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"Id'sjust acode.”

Trying not to smile at the same protest he'd heard for the last two days, Jors set the empty mug on a
small table. "Hedler Lorrin saysit'smore, Isabel. She says you're spending the next two daysin bed.”

The older Herald tried to snort, but her nose had filled past the point it was possible, and she had to
settle for an avalanche of coughing instead. " She cud hed me," she muttered when she could finaly
breathe again.

She seemsto think that a couple of daysin bed and a couple of hundred cups of teawill hed you just
fine"

"Gibbing childrentheir Greens..."

That was half aprotest at best and, as Jors watched, 1sabel's eyes closed, the lines exhaustion had
etched around them beginning to ease. Leaning forward, he blew out the lamp, then quietly dipped from
the room.

"Oh, sheé'ssick," the Hedler assured him, exasperation edging her voice. "What could have possessed her
to ride courier a her age, at thistime of the year?Y es, the package and information she brought from the
Heder's Collegium will save livesthiswinter, but surely there had to have been younger Heralds around
toddiverit?'

Jors opened his mouth to answer.

Lorrin gave him no chance. "If she hadn't run into your riding sector, she might not have madeit thisfar.
She needsrest and I'm keeping her in bed until | think she's had enough of it."

Jorsdidn't argue. He wouldn't have minded an actud conversation& mdash;L orrin was young and
pretty& mdash;but unfortunately, she seemed too determined to run this new House of Healing the way
shefdt aHouse of Hedling should be run to waste timein daliance with the hedthy.

* % %

"Have you good as new. Y ou see. Good as new. Soft and clean.”

Jors stopped just insde the stable door and stared in astonishment at the young man grooming his
Companion. The stubby fingersthat held the brush, the bulky body, the round face, angled eyes, and full
mouth told the Herad that this unexpected groom was one of those the country people caled Moonlings.
He wore patched homespun; the pants too large, the shirt too small, both washed out to agrimy gray.
His boots had seen at least one other pair of feet.

Hed aready groomed the chirras and 1sabel's Companion, Calida& mdash;the deeping mare al but
glowed in the dim stablelight.



:Gervis?:

:Hisnameis Brock.: The stalion's menta voice sounded deepy and sated. : Can we take him with
us?:

:No. And how do you know what his name is?:
:He talks to us and he knows exactly& mdash; oh, yes& mdash;where to rub.:

Companionswere not in the habit of allowing themselvesto be groomed by other than Heralds hands.
Jorsfound it hard to believe that they'd not only alowed Brock's ministrations but were actudly reveling
in them. He stepped forward and, at the sound of hisfootfal, Brock turned.

Hisface broke into a broad smile radiating welcome. Arms spread, he rushed at the Herald and wrapped
himinatight hug. Staring up a Jors, their faces barely inches apart, he joyfully repeated "Brother
Herdd!" over and over while alarge gray dog leaped around them barking.

:Gervis?:

:The dog's name is Rock. HE's harmless.:
:Glad to hear that.:

"Brock...I can't breathe ..."

"Sorry! Sorry." Releasing him so quickly Jors stumbled and had to grab the edge of ahay rack, Brock
shuffled back, still smiling. "Sorry. | brushed.” One short-fingered hand gestured back at the
Companions. "Good as new. Soft and clean.”

"You did avery good job." Jors stepped around the dog, now lying panting on the floor and ran his
fingers down Gervis side. There wasn't abit of straw, a speck of dust, ahair out of place on either
Companion.

:Better than very good,: Gervissighed.
Jors smiled and repeated the compliment. : Did you say thank you, you fuzzy hedonist?:

In answer, the Companion stretched out his neck and gently nuzzled Brock's cheek, receiving aloud,
smacking kissin return.

"Okay. We go now." Brock bent and picked aragged, gray swesater out of the straw and wrestled it
over hishead. "We go now," he repeated, placing both handsin the small of Jors back and pushing him
toward the stable door. "Or we come late and Mister Mayor ismad and yells."

"Latefor...?"

:The petitions.: Gervis mentd voice sounded more than alittle amused and Jors remembered held
intended to merely look in on the Companions on hisway to the town hall.

Heading out into the square, he redlized Brock wastrotting to keep up, and he shortened his stride.
"Doesthe mayor yel alot?"

"Yes Alot."

"Do you know why?'



Brock sighed deeply, one hand dropping to fondle the ears of the dog walking beside him. "Mister
Mayor wearsthetown,” he said very serioudy after amoment. "The town swings heavy heavy."

Okay; that made no sense. Maybe we should try something less complex. "Is Rock your dog?'
"He'smy friend. They were hurting him. I...Wait!"

Uncertain of just who had been told to wait, Jors watched Brock and the dog run across to the town well
where apair of women argued over who'd draw their water first. Ignored in the midst of the argument,
Brock began to draw water for them. He had no trouble with the winch, but while pouring from bucket
to bucket, he splashed the older woman's skirt. Suddenly united, they turned on him. By the time Jors
arrived, Brock had filled another bucket in spite of the shouting& mdash;athough his shoulders were
hunched forward and he didn't look happy.

The older woman saw him first, shoved the other, and the shouting stopped.
"Ladies"

"Herdd," they said in ragged unison.

"L et me give you ahand with that, Brock. Y ou bring the water up, and I'll pour.”
"Pouring ishard,” Brock warned.

"Herad, you don't haveto," one of the women protested. "We never asked this..." When Jorsturned a
bland stare in her direction, she reconsidered her next word. "...boy to help.”

"I know." Histone cut off any further protests and neither woman said anything until al the buckets had
been filled, then they thanked him far more than the work he'd done required. Held turned to go when at
the edge of hisvison he saw one woman lean forward and pinch Brock on the arm, hissing, "Now that's
areal Herdd."

