and made uneasy, as if now it was the Companion
who didn’t under-stand and had no idea of how to react.

Meanwhile, Herdd Caelen, who had no idea of what was going through Mags mind, took his slence
as assent, or something positive a least, and seemed satisfied.

“You'll see,” Herdd Caglen said with confidence. “Jugt giveit time. Now, come dong, and I'll show
you where everything is”

The Herad walked Mags through the buildings, one thing that Mags was very glad to see was a
bathing room like the one in the Guard Post. Another was a huge room devoted entirdy to egting—it was
shared by every person working at this place, so there were people coming and going dl the time. He
saw Trainees of dl three sorts. Bards, Hedlers, and a smattering of Heralds among the blue livery of what
the Herald and his own—or rather Dalen’'s—memories told him were servants of the Palace. There
were everything from very fine looking outfits indeed, finer than anything that Master Cole ever wore, to
very rough dothing that must belong to heavy laborers. And mixed with them were men dso in rough
dothing spattered with paint and plaster, dusted with fine white dust or yelow sawdust. He didn't need
any prompting to know that these were the men working on those two build-ings out there.

There was some separation into like groups, but they dl ate the same food, it seemed, gaing to get it
themselves at a haich, leaving bowls and plates to be cleaned up by boysin that rough blue Palace livery.



For someone who had to learn to navigate the maze of twiding tunnes of a mine, finding his way
around the “dlowed” area was child's play. Herdd Caglen made it very clear that there were places he
was not supposed to go, and Mags had no interest in trespassing. Instead, as he obediently went about
where he was directed, collecting the things he was told he would need and bringing them back to a
room that was going to be dl his, shared with no one, he committed to memory every hbit of the buildings
and grounds that he was alowed in. And as he did so, another strange thing began to happen.

He knew this place. He knew many of the people he saw. He knew them, because Ddlen knew
them.

It was disorienting in a sense to share Ddlen’s memories now, for these were not just the memories
of puting name and purpose to things he didn't recognize, these were imme-diate and persona
memories. Ddlen had lived here for a very long time, it seemed. It was a shock to recognize people he
didn't know, and to sense Ddlen’'s memoaries jugt waiting to be brought out. And every time tha
happened, it eroded his certainty that people could not be trusted, that these people were cartainly hiding
something dire and sooner or later he would find it out.

Not dl the memories were “good.” He would have distrusted that, now that he was thinking for
himsdlf, everything that seemed so perfect only darmed him the more. Except ... ex-cept ... these were a
lifeime of memories, or a least, enough to equd his lifetime. How could you make dl of that up?

So as he made up his room—nhis room, with a door he could laich from the indde or the
outsdel—he thought about dl of this. As he dipped in as unobtrusvely as possible to eat and clean up,
he thought about it. And when he lad himsdf down in his bed, degping done for the fird time in his
memory, he thought about it. How ... why this had happened, he could not begin to imagine—but
happen, it had. And he was forced to come to the concluson, by himsf, that nothing in the world was
redly the way he had dways thought it was.

Sill, he trod warily. He woke to the firgt bell, dressed for the firg time in one of his new uniforms
and again dipped in quidly to get food, and eat it Stting in the most remote corner he could find,
watching everything and everyone as he did so. However, he was not permitted to remain in obscurity.

He noted the approach of an older boy in Trainee Grays immediately, as the fdlow did not swerve
off to join his pre-sumed friends at any of the tables populated manly by gray tunics. And when, to his
adam, he sensed that the boy was looking for him, it was dl he could do to keep from bolting. He told
himsdf firmly there was no reason to run.

Ddlen, usng an admonishing tone, echoed that thought. :No one here is your enemy yet, Mags.
This boy is just going to show you where things are.:

:But | know where things are!: he protested, findly mindspesking comfortably with his companion.
He couldn’'t hear Ddlen’s snort, but he could sense it eesly enough.

Too late for anything more, the rangy, rawboned blond boy stopped at his table and gave hm a
friendly nod. “Trainee Mags?’

Mags ducked his head by way of answer. That seemed enough for the boy.

“I'm here to show you about.” He took a scrap of paper out of a pocket and perused it. “Your firg
cdasssat Old Bardic. You done?

By way of answer, Mags stood up, plate, bowl and cup in hand. Taking that as a “yes” the boy led
the way out of the building.

More of Ddlen’s memories guided him. It seemed tha the buildings once occupied by the Bardic
and Hedlers Collegia were being replaced. Classes were ill being held in “Old” Bardic Collegium; it
would not be torn down until the replacement was finished. It was set very near the Palace, and was a
third the Sze of the new building being constructed to take its place.

The Bards, from what Mags had learned from Ddlen, actu-dly had had a Collegium here fird. It had
been the firg Col-legium here, as the Heders had origindly been happy enough to train other Heders
wherever student and teacher happened to be, and the Herdds had ther own system of gpprentice and
mentor. Then the Heders built their own andl Collegium, modlly just to train dl the loca Heders in
Haven, but o to get especidly gifted Hedlers specid advanced training. But when far, far too many
new Herads began appearing for the old system of master and protégé to work, and it had been decided



that the Heralds needed a Collegium of their own, suddenly the Hedlers wanted expansion, too, and the
Bards inssted on a much bigger one than they had. And both Circles got ther demand, but snce there
were only so many skilled workmen in Haven to build such large structures, it was going to take three
times longer to build them dl.

According to Ddlen, this had given rise to some aggrieved fedings anong the Herdds, who were
annoyed a their perceived overcrowding, though to Mags mind, they didn't have a great ded to
complain about. Still, there were bad fedings on the part of some toward the Bards, who were thought of
as being greedy, and who—it was presumed—had aso egged the Heders into demanding a Collegium
of their own.

Ddlen didn’t know the truth or fasehood of that last. All he knew was that some among the Heralds
were definitely holding a grudge.

As for “Old” Bardic, it was definitdy going to be taken down, as was “Old” Heders. The King
wanted the space for pleasure gardens for the courtiers and dl of these new Train-ees to use.

The place certainly looked old, worn, and tired, Mags thought as he followed hisguideingde. A long
corridor stretched the length of the building, with doors dl dong it. Wood floors were black with age,
and the floorboards worn, ggping in some places, cracking in others. Walls of white plaster showed
spiderweb cracks. The ceiling, also of aged wood, was blacker than the floor from the soot of countless
candles and lamps. The building itsdf mus have shifted dightly over the years, snce nothing quite sat
true. Doors wouldn't close properly, windows wouldn't open, and there were Sgns of extensive repairs.

Mags—the old Mags—would never have noticed these things The old Mags would smply have
been grateful that he was ingde four walls, in a building with heet in it, and not out in the snow. The new
Mags did, wondering if the building was actudly becoming dangerous, and found himsdf in sympathy
with the Bards.

“Heré s the class” Mags guide said abruptly, stopping in front of a polished, blackened wooden
door with the number “threg’ onit, cast of age-tarnished brass. “All the rest of *em are on this corridor.
Got your lig?’

Dumbly, Mags pulled it out.

“Good, the numbers are next to the name, see?’ He pointed to the rdevant column. “You just go in
the room with that number on it whent the time comes for your next class”

The boy didn’t stay for Mags reply; instead, he turned and headed for another room, as, suddenly,
doors a either end of the corridor burst room, and a flood of people in gray, rust, and dark green came
pouring in through them. Mags hadtily pulled the door open and ducked insde the designated room.

It was arranged with rows of benches and narrow tables, a larger table a the front and a fire in the
fireplace at the front. Front would be the most desirable seets; farly certain of that, Mags took a seat at
the rear, near the windows, figuring to be ignored.

It was afutile hope, of course. He was new, and everyone in the class dready knew each other. He
got plenty of curious looks as they filed in, and the knowing one from the adult who was presumable the
ingructor, a wizened alittle fellow in Herald Whites.

When the rest had dl settled on ther benches, the ingructor cleared his throat and got indant
attention. “Our newcomer is Trainee Mags,” the man said Smply, in an aged voice that was nevertheless
firm and strong. “You may al sudy him at leisure later. Turn your atention now, please, to the fourth
chapter of our text.”

The others dl pulled books. The ingructor asked some question of one the Bardic boys dressed in
rugt. The Trainee stood up to make a long answer for it—Mags understood neither the question nor the
answer, but while the youngster was taking, the ingtructor pulled battered old book out from under his
desk, walked back to Mags and dropped it in front of him. When the Trainee was done, the instructor
nodded. “Wel put, Brion. Very wel put. Mags, we are currently on Chapter Four. By the time we reach
Chapter Five, | expect you to be caught up. Now, Tre, what can you tdl me about—"

Taking this as atacit order to begin reading, Mags opened the book and concentrated on the words
in front of him. At least this higory book did not assume he knew anything about the hisory of
Vaddemar. Possbly because it began be-fore there actudly was a Vademar.



And it was nothing like as dry as some of the books he had looked & in the library of the Guard
Post. He was able to ignore the curious glances, even though he certainly was not reading as fast as they
could. At least he could read now.

He watched the others as the bel for dismissa rang, and saw that they had picked up their books
and were taking them away with them. Assuming he should do the same, he tucked it awkwardly againg
his chest, and went looking for his next class.

If he had been under the impression that it would be easy to st and learn things—as opposed to
chipping sparklies out of rock—he was swiftly disabused of the notion. By the time the lig in his pocket
sad he was to get something to esat, his head was spinning, and he fdt asif he would rather be chip-ping
gparklies out of rock. He dso had a pile of five books to ded with, and redized he had better get a bag
for them like the others seemed to be carrying.

He ate without tasting his lunch, because dthough the afternoon was going to be devoted to physica
rather than mentd work, he was a bit dubious about hdf of it. “Weapons dass’ ... hed never been
alowed a wegpon before. He was pretty sure he was going to be awful a it, and just as had happened
back at the Guard Post, the mere idea of taking up a weapon made him shake insde.

Not that his other classes didn't make him shake indde for a different reason; to be honest, if he
hadn’'t had a couple young fdlows in his classes who were just as mud-ignorant as he was, he'd have
been mightily discouraged. But they were, so he wasn't.

The other thing that kept him from being discouraged was that so far nobody was meking fun of
him—or worse—for being so behind. That was ardief, dl the more so for being un-expected. Again, he
hed been blindsded by people being—

:Decent?: Ddlen suggested, as he changed into the suggested “outfit for wegpons work” that had
been given him. :Humane? Reasonable and kind?:

‘WHll, aye,: he admitted rductantly, pulling on trews with legsther patches at the knees, and a tunic
mede of heavy canvas.

There was amoment of deep quiet, then Ddlen added something ese. :You know that all Heralds
are linked to their Companions as you and | are, right? And all Companions are linked as well:

:Aye.: That had been pretty obvious once he and Ddlen began sharing memories.

:S0 given that, why would any Herald do anything to cause distress to another Herald?: Ddlen
asked forcefully. :Doing so would cause distress to that Herald’'s Companion, which would spread
to the other Companions, and eventually get back to him! It's like that old saying, “ cutting off
your nose to spite your neighbor.” True, your neighbor then has a very ugly thing to have to look
at, day in, day out—but you have all the pain of cutting your nose off! Do you see what | mean?:

Mags blinked. He certainly did. And more, that coiled serpent of suspicioninhisbely saw it, too. He
scratched his head in thought. :Makes sense,: he ventured.

:Good. Then keep reminding yourself of that. And go ap-proach Beren and Lyr. The three of
you should go to Herald Grevien and ask him for extra tutoring. Don’'t worry; he will grumble,
but he will also tutor you in other things, like maths. But if you don't ask for the help, you won't
get it. You'll see them both at weapons class.:

Mags had the feding thet if he didn’t do as Dalen suggested, he was not going to get any rest on the
subject, so the firg thing he did was approach both the boys before the class began and suggested it.
Thankfully, they were both younger than he was, if they had been older, he would have been ter-rified to
tak to them. But Beren and Lyr, who, it turned out, were old friends from some place in the wild hills
where no one knew how to read and write, took this suggestion with rdief and exuberance, grabbed it
with both hands, and Beren immediatdy volunteered to approach the Herdd himsdf at dinner. Mags fdt
limp-kneed with relief of hisown a that. He promised he would stick around until Beren had an answer
and atime and place for these extra studies, and that was when the Weaponsmaster showed up.

These classes were hdd in another separate building caled the “sdle” a huge barnlike place with one
wadl lined with something that Mags had never seen before—and would have waked draght into if
Beren hadn’'t grabbed himintime.

Glass mirrors.



Beren explained them to him hurriedly, but then the Weaponsmaster interrupted them.

“Isthis necessary, Beren?’ the wiry little man asked, look-ing them both sharply up and down. Beren
was not in the least intimidated, though Mags shrunk back as far as he could.

“Aye, that, drrah,” the boy replied, in a drawl that Mags understood only because he lisened so
closdy. “Lessye be wantin' t' replace ' nother mirroar.”

“Ah, like that is it?” The Weaponsmaster turned to Mags, who wished he could hide from those
penetrating black eyes. “I’ve not been briefed on you yet, Trainee. Y ou're from where?’

“Madger Cole Pieters mine gr,” Mags whispered.

“I meant what part of Vademar.” The look the man gave him made him wish he was invisble His
knees began to shake.

But then—suddenly—the Weaponsmaster blinked and looked off to one side. He stared a the wall
for amoment, then nodded and turned back to Mags. “I beg your pardon, Trainee. | have been briefed
now. I’d like you to stand over there while | sort the rest of the students out, if you please.”

Mags was only too happy to move over into a corner, avay from the mirrors, while the teacher
paired everyone up, more or less. He had a couple of people left over, so those he assigned to one of the
pars with orders to do—well, something—and the three of them take it in turns. He surveyed the room
for amoment until he was satisfied that dl was going well, and only then did he return to Mags.

“Now,” the Weaponsmaster said, his voice firm, but not quite so hard. “I am mogt put out that
Cadlen didn't tdl me about you yesterday. Evidently, it didn't occur to him that | needed to know you
hadn’t set your hand to anything in an offensive capacity in your life. Thisis not dtogether bad; you won't
have to unlearn anything. | trust you are not going to be upset because | set you to work with a
snglegtick instead of a sword?’

Since Mags only knew what a anglestick was because the image of one obligingly appeared in his
mind courtesy of Da-len, he shook his head dumbly.

“Good. | expect you'll be working with it for some time to come.” The Wegponsmaster drew him
farther over to the sde of the room, where there was a padded pole, and handed him a thick, sraight
dick aslong as his hand and forearm, picking up another himsdf. “Now, watch me, and do as | do.”

It was not the most exciting thing Mags had ever done, hitting the pole in places where the padding
hed been marked with red paint, over and over and over in a series of repetitive patterns. In fact, it was
not much worse for boredom than chipping sparklies. But dl that careful chipping had given him pretty
good control over where and how hard he hit things, and the Weaponsmaster seemed pleased enough
with him. Most importantly, to Mags mind, he had not been required to do anything that involved rasng
his hand to another person.

A big pole, he could hit, and not have the sense that he was going to be punished for it. Especidly
when he took care to not think of the pole as anything other than a pole. He was maosily hitting it in the
right places when they dl broke up to go off for riding lessons.

Theriding lessons, however, began with saddling lessons. Mags was dtogether shocked to discover
that Beren and Lyr were utterly cludess about how to put on any of the tack. Couldn’t their Companions
tdl them?

:Ah, actually, no,: Ddlen replied, & Mags mentd query. :Not everyone has Mindspeech.
Certainly not as clear as you share with me. No, Beren Fetches and Lyr is a FarSeer, which does
very little for him being able to put on a saddle. And until their Companions turned up, neither of
them had ever seen anything larger than a goat:

Wil ... that was interesting. Through Dalen, he had a good idea of what a Fetcher and a FarSeer
did. It occurred to him that if the kiddies had had such tdents among them, they could have lived a great
dedl better.

But no matter. He waited quietly while the stablehands patiently showed the two what they should
be doing, and then mounted up at the Sgnd. He was obvioudy not the worst in the class, and certainly
not the best, so as a consequence he was left done with Ddlen for the Companion to continue his riding
ingruction.

And s0 ended hisfirg day as a Trainee. After supper, he waited while Beren arranged for the specia



tutoring, then retreated to his warm litle room with his books to study until he couldn’'t keep his eyes
open anymore. And then, with the latch did across the door, feding safe for the fird time, ever, he dept.
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He stayed quiet, very quigt, indl his classes, a meds, he took a seet as far from everyone ese as he
could and pre-tended to be engrossed in hisfood, or in a book, once he red-ized it was not forbidden to
bring them to the table. He went straght to his room when his day was finished and chose times when no
one else was udng the bathing room to get clean. Even in the tutoring sessions he never spoke until he
was spoken to. If he spoke more than a handful of words in a day outsde of being asked direct
questions, it was a rar-ity. People seemed indined to leave him done, which suited him completely; he
wanted to watch them and ligen. There was a war indde him, a war in which everything he had ever
learned about people fought desperately with everything that Ddlen was tdling him. He wanted Ddlen to
be right ... but he feared the consequences if Dalen was wrong.

After severd days, he dill hadn’t seen or heard anything to make him think that Dallen was mistaken.
But dl of hisingincts ill kept him wary, and he only redly fet relaxed when he shot the bolt home on his
room, locking himsdf in. That lock represented the firg time he had ever been able to keep anyone away
from him, and he could have kissed it. Its mere presence dlowed him to degp more deeply than he ever
hed in hislife

Ddlen had been moved to the loose-box right outside his door, another measure of protection that
dlowed him to deep soundly through the night without Ddlen’s mentd intervention.

But, oh, the amount of learning he was having to cram into his head; sometimes it seemed as if his
skull was going to burst. It wasn't that he didiked it! Oh, no. This was like meet and drink to him. Every
new lesson seemed to open up a little more of his mind, and he actudly fet starved for the knowl-edge.
But there was so much of it thet if he had not been sc physicaly exhausted by the end of every day, he
would have been ungble to degp with his brain abuzz with new information, new thoughts, and new
idess.

After the fird two days, they had taken the measure of his learning—or perhaps the depth of his
ignorance—and had canceled some of the classes he had been supposed to take in favor of extra
sessons of tutoring. Somewhat to his surprise he was not the only one getting the extra atention; the
hap-less Beren and Lyr were aso the recipients of specid atten-tion, as wel as a fourth, a Bardic-trainee
named Cdlin, who had the voice of an angd and could play virtudly anything by ear on his harp, who
made up meodies as eadly as breathing, and who was utterly and completdly illiterate, without even the
basic reading lessons Mags had gotten at the mine. They were taught, not by a Herad, but by a woman
named Lilli, who wore the Palace livery of dark blue and slver. Whatever her function was in the King's
service, she was a good teacher, patient with ther fumbling and ready with an explanation.

By his fourth day, dl morning was spent in classes, hdf of the afternoon in riding and weaponry
traning, and the rest of the afternoon and early evening after supper with the tutor. By the end of the
week, it fdt like routine, dthough a routine that, in its way, was just astiring as the work in the mine.

He spent every waking moment when he was not & work in some way waiching dl the people
around him and wait-ing to seeif there were any indications that dl was not as it appeared. Between that
and classes and tutoring, he had so many things buzzing around ingde his mind when he went to bed that
he was sure he would never degp—but he was so tired from dl the thinking and the work under the eyes
of the Riding Master and Weaponsmaster that he did, as soon as his own eyes closed.

Nor was he dlowed ful respite from the work even when he dept. Ddlen had a thing or two to
impart to imin dreams, and that was exactly what his Companion did. Since he was not getting lessons
yet in this business of hearing the thoughts of other people, Ddlen had taken it upon himsdf to provide
the indruction. Mags might have thought himsdf rather overworked and ill-used—since not even Master
Cole had invaded his dreams of a night—except that the way he kept overhearing what people were
thinking was beginning to become uncomfortable. It was one thing to get vague hints of generd intentions;
that was useful and didn't leave Mags open to knowing things he would rather not. It was quite another



to be keeping his eye on someone, only to hear, as dearly asif the fdlow had shouted it, just how much
the man wanted get the gpprovd of a certain favored tavern wench, and exactly what he wanted to do if
he got it. And if anyone was worried about something, redly worried that is, Mags got an earful of it even
if he wasn’t concentrating on that person.

Thanks to Ddlen’stimdy lessons, that wasn't going to happen again. Ddlen had taught him how to
do something the Companion cdled “shidding,” and Mags was never going to eavesdrop on anyone's
private thoughts unless he wanted to and he was very, very sure that it would take alot more motive than
curiogty for him to want to. It had made him fed rather happy, though, when Dallen praised him for how
quickly he had mastered the mentd discipline it took to keep those unwanted thoughts out. It turned out
to be not that difficult for someone who was used to concentration—and it certainly took concentration
to be adle to chip a tiny sparkly from its bed of rock without destroying it. Ddlen promised that
eventudly, this would dl become second nature to him, so much so that he would never think about it
anymore.

By the time two weeks had passed, he settled into a rou-tine that suited him. Knowing that he was
behind, but dso knowing that he was doing his best to catch up, the teach-ers left im to himsdf to do so,
dthough they expected him to pay close atention to their lectures in the classsoom and what the tutor
sad as he and the others met in that empty classroom.

And so, on yet another icy morning, he found himsdf tucked unobtrusively at the back of the History
classsoom doing his best to understand what was being discussed—tregties, agreements, aliances.
Without the background, he was pretty wel logt, and he left the class feding as if everyone there had
been spesking another language entirely.

He dipped into the next classsoom behind some of the others—as usud, a mix of Trainees from
Herddic, Bardic and Hedlers —and took his usud sedt, il feding vagudy unsettled. But no sooner had
the lagt of the students dropped into his place, when someone in Hedler Greens popped his head through
the door. This was unusud enough behavior to stop the buzz of idle conversation cold.

“Your indructor has had the poor taste to contract a rather nasty case of somach disorder,” the
Heder sad, with awry amile “I'll thank the rest of you not to do the same. You will be seeing him in
another few days, come back here as usud tomorrow and well have found a subgtitute. Meanwhile,
congder yoursdves dismissed.”

The Heder vanished again, leaving the students a bit dumbfounded. Findly, someone at the
front—Mags didn’t see who—gathered up his books and bolted for the door. It didn’t take long for the
rest to follow him.

Mags was the last to leave, and stood in the hdlway for along time, trying to make up his mind what
to do next. Ddlen was no help; the Companion was otherwise occupied; Mags got the impresson that he
and aknot of his equine friends were enjoying a good gossip. Findly, for lack of a better god, he went
out the door nearest “old’ Heders Collegium and some of the herb gardens.

The new Herddic Trainees were a livdy sociable bunch, and that left Mags right out. He could
scarcdy bring himsdf to tak to any of them, because mogt of the time he didn’'t know what to say. He
had nothing in common with them; no parents, no sblings. Nothing he Ieft behind with regrets—he
catanly had no fond memories of the ming When they weren't taking about each other or the Herdds
who were ther teachers, most of them traded reminiscences of home, so what would he have told them?
Chances were they wouldn't beieve him about his life anyway, and if they did, wdl, the idea of beng
pitied felt uncomfortable,

Intheir leisure, they often got together with other Trainees for impromptu snging and dancing. Many
of them seemed to be musdans, and he wondered where they found the time to practice! He never
learned to play anything, of course, never earned to dance, never heard anty musc but the drunken
braving of the Pieters family on the rare occasions when they celebrated anything. The Trainees were
not the only ones who gathered for impromptu fun; the Heralds often came down to Companions Stable
to do the same, according to the stablehands. They hadn't yet, but Mags had passed by the Trainees
rooms or even a classroom before he went to bed, on hisway back from the library, and heard the other
Trainees laughing and taking and Snging together. He didn't precisdy fed left out—it was more that he



fdt asif he smply didn't understand them.

The Guards had done much the same thing, actudly, when the day was done. He didn’'t understand
them ether. He had fdt awkward, as if he should want to join them, should want to do what they were
doing—hut his head wouldn’t quite shape itsdf to what they were doing, and dl he could do was gawk
and try to figure out what they were laughing about.

Sometimes he noticed that the Trainees would play games, or tdl stories, even over meds or when
waiting their turn a something. He had seen gambling games, but of course never had the leisure to play
them, and the only stories he knew were about the mine ... not a good choice for tdling, even if he had
been indined to do so.

Until now, the height of his ambition had been to go to deep with afull belly. They were as strange to
hm as if they were some sort of exotic bird. He fdt as if he moved among them like a ghost; they
scarcdly registered his presence and none of them seemed to even remember his name without prompting
from a Companion.

So, gifted with this unexpected hit of free time ... he found he had nothing with which to fill it. On the
other hand, the one thing he had not done yet was explore around the Colle-gia; he had been so busy
that he hadn’'t seen much outside of his classrooms, the sdle, the riding grounds, the eating hdl and the
stables. Curiosity was not encouraged a the mine, but now he dowly fdt it stirring. There would be no
harm in looking about a bit.

There was nothing to see in the Hedlers herb gardens everything was under a cover of mulch and
snow, and in the gray light that filtered through the heavy clouds, there was nathing to distinguish it from
an ordinary, snow-covered hummocked fidd.

But the gardens around Old Bardic Collegium, in back of the building itsdf, were a litle more
enticdng. Bards, it seemed needed ingpiraion from nature, and even in winter the gar-dens were
interesting, a kind of tamed wilderness, dotted with secluded places to st, lit even at this hour with a
variety of outdoor lanterns. It was the very opposite of everything Mags was familiar with. These gardens
were not utilitarian, the way the herb and vegetable gardens were; they were not lad out in formd
patterns as the ones nearer the Palace were. But they were dso utterly unlike Companion’s Fidd, which
was jud that, a fidd dlowed to grow wild, with groves of trees and spreading bushes. Mags had never
actudly wandered about in there before; he had ways been too busy during the day, and a night deep
hed seemed preferable to sumbling around on haf-lit snowy paths. Especialy when he had overheard no
few of the Trainees making plans to meet there after dark with someone. It seemed unlikdy that he would
run into a couple dobbering over each other by daylight, though, so he decided to explore further.

He hadn't penetrated very far past the boundaries when he heard something. For a moment, he
stood quite dill, trying to identify it. After a moment, he redized what it was.

Muffled sobs. Someone—a girl by the high voice—was crying.

More grongly than ever before, he was torn between his old sdf and the new one—the person he
used to be might have turned his back on whoever was weeping and pretended he knew nothing about it.
After dl, this was some stranger. Right? It was no one he had any obligation to. He would not st in
trouble if he ignored her. Why should he care if some strange girl was arying? How could it possibly
metter if he walked away?

But the “new” Mags—that boy could not walk away. Not a those heartbroken sobs in his ears.

On the other hand, if this girl, whoever she was, was not done, then him barging in there would not
be good. She might be a girl friend. Worse, she might be with a boy friend. The boy might be the one
who was making her cry. Or he might be trying to comfort her.

S0 he caefully let his protections thin a little. Then a little more. Findly, when he could dmly sense
her thoughts, dthough it was like hearing a voice so far in the distance that he could not make out the
words, only the anguished tone, he dlowed his senses to check the area around her.

Nothing. Not even the “dive-but-blank” feding he got from someone who was shidding his thoughts
too.

‘What are you doing, Mags?: Ddlen mugt have sensed enough to pull his atention away from the
rest of hisfriends.



:I’'mgoing to find out if I can help,: he replied, feding even more awkward, if possible.

There was dlencein his head for amoment. :1t isn't a He-raldic Trainee,: Ddlen sad cautioudy :I
would be very careful if | were you. It could be the daughter of someone highborn in the Court.
She'd not appreciate your help. Especially not if she is lovelorn or something of the sort. She
won't appreciate you coming in and wanting to know her private affairs.:

He gave a menta shrug, but Dalen wasn't finished. :She might even be insulted. Some of the
highborn are rather ... touchy about being approached by someone who is not of their rank and
class:

Ddlen' s tone conveyed a certain res-ignation. Much as | would prefer otherwise, there are those
who believe that their blood entitles them to look down on the rest of humanity.:

:Even a Herald?: he asked.

Ancther moment of silence. :In some cases, expecidly a Herald.:

Inaway, that statement came as ardief rather than other-wise. So the Herdds didn’t get dong with
everyone. Or rather, not everyone saw them as an undloyed blessng from the gods. That, to Mags
mind, was far more redigtic than the “everyone adores the Herdds’ image he had been getting from
Ddlen and everyone ese in Whites or Grays. Inginctively, he had been certain that could not be the
case. In his experience, life was not just an gpple with a worm in it, it was an gpple tha was modly
worm, and one could only hope to pick free bits of gpple. So here was the worm, or perhaps, many
worms, revedled at last.

:But such people are few!: Ddlen dl but bleated.

:The more reason to know they're there, and who they are.: He began working his way into the
gardens, guided by the sound of sobbing. :You don’t have to tell me now who they are, just warn me
when there’'s one about: He might have added more, except a that moment he rounded a dump of
three evergreens to find himsaf practicaly face-to-face with a young girl, dark-haired, thin, and smdler
even than Mags, with a dead rabhit in her lap.

:Don't!: Ddlen shouted in his mind, before he could say anything. And rightly so, because Mags
impulse on being presented with a dead rabbit was to ask when she was going to cook it and did she
need help in skinning and gutting it. Not that long ago, a dead rabbit would have been cause for the
nearest thing he and the rest of the kiddies knew as a feast. He would have welcomed a dead rabbit with
dl his heart, but the only ones he had ever seen were going into the Pieters' kitchen.

Asfor himsdf, Mags had eaten dead crows, dead sparrows—even a dead cat, once ... it was amost
second nature to think of any beast only as a potential medl.

Which, he knew in the next moment, would have been a terrible, and very hurtful thing to say. You
didn’t stroke the fur of your dinner the way this girl was petting the dead rabbit. And you certainly didn't
weep over it the way she was doing. And now, here, he found himsaf thinking of one of the other
kiddies, a creature of indeterminate gender that had attached itsdf to one of the barn cats, and the cat to
it. The Pieterses did not have “pets’ as such—every animd in ther lives was ether food or a beast of
some use. But the child and the cat had been dmost inseparable until the child took ill the past winter and
died. And the cat had vanished.

He coughed dightly to dert her to his presence. She looked up, huge brown eyes bloodshot, tears
pouring down her deli-cate face, and that was when he noticed that she was wearing the rust-red uniform
of a Bardic Trainee, and he fdt some of Ddlen's anxiety ease. “Hey,” he sad awkwardly. “I heard ye.
Y e maybe should go indde. Y er gonna get cold out here like this—"

She stared a him blankly, then sobbed. “He's dead! went back to my room to feed him, and he's
dead!” Anything more she might have said was logt in the torrent of sobs that followed.

Awkwardly, Mags sat down on a garden seat opposite her

“They don’ live very long,” he suggested. “Mebbe ’twas histime—" Not the most tactful of things to
say, perhaps, but &t least it didn’'t cause her to cry harder.

“He wasn't very old!” she sobbed, stroking the rabbit's brown fur. “He was only four!” Mags
grimaced. Heredly didn’t think rabbits lived much longer than that; certainly that seemed to be about the
average life for a cat around the Pieterses mine, and cats were about the same Sze as rabhbits. But the



young girl wasn't done. “M-m-my best friend Kdey gave him to me; she found a nest a-a-and gave
Bumper to meto k-k-keep me c-c-company.”

Mags furrowed his brows. “Keep ye company? Why?’

“Everyone & h-homeis dways so b-busy,” she replied, head down, voice muffled. “Kaey had to go
to w-work at the inn, s-so she didn’t have t-time anymore.” The girl looked up a him for just a moment,
then back down again, flushing, and broke into sobs again.

Mags was freezing, but gamdy remained. “I don’t know anyone here,” the girfl said forlornly. “And
|—I—I am not redly good at meeting people.”

Mags contemplated the irony of that statement, given that he was so bad a medting people he could
just aswdl have been invishle

“S-so when | asked if | c-could bring Bumper, they said yes” She paused for another spate of tears,
and pulled a square of white cloth from her deeve to dry them with.

Outwardly, he probably seemed cdm. Inwardly, he was beginning to panic. :What do | do now?: he
begged Ddlen. He fdt himsdf floundering. Now that he had gotten himsdlf involved in this girl’s grief, he
didn't fed as if he should extricate himsdf, but he dso didn't know how to react to it. Some
mostly-smothered indinct said comfort her, but how did you do that? Hed never fdt that much
attachment for another human being as to weep over him, so how was he to sympathize with such an
outpouring of grief over what to anyone ese would have been afeature at dinner?

“Now I'mdl done” she sobbed into the cloth.

“Ah, nah, yer a Bardic gd, no?" he responded, before Ddlen got a chance to prompt him. “Ye gots
lots of friends, surdy—"

“No, | don't!” she cried. “I don't have any friendd How could | have, when Tobias Marchand is my
father?’

She sad that as if she expected that answered dl questions. Mags brow crinkled, but Ddlen
answered him before he could voice the obvious question.

:Tobias is a very famous Bard,: Ddlen told him, sounding suppressed. :1've heard he can play
almost every instrument thereis, and do it brilliantly—and his songs are popular in at least three
countries besides Valdemar. And, besides that, he s supposed to be a smply amazing and witty
man, able to hold a conversation on just about any subject. | had no idea he had a daughter—;

“Wel, yer Da can make sure yer looked out for, no?’ he ventured.

She looked up, sricken. “Oh, no!” she whispered. “No. No, | couldn’t cdl on my father. And
anyway, | hadly know him He never spent much time with us, he was much too busy. He's too
important for someone like me to bother.”

Ddlen reacted to this with indignation, dthough it seemed perfectly sensble to Mags. Cole Pieters
boys knew better than to bother him with anything that did not have to do directly with the running of the
ming, for ingance ...

Underneeth her words, with his protections down, Mags was getting a running match of her thoughts
to her words and he felt more and more a sympathy with her with ever, passng moment, for dl tha they
seemed o0 dissmilar. For the past several weeks since her ariva, she had been too shy to open her
mouth except to sng—and in any event, dl of the Bardic Trainees a or near her own age dready had
estab-lished groups of friends. She shrank from the mere thought of trying to penetrate those
apparently-closed ranks. And as for her teachers ... she was intimidated, not by them, but by how much
they expected of her. She was laboring under the burden of her father’s reputation, and thet terrified her.

In fact, the memory of that firg interview was dways lurk-ing in the back of her mind.

“ S0 you are young Lena Marchand.”

“Yes, gir.” The face of the Dean of Bardic Collegium looked down gravely at her. She bobbed
her head awkwardly. Lita Darvalis had a formidable reputation; she had kill, Creativ-ity, and
the Gift, all three. Even her father looked up to her with respect, which didn’t happen often.

“We expect great things of you, Lena.” She smiled, but the words practically paralyzed Lena.
“You have a formidable legacy behind you.”

Oh, yes. And how could she ever, ever begin to measure up to that legacy? She wanted to fall



to the ground and moan in despair. Instead, she shook Lita’s hand, and went to collect her things
and be conducted to a room.

The memories and the desperation behind them flooded over him. Here was someone who was
feding just as out of place as he was, and just as unworthy. Suddenly, he didn’t fed quite so done.

Poor kiddie. She scarcely knew her father any more than Mags knew his, and they were expecting
her to be some kind of younger copy of him. Mags sensed Ddlen dl but splut-tering with indignetion;
Mags ignored him. “If ye need a frien’, Lena ...” he said, dowly, the unfamiliar word leaving a strange,
but pleasant, sensation behind it, “I ¢'ud be yer frien'. If ye want.”

He expected her to look away and palitdly decline. After dl, it wasn't as if he had anything worth
offering to someone like her. So her reaction surprised him.

“You would? You could?” Two bright pink spots appeared on her tear-blotched cheeks. “You'd
redly be my friend?’

“l guess everyone' d beiif they knew ye,” he haf-mumbled, garing down at his hands. “Uh ... | guess
poor o’ Bumper there—"

“l wanted to bury him,” she replied, choking down a sob. “But the ground is so hard—"

He dmost laughed. “Might not know much,” he offered, but | know diggin'. If yer not too partic’lar
about where, I'll get ye ahole” When she nodded, he went off to the garden-er’s shed and came back
with a pickax and a shovd. And of course Mags did know digging; after scraping back the snow in
severd places and examining the ground closdy, he found a spot under a bush that was mostly mulch,
and softer than the ground around it. With the pick and shove, he man-aged to dig a little hole; the girl
caefully wrapped her rabbit inher scarf and lad it in the bottom, then looked at him expectantly.

-You should say something, Mags,: Ddlen prompted.

He gulped. What should he say? He was not good with words at the best of times. Findly, he hit his
lip and tried to think of what she might want to hear.

“He was a good rabbit,” Mags began desperatdly. “An’ he was a friend when Lena needed one.
Reckon that’s how ye knows a friend, they be there when ye need 'em.” He paused. “An’ Lendll miss
him. Lots”

Lena burgt into tears again, though it did not seem to be because of anything he said or hadn’t said.
He shoveled the mulch back on top of the little body while she sobbed, and patted it flat with the shove.

“Best go back indde,” he advised her. “Yer goin't’ get sick, out here in the cold.”

She nodded, and with drooping head and sagging shoul-ders turned to go back to the building. But
then she stopped, and looked back at him, tears il dipping down her cheeks.

“Where can | find you later?’

“Uh— got aroom. In Companions Stable. Uh—I'm Mags.”

She nodded gravely. “Thank you, Mags. And thank you for being my friend.”

And with that, she disappeared into the building.

Mags put his protections back up.

:Class,: prompted Ddlen, just as the bdl rang for the change. With a 9gh, Mags gathered up his
forgotten books and went back on his schedule.

He redly did not expect to see Lena again, despite offering to become her friend. It was one thing for
her to have flung hersdf on the mercy of a strange Trainee when she was so didraught. It was quite
another for her to actudly seek him out and take him up on that offer.

So he went on to hisriding practice and weapons practice without giving much thought to her.

He had found over the last couple of days, somewhat to his own amazement, that he liked both.
More then that, he was getting good at both.

Riding, well, that was dl because, for the firg time in his life, he fdt in control of something. And
powerful. Up there on Ddlen's back, he wasn't puny litle Mags anymore. And there was the whole
sense of freedom he got when Ddlen redly cut loose and ran or jumped. Their mental link was so strong
that he was able to anticipate Ddlen's every move and move with the Companion to the point where it
sometimes fdt to him as if they were one creature. He could scarcely remember now how frightened he'd
been, perched uneesly on Ddlen's back a few sennights ago. Now, well, he might as wel have been



sawn to Ddlen's saddle, and Ddlen had taken to more than just Smple running and jumping the past
couple of sessions. The Companion caled these acrobatic exercises “batlefidd moves,” and Mags could
see where they would comein handy if alot of people with sharp thingsin their hands came at you to do
you wrong.

Today was like that. HAf a dozen of the Guards had been borrowed from the barracks (and Mags
suspected, bribed with the promise of drink) and were sanding in for enemy fighters. Each of them in
turn was set upon by felows with blunt wooden swords, with ropes, with spear-poles with heavy wads
of rag and wodl tied to the end, and one man with a very long pole with a padded hook on the end. The
object was for Companion and Chosen to hold them off for one turn of a very amdl glass. This was not
as easy asit sounded.

These men knew Companions and warhorses both, and knew whet they could do. The firg three
Trainees that were set upon logt thelr seats and were dragged down out of the idle before hdf the sand
hed run out. Then it had been Mags' turn.

By then, he and Ddlen had had more than enough time settle into that peculiar merging of minds that
left them s0 aware of each other that the rope around Ddlen’s hock might is as well have been around
Mags ankle. When the Sx Guards-men popped up out of “ambudh’ to take them, the two of them were
ready to show whet red riding was dl about.

Ddlen legped dmog draight up into the air, lashing out with his hind hooves as he did so. The men
behind them threw themsdves to the ground to avoid those hooves, even though Ddlen was in no danger
of hurting them.

Landing on dl four hooves, Ddlen spunin acircle, pivot-ing on his hind feet, sngpping a the Guards
as Magsflaled the air above their heads with his own wooden sword.

As they scrambled out of the way, Dalen caught sght of the man with the hook. Rearing up on his
hind legs, he “hopped” forward, lashing out with his forehooves vicioudy, aming for that man aone of the
dozen. Unnerved, he dropped the hook and dropped to the ground. Since that was exactly what Mags
and Ddlen had been waiting for, the two of them soared over his body in a huge jump, whirled again,
then bolted for the open spaces of Companion’s Fidd. They didn't return until they were wel and truly
sure the sands had run ouit.

Asthey ambled back, findly, they could see the Guardsmen making short work of another Trainee.
The Herdd who was in charge of the indruction gave them a brief glance and an approving nod, then
waited for the unseated Trainee to pick himsdf up out of the snowbank he' d been tossed into.

“People,” the Herdd said, with just a hint of impatient his voice, “Show some sense. This is not an
exercise in fight-ing back, it's an exercise in escaping. Stop trying to prove you can out-fight any Sx
attackers, and do what those two did.” His eyebrow rose. “So far they’re the only ones of the lot of you
that beet the turn of the glass”

Mags fdt a flush of accomplishment, and Ddlen tossed head and arched his neck a little Then the
Herad sent them to do the jumping course before they could bask in the envy of the others, and at that
point they became much too busy to think about anything else.

Mags gave Ddlen a good rubdown and turned him loose when the time for weapons traning came
around. Ddlen trotted off with his tail flagged proudly, presumably to take in the congratulaions of the
others, while Mags shouldered the burden of his practice arms and armor and trudged off to the sdle.

His growing expertise with wegpons was more of a shock than his gptitude for riding. The reveaion
that he had a knack for such things literdly came out of the blue. When he had been besting on that
padded pole for a few days, the ingtructor had looked him over, then, without any warning at dl, had
picked up agtick of his own and come after him. Startled, Mags had held onto his stick and scrambled
out of the way. And somehow, blocked the teacher’ s blows. He had been graced with agrim smileand a
nod of approval, and suddenly the stick was taken from him, a hilt shoved a him, and before he knew it,
he had found himsdlf with a practice sword in hand.

He had frozen then, every memory of every person who had ever been punished at the mine for
daring to even raise a hand in self-defense flooding to the fore.

But the ingtructor had no intention of letting him stay that way.



“Here! Eugon!” the Herald had cdled. “Thislad has the parterns down, so come show him how the
patterns become fighting!”