"HERALD JORS"

Across the square, the mayor stood on the steps of the town hall, chain of office glinting in the pale
autumn sunlight, both hands urging him to hurry. Well, he'll just have to wait! Lips pressed into athin
line, Jorsturned back toward the well, had his ebow firmly grabbed, and found himself facing the mayor

agan.
"Mister Mayor isydling," Brock explained, moving Jors across the square.

"Let him. | saw what happened back there. | saw that woman pinch you."

"Yes" Heturned a satisfied smile toward Jors, never lessening their forward motion. "I made them stop
fighting. Herdds do that.”

"Yes, they do.” They'd dmost reached the hall and Jors had a strong suspicion that digging hishedlsin
would have had no effect on their forward motion. ™Y ou're stronger than you look."

"Haveto be"
I'll bet, Jorsthought as he caught sight of the mayor's expression.

"Brock! Get your filthy hands off that Herdld!"



"Hands are clean.”
"l don't care! He doesn't need you hanging around him!™

"I don't mind." Jors swept through the door, Brock caught up in his wake, both moving too quickly for
the mayor to do anything but fal in behind.

"Heralds work together," Brock announced proudly. He clapped his hands as heads began to turn. "Bein
agood line now. Herdds are here."

"Herdds?' amale voice jeered from the crowd. "1 see only one Herad, Moonling.”

"Heradd!" Brock repeated, throwing hisarms around Jors waist in another hug. "Me and him."

Oh, Havens.

:Trouble, Heart-brother?:

:1 just realized something that should have been obvious& mdash; Brock believes he's a Herald.:
:S07? You'd rather he believed he was a pickpocket?:

:That's not the point.:

But he couldn't let the townspeople chase Brock from the hall asthey clearly wanted to do and Brock
wouldn't leave because it was time for the Herdds to hear petitions, so Jors ended up Sitting him at the
table and hoping for the best.

He redlized his mistake early on. Brock had aloudly expressed opinion on everything, up to and including
caling one of the petitionersabig fat liar& mdash;which turned out to be true; on dl points. Unfortunately,
short of having him physicaly carried out of the hdl, Jors could think of no way to get himto leave.

:Have him check on Isabel .
‘How... ?"

:You're worried. You're projecting. And I'monly across the square. If he wants to be with a
Herald, send himto check on Isabel. She's sick and she needs company..

‘That's aterrific idea.:
Gervis menta voice sounded digtinctly smug. : 1 know.:

It worked. Jors only wished the Companion had thought of it sooner. A Herald's office protected him or
her from the repercussions of ajudgment& mdash;no matter how disgruntled the losing petitioner might
be, few would risk the grave penalties attached to attacking aHerad. Brock didn't have that protection.
Good thing he's safely tucked away with Isabel.

* * %

"No, Brock's not here." Hedler Lorrin continued rolling strips of soft linen. "Heleft at sunset for the
tavern.”

"Thetavern?'

"He'sthere every evening. Hefillstheir wood box and they feed him& mdash;him and Rock.”



"Heworksthere?'

Lorrin nodded. "There, and the blacksmith's whenever therésanervy horseinto be
shoed& mdash;animastrust him. | tried to have him ddliver teasto patients, but if he's carrying something,
there's aways troublemakers who try to take it from him.”

"I'm surprised.” Jors rubbed his elbow at the memory. "He's quite strong.”

"Ishe?" She st the finished roll with the others and picked up anew gtrip of cloth. "He's bullied dl the
time, but I've never seen him defend himsdlf. Did you know that poorer mothers have him watch their
infantsif they haveto leavethem?I'll tell you something, Herald. When | came here ayear ago, | was
amazed to discover thistown has amost none of those horrible accidents that happen when ababy just
sarting to creep isleft done and burnsto death or drowns& mdash;that's because of Brock."

"Where does he degp?’ Thisfar north, the nights were aready cold.
"In various stables when the wesather's good. By someone's hearth when it isn't.”
"Hasheno family?'

"His parents were old when he was born, old and poor. They died about three yeas ago and left him
nothing.”

"Why doesn't someone take himin?"

"He doesn't want to be taken,” the Healer snapped. "He's not astray cat, and for all he can be childlike,
he's not achild. HE's agrown man, probably not much younger than you and he hasthe sameright as
you do to choose hislife.”

"But..."

She sighed and her tone softened. "There are those who try to make sure he doesn't suffer for those
choices, but that's al anyone has aright to do. Besides..." One corner of her mouth quirked up. "...he
tellsmethat Heralds never stay in one place so no one thinks they like some people more than others.”

Simpler language but pretty much the officia reason, Jors alowed. "How long has he believed himsdlf to
beaHerdd?'

"Aslong as I've been here. I'm surprised you haven't heard about him from other Heralds. Y ou can't be
thefirst he'slatched onto."

"Hewasn'tinthereports| read and |..." About to say he doubted Brock would come up in casud
conversation between Herdds, hefrowned at adistinct feding of unease. "1 should go now."

"There's no need to go to the Waydtation tonight, I've plenty of room.” Her smile edged toward invitation.
"I doubt anyone will accuse you of favoritismif you stay here"

"No. Thank you. | need to..." Thefedling was growing stronger. "...um, go."

He doubted sheld be smiling that way at him again, but personal problems were unimportant next to his
growing certainty that something was wrong. Taking the steps two at atime, he hit the ground floor
running and headed for the stables. : Gervis?:

‘We can fedl it, too. Calida saysit's close.:



It wasn't in the stables or the corral, but when Jors opened the small door, apair of huddled figures
tumbled insde.

Brock lifted a tear-drenched face up from matted gray fur and wailed, "Herads don't cry."
"Sayswho?" Jors demanded, dropping to one knee.
"People. When | cry."

"Peoplearewrong. I'maHerald and | cry." He stretched out a hand, keeping half his attention on the big
dog who watched him warily. Herad's Whites meant nothing to Rock, and he didn't lower his hackles
until Gerviswhickered awarning of hisown. "What happened? Did someone hurt you?'

"Herdds don't tattlel"

Hisvarious tormentors had probably been telling him that for years. "'If someone does something bad, we
do."

"No."

"Yes. If we can't makeit right on our own, we tell someone who can. Bad things should never be hidden.
It makes them worse."

Brock drew in along shuddering breath and dowly held out hisarm. Below the ragged cuff of his
swesater was adark bruise where alarge hand had gripped hiswrist.

"Isthat dl?'

"Rock came. The man ran away."

"Who wasit?'

"A bad man."

No argument there. "Do you know his name?"

"A bad man," Brock repeated, wiping his nose againgt the dog's shoulder.

:You catch himand I'll kick him.: The Companion's mental voice wasanear growl. : Calida says she'll
help.:

* % %

"It'sabad bruise, but it isjust abruise. Hedler Lorrin wrapped it in an herb pack and she says hell be
fine. Hewon't stay, sayshe's not sick enough, but | can't just let him wander off into the night.”

"Coorsyou cand."

"And | can't take him to the Waystation and | can't stay with him because that would be seen aslosing
impartiaity. So, do you mind if he spendsthe night with Caida?'

Isabel managed atruncated snort. "Finewid me, bud you'd bezd ask her.”

Leading Gervis and the chirras out of the stable, Jorsturned for one last look at Brock curled up against
Calidas sde. The ederly mare had been pleased to have the company and had positioned herself in such
away that Brock could pillow hishead againgt her flank. Rock had snuggled up on the young man's other



sde and dthough hisface was ill blotchy, Jors had never seen anyone look so completely at peace.
:Why do you two care about him so much?: he asked as he mounted.

‘Hebelievesheisa Herald.:

-Yes, but....

:And he acts accordingly.:

* % %

The next day during petitions, the mayor tripped over Rock sprawled by the table. Jerking his chain of
office down into place, he snarled, "That dog is vicious and ought to be destroyed.”

Jors pushed Brock back into his chair. "Who saysthisdog isvicious?"
The mayor'slip curled. "I heard he attacked aman last night.”
"I heard that, too, Herald," called out one of the waiting petitioners.

"Brock, show everyone your arm." The bruises were dark and ugly against the pae skin. "The man Rock
attacked did that and would have done more had the dog not come to his master's defense. Thisdog is
no moreviciousthan| am."

"Weve only your word on that, Herald. Y ou can't truth-spell adog.”
"No, but I can truth-spdll the man who made the accusation if he'swilling to come forward.”
No onewas surprised when he didn't.

Mid afternoon, as Jorswas returning to the hall after aprivy break, the town clerk fell into step beside
him and apologized for the mayor's earlier behavior. "It's just he fedls responsible for the whole town, and
it weighs on him and makes him short-tempered. Bdieve me, Herdd, hel's awhole different man when he
can take that chain off."

"Mister Mayor wear s the town. The town swings heavy heavy."

Brock's explanation suddenly made perfect sense.

* % %

It had been arranged that Brock would spend another night with Calida.

"Companions need Herdds. Lady Herald issick. | am not sick. | am here." He threw hisarms around
Jors. "'l see you tomorrow, Brother Herald."

"No, not tomorrow, Brock. Tomorrow, I'm going to see the tanners.” Tanning was asmelly business,
tanners set up their pits downwind of towns, far enough away they could work without complaint but not
o far they couldn't get skinsor find buyersfor their hides. These particular tanners had chosen distance
over convenience and had settled nearly afull day'stravel away. The townspeople held spoken to about
them had made it quite clear that the animosity was mutua. No one went near the place unlessthey had
to. "I'll stay overnight, then go back to the Waystation the next day. The day after that, I'll be back in
town. That'swhy | brought my chirrasin today, so he won't be left one at the Sation.”



"No."
"It'sokay. Gervistravelsvery fast, | won't be gonelong.”

"No!" Brock released him, stepping back just far enough to meet Jors eyes. "Don't go!™ Pulling the hair
back off hisface with one hand, he grabbed the Herad'swrist with the other. "See?' An old scar ran
diagondly from the edge of athick eyebrow up into hisharline.

"Thetannersdid that?'
"I bumped mean lady's cart. Don't go." Hiseyesweled over. "Mean lady isthere.”

Jors pulled free of Brock's grip and squeezed his shoulder. "I'll be fine. Really. The mean lady won't do
anything to me." The sort of people who'd strike afrightened Moonling were unlikely to be the sort
who'd strike a healthy young man in Herald's Whites. "But | have to go and check on them. They haven't
been into town for along time and it'samost winter."

"Not done"

"Dont worry, I'll have Gervis" He gave the trembling shoulder another squeeze, then sivung himself up
into the saddle. ™Y ou stay with Cdida, and I'll seeyou in two days."

He supposed he'd been half expecting it. When Jors came out of the Waydtation early the next morning
there sat Brock& mdash;which was the half he supposed held been expecting& mdash;on

Calida& mdash;which was atota surprise. It wasn't often a Companion would choose to bear anyone
but her Chosen& mdash;and those exceptions were dmost dways Hera ds.

""Good morning, Brother Herald!™

Actua Herdds. "Brock, what are you doing here?' The young man's crestfallen expression indgsted on
better manners. Jors rubbed ahand over hisface and sighed. "Good morning, Brock."

The amilereturned. "It's early!™

"Yes, itis. What are you doing here so early?"
"l gowith you. To tanners.”

"No, you don't."

"Yes, | gowithyou."

"No."

"es"

Jors hated to do it, but... "What about the mean lady?' The smile fatered as Brock sucked in hislower
lip. "You don't want to see the mean lady.”

"Don't want you to see mean lady done." He took a deep breath and squared his shoulders. "I go with
you."

"That's very brave of you." And he meant that. Courage was only courage in the face of fear. "But even
though | know you mean well, you can't just take a Companion.”



Brock's eyes widened indignantly. "Didn't takel "

:Calida saysif she hadn't wanted himto ride her, he wouldn't be here.: Gervis scratched his cheek
on apost and added thoughtfully. :He's very bad at it..