A young man with bright red hair, dressed in the Bardic Trainee rudt, disengaged from his current
practice partner and came draight over to Mags. Without saying a sngle word, he smply saluted Mags
with the “blade,” and launched sraight into an attack.

Mags reacted without thinking, getting his guard up intime and deflecting the blows. Before he knew
it, he was bouting with the Bardic Trainee, a boy who gave no quarter, nor asked for any, and he was
too busy defending himsdlf to think about how it was al wrong to be holding, and using, a weapon.

Maybe the fact tha he himsdf had never been punished for usng anything wegponlike was the
reason why this fear broke down so quickly. After dl, he had never even given the Pieters boys so much
as a threatening look. But as he got used to the fed of the thing in his hand, those fears and inhibitions
meted away. Having a weapon made him fed as powerful as being on Ddlen’s back. Being able to use it
made him fed more confident that no one would be able to treat him as Master Cole had, ever agan.

And his gptitude for wegpons work was no more of an il-luson than his gptitude for riding. His body
seemed to have a better memory for things than his mind; he only had to be shown something once to be
able to do it himsdf. It fdt like a kind of magic, but the Weaponsmaster said that it was just a naturd
thing that some people had. It certainly explained why he had been so skilled at harvesting sparklies.

Today the Weaponsmaster took him aside and actudly put him to drilling some of the others at his
old friend, the padded pole, which he now knew was caled a*“pdls” And the two he was asked to help
were—Beren and Lyr. The poor fdlows were as dumsy with ther wooden batons as a par of puppies.
Mags fdt horribly sorry for them, for they were dearly feding terribly humiliated, and he did his earnest
best to get then sorted out.

They actudly made alittle progress by the time the Weaponsmaster dismissed them dl—they were a
least not smacking each other anymore—and as usud, Mags did his best to fade into inggnificance in the
rush to get to the bathing rooms and then to the eating hdl. He generdly dipped off to his own room to
get a change of dothing and set the place to rights before getting his bath. Such precautions meant he had
the bathing room to himsdlf, and after the drubbing he had gotten at the unskilled hands of Beren and Lyr
he needed the soak in hot water to ease his bruises.

And after dl, there was no need to hurry to get to dinner He never ate with anyone in particular,
modly choosing his isolated seat where he could keep a wary eye on dl the company. So it was with a
gart of surprise that he fdt his elbow seized as soon as he camein the door.

“I’ve been waiting for you forever, Mags” said Lena, look-ing up a him with eyes il red-rimmed
from weeping. “Come on. I've saved you a place.”

9

The thing about having a room in the stable, Mags was discovering, was that people, Herdds
included, tended to forget that there was someone here besides Companions. And because he would
sequester himsdf in his room long before most of the other Trainees were in theirs, he was the unintended
witness to alot of conversations he was pretty sure shouldn’'t have been overheard. Or a the very leadt,
conversations that no one wanted overheard.

Mos of those conversations were merdy embarrass-ing; most were stablehands in eager pursuit of
women—and women eager to be pursued. Since the Companion’s Stable was heated when the others
were not—the stable proper was not as warm as the couple of rooms that were here, but with the
exception of Mags', those rooms were shared. So when privacy was wanted, maybe a gl was the best
choice these fellows had. He and Ddlen often shared a sardonic word or three about some of what they
overheard.

Mags got to hear an awful lot of lies to put things bluntly. “ Of course | love you,” was the one he
heard mog often, aong with “ You're the only woman in my life,” coming a close second. Though to
be far, the women lied dmogt as often. “ You're all | think about,” and “ Never change.” It was
interesting. He' d heard that Heralds could do something thet let them know when someone was lying, but



it was getting so that he could tdl without that—whatever it was. “Truth Spell.” Ddlen seemed to think
thiswas remarkable, but very ussful.

Mostly, when he heard voices on the other side of his door, he just tried to ignore them. He had a
great dedl of practice at ignoring things, once he was able to decide that what was being talked about
didn’'t matter to him. Back at the mine, there were times when your life, or a least your hedth, depended
on “nat hearing” things. HE'd “not heard” the boys messng about with the kitchen- and housemaids, for
ingance, plenty of times. HE'd “nat heard” the boys saying ugly things about their father. And here and
now, he was careful about dl those cardess, feckless lovers, and careful about Trainees blurting out
things they probably shouldn’t have. It harmed no one to forget dl about those little secrets. But there
were some con-versations he couldn’t just put asde and forget. And one of them started one evening
with two mature voices coming into audible range as he was doing sums.

“... Holden, I'm tdling you, this Collegium ideaiis crimi-ndly stupid.”

The man had been spesking too quigtly for Mags to make out wha he was saying for some time
now, though it had been obvious from his tone that he was arguing. But this was a rather dartling
datement for a Herald to make. He assumed it was Herads, and Ddlen confirmed it.

“That'sabit of aleap,” came the reply. Evidently the fdlow he was arguing with agreed with Mags.

“No? Have you seen how these younglings are being taught? In classsooms! Out of books!”
Incredulity warred with indignation in the man's voice. Mags wondered what was wrong with learning
things out of books. Surdy when you did things that way, you didn't stand nearly as much risk of
mak-ing the same migtakes as someone else. “A Herdd doesn’'t need books to show him what to do, he
needs another Herdd! You don't learn that sort of thing out of books. You learn this sort of thing by
seang it, doing it—hands on, Holden! We ve dways been hands on!”

“What they're learning out of books are things | wish | had known,” the other replied mildly. “I

scanted my Higtory, and not to mention that | knew nothing about anyone's re-ligion but my own.
Besdes that, it's a plain fact that we' re getting younglings who are functiondly, if not actudly, il-literate.
Younglings that can barely read smple words and write their own names. You can't teach someone
something that basic without tying up an enormous amount of your own time. Our Chosen aren't Al
coming from the educated folk anymore. | know, | know!” he added, when the other seemed to be
about to protest. “I know it's the law that dl young-lings are to get a basic education! But we' ve nearly
doubled the Sze of the Kingdom in last few years, what with petty princelings deciding they’d rather have
Vademar's protection than a foreign army on their door, and plenty of those petty princdings thought
that pig-ignorance was the proper lot of the peasant.”

“Gods, | hae it when you're right,” the fird man grumbled. “I just got off riding one of those
areuits”

“Wdl, we are getting Chosen from those very places. Which is a good and proper thing, Snce a
Herdd from the borderlands is going to be able to tdl us how to keep from offending.”

“Holderkin!” the firg man groaned. “Oh, blessed gods, may | never have to ride that circuit again.
Even with that briefing—they are as touchy as a hive of hornets, and you would think that | was the
enamy, not the Karsites”

“You see my point. We have young Chosen coming in now that need eementary educeation, and we
need to make sure they have the tools to do ther jobs before we turn them out on an unsuspecting
public.”

“Bosh! We did wdl enough before!” the fird man said savagdy. “We had Chosen who were as
ignorant as butter-flies! They got education over a Bardic, but they were under the eyes of ther mentors
every waking moment. Now what? Now what have we got? No mentors until they go into Whites Usng
the Bardic modd! They're going to be dl shoved to-gether in ther Collegium without a sngle adult
present most of the time!”

“It works for the Bards,” the second man said mildly.

“Works? Works? Good gods, those Bardic students get into more mischief than a basket of ferretd



And now you want us to do the same with our Trainees? Who's going to serve as the check on ther
antics? Who's going to serve as an example? We ve always run things this way—a couple of Trainees
and amentor, proper chaperoning, and ingruction every waking hour. But thid The gods only know how
these younggters are going to turn out!”

“They have thar Companions,” the second man pointed out. “It's not asif they’ re unsupervised.”

The firg man snorted. “They might just as well be. What's a Companion going to do if his Chosen
getsinto mischief? Mindspeak him and nag him? And what if the Companion doesn’t think it's mischief?’
He groaned. “They might as well admit to what is going to go on and inddl a midwife in the Collegium,
because they are going to need one before the firg year is out!”

But that second man only laughed a him. “Kyle, the Train-ees have been up to that sort of mischief
from the time of King Vademar, and no looming mentor ever hed them back from it. And | cannot
believe you are not aware of that fact—"

“Wdl, other mischief, then,” the firs man said stubbornly. “If the Bardic Trainees are worse than a
basket of ferrets, ourswill be worse than a basket of ferrets with hands and wings. Oh, | have no doubt
their intentions will be rdatively inno-cent, but the result will be caamity. This whole Callegium idea is
going to be the ruin of the Heralds! Let the Bards and Hedl-ers have their schools, but we should stick to
what has dways worked in the pagt!”

“Good gods, Kyle, where are dl these mentors that you want going to come from?’ the second man
findly retorted. “And where in Haven are we going to put them? We ve been assgning the Trainees three
and four to a Herdd, and there just are not enough of ud The latest influx—that would put us a a

Trainee to every Herald, and | mean every one of us, even on the most dangerous of assgnments. For

the ones with ordinary routes, it could be up to sx, and how the hel is someone supposed to go riding
arcuit with a pack of young-lings at his heds? Y ou want mischief? What about those four that went out
with Herald Elyn? Good gods, that was worse than mischief, if they hadn’'t had the luck of the blessed,
they could have been murdered by that old man! And that was only with four Traineed It can’t be done,
Kyle. It just cannot be done.”

“ bt

The second man had dearly warmed to his subject by this time. “And how about those who should
never be entrusted with an impressonable young mind? What about Baren? The man never intends
harm, and he's brilliant at cutting Sraight through a difficult Stuation, but his sarcasm has put adults into a
killing rage or tears, so what do you think prolonged exposure to him would do to a Trainee?’

“Ah—toughen them?’

“Or break them! Or Bdla Thereis no one | would rather have in charge of victims, but dear gods, a
pack of Trainees would run right over the top of her, and they would have her in tearst Would you want
to be respongble for that?”’

*—ah—no—but—"

The two men moved out of earshot, leaving Mags thinking very hard. Findly, he ventured a quiet
question to Ddlen.

.| thought— mean, Jakyr was angry only because the building was being delayed so that the
Bards and Healers could get bigger Collegia. | thought ... He consdered that statement, and
amended it. :I didn’t think this was some-thing anyone was against.: And why should he have? All he
ever heard was eager tadk about what would be done once the building was complete, and dl the
comforts that were going to be inddled there.

There was the sense of arductant Sgh. :No, | am afraid that not every Herald is happy with the
changes,: the Com-panion replied .. In fact, some of them are ... very unhappy indeed. There are
arguments about it every meeting of the Circle ill, even though the King himself has sent down
the ruling that this is how it will be. As you heard ... there are those that believe that Trainees
should be very strictly at-tended to. And ... and they have good reasons for that. Some tragic
things have happened when even mentors were not as attentive as they should have been. Now,
with this new systemin place, there isless supervision. Many think thisis a bad thing.:



Mags chewed on the end of his pen. :So what d'you think?:

I think that | trust my fellow Companions and | trust those they Choose. | think there will be
neither more nor less mis-chief. | think mischief is not such a bad thing, though there are surely
people who would be very angry at me for saying that.: Dalen sounded amused. Mags could dmost
see him amiling.

‘WH ... | guess.: Hewasn't entirdy sure just what qual-ified as mischief to Ddlen. Back at the mine
... wel, that word was generdly applied when one of the Pieters boys did something that he was risking a
reprimand for a best, and a horsawhipping a worst. It usudly had to do with chambermaids, but
sometimes it had to do with meddling in things Cole Pieters fet were his own particular prerogatives.

:Thisis the first year of the new system. And it has been a full year and nothing disastrous has
happened.:

:S0 how did the old system work?: He worked out another couple of problems while he waited for
Ddlen to callect histhoughts.

:In the past, Herald Jakyr would have served as your men-tor, since he was the one that found
you and brought you in. If for some reason you just didn’t suit, or he couldn’t take you, someone
else would have taken you on. Then one of two things would have happened. Either your mentor
would be assigned to the Court or Haven and you would have spent all your time here as you will
now, or you would have gone out on circuit with your mentor. In that case, you' d have spent as
much time with him, away from this place, as you did here, attending classes. And it would have
been his job to keep you at your lessons.:

Mags thought that over aswdl. :I'd'a gotten right lost, doin’ things that way.:

‘Well, there wouldn’t have been a choice. The Heralds who actually stay in Haven are very
few. They were already mentoring up to eight Trainees. And that was getting to be a strain, not
much “ better” than having you all in the Col-legium. So you would have had to go out with
someone Who ran messages, served as an envoy and negotiator, or was on circuit. That's what
Jakyr does, by the way,: Ddlen added by way of an afterthought. :He s a negotiator. :

Mags picked up on whet Ddlen did not say. :And I'd’a been in the way.:

:I’'m afraid so. But so would most Trainees. There just is no choice, Mags. As much as some of
the Heralds want to keep the “ old ways,” it just is not possible. Just think how much you are going
to have to learn before you are to even to think of going with a mentor! And Beren and Lyr are
even more uneducated than you. | have no doubt that at some point soon we will get a Trainee
who is not even aware that the arts of reading and writing exist. How could a Herald-mentor
hope to teach people like that and still continue to do his or her work?:

It was a good question, and one for which Mags had no answer. Nor did anyone ese, he suspected.

It did open his eyes, however. Here was one issue on which the Heralds themsdlves were a odds.
And in away that heart-ened him. He had never quite believed in the attractive mentd picture Ddlen was
painting for him. This cracked that facade. If they were a odds over this, chances were there were other
quarrels of which he was not aware.

So even the Heralds were not perfectly in accord with one another. That made him, not uneasy, but
conversely more se-cure. He trusted in his own senses to tdl him when someone menaced him, and the
fact that Heralds were not perfect, could disagree with each other, and ill say a somewhat coherent
whole was a cause for relaxing, rather than raising, his guard. It meant that there was nathing worse lying
behind the face they showed the world.

Ddlen seemed baffled by the reason for his attitude, but accepted the change with guarded relief.

Only later did he redlize that if the Herdds could be a odds with one another, anyone who wanted
to, and knew how the various Heralds stood on important issues, could drive some serious wedges in the
not-so-seamless front of the Herddic Circle,

This didn't change how he interacted with the other Train-ees, of course. The habits of a lifeime
were too hard to break. He dill said little, listened much, and observed dways. But that made him the
perfect comrade for Lena. They met every day now, a meds, and often between classes. He would
listen, and she would talk. Sometimes very little, and sometimes a lot; most of that was about home, her



friends, her mother, the things she used to do. Gradudly, he understood that she was hitterly homesick,
and that a least having someone to tak about home with was comforting to her, even if dl he did was
murmur some innocuous word at intervals.

He didn't mind, not in the least, because he found that he enjoyed having a friend. That was
repayment enough for him.

But evidently it was not enough for Lena.

“l want to help you,” Lena sad earnestly over dinner. “With your studies, at night, after dinner.”

Mags studied her carefully. Her soft brown eyes were full of determination, and he sensed that she
was not going to accept “no.”

“| gots ateacher,” he said, instead of an outright refusd. “1 don’ think they'd let me have a different
one—’

“I know who your teacher is and | amjust as good.” Defi-antly, she raised her pointed little chin. “I
can do this There' s no reason why not.”

He sucked on his lower lip. “Ye gotsto ask her,” he sad, findly. “I cain’t just not turn up, see?’

For answer, she stood up, grabbed his hand and tugged &t it. “Then let’s go.”

A little amused, and alittle darmed, he let himsdf be led away; he redized tha she mugt have some
information about what he was doing at night, because she went draight to the empty classroom he and
Beren and Lyr were usng for extra lessons. They were early, and the tutor looked up at the sound of
footsteps crossing the threshold. Her eyes narrowed, than widened, when she saw he wasn't aone.

“This isn't the time or place, Mags,” she began. But with a toss of her long, brown hair, Lena
interrupted, abeit politely.

“Chronicler Lilli,” she said, with alitle bow. “I'm Bardic Trainee Lena Marchand. | know you've
been asked to tutor three of the Heraldic Trainees. | would like to tutor Trainee Magsin your place.”

Lilli regarded Lena thoughtfully. “And why would you want to do that?’ she asked carefully.

Lena amiled. “Because he's my friend. And that makes me more motivated to hep him pass his
classes than you are; | want him to get caught up so he can have free time like ev-eryone dse. And
because you have to teach three, while | will only have to think about one.”

The Chronicler scratched the back of her head. “If it was anyone but you—but they tak wel of your
scholarship, Trainee Lena. And | am confident of Mags ahility to concentrate on his sudies ...” She
pondered this for a moment. Then, “Very wdl. You mug take care that there are no digtractions. You
may use the room next door to thisone, and | will drill him afterward.”

Now the thoroughly bemused Mags was led by the hand to the designated room, where, with a
determined look on her face, Lena set up two chairs, facing each other, with the table between them.

Somehow, and he could not quite reckon how, Lena made a lot more sense than the Chronicler did.
He reflected as she drilled him rdentlesdy that he wished dl his classes were maths and math-related.
Thaose things had smple logic. Two into four would aways be two, never five, never three. But the things
people had donein the past! There seemed no rea-son for them.

Except that somehow Lena was able to explain the rea-sons. They might not be logicd, but then,
neither was Mags dl the time. They were understandable. Perhaps that was what Chronicler Lilli had
missed. Without reasons for what had happened, Mags smply could not grasp the events themselves;
they became nothing but a series of things to be memorized, and his mind didn't work wdl on grict
memorization.

Having made more progressin an evening than he had in three, after Chronicler Lilli came in, drilled
him on what he was supposed to have learned, and pronounced hersdf sat-isfied, Mags grabbed Lena's
hand and wrung it in wordless gratitude. She smiled shyly at him.

“l dunno why ye wanted t' help a strawhead like me, but—ye re a wonder, Lena,” he managed after
amoment.

She ducked her head. “1 don't mind. And ... | hate being in my room and seeing where Bumper’s
box used to be, and—" Her eyes grew bright, and Mags hadtily searched for some-thing, anything to



digract her. Then he hit on it.

“Ye ve never met Ddlen,” he said quickly. “Come meet Dd-len afore ye go back t' Bardic, eh?”’

She wiped her eyes with the back of her hand. “All right—" she began, but this time it was Mags
turn to seize a hand and drag his friend off before she could think of any reason to protest.

The stable was very quiet a this time of night, with most of the Companions drowsing in their gals,
wamly covered againg any hint of chill with their thick blue blankets. The carefully shielded lanterns
glowed golden, so it wasn't at dl hard to see, and the ar smdled of nothing worse than hay and horse.
The atmosphere was strangely cozy for so large a building, and very peeceful. But Ddlen was wide
awake and dert, having been warned by Mags that they were coming, and looking for them. They could
see his head from the door-way, the glow of alamp gilding it as he peered through the shadows at them.

Lena stopped dead in her tracks at the firgt Sght of him. Her mouth opened in a soundless “0” and
her eyes grew very big. Mags found himsdf amiling; dways something that sur-prised him when it
happened. He thought that he had prob-ably smiled more in the few weeks he had been here than in his
entire life before Ddlen.

.| do believe she has never seen a Companion up close, Mags,: Ddlen sad thoughtfully.:
Interesting!:

“Wel, go on, he don't bite,” Mags urged. “He says hullo.”

“Can |—can | touch him?’ she asked, her eyes shining, and her fingers twitching with the unspoken
urge to stroke that Slver coat.

“Of course ye can touch him!” Mags patted her shoulder encouragingly. “1 wouldn’ have brought ye
heret’ meet imif ye couldn’.”

:Tell her 1 quite like being touched.: Ddlen's eyes sparkled with amusement, and he lowered his
nose to Lena s tentative hand.

“He's a one for ban’ made much of,” Mags paraphrased, with a waggle of his eyebrow. “Don't
reckon he ever turned down bein’ scratched.”

Lena giggled, and stroked Ddlen's nose, then gently scratched his eye ridges. Ddlen sghed and
closed his eyesin bliss. : Tel her she can stop in a year or so—but she can take more time if she
needs to.:

Mags chuckled—it sounded odd in his own ears, and it had rather well been surprised out of him.
But he liked the sound, and he liked the way it made him fed even more. He told Lena what Ddlen had
sad, and thistime she laughed aoud. But she made no move to stop.

“I’ve never been near to a Companion before,” she said quietly, confirming Dalen’s guess. “Herads
never came near our house, | mean, there wasn't any reason for them to, you know. Our home is rather
off the road, and we never had any reason for one to come, | suppose. And until | came here, | never
redly left our land ...” Her voice traled off a moment, and she put her cheek againg Ddlen's. “He's so
beautiful.”

:Tell her that tomorrow she can ride me.:

Mags blinked. If there was a truism about Companions, it was tha they never et anyone ride them
except therr Chosen, unlessit was a dire emergency. But, dutifully, he repeated what Ddlen had said.

Lena gasped, and the stable practicdly lit up with her smile I can?’ she squesked.

“He says s0,” Mags shrugged. “I ’ spect you had better find somethin® good to ridein by then.”

He was not atogether certain that her feet touched the ground when she findly left to go back to her
OwWn room.

10

Mags woke a few days later to the sound of irritated voices in the stable; he was taking a nap
because he had been study-ing late with Lena the night before, and was taking advantage of another class
canceled because of asck ingructor to get some much needed deep. After a moment, he had to amile,
because of what the Trainees were complaining about.

“..and | ask you, isit so very hard to find gray thread in-stead of blue? I’ve got blue darns on my



elbows and knees!”

“Wdl I've got a big blue seam running up my bum where | tore the trews on a nal,” someone dse
complained.

You could mend ’'em yerself, Mags thought quietly. That was what he had done from the moment he
got the uniforms. He' d thought everyone was supposed to. Goodness knew he'd had plenty of practice
piecing rags together into something like a garment; the difficulty had aways been finding anything to take
the place of needle and thread. Grass wasn't strong enough; generdly he’' d used hair pulled from the tails
of the long-auffering horses. When he'd firg gotten here, he/'d asked for needle and thread from one of
the servants, he'd gotten a puzzled look, but severd hanks of gray thread and a packet of pins and
needles had been found for him. And thanks to Ddlen, he understood that his dirty uniforms were to go
draght to the laundry, and he had dutifully ddlivered them down the chute in the Guards quarters, but
only after he had fixed whatever was amiss with them.

It seemed, however, that he was the only one doing so. And the servants who took care of such
things, now severdly overworked with the heavy influx of new trainees, were encoun-tering some
difficulties. Like finding enough gray thread to fix dl the abuses Trainees wrought on ther uniforms
Trainees did not stop sending dothing down to be washed and mended just because there was a
shortage of materids, so clearly the servants had done what they could with what was on hand.

“Look at thid” sad a new, equdly indignant voice. “Just look & it! Do these look like Grays to
you?”

“More like Pae Blues” someone snickered. “Looks like a Guard tunic got into the wash.”

“How am | going to pass ingpection like this?” the speaker demanded, in despair. “It's not my fault |
look like a Guards-man that’s been lying out in the sun too long!”

“l don't know why you are worrying about your uniform when your room looks like a magpi€'s
nest,” came the laconic reply. “You haven't cleaned it in aweek. Y ou're going to fal that ingpection, so a
blue uniform isn't going to matter.”

Mags could only shake his head, then pull a pillow over it and try and drift back to deep. It was
impossible for him to take these “difficulties’ serioudy. Redly, it was hard for hm to believe that he,
Mags, was actudly here and not dreaming. It seemed utterly impossible, and not for the firg time he
wondered if he was actudly dead and this was that heavenly afterlife that the priests had said that good
people would get.

For the firg time ever, he could eat as much as he wanted, of food that nearly made him ddirious
with how good it tasted. In fact, based on how thin he dill was, he often got more food urged on him then
he could actudly eat. HE'd overheard some of the other Trainees complaining about the meds—that
things were plain, boring, coarse food—and he could only shake his head in wonder. They complained
because the cook was formerly with the Guard, and made the same rations the Guard ate. Clearly, they
hed never gone hungry aday inther lives.

For the firg time ever, he knew what it was to be clean. He knew now why he'd been practicaly
scrubbed raw at the Guard Post; not only had he been filthy and probably stank, hed aso been
flearridden. The soap that the Guards had used on him was meant to kill vermin on horses and dogs, and
it did agood job on the “passengers’ he'd had aong. He had been scratching and itching for so long that
when the irritartion hedled, it was like having a vague headache suddenly stop. He had never redized
how miserable that had made him fed because it had been swallowed up in dl the other mis-eries. When
your belly aches from hunger, you don’t notice you' ve scratched your arms hdf raw ... some of the other
Trainees complained because they had to carry the hot water for their baths from the big coppers where
it was heated. Mags reckoned they would Sng a different tuneif they’d had fleas infesting every straw of
thar beds and every ditch of their dothing.

For the firg time ever, he had clean dothing that covered every hit of him and kept him warm in the
worst cold. He could march out fearlesdy into the snow knowing that he was not going to get chilblains
dl over hisfedt, that he was not going to be aching in every limb, and that he was not going to have to
hope he could get into shelter while he could dill fed his fingers. There were plenty of complaints about
the uni-forms. Mags could scarcely imagine why. Maybe they didn't fit like the deek dothing he had



glimpsad on some of the highborn of the Court, but for his part, he could see nothing wrong with them.

For thefird time ever, he deptinared bed. A warm bed, in a warm room that was dl his own. He
dept long and soundly, didn't wake shivering, didn’'t have to decide what part of him he was going to
leave out to be chilled. And if he had to dlean his own room, so what? At least he had a room to clean,
and if it was a mess, he had only himsdf to blame.

And what did he have to do to earn dl this? Merdy learn. So if this wasn't a heavenly dfterlife, he
didn't much care what befdl him after he was dead, because the here and now was jugt fine. And that
brought him to what he was to learn, which was not just the school lessons, but the other things He
could hardly believe he had been asked to hep some of the other Trainees who were druggling with
riding—or that the Weaponsmaster wanted him to help those who were 4ill trying to get beyond hitting
the pellswith gticks.

From the sounds of things, the complainers were saddling up to go out on riding practice themsdlves.
Which is what Mags should be doing soon ... could have been doing now, except on the whole he
preferred to practice adone, and the in-structor was indined to let im now. The indructor was redly
there for those who had never been on a horse in ther lives. Once you got past being afraid to fdl off
with every step, un-less your Companion needed indruction in war maneuvers, if you wanted, you were
left done to practice a your own pace. That suited Mags. He sensed that some of the others wondered
why he was so dow to make friends, but there was no way he could explain it to them, and he didn’t
want to try. They would never understand.

Truly, he dill didn’t know quite why he and Lena got on so wdl. It made no sense at dl, redly. There
could not possbly be two people in this world as different as he and the litile Bardic Trainee, and yet
here they were, inexplicably friends.

Friends ... that was another thing he had never, in hiswhole life, had before. Not ared friend.

The sounds of hoofbests leaving the stable let him know that the others were leaving. And he might
aswadl give up trying to deep anymore. Besides, he needed to get Ddlen sad-dled; Lena was coming for
aride.

He wondered what it was that thrilled her so much about riding Ddlen. Without the kind of mindlink
that he and Ddlen had, it was redly not much different from riding a superbly trained horse, and he knew
she mugt have had plenty of op-portunity to do that. From everything she had told him about her family,
they were at least as well-off as the Pieters were. So what was it? Was it just the mydique of the
Companions? Or despite not having Mindspeech, could she dill sense some-thing about him that was out
of the ordinary?

:Of course she can. | am a magnificent creature. Just ask me.:

Mags had to chuckle a that. :I don’'t have to ask you,: he replied. :You'll be sure and tell me
every chance you get:

He was wide awake at this point, and there was no use in trying to drowse anymore. He got up,
expecting to find the stable empty of anything but Companions, and nearly ran right into a Herald.

Theman scowled a him. He had the tightest shidlds Mags had ever seen; to Mags extra senses he
waan't even there. Mags sammered an apology, feding the blood draining from his face.

“What are you doing here, Trainee?’ the man barked.

“I ... | live here, dr,” Mags fatered.

“Here? In the stable?” The man stared at him as if he sus-pected Mags of lying.

“Aye, 9r.” Mags waved in the direction of the open door. “There, Sr.”

The Herdd glanced briefly ingde. “Who told you that you could live out here done?’ he replied, not
a dl mallified by Mags answer.

“Herdd Caglen, ar.” He tried to will himsdf smdler. Maybe if he looked indggnificant enough, the
men would leave hm done.

“And he sent you out here to live done.” The man was getting red in the face. When Master Cole got
red in the face, someone ended up beaten. “Why?’

“There wasn't enough room in the Collegium, gr.” Ddlen dirred restlesdy in his loose-box and
snorted.



“Without adult supervison.” Now the tone of voice was a growl.

“I gots me Companion, sr,” Mags whispered. “’S Ddlen, Sr. HE' s growed.”

The man sneered. “Oh, surdy. Who is your mentor?’

“l don't ... got one. Sir.” Mags was having a hard time breething now. “Herdd Jakyr, he brung me,
but he' s off—"

“Doing something important, no doubt.” Still a growl, but one full of contempt. Mags did not look up
to try and read the man's face. He stared as hard as he could at his toes. “Leaving you here to frolic
about without discipline No doubt you've got stolen spirits in there, and you are carrying on with
serv-ing wenches dl night long!”

Ddlen's hooves drummed angrily on the dirt of the g4l floor.

“No, gr,” Mags choked out. “I don’'t got no drink in there. An' nothin' else neither. | dunno any
svin' wenches”

But by now, the Herad had warmed to his subject. He reached out and grabbed both Mags
shoulders and shook them until Mags' teeth rattled. “Tdl me the truth, curse you! I'll have it out of you
if—"

Before the man could finish the sentence, he was suddenly pushed aside abruptly, shouldered into the
wal by Ddlen, who shoved in between them.

:Go back into your room until | say to come out, Chosen,: Ddlen said cdmly. :I will deal with
this.:

Mags was not at dl averse to falowing Ddlen’s orders. In fact, he fled into the safety of his room,
and threw the bolt on the door. Then thinking better of that action, he unlocked it dmost immediatdy,
wedged himsdlf into the farthest corner of the room, and sat there saring &t the door.

Shortly afterward, he heard more voices, spesking too qui-etly for him to make out what they were
saying. The tone was low and urgent—or in the case of the strange Herdd, low and angry. Eventudly, he
heard footsteps going away.

-You can come out now, Mags. They' ve gone.:

Coming out was the lagt thing that Mags wanted to do right now, but Ddlen seemed to expect it of
him, and so with great reluctance he picked himsdf up off the floor and walked over to the door and
opened it agan. The stables were empty of everything but Dalen and a couple of Companions in far-off
ddls, sudioudy trying to look disinterested.

:That is one of the Heralds who does not like the new Colle-gium organization,: Ddlen said
camly. :I made it known that he had laid hands on you, and the circumstances, and some of his
peers came to make him understand that he was quite out of line with his accusations.:

Mags shook his head. He was too shaken to be able to think dearly. He fdt as if he had been flung
right back into his old life, and it made him sick inde.

:Mags, you just got caught between a man’s anger at what he thinks is a ruinous idea and his
inability to convince those who have put that idea in motion. He wasn't thinking.:

Mags controlled his sheking as he saddled Ddlen and heaved himsdf up into place. :1t felt like | was
"bout to get a beatin’. Just like it used t' be:

Ddlen did not say, “Oh, he would never have beaten you,” for which Mags was grateful. The truth
was, he would not have put it past that Herald to at least hit him, and Ddlen was honest enough to
acknowledge that.

Which actudly made Mags fed alittle better. At least Da-len wasn't trying to lie to him. That would
have made things worse.

I am sure, absolutely sure, that all the man meant to do was frighten you. He is
short-tempered at the best of times, and | do not believe it was in his mind to hurt you. He is not
used to someone like you. He is more used to the sort of youngling who would take apart a cart
and reassemble it in someone’s room for fun.:

Mags wondered briefly why that would be “fun”, but could not be distracted. “I thought Heralds was
supposed t' look out for each other,” he sad plantively aoud, redizing after a mo-ment that the sick
feding in his somach was betrayal. Ddlen had told him he could trust anyone in Whites.



:Try to understand, Mags. He did not mean to hurt you. He .... Ddlen paused. :He would not
thank me for saying this, but the truth is that he, and the Heralds that think like him, are afraid.:

:Afraid!: Mags could scarcely believe that, and his sur-prise brought Ddlen to a complete hdlt.
:Afraid! | can’t hardly b’lieve that! Afraid of what?:

:Change.: Ddlen's flanks under his legs heaved in a huge sSgh. :This is an enormous change in
how Trainees are turned into Heralds. They are used to seeing four or five new Trainees come in
over the course of a year—suddenly there are more than sixty of you, counting the ones out with
mentors. It is an enormous change, and the challenge is that it is not possible for every Herald to
personally know every other Herald now. And it never will be again. In his heart, he knows that
he never will be able to say “1 know Herald So-and-so is trust-worthy because he is my personal
friend.” Now he will have to take it on faith because he is another Herald. This changes
everything, and the only way he thinks he can be absolutely sure that these new Trainees will be
as good as he and his friends are, isto ingst that they be under the eyes of him-self or one of his
friends during their training period.: Ddlen started up again at a walk, and Mags scented snow in the
ar. :He doesn't have Mindspeech. He can’t talk to his Compan-ion. And he doesn't much like
people your age.:

“We re even, then, "cause | don't much like him,” Mags muttered.

:And that is exactly the difficulty for him. There are people he does not much like who are
essentially being forced on him by circumstances, and—

“—and don’ think ye can make mefed sorry for 'im,” Mags interrupted aoud. “’ Cause | won't.”

Agan, Ddlen's sdes heaved with aggh. :All right. | won't:

He moved from a wak into a canter, and then into a gdlop, and began taking jumps. After that,
Mags had plenty to think about other than his recent fright.

Following a good workout, they reported to the stable again where Mags helped Lyr with his seet,
and from there, after giving Ddlen a good rubdown, Mags went to weapons practice.

The practices were dways a mixed lot of Herads, Bards, Hedlers, and others. But today there was a
knot of young men Mags did not recognize, in dothing that looked rather differ-ent from that of the
others, and not just in color. The cut was different; the tunics were shorter, and had high collars and an
odd sde-closing to them. The others were dl a-buzz about the newcomers, but no one seemed to know
who they were. The Wegponsmaster put an end to the mystery.

“These young gentlemen are the escort for severa foregn merchants that have come to negotiate with
the King,” he said, putting an end to the buzz. “They requested to be dlowed to work out and practice
among you, and the King has granted that request. They are to be treated no differently than one of you.
Now, let's get loosened up.”

As the Wesgponsmaster ran them through their exercises, Mags was not done in watching the young
men covertly. They moved, he noticed, like the strongest of the ferd cats that had prowled the yards and
outbuildings a the mine. Very securein thar strength, restless, but with a wary eye on ev-erything around
them. And when the Weagponsmaster paired them up with the most skilled, they enjoyed the fighting in a
way that Mags had not encountered before. Actudly, it was not the fighting they enjoyed—it was
defeating that brought them great pleasure. They reveled in it, exchanging glances of triumph with each
other. And dthough they said very lit-tle, Mags began to note that they were taking pains to bring down
their opponents in the most humiliating fashions pos-sible. They disarmed opponents so energeticdly that
weapons sKkittered hdfway across the sdle. They ddivered blows that left their opponent sprawled out
on his face or landing on his backsde. One of them even “accidentdly” got in a hit on a young
Guardsman’s grain that left him gasping and unable to speak, tears of pain flowing from his eyes—and he
had been wearing a hardened codpiece for protection!

He d seen this before ... though the Pieters boys were nothing like as graceful as these guards.

Fndly after that lagst incident, the Wesaponsmaster paired them off with each other, saying nothing
more than, “You are too killed for my students. I'll have to find you better partners.”

Just being around them made Mags fed sck and shaken, especidly after the kind of day he had been
having. He findly excused himsdf and, with the Weaponsmaster’s permisson, headed back toward his



dtable room.

He got about hdfway when he heard footsteps cregking in the snow behind him. With a feding of
dread, he turned and found three of them trailing him. They looked him up and down; he was reminded
forably of the Pieters boys again.

“Cn |l show you whereye need t' go?’ he said, mouth dry.

“We were seaing you training the others, and wondered why your teacher did not pair you with one
of us” sad the nearest. “We would like to test your mettle” He had very cold blue eyes, Mags noticed,
and black hair. An odd combination. The other two, more nondescript, shifted restlesdy from side to
Sde, the snow cresking under their boots.

“I druther not,” he replied, his heart garting to pound.

“But | do not think you have achoice,” said the other. “Itisnot ... hospitable.”

They moved in on him. They did not rush him, but there was no doubt, based on their grins, that they
hed decided he was a coward, and it would be fun to knock him about a bit.

But Mags had learned long ago the means of fighting back without actudly fighting at dl, and as they
grabbed for him, their hands closed on nothing more than air. He was good at this. He could judge their
reach to a hair, and he moved only enough to keep out of their way. He made sure to pos-tion himsdf
each time 0 that they actudly hindered and ran into each other. Not that he wasn't afraid, because he
vay much was. There was a bitter taste in the back of his throat, and it fdt as if his heart was going to
pound right out of his chest.

Time and time again, the same scene played out. They would try to lay hands on him, or even ddiver
some kind of blow; he would evade hands and blows dike, without ever seeming to move much. Each
time, heleft ahand or an arm out temptingly for them, hoping that one or more of them would lunge after
it. Fndly, the talest of them grew tired of the game, and did make a rush a him. This time he not only
evaded baing seized, but with what looked like a gentle brush of his hands, landed the foreigner severd
am lengths away, facedown in the show. Wha he had actudly done was to lure the attacker
off-balance, and then, while the young man was dill off-baance, continued him in that direction with the
dightest of shoves.

He came up, not spluttering as Mags had expected, but angry—and disgusted.

“Bah!” he said, wiping mdting snow from his face. “He is cheating, usng one of their White Rider
meagic tricks. There isno point to this”

And with that, just as abruptly as they had begun ther attacks, they broke it dl off. They turned their
backs on him, gaking toward the Palace, leaving Mags to stare after them, numb and shaking.

11

THE Herdd that had attacked Mags left him alone—and then left atogether, out on circuit.

Why this had come about, Mags did not know. Ddlen was slent on the subject. But Mags could not
help but notice the occasiond careful stare at him that other Herads did not hide. He was not able to
sense any menace, but ... there was not much doubt in his mind that these Herdds, if they did not
ac-tudly blame him for their colleague's abrupt departure, were certain that the “encounter” was the
cause.

He was not quite sure what to make of that, but he did know what fdt most comfortable, and that
was to make him-s=f even less noticeable, if that was possible, than before.

The mercenary bodyguards were dill in residence, and dill showed up a the <dle, but the
Wegponsmaster made sure to dlow them to par only with each other or with Guards-men at least as
skilled as they were. Mags kept awary eye on them when they were there, but avoided them whenever it
was possible. Ddlen came to get him from the sdle now, so evenif dl of them had tried to swarm him at
once, it would not have been possible to touch him without causng a seri-ous incident. Laying violent
hands on a Companion indde the Palace grounds—No maiter what anyone thought of Mags, no one
would stand for Ddlen being threatened. They must have known that, since there were no further
incidents inrvolving him.



But aside from his teachers, no one redly seemed to know what to make of him. He dill kept very
much to himsdlf, and dthough no one was unfriendly, the other Trainees seemed indined to keep him a
as much of adistance as he kept them. Word of his confrontation with the older Herald had spread out
to the generd population of the Collegia, and Mags suspected there were plenty of wild rumors about
what had caused it. The man's abrupt departure did nothing to quell those rumors, snce as a rule, one
was dlowed aminimum of a month between circuits. No one ever told him what those rumors were, but
it was obvious from the way people looked a him that they must range from near truth to wildly unlikely.
He shrank from those looks.

Lenawas his only human friend, dthough living in the stable and being as strong a Mindspesker as he
was, he had made friends with several as-yet-unpartnered Companions. He would happily have stayed
out in the stable dl day, but he was required to attend his classes. Outside of those, however, he scarcely
left the building except to eat, and he had contem-plated asking Lena to bring him food to be heated in
the stable ovens when she decided to take mattersinto her own hands.

He knew he was in fo—something—when he heard how she was waking as she came up behind
him. There was deter-mination in her step, and as he brushed out Ddlen’'s mane—unnecessarily, since it
was dready as dlky and tangle-free as a pampered girl’s har—she seized his elbow.

“Thereis someone | want you to meet,” she said abruptly. “So come on!”

“But—" he began, but there was no stopping her in this mood. She marched him out into the
sowfal. There was an-other snowstorm just sarting, not a violent one, but from the way the fa flakes
were drifting down through the air, and the look of the sky, it was going to pile up deeply before it was
over. He found himsdf hoping that it would be so deep that classes would be canceled and he could
spend the whole day reading done in hiswarm, safe room.

WEell, Lena was not going to let him do that just yet; this much was clear.

She pulled him aong the path that led, not to Herddic or Bardic Collegium, but to Heders . Alarmed
a what thismight mean, he began resging. “Lena—just "cause | don’ like t' mingle with folk, that don’
mean | need aHeder!” he ex-clamed. “ Serious, now, I'm fine—’

To hisintense rdief, dthough she kept tugging, she gig-gled. “Silly! I'm not taking you to a Hedler for
you, | want you to meet my friend Bear!”

“Bear?’ Bear? Who would name someone that? And why? The name conjured up a big man,
intimideting, fierce and frowning. Dangerous. He mugt have a temper. Why did Lena want him to mest
such a person? It would be worse than—

“Bear!” Lena cdled, waving her free hand. The figure bent over some dormant rosemary plants, dl
huddled in a green cloak, straightened and peered at them through the faling flakes.

And every bit of Mags apprehenson meted like those snowflakes fdling on the hot brick of the
ovens.

Thisyoung man, with a pair of ground-glass lenses perched on his nose, could not be less imposing.
He was a little tdler than Mags, and looked to be about a year older, and he did in-deed look like a
bear—but a deepy, afable bear, with a round face, untidy short brown hair, smdl but friendly eyes, a
pug nose, and a generous mouth that looked asiif it amiled often. He stood with a little bit of a stoop, as if
he spent alot of time hunched over. When he amiled a Lena, Mags had to amile back. There could not
have been a sweeter amilein dl three Collegia

“l was just making sure the rosemary was going to be dl right,” he explained to Lena, and looking
over a Mags, made him fed welcome with the same amile. “So thisisMags? It mugt be interedting to be
aMindspeaker. Some of the Hedlers here are, too.”