: At what?:

‘Riding.:

:No doubt. What does Isabel say about this?:

Herald Isabel trusts her Companion.:

:That's not very helpful.

11t should be.:

One moretry. "Brock, by taking her Companion, you've left Herald | sabel done.”
"No." Heleaned carefully forward in the saddle and stroked Calida's neck. "L eft Rock."

Jorsreached for Calida's bridle, but the Companion tossed her head, moving it away from his hand.
"Cdlida, you haveto take him back."

The mare gave him aflat, uncompromising Sare.

:She says, "make me.": Gervistranslated helpfully.

:Yeah. | got that. What do you think | should do?:

:Help him down.:

:You think thisis funny, don't you?: Jors demanded doing as the Companion suggested.
-1 think thisisinevitable, Chosen. You might as well make the best of it.:

Even with Jors help, Brock stumbled as he hit the ground, fell, rolled, and bounced up, declaring, "I'm
okay!"

:Now, get ready. : Gervisshoved at Jors bare shoulder. :WE'll be moving slowly and Calida saysit's
going to rain.:

:And won't that make this a perfect day?:
:No. She saysit'sgoing to rain hard and | don't like to get wet. | want to be there before it rains.:

That began to look more and more unlikely as the morning passed and the clouds grew darker. Brock
managed to stay in the saddle at afast walk and Calidarefused to go faster. Once or twice, Jorswas
positive hewas going to fal off, but at the last instant held shift weight and somehow stay mounted.

:His balance is bad. But Calida’'s helping.:
:Why is Calida doing this?:
One ear flicked back. : So he won't fall off:



:No, | mean why is Calida allowing any of this? Why is she allowing Brock to ride her? Why is she
allowing& mdash; insisting& mdash; he come along today?:

:She has her reasons.:

Jors sighed. He knew that tone. : And you're not going to tell me what those reasons are, are you?:
:He's very happy.:

-1 can see that.:

Happy was an understatement. For al he held the pommel in adeath grip, Brock looked ecstatic. Thisis
really not helping his delusion that he's a Herald, Jorsredized. Something would have to be done
about that and since the two of them were spending what was likely to be afull day traveling together,
now would bethetimeto do it. Maybe that was why Calida had brought him.

Thered be no point in bluntly saying, "Brock, you're not a Herald." The townspeople said that al the
time, shaded in every possible emotion from amusement to rage, and it had no effect.

"Brock, do you know what makes a person aHerdd?'

"Herads help people. Herdds can cry. Herdds tell when bad things happen.” He beamed proudly. "I
remember the new things."

"Yes, dl thosethings makeaHerdd, but..."
"I'magood Herdd."
"...but theré's other things."

Brock twisted in the saddle to ook at him and Calida adjusted her gait to prevent afal. "Herads wear
shiny white"

"Yes.."

Helooked down at his gray sweater, then looked back at Jors smiling broadly. "Clothes are on the
outsde.

:And a Herald ison theinside.:
1 getit.:
A sgpphire eyerolled back at him, distinctly amused. : Just trying to help.:

"Brock, dl thosethings are part of being aHerad, but the most important part isbeing Chosen by a
Companion. You don't have to be aHerad to be areally good person but you do have to be Chosen.
Do you understand?’

Brock nodded. " Companions have Herdds."
"Y ou don't have a Companion.”

"Yed" He bounced indignantly, lost agtirrup, and nearly went off. "Have Calida," he continued when he
was secure in the saddle again.

"But she's Herdd | sabel's Companion. Herald Isabel isletting you ride her.”



"No. Cdidaisletting."

:He's got you there.:

Jors sighed. "Riding a Companion isn't the point, Brock. Y ou're not Calida's Herald."
"Not her Herdld," Brock agreed, hissmilelighting up hiswholeface. "A Herdd."

Between the less than successful conversation and the glowering sky, Jors had picked up a pounding
headache. They rode without spesking for awhile, Brock humming tunelesdy to himsdlf. Finaly, moreto
put an end to the humming than for any real desire to know, Jorsturned in the saddle and said, " So, you
were going to tell me how you saved Rock."

"Kidswere hurting him." Brock's placid expresson turned fierce a the memory. "I made them stop.”
Although he wouldn't defend himself, he seemed quite capable of defending the helpless. "He was hungry.
| counted his bones. One, two, three, four..."

"Where did he come from?"' Jorsinterrupted, unsure of how high the other man could count and not
redlly wanting to find out.

"Don't know. Now, heismy friend." The broad brow furrowed as he searched for words. " Some mean
people aren't mean now because heismy friend.”

That was hardly surprising. Rock was abig dog. Probably a hunting dog of some kind who'd gotten
separated from his pack and managed to finally find hisway back to people. "Why did you cal him
Rock?'

"So when kids are mean, it doesn't matter."
"| don't understand.”

Brock stared down between Calida's ears and chanted, "Brock, Brock, dumb asarock.” Then he
grinned and turned just far enough in the saddle to meet Jors gaze. "Rock isn't dumb. | fooled them.”

Helooked so proud, Jors found himself grinning in return. Y es, you did. That was very smart.”
"l anasmart Herdd."

It was agood thing he didn't need affirmation because Jors had no idea of what to say. : And now,: he
sghed quietly aslarge drops of cold water began splashing againgt hisleathers, :it'sraining.:

:1 know. I'm getting wet.:
:Soaml.:
:I'mbigger. There's more of me, so I'm more wet..

Inavery short time al four of them were so drenched there wasllittle point in comparisons. Fortunately,
asthey crested arisein thetrail, the tanners holding cameinto sight on the other sde of asmadl valley.
Neither Companion needed urging toward the river running through the valley center athough they both
stopped well back from the bank. The water was brown and running fast, the log bridge nearly awash.