Bear didn’t give Mags a chance to reply to that.

“Comeonindgde” hesad ingtead. “Lena said she would hep me with sudying the same things she's
hdping you with. | arranged to have some supper brought up to my rooms, so we won't have to go out
inthe cold.”

Rooms? At a time when the Herddic and Bardic Trainees were practicdly being stacked like
cordwood, this young fd-low had more than one room to himsdf? Mags blinked, but he followed the
other two ingde quietly. They went up four steps to a separate entrance from the rest of the Collegium



and the areas for the sick and injured and stepped indde.

And Mags immediatdly fdt like a fool. For the “rooms’ were actudly a greenhouse with panes of
thick, wavy glass, each about the Sze of his hand and leaded together into a floor-to-celling window
fadng south and a glass roof, with pots and pots of plants everywhere they could catch the light, and two
amdl rooms off it, one of which was dearly used for deding with the plants. It was very warm and cozy
in here, and Mags wondered if it was heated, as his room was, by a big oven built into thewdl ....

“FHre's bedow,” Bear explained, with a gnile and a shrug. “Knew you'd ask, everyone does.
Furnace' s below, heeats the floor, then the hot ar and smoke goes up through flues in that wdl.” He
pointed to the back wal shared by both smdl rooms. “There' s some herbs has got to be fresh to use, so
we grow 'em here dl year.”

“Except no one could get them to grow in winter until Bear came,” Lenaput in, eyes dancing. “That's
what you never tdl anyone, Bear!”

Bear just shrugged. “Someone used to, or these rooms wouldn't be here,” he pointed out logicaly.
“Stands to reason. Anyway, it isn't a Gift or anything of the sort, | just am careful with ’em, make sure |
know what they need, and make sure they get it. Easy. Anybody could do it. Only, | don’t have a Gift,
you see, so I've got to have the knack for taking care of these little beauties, *cause that's how | Hed
folks”

He gestured at the back of the greenhouse room, where a rough wooden table had been set with
three places;, a basket of bread and a bubbling pot over a cod brazier waited. “Lena, you sad you
wanted to try this, so | asked Cook to hdp me makeit up.” He grinned. “I think you're gonnallikeit.”

“It,” when Mags peered curioudy a the pot, was a softly bubbling concoction, much thicker than
gravy, of a creamy yedlow. Bear sat them dl down around the pot, picked up one of the ralls, tore it in
hdf, and dipped the end in. “Careful, it's red hot,” Bear cautioned, blowing on the end, as Mags and
Lenafollowed his example. Bear was not exaggerating, it was hot enough as he dipped his bread that he
was certain a drop of it would probably raise a bligter.

“It” turned out to be mdted cheese. But ... such mdted cheese! There was a dight bitterness to it that
was not a dl unpleasant, and a suggestion of herbs and beer. It was so very good that it made him
impatient for the suff to cool on his bread, and it was pretty clear from the way that dainty little Lena was
tucking in that she fdt the same. Nor was Bear at dl behind. And when they were done and he took the
pot off the cod, there was a nice crust of cheese that he lifted out with a knife and divided among the
three of them that added a crunchy finde to the feast.

“Oh, that was so good!” Lena sghed.

“Even better when the pot’s on the hearth,” Bear said com-placently, dumping amug of water on the
cod. Now Mags saw he had improvised a stand with a wrought-iron pot stand of the sort that were
rasng pots above the onesin front of them so dl the plants could get sun. “Sometimes we make it with
white wine, ’stead of beer—"

It looked as if he was about to wax eoquent on this dish, when there was a knock on the door.
Without waiting for an answer, the knocker opened the door. Ignoring Lena and Mags, he addressed
Bear.

Mags could not even begin to follow the question, but Bear, who must have been twenty years this
man's junior, lisened and nodded, then went to the workbench in one of the two smdler rooms and
began to take things from various jars. He dso came back out for a few leaves from a couple of the live
plants. All these things he ground together, then presented the results to the Hedler who had interrupted
them. The latter took the jar with thanks and hurried back out again.

Bear seemed to take this as a given sort of thing, but Mags was amazed. He grew even more amazed
as the evening of sudying went on. Bear was just as cludess about history as Mags was ... but four more
timesthat night, ful Headlers, many years Bear's senior, interrupted them to ask for some herba remedy
or other. After the third time, Bear turned to them both and shrugged rugfully. “See, now,” he sad.
“Thisswhy | didn't want to study over there at the library, you ken? It’s like this about every night.”

Mags studied him a moment. “Kin | ask somethin’?’

Bear grinned. “I got no secrets.”



Somehow, Mags was sure that was nothing more nor less than the literd truth.

“How come you got dl these people comin't’ ye for yarbs, when they kin—y' know—just Heal.”
That was what was baffling him. There was no reason, so far as he could see, for anyone to be messng
about with leaves when dl they needed to do was put their hands on someone and will them better.

“Wel,” Bear said dowly. “There' sfolks as don't want aHealer muckin' about with 'em like that. “I
know it don't make sense, but that's how they fed and they fed pretty strong. Then there's suff that
don't respond redl good to that kind of Hedling. Herbs and medicines actudly work better and fagter.
And sometimes, you just gotta have both. Which is a good thing.” He shrugged, with a rueful grin. “See,
my whole fartily is Heders. Every one of them. They dl have the Gift but me, and | wanted to be a
Heder bad, so | started learning this suff. Big thing | can learn here, besides cures | didn't have the
books for a home, is cuttin' and ditchin’ and boneset-tin'. You got to have those even if you got a Gift.
And if you don’t—you can ill do suff someone with a Gift can't. You know?’

Mags didn’t, but he was willing to take Bear’s word for it.

Despite the interruptions, they got some good study in. Bear kept them dl going with kettles of herb
teas with subtle flavors, and when he findly bid them good night, he gave them a find cup of something
that tasted like nothing so much as summer.

“You get into bed soon, now, ’cause that’ll put you to deep right fast,” he advised with a amile, as
they went out into the dill-faling snow.

Thefdling snow reflected dl the light from al the build-ings around them, so thet the ar itsdf seemed
to glow fantly. As they trudged through the new-fdlen stuff, Mags scratched his head. “How’d you an’
him—" he began.

“He was looking for a tutor, and they recommended me,” she said modestly. “But then we redized
we have alat in common.”

“Uh ... you do?’ Mags couldn’t imagine how.

“Of course” Lena sghed. “People expect redly big things from both of us”

“Oh,” he replied, feding sunned that he had not redized this. Of course. He dready knew how she
fet about those expectations. Sometimes he found her amogt sick with anxiety over it.

It was at that moment that he redlized how much she must envy him. Not just having a Companion;
she would love that, of course. But because no one expected anything of him. For that matter, they
appeared surprised when he actudly accom-plished something.

Poor Lena. He couldn’t imagine how it must be to be her, with everyone watching her dl the time,
And by extension-poor Bear.

“It don't seem fair,” he sad at lagt, and got a graeful amile from her. “Not to neither of ye. Wdll, |
guess | can put up with bein’ interrupted if you want to be hdpin’ both of us”

By that point, they had reached Bardic Collegium. “I do, and that would be wonderful, Mags!” she
excdamed. “And I'll see you tomorrow.”

She scampered through the snow and disappeared into the building, leaving him to trudge through the
duff to the sta-bles, feding oddly warm insde.

There was a growing sense of anticipation in the Collegia, though for the life of him, Mags could not
imagine why. He overheard whispered questions in class—* Where are you going for Midwinter” and
“Did your get your Midwinter pres-ent for so-and-so yet?” But none of these questions made any
sense to him. Midwinter was only the shortest day of the year; there was nothing specid about it. At
leadt, there had not been, in his world—not unless a blizzard had locked the kiddies in the barn, which
was hardly a cause for ceebration, ance the only way they would get food would be if they dug
themselves away to the kitchen.

Hedidn't like to ask questions, though. It would only draw attention to himsdf, attention that he did
not want. He thought about asking Lena or Bear, but examinations were scheduled, and dl three of them
were sudying very hard for them. Lena scarcely even came by the stable to see Ddlen.

It didn’'t occur to him to ask Ddlen until the Companion findly volunteered the answer himsdf. Two



of the Bardic Traineesin his History class were whispering rather urgently together about presents while
the ingtructor’ s back was turned, and he amod turned to ask them what they were going on about, when
Ddlen spoke up in his mind.

:Midwinter holidays are a fortnight long, which is long enough for most of the Trainees to go
home for a visit,: Ddlen said. :For most of Valdemar, Midwinter is a big celebration, with a feast
on Midwinter’s Day and a party on Midwin-ter’s Eve.: With that, came a series of images that made
Mags blink and then fed a surge of rav envy. No wonder everyone was excited! And then, he
immediatdly fdt the heavy hand of mdancholy bow his shoulders. The more he was around the regular
Trainees, the more he redized just how much he didn’t have. Not things, he didn’t need things—he never
went hungry, never went cold, and dl the things he was learning! How could he ever want more than
thet?

But family and home—he had Ddlen, of course, and he would rather die than lose Ddlen—but that
was dl. He had never known before that family could be a good, even a won-derful, thing. Certanly the
Pieterses were ... well, the only thing he imagined Cole Pieters feding about his children was that they
were adequate additions to his workforce. But these pictures that Ddlen showed him—things and stories
thet Bear and Lena had told him—

And he had no one. His throat ached alittle.

:Are Bear and Lena going home?: he asked, a further dnk-ing feding coming over him. They
would, of course, how could they not? If this was a time when families made a point of drawing together,
then they mugt go home. Leaving him aone here.

:I’'mafraid so. And | am afraid it has not occurred to either of them that you are staying here.:
Ddlen said apologeticaly, then added,

:But Jakyr will be here; | expect himin the next few days. So there will be one familiar face at
least.:

It didn't help much, but he decided to put a brave face on it. They were his friends, after dl. And
Midwinter seemed to mean a season of giving. : Should | do something about Mid-winter presents for
them, then?: he asked, wondering where he was going to get the means to produce such a thing. In the
past, the only presents he' d had to give were the grass shoes he wove, or a bit of food. He couldn’t give
food, and why would anyone want his grass shoes?

But Ddlen seemed prepared for the question, and had an answer ready, :Yes, but leave that to me.
I’ll manage it, and it will be from both of us. They will like that.:

Mags blinked, but accepted the assurance a face vdue After dl, it wasn't as if Dalen hadn't
managed seemingly im-possible things before. Sometimes he wondered if the Com-panion was ever
surprised by anything.

So he forgot about it until after Weapons class. When he returned to the stable, Ddlen cdled to him,
with mind and with a stamp of his forehoof. :Mags, if you are not busy, | need you to come here a
moment, would you?:

Obediently, he went draight to Dalen’'s gdl. The Compan-ion nudged him affectionatdy with his
nose, as he reached out to scratch Dalen’'s soft ears. :Come in here, please. | need you to comb out
my mane and tail, and be very careful. Gather up as many of the hairs as come out as you can,
don't stretch or damage them, keep them straight. I'm going to concentrate very hard on
shedding some.:

Baffled by the odd request, Mags did as he was told. Surprisngly enough, when he was done, he
hed a skein of Sl-very hars the Sze of athick rope.

:Now take that into your room, and we'll get to work.:

Even more puzzled by now, Mags retreated to the warmth of his room. Ddlen ingtructed him to St
down & his desk, and light the lamp he normdly used for sudying by. The loose bundle of hair rested
beside hisright hand; the hairs seemed to shimmer in the light.

:Now ... | would like you to relax. And let me have your hands. Just—don’'t think about
anything, just concentrate on watching. All right? This is a bit like when | was keeping you calm,
except that it isall physical.:



Now completely puzzled, dl that Mags could do was to st there and try not to think at dl. And when
his hands started to move dl by themsdves, he fought down a brief moment of panic, then suppressed
the urge to make them stop, and just ... watched.

Watched as those hands selected a nest little bunch of Ddlen’'s hairs, watched as they moved deftly
and surdly, swiftly turning those hairsinto a braid, then turning the braid into a bracelet.

Only then did he redlize what it was that Ddlen was doing. Ddlen had the kill to do this, but not the
hands—obvioudy a Companion couldn’t finger-weave like this with hooves. He had the hands, but not
the ill, dthough he was deft enough in weaving grasses. This was another ill entirdly, and Dd-len was
amader of it. He watched in fascinaion as the intri-cate braid formed under his fingers.

When the bracelet was done, the hands st it aside, then started another braid. This one was much
longer. One end terminated in a loop, the other in a fancy knot that was just big enough it couldn’t dip
through the loop. : There are a lot of things Bear can use this for, but | think he will decide it should
be a bookstrap. He was looking for one the other day,: Ddlen explaned, as Mags hands got to
work on something new, this time a round braid, rather than a flat one, which aso terminated in a knot
and a loop. Then Mags hands made a second. :For Jakyr. Jesses for a hawk. He's a falconer; he
keeps a peregrine here in the Royal Mews. These are good jesses,—if the bird should escape, he
can pick them free of the bracelets and not get tangled in a tree.:

Mags blinked at the images he got from Dalen. Falcon-ers carried birds of prey out into the woods
and fields, set them free, and flushed game for them to take down. It was so strange to him that he could
hardly encompass it. He had seen hawksin the sky, of course, but cooped up in the mine dl day, he had
never known what they did or ate, and never knew you could train them to hunt for you. It looked
ato-gether exciting.

“I'd like t' learn how t' do that for mysdf,” he said adoud, as Ddlen released control of his hands,
and he flexed them.

:I will be happy to teach you.: Ddlen’'s menta voice was both satisfied and relieved .. But in the
meanwhile you should go and get some fancy paper and perhaps some ribbon. Go and talk to the
Guard Quartermaster, | am sure he can tell you where to find such things, assuming he has not
got some himself.:

In fact, the man did have such things, being accustomed to supplying them for his own troops. Such
gmdl items as Mags had made could eesily be folded into bits of scrap paper left over from the wrapping
of larger gifts, and the Quartermaster had no objection to Smply giving the scraps away.

By the time the usud study hour came around, Mags had two little packets, neatly tied with bits of
blue ribbon. He tucked them into his pocket, picked up his books, and when he arived, smply
presented the gifts to Lena and Bear, duck-ing his head to hide the sudden blush.

“From me an’ Ddlen,” he said as Lena took hers with thanks and Bear beamed a him. “Jest little
things We made 'em. Hope ye don’t mind.”

“Oh, Magd” Lena exdamed with ddight. “This isn't a lit-tle thing! Do you know how many people
would pay anything just to have a Companion-hair bracelet?”’

Before Mags could say that no, he had no idea, Bear had dready unwrapped his gift, thriftily setting
adde the paper and ribbon. “Magd” he exdamed with glee. “This is just the thing for a bookstrap! No
more dropping books dl over for mel How did you know | was looking for one?” He examined the
beautifully braided strap carefully. “You did this yoursdf? Y ou dog, when did you find time?’

Mags decided not to tdl him it had only taken the afternoon.

:I think our little presents are a success,: Ddlen observed with pleasure.

“You tdl Ddlen | think he's a star for letting you sted his hair,” Bear continued, running the strap
through his fingers with an expression of bliss. “My brothers are gonna hate me. None of them have a
Companion-hair bookstrap!”

Now the gifts were nice, and Mags was very proud of the weaving, but he couldn’t think why they
were both making such a fuss over the presents.

-1t is because we rarely allow our hair to be given to any-one but our Chosen,: Ddlen explained
to him as they dl set-tled down to study. : To have such a thing says that you are the great friend of



both a Herald and his Companion.:

They settled down to their sudying, and at the end, when Lena and Mags were packing up ther
books, Bear asked, “When are you leaving, Lena?’

“Right after my last examination, which isin the morning two days from now,” she said. “What about
you?”

“The same! Want to travel together as far as my home? You can overnight there, it'll be cozier than
some inn full of srangers.”

He beamed at her, and she amiled happily back. “And thisway for at least part of the trip, you won't
be stuck with some prune-faced old servant and have no one to talk to.”

“Oh, Havens—tha would be wonderful! They'll be send-ing Hamish, the steward, and | think he
hates me. Or at least, he doesn't approve of femde Bards.” She shuddered. “The sour looks he gives me
every time | open my mouth would curdle milk.”

“Well do it, then. You'll love my family, they're dl mad about Midwinter, they’ll probably hold a
feast-rehearsal judt for you—" Bear continued for a bit longer in this vein, then turned and said to Mags,
“So when are you—"

That was when it findly occurred to both of them that Mags didn’t have afamily, or anywhere dse to
go. Lena looked stricken, and Bear flushed. Lena spoke firg,

“Mags, | an so sorry. We didn’t mean anything, we—"

He swallowed, and ducked his head. “Don’ maiter. | didn' even know what dl this was about till
Ddlenta’ me Soit'snot like | hev recollections or anything, eh?’

Lena shook her head. “No Mags, we were redly thought-less, and if we'd taken the least
congderation, we would have asked if one of us could have you dong.”

“Pish. It don” matter. I’ da fdt as out of place with your kin as a pig in a sheep pen.” He managed a
amile It fdt diff and fake, but maybe they wouldn't notice. “Dallen says this's ‘sposed to be a family
time, so you don’ need some sranger shovin' in where he don’ fit. Anyway, you'll be back here in no
time An' I'll hev arest from lessond | might actudly get a chance to look around. There's a mort’ o guff
| never seen before, d'ye ken?’

Lenalooked unconvinced, and Bear troubled, but they didn't say anything. Well, redly, what could
they say? To save them further embarrassment, Mags shoved his books into his bag, meking a greet
show of getting them in there just so. “Anyway, got an exam fird thing, so | better get some deep. See
you a breskfast, then?’

He hurried out before ether of them could reply.

:That was awkward.: He hadn't gotten three steps down the path before Ddlen spoke ruefully in
hismind.

:Aye, that,: he replied. He was feding both sorry for them and a bit miserable himsdf. Despite the
promise of Jakyr's ariva, he had little confidence that the man would spend much time with him. He
was, dfter dl, agrown man and aful Her-ad, and had very littlein common with Mags. There would be
no classes and very little to occupy Mags' time during the fortnight or so when everyone would be gone.
Once, that prospect would have made him quite happy, but now ... honedtly it didn’t. He'd gotten used
to having people around, and gotten used to actudly having friends.

‘Wretched, isn't it?: Ddlen said wryly. :All this time being lonely, and never knowing you were
londly, until you weren’t anymore.:

:Aye, well, I'll only be lonely for a fortnight. Reckon | can last that out: He pushed open the
door of the stable with asgh.

‘Dammit, | am gonna be happy here,: hetold Ddlen abruptly, :I got every thin’ | need, an’ | got
you. If | cain’t be happy with that, | don’ deserve t’ have any of it.:

The Collegia were quiet for the firg time since Mags had arrived here.
Shortly after he had waved good-bye to Lena and Bear, mogt of the rest of the Trainees had gone
their ways as wdl. There were a handful dill a Heders, and a couple a Bardic, but he was the only



Herddic Trainee. Only the workmen remained, taking advantage of the Trainees absence to do things it
was hard to accomplish with people underfoot.

Bear and Lena had given im and Ddlen Midwinter pres-ents of ther own. Bear’s gift to Ddlen had
been a mane-and-tail comb impregnated with pennyroyd ail, which would keep flies away. His gift to
Mags had been a canigter full of herbd tea of his own deviang; something that would hep Mags deep,
but had been made to apped to his specific taste. How he had known about the nights when Mags
would be awakened by nightmares, Mags had no idea. He ill dreamed of being pursued, or pursuing
something that was going to hurt some un-specified person he cared for, and on those nights when Mags
would wake up in a cold sweat and be unable to get back to degp—well, this would be exactly what he
needed.

Lenas gft to Mags was a long scaf of soft, gray wool; her gft to Ddlen was a drange little
contraption of white net that fitted closdly over both ears, and was intended to keep insects out of and off
them. Mags nearly choked up; it was clear that they had both put alot of thought into their gifts

Now they were gone, the stables were dmost slent, and when Mags had awakened this morning, he
decided that he was not going to get up and go to breakfast. This was sup-posed to be a holiday; well,
hewould trest it as such.

He got up long enough to brew some of that tea, though, and drink it down. It helped, perhaps, that
he had been dudy-ing so hard and for so long to pass those examinations, and that now that they were
over, hefdt asif a heavy weight was off him. He did manage to drowse wdl into midmorning, then got
up, got something that might have been ether an early luncheon or late breakfast from the kitchen, and
then—

Then wondered what he was to do with himsdf. The Collegium itsdf was full of hammering and
shouting, and was not a very peaceful place to be.

:‘We are going to go into the city, Mags,: Ddlen sad firmly. :You have never seen so much as a
village before. So thisiswhat | want you to do ....

By midmorning Mags was dressed in his uniform with Le-na's scarf about his neck and a belt-pouch
with afew sausage ralls from the kitchen in it. On Dallen’s advice, he went to Herald Caglen and asked
permisson to vigt the city; Caglen, deep in some papers that were making him frown, waved a him
absentmindedly and told hm to be back by sunset. And that was dl there wasto it.

So he mounted Ddlen's saddle and they headed out the “Herdd's Gate’ in the walls around the
Pdace-Collegia complex. Mags hardly dared look a the enormous homes of the highborn, now that he
knew what they were. Crowded closaly together, they occupied every inch of space around the Palace,
and mogt were decorated with banners and garlands of ever-green branches, hally, and other indications
that this was a fedtive season. There was a great ded of coming and going, too, mostly of young children
with escorting adults.

:Morning is the time for small children’s parties,: Ddlen in-formed him. : Afternoon for those
from about twelve to fifteen. Evening is for the adults and those old enough to be married. Every
child and adult will attend at least one party every day during this season, and most will attend
two or even three.:

Mags stared at one of the houses, where so many tots were streaming in the front door thet it looked
like a procession of ants, and blinked. :Is that all them highborn do?:, he asked. :Go to parties?:

He'd never been to an actud party, unless you counted the “feadts’ that were held for the mine
kiddies in order to make it look as if they were taken care of well. There had been severd a the
Callegium since he had arrived; he/d heard laughter and conversation from them as he had passed open
doors, and took a sy glance out of the corner of his eye, but he'd not been invited. Parties looked like
they were fun. Music and taking and food. And games, though he didn’t think he would be any good at
games. The only games he knew were gambling ones, and that was modly from watch-ing rather than
playing.

:Oh, going to partiesis very serious business for the high-born,: Ddlen replied shrewdly. :First,
you must make sure you are invited to the right parties. Then, you must make sure when you get
there that you have brought the right sort of gift, and associate with the right people. You must



seem to be having a good time, without seeming to be having too good a time, because then
people might wonder what you thought you needed to prove, or if you were hiding something.
Once you are with the right people, you must make certain that they are aware that you also are
the right sort of person. You mustn’t arrive too early, or leave too late. Your arrival should cause
agtirring of interest, your departure go unnoticed. You must talk about the right things when you
are with the right sort of people, and of nothing if you happen momentarily to be stuck amongst
the wrong sort. You must dance, and again, with the right people. You must not dance anything
too country, for that is too old-fashioned:

‘What are the right sort of people?. he asked, watching the kiddies in ther brightly colored
dathing baing shooed dong like so many rainbow-hued hens by the black-clad nursemaids. Each of them
wore more dothing than any Sx of the mine kid-dies put together. Did a child redly need boots, leggings,
undergown, overgown, shawl and coat, plus mittens and a hat? They were so bundled up they looked
likeyarn bdls

:In general, people that are higher in rank than you, al-though there are the occasional
exceptions, like an especially honored scholar, Guardsman, exceedingly wealthy merchant, or
anyone else who is currently being lionized.: Ddlen sounded as if he had been to one of these parties
persondly.

:Children, too?: Mags asked, wondering how children could possbly be expected to act like
anything other than children. Granted, the mine kiddies hadn’t acted like children, but the mine kiddies
hed incentive in the form of beatings and the loss of food to make them forget about playing and sttle
down to work.

:Children, too,: Ddlen replied, then added :Usually, it is their nurses that are the ones to make
sure that their charges are seen with the right people, but yes. Children, too.:

A moment before, he had been envying them. Not now. It would be exhausting.

:Oh, and did I mention that if you are of the female per-suasion you must wear a different
dress to each party? Or, at least, appear to do s0.:

That was sheer insanity.

:The ones old enough to marry are expected to use this sea-son to hunt down a suitable
partner among the right people,: Ddlen continued, :1 have to say that | do not favor Midwinter
among the highborn and the wealthy. It becomes a season of partial madness, with everyone
scrambling to further them-selves or their families, and almost no one getting so much as a crumb
of pleasure out of it.:

Mags blinked. :Not real fond of them, eh?:

Ddlen snorted and bobbed his head, :1 have my reasons.:

Whatever those reasons were, Ddlen did not elaborate. Instead, he quickened his pace through the
area, trotting briskly on the hard-packed snow that covered the road. Mags wondered why they had not
cleared it off, then his question was answered when he saw the ded pulled by two matching chestnut
mares. It was obvious then. It was better to glide on runners than try to control a wheded vehide as it
bounced over rutsin the snow.

They passed quickly through the area where the merdy wedthy lived, then the well-to-do, dl of
which were so much grander than the Pieters house that Mags wished with some amusement Cole
Pieters could see them. He' d have gone scar-let with anger and envy.

Thefarther out from the Palace they got, the more crowded the streets became, until & last, Dalen
dowed down to an amble and then moved out of the way of traffic and came to a stop in an open square
that was filled with what looked like open-sided tents, each tent holding one or more people with things
spread out on tables before them and other people crowded around.

:Midwinter Market,: sad Ddlen. :Go walk about and look. Enjoy yourself. No one will trouble
you, wearing that uniform.:

Mags dismounted, and eased himsdf into the crowd.

Unlike mogt of the people here, he was too interested in watching what the people were doing to
look a what the booths held. Now, while they were engaged in trying to find gifts, they tended not to



control thelr expressons. Some looked bored, or harried; some had the look of a person who knows
exactly what he wants and is only hunting for the best possible price. Some looked worried, some
uncertain. Some had a kind of serene and happy look to them. Some—rather few—abore a contented,
amog lazy look. Those lagt, Mags thought, had probably adready gotten dl the gifts they needed, and
were just enjoying the market itsdf.

Booth tenders ether huddled with potentia customers or cried their wares doud. Mags ignored this
for the mogt part, until afew words caught his ear.

“... thefinest of ydlow topaz ...”

Topaz ... that, he had learned, was what his “ydlow sparklies’ had been caled. Feding a morbid
interest in seaing just what became of those bits of glitter so laborioudy chipped out of the rock, Mags
worked hisway in the direction of the voice.

He squeezed between two giggling young women to find himsdf abruptly at the side of an older man
ina sober brown cloak, as both of them stood before what must have been a jewder’s booth. But there
was just one problem with the vel-vet trays of rings, brooches, and necklaces. They were not what the
mean was daming them to be.

His“finest yellow topaz” was inferior Suff carefully cut to hide the flaws, but Mags, who had learned
to judge to a hair the stones that would get him the most bread, could spot them. And he could not help
it. His mouth opened, and the words came out before he could stop them, tinged with scorn.

“Aint so fineasdl that.”

The jewder started, and glared down at him. The man who was examining the ring looked at him
with interest.

“Be off with you!” the jewder barked. “Thisis none of your business!”

“Tis if you be mekin' dams that an't gric'ly trug” Mags retorted, quaking a little ingde, but
determined to stand his ground.

The jeweler glowered. “Go back up the hill, before | cal my man—"

“Now, now, | should like to hear what the Trainee has to say,” the man in brown interrupted, the
emphads on Trainee to drive the point home to the jeweler that this was not just some random boy in
gray dothing. He turned to Mags. “Now why do you say thet this Sone is not so fine?’

“Turn her Sdeway, and tilt her a bit. Y€Il see the flaw. He's cut it t' hide it, but it's there. 'Tis a
pretty stone, and 'tis cut well, | reckon, but ‘finest,’ it an't.” Mags shrugged.

“By the Havens, there it is ...” The man stopped peering a the stone to look down a Mags.
“However did you know?’

“Useter mine them things” Mags replied, and would have dipped away, had the man not detained
himwith a hand on his shoulder.

“Thank you, my young friend. Please stay here a mo-ment.” He turned back to the jeweler. “Now,
asit happens, | like the stone and the setting, and | know my niece will as well, regardless of the flav. So
what would be afar price for a flawed stone?’

Deflated, the merchant named a price, there was alittle haggling, and the merchant placed the ring in
asmdl satin bag and handed it over in exchange for severd coins.

“Now, Trainee, as you have saved me from being cheated, | would like to treat you to luncheon.
Would you permit me?’

Mags gaped a him. “Ah ... er ...

:It's all right, open your shields a bit and you'll see;: Da-len advised. Mags followed his
suggestion, and let the man's surface thoughts wash over him for alittle.

And Ddlen was right; this was nothing more sniger than a kindly man who was grateful for Mags
hep. And it did not hurt that Mags was a Trainee. Mags got the distinct impresson that the man was
getting a bit of athrill to be around a Herddic Trainee.

He ducked his head. “Was doin" no more than | should, Sr,” he sad modedtly. “But thankee.
"Twould be kind on ye”

The man amiled broadly and held out his hand. “Soren Mender,” he said. Mags took the proffered
hand and shook it.



“Tranee Mags,” he replied. He liked the man's face. Seamed with wrinkles, which dl looked as if
they had been formed out of good humor rather than bad temper.

“Wel, Trainee Mags, there is a nice little tavern just over that way—" the man pointed to Mags
right, “—and if you'll come with me, | suspect you could wrap yoursdf around the outside of something
hot and filling.”

Mags laughed. “* Spect | could, Master Soren,” he replied. “Lead on.”
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Mags was no fool. He knew very well that Master Soren could be harboring intentions that were not
good toward him.

But they were going to eat in a public place, he had done Master Soren a favor, his own brief
gimpse a the man’'s thoughts revedled no guile, and Ddlen vouched for the man. All of these things
counted for something; Ddlen vouching for him counted enough that Mags fdt reasonably safe.

And Soren gave him none of the Sgnas he would have thought showed danger. They sat down, one
on ather 9de of a andl table in the window, where the sun streamed warmly through the hand-sized,
thick glass panes. The girl brought them hot cider, poured from the same thick pottery pitcher; Soren
gave him no recommendations for food, and ordered the same when Mags asked for mest pies.

“So, you mined gemstones?’ Soren asked, when the food arrived. He tilted his head to the side a
little. “Aren’t you rather young for that?’

Mags surprised even himsdf with the bitterness of his reply. “Magter Cole what owned the mine
reckoned th' smdler, th' better. For fittin' inter tunndls”

Soren chewed his lower lip. “1 will take it that thiswas ... hot a good Stuetion.”

Mags hesitated. Should he tdl his story to this stranger? No one had told him not to. And now that
he was here, in Haven and & the Collegium, could even Cole Pieters and his friends touch him? By now
they surdly had figured out that he was the one who had acted as informant for everything. They would
have to be thicker than even he thought not to have done so.

Mags nibbled thoughtfully on a bit of crust for a moment, then dowly began to tdl Soren just what it
was like to work for Cole Pieters. Without the murders, he was rddively certain that the Herads would
not want him tdling about those.

And Soren had a very interegting reaction to it dl. He didn’'t get angry, as Jakyr had, nor did he act
asif it didn't matter because it hadn’t happened to him. Ingtead, an expresson of grave sorrow dowly
moved over his face, and the more he heard, the sadder he became.

Fndly, he sghed. “I wish there was a way that dl this could be made up to you, and your fellows,
Mags. That man stole so much from you—years of your lives that you will never get back.” He shook his
head mournfully.

Mags could only shrug. “

“Tiswhat itis” he replied.

“But | never dreamed there could be something like that going on in Valdemar. It ... offendsme” He
paused, and Mags wondered if he should say something. Then Soren nod-ded his head as if deciding
something. “Now that | know thet they do ... Mags, what would be a good way of keeping youngsters
from fdling into such places?’

Why is he asking me? Mags wondered, feding stunned. He opened his mouth to ask that very
question, but what came out was not that at dl. “Mebbe you ¢'d do somethin® with the law,” he heard
himsdf saying. “Make it bad t' put kiddies to work or som'thin.”

“It would have to be the ‘or something, Soren mused aoud. “We don’t want to pendize farm folk
who rely on their children and extra hands. But, yes, | see your point, and | think that would be a good
dart.” He straightened up again, and nodded decisvey. “Wdl, my young friend, is there any-thing more |
can do to thank you?’

Mags shook his head, blushing. “Y e went wel over, feedin' me. All | did was wut | should do, aye?
Ban aTraneean dl.”



“Wdl, | don't need to ask you why you are dill here with Midwinter Festival upon us, so ... let me
do this. If you haven't anything better to do, you are welcome to join our ongoing fedtivities” Soren
gmiled & him, but not in any kind of patronizing fashion. “We don't hold parties as such; we keep an
open house, and if people are indined and like-minded, they more-or-less form parties. Here—" He
took a gndl card out of a pouch at his bdt, borrowed a pen and ink from the taverner, and wrote out
some directions in a careful hand. “Here you are,” he said, handing it to Mags. “You can Smply arrive,
and fed free to bring a friend or friends. The only part of our celebration that is set in stone is the
Midwin-ter Day Feast, and a Midwinter Eve ceremony. All the rest isfresform.”

Mags waved the card to be sure that it was dry, and tucked it safdly away. “1 ‘spect I'll have to get
permisson,” he said, feding a great interest in seaing this “open house”

Soren nodded. “And | expect that will be no difficulty for you. All right, Trainee Mags” he sad,
ganding up and offer-ing hishand. “It has been a very great pleasure to be in your company, and thank
you for the timdy intervention—"

“Jes a moment, Master Soren,” he interrupted, suddenly thinking of something. “Kin | see th' ring
agan?’

With an odd glance, Soren obliged him. Usng a ray of sunlight that the windows were inadvertently
concentrating, he turned the stone this way and that, peering at the flaw. F-ndly, he turned the ring
upside down and looked at it from the back.

“Hal” he exclamed. “Lookit yon. She looks like a bird, flyin'. That there makes it more satidyin’,
eh? Stll aflaw, but now turnsinto an asset kind of flaw.”

“A bird?" Soren leaned closer, pearing a the stone. “By the Havens, it does! You have helped me
out twice today, my young friend, and now | am truly in your debt!”

Mags blushed again, a deeper crimson than before, and handed back thering. “Yewon't say that if |
c'n come to yer party, Master Soren,” he replied with alaugh. “’Cause | c'n eat alot!”

Herad Cadlen looked at the amdl piece of iff paper with a look of absolute astonishment on his
face. “Mags ... do you know whose address is on this card?’

Mags shrugged. “Master Soren—"

“Who isthe head of the Builder’s Guild, which isin charge of everything to do with the congruction
of buildings, and who is one of His Mgesty’s advisors about matters of com-merce!” Herdd Cadlen
spluttered.

Mags blinked a him. A few fortnights ago, he would have had no idea what that meant. But now?
Oh, he knew dl right.

“But ... he was just wanderin’ in the Midwinter Market, lookin' fer ...” He tried to think what a
flawed stone would be, to one of the people who lived in those enormous houses near the Pdace. “... a
trinket. He was a-goin't’ get cheated, an’ | warned 'im.”

Herad Caglen nodded. “He's the sort of man that would appreciate that. As soon as he heard you
speak, he mugt have known that there was no way you would recognize him or his name, so there was
no way that you would have done any-thing out of what isthe ‘ordinary’ for you.”

“Aye” Mags agreed. “I'd save anybody from bein’ cheated.”

“This could not be better for you and your friends from the mine” Caglen didn't rub his hands
together in gleg, but he came close. “Now Soren will look into your case, snce he has heard about it
firgdhand. HE Il discover that not only did you not exaggerate the conditions, you actudly didn't tdl
every-thing. You said he looked sad?’

Mags nodded.

“He abhors injustice. This will jump your case to the front of the queue. Or rathe—" Cadlen
amended, “—the case of Magter Pieters and his abuses. You are fairly wdl out of it right now. | doubt
you will even be called as awitness. He might not ever have had an interest in this; it could have gone to
one of the ordinary Judticiars. Now, it won't. Cole Pieters and his sons might very wel find themsdves
working as laborers—at afar wage—in what used to be their own mine”



Mags pictured that in his own mind and found himsdf amiling.

Caden paused, his face showing thought. “Let me tdl you some things about Master
Soren—athough, given your Gift and your observationa skills, you probably had figured out most of this
dready. He is unique among the King's advi-sorsin that he does not have a great interest in ostentation,
and | have heard rumors that he spends as much or more of his fortune on charitable efforts as he does
on himsdf and his family. Since he doesn’t make any sort of public display of his charity, these are dill
only rumors. 1, for one, bdieve them, however. Because he is indifferent to socid dimbing and display,
he seldom holds any sort of gathering except & Midwinter and Midsummer Festivas—and those, rather
than being a series of parties a which it is important to be seen, are, as he told you, a sort of ongoing
party, or ‘open house,’ to which he invites dl manner of folk. Artigts, writers, mu-dcians and Bards,
Heders, the highborn, priests and cler-ics of dl sorts, philosophers and teachers—it redly doesn’t
matter, the one common denominator is that he thinks they are interesting. As a result, despite this not
being a socid dimber’s event, there is a certain cachet to being invited. It means that Master Soren thinks
you are intdligent and worth knowing. Not being invited, in the Palace circles, tends to carry with it the
assumption that you are not very bright and uninteresting.”

Master Soren thinks | am worth knowing? Mags was so astonished by this thought that he fdt a
litte stunned.

Caden tapped on the desk to get his attention. “Liden to me, Mags, this does not mean that you
need to go to thisthing prepared to entertain people with your conversation. Just be yoursdf, even if that
means you are going to be quiet and ob-serve as you usudly do. Master Soren saw you being yoursdf
and was impressed. So keep doing just that.”

Mags blinked. “ So—I should go?’ he replied tentetively.

“If you want to. | think you will enjoy yoursdf. | believe you will be less intimidated than you think.”
Herald Cadlen rubbed his chin a moment. “If | were in your place, | would go, and not just once. There
will be dl sorts of people there, plenty for you to watch and lisen to.”

Mags fdt encouraged by the fact that Herdd Caden tadked about “watching and ligening” as
opposed to doing any talk-ing himsdf.

Then he thought of something.

“l ..." Heflushed. “I cain’'t. | an't got nothin' good enough t” wear. I'd be ... I'd make th' Collegium
look bad. Like we don’ care enough t' dress right.”

He looked down at himsdf. The Trainee uniform was servicesble enough, but it had its share of
places where it had been mended, and none of the others in his possession were much better. When he
looked back up again, Herdd Caglen was chewing hislip.

“Let me see what | can come up with,” he replied, and then amiled. “I think | have an idea”

By this time it was wdl into the dinner hour; Mags went down to the kitchen to get something, not
feding much like egting in the dining hal. Paradoxicdly, it was very crowded, which might have made no
sense until you redized that with the Trainees out of the way, workmen had been pulled in from dl over
Haven to help on the three Collegia, and part of the benefit of working over Midwinter holiday was being
fed from the Palace. The food was no longer the same tilitarian fare of previous months. These
workmen and women were beng treated very wel to compensate for losng part of therr holiday.
Breskfast had meats and eggs as wel as the usud bread and butter and porridge with various things that
could be added to it. Luncheon was meat pies and sausage rolls, or cold diced meet, cheese, and lots of
bread and pickles and onions—the ided sort of thing for workmen in a hurry. Dinner was generdly
roasts and hams—something that only happened once a week or so when the Collegia were in
sesson—which then went to serve as the next day’s luncheon. The kitchen fixed him up with a heaping
plate that they put in akind of shdlow bucket with alid on it to keep the hest in. This contrivance served
very wdl indeed; his dinner was dill piping hot when he got down to the stable.

Instead of taking it to his room, he made himsaf alittle table and chair of a couple of baes of straw in
Ddlen'sgdl, and fdl to. :Wotcher think?:, he asked Ddlen.

. | agree with Caelen. | think you should go. | think it is time that you experienced life for
your self.



Mags stopped with the bite on his fork hdfway to his mouth. He put it down. :Wotcher mean?: he
asked cautioudy.

:I mean ... you should be with people, and in a place, where you are, for once, doing something
only for the pleasure of it. You did a bit of that today, going with me down to the Midwinter
Market, but | would like it if you could do more of that: Ddlen nosed his har affectionately. :You are
an awfully solemn fellow. Do you know, | have never heard you laugh?:

Suddenly hefdt srangdy sad. : Ain't had much reason to,: he responded gruffly.

:Not even here?: Ddlen heaved a huge Sgh. :No, you need not answer that. You have been s0
busy in trying to catch up to the rest of the Trainees, you have scarcely had time to breathe, much
less learn how to laugh.:

Mags shrugged. :1I'm ... good,: he replied, and bit down on a butter-filled bread rall in sheer bliss. :|
got you, | got the best food | ever et, good stuff t'wear, warm bed ... | got more'n | ever dreamed
I"d get. Dunno as | need t' laugh.:

Ddlen sghed again, but he said no more on the subject. Mags could tel, though, that he wanted to
Sy more.

Likeit'shisfault | ain't like Bear an’ Lena ...

Quickly, he changed the subject, to a book he had been loaned by Caglen. Ddlen seemed grateful
for the change in topic. But asit happened, the book was genuindy engrossing, and Ddlen knew afair bit
about the subject. Mags carried his plates back to the kitchen, then had along, leisurdy bath—something
he rarely got to do. He reflected, as he soaked, on how far he had come. Bare moons ago, he had no
idea tha any such thing as hot baths existed. Now?

Huh ... it'slike I'mlivin’ in what them priests all prom-ised us if we was good.

Mags intention of being as lazy as possible didn't last any longer than the firg day. He was judt too
restless to gt on his hands. He firs embarked on a massve deaning and organiz-ing of his own room.
Then he went out to the salle and practiced done againg the pells. And with bow and arrow. Then again
agand the pdls. Findly, he and Dadlen rode a grud-ing obstacle course which left both of them sore and
tired. He gave Ddlen a good rubdown, got another hot bath and a change of uniform, then went looking
for some food.

It was late by luncheon standards, and it looked asif a plague of rats had overrun the table where the
luncheon foods were laid out. There were mogly empty plates and crumbs, dthough those crumbs would
eedly havefilled up one of the smdler kiddies back a the mine. But he found pieces of cheese here and
there, the ends of a couple of loaves, a for-gotten piece of ham and a few hard-boiled eggs, and plenty of
pickles. He fdt wdl satisfied with his gleanings, and was about to carry it al back to his room. That was
when Ddlen Mindspoke him.

‘Herald Caelen is looking for you. | told Peshta to tell him you would come to his office.:

Well, that was convenient. It was the firg time that Ddlen had done anything of the sort like that,
relaying a message, but Mags could see how useful it was. He borrowed one of the baskets that had held
the bread, wrapped his luncheon in the napkin that was 4ill init, and went on up to Caelen’s office. Once
agan he was struck by how noisy the Collegium was, with the sounds of hammers and other tools
echoing down the empty corridors.

“Magd” the head of the Collegium greeted him, perhaps senang his presence with some Gift or
other, before he even came into view. “I told you | would sort something out about things to wear to
Master Soren’s Midwinter fedtivities, and | have. Come dong, | have a stack of things for you.”

Curious now, Mags hurried to do as he was requested. The office was a good hit cleaner; the
number of books was at least haved. Evidently, the workmen had been putting in good progress on the
Callegium library.

Herdd Caden indicated a pile of folded gray fabric on one of the chairs. “Some of our Heralds have
been highborn or very wedlthy, you know,” he said with a amile. “And even though they are supposed to
wear the same uniforms as the rest of the Trainees, you can't keep their parents from hav-ing
nonregulation Grays made for them. | just canvassed the Herdds assgned to the City and those tha
were vigting their families here at Court until | found three sets of persondly tailored Grays that | thought



would fit you.”

Nonregulation Grays? Mags picked up the topmost gar-ment from the pile and the soft fabric caught
alittle on hisrough hand. A few moons ago he wouldn't have known what these things were except soft.
Now he had names for them; velvet and damask, doeskin leather, lambswool. No one looking at these
Grays would mistake them for the sort worn for classes and more physcd lessons; the cut was the same,
and the design, but that was where the resemblance ended.

Mags had names for these fabrics, but he had never ac-tudly expected to touch any of them, much
less wear them himsdif.

“They told me that you might as well keep these, Mags. They're never going to wear them again, and
any youngling in thelr families that gets Chosen will have his own sets of Grays made to fit him. Or maybe
| should say, ‘made to fit im exactly’ The highborn never seem to run out of money for new dothing.”
He shook his head. “Wél, everyone | went to said the same thing—they’re never going to wear these,
obvi-oudy, there is no point in them going to waste, so | should take them. Which is not a bad thing at dl,
snce now I'll have some fine uniforms on hand the next time one of you Trainees needs such a thing, and
with as much as | had to pick from, | was able to get you more than one change of dothing. There's a
couple sets of boots there, too,” the Herald added. “Y ours are beginning to look a bit grim.”

WEell, that was true. They'd never actudly matched his Grays, since they were the ones he'd gotten
from the Guards, and were redly “dvilian” boots that had been outgrown and returned to ther
storerooms. And they had only fit with three pairs of stockings. Not that he was complaining. Not when,
for the firg timein hislife, he had warm feet in the winter. Feet like his could take anything a badly fitting
par of boots could ddiver, and not even fed it.

At Caden’s urging, he picked up the whole pile and carried it off to his room, not forgetting his lunch,
of course. And a Dalen's indstence, once he was done egting, he put on one of the outfits. Instead of
canvas tunic and trews, and heavy wool shirt, he found himsdf in degant doeskin tunic and trews, and a
shirt of lambswool so fine and soft it fdt as if it would float. There were hose that matched the shirt, and
the deer-hide boots that matched the tunic fit his feet as if they had been made for him. But they hadn'’t;
there were subtle Sgns of wear on dl of these things that made it clear they were second-hand. Not that
he cared about alittle wear. The outfit, except for the boots, was alittle big, but that was eesly fixed with
the matching belt. When he was clothed, he turned thisway and that, trying to see himsdif.

:Come out, and | will show you a trick.: Ddlen sounded uncommonly merry, and Mags obliged,
sepping back out into the stable and facing his Companion, who was hanging his head over the top of his
gdl.

:Now look—do this with your mind, and this and ... there you are. Now you can look at
yourself through my eyes.:

And sure enough, he could. It startled him. He was used to seeing himsdf inthewadl of mirrors at the
<le but now he looked ... degant? He looked like the sort of fellow that those mercenaries would not
dare touch, for fear of reprisas. His black hair and tanned skin looked a little Sartling againgt the gray of
his dothing. He straightened, and tucked athumb in his belt, and smiled at himsdlf.

“I wouldn’ know me,” he said aloud, and with that, he was looking out of his own eyes again. “Huh.
That was diffrent.”

:You look quite respectable.:

He amiled. :Yah, | do.:

:S0 let’s go to Master Soren’s home.:

That sartled him. :What, now? Buit:

:WEe' ve nothing in particular to do, and he keeps a Mid-winter open house, as you have been
told. You showed that you are not some social climber by not rushing over there at once. If he did
not want you to come, he would not have in-vited you. S let's go.: Ddlen shook his head
impetiently and stamped one hoof.

Mags might have tried to argue, but he could think of no good reasons not to go. So, with a Sgh, he
gavein, saddled Ddlen and put on the specid bitless bridie that Companions wore, and the two of them
trotted out into the afternoon sun.



Somewhat to Mags rdief, Master Soren did not live in one of the fird-tier dwelings the
congructions that were little palaces unto themsdlves. His home was down in the second tier of the
“merdy” wedlthy. It had nothing to diginguish it from the other haf-timbered stone-and-plaster homes
except that unlike theirs, the gate was standing wide open, there were lights in virtudly every window,
and the sounds of musc and voices carried out to the street. There was a stone wall about the entire
property, snow-topped, and within that wal the building faced on an area that was about hdf
snow-covered garden and haf paved courtyard.

As soon as Mags entered the courtyard, a servant appeared so quickly he might have maeridized
out of thin ar. “If | may, Sr?’ he said politdy, not to Mags, but to Ddlen. “The stables are this way.”
Now he looked up & Mags. “Master Trainee, just go up to the door and ring; someone will be with you
before the sound dies away.”

Bemused, Mags dismounted; the servant did not so much as touch Ddlen's bridle. He might have
been escorting a dig-nified gentleman. Mags ' firg thought was that Dallen must have been edting that sort
of trestment up.

:Of course | am. Shoo.:

Amused, Mags went on to the door, and rang the bel with a sngle pull on the strap attached to the
clapper. The door flew open and another servant, even more correct than the firs one, bowed dightly.
“Wecome to the House of Mender, dr,” the servant said, and bowed low. “How shdl | announce you?’

:As Herald-trainee Mags,: Ddlen prompted. : And nod your head a little to him. And smile.:

Mags did dl these things, and the man waved him through the door, announcing at the same timein a
carion voice, “Herdd-trainee Mags.” There was a amd| entryway into which he passed, atiny box of a
room that opened up into another space that was much, much larger.

The enormous room just past the entryway was about hdf ful of guests, but even a only hdf full,
there must have been more than a hundred people in it. It was &t least as big as the dining hdll at the
Collegium. It, too, had a high cell-ing, two dtories tdl a least, and there were many windows dong the
wdl behind Mags. The cdling was criss-crossed with heavy black beams, from which hung garlands of
ever-green branches. The pungent pine scent filled the ar, added to by the spice-and-apple scent of
mulled cider. The wadls were white plaster and black beams jugt like the outside, hung with gorgeous
tapestries, and there was a huge fireplace at the end opposite the door, easly big enough to roast an
entire ox. Benches lined the walls with tables between; if they were dl like the one nearest Mags, they
were laden with things to eat and cauldrons of hot mulled cider. People seemed to St or stand or walk
about as they fancied.

Ancther servant took Mags cloak as there was allittle stir, and Master Soren came driding up to
him, both hands extended in greeting. Today he was dressed as Mags would have expected a man of his
rank and wedlth to dress; in wine-colored velvet and fine linen, with a Slver belt around his tunic and a
dlver chain around his neck.

“Magd Welcome!” He took one of Mags hands in both his and shook it. “Come this way, and I'll
introduce you to some of my guests”

Mags followed him with some trepidation; if Master Soren took him to meet some of the King's
advisors or other im-portant people—well, he was't certain what he would do or say.

But Soren did nathing of the kind; instead, he brought Mags to one sde of the huge fireplace where,
to Mags intense rdief, there was a group of people about his age.

“Lydia, thisis Mags, who found the bird in your ring. Mags, thisismy niece Lydia”

Lydia, a sweet-faced girl with atumble of intensdy red curls smiled up a him, her smile warming her
eyes which were as green as fine beryls. Mags saw she was wearing the ring her unde had bought her
yesterday. “Thet is so clever of you! But from what Uncle says, you bought your kill rather dearly. | am
glad that horrible man is not going to be able to continue as he has been.”

“Theres a mort 0 folks that're hagppy about that, mistress” Mags sad, with an awkward
haf-amile, as Master Soren moved away. So Master Soren had told his niece, at least, quite a bit about
Mags. He wasn't sure whether to be pleased or otherwise. He findly decided to be pleased. It prob-ably
saved him alot of awkwardness.



Thegirl amiled again, warmly. “Jugt Lydia. And thisis Marc, Amily, Tomas, Saski, Jak, Renton, and
Dia”

Mags nodded in turn to each of them, fixing their names and faces together in his mind. Fortunately,
he was rather good at that, and getting better dl the time. Sometimes he wondered if his memory had
adways been this good, and he findly decided that it had been, there had just been less for him to
remember, so he hadn’t noticed.

The pae young man cdled Tomas made awry face. “Hope you don't think too badly of me, Lydia,
nor you, Trainee Mags, but 'tis holiday season, and | had rather not think of tales of misary at the

“And from the unease in his eyes, | suspect Mags would rather not talk about them,” observed round
little Dia, looking at him shrewdly from deep brown eyes.

Mags nodded, though he wasn't sure what he could talk about with these deek, well-dressed young
people. It wasn't asif he had alot in common with them.

“Hrgt, have some cider to warm you.” Dark Jak, whose skin was nearly as tanned as Mags', pushed
amug into his hands, and motioned him to a seat on one of the cushioned benches.

“Then tdl us what you know about those mercenar-ies thet lot of merchants brought with them. You
have to have seen them, since | know they are doing weapons work at the Palace sdle”

He blinked, and sat down gingerly. “Wdl,” he replied, dowly, “Aye ... but | only seen them at that
«dle..”

Tomas, red-haired Marc, and Jak dl nodded vigoroudy. All of them leaned forward eagerly.

“That'swhat we want to hear about.” Somewhat to Mags surprise, it was Lydia who said that, not
one of the young men. “We want to hear what their fighting techniqueislike.”

WEel, there, a least, he was on s0lid conversationa ground. Slowly and carefully, he described what
he had observed; that they absolutely preferred to gang up on someone in a pack, who in that pack was
weakest, who was strongest. With dl of them hanging on his words, he detailed the style they used, and
where it differed from what the Wegponsmaster taught, and how. They ligened hard, nodded, and
occasondly made intdligent comments or questions.

Findly—‘That's dl | ¢'n think of,” he said, spreading his hands gpologeticaly, then looked with
urprise a the empty mug in one of them. He didn’t remember drinking dl of thet cider.

“That’s enough,” Diareplied. “That's more than enough.” She looked at the others. “Wdl?’

Marc nodded. “I think you girls can take them down.”

Mags blinked. He had hdfway suspected that the boys were thinking of chdlenging the
mercenaries—but the girls?

Lydiagurgled a chuckle. “They’ll never know what hit them. And they will be utterly humiliated.”

Mags blinked again. “There a reason why yer wantin't’ do that?’ he asked carefully. It seemed to
himto be avery odd sort of thing to want to do. If they knew those arrogant young men, if one of them
hed been bullied by the mercenar-ies, that would be different. But of course, they didn't, or they
wouldn’'t have been asking him so many questions.

They dl exchanged glances. It was Jak that answered.

“These felows that are supposed to be merchant princes,” he replied. “The ones the mercenaries are
guarding. They’'re no more merchants than my pet hound is. Princes—maybe. But why they are
here—they’re looking us over. Teding us. Cdl them spies in diplomatic dothing. They’ve got some of
their lot testing the Heralds and the Guards to see what kind of fighters they are. But we want them to
discover that if it comes to afight, it won't be just the Heradlds and the Guards that they meet.”

“So we're gaing to chalenge them,” Dia said, with her little chin in the air. “And we are going to
humiliate them. And they will go home knowing that they had better make peace, be-cause they truly do
not want war with us, not when the women wiill fight at the sSides of the men, and just as fiercdy.”

Mags gazed at them dl with enormous respect. Hisinitid vague impression of them had just gotten an
abrupt shift.

Lydia nodded, her green eyes twinkling. “And before you ask, yes, our parents know about this
And with the proviso that we could do thiswith aminimum of damage to ourselves, they agreed it was a



good idea. Itisone amdl part of alarger plan, you see.”

“It was my father who saw how they were testing the Her-alds and the Guards and sensed something
more was going on,” Jak said, mationing to a servant to bring them dl more spiced cider. He waited
while the servant poured, and then until the man was out of earshot, before resuming his con-versation.
“He came to me to find out if we thought there was anything we could do to help. And so you have it—"
He spread his hands wide. “Master Soren and our parents are not at the highest levd of rule—but my
father says that gives them a broader scope, S0 to speak. They see things that the ones that St in Council
might not.”

“And of course, everything they see and do, they consult with the King's Own about.” Amily, who
had been very quiet until now, spoke up in a matter-of-fact voice. She was nothing like as vibrant as
Lydiaor as bold as Dig; in fact, she seemed to fade into the background a bit. Even her dothing was in a
subdued shade of soft brown. But when she looked up a Mags, he saw a glittering intdligence in those
eyes, and he redized that the image she projected was deliberate on her part.

He shook his head. He wanted to say to them dl, | am completely out of my depth here, but he
didn’t quite know how to say it.

Lydia patted his hand. “Don’'t worry, Mags,” she said in a kindly voice. “We ve been doing this sort
of thing snce we were old enough to understand that we could hep our parents this way. And our
parents have been hdping Master Soren for quite along time. He understood that some of those who st
on the Coundil are there only because of birth, not brains. He went to the King's Own and offered to put
together some people that could hep counteract some of the blunders those folk sumbled into, or the
troubles they deliberately created. And we are the second generation to follow that path.” She tilted her
head to the side. “And I'll tdl you the truth, and that is we've been testing you, just now, to see how
good your memory is, and how well you can report on things you' ve seen. My unde asked you here, not
because heis kind, which heis, nor because he thinks he owes you a favor, which he does, but because
he thinks you are the person we need to tdl us things from ingde this new Heralds Collegium.”

Now Mags head was farly soinning. She thought he would do—what? But—how did he know this
wasn't intrigue piled on top of intrigue? Granted, Ddlen had said that Master Soren was dl right, but how
did Ddlen know? If he agreed, what was he agreeing to?

At just that moment, the door servant’s voice rang out over the crowd. “King's Own Herald
Nikolas.”

A figure clad in brilliant white with a slver bet and the crest of Vaddemar embroidered on the left
breast entered the room. He looked about asif he was searching for something or someone. Mags mind
raced. Could he ask the King's Own Herdd about dl this? Did he dare? Ddlen had said that they were
dl Herdds, equd, together—but no, there was only the one King's Own, and he—

—and he was coming sraight for them!

Amily rose, and Mags saw a that moment, the find bit of irony thet the heavy skirts of her gown had
concealed. She was lame, and had to use Jak’s ad to get to her feet. Her right leg was twisted dl
wrong—

Herdd Nikolas reached the group, and put both arms around Amily, embracing her and steadying
her a the sametime.

“Hdlo, my scheming darling,” he said, dropping a kiss on top of Amily's head. “Have you finished
terrifying the poor lad yet?’

“I've only just started,” Amily said cheerfully. “Father, as | am sure you know, thisis Mags, the boy
from the mine, the one that uncovered that cheating merchant for Master Soren. Mags, thisismy father.”

TheKing's Own reached out and shook Mags hand. “Good to meet you, Traneg” he said. Mags
looked up at him.

If you didn’t know he was the King's Own Herdd, you would never have guessed. He had that
same ability to fade into the background that his daughter had, only in his case, this was dearly a ill
honed to perfection. His face was no particular shape, his har no particular color, and his eyes were a
kind of washed-out neutrd. He wore his Whites with no particular arr. If you had to pick hm out of a
crowd, you couldn't.



“l hadn’t yet gotten around to tdling him what you wanted out of him, Father,” Amily sad with a
amile “Other than that Soren thinks he can be our eyesingde the new Herdds Coallegium.”

Nikolas held his daughter carefully and regarded Mags out of those unreadable eyes. “Amily has put
it quite succinctly. Soren thought you might be amenable to acting as a set of eyes for us, if we told you
what to look for,” he said, in a soft voice that was neither high nor low. “Doing what | presume you just
did for Lydiaand Jak, since | am sure they quizzed you about those mercenaries. His plan was to not ask
you for anything you would fed uncomfortable about. Merdly observ-ing and reporting.”

The Herald paused, and Mags fdt that more was coming. “Aye, go on.”

Nikolas indined his head. “But | have just been spesking with Herdd Caglen, and he has a high
opinion of you, Trainee. The Companion that Chose you is one of the brightest, and your Gift is strong,
meature, and under remarkable control. We think you can do more than that. We think you can be an
impartia set of eyes on the Heralds themselves as wel as the Trainees. In fact, we think you can report
to us about all the Trainees, as well as the Bards, and the Hedlers”

Mags fdt asif someone had just doused him with a bucket of ice water. “M-me?’ he sammered.

Nikolas nodded. “We are in odd times. Our ranks have inflated. Change is on us, and not everyone
likes that change. And we do not know what the sudden increase in our num-bers means. Higoricdly,
when many, many new Trainees are Chosen, they are going to be needed in a few years time. Which is
... not necessarily good. Need impliesinteresting times ahead.”

Numbly, Mags nodded.

“Like me, people underestimate you. Because of your background, they are pleasantly surprised
when you aren't a village idiot, and then think no more about you unless you impress them further. |
would like to train you on ways to remain virtudly invisble If you are willing to hep us, that is, and
serve Vddemar and your King in this most peculiar fashion.” Nikolas favored him with a lopsided grin.
“And you can say no.”

He could say no? Wdl that was about as wrong as it got. He knew what dl this meant ... he
understood why Ddlen had been sharing memories with im so much that it some-times seemed tha
Ddlen's memories were his, and vice versa. Ddlen was catching him up on the years of growing up like a
normd person did, so that he wouldn't act like an unaivilized ferd cat. In fact—

No, he would ask Ddlen about that later. Right now, here he was, an unknown quantity in the
Collegia He lived gpart from the rest of the Trainees. He had excelled only in weap-ons work and riding,
and any suffidently agile dunce could do that. He had no family ties, he had no ties of friendship. He was
astranger to everyone here, and he was not accustomed to the sorts of things that VVademarans took for
granted.

And the consegquence of this was that Mags knew very wdl what Herdd Nikolas was asking him. He
was so much an outsider that he was the perfect observer. And yet, he was so much an ingder that no
one would ever suspect that he was watching everything.

Y es, he understood what was being asked of him.

And he understood why it would be impossible for him, for anyone Chosen, to refuse.

“I'min,” he heard himsdf saying.

And Lydia dazzled him with her amile

13

Suddenly the two weeks of Midwinter holiday had gotten a lot more interesting. In the morning,
Mags dill kept up with his riding and weapon practices, and with reading things that Herdd Caglen
suggested to him. Then Mags went every afternoon to Master Soren’s house, staying until early evening.
No one who saw him would have thought he was anything other than what he seemed to be, an
awkward youth, severdy dis-advantaged but very bright, that Soren’s niece and her friends had taken
under their wing. In away, that was a part he was playing. And in a way, that was very much the truth.
Ddlen's shared memories made up for alot of what he had missed by being raised as a virtud dave, but
not everything. Both of them were being very careful that those memories stayed separate. It gave Mags



acontext for things, but those were dill things that he himsdf had not gone through.

Lydiaand her friends spent very little time on intrigue; they were very much enjoying the holiday, and
they were doing their best to make sure he enjoyed it, too. Now that they had his consent to help them
and Lydia s uncle, that seemed to be dl they redly needed from him for the moment. If he happened to
be at the sdle a the same time as the mercenaries, he would observe them as dosdy as he dared. Then
he would come to the open house and tdl them what he found out—which usudly took not very much
time. Other than that, since virtudly everyone was gone from the three Collegia, he didn’'t have much to
report. Which left him feding free to enjoy the holiday as wel with his new friends. Enjoying a
holiday—having a holiday a dll—was a very new thing for Mags, and an unmitigated pleasure
compared with dl of the other new things. Although he would never want to go back to his old life, that
old life was so much smpler than this one.

Wel, for these few days, this new life was a bit less com-plex. And the things he was doing were less
mentdly taxing. For the firg timein hislife he found himsdf playing games.

At firg, hejust couldn’t quite grasp the concept of games. Doing something just for the sake of doing
it? What was the point? There didn't seem to be much sense in blindfolding someone, spinning him
around to disorient him, and waiting for him to catch someone and determine who it was. It made no
sense, until it was done to him, thet is

And firg there was the breathless, fluttering, near-fear moment when he was blinded and spun.
Disorientation with-out actud threet—he knew they weren't going to hurt him, and suddenly the
disorientation was ... well, he didn’'t have a name for it. It made him fed excited, a thrill of anticipation of
something good happening, and the dizziness cdled up the urge to do very dlly things to make them
laugh. Then there was standing there, in the dark, waiting to get his equilib-rium back, while around him
he heard breathing and giggles, and the scuff of feet on the floor. That was exciting, too—something was
going to happen, and no maiter what it was, the outcome was going to make no difference, so he was
free to succeed or not. Free! It was like a sudden drink of strong thousand times more acute, his heart
raced, but in a good way. For some strange reason, thiswas dl terribly exdting in wonderful ways. Every
other sense just came dive to the point that he dmost didn't need his eyes. And this was not his
Mindspesking ability; he was keeping that heavily shielded, as Ddlen had taught him, because usng it
would be cheating. No ... no, this was like working in the mine, in the near-dark, when you fdt your way
to your place in the seam, or fet your way out, when you lisened as hard as you could to see if you
could overhear something useful. And when you had to rely on everything except your eyes. Except this
was dl good. He could win the game and they would dl laugh, or he could lose it and they would 4l
laugh, and what he did smply didn’t matter, because no maiter what happened, everyone would laugh.
Thiswas completdy, totaly good. He stood very, very ill, ligening. Waiting.

Then suddenly, he feinted in one direction, and as he heard the cirde of youngsters scuttle to evade
him, he whirled, and grabbed in the direction he had wanted to reach in the firg place.

He caught an arm, and the owner stood stock dill. It was femde and covered in velvet, which didn't
help, snce dl the girls were wearing velvet. She was about Lydia's height, but so was Saski. Before he
hed arrived, they had dl been outside around a bonfire after having a mock fight with snowballs, so they
dl amdled fantly of woodsmoke. But he knew her by her breaething, and by the suppressed nervousness
of her gigge

“Saski,” he identified a once, and with a crow of laughter, the girl whipped the blindfold off his head.

“You cheated!” she accused playfully, her gray eyes danc-ing as she tossed her head. “You used
some Herdd thing! How could you possibly tdl between me and Lydia?’

He shook his head and amiled dowly. She did not redly mean that he had done something wrong.
Thiswas what was cdled “teasng,” and it was completely unbarbed and without venom. “1 didn’ chest,”
he replied without a trace of anger. “I heerd ye giggle. Lydia s more on a chuckle”

“He has you fair and square, Saski,” Tomas observed. “No point in arguing.”

She made a face a them both, then waited for Tomas to tie the blindfold on her. Mags took his place
inthe ring and fdt something odd happening to his face. Muscles he rarely used stretched, and he redized
that he was not just amiling, he was grinning.



Now he had smiled a hundred thousand times more often since he had come to the Collegium than he
ever had until that moment. And that fet good. But then, as he tried to evade Saski’s outstretched hands
and dill remain ingde the ring chalked on the stone floor, he redized something else.

His heart thudded with excitement, he was amiling and he fdt a strange sensation in his chest, as if
something was try-ing to get out. Then it did get out, an odd gurgle of a noise, rusty with disuse, that he
would never have recognized as alaugh in anyone dse.

But it was a laugh.

He was enjoying this. He was having fun.

He had never had fun before. He 4ill hardly understood what it was, he only knew tha he was
certain he was having it. Ddlen’s memories told him as much, but his experience made it red.

Nor weas that the end of it. When the others tired of the blind-man game, they settled down for
something alittle qui-eter. They dl moved to Soren Mender’s library, a wonderful warm room lined with
books interspersed with curios. The floor was completely covered in carpets, and besides three desks
and matching chairs, there were padded benches and large cushions for gtting on beside the fire. The
adling was much lower here, and painted dl over with pictures.

That made it eminently suitable for their game. “1 Spy,” it was cdled, where one of them chose what
it was he was looking at—uwithout looking at it directly—and gave the fird letter of what it was. And the
rest of them would have to try and guess what it was. Now since the object could be very smdl indeed
(like the tiny bead that had somehow rolled onto the hearth to get lodged between two of the stones) or
just as large as anyone pleased (like the picturesin the celing!) in a room as full of so many things as the
library, it was possible to go for quite some time without a correct guess. And the game kept getting put
asde when someone would spot some-thing they didn’'t recognize and ask Lydia about it. She dways
knew what it was—she had lived here most of her life—and there was generdly a story abott it.

And that game was fun. He was not the best a it, but he was not the worst by any means, it
stretched his obser-vationd ability and his deductive reasoning, and it was fun. Lydia's stories were fun,
too.

Master Soren did not serve regular meds at this “open house” preferring instead to have tables
spread with food that was congtantly renewed over the course of the afternoon and evening, rather like
what was being done up at the Collegiaright now. Except, of course, that the food on these tables was a
cut or more above that which was being put out for the workmen and those few Trainees, Herdds,
Bards, and Heders that were dill here ingtead of going home or had not made other arrange-ments.
Mags hardly ate anything at the Collegia now, knowing what was waiting for hm when he got to Master
Soren’s place.

There were roast fowl, for instance, brought there so fresh from the roasting oven that their skins
were crackling and dill swesting golden droplets of fat—roasts of beef and pork—entire hams. These
would have been perfectly ddicious had they stood there long enough to grow cold, but there were so
many people in and out that they never got a chance to drop below “warm.”

There were plenty of breads of many kinds—the usua wheat loaves that Mags was used to, barley
bread that was utterly unlike what had been served a the mine, pungent rye bread, golden egg bread,
hard-crusted rolls covered in seeds, sweet bread dmogt as tasty as pasiry.

And then there was the cheese. Mags was used to seeing two or three kinds of cheese a atime up a
the Collegia (if one could say that someone who had been starved most of his life could ever “get used”
to such a thing—Master Soren served a dozen or more. And, oh, those cheeses! Mild white ones.
Sharp ydlow ones. Smoked cheese. Pungent cheese with veins of blue running through it. Cheese that
crumbled a a touch that was meant to be sprinkled over things. Hard cheese grated and a'so meant to be
sprinkled on things. Soft cheese meant to be spread on bread ...

Mags loved cheese. Thiswas heaven.

Then there were severa kinds of sausage. Sliced thin hard sausage, meant to be eaten cold. Tiny
sausages kept warm over candles. Sausage suffed in pastry. Sausage on skewers with vegetables, and
ground sausage suffed into other good things.

And there were dozens of other tidbits, whole trays that got rotated out as they emptied or grew



cold. Vegetables ren-dered into crunchy little snacks. Tiny meat pies, equaly tiny egg pies. Hard boiled
eggs and eggsin crust.

Then there were the sweets, an entire table of pastry done. Cookies, tiny pies and tarts. Tiny cakes,
some iced, some suffed with candied fruits, some so rich they didn't need any-thing. Candied nuts,
fondant bals flavored with spices, little jdlies, and syrups poured over clean snow.

The drinks were just as plentiful, dthough none were ter-ribly strong. Ddlen had told him that very
grong drink was a hdlmark of some of these Midwinter parties, as was the associated intoxication. Mags
was just as happy about that; when the Pieters men got drunk, things dways turned out ... ugly. Master
Soren'’ s table was meant for tagting, not gulp-ing. There was beer and ae, mulled wine and cider, hot tea
of many sorts.

Wheat the guests didn’t eat, Mags came to discover after the third day, was gathered up thriftily and
delivered at the back to priests of a charitable order who inturn ddlivered it to the poor. Even the bones
and scraps were gathered up and sent off to make soup. Master Soren had strong fedings about waste,
and equaly strong fedings about the obligetions of those who had means to those who did not.

Smdl wonder he had covertly dlied himsdf with the King's Own.

In any event, Mags was not going hungry by any stretch of the imagingtion, athough he was missng
two of the three medls served a the Collegia In fact, Lydia had discovered a few of his favorite things
and made sure that when he left to go back up the hill, he had a little basket made up with them “jugt in
case you get hungry sudying tonight.” Which was a great kindness, snce he did sudy nearly every night,
and did get hungry doing s0. It seemed asif sudying was as much work as the physicd practice he was
doing.

Even then, when he was done sudying, his day ill wasn't over. When he was ready to close his
books, he would let Ddlen know that he was finished for the evening. And not long after that, Herald
Nikolas would dip into the stable and take up yet another sort of lesson with him.

These were lessons in how to be unobtrusve, and in how to observe. Interestingly enough, the
lessonsin “how to be unobtrusive’ were not dways about being quiet. He was learning how to gauge the
mood of people around him, what Nikolas cdled “reading the room,” and when being somewhat
boisterous would be more useful, how to counterfeit looking careless, devil-may-care, and utterly
oblivious to what was going on around him.

He was hardly the master of any of this, of course. These were like the beginning lessons in weapons
work, except this was nothing he had a pecid aptitude for. So it was going dowly. On the other hand ...
Herald Nikolas appeared to fed that he was progressing well.

“l hope ye an't disappointed in me, gr,” Mags sghed one night, after repeated attempts to look as if
he was more inter-ested in examining a broom (sanding in for a young lady) than his “target” had
repeatedly failed.

“Not even close” Herad Nikolas replied, with a ghost of a amile. “You are no worse and no better
a thisthan | was when | started. It is very easy to get one noticed; it is a lot harder to remain unnoticed.
And you don’'t have to be perfect a this for a good long time. Right now, most people overlook you
because you are a mere Trainee, a calow youth, because your accent and way of spesking give you
away as poor and rurd, and because you are inoffensve looking.” He amiled dightly. “I hope you take
no offense at this but in short, you are no threat a dl—in fact, you are beneath the notice of most
people.”

Mags nodded. He pretty much had counted on dl of that to keep him out of trouble since he had
gotten here. “Sir, what about m" Gift? You ' spect that | use that, too?’

That ... troubled him. It seemed like a terrible invason. And yet, it might be the only way to learn if
Someone was wearing a mask over his true thoughts.

“St down, Mags. | expected you would ask me this sooner or later.” Mags sat down on one sde of
the table he used to study and eat on; the Heradd sat down opposite him. Nikolas drummed his fingers on
the table a moment, then scratched his upper lip with his index finger. “Thet is an interesting eth-ica
question. The answer is ‘sometimes.” Usng Mindspeech in that way is intrusve, and you are essantidly
foradng other people to dlow you to see what they do not want you to see. Or, if you wished to use that



Gift for misdirection, you would be forcing them to see wha you want them to see. From there it is a
short step to forcing other things on them. On the other hand ... if you should happen to be in a room full
of potentiad enemies, and you know that they are dangerous to you—and | mean physcdly
dangerous—you would be foolish not to use your Gift.”

“So—" Mags began. Nikolas interrupted him with one of his rare smiles

“For right now, unless something changes dradticdly, the answer is ‘no, it would be wrong.’” The
right sde of his mouth quirked up in a rueful smile. “I will make a point of speaking with Herald Caelen
about some more lessons | would like you to have—specificdly, one which will be less a class and more
aseries of ethicd puzzles”

Mags scratched his head. “Not sure | follov—what's a eth-icd puzzle?” He knew about puzzles, of
course, and riddles. Those were games; he had been introduced to riddle games by his new friends. But
why would you take a classin such things?

Nikolas chuckled. “Questions like you just asked me. Ethics—that is the dippery sde of ‘right and
wrong.” Some things are very obvious, but some aren’'t—like when it is ethi-cal to use your particular
Gift. You are by no means the firg youngling to be concerned with this sort of thing. Normdly, Bards and
Heders take these classes—they are confronted with the need to make ethical decisons about how to
use ther Gifts dl the time. The Bardic Gift, for instance, is the ability to use musc to influence people,
make them under-stand or fed the song you are playing. And that can be a good thing; it causes your
audience to connect with you and with the music. But if you use it to influence someone outside of that
musc—wal, your result as wel as your intention must be very pure indeed. So we require all Bards with
the Gift to take this class”

Mags brow wrinkled. “But wouldn’ that make me stand out? Thought we didn’ wanta do that.”

Nikolas nodded. “That is correct—but anyone with Mindspeech as strong as yours should attend
these exercises, too. Therewill probably be at least one other Herddic Trainee there, and maybe more,
depending on whose Mindspeech is looking strong enough to need something like this. We can't disguise
the strength of your Gift, Snce nearly everyone that isa Herdd is dready aware of it. The very best thing
we can do, in fact, is to make it very clear that you are drongly aware of how it can be used and
misused. And after that—we trust the Companions. As long as the Companions are sure you are dill
trustworthy, then you should be treated as such by every Herdd, a least.” He Sghed. “Even if some of
us are convinced that the rest of us are so wrongheaded about the founding of Heralds' Collegium that
we should have our ears boxed.”

Mags looked a him soberly, very much troubled. “ Sr—there be that many Heralds bein’ a odds
with each other? With what' s happenin’ 7’

Nikolas closed his eyes as if in pan and pinched the bridge of his nose between his thumb and
forefinger. “Thet is jugt the problem, you see. | don't know. Some of them have very vocdly come up
and told me off to my face, but others ... there are surdly others festering in silence. And | would not care
about dissent if | knew that it would result in hedlthy didlogue. | do not in the least mind a good argumert,
and | think the mere fact that the Companions are in favor of this idea should weigh heavily with those
who are in dissent and will eventudly sway everyone. Bt it is possible that some of them may be used by
other people whose motives are any-thing but pure. We Herads don't know everything, our
Com-panions don’'t know everything, and very clever people who are good a manipulaion can use
peoples resentment againgt them, and againg the rest of us. I’'m not out to expose or expd anyone,
Mags. | just want to keep an eye on the people around them, so | can, | hope, head off any dangers”

He hates this, Mags redized and, obscurely, that made him fed better.

Then Nikolas looked up and smiled wanly. “And hopefully thiswill dl prove to be the workings of
my overstrained imagination and my tendency to worry about everything.”

Mags nodded somberly. “Hope so, Sr.”

“Now, let'stry that exercise again ....”
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THE days of the holiday flew by. What he had thought were going to be empty and londy times
turned out to be neither. When Herdd Jakyr did not appear until Midwinter’s Eve, Mags had actudly
forgotten he was supposed to come a dl, and hisarrival came as something of a surprise.

For once, the sdle was empty. The mercenaries, so the rumor at breakfast said, had gotten into a
adrinking contest down in a tavern in the city. They had won—barely—but two workmen who had seen
them brought back up againin a hired wagon told everyone within earshot that it was unlikdy they would
be moving swiftly this morning. If a dl. From the condition they had been in, and the fact that they were
brought up just a dawn, well, the workmen were taking bets on whether they would be seen in public a
dl that day.

So Mags had the dle dl to himsdf, which he rather liked. He' d been able to set up an archery target
ingde, something he rardly had a chance to do, which was a vast improvement over sanding in the snow
to shoot. When he had shot his required fifty arrows, and had decided that throwing knives & his current
ill levd was going to be hazardous to the big glass mirrors, he switched to smple exercises to round
out the workout. He was working out againgt the pells done when he heard someone enter the sdle. He
didn't look up, however, until he heard a familiar voice say, “Fancy trying your kill agangt me,
youngling?’

And then he whipped his head around and grinned with ddight. “Herad Jakyr! 1—’

Wha he was about to say was | forgot all about you conmting, but fortunady he stopped himsdf.
That would be—very impolite. Jakyr weighed a practiced blade in one hand and said, with a look of
embarrassment touched with a bit of ap-prehension, “I know you were expecting me, but | was
detained. And | can't day—"

“Wdl, you come a lag, s0 | ¢'n give ye my little somethin'!” Mags replied happily, resolutely
tightening his shidds againgt Jakyr’ s thoughts. He didn’t want to know what the man was thinking ... but
quilt gave them such force that alittle of it leaked through anyway .... not someone else, clinging to me,
strangling me ...

“Little something? Mags, you didn’'t get me a Midwinter Gift—" Jakyr betrayed more gpprehension,
dthough if he hadn’t been getting those lessons from the King's Own, Mags probably wouldn't have
seen it. “That isredly unnecessary.”

“Come on, 'sjud abit of nonsense, but Dalen said ye might like it.” He put up his practice blade and
headed for the door, and Jakyr had perforce to follow. “1 was mekin' Suff for m' friends for Midwinter,
'cause Ddlen said "twas the thing to do, an’ he reckoned ye d like these. | got two good friends who are
Tranees—ye dlaught' see us—one's Hedler, one's Bard.” He chattered on about Bear and Lena, and
watched Jakyr's tenson dowly ease, in the set of his hunched shoul-ders that straightened, and in the
uncreasing of his brow. So. Jakyr probably had delayed his arrivd because he had been afrad that Mags
was going to be ... needy. He had assumed he would be the only “friend” Mags had.

Huh. Reckon I’'m learnin’ more than | thought | was. He hadn’t been able to read Jakyr nearly so
wdl before. It had seemed that nothing could shake Jakyr—but it appeared that beneath his facade,
Jakyr was judt as fdlible as anyone ese. And just as human. This must be Jekyr's big flaw, that he was
skittish about being tied down to anyone, afraid of demands on himsdf. Well, whatever his reason for
that was, it wasn't Mags' to sort out.

And he dill liked Jakyr, even with having “heard” that unflattering thought. But now he had a lot more
sympathy for the Bard that had been hislover. If that was how the man fdt about her—wel, no wonder
she was sharp with him. Being thought of as aweight around someone' s neck—that was enough to make
anyone angry. Especidly if they were per-fectly competent on their own and had no thought to make
demands. It was sadly clear that Jakyr saw such things where nothing of the sort actudly existed.

In Mags case, he had not wanted Jakyr to be a father (as the man seemed to fear he did), nor a
brother, nor a mentor, nor even a protector anymore. He had Ddlen as a brother, he had friends—and
as for a mentor, in a red sense, he had Her-ad Nikolas, who seemed to have appointed himself as



mentor. As for a father, wel, he had gotten this far without one. He supposed he could continue to
function without one.

Protector—well, that had aways been up to him, to protect himsdif.

:And you have me,: sad Ddlen. : | will always protect you.:

He amiled alittle. That was no amdl thing. :Aye, | have you.:

They headed up the hard-packed snow path, the clear, bright light of a cloudless winter day making
both of them squint againg the glare. The buildings loomed darkly againgt the hard, bright sky, and with
0 little activity about the sound of hammering and sawing rang out in the clear air. Jakyr turned toward
the Collegium; Mags had to correct him. “I got aroominth’ stable, there an't 'nuff room up there. | like
it. An’ it lets me be near Ddlen.”

Jakyr frowned and looked asif he was about to be angry. “The stable? That hardly seems ... right. A
Trainee doesn’t beong in the stable, like some—stablehand.”

Mags only smiled. “What ain't right isth’ way they got them Trainees packed in rooms up there, like
sheeps dl penned up t'gether. | got privecy! Y€Il see—" By this time they were in-sde the stable, and
haf a dozen Companions beside Dalen whickered a welcome. Mags waved to dl of them, then flung the
door of hisroom open and bowed Jakyr ingde.

The older Herdd looked around and rolled his eyes alittle. Mags was glad he had neatened it up that
morning; the smdl window let in alot of light, even if the panes of glass were thick and bubbly and no
bigger than his hand. The thick walls kept out the drafts better than some rooms at the Collegium did a
this moment, what with doors being left open, and access to the roof, too. His back wdl radiated
warmth, snce the ovens had been pressed into use by the Padace kitchens to bake bread for the
Midwinter Feasts teking place each night. His bed had been nestly made, and over the course of the last
few weeks he had managed to get extra blankets, cushions, even arug. Candles on the table, an ail lamp
on the wdl; not even the best rooms at the Collegium were better then this

Jakyr nodded a grudging approva. “All right, this is reason-ably cozy. If things are as crowded up
there as you say—I’ d probably prefer this, too.”

“Here)” Mags said, taking the little package from the shdf where he had left it, and thruding it at
Jakyr. “Happy Midwinter, gr. Jest a liddle thing, kinda t' thank ye fer bein’ persstent "bout getting' me
outa there.”

“Nonsense, it wasn't—" He opened the package and blinked.

“Jesses! Aylmer jesses! And | take it thisis Ddlen’s hair! But how did you—"

“Ddlen said. Ain't much Dalen don't know about,” Mags said with pardonable pride. “Him an’ me,
we worked t' gether on these things. Taught me t' make the braids, he did. Made page markers fer m
other friends, down th' hill. Master Soren Mender’s niece an’ her lot. Been spendin’ most of the holiday
with "em, since Bear and Lenare gone” He did not add that the page markers were his excuse to see
them and vice versg, if they needed to get information from him directly. Just undo the braiding a little,
and bring it to him to fix. Or send a message asking him to bring another.

Jakyr blinked. “Soren Mender? Councillor Soren Mender?” At Mags nod, he shook his head.
“Lad, you are not only like the cat that lands on his feet, you are the cat which has landed on his feet in
front of a bowl of cream, and had a trout lesp out of the water to land beside him. Next, I'll probably
learn that the King's Own has decided to be your mentor.”