‘What do you think? Isit safe?:

Gervis stepped cautioudly out onto the edge of thelogs. : 1f we move quickly.:



But Cdidahesitated.
‘What isit?:

:Calida saystheriver's already undermining the bridge supports. That the bridge is going to wash
away.:

:Tell her that if it does, better we're all on the side with shelter. I'm half drowned and half frozen
and Brock's got to be colder still. She's got to get him out of this weather .:

Eyeswide, the mare stepped up beside Gervis who took her arrival as his cue to legp forward. One
dride, two, three. As Jors watched anxioudly from the other shore, Caidadowly followed, placing each
hoof with care.

Wood screamed a protest as the bridge supports caved.

The huge logs dipped and skewed out from the bank, dragged by theriver.
Calida hdf-reared as her front hooves scrambled for purchase in the mud.
Brock bounced over the cantle and disappeared.

"No!" Jors threw himsdlf to the ground. Stumbling to the Companion's Sde, he grabbed the mare's saddle
and heaved. Step by step, as she managed to work her way forward, he worked hisway back until, to
his amazement, he saw avery muddy Brock holding on with both handsto Cdidastail, hisfeet inthe
river. A heartbest later, with solid ground, benegath al four of them, he dropped to his knees and gathered
Brock up into hisarms.

"Areyoudl right?'

He looked more surprised then frightened and returned the hug with wet enthusiasm.
"l fdl."

"I know. The bridge broke."

Brock twisted around to look, and clutched at Jors arm. "'I'm sorry!"

"It'sokay. It wasn't your fault." His heart damming painfully against hisribs, Jors grabbed astirrup and
hauled himsdlf onto hisfeet. "Come on, were dmost there."

* % %

Thetanners holding looked deserted as they ssumbled up to the buildings. Jors caled out agreeting, but
the wind and rain whipped the words out of his mouth.

Brock grabbed hisarm. "Smoke," he said, pointing to the thin gay linerising reluctantly from achimney.
“I'm cold."

n M e’ tOO."

All thoughts turned to awarm fire asthey made their way over to the building, the Companions crowding
in close under the wide eaves.

:WE'll beright back as soon as we find someone.:



:Hurry, Chosen.: Gervis sounded completely miserable. Covered in mud dmost to hiswithers, hismane
hanging in atangled, sodden mass, he looked very little like the gleaming creasture who'd | eft the
Waydtation that morning. Cdida, if anything, looked worse,

Jors consdered leaving Brock with the Companions, but the other man's bresthing sounded unnatural ly
hoarse so he beckoned him forward as he tried the door. The sooner he got him inside the better.

The door opened eadily. It hadn't even been latched.
"Hdlo?'

Stepping insde wasn't S0 much a step into warmth as astep into a space less cold. It looked like they'd
found the family's main living quarters although the room was so dim, it was difficult to tell for sure. The
only light came from asmal fire smoldering on the fieldstone hearth and atalow lamp on the floor close
besdeacradle.

"No." Brock charged acrossthe room, trailing asmal river in hiswake. "No fire beside baby!"

Remembering what Lorrin had told him about Brock and babies, Jors held his position by the door. The
younger of two, what he knew about babies could be inscribed on the head of apin with room left over
for thelyricsto Kerowyn's Ride.

Squatting, Brock picked up the lamp. "No fire beside baby," he repeated, began to rise, and paused.
"Baby?' Leaning forward, he peered into the cradle.

"Isitdl right?' Thelamp and thefire together threw barely enough light for Jorsto see Brock. He
couldn't seethe baby at all.

Setting the lamp down again, Brock stretched both hands into the cradle. When he stood and turned, he
was holding alimp infant across both pams, his broad features twisted in sorrow. "Baby is dead.”

Jord:

Jors spun around as the door dammed open and five people surged into the room. They frozefor an
instant, then the man in front howled out awordless chalenge and charged.

Bending, Jors captured his attacker's momentum then he straightened, throwing the other man to the floor
hard enough to knock him breathless. Theimmediate threat removed, he faced the remaining two men
and two women. "'l am Herald Jors. Who isin charge here?'

"] am," the older woman snarled.

The hate in her eyes nearly drove Jors back a step. He didn't need Brock's whispered "mean lady" to
know who she was. It took an effort, but he kept his voice calm and understanding as he said, "The child
was dead when we arrived.”

"Dory cameto say the babe was sick, not dead,” she spat as the younger woman ran silently forward
and snatched the body from Brock's hands. " The Moonling killed him."

"Hedid not..."
"You're here and he'stherg," she sneered. "Y ou can't seewhat hedid.”

Spreading his hands, he added amild warning to histone. "And you weren't even in the building. |
understand thisisa shock...”



"Y ou understand nothing, Herald." She placed ahand on the backs of the two remaining men and
shoved. "Have the guts to support your brother!"

They sprang forward, looking like nothing so much asapair of whipped dogs.
"Jors?'

He ducked an awvkward blow. "Outside, Brock. Now!" If anything happened to him, the Companions
would get Brock to safety.

"Therestwo of you and one of him, you idiots! Don't let him protect the half-wit!"
:Chosen?:
It'sall right.:

Fortunately, neither man was much of afighter. Jors could have ended it quickly, but asthey'd just
suffered a sudden terrible loss and weren't thinking clearly, he didn't want to do any serious dameage.
After amoment, heredlized that had it not been for the old woman goading them on, neither would have
been fighting. Maybe | should have Gervisded with...

He'd forgotten the first brother. The piece of firewood caught him on the side of the head. As he started
tofdl, hefdt unfriendly hands grab his body.

"No!"

Then the hands were ripped away, and he hit the floor. Two bodies hit the floor after him, closdly
followed by thethird.

"Never hitaHerad!"

"Get up, you cowards! That'saMoonling& mdash;not ared man!”

"But, Ma..."

"Hekilled my grandson!"

Hers. Jorsthought muzzily. Not grief Anger. Anger at the loss of a possession.
"You never loved him!"

Apparently, the child's mother agreed.

"Y ou dways complained about him! Y ou said if he didn't stop crying you were going to strangle him! [
anyonekilled him..."

"Don't you raise your voice to me, you cow. If you were a better..."
"ENOUGH!"

The doors dammed open again. Hooves clattering against the floor boards, the Companions moved to
flank Brock. From Jors position on thefloor, it looked asif there were significantly more than amere
eght muddy whitelegs.

"Don't liethere with your idiot mouths open! They're just horses!”



"They're not just horses, you stupid old woman!”

:Gervis?:

:1'm here, Heart-brother .:

Jorsfelt better about his chance of recovery. Gerviswas angry but not frantic.
"A baby isdead. Istimefor crying, not fighting. A Herdd ishurt. You hurt aHerdd."
‘s that Brock standing up to the mean lady?:

tis:

:Good for him.:

"Y ou will cry, and you will make the Herald better!"

" will not."

No migtaking that hate-filled voice.

"Then | will."

Nor the voice of the child's mother.

For thefirst time, Brock sounded confused. ™Y ou will cry?!

"No. | will help theHerad."

:Out of spite...

:You need help, Heart-brother. Your head is bleeding. Spiteful help is still help.:
Jors got one arm under him and tried to rise.

:1f you say...

:Chosen!:

His Companion's cry went with him into darkness.

* % %

Jorswoke to the familiar and comforting smell of a stable. For amoment he thought he'd dozed off on
fod-watch, then he moved and the pain in his head brought everything back.

:Gervigl
‘I'mhere.: A soft nose nuzzled hischeek. : Just open your eyes.:

Even moving hiseydids hurt, but he forced them up. Fortunately, the stable was dark, the brightest things
init, the two Companions. He could just barely make out Brock tucked up against Caidas side,
wrapped in ablanket and nearly buried in straw. :How long?:

:From almost dark to just after moonrise. Long enough | was starting to worry.:



He stretched up ahand and stroked the side of Gervis face. :Sorry.:
: The young female made tea for your head. There's a closed pot buried in the straw by your side.:

The teawas till warm and tasted awful, but Gervis made him drink thewholething. :1 take it we'rein
the stable because you and Calida wouldn't leave me?:

: The old woman said the young woman could do as she pleased but not in her house. | do not
want you to bein her house.: The obviousdistagtein the young stalion's mental voice was hardly
surprising. Even on short acquai ntance the old woman was as nasty a piece of work as Jors ever wanted
to get closeto. :Brock told two of the young malesto carry you here.:

Hejust told them what to do and they did it?:
:They are used to being told what to do.:
:Good point,: Jors acknowledged.

:And,: Gerviscontinued, :1 think they were frightened when they realized they had struck down a
Herald.:

:They knew | wasa Herald!:

:Knowing and realizing are often different. Had the blow struck by the child's father been any
lower, they would have killed you and that frightened them, too. They were thankful Brock took
charge. He saw you were tended to, he was assured you would live without damage, he groomed
us both, and then he cried himself to sleep.:

:Poor guy. Good thing he was there. If he hadn't been, | wouldn't have put it past the mean lady
to have finished the job and buried both our bodies.:

: The Circle would know.:
:We'd till be dead. Isthiswhy Calida insisted on bringing him?:

:She has told her Chosen we need no assistance and convinced her not to ride to the rescue. The
Herald Isabel agreed but only because she felt the townspeople would lay the blame on Brock.:

:That'sridiculous.:

Gervis sghed, blowing sweet, hay-scented breath over Jors face. : There is already much talk against
him taking a Companion.:

All of which he needed to know but didn't answer his question. About to ask it again, he stopped short.
:Calida can reach Isabel fromhere? | couldn't reach you from here!:

:Nor | you.:

He sounded so put out by it, Jors couldn't prevent asmile. :Never mind, Heart-brother. Calida and
her Chosen have been together for many years; when we've been together for that long, I'll hear
you if I'min Sorrows and you're in Sensholding.:

:1'd rather we were never that far apart.:

Jors wrapped one hand in Gervis slken mane. :Meeither :



:Jeep now, Chosen. It will be morning soon enough.:

* * %

When Jors opened his eyes again, weak autumn sunlight filtered into the stable. An attempt to rise
brought Gervisin through the open door. He pulled himsdlf to hisfeet with ahandful of mane and,
throwing an arm over his Companion's back, managed to get to where he could relieve himsdif.

: The old woman made them bury the child this morning.:
:They're only a day's ride from town; they can't wait for a priest?:

:The bridge is gone. The priest cannot come.: He pawed the ground with afront hoof and added. :I
don't think the old woman would send for a priest even if he could come.:

:Do you know where they are?:
-Yes.:

Jorstook a deep breath and, holding it, managed to swing himsdlf up on Gervis bare back. :Let's go,
then.:

Thetanners had agraveyard in asmall clearing cupped by the surrounding oak forest. When Jors
arrived, the three men had just finished filling in the tiny hole. As Jors stopped, haf hidden by alarge
sumach, Brock wiped the tears from his face on Cdidas mane and stepped up to the grave.

"Thereisno priest. | will say good-bye to the baby."

"I'm not listening to a haf-wit say anything,” the old woman snarled. She turned on one hed and started
down the hill. "I only came to see the job was done right. Enric, Kern, Simen; back to work, theré's
hidesto be sammied.”

Two of the three moved to her side, the third looked toward the young woman and hesitated. "He was
my son, Ma"

"Hewas my son, Ma." Shethrew it mockingly over her shoulder. "L ook around you, Simen. I've buried
ason, two daughters, and a husband besides, and it don't make hides tan themsalves. Stay and listen to
the haf-wit if you want."

“Dory?

Shelifted stony eyesto Simen'sface. "Better do asyour masays,”" she sneered. "'Cause you dways do
asyour masays."

Scarred hands curled into fists, but they stayed at hisside. "Fine. I'll go."

"l don't care."

"Fine" But when heturned, Brock wasin hisway.