Mags managed not to choke. Fortunately, Jakyr was look-ing down at the jesses, which were round
horsehair braids with a knot on one end, each about twice as long as Jakyr’'s hand. Mags hadn't the
foggies due what they were for, but Jakyr seemed very taken with them.

“In any event, | was hoping you could spend the rest of the morming with me. Have you that time
free? He amiled. “Since you've been so kind as to give me these, | thought you might want to see my
bird hunting.” Since Jakyr looked asif he meant it, Mags nodded.

Together, they took Jakyr’s facon out for some exercise and enough hunting to satisfy her—she was
more than happy to rid the Palace of a couple of pigeons—and Jakyr showed Mags how the little
braided jesses worked on the falcon’s legs. She had something on each leg that Jakyr cdled a “bracelet”
that was a bit of leather with metal grommets hammered on each end. When Jakyr came to get her, she



had something he caled “Mews jesses” dipped through the grommets. These had aloop on the ends that
was tied off to a leash. When Jakyr popped a kind of eydess hat that he cdled a “hood” on her head,
and picked her up, he changed these out with the ones that Mags had made.

“You seg, if she decides not to come back, these will pull out of the bracelets, and they don’t have a
dit on them to get caught on a branch,” Jakyr explained. “Once the jesses are off, she could rid hersdf of
the bracelets, t00.”

He seemed unperturbed at the notion that she might not come back as he took the hood off, let her
see the pigeons feeding, and sent her doft. In lesstime than it took to think about it, she had struck down
one of the feeding birds. Jakyr came to take her up, and she mantled her wings over her kill so that he
had to move up very dowly and ease his hand under her from behind, taking her up with her kill. She
seemed an doof and bloodthirsty creature to Mags, and he said as much as Jakyr stowed the pigeon in a
game bag.

Jakyr laughed at that, as he sent her in pursuit of another pigeon. “Hawks are not pets, Mags. It's a
rare hawk that shows you even a morsd of affection. Generdly, the best you get from them is tolerance
as ahunting partner and provider of food and shelter. | never know when | cast her from my wrig if she
isgoing to come back this time. And do you know, | don't redly mind that. | know being with me has
made her a better hunter. If she decides never to come back, wdll, that is how it goes.”

She made her second kill, but now the pigeons were dl scattered or in hiding.

He sent her doft again, then looked up at the drding bird, disappointed that dl the pigeons were in
hiding. He took out an odd contraption of a pair of wings mounted on a suffed form, dl on the end of a
long string. He began swinging it around and around his head, whigling as he did so.

The falcon folded her wings and dropped from the sky, opening them at the last minute, hoping to
grab the thing. Jakyr jerked it out of the way just intime, and she shot back up into the air.

He let her make another haf-dozen passes at this thing—which he cdled a “lure’—before fagtening a
bit of her lagt kill to it. Once more he whigtled and swung the lure, once more, she dove for it, and this
time he et her catch it.

She hunched over her prize, wings spread, glaing at them both. Carefully, Jakyr came in behind her
and worked her and her hit of bloody pigeon back up onto his gloved hand. “So, she didn't leave, and |
an her keeper for another day,” Jekyr sad lightly. “Or rather, the Royd Faconer is. | have an
as-sgnment, and it's not somewhere | can take her.”

Jakyr took hisleave of Mags a the stable, just before lun-cheon, pressing a little bag that jingled into
hishand as he did so. “1 didn’t have time to find you anything, so go and find what you want,” the Herad
sad. “l an not very good at getting people presents.”

Mags had the shrewd notion that Jakyr hadn’'t even tried to get him a present, but that would not
have been from lack of generosity on his part. No, it would have been because he had been afrad that a
gft would provoke a bond. And a gift of money was impersond enough—many would say, “too
im-persond,” which would make it just right so far as Jakyr was concerned.

Jakyr's Companion was dready saddled, with everything Jakyr needed for yet another journey
duffed into the saddle-bags. Both of them looked ready to be gone. And now Mags had to wonder, just
what kind of a persondity Jakyr's Com-panion had, if he fitted wel with someone who didn’t want any
tieson him.

‘It is not that Jakyr doesn’t want any ties. It is that he doesn’t want any more than he already
has.: If Ddlen had had a voice, it would have been very dry. :And in his defense, he does do some
very dangerous things, and he does not want anyone around him who can't take care of himself.:
There was a lot there that Ddlen wasn't saying, and Mags got the feding, the very didinct feding, that
Jakyr's Companion was alat like his Chosen.

Sill, none of that harmed Mags—

‘True.:

“Yedidn' need t' give me athin—but | an't likdy t' turn it down,” Mags sad graefully. He was



actudly going to have a coin or two of hisvery own! Not that he needed money, but ... what if he wanted
to get Lena or Bear a present? He couldn’t keep making things from Ddlen’'s hair, or soon the poor
fdlow would be snatched bald. “Thankee, Sr. Reckon | owe ye agan—"

“You don't owe me anything, Mags. That iswhy it is a present.” The words were said with more
ease than Jakyr had shown earlier this morning, and the Herald even reached out and ruffled Mags hair.
“Looks like you're doing well, setling in and getting on. | am happy for you. | never would have
dreamed that under dl that mud was a fine young Trainee when | firs saw you.”

Mags stretched his mouth in a grin. “Me nather, Sr. Tha's Ddlen's doin’. Seems he managed t
housebresk me”

Jakyr laughed doud. “You get on down to Master Soren’s house and your friends. | have a bit of a
ride ahead of me, and the sooner | start, the less ground | will have to cover after dark.”

Mags waved to him as he headed off down the road to the Herdd's Gate, but didn't linger. Tonight
was a highly sgnifi-cant night in aweek of specid days. It was Midwinter's Eve, the longest night of the
year, and the reason for the holiday in the fird place. Mags had permission to spend the night at Master
Soren’s house, by express invitation. Soren Mender was unusudly casud in mogt things, but it seemed he
was unusudly sober in one; he kept the Midwinter Solstice in the old-fashioned way, or so he said.

Now there had been enough priests praitling about the mine for Mags to have picked up that most
reigions consdered the night sgnificant. And Ddlen had explained the whole year-turning rdigious
business to him—how thiswas, in most of Vademar's rdigions, the night that the dark forces tried (and
faled) to keep the mother-god from giving birth to the god, or in some, to keep the dead god from risng
and being reborn. And none of that redly mattered much to Mags—

But it did seem to matter to Master Soren, so he would give thisdl his due attention.

Since Mags had no idea just what was meant by “keep-ing Midwinter Solgtice the old-fashioned
way,” he had sm-ply nodded gravely, thanked Soren sincerdly for the honor of the invitation, and went
to get permisson to spend the night awvay. As he had expected, Herad Cadlen was only too pleased to
gveit.

Which was why he was packing up asmdl bag with over-night things now.

“You told me you'd explain,” he reminded Ddlen, as he dung his dender pack behind his saddle.
“You told meyou'd tdl mewhat it isthat Master Soren isgoing to be doing tonight.”

:0h, it's smple enough. Midwinter Eve is the longest night of the year. Most religions here in
Valdemar consider that significant; that on this night, the boundaries between the material world
and the spirit world are thinner, that spirits can cross over, and that dark and evil things can, too.
So on Midwinter Eve, the * old-fashioned” thing to do is spend the night in vigil and do what you
can to keep evil at bay. Music usually, and singing, and remembering good things. There is a
gpecial ceremony at midnight. Then when the sun rises, everyone has a breakfast feast of foods
that are supposed to be lucky, and goes to bed—or to celebrate further, depending on how hardy
you are.: Ddlen shook his head. :There will be many sore heads the day after tomorrow. | can
promise that there will be no hammering on that day ether.:

Mags considered this. :So I'm—

:To hold as much of the vigil as you are up to, and to join everyone at the breakfast feast. The
hardest time is just before dawn, anyway, and | can promise you that it will be lively enough you
aren't likely to fall adeep. In fact, things are likely to get a bit rowdy: Ddlen looked back over his
shoulder a his Chosen. | have every intention of holding vigil. | am rather old-fashioned myself.:

Well, if Dalen was going to, Mags didn’t intend to be outdone.

:They'll take you to your room when you get there, and it would be wise to get a bit of a nap if
you can,: Ddlen added, stopping for a moment to let a swirl of partygoers cross the road in front of
them. :I certainly will, and so will most of Soren’s guests. They'll wake you when it is time for the
vigil to start.:

When he arrived a Soren Mender’ s housg, it was, for the firgt time since he had begun coming there,
completdy quiet. The Great Hal was empty, and the only person vighle was the man who opened the
door to his knock. “Whereis everyone?’ he asked the servant a the door.



A amile warmed the man’'s eyes. “Today and early tomor-row are for only a few, sdect gueds,
Herdd-trainee Mags. In the evening the usud open house will prevall until the end of the season, but this
iswhat the Master cdls his ‘quiet holiday’ You will find thet the opposite prevails anong many other
households here; there are SO many parties tonight that people may attend as many as twelve between
now and dawn.”

Mags head spun. “Twelvel How ¢ n anyone do that?’

The servant shrugged. “It isnot my place to say. How-ever ...” Heraised an eyebrow. “It is perhaps
easy for those whose time is dmost entirdy taken up in the pursuit of plea-sure.” He consulted a lig by
the door. “Ah, you are the last of our expected guests. | can close and lock the gate now, while someone
sees you to your room.” He rang for another ser-vant. “Now, you are cartanly free to do whatever you
choose, g, but as we are keeping vigil, most of our guests are degp-ing before dinner, and you might
want to do the same. Dinner will dso be later than you may be accustomed to.” A boy a little younger
than Mags appeared, and the servant gestured to him. “Dur, show Herdd-trainee Mags to his room, if
you please.”

Given what Ddlen, and now the servant, had told him, Mags was not a dl averse to geting some
deep. The room that the boy brought him to was certainly decorated with deep in mind. The wals were
covered by green embroidered hang-ings showing nothing more exdting than sylized flowers, amdl
birds, and rabbits. There were heavy curtains over the window and a screened fire blazing chearfully on
the amdl hearth. A fleece covered part of the floor beside the bed, which took up most of the space.
That congtruction was dmogt a room unto itsdf, curtained and covered with some soft but heavy green
fabric, with areading lamp and a bookcase huilt into the headboard. All of the mine kiddies could have
fitted into it & once—a bit snugly, but they would have fit. The boy showed him what he cdled (to Mags
vad amusement) “the necessary room” that was shared between his room and the next. There was a mug
waming on alittle shdf at the hearth that the boy offered to him. As he put down his bag, he no-ticed
that on the same shdf was a plate of the little egg pies he had come to like so much. That was good, if
dinner was going to be late.

Ah, Mags, ye've got spoiled! T think yer worried about one meal bein’ late! He amost laughed
a himsdf. But 4ill, it was hard to deep if you were hungry, and he'd skipped lun-cheon to go hunting
with Jakyr.

“What bein the cup?’ Mags asked with interest.

“Milk, honey, spices and brandy wine” the boy replied. “To help you deep.”

Now Mags had never in his life had trouble degping, not even when he had nightmares, but he was
not at dl going to object to being served something that sounded so tasty. He thanked the boy, and since
the youngling seemed to be walt-ing for something, wolfed down the pies and drank the potion down.
And it was tasty. He found himsdf wishing there might be alittle more, and handed over the cup.

“Thankee, gr,” the boy said. “Good rest to you.” He left, dosng the door behind himsdf, leaving
Mags donein the room.

After amoment of indecison, Mags eected not to spail hisdaothing by degping in it. Instead he took
it off and folded it neatly over a rack at the foot of the bed and got in wearing only his singlet. To his
adight the bed was dready warm, dthough he could not imagine how they had managed that. And it was
soft, softer than any bed he had ever dept it; he literdly sank into it. The sheets were crisp and smeled of
lav-ender. It fdt like being in a warm bath, but without the danger of drowning if you fdl adeep and
without the water getting cold around you. Between the warm, soft bed and the drink, he found his eyes
dating to drift closed before he could in-vestigate the books in the headboard. But he had plenty of
books to read dready, and he had never fet more comfortable in dl his life, so he just let hislids drop
closed—

The next thing he knew, there was someone dirring about the room, lighting more candles over the
hearth and poking up the fire. He blinked and sat up. How long had he been adegp?

“Here to wake you for dinner, Sr,” said yet another ser-vant, straightening. “Will you need assistance
indressng?’

Mags coughed, surprised. Assstance in dressng? What kind of booby couldn’t dress himsdf?



“Ah, no, I'll be fine, thenkee,” he said carefully.

The servant bowed dightly. “There is hot water lad on in the necessary room. | believe we have
anticipated your needs. You will hear a bell when dinner is ready, or if you would care to, some of the
others are gathering in the Great Hal before-hand. Is there anything else?’

Mags slently shook his head, and the servant went away—yperhaps to “asss” someone €se in
dressng. Mags hopped out of bed and into the shared room; there was indeed hot water in there, a large
pitcher of it, seaming away. There was not enough for a bath, but he'd dready gotten one after the hurt
with Jakyr. He gave himsdf a quick wash just to wake himsdf up, donned his uniform, and headed for
the Great Hall, blowing out the candles behind him for safety’ s sake as wel as thrift as he l€ft.

“See, | told you he wouldn't be laggard!” Lydia cdled galy as he appeared in the doorway. The
Great Hdl had a very different appearance tonight then it had the rest of the week. Comfortable chairs
and padded benches had been arranged in a semicirdle at the hearth, at the center of which, quite oddly,
was a large ornamenta pot filled with earth, and beside that, a table with a amdl brass box, a stack of
candles and a tinderbox. He could guess that the candles were for the rekindling ceremony a midnight,
but he could not imagine whet the pot of earth was for.

Mags didn't get a chance to wonder or ask about that, though, because Lydia damed him for the
evening, coaxing him to come and St beside her. Most of her friends were oddly absent—

“For people like Unde Soren, thisis a family night,” she explained, as she seated him in the circle
between hersdf and Amily. “Since there' s only me and Uncle Soren here, he invites more people who
like the old-fashioned sort of festiva, people that he thinks highly of—"

“More sad and solitary little orphans,” Amily interrupted, smiling and looking like neither. “People he
likes who haven't families to spend this night with, and who are not the sort to chase the hours from party
to party.”

Mags blinked. “But your father—"

“Spends Midwinter Eve with the King and his private gath-ering,” Amily replied. “Which | am invited
to, make no mis-take about it, but it's ether folk who are alot older or a lot younger than | am. And it's
the King. They have far too many priests there, and it is dl terribly solemn and portentous, there is a
great ded of prayer and remembering people who died in the last year. Instead of the hearth, they hold
vigl in the Royd Chapdl, whichis freezing, and redlly, | prefer coming here”

Lydia hugged her friend. “And we like having you.”

:Mags, tell Amily that we'll bring her back up the hill to-morrow, so her father doesn’t have to
fetch her and Soren doesn’t have to get a servant to take her.:

Mags started; he hadn’t redized that Ddlen was “ligening in,” but he willingly relayed the offer.

“You'd do tha?” Amily asked and amiled broadly. “That would be perfect. Should | send word—"

:Tel her no need, | have already told Rolan, Nikolas Com-panion.:

There was a pause. :Nikolas sends to thank you and me and asks you to tell Amily she's to stay
as late tomorrow as she wants :

“Herdd Nikolas says you're to say as late as you want. Which's good, ’cause that means | got a
reason t’ day aslae as | want.” He amiled at her, and she chuckled and shook her head.

At that, Amily seemed to rdlax a bit more as some of the rest of the guests began to trickle in. Mags
recognized dl of them, athough he dill didn't know most by name. They had dl been in attendance a the
house throughout the week. They were a wildy assorted lot. Some were clearly important and
respected; some were, it seemed, just as ordinary as Mags was.

One was a Bard named Aiken, a man older than Master Soren, though brisk and vigorous. From the
look and the cut of his scarlet tunic and trews, he was consdered a Master in his own right. There were
twin young men, allittle older than Lydia, greeted by her as cousins, Blake and Eddin.

“Digant cousing,” said one of them, with a grin. “We ve been sent up here to learn the business from
Unde When he reckons that we' ve learned dl he can teach us, we'll be off home again and set up our
own business”

Mags nodded, and findly asked the question he 4ill didn't have the answer to. “So ... what iSt
Master Soren does?’



“Oh, good gad, we've never said!” Lydia laughed, her hands going to her mouth. “He makes
buildings. He plans and designs them, and oversees them baing built, and sometimes does very fiddly bits
himsdf.”

“Less now than | did before. The bones grow old and ob-ject to beng made to dimb ladders.
Welcome, Mags,” said the man himsdlf, motioning for Mags to St as he began to rise. “I am wha is
referred to as a Master Builder, dthough | have yet to congtruct anything | would cdl a Masterpiece.”

Mags was saved from having to make any sort of response to that by the arrival of severd more of
the guests. a priest, Father Gdlet, that Mags had enjoyed ligening to—very much more than he would
have ever imagined—another builder and the man’s nephew, who was apprenticed as the twins were to
Master Soren. There was a ramrod-graight granite-faced fd-low by the name of Okley who was the
Roya Faconer and, in fact, tended Jakyr’ s bird dong with the King's and any oth-ers tha the King saw
fit to be permitted to be lodged in the mews. With hm came Marc, and only now did Mags learn that
Marc was the Royd Faconer’s son, but had no aptitude for the birds and instead was in traning to be
the Master of the Royd Hounds. There were three highborn gentlemen, and five ladies, dl of whom had
grand homes built by Master Soren and had become fast friends with him in the process.

There was another Master Craftsman, this one a fdlow who built bridges and roads. This was the
group, and they dl had but two thingsin common. They al thought the world of Mas-ter Soren and he of
them—and for dl of them, this would have been an evening spent done or with one or two others.

By the time they dl went in to dinner, Mags was convinced that this was going to be a very interesting
evening.
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ONCE they were dl seated, Master Soren rose, and the com-pany fdl slent. “We have a young
men among us who is with us for the firs time. This is Herdd-trainee Mags, and as the hog, | bid him
welcome to our Vigll Night.”

“Welcome,” the others murmured, mogt with smiles.

Mags nodded. “Thenkee,” he said, feding a bit awkward. “Right honored, gr.’'mgladt' be here”

Dinner was served then, and Mags sensed Ddlen watching through his eyes. He amiled with some
amusement. :Might as well stop lurkin’,: hethought. :1 don” mind ye bein’ there, doy ken.:

Ddlen sounded amused when he replied. :1 should have thought so. Well, there are several
dishes that will be served that are highly symbolic. Would you like to know about this feast?:

:Please,: hereplied, thinking wisfully that he wished he had first-hand knowledge of what was going
on. Theway that Lydia and her unde shared warm glances made him wonder, with dmogt a start, what it
would be like to have family. How would it be to have someone that close to you that you could say
things to them without words? To have people you had shared this sort of night with dl of your life?

His thoughts were interrupted by Ddlen.

‘W, the first thing they will serve you is—there it is. Those are sprouted beans. The story is
that in the first winter of the world, in the dark and the cold, the first people began to sicken. You
know what | am talking about, Mags, when the teeth get loose, and the gums bleed?:

:Aye,: hereplied. :An" we grubbed up grassroots an’ cured it, back at the mine. Roots, anythin’
green, that curesit.:

:As do these. They're quite good, so don't be afraid of them.:

Since Mags had never once encountered a food he was afraid of, he conveyed a mentd snort of
derigon to his Com-panion, watched whéat the others were doing, picked up hisfork and tried them. And
they were good; crisp and tasty, with some sort of vinegar dressing.

:S0 the story is that people were sickening and afraid they were dying. They prayed for help,
and the Goddess of Soring begged Winter to allow her to come early to save the people. Winter,
who was her husband and kept her with him three seasons out of the year, permitted it just long
enough for the beans to sprout, and only those that were as white as the snow. And the Goddess
of Spring told the first people to eat the beans, and they would be healthy again. And they did.:



There were severd more dishes scattered throughout the med that had smilar stories attached to
them. All of the sto-ries followed the same theme: in the despair, the dark, and the cold of Midwinter,
something happened to bring the hope of soring, and to bring life back to the people. Or sometimes to
bring it back to the gods themsdves.

There were, it seemed, a great many versons of how and why spring returned and a god or goddess
was born or reborn, and Master Soren honored them dl impartidly. Which was noble, but contradictory
and alittle confusing.

There were a lot of dishes—but no more then a taste of anything was served. Mags indinctively
understood the rea-son for this without Ddlen tdling him; this was not a feast meant to remind you of
plenty, it was to remind you of hard-ship, of the privation of winter, of seeing the stores you had gathered
ghrinking, and knowing you must husband what you had left, for who knew when—or if—spring would
ever come. A lot of the food was nothing one would expect on a rich man's table: a soup made with the
inner bark of trees; tough, coarse bread of the sort he and the kiddies used to eat; cabbage boiled to
transparency. Mags caught Lydia or Amily giving him a knowing glance from time to time, or a curious
one, as if they were asking slently, is this what you used to live on? They were too polite to ask
directly, but he nodded a little and saw Lydid's eyes darken in sympathy and Amily’'s lips tighten with
anger. Tha actudly made him fed good, though he flushed judt a little. They were both rather different
from Lena, who seemed in a knot hdf the time with worry.

Findly, the sirange med was over. He had, of course, esten far more than he'd had to subsst on a
the mine. But he could see that Lydia was not the only one who'd been struck by the redizaion that he,
someone they knew, someone they had spoken to, had actudly lived, or rather, starved, on such food. It
mede it dl more red to them. And he thought that there was something ese in those looks of theirs. That
they would never again take their good fortune for granted.

Huh. That's not a bad thing.

They dl returned to the Great Hdl, where most of the can-dles had been put out, and most of the
light came from the fire on the hearth. They took their seats, and Mags wondered wha was going to
come next.

What came next, was that Bard Aiken reached down for his lute, and made sure of the tuning. Once
the drings were set to his liking, he began to play, very softly. Mags listened to the wandering notes,
thinking about Lena, wondering what her night was holding. Was she feding happy and warm and safe,
surrounded by her friends and family? Or was she fed-ing anxious, strained, wondering if she could
possibly live up to the expectations they had for her? He sometimes thought that her anxiety over doing
wdl would et her dive,

Aiken spoke over the musc, his voice as soft as the notes, but sartling Mags nonetheless.

“Thisisasong | learned from my mentor, who was taught it by his mentor, Bard Stefen, who wrote
it,” said Aiken, as hisfingers moved from aimless haf-meody to the first chords of the song itsdlf.

:Bard Sefen?: he thought, startled. : The famous Bard Sefen?:

:Yes,: Ddlen replied smply, which made Mags eyes widen. He had read about Herdd Vanyd and
Bard Stefen, and they had seemed as unred and impossible as just about everything ese he read of. Yet
here was someone who had learned this song—written by Stefen—from someone else, who had in his
turn learned it from Stefen directly.

Suddenly the tale of Vanyd became red. Just as tales of sarvation and poverty had become red to
the guedts at the dinner table because of his presence.

It was ... unsdttling.

As the song was unsettling, a vivid word picture of an-other, long-ago Midwinter Eve, when the
writer was snowed in, suck in some remote place, dl aone, with only his musc and his memories to
sugtain him through the long, bitter night.

The Bard finished the song, and somewhat to Mags sur-prise, handed the lute to the man Stting next
to him.

“l can't boast of having asong a my fingertips written by Stefen,” said the man, who Mags had not
recognized in the dark but who he now saw was the priest, Father Gdllet. “But thisiswhat | do have.”



Mags expected something religious, and indeed, it could have been described as a hymn—but it was
never meant for choirs. This was a song in ameancholy, minor key, and yet, it was about hope. It began
in the depths of this, the longest night of the year. “What if moming never comes?’ it asked. But there
was areply.

“When rose the pole star bright, the world was filled with light, and in the killing cold, a song
breathed through the night.”

In the song, one by one, dl the birds that had been shiver-ing in the chill raised their voices at the
dght of that star, Sng-ing the hope, the surety, that the gods were good and morning would come again,
because it had so been promised.

It put the hair up on the back of Mags neck in away noth-ing before ever had. Not in a bad way. It
was hard to put a finger on how it made him fed—shivery, very aware of every-thing around him. It
made him want to hold his breath, and his eyes sung alittle.

When the priest was done, there was dlence. Findly, the Bard coughed and cleared his throat.
“When you took haly orders, Gellet, the world logt one of its fines Bards,” he said gruffly. “You make
the music come divein ways | can only dream of and envy.”

“You sy thet every year.” The priest handed back the lute, and the Bard took it with a rueful smile

He cradled the lute againgt himsdf. “1 say that every year, and every year | meen it. Your Gifts are
wasted—"

“My Gifts are used in the service of something other than my own vainglory. But that is an argument
for another night, Aiken. Mags, have you any song or story to drive win-ter avay?’ The priest turned his
head toward Mags, and in the flickering firdight Mags could see his face holding only curiosity.

Mags shook his head. “Nothin' cheerin’,” he said quiglly thinking of dl the Midwinter Eves that he
hed spent, huddled with the rest of the kiddies, trying to keep warm enough to enjoy the little bit of extra
rest on this, the longest night of the year. “Nothin’ anyone wants t' hear. Some of ye might know | was
one of them mine daveys, an’...” he paused a moment, and decided to er on the sde of the least
discomfort for ev-eryone. “... an’ we didn’ keep the holidays. Mostly, we didn' even know they was
holidays.”

“l do, | have atrue story from today,” Amily said, and told an odd little story about finding a bird that
vay morn-ing, lying sunned in the cold—how she had taken it up and warmed it in her hand until it
recovered, how it had stayed on her hand, flicking its wings and looking a her, and only after what
seemed to be a period of ddiberation, flying away.

The priest laughed deep in his chest a her clever descrip-tions. “I often wonder what they think in
those tiny heads when we do things like that. Do they mistake us for gods, do you think? After al, we
take them up when they are helpless, we hed them and warm them, and let them go again.”

“My pet birds have never mistaken me for anything other than a source of seed,” Lydia laughed. “But
now | have astory | found when | was searching in some old books for something for Uncle Soren.”

Lydia s story was more like a fable, of how some long-ago Prince of Vaddemar had looked out of a
window one terrible Midwinter Night, and had seen a ragged woman struggling home through the snow
laden with fdlen branches—how he had bundled up his own as-yet untouched dinner and fol-lowed after
her to find that she was caring for two aged par-ents and had little food and less wood. And how, even
as he built up the fire for her and spread out the feast for them, the storm was worsening, until by the time
that he left, he could not see his own hand before him. And how, just as he was darting to be overcome
with the cold, a glowing figure appeared before him, neither man nor woman, and guided him back to
safety.

It had to have been a very, very long time ago, snce the forest was long gone from anywhere near
Haven, and branches thet fdl or needed to be trimmed within the Palace wals were dways taken away
to be given to the poor. It was a nice story, though, and it made Mags fed very warm ingde, even if he
rather doubted that it had ever happened. And if it had, well ... did that Prince give away his dinner every
time he saw a poor woman? It was a good gesture, but it was only that, a gesture, and there were alot of
poor people to be fed and warmed ...

“I believe | will 9ng,” said Marc, and surprised Mags who had been expecting one of the drinking



songs Marc was so fond of, by Snging of how on Midwinter Eve, dl the animas got speech a the stroke
of midnight, and how they used tha time to pray to ther own God of the Beasts that Man might be
kinder to themin the year to come,

“You know,” said Marc's father into the slence when Marc was done. “Thet iswhy | came to work
with the birds. So et that be my tde”

And a srange tale it was. It seemed that when the older man had been a boy, he had heard that very
song and was determined to hear the birds speak at midnight. So he had dipped away from the bed he
was supposed to bein and got into the Royad Mews. “And whether it was a midnight or no, | swear to
you, when the birds quieted after my disturbing them, they did start to speak. Before long, | knew every
little thing that was troubling them, from the little hobby whose perch was too big for his amdl daws to
the eagle who hated the man who cleaned his gdl. At some point | fel adeep in there for true, with my
head pillowed on a sack. The birds woke me when morning came and my parents and dl found me, and
| got a round scolding for being there, but when | rattled off dl that the birds had sad in the night, the
Roya Falconer then started and looked at me like | had grown a tal. ‘1 was going to change that
hobby’ s perch thismorning, was what he said in answer. ‘And I'd suspected that old Char had got on
the wrong Sde of the eagle somehow. And as for the rest of it—wdl, | don’'t know it to be true, by
dammeif I’'m not going to act on it. And as for you, my lad, | am going to be taking to your da.” And s0
he did, that very moment.”

Marc nodded. “So that was how you ended up *prenticed to the Royd Falconer.”

“Did you ever hear the birds speak again?’ Lydia asked, her eyes wide.

He shook his head. “Not in words. And | can't swear | heard them that night, either. | could've
dreamed it dl. But | have aways known how the birds were feding, what troubles them, what als them.
Marc has none of that for birds, but he has for the dogs.”

Marc nodded. “Though | can’'t say I’ ve ever heard them spesk at midnight on Midwinter Eve”

“That's because your old papa dways made sure you weren't cregping about in the kennds on
Midwinter Eve” the Falconer chuckled.

And 0 the fird part of the evening passed. There were no sad stories, no sad songs. Everything
spoke of hope, even if some of the tales were, in Mags estimation, entirdly absurd.

And then, just before midnight, they dl stopped taking, and Lydia picked up the candles, digtributing
them to dl the guests. As if that was a 9gnd, the servants came in, doused the remaning lights and
smothered the fire with a blanket. And they dl sat there, in the dark, with the room growing colder and
colder.

Mags wondered what it was they were waiting for. As the dark and cold closed in around him, he
shivered, reminded dl too clearly of those winter nights in the degp-hole. None of the kiddies had ever
actudly died of coldintheir deep ... but some of the older miners had ...

Then, into the slence, bells began to ring.

Mags thought they began up at the Palace, but soon enough, bells were ringing dl over Haven. And
that was when the priest Struck a light, usng an iron, aflint, and alittle bal of lint, dl from the tinderbox
on the table.

One spark jumped into the lint on his firg try, and he man-aged to bregathe it into a tiny flame
successfully. Quickly he added hits of wood that must have been ail soaked from the way they flared up,
and used it to light his candle.

Lydia began to sng.

“ Soark of light, in the night, pass the flame burning bright—"

The others evidently knew this song, for they immediatdy joined in, as the priest touched his
candeflame to Aiken's, who touched his to Marc’'s, and so on around the circle to Mags while they
sang.

“Heart to heart, let it dart, pass the hope, let it start—"

When the flame came back to the priest, he exchanged his candle with Master Soren’s. Solemnly,
Master Soren went to the hearth and rekindled the fire.

“ Darkness fly from the sky, pass the flame burning high—"’



Servants came then with amdl shovels, each taking a cod as the fire roared up again. After a moment
it occurred to Mags that they mugt have put out al of the household fires, and now they were going to
restart them as Master Soren had, from the firgt tiny spark of the new yeser.

Thelagt of the servants remained, rdighting dl of the can-dles as the song ended.

Soren looked at the priest with agrin. “A good omen as dways, Gellet, getting a flame with the first
spark.”

The priest mock-saluted him. “Now | know why you invite me every year. For my firegtarting
ills”

Soren laughed. “Among other things. Now, my friends, we have one more thing we must do.”

He handed his candle to Lydia and opened the little box that had been beside the other things on the
table, reach-ing into it and coming out with something smdl, black, and shiny. This, he pushed into the
earth in the pot, and passed the box to Lydia. She did the same. When it got to Mags, he saw that they
were seeds.

When they had dl planted seeds, the priest held his hands over the pot and blessed it. “And may we
dl grow as strong as these seeds, and prosper,” he finished.

:You are planting the seeds of the new year. Soren will put this out in the garden to be
dormant until spring, then the seedlings will be transplanted. They are probably trumpet vine,
which is very hardy.:

Soren nodded, and stood up, looking expectant. “Wdl, shdl we join the rest of the household for the
vigl bonfire?”

Mags had no idea what that was, but he was more than willing to go dong. They left ther candles,
dill burning, in a specid holder with enough sockets to take them dl that stood beside the door. Then
they dl gathered up coats and cloaks and went out to an area of the home that Mags had never seen
before—the kitchen yard and garden in the rear.

There was an enormous bonfire there, dthough from the look of it, it had only just been kindled and
had been aided to its roaring state by the liberd gpplication of oil. The ser-vants were dl gathered
around, laughing and passing mugs of mulled cider and sausages impded on gicks. The andl of
both—the sausages epecidly, as they were toasted over the fire—made Mags stomach growl, and he
was happy to accept one.

There was a glimmer of white in the darkness beyond the reach of the fire, and Dalen threaded his
way through the hu-mans with his head bobbing at every step. He nudged Mags with his nose. :Finally,
now | can join you!:

He hugged his Companion’s head to his chest. :Well, we wouldn’ want hoofprints all over Master
Soren sfine floors.:

:Bah. Bring logic into it.: Ddlen whuffed a Mags hair. :Well, now we will be having sausages
and roasted apples and drinking songs and games until the sun comes up. The ashes from this fire
will be very good for the kitchen gar-den underneath; sometimes people bring objects of things
they want to forget and burn them in this bonfire, but Master Soren, | hear, frowns on that sort of
thing. It seems harmless enough, but it's possible for such things to be used as digs at someone
else that they know will be attending. And in some parts of the countryside, nemly betrothed
couples jump the fire together—once it burns much lower than this one id Most people find this
the really enjoyable part of the festivities, but | rather like the part up to midnight better.:.

Mags thought about that. “I think I’'m on yer Sde,” he agreed doud.

“What sde would that be?” Amily asked, hobbling up to both of them. She was able to get about
reasonably wdl for short distances usng a crutch, Mags had learned. He had dso learned to ignore the
crutch Snce that seemed to be what she wanted. “You two sound just like Father and Rolan, with your
one-sded conversaions.”

“Ddlen likes what we did better nor what we're doin’ now, before midnight,” he explained. Ddlen
nodded vigoroudy, and Mags regarded the young woman for a moment. She looked awkward and
uncomfortable and she was too short to redly see anything, which was hardly fair. But it dso didn't seem
fair for her to spend the rest of the vigil back insde, where no one dse was. “Ye know whét, there's no



reason why ye have t' stand there.”

:Oh, good thought, Mags,: Ddlen agreed, picking up what Mags was consdering. : Go ahead.:

“l don't know what you—eep!” Amily squeaked, as Mags put both hands around her waist and
hoisted her up onto Ddlen’s back.

“There. Now yekin see, an’ yer sdfe as houses” Mags sad with satisfaction. Amily stared down at
him with round eyes.

“I've never ridden bareback—" she said fantly.

“Then shame on yer Pals Companion fer not teechin’ ye,” Mags retorted, handing a toasted sausage
on a dick to her, and holding out a roasted gpple on another for Ddlen to nibble. “‘Sides, 'tis a
Companion. Ye know yewon't fdl. Hewon't let ye, an’ that's a fact.” He found a wooden bucket and
overturned it to stand on.

From ther vantage point, they could see everything. The musicians, who looked and sounded
professond, struck up avery fast and livdy dancing tune. Some folk began a ring dance around the fire,
which then broke and turned into a spird dance with people being added to the end of it when the
rearmost reached out and grabbed them. They watched Lydia and Marc get added to it, and laughed to
see them romping like children. The dance kept sneking out longer and longer as more people were
added to the end. Findly, it reached the point where those at the end couldn’t keep up, but rather than
fdling apart, it broke into two with Lydia at the front of one. It looked like fun, but Mags was not going
to desert Amily and Ddlen. The dancers wound around and around the fire, as sparks flew dl about
them, with the two chains snaking in and out and around those who weren't dancing. At lad, the
musdans themsdves ran out of breath and brought it to a hdt by the smple expedient of stopping the
tune.

That was when someone—Mags didn’'t recognize who—spotted Amily stting regdly atop Ddlen,
and st up acry.

“The Midwinter Queen! The Midwinter Queen! She looks like a Queen on her throne! Make Amily
the Queen!”

Literdly everyone seemed to think this was a fine plan. Soon everyone was shouting the same thing;
some people ran off and came back with evergreens in their hands. Blushing furioudy, trying to protest,
Amily laughed as the whole crowd converged on them. Dalen soon found his neck hung with garlands of
soft cedar and apples, and Amily was adorned with a crown of holly on her head. Then the two of them
were paraded ceremonioudy three times clockwise around the fire while the musidians played a march,
Amily was handed a branch twined with ivy for a scepter, and the entire gathering kndlt in homage to her.

“Tdl us your decree, O Queen of Migulel” Lydialaughed. “Rule us Rule ug”

Everyone dse took up the chant. “Rule ud Rule ud Rule ud” until Amily waved her branch for them
to be glent.

Amily’s eyes sparkled, dthough her cheeks were crimson. “1 say that sSince we ladies get far weary
of waiting to be asked to dance, now every woman who wishes to tread a measure mugt choose a men
to her liking and dance! And no man may deny her! Musciand Let the dance be ‘' Sir Tyrd Devde'!”

Cheers greeted this pronouncement, and Ddlen ambled genidly to one sSde as there was a mad
scramble for desir-able partners which Mags escaped by virtue of the fact that there were more men than
women. The musidans started up again, and the dancers cavorted in the space around the fire in pairs.
Mags made hisway to Amily and Ddlen’s Sde again. She glowed, as much from happiness and pleasure
as from the firdight. Dalen stood like a statue, his neck curved proudly.

“Ye make a good Queen,” he said, looking up at her. She flushed.

“It susudly Lydia” she replied, dmost gpologeticdly. “I don’'t know whet they were thinking ...”

“Thet ye'd make a good Queen,” he said, and fdt gratified when she ducked her head with modest
confuson. “Just as Smple as that. What're ye supposed t' do, bein’ Queen an’ al?’

“Think of things they should do.” She laughed. “It needs to be things that will keep them awake!
Lydia aways had them dancing most of the time”

“Wdl, ye're aclever one. | reckon ye ¢’ n think of somethin’.” He nodded

The rest of the night was taken up with games and other nonsense that Amily devised, as dlly as



possible. She was a very good Queen, since that was what the Midwinter Queen was supposed to do.
After the firgt dance was over, she caled out, “Duck, Duck, Goose! And Marc is Goose!” Tha was
utterly incomprehensible to Mags, but shouts of laughter erupted, and soon the entire company was
arranged in a cir-cle around the fire, watching covertly as Marc waked behind them dl. He tapped each
person he passed on the shoulder, solemnly pronouncing the word “duck” each time. That is, until he
cameto one of the twins. “GOOSE!" he shouted, and ran. The twin chased after him but was unable to
catch him, and Marc dashed into his place. Then the twin repeated the formula

It must have been a children’s game, but that seemed to be what people wanted. When Amily judged
that people were wearying of it, she decreed another dance, this time with the oldest dancing with the
youngest. And then, another game. She seemed to be enjoying hersdf, too, and Mags wondered if part
of her quietude most of the time was because she worked just a little too hard a being overlooked. He
didn't know a lot about girls, but one thing he was sure of—no matter how hard they might work at being
inthe background, deep in their hearts they redly wanted to be seen and made much of oncein awhile

Asfor himsdf, he got a great deal of enjoyment out of her pleasure, and when at lagt the sun crested
the horizon and was greeted with cheers and toadts, he fdt as if he had done a very good thing, putting
her up on Ddlen’'s back to be noticed like that.

Nor was she dlowed to hobble back into the building on her own as they toasted the sun and the
new year with the last of the cider, shared in the breakfast feast that was brought out from the kitchen,
and then went off to thelr beds. The twins hoisted her up onto their own shoulders and carried her in
triumph at the head of another parade back to her room. Smil-ing, Mags divested Ddlen of his garlands,
led him back to the stable, and made sure he had hay and water and was warmly covered in his blanket.

:That was well done,: Ddlen said as Mags refilled the manger. :1've not seen her have that much
funina very long time.:

:How long’s she been like that?: Mags asked. :Crippled, | mean.:

:Snce the accident that killed her mother when she was very small. There were no expert
Healers where they were, and by the time they got her into good hands, it was deemed too painful
to rebreak the bones and reset them.: Ddlen Sghed.: There are many who are surprised she wasn't
Chosen.:

Mags pondered that. : There's a good reason, aye?:

‘Her father. She is the light of his life, and being a Herald is dangerous. He has more than
enough to worry about, being King's Own. If Amily was Chosen, and he had to worry about all
the dangers she faced along with all the cares of the King, he might kill himself with the strain.:
Ddlen shook his head. : Amily knows why, and she agrees this is for the best. We had to tell her, of
course. It didn’t seem fair, when she was pining over the Field every day.:

Now, Ddlen had never lied to Mags ... but he got the fed-ing that there was more to it then just thet.
:Anythin’ more ye'd like t'tell me?:

:Oh, just that it is frustrating for her, | think, being un-able to dare as much as she would like
to. And for those of us who know her ... well, seeing her as only her father’s helper is sometimes
like seeing a fine dagger being used as a paperweight. It serves the purpose very wel, but that is
not what it is for.:

Mags had to agree. But what could he do, that the Com-panions couldn’t?

Sill this night had made her happy. That had to count for something.

He was one of the last to come in, and the hdlls of the house were quiet once again. He found his
room, buried himsdf in that lovely cloudlike bed, and dreamed of nothing at al.

16

THE holiday had not been kind to Bear or Lena, asit transpired.

They arrived together, but Mags was not there to see it. He was carrying out his assgnment to keep
an eye on the for-eign mercenaries, and there was something exceedingly pe-culiar going on with them.
They seemed nervous, wary—and yet they were, so far as he could tell, oblivious to the people around



them. Instead, they were looking congtantly over their shoulders for something. What? There was no due
intheir behavior or, at least, nothing that Mags could interpret. If they had been worried about an attack
on their overlords, they would have been gticking more closdy to them. They were not; they were, in
fact, going about ther usud business,

All he could do was make careful note of how they were acting, and what set off their odd reaction.
Not that he could go into the Palace to watch them—on the other hand, when they were on duty, they
probably were alot more careful to keep up their facades.

He had firs gotten wind of their peculiar behavior that mormning, when he overheard two of the
Heders taking about it. He had been dowly edting his breakfast, enjoying one of the lagt lesurdy medls
he would have before classes started again. Already mogt of the extra workmen were gone—but the
fruits of their [abors were visblein newly opened sections of dl three Collegia More rooms for Trainees
indl three, dl the work on the Herddic Library was complete and now the books just needed to be
moved in, the dining hall was finished but the kitchen il needed work, and there were rumors that there
was some sort of addition for the bathing room that would make dl that tedious heating of buckets of
water athing of the past. It wasn't aredity yet, however.

S0 he had just had a morning bath and was savoring eggs and sausages and biscuits when two
Heders sat down on the bench across from him and picked up wha sounded like an interrupted
conversaion.

“It's bad enough that they are rude and arrogant, and that hdf of my work conssts of patching up
injuries they’ ve in-flicted during ‘practice,’” one of them said as he got a bowl of porridge. “Bit this ...
how can | tdl if something is wrong with someoneif he won't tdl me the symptoms?’

“Perhaps they don't speak our language well?’ the other suggested diffidently. The first snorted.

“They speak it just fine. They just won't tdl me. ‘ Some-thing is wrong with us, Hedler. Fix it” Jugt
like that, in sO many words.” The fird one gtirred currants into his porridge with irritation. “1 findly got
just as rude as they were. ‘Wdl, perhaps dl your problems sem from the amount of strong drink you're
putting avay every night down in the city,’ | said. ‘I can't fix you if you keep meking things worse by
get-ting blind drunk every night.’”

“Good for you!” the second applauded. “Then what happened?’

“They threatened to kill me, of course. Fortunady, with the Guard there, they didn't dare do
anything other than thresten.” The Hedler snorted. “I've told everyone that those thrests were the last
sraw, and | am gicking to it. | would not put it past them to ambush me and beat me sensdess for not
grovding and meking them dl better. It will have to be aroyd command before | have anything to do
with any of thet lot again.”

They finished their breakfast, with Mags lingering over his, but sad nothing more about the
mercenaries. He left just after they did; Ddlen had not heard anything either. But Ddlen took care to
point out that Lydia's friends would want to know anything at al about this—and probably, so would
Herdd Nikolas.

So with that tantaizing knowledge in hand, Mags decided he would intercept them on their way to
the le, fdl in be-hind them and watch.

That was just what he did, making himsdf look as unob-trusive as possble, lurking about the herb
garden and waiting for them to come out of thelr usud door at the Palace at ther accustomed time. He
sauntered dong the path right behind them, close enough to take note of everything they did, and far
enough he thought they wouldn't natice he was there, or if they did, they would just shrug because this
was his usud time at the sdle, too. And that was when he redlized that there was something spooking
them. But whatever it was, it wasn't human. They didn’'t even seem to notice him—or if they did notice
him, they considered him not worth bother-ing about, and surely they couldn’t tdl which Trainee he was
a this distance. But something had them looking over their shoulders with every twig that cracked in the
cold, every wren that darted out of a bush. What was wrong with them?

He took a chance, speeded up a little, and walked right past them. Nikolas' lessons had taught him
how to look sharply a people without seeming to look at them at al. If they had been friends of his, he
would have been darmed at their condition.



Ther eyes were dark-circled and ther expressons harried. Ther eyebals were bloodshot. They
looked asif they had not dept wel last night or the night before.

They rdaxed and acted normdly when they findly reached the sdle, dthough their reflexes were a hit
off. But if they hadn’t dept, that was probably why. As he worked out with another Trainee, he kept a
watch on them out of the corner of his eye. They didn’t chalenge anyone today; in fact, they declined
partners offered to them, and sparred only among themselves. They tired quickly, they managed to
disarm each other without trying very hard. And in the end, they |eft before he did, not after, looking as if
the short sesson had completely exhausted them. He decided this was enough out of the ordinary that he
ought to go tdl one of Lydia s group. And, fortunately, he had a contact right here in the Palace.

So ingtead of going and having a lesurdly luncheon, he grabbed enough sausage ralls for two and a
pair of apples and headed for the Royd Kenndls.

He had never been there before, so he was at a bit of a loss for where to look firg when he got
there. The outbuilding was easy enough to find, and he knew that it held dogs, but other then that ... wdl
if it was anything like the stable, if he couldn’t find Marc right away, probably someone would be adle to
tdl him where the apprentice was.

The sounds of dogs barking would have led him there once he rounded the corner of the Palace and
entered the grounds where the stable for the regular horses, the kennds, and the mews were located.
Even if he had not known where it was, he could have followed his ears. The Structure was very like a
gtable, but one with fenced runs for the dogs to use, as wel as quite a few animas roaming free. Much to
hisrelief, he saw Marc right away, feeding a pen of smdl, brown-and-white, short-haired, floppy-eared
dogs with long, furioudy wagging talls.

“Marc! Brung ye some nuncheon!” he cdled out, holding out the napkin that contained the sausage
rolls

“Bless you, Mags, I'm behind on the work and farr per-ishing.” Marc wiped his hands on a towd at
hiswaist and accepted the ngpkin gladly. “Two of our men are out, as you might expect from trying to
drink a barrdl of beer dry, and I’'m having to do the work of three”

Mags shook his head sorrowfully, which gave him a chance to look around to see if there was
anyone near that could overhear them. In an undertone, while Marc wolfed down the sausages—proving
that his hunger was no ruse—Mags told him what he had heard and seen.

“Huh. Now that isa peculiar tale. Wdll, the Hedler could be right. Seeing things is one of the signs of
someone that's a habitua drunk, and from whet I’ ve heard, these fellows have been sdtting records in the
taverns snce the holiday began.” He grinned. “ Seems they can't get drink strong enough at the Palace.
For some reason, no one will serve it to them, or even admit thet it exigtsin the cdlars”

Mags nodded, but something gill didn't seem rignt to him. “But wouldn't they be sean’
creepy-crawlies dl the timeif it had to do with drink?’ he objected. “They stopped actin’ peculiar when
they got t' the sdle”

“Hmm. You have apoint.” Marc finished the lagt of the ralls and wiped his hands. “I'll pass it on to
the others. Y ou see what ese you can learn. I’'m thinking we might want to put off our plan for a bit.”

“Won' be much,” Mags warned. “Mogtly rumor, | guess. Not likel ¢'n get inter the Paace.”

“Rumors often have a bit of truth at the core.” Marc's head came up at the sound of a bdl from the
Coallegium. “And that would be your reminder to get back to classes, | expect.”

“No classes yet. But aye, should be getting back, | got thingsas| need t’ tend m'sdf.”

He hurried back up the path to the Collegium, intent on his own thoughts, and trying to decide what,
if anything, he should be doing about ligening in a Bardic Collegium. At the moment, he had no red
excuse to linger there and eavesdrop on the teachers and resdent Bards. The best he could do was to
postion himsdf during meals where he could overhear as much as possible through the hum of
conversation. He was aready on his way to Heders with an eye to asking about things to prevent the
miserable sneezing and coughing thet some of the early arrivals had brought back with them. Not that he
thought he was likdy to get sck—but it gave him a good excuse to eavesdrop as Heradd Nikolas
wanted.

And that was when he ran right into Bear, or nearly. Bear was ploughing along the path with his head



down, paying no atention to where he was going, and snce Mags was doing the same, they bumped
shoulders and started, becoming aware of what they were doing only a that moment.

Mags recognized Bear fird. He stared & his friend asif & a ghogt for a moment. Then he grinned,
and grabbed both of Bear’s shoulders. “Bear! Yer back!”

Bear grinned, but it looked strained. Mags let go of his shoulders, his glee changing to concern. “Ye
look worrit,” he stated flaly. “An’ it an't likeyet go bumblin' dong, payin' no heed to anythin' but yer
feet. SUmma wrong?’

Bear dhrugged. His normdly chearful face took on a mask-like blankness. “Nothing redly. My
holiday wasn't much of one. But then, neither was Lend s”

“She's back, too?’ Mags asked, suddenly feding very un-certain. This waan't like Bear & dl. Bear
never temporized. There was no doubt in Mags mind that Bear was hiding something, probably the
cause of his unhagppiness.

Bear nodded. “We came back together; we got in last night, but you weren't about anywhere
obvious, and you weren't in your room, and we didn’t know where to find you.” Bear shrugged. “And
anyway, we had unpacking to do and we were both pretty tired, so we went back to our rooms. | don’t
know what Lena did, but | just got something to eat and then went sraight to bed.”

“l was down th' road with some people—" He hesitated; how much did he dare say? He had been
down at Master Soren’s house, of course, dl of Lydia's group had gotten together to enjoy the last night
of the haliday, the last night dl of them would be free to get together as a group until the next holi-day of
the Spring Equinox. They had not yet made up their minds about when the girls were going to humiliate
those mercenaries ... and in fact, Mags was getting the impresson that they had begun to have second
thoughts about that idea, and Marc’s words a few moments ago had confirmed that. But he couldn’t tdll
Bear about any of that. And he couldn’t quite figure out how he could reedily explan how someone like
him was friends with the circle around Master Soren’s niece.

“’S no matter anyway,” he continued.” ’ Cause if I'd a knowed you were comin’ last night, 1'd a been
here, not therel”

Bear shook his head. “We weren’t in any mood to be around, Mags. Things didn't go wel a home
for @ther of us. And we would rather not talk about it, if you don’t mind.”

He was rather taken aback by hisfriend’s words, in fact, he was rather hurt. Wasn't he thar friend?
They had obvi-oudy confided in each other, so why not in him?

He wanted to blurt out dl of this, but his mouth had other ideas, and said nothing more than, “Wel,
we gonna study t’ gether tonight? Or at least hev supper t gether?’

“No studying, that was modly dl | did a home” Bear replied. “But supper, absolutdy And you can
probably find Lena up a Bardic if you want to go look for her.”

He ducked his head, and hurried on his way, leaving Mags daing a his retreating back in
puzzlement.

Although Bear had not seemed particularly encouraging, Mags went up to Bardic, looking for Lena
He redized as he was hdfway there that he had never been to her room, and he suddenly fdt very
diffident about trying to find it. There were implications to looking for a girl’s room that he wasn't sure he
wanted to deal with. His steps dowed, and findly, when he reached the door of Bardic Collegium,
stopped atogether.

He stood uncertainly, looking up at the wooden facade of the building, noting that it was getting
pretty shabby. What to do?

Fndly, another girl, alittle older than Lena but dso in Trainee rust-red, came up from behind him and
moved to go around him. “Hey—" he sad awkwardly, and she stopped. “I don’ s pose ye know
Trainee Lena? Little bit of athing, dark har.”

Thegirl looked at him asiif he was mad. “ Everyone knows Trainee Lena,” she replied, with a lot of
undertones to the words that he couldn’t quite read. Still this was his chance.

“Could ye tdl "er that Mags an’ Bear wants t' meet her fer supper?’ he asked. The girl rolled her
eyes, asif to say Why don't you tell her yourself? but refrained from making any such statement.

He had to reflect that just kegping your mouth shut on things you wanted to ask or say was a much



more difficult thing than he had thought.

The girl heditated a moment, probably weighing her op-tions, inconvenience or a stern lecture from
one of the in-structors about proper manners.

Evidently the thought of a lecture decided her. Instead of brushing him off, she replied politdy, “If
she'sin her room, I'll tdl her, and if not, I'll leave her a note” She smiled a Mags, and Mags found
himsdf feding very warm of a sudden.

He stuck out a hand; she shook it. “Thankeel” Mags said, with gratitude, and turned to go back to
the stables.

It fdt alittle odd not to be heading to Master Soren’s house at this time of day, but the holiday was
offiadly over and, besides, he had a puzzle to unravd. He thought best when he was away from other
people and he wanted to get Ddlen’sideas on it, too.

Ddlen was, of course, entirdy aware of how oddly the mercenaries had acted this morning, and he
was judt as eager to talk about it. So after Mags settled onto a bale of straw in his loose box, they both
went over how the men had acted in ther minds.

“Ye know,” Mags said, looking up into Ddlen’s bright blue eyes. “If | didn’ know better, I'd’'a
thought they’d seen a ghost, and was 4ill lookin for it. You ever heard tdl of somethin’ like a haunt
around here?’

Ddlen bobbed his head. :The Collegia are not haunted, let me promise you. Believe me, we
Companions would know if they were. Neither is the Palace, even though by all rights it should
be, if emotional turmoil is what creates a ghost. But you're right. They did act as if they were
expecting something supernatural to manifest at any moment: He bobbed his head thoughtfully.
:People can be haunted as well as places, you know.:

:Ye think mebbe they brung a haunt with *em?: Mags haz-arded, but then shook his head. :Or
one followed *em here? Nah, if they had a haunt followin' ’em, they’d be used to it, don’ ye think?
An' it'd have to be hauntin’ dl of *em for all of *em to be so jumpy. How likely is that?:

Ddlen rubbed his nose againgt hisknee. :I don’t know. | am rather out of my experience when it
comes to ghosts. All 1 know is the ghost stories other people tell. I've never actually seen one
myself, nor has anyone | know.:

Mags pondered. :Wll, ye reckon | ought tfollow ’em?:

:No. You are too obvious in your Trainee Grays, and you would be even more obvious in
civilian garb, since the Palace servants all wear livery. No, you let Marc deal with that end of it.
You and | will ask some careful questions, not too many, and not all of the same person. | have
some ideas where you might go within the Palace that you might hear things with-out exciting any
suspicion. And above all, you will listen.:

Mags grinned. :Now that, | ¢'n do.:

So he spent the afternoon doing just that. Ddlen had ex-cdlent ideas, and more than just idess, he
hed sound advice that not even Herald Nikolas could better.

He started in the kitchen, Sncein his experience, that was where most gossip took place, and Dallen
agreed. Even in Cole Pieters household, as tightly controlled as it was, the ser-vants in the kitchen and
the ones that came into the kitchen shared gossip.

Now any Trainee could come and go fredy from the Col-legia kitchen, as the cooks dispensed food
to any Trainee or teacher out of medtime hours with no questions asked. That was where he went fird,
professng hunger, which was no lie snce Marc had eaten dl of his sausage rolls and Mags share as
wadl. Once fed, he loitered, knowing thet as long as he stayed out of the way, no one would chase him
out.

The kitchen that served the three Collegia was rather de-void of anything other than talk about who
hed done what during the holiday. He moved to the kitchen that served the Guards, but it was empty of
everyone but the head cook, who was putting loaves to rise. He left without derting the cook to his
presence, not redly disgppointed since he honestly had not expected to hear anything about the
foreigners there. That left the Palace kitchen. And truth to tell, that was where he expected to get the
mogt informetion.



Now, the best way to be unnoticed, Herdd Nikolas had sad, was to look as if you belonged
someplace. And while it was true that most of the Palace servants wore livery, not dl of them did. Not
the ones that did very menid work; they wore ordinary dothing. That induded those who served in the
kitchen, for certain. Ddlen had absolutdly agreed with him on this score, and had some good ideas on
how to get into the kitchen without arousing any suspicion. It wasn't as if he could go loiter there without
knowing anyone who worked there, and a Trainee of any sort was going to excite comment showing up
to beg a snack.

So he went back to his room and changed out of his Trainee Grays and into davilian dothing, his
oldest and most worn ouitfit. :All right,: hethought a Ddlen. :Wher€e' s the Palace kitchen?:

Wordlesdy, Ddlen showed him exactly how to find it while avoiding most people. And having been
in two large kitchens within the Palace walls dready, Mags had a pretty good no-tion of how the third
was likdly to be lad out. So he made hisway circuitoudy to the kitchen—making hisway from the stable
to the wal, from the wal back to the kitchen gardens, and from the kitchen gardens to the kitchen door.
He waited patiently and once there, dipped ingde on the heds of some-one who was bringing in
supplies. For once it was an advan-tage to be smdl.

The heat and the amdls of cooking hit im with a kind of shock, though a pleasant one. This kitchen
was eadly twice the Sze of the one that served the Coallegia, and had three times as many people in it.
Which was ided, ance it meant he could probably reman completely unnoticed indl the bustle. It had an
entry, akind of acove in immensdy thick wals, which were thick for a good reason. The baking ovens
were huilt into one side o that the chimney could go gtraight up the wall, taking the excess heet with it.
Rooms above thiswould be very cozy in winter, and dthough in summer that could be a bit problematic,
one solution might be to use them for storage of things that needed to be kept dry—linens for ingtance.
At any rate, that meant there had to be an acove about as long as a bed, which made for a good place
for him to stand in the shadows and examine everything.

From his vantage point in the entryway, he could see a line of gprons on pegs across the room.
Waking quickly, but with-out any urgency, he threaded his way directly through the bustling cooks and
helpers, got himsdf one of them, pulled it on over his head, and rolled up his deeves. He waked as if he
belonged here, as if he knew exactly what he was doing and what his job was. He was dressed no
differently than the low-est of the servants here, and he was smdl and unthrestening. No one paid any
atention to him.

Then he headed draight for the pile of dirty pots and the huge double sink they stood beside, dso
right on the outsde wall, but on the opposite sde of the entryway. You needed light when you were
scrubbing pots and dishes—at least, you did if you wanted to be sure you were getting them clean.
Beneath the high windows, covered in oiled parchment that let in light but nothing ese, was an
arrangement of two huge side-by-side snks and two hand pumps, where a tow-haired scullion scrubbed
manfully away at the dirty pots with a giff bristle brush and plenty of soap. Just as Mags got there, he let
out the dirty water through a drain a the bottom of each snk and began rdfilling the sinks from a hand
pump. Mags took over the one he wasn't pumping and copied him. When both snks were modly full,
the scullion added hot water to both from steaming buckets at his feet.

Now, Mags was no stranger to pot scrubbing. He'd done plenty of it before he was big enough to
work inthe mine. So he grabbed a second brush and set to, and the scullion didn’t even look up.

There was a science and a rhythm to doing this sort of work. Nasty, crusted pots with things burned
inthem, you filled full of water and put to bail, unless they were very bad indeed, in which case you filled
them with coa's until everything was ash. Pots that had only been used to smmer something gently, you
gave a quick scrub and rinse. The rest, you soaked in hot water before you tried scrubbing
them—something that the other scullion evidently had not learned. So Mags took the hard ones away
from him—filled them full of hot water, of which there was, miraculoudy enough, a plentiful supply—took
the very worst ones and put them to boail, leaving them on the hearth where there was an entire caf and
an entire pig roadting, with a cdlanking mechanism to turn the spit instead of a boy as there had been in
Cole Pieters kitchen.

It had to be said that the worst of the pots were nothing like the worst onesin Master Col€'s kitchen.



There was not a one he would have consgned to the cods here.

Tha might have been due to the huge metd vessdl of hot water with a fire under it that stood in one
corner of the kitchen—this made deaning ever so much easier. No burned pot ever got quite dean unless
it was filled with coals back at the mine, but when you did that, you ruined the finish on the insde and
made it more likely that things would stick. But it was most probable that it was due to the cooks. There
could dways be accidents—something left alittle too long—but there were not that many of those with a
good cook about. None of Cole Pieters cooks had ever been more than “ad-equate,” or s0 Mags
redized now. It was very strange; he had gradudly come to understand thet it was not only that the
in-gredients of the food here were so much better, it was not only that he was getting good, wholesome
food ingtead of scraps. It was that the cooks themsdaves were good. They didn't let things burn—and the
kitchen at the mine was dways full of the smells of something burning.

‘I can’'t ever "member a loaf of bread without th’ bottom crust burned.

:Ugh. That is ... well, awful:

:S0 were the cooks::

Now the scullion watched him from under a thick fringe of straw-colored hair that dmost obscured
his eyes and looked as if it had been hacked off with a knife. He 4ill sad noth-ing, but as Mags
remedies loosened the crusts so that most of the nastiness could be washed dff rather than scrubbed off,
he began to copy what Mags was doing. It was very clear that this boy was no fool. Mags began to
wonder if maybe he ought to cultivate him. With another set of ears in the kitchen, he himsdf would not
need to be there.

Meanwhile, Mags was ligening.

Mogt of the gossp was ordinary kitchen chatter. A maid sent to fetch food and drink had got a
glimpse of someone being in a gentleman’s chamber who shouldn’t have been there, since she had a
husband of her own. The kitchen knew who was quarding with whom in the Court, and how the
dliances were shifting. They knew who was going to have a child, often before the lady hersdf did. They
knew what young men the daughters were seeing, often when the par-ents were unaware.

And within the kitchen there was plenty of gossip, too. There was dways someone romancing
someone ese in the kitchen gaff, and plenty of jibes about that.

Mogt of it was harmless. Wasn't so-and-so the handsomest young lord you ever had seen? And
Lady thus-and-such was angling to marry off her daughter to the highest bidder, so to speak, and the
poor thing only had eyes for that nice young felow up from the country with whom she would never be
alowed to keep company.

Mags let dl the gossip flow around him, dthough he very quickly redized tha this was going to be
vay ussful guff to the King's Own. That made him fed rather cheerful.

Fndly a serving mad came rushing in, dl aflutter, and not in the sort of way that anyone would
connect with “beng interfered with,” which was kitchen code for a maid who' d been taken advantage of.
“Oh!” she exclamed, as her en-trance caused a ir. “If you had just seen what I’ ve seen!”

One of the cooks looked a her indulgently. “Na, missy, if ye'd seen as many things as we hev, ye'd
think twice afore ye said that.”

But when Mags angled himsdf so that he could get a good look at the girl he saw that she was white
as paper—and so, a that moment, did the cook. “Mercy!” the woman exclamed. “Girl, ye look
fear-struck!”

“And | should be!” The cook pushed a stool toward her and she sat right down on it, groping after a
mug of water that was shoved into her hands. “’Tis them terrible furriners, the bodyguardsl They're
haunted!”

Mags started, dmost dropping the pot he was scrubbing.

“Haunted! Never!” By thistime the head cook, an enor-mous man, had taken notice, and reacted to
the statement with scorn. “Ther€'s never been a spirit in this Palace, and there never will be! The
Companions and Herads keep us safe from such unholy things, and even if they didn’t, the Bards could
ang it away!”

“I tdl you, | seen it! With me own two eyesl” Normdly a girl like this maid would have been



overawed by the big man, but whatever she had seen had frightened her too much for her to bein awe of
anyone. She stared a him with passionate, if terrified, defiance. “I did! And they seen it, too! They're as
scared as | wadl | swear it! That'swhy they been looking so seedy!”

“Start from the beginning, girl,” the undercook urged.

Hands shaking, dutching the mug, the gil ducked her head. “It begun like this. You know. They
never eat with staff—get us to bring them ther dinner specia, so they eat before ther magters, an' then
go and stand guard behind the chairs during Court dinner.”

“Aye, we know thet,” the first cook agreed, as the head cook sniffed his contempt.

“Think they're too good for the likes of us” growled the pastry cook. “Think they’re highborn
themselves”

:Actually they are probably testing their food for poison before they eat it, and they would
need to eat before their masters do.: Ddlen sounded as if his excuse for their behav-ior made him
embarrassed. Mags didn’t have the heart to be as rude about it as he would have liked. Ddlen dways
did see both sdes of a Stuaion. And, more and more, so did Mags.

“So | brought 'em ther dinner on the cart, like | dways do,” the girl continued. “But yesterday and
the day before they’ ve been—different—when | came. Nervous, | would have said, ex-cept I've never
seen them nervous. And today they were even jumpier. Every time there was a squesk or a rattle, they
jumped and looked for what might have caused it. | pushed the cart into the room, just like dways. And
thet was when it happened!”

Her hands were shaking so much that the water doshed out of her mug and dl down the front of her
gown.

“What happened?’ the cook asked, dabbing at her uniform gown with a napkin. The girl was s0
shaken she didn’'t even notice.

“The ax! There was an ax in the room, on the wall in the room! And dl of a sudden it just leaped off
the wdl, and flipped over three times, and split that dresshelm the tal-est one likes to wear because
he sgoing bad!” She shud-dered. “It didn’'t just fdl! It just about flew! Like someone was throwing it!”

Some of the kitchen gtaff looked apprehensive, and there was some murmuring back and forth. The
maid spoke right over the top of them.

“l saw it and they saw it and they just went whitel And the dy one pushed me out of the room and
ghut the door, which was a good thing, because | couldn’t possibly have moved otherwise! And | ran
here” She wasn't as close to hysteria as she had been, but Mags had no doubt that she was very near
some sort of breakdown.

So did the head cook, who snorted again. He, a least, was not at dl impressed. Then again, he must
have been sarving here for—

:Almost thirty years that | know of.:

“I’'ve seen things move around here many a time, girl. A Herad with the Fetching Gift can move
things just by think-ing about it.” The head cook shook his head. “You've got no cdl to go bringing
ghodts into it, when ther€'s a perfectly rea-sonable explanation. Like as naot, it's one of the Trainees,
pull-ing pranks. They aren’t supposed to do that sort of thing, but boys will be boys, and those
mercenaries are ahateful lot. | couldn’t fault the boys for meking *em swest.”

“But a Herald has to see what he's moving, right?’ the maid demanded. “He can't just decide to
move things without knowing what they are and where they are, right?’

“Ah ...” She had caught him off guard, it seemed. He would like to pretend he was an expert in such
metters.

“I believe that istrue” he said findly. “I believe that in order to move something, the Herdld has to
be able to seeit”

“ And there were no Heralds anywhere about!” she ex-clamed. “They couldn’'t have seen in the
window. Those awful men keep that closed up as tight as tight, and | have never seen anyone in ther
rooms but them.”

“And why Folit a hdm?’ mused the cook. “I can’'t imagine what that was supposed to mean. Truly,
thisis baffling.”



“Unless you were a vengeful spirit and were sending a message,” replied another, slent until now.
“Wdl, | wouldn't care to bein their shoes, | can tdl you that. | would not be at dl surprised to find out
they had some dark secrets, thet lot. And alot to hide. And maybe someone they wronged badly enough
to come looking for revenge from the grave.”

There was more, much more, of the same. Mags didn’t hear dl of it, Snce he finished the pots with a
speed that the scullion must have found gratifying, and dipped back out of the kitchen again.

‘WAl ... that was interesting.:

Mags didn't pause on his way to the stables—he didn't have time. He'd have to hurry to change
back into his Grays and be at the dining hdl in time to meet Bear and Lena. But he definitdy caught
something in Ddlen’'s mind-voice.

:You're thinking on something.:

-1t does sound like someone with Fetching. And the cook is wrong, you don’'t have to see what
you want to Fetch—if you did, the Gift would not be very useful. You just have to know where it is
and what it looks like.:

Aye, s07:

:The thing is what the ax did, not that it moved. It flipped end over end and landed hard
enough to split the helm. You would virtually have to be there to seein order to do it. Unless

:Oh, get on with it!:

By now he had reached the stables. Dalen whickered a gregting as he passed. He dived into his
room and began frantically wiggling out of his dothing and into his Grays.

:If someone with the Fetching Gift worked with someone who was a FarSeer, then he
wouldn’t have to be in the same room:

Mags stopped, one boot on, the other in his hand. :But who?:

:A good question.:

17

BEAR seemed to have had no red improvement in his atti-tude since that afternoon, and he might
have thought he was covering it wel, but so far as Mags was concerned, he wasn't. Mags would have
given just about anything to have a topic of conversation that would distract his friend from whatever was
bothering him, but most of the interesting things he had done over the holiday would only have opened up
more ques-tions than he was able to answer.

“Ever been down into th' city?” he findly asked, as Bear toyed with his food and they both waited
for Lena

Bear shook his head.

“Herdd Cadlen said t' go.” He shook his head. “Never seen that many people in m' life Never seen
that much suff naither.” After the Midwinter Eve vigl and Midwinter Day celebration, he and Marc and
Dia had gone back to the Mid-winter Market—and since he now had some money to spend, he'd gotten
something for Lena and Bear. He' d brought the presents with him to—he hoped—cheer them up. “Since
Jakyr give me coin, got ye somethin’.”

He pulled the doth bag that held the present out from under the cloak folded on the bench beside
him. Bear findly seemed to wake up abit.

“Mags, you shouldn’t—you shouldn’t spend money some-one gave you on presents for others—"

“Why not?’ S mine now, right? S pose to get things as make me happy? Well, gettin’ you an’ Lena
somethin’ makes me happy.”

With a nonplussed look on his face, Bear opened the bag, reveding the shegpskin mittens that Mags
hed gotten him.

“I hardly know what to say—this is exactly what | needed!” Once again, Mags got the feding there
was more behind that statement than he could properly comprehend. But some of it dipped out. “I think
you know me better than my own fantily, and we haven't been friends for more than a couple of
moons.” The lagt was tinged with bitterness,



:Oh, dear ...

:Mebbe families ain’t all shiny an’ flowers.:

: Sometimes not even with the best of intentions.:

Fortunatdly, what could have been a very uncomfortable moment indeed was savaged by Lena's
ariva. She did not look happy, but she didn’t look as miserable as Bear was.

She helped hersdlf to the food, but Mags could not help noticing that she took less than haf of what
she uaudly did. If only he had something he could talk to them about, some-thing to distract them!

Oh, wait—he did!

“Ye know them nasty bodyguards? Them furriners?” he began. “Wdl, hang if they an't actin’
drange”

He went on to tdl them what he had overheard, then what he himsdf had seen. Bear and Lena both
perked up—with a certain amount of very unsympathetic comments—as he gave some pretty elaborate
descriptions of their behavior, helped out by Ddlen.

He didn’'t have to figure out how to tdl the story of the “haunted” ax, though. Lena suddenly looked
asif something had occurred to her.

“Oh, Havend” she exclamed. “I wonder if—"

“What?' Bear asked before Mags could.

“Wdl, there is a rumor going around that the Palace is haunted. Some wild story about weapons
flying off of wals and cutting thingsin haf. | wonder if this has anything to do with why those bodyguards
are 0 nervous?’ Her eyes sparkled. “1 wonder if it is the ghost of some Royd Guards-man who is
offended by them?’

“Whered' ye hear these things?” Mags asked, both amused and puzzled. Amused because at least
he wouldn't have to figure out some way of tdling the story without reveding how he had learned it.

“Bards hear everything, because anything could lead to anew song,” she replied, now actudly eating
indead of shov-ing her food about on the plate.

“And Bards gossp worse than a pack of old women,” Bear added, but with a amile. “Do you redly
think it's a ghost?’

“Wedl, | "spect they do,” Mags put in. “They sure act likeit.”

“l can't think of why something like that would happen otherwise” Lend's eyes were shining now.
“There aren’t any classes for another two days, | am going to poke around and see what ese | can find
out. A mydery! | love myderied”

Now that she had cheered up, Mags fdt it was a good time to give her the present he had gotten her.
He reached into histunic and brought out the pretty little wooden box that Lydia had helped him pick out
to hold it. “Went t' the Midwinter Market. Jakyr come in late an’ only stayed a day, | reckon ’e fdt
quilty, S0 ’e give me some money an’ | reckoned I'd get ye both summut. So ... "ere” He handed her the
box, which had a harp carved on the top of it. She exclamed over the pretty thing, then opened it. Mags
was very pleased with that find, which had been a stroke of pure luck. Just as there were mer-chants
who tried to pass off inferior articles as more vauable than they were, there were dso those who didn’t
know what they had. He had found, in a secondhand dedler’s booth, this very pretty string of deep red
beads. The merchant thought they were glass, but his expert eye had seen thet they were, in fact, garnets.

“Oh, Magd” She pulled the beads out of the box and ran them through her fingers. “Please tdl me
they didn’'t cost you a fortune!”

“Bah, thiss me” he scoffed. “I got help bargainin’.” In fact, it had been Lydia who hdped him
bargain for that, and for the pretty carved wooden charms he had attached to dl the page-markers. “I
dill got coin fer me”

Thus reassured, she flung her ams around his neck and hugged him quickly. “It's so pretty! And
Bardic Scarlet, too! Thank you!”

“Show ’er yer mitts, Bear,” Mags urged, and Bear displayed his mittens. “Can’'t have his precious
fingers froze, now ¢’ n we?’ he teased, and she laughed.

“He needed mittens like those on our trip,” she said. “He had to borrow a par of ming, and they
weren't nearly as nice and warm as these. His poor fingers kept getting cold and Hiff.”



Then she snapped her fingers. “And that reminds me of something else. On the way home, Bear and
| were tadking, and—Mags, do you want to find out what redly happened with that raid on the bandits
where you were found?’

That came as such a complete surprise to him thet dl he could do was gape at her and say, “Wha—"
He stared su-pidly at her for a moment, then gathered his thoughts. “Uh, I—guess—"

“Wel, we can do that. The records of dl the Guard reports are kept here, and Bards get access to
evarything but the sealed suff. All we need to do isfind the report of thet raid and see what it says.” She
looked a himin triumph. “What' s the worst that can happen? We find out you are just what that horrible
men daimed you are, a bandit child, which is scarcely your fault. But | think he lied. | think we should
look into it.”

Magsfdt alittle thrill of mingled apprehension and excite-ment. Could he—

::1 think you should, too, Mags.:

Wi, that settled it.

“Well doit,” he said decisvely.

With both boysin tow the next morning, Lena went in search of where and how to get at the Guard
Archives, and that was when they ran into ther firg snag. Although Bards had ac-cess to the Guard
reports, Bardic Trainees needed specid permisson.

“You'll have to get one of your teachers to give you a let-ter dating that you need to use the Archives
for research, Trainee” sad the galid old man in Guard Blue stting behind the desk at the entrance to the
Archives. “We can't have every young Trainee in here poking around just to satidfy her curi-ogity or to
win a bet. Those are the regulations.”

Lena dghed, but she didn’t push the subject. “I'll be back with thet letter,” she said firmly.

“And when you are, I'll let you in. Not before.” The man crossed his arms and gave her a stern look.
“There is some-times sendgtive and persond informetion in those reports. Things other people would
rather not have bandied about. As a courtesy to them, we don't let just anyone come in here and start
reading through things”

It was witheringly clear that he was not going to budge an inch on this. Mags tapped Lena on the
shoulder. “’ S dl right, we ¢’ n come back later,” he said. Reluctantly, she nodded.

All three of them left the Guard barracks, which was some distance away from the rest of the
complex of buildings, and trudged back through the snow to Heders. “D’ ye think you c'n get tha
letter?” Mags asked anxioudy. Now that he had com-mitted to finding out the truth, he wanted to get on
with it.

Lena snorted ddicately. “He's making a big fuss about nothing. Hardly any of the Trainees want to
come here; it takes a lot of work to read something in a Guard report and come up with a song.
Everything has to match—you can’t change the story just because you don't like the way it came out or
the person that should be a hero isaredly unpleasant person. That iswhy people trust Bardic news and
Bardic history songs. It's alot easier to just make something up for atale song. | can get that letter. |
just need to figure out which of my teachersis mogt likdy to giveit to me”

They pushed through the door into Bear’s quarters. And there was someone waiting for them. One
of the Palace ser-vantsin the specia blue-and-white livery rose from his seat, alook of rdief on his face.
“You're the herb Heder?' he blurted.

“Trainee” Bear corrected. The man waved that off.

“Everyone says that you are the one that knows every-thing there is to know about herbs. | need
something to make people deep. Those wretched bodyguards are demanding it for one of their masters.”
The poor felow looked exceedingly harried.

“Such things are dangerous—" Bear warned. “Too little and they don’'t work, too much and they can
kill. And you can become addicted to them.”

“Frankly, Hedler, if that man doesn’t stop moaning about being watched dl the time, | may kill him.
He hasn't dept in three nights. Please, give us at least one night of peace!l” The man gestured entreetingly.



“I'm begging you!”

Mags, Bear, and Lenadl exchanged looks. “I'll get my bag. My friends are coming with me”

“l think that is a good idea, Hedler. | don't trust those men. | wouldn't be done with them for my
own weght in gold.” He waited patiently while Bear gathered up his necessaries and |oaded Mags down
with them. Then he gestured to them to follow.

They followed him up to the Palace, with Mags sruggling to contain his excitement at being asked,
invited in, to see the very men he was supposed to be keegping a remote eye on. Lena did not even try to
pretend to cadm. Her eyes sparkled, and she dmogt skipped.

They went in through a door he would never have dared use if he had been here done. It was,
however, dealy a ser-vants entrance, snce it was plan and let out into a utilitar-ian halway, not at dl
dissmilar to the onesin the Collegia And, to be fair, Mags would not have known it was “utilitar-ian” if
he had not had Dallen’s point of view to give him a comparison.

Shortly, however, he had a comparison of his own as they entered into a hdl that clearly housed
something other than servants.

Whitewashed plaster and black beams gave way to rich wood pandling. The wooden floors were
polished to a soft gleam, and shiny meta polished lanterns were mounted at intervals dong the wals.
Though they were not lit a the mo-ment, it was clear that this hal would be as brightly illumi-nated at
night as anyone could wish.

This, of course, would dlow the vigtor to admire the beaurtiful little tables holding statuary that stood
beneath each lamp, and the paintings between them. None of them got a chance to do anything of the
sort, as the servant hurried them dong as fast as he could manage.

He tapped once at a door inthe middle of the halway, and quickly ushered them dl in. When Mags
entered, he saw two of the bodyguards sanding at drict atention, one on ether side of the window, and
amen huddled with his head in his hands, Stting on a padded chair beside a andl| table. This was s0
opulent a room thet it made his head spin a little. It was completdly carpeted, with Sunning hangings
softening the effect of the wooden pandling. He had thought that Master Soren’s house was the height of
luxury. Now he had a new benchmark. This was the height of luxury.

There was a fourth man stlanding in the shadows. He emerged when the three of them entered with
the servant. Now, Mags had heard of something cdled cloth-of-gold, but he had never actudly seen
anyone wearing it.

Thisman was.

He wore a tunic of peculiar cut, hdf black velvet and hdf a dhining fabric that could only be
cloth-of-gold. It was very short, and very tight, and with it he wore trews that were aso hdf gold and half
black, but on the opposite Sdes. He had the sort of face that, even had Mags not been getting the feding
of danger from him, would have made him cautious. It was an angry face, and the face of a man who is
not used to being told “no.”

“Who are these children?’ he barked a the servant, who quailed.

“The young man isthe best herbdist at Hedlers Colle-gium,” the servant said, turning hiswince into a
bow. “The other two are his assstants.”

“And where are the Hedlers, the adults?” The man seemed outraged.

“Your man will not tdl them anything, my Lord,” the ser-vant replied. “And they tdl me there is
nothing wrong with him that their powers can hed. They suggested medicines. This young man can
compound those.”

The man with his head in his hands moaned, and said something in a foreign tongue.

“What's he saying?’ Bear hissed.

“He's saying something about eyes,” the servant whis-pered back, as the man in gold and black
glaed a Bear, look-ing hm up and down with contempt. “ The eyes, the eyes, always watching!
That's about dl he's said for the lagt three days.”

“The eyes,” Lena murmured. “ Something about that sounds familiar.”

“Wdl, you think about it while | look at thisfdlow.” Pay-ing no attention to how the apparent leader
glared a him, Bear walked up to the man on the couch and forced him to St up and take his hands away



from his face. He peered in both eyes, together and separately, checked him for a fever, and then got out
some ingruments from his case and began doing other things with the help of the servant, who trand ated.

“Mags, would you get out the mortar and pestle, and start grinding up those herbs | brought with me?
Lena, you keep them dl separate in those dishes that are with the mortar and pestle”” Bear was tapping
the men with a little hammer, though what purpose that could serve, Mags had not a clue.

Now grinding things was no new task for Mags. He'd been puit to that sort of work about the time he
firg remembered being in Cole Pieters custody. So he fished out the imple-ments and the little packets
of herbs and started grinding. He left one sprig of each intact and put it on the pile of powder he spilled
out into the dish Lena held out for him.

Meanwhile the man kept glaring, while Bear asked ques-tions in a coaxing tone of voice and the man
occasondly answered with something besides “the eyes” And Lenahad her brows creased and her lips
pursed in that way that Mags knew meant she was thinking very hard indeed.

Bear left off hisexamining and questioning when Mags finished the last of the herbs. Mationing both
Mags and Lena out of the way, he began measuring things into the mortar, added a bit of liquid from a
little flask he took out of the bag, then began mashing it dl together with the pestle until he had a paste.
Then he took bits of the paste that he care-fully scooped out with the tiniest spoon Mags had ever seen,
dusted his hands with what looked like flour, and began rall-ing the paste, scoop by scoop, into pellets.
And when he had finished everything in the mortar, he began his measuring and mixing again.

Eventudly it was done; he threw the remaining ground-up herbs on the fire, where they went up the
chimney with asmdl like bitter burning leaves. And now, at last, he turned to the man in gold and black,
who was fuming furioudy.

“Hrg of dl, your servant here hasn't dept in o long he's not even able to think anymore” Bear sad
matter-of-factly. “Now maybe you know better than me why he hasn't. But these pills I’ ve made him are
going to make his thoughts stop running around so he can deep. But he says that this started when he
crossed into Vademar, and he dams it won't stop until he leaves, so if you want to keep him alive, |
suggest you send him home. He's doing you no good here, and my pills won't shut everything out for
him. | tdl you true, if he doesn't get red deep, hell die, and that's afact.”

The man's face turned a deep crimson, and Bear added, “And if you don’t do something about your
temper, you'll burst aveninyour head like your father did and die”

At that, the man went deathly white. “How did you know about my father?” he gasped.

Bear shrugged. “The way you are? Some things | can see about you? That runsin families Cut down
on red meset, stay away from strong drink, watch your temper if you want to see your son grow to be a
man. Otherwise ...” Helet hisvoice trall off. “At any rate, my lord, I’ ve done what | can. Whether or not
there actudly is anything here in Vademar to bother this servant of yours, he thinks there is, so get him
out of hereif you want im to live. Give him three of those—" He nodded at the pills. “Four times a day,
a regular intervas. Even when hefindly deeps, wake him up to give them to him.”

He picked up his bag, and motioned to Mags and Lena, who followed him out. The servant closed
the door behind them 4ll.

“| think you may be the fird man other than the King to get Lord Krahailak’s respect,” the servant
sad, looking im-pressed. “And you just a boy!”

Bear shrugged. “1 just acted like my father. Hang if | can figure out what has that felow so spooked,
though. Y ou sure you trandated him right?’

The servant nodded as he led them back through the hall-ways. “He has been raving about the eyes
for the last two days. But before then, in fact, ever since he arrived here, he has been acting ... nervoudy.
Asif he fdt that something was watching him, but couldn’'t see it. It is very strange. The Lord sent for
him, and now, whatever it was he was sup-posed to do, he clearly can’t. That iswhy the Lord isin such
arage”

“Well, he can be in arage” Bear shrugged. “l1sn't gonna change anything. That man is not going to
do anything, and if he doesn’t go home, he may be that way forever.”