Jorstensed to urge Gervis forward, but at the last instant, for no clear reason, he changed his mind.

"Stay and say good-bye." A heavy shove rocked him in place but didn't move him. "Stay." And then
gently. "Say good-bye to baby."



Simen stared down into Brock's face, then wordlesdy turned back to the grave.

Brock returned to his place and rubbed his nose on hisdeeve. "Sometimes,”" he said, "babies die. Mamas
and papas love them, and hug them, and kiss them, and feed them, and they die. Nobody did anything
bad. Everyoneis sorry. The baby wasn't bad. Babies are good. Good-bye, baby."

"Hisname," Smen said, so quietly Jorsamost missed it, "was Tamas."

Brock nodded solemnly. "Good-bye, Tamas. Everyoneissorry.” Helifted his head and stared a Tamas
parents standing hunch-shouldered, carefully apart. "Now, you cry."

Dory shook her head. "Crying isfor the wesk."

"You havetears." Brock tapped his own chest. "In here. Tears not cried go bad. Bad tears make you
hurt."

"Y ou heard Aysa. She buried a son and two daughters. She never cried.”

"Sheisthe mean lady,” Brock said sadly. "Y ou can't be the mean lady." He opened hisarms and, before
Dory could move, wrapped her in one of his al-encompassing hugs.

Jors knew from experience that when Brock hugged, he held nothing back.
It was anew experiencefor Dory.

She blinked twice, drew in along shuddering breath, then clutched at his tattered sweater and began to
sob. After amoment, Brock reached out one hand, grabbed Simen and pulled him into the embrace.

"Cry now," he commanded.
"l..." Simen shook hishead and tried to pull away.

Brock pulled him closer, pushing Dory into hisarms and wrapping himsalf around them both. Simen
diffened then made asound, very like his son might have made, and gave himself over to grief. All three
of them sank to their knees.

: These people need help.:

Gervis shifted his head. : 1t seems they're getting it:

With the funerd over, Jors pulled himsdlf into something resembling officid shape and sought out Aysa.
"Y our son attacked aHerad."

"Hisson just died. He was mad with grief.”

"Y ou goaded his brothers..."

"To stand by him," she sneered triumphantly. "I never told no oneto hit you. And now I'm givin' you and
that half-wit food and shelter. Y ou can't ask for more, Herald.”

Given that he and Brock were trapped on her side of the river, he supposed held better not. "About the
bridge..."



Without the bridge, there was no way back. Theriver wasn't particularly wide, but the water ran deep
and fadt.

"Y ou come out hereto stick your nose in on us, then you're stuck out heretill we head in to town and we
an't headin' nowheres until them hidesis done. We wasted time enough with Dory having that baby. Y ou
want to leave before that, then you and the half-wit can rebuild the bridge yourself."

"That'sfair. | can't expect you to drop everything and assst me." His next words wiped the triumphant
sneer from her face. "I'll have them send a crew out from town."

"Y ou can't get word to town."

He smiled, hoping he looked alot more confident of the conversation's outcome than hefdt. "Theresa
Herad there and | dready have. By thistime tomorrow, therelll be adozen peoplein thevalley."

llLia,.ll
"Herddscan't lie, Ma."

"Shut up!" Aysahdf turned and Kern winced away as though he expected to be hit. Lip curled, she
turned back to Jors. "I don't want a dozen peoplein thevaley! And it don't take a dozen people
anyway. And the water won't be down enough tomorrow."

"Then I'll have them come when the water goes down."
"Y ou won't have no one come. My boysl| rebuild.”
"Then the townspeople can hdp.”

"My boysdon't need help. They ain't got brainsfor much, but they can do that. Y ou let them know in
town I'm hogtin' you and the haf-wit till then.”

It was agrudgingly offered truce, but held takeit.

Jorswasn't surprised that Aysad refused help. The last thing she'd want would be her sons exposed to
more people, to people who'd make them realize they were entitled to be treated with kindness. Over the
next few days, while they waited for the water to recede, she proved that by keeping him by her side,
kesping him from interacting with anyone e se & the holding.

Brock, she considered no threst.
Which wasamigake.
Because Brock treated everyone with kindness.

* % %

"You cal that supple? | could do better chewin' it! How could you be doin’ thisall your lifeand till be
no damned good? Y ou're pathetic." Enric and Kern leaped back as she threw the piece of finished
leather down at their feet. "Pathetic,” she repeated and ssomped away.

"Mean lady cals me names, too," Brock sighed, coming out from behind the fleshing beam and picking
up the hide.

Enricripped it out of hishands. "Wean't haf-wits."



"Meen lady calls me haf-wit. Not you."

"You are ahdf-wit!"

"Areyou pathetic?'

Kern jerked forward, face flushed. "Y ou calin' us pathetic?"

"No. It hurtswhen people call names." Brock looked from one to the other. "Doesntt it hurt?"
"If your haf-wit fallsinaliming pit," Aysasnarled as Jors caught up, "my boysll stand there and laugh.”
"Y ou taught them that.”

"I'madl they got."

"They'reterrified of you."

"Good."

"Dory isnt."

"Y ou think one of my boysis stupid enough to pick up aweakling?' Aysanodded toward the garden
where Dory heaped cabbage into a basket. "But she doeswhat | say liketherest. If she doesn't likeit,
she can leave any time."

While they watched, Dory lifted the basket, gave alittlecry and let it fall.
Aysasnorted. "'Course that baby |eft her stupidly weak."

Jorstook a step toward the garden but stopped as Simen came out of the chicken house and hurried
acrossto hiswife.

"Simen! Y ou get back to work, you lazy pig.”

His mother's voice froze him in histracks. Then he shook himself, and began retrieving the spilled
cabbages. "Simen!”

Heignored her.

"Thisisyour fault, Herad. Turning awoman'sfamily against her." Muttering under her bregth, she strode
toward them.

Dory looked up, saw her coming and stood, hands on hips.

"Y ou think you can face me down, girl? Simen, get up!”