Suddenly Lena looked as if she had findly remembered what she had been trying to think of, and
Mags could see she was fairly bursting with impatience to tdl them. But she wasn't going to do it in front



of the servant. Only when the man Ieft them at the exterior door, and they were safdly out of earshot, did
ghe burst out with it.

“l remember the eyes” she exdlamed. “They're vrondi.”

“They’re which-what?” Mags asked. He had read about alot of things, but this was nothing that hed
shown up in any of the books he'd been going through o far. It sounded like a foreign thing.

“Vrondi. They'rein a song about Vanyd, how he made a spell to keep Vddemar safe” She waved
her hands around while she talked, excited now. “In the song, they are incredibly important to protecting
Vddemar from supernaturd threats. They're sort of little spirit-tattletales. They find people that aren't
Herdds or Bards or Hedlers that are doing—things—and they run and tdll the Heralds about it.”

“All right,” Mags said, puzzled. “ So how come | an't never been told about 'em?’

“l don't know ...” She shook her head. “I can look for more things about them, but | don't know.
But here is the other thing; they dso watch the people that are doing those things until a Herald comes.
And watch. And watch. You know how you can tdl when someone is watching you? Well, imagine if
there are dozens of invishle somethings watching you, dl the time, and you can never get away. That's
the vrondi .”

“That's crazy,” Mags sad flaly as Bear stared a her. And it did sound incredibly dlly, here in
broadest daylight, with a perfectly solid building next to them, hard-packed snow under their feet, and
enough of a chill wind to tease down the back of the neck as a reminder that winter was not over—oh
no, not yet—and the coldest moons were yet to come.

She glared. “Don’t blame me, it's what the song says. | found it in our archives when | was
researching mugc that was written about being a Herdld by other Heralds. When | asked my teacher, he
laughed and said it was just one of those songs to scare children into being good, but what if it isn't? |
mean, it was written by another Herald after dl, and one who knew Vanyd if the dates are right.” She
crossed her ams over her chest, looking annoyed, a gesture a little marred by the heavy coat she wore
that prevented her from actudly cross-ing them.

“Yes, but—" Bear objected. “Dozens of invighle creatures who only exi¢ to catch someone
doing—what? | mean, it can’t be something common, or there’ d be dozens of people like that man back
there. It doesn’'t make any sense.”

“l don’'t know,” Lena replied stubbornly. “The page had gotten spoiled, and | couldn’t read what it
was that the vrondi were supposed to watch for. | don't know what it was. All | can guess is that there
aren't any Herads that can see them anymore, and maybe that’s the problem. Since no Herdd can see
them, they can't get one to pay atention, so they have to keep watching. And you're right, that foregner
has to be uncommon and whatever he was daing, it has to be bad for Vademar. But you just think about
that men back there, and you think about what he was saying. Bear, you're the Hedler, I'm not. You
would know if he had some sort of sckness. Can you come up with anything that does metch his
symptoms?’

Bear paused right there in the middle of the path, his brows furrowing in thought as they both
watched him. “Wdl,” he admitted reluctantly. “No.”

“Hmph.” Lena nodded, stisfied.

Bear dearly wasn't. “That doesn't prove anything, Lena. You can't prove acat’s a cat by dioroving
it'sadog. But on the other hand ... W, | thought maybe he might have some Gift that was coming on
him late. You know, something like Mindspeech.” He shrugged. “So | gave him some duff that blocks
Gifts, and something to quiet his nerves, and willow because by now he's got a powerful headache. |
figureif that works, hell fal adeep on his own. If it doesn’'t—" He shook his head. “I’'m not dlowed to
handle the strong things, things that can redly knock you out. One of the full Heders will have to do that.
Whatever itis, it samysery and—" Now he looked sharply at Lena, “—if your song is right—what was
it he was doing thet caled those things down on him?’

A shadow seemed to fdl over them dl. She nodded so-berly. “That'sthe redl question, isn't it?”

“—and that's the red quedtion, isT't it,” Herald Nikolas said dowly, when Mags finished tdling him



about the day’s sur-prise. “I know that song, and | dways assumed it was one of those children’s taes,
too.”

Mags was bone-weary. It had been avery long day. And if he hadn’t thought the problem was that
important, he’ d have begrudged every moment Herald Nikolas sat in that char at his table. Mags himsdf
was dumped over some cushions on his bed, and the moment Nikolas left, he planned to be in that bed.

“But what if it isTt?" Mags asked. “What if them thingsisred, an’ if they are, why was they watchin’
that man hard enough to drive him near crazy? An'’ if they'reinvisble and mog folks cain’'t see "em, why
could he? Or at least, know they were there, ye ken?

Nikolas got that looking inward expression that Mags had come to associate with a Herdd taking
to his Companion. The lamp next to him sputtered a little and cast flickering shad-ows over his face.
Sowly, his brows creased, and he began to look pained, physcdly pained, asif he was ether having to
concentrate very, very hard, or something was hurting him. Mags had never seen that particular
expression on the face of a Herad tdking with his Companion. He fdt a cold chill, and wondered if it
was a draft, or fear. Why would just thinking cause the King's Own pain?

Then his expression cleared, and he looked up a Mags. “We think you have uncovered something,
and a good thing that you did, Mags. If you hadn’t, we would never have known of this danger. Now, as
it happens, the situation was wel under control, but you saw the effect of it.”

Now Mags truly fdt athrill of fear. This was far, fa more than he had thought he would get into
when he agreed to assst Nikolas. “Ye mean, that fdlah was doin’ something againg Vaddemar or th
King?’

Nikolas shrugged. “The answer to that has to be we don’t know. Rolan agrees that the men was,
indeed, being watched by the vrondi and that it was driving him mad. There are any number of reasons
why his Lord would bring him here. But whether he was actudly doing anything, we can't say.”

Nikolas curved his hand around the back of his neck and massaged it as he continued to speak. “He
could have been a perfectly ordinary spy, which is something we expect and guard againg, Mags. He
could aso have been here for rea-sons of comfort for His Lordship—men with his Gifts often act as
Heders, and as Bear pointed out, His Lordship isin very red danger of harming himsdlf with his temper.”
Nikolas got up from the seat a Mags table and began to pace dowly, looking a nothing. “The vrondi
do not react to intent, they react to the presence of a particular kind of Gift, so Rolan tells me. He has
thet kind of Gift, and he probably tried to use it in some minor way. So there Smply is no way of tdling
how that unfortunate man was going to use that Gift further. We can assume, probably correctly given
His Lordship's behavior thus far, that it would not have been good for Vademar. But we can't know.”

Mags let out his breath in aggh. “ So Bear’s medicine worked?’

Nikolas nodded. “So Rolan tdlsme” Now he looked up & Mags. “The King's Own Companion is
... rather specid.”

“Tha sin the suff they firg tol” me, when | got here,” Mags offered diffidently.

Nikolas amiled dightly. “Wdll, to be honest, no one but the King's Own, usudly, is quite aware how
gpecid the Compan-ion is. Rolan has spoken to Kitri, whose Herald is kegping an eye on our guests for
me. He judt talked to the servants for me. When last heard, the man dropped off to deep as soon as the
medicne took effect and has remained that way except when being awakened to take his dose. His
Lordship has requested a wagon and escort back to the border.” His mouth quirked up in another half
amile “| think your lad Bear impressed him, mostly by not being intimidated. According to the servants,
His Lordship is having those ingtructions followed to the let-ter. That sort of respect could be ussful to us.
If he cals on Bear for other remedies, can you try to arrange to go dong?’

“Yesdr.” Mags ducked his head. He was not a dl averse to this plan; His Lordship made him
profoundly uneasy, and he redly, truly did not want Bear done with the man. Not that he thought he
would be able to fend off those highly trained bodyguardsl But if anything happened, it would be
imposs-ble to slence a Trainee and his Companion. Dalen could raise an darm before ether of them
came to serious harm.

He hoped.
:If anyone harmed a hair on your head .... The rest of the thought, though Mags was not at dl



good at senang fedings, was awash in red rage that shook him allittle ... and gave him a strangely warm
and happy feding a the same time. : They would have to tell me where a door was wanted, be-cause
that iswhere | would kick my way through to get to you.:

“Sir, what about them mercs? They an't fedin’ them vrondi, surdy? An’ vrondi an't throwin' axes
around neithee—" Mags scratched his head and looked up a his mentor, who paused in his pacing. “We
got th' answer, mebbe, to the sick fdlah, but what *bout the haunt?

“A very excdlent question, and one | do not have the an-swer to.” Nikolas pursed hislips. “It's just
bardy possble that dl of them do have this Gift, but suppressed and undeveloped, and snce it was
hidden that way, the vrondi didn’t react to it and swarm them. But once someone with aworking verson
of that Gift appeared, and the vrondi began to congregate, the men could see, or a lesst fed, thar
presence.”

“But the ax!”

“Does not sound like vrondi, no.” Nikolas shook his head. “I'm baffled. And to be honest, unless
they were dl from the same family, or at least the same bloodline, it is wildly un-likdy that they would dl
have the same suppressed Gift.” He grimaced. “It does sound like a haunting, but the Palace has never
been known to be haunted, and none of the Herdds have detected any such thing. | have to say, | do not
like this very much. It seems to be another complication, and compli-cations are something we can wel
do without. But now that we know about it, thanks to you, we will keep our senses dert.”

He amiled then, and it was a full amile, an gpproving one, and one meant for Mags to see. “Mags, |
was not mistaken in my trust of you. You are proving to be a dlever and resourceful apprentice. So, is
there anything that/can do for you? Within reason, of course.”

It was not a question Mags had expected, but something immediatdy flashed into his mind.

“Get me, Leng, an’ Bear intat’ the Guard Archives” he said ingantly. “On’y ye prolly ought t' make
it look like it come from one of her teachers. She's gone an’ talked to "em about it, but they an't given
her permisson yet.”

“The Archives?’ Both of Nikolas eyebrows shot toward his harline. “But—"

Agan, he suddenly got that gazing-off-into-the-distance look.

“Ah ... your parents.” He nodded. “Yes, | can arrange that. In fact, | think itisavery good idea. The
worst that you may find is what you have been told dl dong.”

Mags grimaced. “Aye” He hesitated. “Do you b'lievein Bad Blood, Sr?’

“No, | do nat,” Nikolas said, immediatdy and firmly. “I do believe that sometimes there are people
who are born ... defective in the understanding of mordity, and empty of em-pathy. But | don’'t believe
that has anything to do with who or what your parents were, and ...”

Now he hestated and sat down again, looking at Mags very earnestly over his clasped hands. “It's
very complicated, Mags. But | have encountered people like that, and they are truly evil. What is more,
they know they are being evil, they make a conscious choice. They smply do not care about any-thing
other than themsalves. Y ou will know them if ever you meet them, | suspect. They can be very charming
when they choose, but it isdl surface charm, and you will dways look benegth the surface.”

Now he smiled warmly at Mags again, another approving amile that made him flush, then stood up to
come stand next to him. “Mags, if anything, you are the opposite of that. So no, no matter what you
came from, | not only believe, I know your heart is good.” He reached out unexpectedly and ruffled
Mags har. “Your head, now, that remains to be seen,” he finished with a chuckle.

That night, Mags went to bed for the fird time feding good—completely, totdly, and without
reservations.

Unfortunately, it didn't last. Because he spent the night in his dreams, hunting through the dark for
something logt, pre-cious, and in peil ....

18

MAGS was deeply mired in the middle of a complicated sum, so buried in concentration that his
tongue was gticking out of the corner of his mouth alittle, when Ddlen jarred hisfocus.



:Mags—: the mind-voice came, bresking into his thought and making him lose track of what he was
doing. :Mags, a moment:

Carry the one. Or was it carry the three?

:Mags—: came the voice again, inggently.

‘I'malittle busy here—

:I know buit ... Ddlen sounded embarrassed. :I found out who threw the ax. At least | believe |
found out who threw the ax.:

For amoment, Mags could not imegine what Ddlen was on about.

Then he got it.

‘Hdl!: Magsdmogt burst out of his seat. :Where? When? What—

I will answer all those questions if you will come out to my stall. But quietly. | don't want
them to know we are watching them.:

Mags dammed the book closed and eased his door open. He dipped out, ducking low to be below
the levd of the ddl walls, and into Ddlen’s gdl. The Companion had his head down and his eyes hdf
closed, for dl intents and purposes looking as if he was drowsing.

WeI?: Mags demanded.

:At the back of the stable there are five youngsters. Two are Heraldic Trainees, oneisa Bardic
Trainee, one a Healer Trainee and one a young man who is getting an education at the Collegia
but will be apprenticed to a Master Artificer or Builder once that is complete. They are in the stall
of a Com-panion called Colby. | believe that they are responsible for the ghostly activity in the
bodyguards rooms.: Beneath his haf-closed lids, Ddlen’s eyes glittered.

:And how come you think that?: Mags ventured a peek over the top of the ddl. There were
indeed severd people in the loosebox of a Companion far in the rear of the stable. And there was some
smothered laughing going on.

.Because | know Colby and his Chosen Barrett are prank-sters. Last summer they and their
friends were the ones responsible for the circles and glyphs laid down in cornfields by night. Most
of the countryside was convinced they were signs from the gods. The pranksters were never
caught, and we, the Companions, never told on them, but ... we knew who it was. If the doors to
the stable are wide open and every horse running loose in the fields, it is a sure bet Colby was
responsible.: Ddlen heaved a 9gh. :Heis ... very young, is Colby. He is well matched to Barrett.
Colby ghosts up behind people, steals hats, or startles them with a loud whinny. No apple is safe
from him, no picnic or quiet tete-a-tete in Companion’s Field goes unobserved or uninterrupted.
Neither of them really consider thefurther implications of what they are doing.:

:But ye till haven’ told me why ye think it's them.:

:Barrett has the Fetching Gift. And the other Heraldic Trainee with him is a FarSeer. Both
have Mindspeech of the sort that allows someone to see images of what another is seeing or
remembering.:

Mags fdt his eyes widening. Yes indeed, there was the an-swer. A FarSeer could essly “peer” into
the rooms. And with that, someone with the Fetching Gift could move things.

Should he do something about it? What were his options? He could report them to Herald Caelen,
he supposed—

:Not advisable, although you certainly should tell Nikolas once you are certain it is them.
Barrett is highborn, and his father has the same sense of humor. If he's caught—which | don’t
think at all likely—his father will pretend to be harsh in public, but in private will demand details
and howl with laughter. That is what has happened before, and probably will continue.:

:S0. WA ...: He thought about what had been going on. Thought about how the mercenaries had
gone out of ther way to humiliate and hurt. :Well, let’s find out for sure if that’s what they're doin’ ..

Mags dipped through the gdls until he was right outside the one belonging to Colby, and paused to
ligen.

“Right, now use your Fetching to pull the string on the bull-roarer, but dow,” said a voice. “Do it
dow and it sounds like someone groaning.”



“l can't believe you were lucky enough to get that thing into their rooms,” someone gloated. “They
never leave their rooms without at least one of themin it!”

A third voice answered with a chuckle. “That was Gordo's doing. After | threw the ax at them, they
didn't want any more sharp things up on the walls, and what they had up there, they wanted riveted in
place. So Gordo snuck in and put the bull-roarer ingde the breastplate before it got hammered onto the
wadl. Nobody knows it'sin there but us, and it was put up in plain Sght of dl of them.”

Wel, if that wasn't an admission of guilt, Mags had never heard one. He straightened, and hooked
his arms over the wdl of the gal. “That don’ seem red friendy to me” he sad, dartling dl sx of the
occupants of the gall.

Barrett was the firg to recover. “1 don't mind being friendly to people who are friendly back!” he
sad, with a cocky amile “But | doubt you are going to find anyone willing to put in a good word for
those bodyguards.”

“Nor their master,” the one in Bardic colors said sourly. “But none of you have had to ded with him.”

“Not d'rectly,” Mags admitted. “But | seen him. An’'—does seem a nadly piece a work. You doin
thisfor any reason but ’ cause you can?’

Barrett looked incensed at that, and so did the rest. “Of coursel” he snapped. “I got tired of seeing
them swagger around and bully people! | wanted to give them something to think about besides harassing
folk! And | wanted them to fed what it fdt like to be harassed and bullied!”

“An’ ¢'nyegive me agood reason why | shouldn’ tdl Her-ald Cadlen *bout this?” Mags persisted.

He flushed and looked down. “Uh—" hereplied. “No ...”

Mags regarded dl of them carefully. Just how much did he want to reved to them? “Reckon
y' oughtatdl some'un,” he said dowly. “Y€'re scarin’ the servants, an’ that an't right.”

Barrett started a that, asif the possbility hadn’t occurred to him. “We—are?’ he fatered.

Mags nodded solemnly. “Happensthey talk t' me, "cause | an't highborn an’ 1 got no money an’ no
fambly,” he said matter-of-factly. “Y’ skeered one wee mite near outa her kinw' that—ax. That far?’

Barrett flushed a deep, shamed crimson. So did the others.

:Dallen— hethought with a sudden burst of inspiration. : Talk to Rolan. Get Nikolas here fast.:

:Oh, | see where you are going with this! Yed: Ddlen's burst of enthusasm heartened Mags, and
even more so when Ddlen continued. :We told him what’ s going on. He's coming now.:

“They keep tdlin’ me” Mags went on, ddiberately gdling for time, “thet now I'm a Herdd, | gotta
think *bout whet | do afore | do it. Aye?’

Barrett nodded, and wouldn't ook at him.

“« And—"

Foosteps behind him, deliberate, but brisk, told him that Nikolas had entered the stables. He waited
for the King's Own to make a show of “seaing” them.

“Wel, isthis some sort of impromptu gathering?’ Nikolas voice sounded relaxed and genid. “Can't
quite give up Midwinter holidays, lads? Not that | blame you—’

He came up beside Mags, and looked with feigned aston-ishment at the furioudy blushing Barrett, at
his shame-faced coconspirators. “Why, what is dl this?” he asked, quite as if he had no idea. “This
doesn't look like a celebration.”

Barrett cleared his throat. “It's—not—sir,” he said, and then launched into a rapid, but panful,
explanation of what they had been up to.

“Hmm.” Nikolas raised an eyebrow. “I ... see. And how isthis not misuse of your Gifts?’

“l ... uh...” Barrett looked even more shamefaced if that was possible. “Uh ...”

“It is one thing to pull pranks on people, Barrett. | find some of your antics rather amusng. The
crdesin the corn fidds now, that was ingpiring. Very clever, to use boards to press the crops down, and
alittle sght on your hat to keep the lines sraight.”

Barrett gaped & him. “You ... knew ...”

“And usng the gring to make your circles perfect was a very good use of your geometry class”
Nikolas continued, oblivious to the stunned looks on the pranksters faces. “But when it comes to
misusng your Gifts ... no. We have to draw theline”



Barrett stared down at his hands.

Nikolas cleared his throat, causng Barrett to look up. The King's Own crooked hisfinger.

“All of you, come with me now,” he said, with a deadpan expression. “We are going to have a
conference with some interested parties about this”

Without a backward look, Nikolas led them dl out of the stable, leaving Mags behind.

:Rolan says to tell you that Nikolas says good work.: There was definitdy a feding of pride about
that statement behind Ddlen’s words. :Now, | think it would be time to get back to your sums. Yes?:

Mags sghed. :Aye,: hereplied, and trudged back to his room.

TheKing's Own Herdd was definitdy amused.

He sat a Mags table, 9pping hot tea, and for once there was a amile on his face. It transformed him
from forgettable to rather remarkable; there was a liveiness about him that suggested that, back in his
past, he might well have been as much of a prankster as Barrett.

“Mags, | must congratulate you and Ddlen. You succeeded in solving the *haunting,” you caught the
perpetrators red-handed, and you did it in away that neither revedled your interest in our foreign vistors,
nor compromised your con-nection to me” Nikolas drank the lagt of the tea, and set the cup down on
the table with a chuckle. “And as a consequence you have managed to dlow me to recruit them to my
OWnN puUrposes.”

Mags blinked in deepy satisfaction. “Gonnalet ’em keep hauntin'?” he asked.

“l believe s0. A hit more to the purpose, however, and with a great deal more art. We don't want
any more servants terrified. That is not far to them.” Nikolas turned the cup around and around on the
table. “With ther Gifted felow incapaci-tated, they are, we think, inclined to believe that there are spirits
here legued againg them. We'd like to encourage that thinking, but more specificdly than Barrett and
his gang were origindly managing to produce.”

Mags scratched his head. “’ Scuse me, s, but ... | thought they was here t' make an dliance? How
come now ye wanta scare ’em?’

“Because | do not believe they came here to make an d-liance” Nikolas replied firmly. “This was
urged on the King by members of the Court whose lands border on Dostdland and Karse, and who
would much prefer to see an dliance with these folk againgt Karse. | was ... less than enthusiagtic about
this plan.”

Mags nodded. Now this was getting into redms he truly did not understand, and didn’t think he ever
would.

“At some point, | will explain dl of this” Nikolas prom-ised. “But the long and the short of it is that
I’ve modified my stand on this. | think we can make a very useful, tempo-rary dliance with them, if they
think we command some very powerful abilities So long as they are afraid of us, they will be honest with
us The King isindined to give this approach atrid. So—" he spread his hands wide. “There you have it.
Y our friends and fdlow Trainees are hereby given leave to prank them dl you like”

Mags laughed. “On’'y prank | did on’em wast' use that dip-away quff when they tried t' get me
donet’ best on.”

“Wedl, should they try again, use it again. Only this time, see if you can’t—make it more—showy?’
Nikolas suggested. “Make it seem asif some spirit is assisting you.”

Mags brow creased. “Wdl ... dl right. Doubt they’ Il mess with me again, though.”

“Ah, probably not, but it was a thought. Certainly you've done more than enough on that head
dready.” Nikolas snapped his fingers. “Ah! That reminds me. I've arranged for dl three of you to get
access to the Guard records, with no subterfuge needed. There is no reason why you shouldn’t try to
find out about your parents, Mags. No reason to hide be-hind some other excuse. Your little Bard friend
will probably find something in there that is useful to her, and Bardic Train-ees have traditiondly gotten
access there anyway, and as for Bear the Healer, being one of the firg truly outsanding herb Heders
we ve had here, he should be given a chance to go through those records to see if there is anything there
he can trandate into medicines. Caglen was exceptiondly impressed with how you handled things tonight,



Lena and Bear are cer-tainly more than responsible enough to have gotten passes long ago, so there will
be permanent passes for dl three of you in the morning. Just turn up a the archives, your names will dl
be on the dlowed lig from now on.”

Mags stared a Nikolas, absolutely speechless. Nikolas seemed to understand that he was
speechless with gratitude, and amiled.

“There is something else that you accomplished tonight, quite inadvertently, Mags,” he continued.
“You and Barrett. There has been some ... drain in the rationships among the members of the three
Collegia over dl this building. Everyone has his own ideas about priorities, and everyone is watching
jedoudy to see how much effort is spent on what.” He paused. “I think you got some sense of that with
what went on around Herdd Jakyr—although a good part of the strain between Jakyr and certain Bards
has more to do with persona issues than the building. Thanks to Barrett's gang, we had members of dl
three Collegia working together, as it should be—and tonight the heads of dl three Collegia had a
completdy cordid meeting, deciding what to do about the young rogues. Frankly, this was only aided by
the fact that you made Barrett fed so ashamed of himsdf that he took the whole of the blame on his own
shoulders. Very fruitful. | think we went along way in mending things” He stood up and stretched. “And
thet is enough work for one night, | believe. I'll let mysdlf out.”

Mags was s0 astonished by the results of the evening that he stared at the closed door long after
Nikolas was gone.

The next morning, as promised, when Mags met Bear and Lena for breakfast, the other two told him
with great excite-ment that they had been told if they appeared a the Guard Archives ther names would
be on the lig of those dlowed in. Mags couldn’t help but enjoy their enthusasm, and filled his plate with
flatcakes, buttering them and adding honey. “Well, there we go, then,” he said with a decided nod.
“You'll both get t' root around in there whenever ye want now. You two reckon it'll take long fer me t’
find out what | want?’

Lena shook her head. “It shouldn’'t. We know the time pe-riod we are looking for, and we know the
location, right? It should be farly straightforward. | can go with you and show you how to do archivd
research right after breskfast if you have the time”

Bear looked disgppointed. “I have aclass,” he sad rduc-tantly. “Hang it! | wanted to hep!” Then he
made a face. “And aye, | wanted to go looking for herb lore, too ... nobody ever thinks to tel anyone
about locd herb lore. But the Guard does a lot of ther own rough-medicine, and | know they use
what-ever they can get locdly.”

Lena patted his hand sympetheticaly. “It's dl right, Bear, we understand. Once we find what Mags
wants to know, we can plan on afternoons or evening when we just hunt out ref-erences to medicines
and we dl three go together.”

Bear had to be satidfied with that. Mags was both on fire with impatience and a litile sck with
gpprehenson. No matter what Nikolas or anyone ese had sad to him, it was dill there, that horrible
feding. To find out for certain that Cole Pieters was right, right about him, right about his parents ...

He and Lena hurried over to the Guard Archives as soon as they finished edting. This time the stern
individud on guard a the desk looked over his lig when they gave him ther names. He nodded, and
waved them into a short hdlway behind him without a word. They opened a door at the end of that
hal-way, and stepped into what was for Mags a very strange room indeed.

He had expected something like the library. This was noth-ing like the library.

Firg of dl, they had to go up three stairs to get into it. This was a huge barn of a building, not just a
room, with floor-to-ceiling shelves packed very closdy together. There were ladders at intervas dong
the shelves—it was pretty obvious you would need those ladders to reach the upper shelves. On these
shelves were identicd wooden boxes. Shef upon shelf, row upon row ... with only a Sngle table with
severd chairs around it at the door end of the room. He would have thought such a huge room would be
freezing cold, but they had some way to hest it that he couldn’t see. Then it occurred to him—the place
mugt be heated the same way tha Bear’s indoor herbarium was heated, from beneath the floor. The
place had aguffy fed toit, asif the ar wasn't moving a dl. It was dso very dry, and the ar was scented
with the amdl of old paper, but oddly, not of dust. In fact, he couldn’t see any dust a dl. The lighting was



farly good, too—there were narrow windows up near the roof dl the way around, with glassin them.

“Oh, my,” Lena sad fantly as she went up to the nearest shdf. “It'salot ... bigger ... than | thought it
would be. The Bardic Archives aren’t much bigger than the library. Well,” she said, her voice sounding
muffled as she moved behind the shelves, “At least they dust regularly.”

Mags followed her. She peered a the end of the box, then at the box next to it, and the one down
from it, and perked up. “All right, thisis't as bad asit looks. These are dl nicdy or-ganized. | was afrad
they were just stuck in here, any which way.”

“l should hope they are well-organized, Trainee. The Guard prides itsdf on organization.”

Mags could amost hear the ungpoken addition. Unlike some other groups | could mention ...

From the back of the room, another old, but erect, man in a blue Guard uniform came waking
toward them. He was bad-ing, expressionless, and as impersond as alump of stone. “I am the Archivid.
| assume since you are here, you have permission, so how can | help you find what you are looking for?’

Thistime, despite shidds, Mags did hear the unspoken addition. | can’t have you running about
pulling things down and never putting them back in order, or where they belong. Or worse,
putting them back wherever you find room.

Now Mags, who had, up until this moment, loathed his geography and mapmaking class with a
sincere and undying passion, suddenly was just as passionately grateful to them. Because now that he had
been in those classes, he knew where Cole Pieters mine was, s0 he knew what the nearest town was.
And he knew that he had come from somewhere in the vidinity of that town, because he didn’t remember
along journey. He did remember the shouting and screaming, he remembered cowering in a corner, then
he remembered being put in a cart and given sweets to suck. It could not have been a very long journey.
It had ended in a bare stone room, from which, after severd boring days, Cole Pieters fetched him.

“We're lookin' for th' reports from around about a town caled Blueflower Hill an’ a place cdled
Cole Pieters mine, from about ... twelve, fourteen years ago, Sr.” He tried to make his tone and his
expression as respectful as possible. This man would respond to respect.

The Archivig nodded. “Very good. That narrows the search down consderably. There are three
Guard Posts in that area. Come with me”

He led them between two of the rows of shelves, and stopped when they were so deeply in that
Mags could not re-dly see either end of the room. The man took ribbons out of his pocket, and sorted
out a handful of white ones with little blue beads threaded on the ends. Each of the boxes had a ring
attached to it; he tied these ribbons off on the rings of severa of them.

“I've marked each of the boxes you will want to look through with these” the man said. “You will
probably see other boxes marked in this way; if you look through those, be careful not to disturb or
remove any markers in the reports. As you finish a box, please remove the ribbon and either leave it a
my desk at the rear, or attach it to a new box you wish to look through.” He tapped the end of the box.
“The name of the Guard Post and the year are here. The boxes are orga-nized geographicaly. Put
evarything back as you found it. You are—7"

“Herddic-Trainee Mags and Bardic Trainee Lena,” Lena answered for both of them. “We're looking
for informetion for Mags, dr.”

Mags waited for the Archivig to ask what that was, but he seemed utterly incurious.

“Very good. Thesewill be your colors until you are finished with this particular research. When you
have returned dl the ribbons, if you wish to pursue another line of research, let me know what it is you
are looking for, and | will assgn you another set of ribbons” He smiled thinly. “If it is nothing like as
gpecific asthisone, | shdl ask you to confine your searches to one amdl area a atime”

Lena looked as if she might say something. Mags pre-vented her from doing so by answering
immediatdy, “Yessr, Archivig gr.”

“If you need me, | will be a my desk in the rear.” With that, he turned smartly about and walked
back to the back of the room, heds dicking on the stone floor with militery precision.

Mags and Lena looked at each other. Mags shrugged, and reached up, pulling down the firg box.
“Wdl,” hesad. “Let'sget to it.”

The box was nat as heavy as he feared; he hauled it over to the table, and they unloaded the papers



indde. It was dl or-ganized with fanatic precision. Each report was folded indde a differ, thicker piece of
paper, and a moon’s worth was tied up with a ribbon or sring. There were twelve bundlesin each box: a
ful year’s worth. A year began and ended at Midwinter Night, precisdly.

They looked at the bundles, and then at each other. Mags shrugged, and gestured at the box. Lena
took out the firg moon—Midwinter Moon—and Mags got the second—Ice Moon. They sat down with
thar bundles and began to skim through them.

The reports were clear and concise, and written in a very legible hand. They aso concerned every hit
of minutiae on the life of the Guards and the Guard Post.

If I ever can't deep, gonna seeif | can borrow a moon’s worth of reports.

Mags went through his quickly, neatened dl the reports so that dl the edges were square, tied up the
stack again, and went back for Thawing Moon. Lena was dill deep in hers. Mags wondered what she
was finding that was so fascinating.

Whatever it was, 'twasn’t in my stack.

She finished hers about the same time as he finished Thawing Moon. She got Budding Moon and he
got Howering Moon. And so it went right through the year to Dying Moon, which was the moon that
ended on Midwinter Eve.

“Nothing?’ he asked, as they put the stacks back in order again.

She shook her head. “And it's time for class” He nodded, and hoisted the box up. “I'll see you at
lunch.”

He hdd onto the ribbon, just in case, and put the box back on its shdf. He looked the area up and
down, noted the num-ber that had white ribbons tied to them, and repressed his dismay.

There were alot of boxes ...

Ah, wdl. No one told him that this was going to be an easy job. He probably would not have
bdieved them if they had.

If he didn’t run now, he would be late for class. He would worry about dl of this |ater.

All three of them met up for lunch, and Bear listened while he and Lena compared notes with every
dgn of open envy. “Damn these classes,” he growled findly. “It's not fair.”

“It'snot exactly fun, Bear,” Lena pointed out, as gently as she could. “These are just military reports,
and not even from moons when much happens. It's dl about the running of the Guard Pogt, and it's not
vary interesting. How much of what was eaten, lost to vermin, and ordered and ddivered. What training
was going on. How many leagues of roads cleared of snow in the winter, the condition of the roads in the
summer. Whatever troubles the nearby people had that the Guard had to get involved with. Disciplinary
actions, who was promoted, who was demoted, who retired, who the replacements were. Evauation
reports on each of the men. There were only two reports from the Herald on circuit there the entire year;
that was the only times he cdled there. At least in the year we looked at, absolutely nothing of any
importance happened. Much more of this, and | am going to be caught faling adeep over these things”

Bear did not look convinced.

“I'm mekin' notes of medicines,” Mags offered, handing over a scant paragraph, which was dl he'd
gotten out of that entire year, written closdy on a savaged piece of paper. Not from the box—oh, nol
He was terrified to discover what the pendty would be for such a sacrilege. The Archivis would
probably demand fingers. “I don’ know enough to know what's suff you aready know *bout and what
an't, sol jud take notesonit dl.”

As Bear took the scrap of notes from Mags, he looked a little less sullen. “So you were thinking
about me anyway—thanks!” He looked them over. “Nothing | can use, but you're a good note taker,
Mags, and | appreciate it.”

Mags waved it away. “Wouldn't do less for ye, Bear.”
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BUT they never got the chance to tak any further about doing Bear's research. The dements had
other thingsin mind.

Jugt as they were finishing ther luncheon, there was some-thing of a gir outsde; through the windows
of the dining hal they could see sudden activity in the form of workmen abandoning their tasks and being
mustered in groups, with a Guardsman addressing each group.

“Huh. | wonder what that’s about,” Bear said, looking puzzled.

Lena shook her head. “Nathing | know of, unless the weather is going to be bad, and they want the
workmen to make sure things aren't going to get ruined by it.” They dl stood up together, and were
putting the platesin the tubs to be collected, when a most unusud person entered the dining hdl from the
door right at Mags elbow. Now, this would not have been any specid occurrence, except that the man
was dressed in priegly fashion—and priests sedom came here. Why should they? Not that they would
have been unwelcome, but when a priest was invited to the Collegia for any reason, it was generdly as an
honored guest, and they were treated to something rather better than dining hdl food.

Mags nudged Bear with his elbow, and just as Bear turned to see what Mags wanted, the priest did
something no one had ever done in dl the time Mags had been there. He went up to the big brass bdl
that was hung on the wdl a the head of the room, and gave it three sharp pulls so that it rang out above
the murmuring of voices.

All conversation ceased immediately, and dl heads turned toward the front of the room.

“Thank you,” the man said, in afirm, carrying voice. “I have been asked to inform the Collegia of an
impending emer-gency. Messages from the fidd have given us warning of the approach of a killing storm.
The Herdd FarSeer attached to the King's Council has dso seen this sorm srike Haven, and some of
the Gifted among my Temple have confirmed it. We had been informed of this impending storm from
Herdds posted west of us; we had hoped it would blow out before it reached the city, but it has only
strengthened. It has already pardyzed the countryside to the west of Haven, and it will be on us at about
sunset”

Alreedy there was a murmuring; he held up his hand and got silence once more. “This is not a sorm
to be trifled with. We expect severa feet of snow, with such a powerful wind that there could be drifts as
high as the rooftops. During the storm itsdf, movement even between buildingswill be very hazard-ous, if
not deadly. All classes are canceled. Trainees are being asked to hdlp carry firewood and stack it at the
doors of dl buildings Those who are not Trainees are asked to report to your immediate superiors for
assgnment to other work parties. We mug ready each building here to be sdf-aufficient for aminimum of
three days.” The murmuring began again, and the priest raised his voice. “Quickly! There is no time to
wastel”

With that, people began to head out of the building, some of them on the run. Mags stared & his two
friends, who looked increduloudy back at him.

:Thisis no prank, Mags,: Ddlen said. :Come get me. We'll haul logs.:

Lenaand Bear looked a him 4ill asif they could not be-lieve what they had just heard; he nodded as
the babbling that had broken out dl over the room turned into a roar of voices. Herdds and Trainees
were explaining to their friends what he was about to tdl his “It's no joke. We gotta get goin’. Ddlen
says him "'n me are gonna haul logs. We best get at it.” He gave them what he hoped was a stare that
conveyed the gravity of the Stuation. He had been through blizzards like this. They might not have.

Lenatook a deep breath, looking as if she didn’t quite be-lieve it could be that bad, but didn't dare
dishelieve him either. “Wdl, in that case—"

“We get to it,” Bear sad firmly. “We daren’'t lose my plants. Lena, let’s get wood stacked againg the
wal by my furnacein case no one thinks of it. Mags? In case no one thinks of my furnace?’

He nodded, making an indant decison. Dalen, he was sure, could make it right. But better to take
care of it now than to wait for permission, which might come too late or not at dl. “Ddlen an’ mell bring
yelogs, but getting’em split'll beup t you.” Mags went to the line of pegs where dl the coats and cloaks



were hung; he wiggled his way in among dl the others going after their gear, grabbed his coat, and
hurried down to the stable where dl the Companions, part-nered or not, were being put into abbreviated
harnesses with chains on the sdes. Mags recognized these from his lessons as the “pulling harnesses’ dl
Herads took with them into the fidd. Dalen seemed to know where he was going, so Mags just hauled
himsdf up onto his Companion’s bare back and joined a processon of smilaly mounted Trainees,
Companions done, and even stablehands with common horses down a litile road he hadn’'t paid much
atention to before this. It ran dong the ingde of the wal around the Palace and Com-panion’s Fidd, and
it ended in the biggest pile of logs he had ever seen inhislife

Until this moment it had never occurred to him to question where dl the firewood came from for dl
the buildings within that wal. Now he knew. It looked as if an entire forest had been brought here and
stacked up. There were three men in heavy dothing with iron bars on the top of each stack of logs,
carefully levering logs away so that they tumbled down the side of the stack to land on the snow. Once a
log was down, a Companion and Trainee, or a Companion aone, or aregular horse led by a stablehand,
went up to the log. Chains were hitched around it, the chains from the harness fastened to it, and off they
went, heading for the Palace.

When it was Ddlen’sturn, Mags, who had watched the procedure carefully, jumped off and did his
own chaining-up, much to the approva of the log tenders. He didn’'t bother get-ting back on; Ddlen
couldn’t go fast with that heavy log be-hind him, and he didn’'t want to burden his Companion any more
then he had to.

Already there was a sense of urgency in the air that Mags entirdy approved of. No one who hadn’t
tended a fire hmsdf had any idea of how much wood was going to be consumed over the next three
days. In a way, he hoped tha there were snowdrifts up to the rooftops. Those drifts would sed off the
wind and insulate againgt some of the worst of the cold.

:I have approval to take our logs to Bear, Chosen.: Ddlen's muscles rippled as he pulled the
dead weight forward. Mags wished he could take some of that burden himsdf. :Bear was right. Some
of those medicinal plants are absolutely without price, and we cannot risk them freezing. That was
good forethought on his part.:

1’1l tell him ye said s0.: Mags raced ahead to pull a fadlen branch out of the way, then returned to
Ddlen's sde. He watched the log asiit plowed a furrow through the snow to make sure it didn’t get hung
up on anything, and ran ahead to get obstacles out of Ddlen's way.

After that, they both saved ther breath for work. Despite the unspoken feding of urgency, there was
no outward ggn of a reason for that urgency. Overhead, the sky was blue and modly cloudless. But
Mags remembered very well that firg blizzard of the year, the one that he and Jakyr had bardly beaten.
It, too, had begun with cloudless skies, and had churned up over the horizon like some terrible monger.

They left their log with Bear, who had managed to round up three woodcutters, dl in the green of
Heders, and returned to the log pile a a trot. Soon the steady procession of logs had worn the road
smooth, which made pulling eesier for horses and Companions. Each time Mags got to the buildings, he
could see them swarming with people bringing in supplies of dl sorts, workmen naling shutters on the
windward side of the building closed, and a steady procession coming toward the stable of carts hauling
hay from what must have been a storage barn. He wondered where they were going to put it dl, then
ceased to worry. Let them figure it out; his business was not in the stable. Right now, he and Ddlen had
logs to haul.

After Sx runs, something had changed up a the Palace, herdded firs by a crack that sounded as if
lightning had struck the place and made everyone jump. It turned out that there were some mechanicd
adsfor reducing dl that wood to manageable Sze. For thelife of him, Mags could not see how the things
worked, but there were two devices that were Salitting entire logs lengthwise into quarters, which were
then taken to two-man saw teams to be reduced to fireplace and furnace sze. The sound of the logs
golitting was gartling even when you knew it was coming, and the horses shied every time it rang out.
They were dl working as hard and as fast as they could; horses and Companions dike steamed with
swest, ther breath coming in great moist clouds as they pulled on ther burdens.

Fndly, as dusk fdl, the sound of horns rang out over the entire complex, joined by dl the bels of the



Collegia

:That’s the signal,: Ddlen sad, heaving a the log. :No more. The storm is almost on us, and
these will be the last loads.:

And, indeed, those Companions and horses that were not dready carrying logs were turning back,
heading to thar stables.

Mags had long snce ddivered plenty of wood to Bear; the last couple of candlemarks he had been
taking their loads to one of the Paace entrances. Now he and Ddlen ddivered their find burden, Mags
tucked the chains up into the harness, and they plodded wearily back to the stable.

And there they found one solution for the hay storage problem. The Companions were no longer in
commodious loose-boxes. The stable was full of rectangular baes of hay, from floor to caling. One by
one, the Companions were being rubbed down to take off the sweat before they chilled, covered with
not only their own blankets, but extras. Then they were backing into narrow dots in those enormous
stacks of hay baes. They looked for dl the world like toy horses being put away on a shef. The baes
were stacked so dosdly together that they touched the Companions on ether flank.

They won't be keeping the stable warm with the fire, Mags, so you had better get what things
you need and find someone at the Collegia to stay with, Ddlen told him. :All this hay will keep us
cozy, but there is no point in keeping the fires going in the ovens right now, when the wood could
go elsewhere and we can tend ourselves.:

‘What'll ye do for water?: Mags asked in dismay.

I think there will be plenty of snow,: Ddlen pointed out drily. :And we know how to open and
shut doors. Now hurry. Go to the eating hall. You can probably find someone with room there.
Bundle up in as much as you can, wear both pairs of mittens. Wrap up your face. Take your
bedding and whatever else you think you will need.:

He dove into his room, and took a quick look around. Wel, what he would need would be dothing
... the bedding, as Ddlen had pointed out. If he was going to be up a one of the Collegia, the lagt thing
he would need would be books. There didn't seem to be much ese. He pulled on extra knitted shirts,
then another tunic over that, and a second pair of trews. He packed Ddlen's saddlebags with more of his
dothing, made dl of his bedding into a fat roll tha he strapped across his shoulders over his coat,
grabbed both packs and reached for the door of his room—

Jugt as the blizzard hit the stable like a battering ram.

Thewadls boomed. The wind howled around the walls, which shook with the storm’s fury. Atavigic
panic clutched at his guts for a moment before he managed to fight it down. But some fear ill remained,
and despite dl the layers of dothing, he suddenly fdt cold. Mags went out into the stable to see the lamps
going out one by one, blown out by the cold drafts forced in through every tiny crevice.

He froze in place, suddenly picturing what it must look like out there. Not only was it dark—not only
was there going to be snow so thick he'd have had trouble seeing in daylight, but that wind was going to
make it hard to walk, and dl the lamps on the buildings must have blown out ingantly. How was he gaing
to get to the Collegia?

:They’ve already strung rope while you were putting on more clothing and packing up. There
are ropes between every building. Go out the door we usually use and fedl to the right, on the
frame, about waist-high.:

As he reached the door, the lagt of the lamps was blown out, leaving him to fumble it open in
pitch-darkness. The door was in the lee of the building, so it wasn't torn right out of his hands when he
opened it. But he couldn’t see athing; it was dark both behind and in front of him, as dark as being in the
mine without a lamp.

All right. He was used to the dark. He took a deep breeth to cam himsdf, and reminded himsdf of
that. He closed the door behind himsdf and fdt to the right until he encountered the rope—a good thick
one that hummed and vibrated with the force of the wind on it. He grasped it in both mittened
hands—and as Ddlen had advised him, he was wearing not one, but two sets of mittens, fdt ones indde
shegpskin—and stepped away from the shdter of the building.

He wasimmediaidly glad that he had both hands on the rope. The wind nearly blew him over when it



hit him, and within moments every inch of him was snow-caked. What little skin he had left exposed
sung and burned with the snow being driven againg it. The scaf around his mouth was damp and
ice-rimed; his bregth froze as soon asiit hit the fabric.

:Go, Mags. The longer you take, the worse it gets.:

From that moment on, he thought of nothing more than the next step. Hunching his shoulders againg
the wind, head down and eyes closed—it didn't matter if his eyes were open or shut, since he couldn’t
see anything—he hauled himsdf dong the rope, hand over hand. He had never been out-side in a sorm
like this before. At the mine, he had either been in the mine or in the degping hole, and had no reason to
go anywhere. He would have been terrified if he'd had the strength to spare for terror. He was dready
tired from the hauling; shortly, he was exhausted, and every step was agony.

In the back of his mind, he could hear Dalen encouraging him, cheering him on. That was the only
thing that kept him going, as hisfeet got heavier and harder to lift, as his ams fdt like lead, as his hands
numbed and his body ached with the cold.

:Keep going, Mags!:

The harsh ar burned in hislungs, his throat fdt raw, and every intake of breath brought a stab of pain
at the end of it. His toes and fingers burned.

:Don’'t stop! They know you are coming!:

All he redly wanted to do was to St down and rest, and he knew that was the last thing he could do
right now. If he stopped, even for a moment, the cold would get him. The smple journey to the
Callegium stretched on into a hdlish eternity—

And then, suddenly, at last, it was over. He had expected to have to get the door open himsdf, but
as Ddlen had said, there must have been a crew of rescuers wating right there for him. He fdt people
grabbing hisarms and pulling him dong, fdt a blast of ar on his face so hot in comparison to his chilled
fleh that it fdt like a furnace. His eyes were caked with snow and frozen shut; he just let people husile
him dong, passng him toward another set of helpers who pulled off his pack and saddlebags. More of
them unwrapped the scarves from around his head and face, and helped him take off a coat that was so
ice-caked it was as hard as armor. As soon as the coat was off, someone ese came to wrap himin
fireewarmed blankets. That same someone pushed himinto a seat and he just fdl back into it; he found a
hot mug in his hands, and as the snow findly mdted from his eydids, he was able to open his eyes.

At firg dl he could see was a fire, and feding ill numb indde and out, he stared a the flames,
thinking that he could never, ever get enough of them. He was not the only person here; there were two
more blanket-wrapped figures trying to thaw themselves on the hearth, both Guardsmen.

He sipped at the hot liquid in the mug; it was spiced cider, but there was a good amount of something
dseinit. Some-thing much stronger than wine!

He was right next to the fire in someone's room and he wasn't the only one crammed in there,
bundled in blankets. Besides the two Guards right at the hearth, there were two of the stablehands and
another Trainee, dl with identical mugsin their hands and identical glazed looksin their eyes.

“Isthat everyone?’ He recognized Herald Cadlen’s voice.

“I'm not sure—" someone e<e replied uncertainly. “There s no way to know if there is anyone fdlen
or logt out there un-lessit'saHerdd or a Trainee—"

By this time, Mags mind had woken up enough for him to redize that the second speaker was
right—amod.

He gulped down ancther big swalow of his drink, coughed, and spoke up. “Herad Cadlen—they tdl
mel got a strong Mindspeskin' Gift. Reckon | ¢'n seeif | ¢'n find anyone out there, if that’ s—uh—mnot
misuan'—’

He didn't even get a chance to finish that statement. Caglen shoved his way through the people
nearest the fire and grabbed Mags shoulders. “That is mogt certainly not misuse of your Gift!” he
excdamed. “Please, Mags—’

“Right. Here” He shoved the mug a Caelen, huddled up in his blanket, rested his head agang his
knees, wrapped his a'ms around his legs, and closed his eyes. :Gonna need yer help with this, Dallen:

:Absolutely. First, drop all those shields | showed you how to set in place.:



He had not done that in dl the time he had been here. Dd-len had waned him that he
shouldn’t—had cautioned him that because he had been Chosen, his Gifts would be opening up a a
tremendous rate.

Now he redized just how much that Gift had burgeoned. The moment he dropped those shidds, it
fdt as if he was in the center of the Midwinter Market, only a thousand times more crowded, and
everyone was taking a once. Worse, it was modly fear, as people dl over the complex, dl over Haven,
reacted to the storm. It fdt like being in the storm dl over again; dl those minds, dl those internd voices,
none of them putting a watch on whet they were saying—it dl overwhelmed him, threatened to wash him
away in the flood, and he fdt asif he was drowning in it—

Then he sensed Ddlen, strained to hear him, and got the sense of what Ddlen wanted him to do. He
began raisng the shidds again, but one a atimethistime. First, dl those peo-ple farthest away, down in
Haven. He didn’'t need to ligten to them. He couldn’t help them now if he wanted to, anyway. And they,
amog certainly, would not want him to know what they were thinking.

Thet cut the cdlamor down to a fraction of what it had been, and he let out a Sgh of relief. The next
shidd was eader: to screen out those who were closest to him, in the same build-ing. They wouldn't want
hm to hear ther thoughts ether.

And that improved things a very great dedl indeed.

Now he was able to actudly pick out individud “voices” One by one, he sorted through them, not
redly ligening to what they were babbling, because most people just had arun-ning internd babble going
on, but looking for the nuances thet told him they were safe and indoors. Their fears, while red, were not
immediate. And their minds were ... well, they weren't numb, the way his mind had been when the cold
was getting to him.

He found five that were not.

“Gardener—" he heard himsaf mutter. “Jugt at Palace kitchen door—ah—in. Guard—Guard needs
hdp. In th' rose garden, los the rope. 'Bout— bout a horse-length from it. Fell an’ dipped an’ lot it.
Got sense to stay where heis—’

He heard Cadlen shouting directions but paid no attention. There were ill three more. “One 'f them
pesty furrin mercs. Headin' for town t' drink. Near th' gate, | think. Damn fool.”

He had never quite redlized how brutal and how crude these men were until he got a glimpse of their
thoughts. His lip curled with distaste as he heard more from that mind than he wanted to. There was a
Herdd in the gatehouse, with the Guardsmen on duty there. “I got that one.”

He had never done this before ... he hesitated a moment, then redlized thet if he waited for Ddlen to
do the contacting, he might lose some detals. He did a kind of mental cough, and—well it fdt as if he
was tgpping on the outsde of the other’s mind, asif on a door.

The reply was indant, if wordless. Shidds dropped; he got the feding that the Heradd's
Mindspesking ability was mini-md. But it was enough. He “showed” the other where the mercenary
bodyguard was, and got a sense of thanks before the shidds came back up again.

“All right. Herdld at gatehouse an’ three Guards Il fetch 'imin.” He tried not to chuckle with a certain
negty satisfaction. Because the idiot refused to heed the warnings, now instead of spending the storm in
luxury with the rest of his fellows, he would be spending it degping on a stone floor and egting the trall
rations that the Guards had stocked in the gatehouse.

He moved on to number four. “ Cook’ s helper, gettin’' wood, dipped an’ fdl an' the wood fdl on "im.
Callegium kitchen, so many people in there he ain't been missed yet.”

He heard Cadlen rdaying the orders, and he checked briefly back with the Guard and the gardener.
He found the gardener dready back indde, and three people picking the Guardsman up out of the snow.

He moved on to the lagt one. “Bardic Trainee, wants t' get snowed inw' his girl; she's a Herddic
Trainee. HE' s hdfway between Bardic and Herdds an’ he just ran out ‘f strength. HE's set down in th
show an' he don’ know if he don’ get up now, he never will. That'sdl.”

He was about to put up dl of his shidds again, when—something—brushed againg his mind.

His throat closed on the scream he wanted to utter, choked slent with fear. This—this was the thing
inhis dreams, the thing that pursued him, or pursued something he needed to protect! It was cold, it was



evil—and it was not sane.

Ddlen sensed it in the same moment, but Dalen’s reaction was not fear, but fury. He fdt Ddlen
gathering dl his mental power, like a thunderbolt, and am it ready to dtrike this vi-cious thing down
where it stood—

Too late. Whatever it was ... was gone.

‘What—was that?: he managed to get ouit.

:I don’'t know, Chosen,: his Companion replied grimly. :But whatever it is ... there is something it
wants here. Some-thing ... or someone.:

Mags poked ligleddy at the remains of his stew, and listened to three of the most senior Herdds in
the Cirdle debate what he had fdt over his head. They had cleared everyone ese out of this tiny room as
soon as he had recovered enough to get what he had sensed out in coherent sentences, and Herad
Caden had sent for Nikolas and a third man, who evidently had been in the Pdace, doing some
searching of his own. From dl Mags gathered, he was as strong a Mindspesker as Mags, and a great
dedl more practiced and disciplined. He had “gone looking” for what Mags had sensed, and had come
up with nothing. He looked enough like Nikolas to have been his father, athough there was nothing in
thar manner to indicate that was the case.

Now here Mags was, Stting on a cushion on the hearth, head aching, body feding as if he had been
beaten black and blue, utterly exhausted. In that sense of unredity that comes with exhaustion, he was
feding less and less with every passng moment that he had ever sensed anything at dl that wasn't some
dream-fragment out of his own mind. After dl, if it couldn’t be verified ...

“Stop that,” came a cdm voice to hisright. He turned and stared at the Herad, the Mindspeaker.

“Sr?’ he managed, meding those cdm gray eyes. He wished he fdt like that, so cam, so sure of
himsdlf.

“Stop second-guessing yoursdlf. You sensed something. Your Companion, who was snug in his
gable and not hdf frozen and having hdlucinations, dso sensed it. All we are trying to do is figure out
whet it was that you sensed.” The Herald amiled a him. “Storms like this can do some peculiar things |
have heard, dthough | have never seen it mysdif, that they can carry with them the echo of thoughts from
in-credibly far away.”

“Yethin' that's what | got?” Mags asked hopefully. He re-dly did not want to think that there was
something with a mind like that snowed in or near the Collegia. Truly, he did not. He would never be
able to close his eyes again.

“It certainly corresponds to what | fdt near a colddrake, long ago,” the older man said cautioudy.
“And according to the theory, snce they are very powerful mentdly, it is cer-tainly possble for a
colddrake' s thoughts to have been carried on a storm like this one. Especidly if the drake was anywhere
about where it started.”

Mags nodded and finished his stew, conscious that there must be no wasted food for as long as they
were dl snowed in.

“I'm not convinced—" Nikolas said warily. “That's just en-tirdly not reasonable to me. How could
the thoughts of a beast from beyond our borders get here? And why would Mags sense it wanted
something here? That isthe part that makes the least sense of dl! What could it want here, of dl places?
No one here is—cursed, or haunted, or—"

It was Caelen who snapped his fingers then. “Of course!” he exclaimed.

Nikolas raised an eyebrow. “Of course what?’

“That’s the answer. Those bodyguards—why in the name of dl that is holy would they have been so
convinced, immedi-ately, that they were being haunted?” Caglen smiled broadly. “Anyone dse, any
other hardened fighters | have ever seen, have dways been extremdy skeptical of hauntings, rather than
credulous. Unless—7’

“Unless they have had vigtations before” Nikolas sad dowly. “Tha ... Cagen, tha makes
dtogether too much sense.”



Mags stirred uneasly. Something about this theory didn’t fed right.

“And if one is being troubled by a vengeful soirit, perhaps in dreams, how does one ded with the
nightmares?’ Caglen persisted.

Thethird Herdd answered, alittle grimly. “Steady drink-ing, usudly. And if the vigtations were ugly
enough, the nightmares bad enough, it might just drive a man to ignore warnings of an impending blizzard
to try and get to a source of redly srong drink.”

He turned to Mags. “Trainee, did you get any sense a dl of whether this—thing's—target was
Vddemaran?’

Mags had to shake his head, even though he had some grave miggivings that the solution was this
ample. After dl, this was not the firg time he had had a brush with this thing. And when he had, it had
been pursuing something he cared about, and he didn’t give a crumb about those bullying meres.

But the answer certainly seemed to satisfy the others. “I think it might be wise to make sure these
men have access to ether didilled spirits or that herb Heder’ s senstivity-deadening potions for as long as
they are snowed into the palace,” Nikolas was saying. “Things are going to be tense enough as it is
before we dig oursalves and the ity out. The last thing we need is for one of those men to go mad.”

“Agreed,” sad the third Herdd. “And just to be on the safe side, | will keep watch for the revenant
mysdf. If | senseit, | will seeif | can find a priest about to cast it out.”

“Wdl, higoricaly, they never stay cast out for long,” Niko-las observed, as Mags shuddered at the
thought of having that in his head again.

“True, but by then, they should be gone.” Caglen looked down a Mags. “And so should you, young
Trainee. You look asif you would not make it as far as the second floor before you passed out.”

“’M dl right,” Mags sad, sruggling to hisfest. “Just a bit—"

He blinked as he found himsdf stting again. “Huhn—"

Cadlen brought over a roll of bedding, which even if it was not his, looked enough like it not to
matter. He unrolled it and pointed at it. “You. Here. Seep.”

Even if they hadn’t been the three most senior Herdds in the Circle, Mags would not have had the
drength to argue with them. He was just so tired—

And yet he knew that there was no way he would be able to degp. Not with that—thing—out there.
He d never be able to close his eyes, knowing it was there somewhere. And he 4ill didn't believe it was
after the foreigners, whatever it was.

Someone had to say dert, and that someone might just as wel be him.

He rolled over and faced the fire so that the three Herads, ill discussng what they were sure was a
revenant, would not be able to see that his eyes were dill open. He would just rest here for alittle while.
Jud rest.

Jus—

—deep.

20

THE gorm had blown itsdf out, after three days, dthough only the firg day and a hdf featured the
terrible winds that shook the buildings. Mags had dept through most of that, despite being sure he would
do nathing of the sort.

Now there was a different problem entirdly. The tempera-ture had dropped, making the upper floor
of Heralds Coalle-gium too cold to deep in, forcing those who had been up there down to further crowd
the rooms below. The same was true a Bardic, only more so, since the ancient building was nathing like
as wegther tight as the newer structures of Hedlers and Heradlds . That caused a migration through the
narrow dots between the buildings, cut through snow that was was-high at the least, and further
crowding conditions at the other two Collegia

Thiswas dl incidentd to the criss down in Haven. The cold had caused the snow to harden, making
it even more difficult to shove, and once you did shoved out a path, where did you put the snow you had
removed? In some places the snow had drifted so deep that you couldn’t cut a path, you had to make a



tunnd, but that, of course, meant there was dways the risk of cave-in and injury. The problems of getting
food and help to people, of keeping people warm, that the Palace complex was experiencing were only
megnified down in Haven. And then there were the cold-and-snow-related injuries—dips, fdls and
broken bones, froghite or even entire frozen limbs other illnessess made worse by the
conditions—Heders were being caled for at dl hours of the night or day. It took them candlemarks to
get down to ther patients and back again. The Guard was doing its best to get the snow cleared so lifein
Haven could get back to normd, Heralds were acting as rescuers and couriers, Bards were doing
whatever they were asked to do—and mogt of the time, no one knew where any-one dse was, unless
they were Herdds.

So perhaps it was not so surprisng that until Mags asked, no one redized that Bear had been missng
gnce the snow stopped fdling.

“Ah, Trainee, we seem to be thrown together by circumstance. Would you pass the sdt, please?”’

Mags looked up to see that he had squeezed in next to the Guard Archivis. Mutdy he passed the
dtcdlar.

“I must compliment you on your research ability,” the old man continued, sdting his pea soup. “Y our
friend the Heder thanked me, and so did his superior later. You seem to have uncovered some intriguing
informetion on herba remedies that neither of them recognized. And that was incidentd to your intended
search. Very wel done”

Mags frowned, then quickly put on a more pleasant ex-pression. “Wdl, I'd do about anything for
Bear,” he said.

“So | see” The Archivig ate complacently. “1 should like to reward that diligenceif | may. Perhaps if
you can give me an idea of what you are looking for in those records, | can do some ddving for you
when my other duties are complete.”

Mags was not as surprised as he might have been, be-cause he was rather occupied with the
question of why Bear had lied when he'd handed over the notes he had taken. “Sir, that'd be ... red
good of ye” he said, hoping he sounded grateful and sincere. “Ain't no secret.” He described how he
hed been found, the raid of the Guard on the bandit strong-hold, and what little he could remember.

The old man nodded. “ So, nothing more than due diligence to find this. | will assst you as | can.” He
finished his soup and Mags got up to let him get out. “Of course, thet will have to wait for some time, until
things return to normd. We ve Ieft the Archive build-ing snowed in; there seemed no good reason to heat
itin this emergency, and it didn't seem likdly that anyone would want to get in there.” He chuckled then,
just before moving away. “Well, perhaps your eager Hedler friend. He was terribly anx-ious to discover
whether your research privileges would ex-pire when you found what you were looking for, and whether
his were independent of yours. | was able to reassure him on that score.”

With that, the old man worked his way into the press of people trying to get fed, and was gone,
leaving Mags feding digtinctly unessy.

Bear had been acting oddly since coming back from Mid-winter holidays. He had tried to act
normdly, but sometimes he had been sullen, dmost angry, and now that Mags came to think about it,
when the idea of checking the Guard reports had come up, though Bear had been rdaivey quiet about
it, there had been an oddly keen qudity in his interest. And when Mags had gotten them dl permission,
there had been alight in Bear's eyes that was dl out of proportion to the some-what dull prospect of
reading old reports.

And now this.

Why would Bear lie?

He bent his mind toward the stables, where Ddlen, like the other Companions who were not
immediatdy needed, was drowsing in a kind of semihibernation. Even the Herdds working down in
Haven were modly not bringing their Com-panions. There was just no room for themin the narrow snow
passages, and there was not that much for the Companions to do except pass an occasional message.

:Dallen?:



It took the Companion afew moments to respond. Mags explained to him what had just happened,
when he was sure Ddlen was awake enough to takeit dl in. :\Why would Bear lie?: he asked.

:I'm not sure.: Ddlen pondered that a moment. :If | were to guess ... if he is looking for
something, and he doesn’t want you or Lena to know about it ... he either thinks the infor-mation
could hurt you, alter your opinion of him, or makes him feel ashamed. And before you say that
whatever it iswouldn’'t matter, it clearly matters enough to himto lie about it. So it matters.:

Mags moved out of the noisy dining hdl to the end of the hdlway where there was relative peace. :|
don' likeit.:

:Nor do I. Keeping secrets of that sort almost always leads to trouble.:

:Should | ask him "bout it?:

Ddlen pondered thet for a bit. :I think you had better. | will query Nikolas if you could have
permission to reveal your role for him to Bear—trade a secret for a secret, as it were. You see if
you can find him. Get Lena; she can be of great help.:

And that was when Mags discovered that Bear was missng.

“... o, dr, he's not there.” Lena made a better impresson on Heder Praston than Mags had. The
Head of the Heders Collegium, from a very highly placed family, had ligened to Mags uncultured
speech, looked a Mags short stature, and con-cluded immediatdy that Mags was a hygericd and
unlettered boy, probably overstressed by the entire Stuation they were dl in. Lena, on the other hand,
hed pulled on every bit of dignity she could manage, as wel as the most cultured accent she could feign,
and had the Hedler ligening and paying at-tention to her with the firs few words she spoke. “He had no
reason to leave his rooms for this long, and the three Bardic Trainees who were squeezed in there have
been tending the warming furnace for im since yesterday.” She grimaced. “He wouldn't tdl them where
he was going, so they assumed it wasto see agirl.”

Praston grimaced. “All right, chances are he is fine per-haps he was cdled down into Haven and
neglected to tdl any-one. But we should be sure—’

“Sr,” Lena sad patiently, “we are sure. His medicines are dl there, his bag is there. HE'S very
meticulous about organiz-ing his medicines, too; | can tdl you that nothing a dl is out of place or
missng.”

Now Praston began to look a litle darmed. “There is d-ways the chance he was caled into Haven
for something other than a medicd emergency—" He pursed his lips. “Neverthe-less, let me raise the
adam. Better we do this and discover to our chagrin that he was only paying avist to some old patient of
his 'Y oung man, ask your Companion to find us a Mind-spesking Herad that can search that way for
us”

“Don’ haveto,” Mags replied immediatdy. “I am one, a' | dready tried.” When he firs redized that
there was some-thing wrong, he had done his best to “hunt” for Bear. But his fird tentative sweep of the
Coallegia and grounds had netted nothing; his second, aided by Ddlen, had aso come up with nothing,
and had extended somewhat down into Haven until the press of so many minds had become too much
for im to sort through. He was beginning to fed sck with worry. Why would Bear be down in Haven?
And if he wasn't in Haven, where was he? There was no way, short of a god plucking him bodily away,
that he could have gotten out of Haven.

Praston no longer looked alittle darmed, he looked startled and frightened. “You two Say here” he
commanded. “Don’'t move. Thisis dearly serious”

As Mags and Lena exchanged a frantic glance, he sum-moned hdf a dozen of his Trainees by the
ample expedient of dicking his head into the hdlway and shouting at them. Within moments, they were
scattering, to get the Guard, then someone from the Palace Guard, someone in charge of the Palace
sarvants, Herdd Caglen, and two others Mags didn’t recognize. It took a while for them to arrive, and
until they did, Praston quizzed Lena and Mags closdly about Bear, espe-cidly his state of mind since
Midwinter Holidays.

He dearly did not like what they had to tdl him.



“Did he seem despondent?’ Praston persisted, as the firg of those he had summoned arrived. “Did
he talk about fed-ing worthless, or say that no one would misshimif he was gone?’

Mags shook his head, and Lena answered that. “No, dr,” she replied. “Nothing like that. He wasn't
happy, it was be-cause of something that ... something that happened a home over the holidays. But he
wasn't despondent.”

“You're absolutely sure about that?” Praston asked. “He didn't talk about desth, wasn't interested in
ligening to ba-lads about death, didn’'t write about death?’

“No!” Lena replied with force. “Nothing like that. And what—what happened wouldn't—he was
angry and unhappy but—"

“Perhaps you had better tdl us so we can judge for our-seves” sad Praston, as the last person
edged into the crowded office.

“l can't.” Lenalifted her chin stubbornly. “He told mein confidence.”

Praston looked asif he was ready to grab her by the shoul-ders and shake her until her teeth rattled.
It was the head of her own Collegium who interrupted bluntly. “Lena, you are not experienced enough to
tdl if something would or would not drive a boy to thinking of suicide. Tdl us. Now.”

Mags had read about command voice, but this was the firg time he had heard anyone usng it. He
found himsdlf ready to tdl the Bard anything she wanted to hear, and probably plenty of things she didn't,
and he was't the one who had been directly addressed.

Lena looked stubborn for a just alittle bit more—after dl, she was a Bard hersdf, and raised in a
Bard' s household—but a moment later her shoulders sagged and her face dropped. “His parents wanted
him to get married the next time he came home. They'd dready betrothed him to agirl. He knew her, her
family was from nearby, and he redly didn’'t care about her, but they weren't in the least interested in
hearing his ob-jections. There was a big row about it. He dept at a neighbor’s house for most of the
holiday.”

Whatever the adults had been expecting to hear, this wasn't it. Praston opened his mouth, shut it,
opened it again, shut it again. Andly, he managed to say something on the third try. “You can't be
wedded without your consent, you know,” he said weskly.

Lena shrugged. “Have you ever tried to go againg what your parents want?’ she asked hitterly.
“Even when it's some-thing you hate?’

Praston shook his head, and looked at the othersin the room. Caglen shrugged. 1 can see where the
boy would be embarrassed about it, and | can see that it would upset him, but no, | cannot see him
courting death over it. Not unless he had a previous romantic attachment—?’

He looked at Lena, who shook her head, and Mags, who grimaced. “Never seemed t' care much fer
grls” Mags of-fered. “Never sad nothin't’ me”

“All right, then, that’s one thing we don't need to worry about. So unless he's down in Haven, which
you, Saenys, will send your men to check on, we have to assume he's 4ill here, on the grounds, and for
some reason he cannot or will not respond to us” Mags blinked; Caglen had just taken over the search,
and Praston was figuratively stepping back and letting him. “Lita, what can your people do?’

“Question witneses,” she said immediately. “And the Trainees can go put on their cloaks and search.
I'll send out some of the teachers to do the questioning, darting with the three that are in his rooms. The
rest, | delegate to you.”

Caden nodded. “Master Howarth, | leave the Palace to your people. The rest of us can make a real
search of the buildings and grounds. I'll get that organized. Right now it is sound-ing as if Bear was
injured or became suddenly ill and islying in an out-of-the-way place, unconscious. The sooner we find
him, the better.”

Then he turned to Lena and Mags. “And you two,” he said, his expresson grim, “you had better
come with me”

Lenawas crying, though it was not from anything that Herald Caelen had said to her. It was because
she like Mags, had suddenly redized that the reason Mags had not been adle to “find’ Bear



was—because Bear was dead.

But Mags was not ready to beieve that. He had dways known when Death touched anyone in or
around the mine, even people he knew amogt nothing about, like the house-servants. There was an
absence when someone died that hit him when it happened, and Ieft alingering feding of void for at least
severd days. The last time anyone had seen Bear was yesterday morning, and Mags was sure he would
have known if Bear was dead.

Caden sat them both down in a corner of his office and gave Lena a big handkerchief to sob into.
Mags listened with hdf an ear as he gave orders for the search, occasondly turn-ing to Mags to ask a
question about whether Bear had ever gone to this or that place, and if he had, what had taken him there.
Mags answered as best he could, but meanwhile, his mind was racing.

Then he heard it. “—no, don’t bother with the Guard Ar-chives. The Archivig Ieft it locked up the
fird night of the storm.”

“No!” he shouted, legping to his feet, dartling everyone. “No, don’ you see, tha'sit! Th' Archived
Bear wanted somethin’ in there, somethin' he didn’” want the rest of us t' know about! Now they're
locked up tight, an who'd go there now anyway?’ S perfect timet’ go lookin'!”

Cadlen stared a him. “And—if he had an accident in there, if a box fal on hm and knocked him
out—"

“BEvenif it didn’, ye can't hear in there nor be heard out-sde, dl them papers just muffle everythin'.”
Mags heart wasin hismouth now. “An’ it an't heated. Yelay there, hurt ... the cold ...”

“Lena” Caelen barked, gartling her so that she dropped the handkerchief. “Round up whoever you
can, but make sure you get me a Heder among them. Mags, let’s go! In this cold—"

He didn’t have to finish the sentence.

He snatched up his cloak; Mags shrugged his coat back on. Both of them made for the stairs and the
outside door at arun.

And this was where things got ... intereting. Because there was no direct route to the Archives.
Instead, they had to run to and through Bardic, then Old Bardic, then Hedlers , then the Guard barracks,
because that was how the paths had been cut. On the plus side, they managed to scoop up four
Guardsmen on their way through the barracks. On the minus sde ... there was no path cut to the
Archives

But there was the clear trall of someone forcing his way through the snow to get there.

“Wat—" One of the Guardsmen suddenly held up a cau-tionary hand. “Sir, | am a tracker. More
then one person came through here”

Mags froze. Suddenly, he felt that fear from his dreams, from that brush againg something horrible
the night the bliz-zard began.

Herdd Cadlen paed alittle “Are you armed?’ he asked quietly. Two of them nodded; the other two
went back into the barracks and came out again with four swords, one of which they gave Mags without
hestation. He clutched the hilt in his mittened hand, then tore the mitten away and cast it aside. Better to
have a freezing hand than no grip.

“Carefully now,” Caglen said, grimly, and the burliest of the Guards began forcing a way for the rest
of them.

:Dallen!:

‘We have raised the alarm. Help is right behind you.: Da-len paused. :Keep me tight linked.:

At the door to the Archives, the second Guard in the line carefully tried the door, as the rest of them
flattened themsdlves againgt the wall on ether Sde of it. The door was unlocked, and he eased it open, a
litle at atime. In his mind, Mags showered gratitude on the Archivis for being so meticulous. The door
was well oiled, and opened without so much as a cresk.

“Outer chamber’s empty,” whispered the Guardsman, and one by one, they dl dipped insgde.

:Open your mind to Caelen,: Ddlen ordered. Mags blinked, then obeyed.

He sensed Cadlen then, thinking hard. Mags, when you “ hear” this, tell me.

:Got ye, dr,: he thought back, hoping that he had properly understood those lessons from Ddlen
about how to think into the head of someone without Mindspeech so that they could hear him.



Good. | want you to relay my orders to the Guards. You have my permission; theirsisimplicit.

Whatever that meant. If Caglen said it was dlowed, it mugt be.

He opened his own mind alittle further, to the four in his vidnity, and told them what Cadlen told him.

:Crouch low, crawl if you must. Stay below eye level. Do nothing until Caelen signals, no matter
what you see or hear. Nod if you understand:

All four Guardsmen nodded, dthough one looked a little startled. Caglen sgnded for dl of them to
move forward. You, too, Mags. You are going to be my eyes and ears. | am too old to cram; all |
will do is give the game away.

WEel, Mags was used to cravling on his bdly through nar-row tunnds at need; this was nathing to
him. He sheathed the sword, turned his belt around so that the scabbard was a his back, and flattened
himsdf on the floor, skittering dong noisdlesdy, like alizard.

The door into the Archive room was open a crack. The large Guard eased it open as wdl. They dl
moved insde.

It was brighter here than in the outer room, but dill dim. The worktable was overturned, and one of
the chairs smashed, a box lying on its Sde with the contents strewn on the floor. Mags reported it dl to
Cadlen.

Tell the redheaded Guardsman to work his way around the wall, with the rest of you
following. | want you directly behind the redhead.

Once again, Mags relayed the ingructions. This time he was the one to give the sgnd, and the
designated Guard, who was dmogt as good at bdly dinking as Mags, eased forward.

:Keep your mind open to me, too, Mags,: Ddlen urged.

They dl inched their way across the frigid floor, their breaths puffing out and hanging in the dill ar in
tiny white clouds. Hafway down the length of the room, the silence was broken by alow moan.

“Hushabye baby,” said a strange, high voice. “They haven't come for you yet. Here. Drink your
drinkie, there's a good baby.” The voice giggled. “Oh, and when they come for you, there will be such a
aurprise! They'll be so pleased!”

Oh, dear gods ... that sounds like a trap. Mags was pretty sure he was't supposed to have heard
thet thought. But he had—and so had Ddllen.

:Tell Caelen that Nikolas is getting something ready. Mags, we are going to need you; you are
the key to this. | want you to ease close until you can see what is going on, get a good ook, and
then ease back.:

I’ve been told, Mags, came Caglen’s thought, hard on the hedls of that. Do what they tell you.

:| need to scout,: Mags thought at the Guardsmen. :Ain't getting closer than | have to.:

All four nodded, and he dithered past them, trying to breathe as dowly and slently as he could.

When he gat to the end of the shelves, he moved over across the aide so that he was sheltered by
their bulk, then peered around the corner.

The Archivid's desk was here, and a strange, thin, dark man was seated a it. Behind him, tied to
another chair, bound hand and foot and with a gash on his forehead, was Bear, un-conscious, but dill
dive. The man was dressed in odd dloth-ing of a very dark gray; his head and hands were wrapped in
whet appeared to be bandages, and despite the fact that it was freezing in this room, his ams were bare.
Lad out on the surface of the desk was a dlittering array of knives.

The man seemed to sense Mags looking & him. He glanced sharply a the shelves, but he was
looking high, not low, and Mags pulled back out of Sght. He waited, ligening for foot-steps, but none
camne.

He dithered back to the others.

:Mags, Nikolas says that is a very dangerous man, some sort of highly trained killer. He can
eadly fight all five of you at once, and if he thinks you are going to win, he'll kill Bear .

:But—!:

:Don’'t worry, we have a plan. All we need you five to do is to fight him, distract him, get him
as far away from Bear as you can. And stay alivel Hell concentrate on the one he thinks is
weakest, that will be you. So your job isto be the lure, drawing him away from Bear. The Guards



are to keep coming at him, but never let him close with them. Have you got that?:

Mags motioned to the others to put their heads together with him. Carefully, Mags thought those
indructions into the heads of the Guardsmen as hard as he could, saring into ther eyes. All four of them
nodded dowly. The redhead pointed at Mags, and mouthed the word “bait.” Rdieved, Mags nodded.

:Tell them the weapons might be poisoned:

Gulping, Mags did so. The big man looked angry, the red-head narrowed his eyes, the third
shrugged, and the fourth smiled grimly.

Mags looked at the fourth curioudy. The man stared back a him, hard. Sowly, Mags sensed a thin
mentd voice. It won't be the first time we' ve handled cowards of that sort, boy. You just see to it
that you don't get scratched.

Mags nodded.

:All right. We are getting something in place. Sand up carefully and wait for my signal.:

They got to ther feet, one a atime, so dowly and carefully that even ther dothing didn’'t whisper.
And they waited in the semidarkness, Mags feding ready to scream with the tenson, as a tundess
humming threaded its way toward them from the back of the room.

Fndly—

:Now. But don’'t charge him. Walk out until he can just see five of you, but not who you are.
And let him hear your footsteps.:

Mags relayed that. And at his Sgnd, they moved forward, soft footfals muffled by the sheves and
boxes dl around them. They rounded the lagt shdlf to find the strange man on his feet, waiting for them, a
knife balanced on the tip of one finger.

:Now you step into the light, Mags.:

Mags did so, his hand clutched to his sword hilt.

The man stared at him.

“Not YOU!” he screamed. “ YOU are not supposed to be herel”

He threw the knife, but Mags was dready anticipating the action, and ducked back behind the shelf.
The knife thudded into the wdl and stuck there, quivering, as the man grabbed a handful more, and sent
them flashing after the firgt. Mags showed himsdf just long enough for the man to see he was untouched,
then jumped back into shelter again.

This time the man was tempted enough to rush them. And he was fagter, a lot fagter, than anyone
Mags had fought before.

For amoment hismind raced in panic. But then, a curious cam came over him.

Don't attack. Just evade. He didn’'t have to fight back—the other four would do that for him. All he
had to do was to keep from getting hit. And with his mind open to the others, he could sense what they
were going to do, where they were going. All he needed to do was to move with that.

And then, as he ducked and sidestepped, used his sword to deflect an oncoming blow and did under
it, he saw what Dallen had been taking about.

A door in the rear of the building did gedthily open, and through it came—

Barrett.

Barrett and his gang of pranksters, one of whom without a doubt must have been good enough to
pick that lock.

Mags did not dlow himsdf to get distracted, but as he danced hisway out of the man’s reach, he got
glimpses of the gang dowly hauling Bear, chair and dl, toward the door.

Meanwhileit was dl he could do to avoid the whirling maglstrom of blades that the man had become.
He knew, in-ginctively, that he had to keep the killer’s atention; that if the man got Sght of Bear baeing
taken out, it would be dl over. So he danced and capered as he never had in dl of hislife, dlowing his
terror to show on his face. He sensed that terror was a better lure than defiance or bravado. Which was
just as well, because he was so frightened now that he couldn’t have squeaked out a Sngle chalenge or
boast.

And then—at last—the gang reached the door.

A forest of arms reached forward, grabbed them dl, and yanked them out of sght.



The door dammed.

Thekiller whirled.

“It's over, mae,” the redhead said. “You might as wdl—" Give yoursdlf up, was what the Guard
was probably going to say. But he never got the chance to finish the sentence. With a scream of outrage,
the killer threw away dl his weapons, turned, and ran himsdf onto the redheaded Guard's sword.

Epilogue

“l ¢'nthink’a better wayst' get aholiday,” Mags said weekly.

Bear nodded as a servant girl handed him a dose of his medicine. “Wouldn't have been my choice
ether,” he replied.

They were not in the Collegium; they had been set up in aluxurious suite of rooms in the Palace. The
very rooms, in fact, that had been occupied by the arrogant foreigners.

“Sill ... this's better than my room or the stables,” Bear continued. “And nobody’s going to come dl
the way over here to ask me some stupid question about herbs that they can look up the answer to.”

He sounded more than a bit cross, and Mags didn’t blame him. Exactly that sort of thing was why he
and Bear had been moved over herein thefird place.

Bear was ill not supposed to leave his bed or couch un-less he had to, but Mags was under no such
restrictions, and spent much of their first day here searching the room for any-thing the foreigners might
have hidden there.

He knew of course, that far more competent people than he had aready gone over the place; if they
hed actudly found anything useful, he and Bear would be the last people to be told. But he couldn’t help
hoping he' d find something over-looked. After al, they had Ieft in aterrible hurry, so much so that it was
hard to tdl if they had taken anything with them.

“No luck with the beds, | suppose?’

Mags shook his head. He had gone over the bedsteads in meticulous detal, examining every seam,
every place where the finish seemed to be a bit rougher then it should be, every place where even the
tiniest of objects could have been hid-den. He had found nothing, of course, and it was no use to ook in
the mattresses and pillows as he was certain those had been replaced and taken apart before he and
Bear were brought here. In fact, it seemed that only a few innocuous things had been Ieft behind by the
fird group of searchers.

“Do you ever wonder if those men were even from the country they cdamed to be from?' Bear
asked.

“| s pose they could be.” He shook his head. “Not sure it matters.”

“And why did they wat a whole day after tha madman killed himsdf to leave?’ Bear continued.
Clearly, he had for-gotten that he had asked that question already, not once but severd times. It was the
effect of the medicine, Mags had been assured—just as he had been told that he was here with Bear as
much to keep an eye on his friend and provide him with company as to recuperate himsdf. He didn't
mind. In fact, he was rather pleased that they trusted him so much.

“l reckon—I reckon they had somethin’ they needed t' get or someone they needed t' talk to.” Truth
was, he didn’'t know, and redlly couldn’'t hazard a guess, but Bear seemed to find the answer satisfactory.

“And how could they get out and not be seen?’ Bear continued—as he dways did.

“Oh, they went over th' wall. Guards found the place even afore anyone knowed it was them that
went.” That had been dl over the Palace and from there to the Collegiain very short order.

“They mugt have been better in snow than they made out.” Bear sghed. “1 wish | had paid more
atention when | was treating them.”

“I widht | had paid more attention to "em in generd.” Every tiny bit Mags had observed had been
gone over by so many people that they dl blurred together in his memory. “Mebbe somethin’' would have
to’ ushow t' catch 'em.”

But according to rumor and the very, very little that the King's Own would tdl him, the foreigners
had managed to very quickly muddle ther tral in a manner that astounded even the best of the trackers.



And now? Wdl, they’d had more than enough opportunities to arrange for escape routes, for people to
conced them, for ways to disguise themsalves. The snow would probably hinder them, but not as much
asit would hinder pursuit. There were peoplein the city who would not scruple to help them for enough
money. There were probably even people in those huge manors near the Palace who would do the same.

Mags poked at an odd book written in their tongue and il-lustrated with incredibly beautiful colored
drawings of plants. It seemed drange that so violent a set of men could create such art—and poetry, for
that was what was in the book. Love poems. It made no sense.

Nor did what the killer had screamed when he fird saw Mags. “Not YOU?' Mags couldn’'t shake
the impresson that the man had recognized him. And that was just as disurbing as everything else.

And they ill didn’t know why it had been Bear that had been used as bait in that trap. Had it just
been opportunity? Had they really wanted him for his Hedling skills? Had it been something dse entirdy?

“l shouldn’'t have gone to the Archives done” Bear sghed “I should have told you. But ... | didn't
want you to know | was looking fo—" He flushed. “I thought | remembered some pretty nasty rumors
about that girl’sfamily. | thought if I could confirm them with Guard reports, my parents would give over
the idea of marrying us” His face turned a deeper red. “That's a pretty underhanded way of trying to get
out of it.”

Mags shrugged. “Whatever works,” he replied. “You don’ got to answer to us”

“Yes | do,” Bear said softly. “You're my friends.”

Mags shrugged again, but he fet warm ingde. Friends. That wasn't at dl bad. Maybe he didn’'t need
to know about hisfamily. Not when he had friends like this.

And right now, dl those other questions could wait, too. He was hardly the one best qudified to
puzzle out the answers, after dl. He was only one Herddic Traineein hisfirs year.

:Only?: Ddlen seemed amused.

:Quiet, you.:

“Wel, then ye answer t mein a couple adays,” he replied, and chuckled. “’ Cause right now ... | be
on holiday. And so be you!”