He stood.

"Now get back to work."

Hetook a step forward and put his hands on Dory's shoulders. "When I'm finished here, Ma"

Aysa's mouth worked for amoment, but no sound emerged. Findly, she spun on one hed and stomped
avay.



The corner of Smen's mouth curled. ™Y ou'd best help here, Herald. | wouldn't follow her right now.”
Theriver waslow enough the next day.

The bridge took only aday longer to rebuild and for the most part involved fitting the origind pieces back
into place.

Jors stared the completed bridge in amazement. "That'sincredible.”

"Nothin' incredible about it, Herald," Enric snorted. "Damned thing goes out every other season. Easier to
build it so it breaks apart clean.”

His bare torso red with cold, Kern shrugged into a sheepskin coat. " Supports dip out so they don't
shatter, logs end up in the same place, we float ‘em back and rebuild. Any idiot candoit.”

"Trust me, I've crossed a hundred rivers& mdash;or maybe a couple of rivers a hundred
times& mdash;but I've never seen anything like this."

"Masaysit'snot..." Simen paused, frowned, and looked up at the Herdd. "It'sredlly good?”
"It'sredly good."

The brothers exchanged confused |ooks and Jors had the horrible suspicion thiswas thefirst time they'd
ever been praised for anything.

* % %

The next day while Jors was checking Calida's girth strap for the trip back to town, Dory came out of the
house with abundle. "It'sfor Brock," she said, folding back acorner. "I want you to giveit to him for
rre.ll

At firgt Jorsthought it was white leather. Made sense; they were tanners after al. Then herealized the
leather had been cut and sewn into afair approximation of Herdd's whites. Dory had clearly taken the
pattern from hisand sized it to fit Brock.

"l saw he didn't have none of hisown."

Oh, help. "Dory, you know he'snot..."

"Brother Herad! We go now? What you got?' His hands and Dory's together closed the bundle.
"It'sasurprise,”" Dory said, her cheeks crimson. "For later.”

"Not for now?"

"No."

"Okay." Hetook Calidasreins and stood waiting patiently while Jorstied the bundle behind Gervis
saddle. : You seem upset, Chosen.:

.1 can't tell her Brock's not an actual Herald while he's standing there. He'll say heis, I'11 say he
isn't, and I'm not sure that in this place at thistime, I'd win the argument.:

:You shouldn't argue.:



:Oh, that's helpful .:
: Thank you.:

* % %

The whole family went with them to the bridge. Jors didn't know why the rest came, but he was certain
Aysajust wanted to make sure they were off her land. He wanted to say something, something that
would convince them they didn't haveto live inside the darkness of an old woman's anger, but before he
could think of the right words, Brock hugged Dory. And Simen. And Enric. And Kern.

Then he scrambled up into the saddle and, from the safety of Calida's back, took a deep breeath, looked
Aysainthe eye, and spoke directly to her for thefirgt time. "Why don't you love your babies?!

Her lip curled. "I buried my babies, haf-wit."

He nodded toward the three young men standing to her right. "Not them.”

Sheturned, looked at her sons, looked back at

Brock and muttered, "Half-wit." But there waslittle force behind it.

Jors had no idea he was going to do what he did until hedid it.

"Jors, you hugged mean lady.”

"Yeah. | know." Although he ill couldn't believeit. "Everyone ese got hugged, | just...”
Sheld pushed him away with such force that he'd dammed back into Gervis shoulder.
"You arethe bravest Herdd. Ever, ever.”

"Thank you."

Then sheld snarled something incomprehensble, turned, and ssomped away.

Hed probably accomplished nothing at dl by it. The bundle Dory had given him pushed againgt the smal
of hisback.

* * %

The weather remained clear and cool and just as the sun was setting, they stopped outside the village.
"Gate will closewhen sunisset,” Brock warned. "I know. Brock, | think you should go back to Haven
with Isabd.”

"Lotsof Herddsin Haven?'

"es"

Brock sighed and shook hishead. "No. | haveto stay here. | am the only Herald."
"Brock, you'renot..." He couldn't say it.

Brock waited patiently for amoment then smiled. "Isit later?"



"Yes.."

"What's Dory's surprise?"

"Um..itsum..."

Both Companionsturned their headsto look at him. Their expression said, thisis up to you.
‘Hebelievesheisa Herald.:

:Yes, but..:

:And he acts accordingly.:

* * *

"l couldn't doiit, Isabel. They'rejust clothesand | know that but if | gave Brock those whites, then
theréd be fake Heralds showing up al over the place.”

"A bad precedent to be sure," the older Herald agreed.

"There hasto be aline and that line has to be the Companions. Sometimes it seemslike we're barely
keeping order in chaos now. | couldn't...No matter how much..." Jors ran both hands back through his
air, he couldn't believe how much the decision, the right decision had felt like betrayal. "1t wouldn't make
any difference to Brock. He knowswho and what heis, but for the othersin the village, those who made
fun and called him names..."

"Come here, | want to show you something.” 1sabel took his arm and pulled him to the window. "What
do you see?'

Jors squinted down into the stable yard. "Brock's grooming Gervisagain.”

"While you four were gone, | talked to alot of people. Seemsthat whenever aHerald comesinto this
village, the Companion manages to spend time with Brock. Eveniif it'sonly amoment or two." They
watched as Calida crossed the yard and tried to shoulder Gervis away. Brock laughed and told her to
wait her turn. Y ou were right not to give him the Whites," Isabel continued, "but you were dso right
when you said it makes no difference. He couldn't be Chosen because, as Heralds, we haveto face
dangers held never understand, but the Companions know him. All Brock needsfrom usis our love and
support. Now, since Hedler Lorrin hasfindly allowed me out of bed, what do you say youand | go
down there and give our brother a hand with the fourfoots?"

Jors grinned as Brock gamely tried to brush both tails at once.
Heralds wear shiny white.

Brock wore his Whiteson theinside.



