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ERROLD'S JOURNEY
by Catherine S. McMullen
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Maar was closing in, and while everyone was to be evacuated from the Tower area eventualy, the
non-combatants were leaving first. Urthro didn't want anyone nearby who would panic and cause
disruption.

Some large groups had aready been sent to placesfar enough away to be safe from Maar.
Everyone was being spread out so thinly that Maar would never have alarge group closeto him. It was
true that the precautions might not be necessary. Maar might eventually be defeated, but unfortunately it
was unlikely to happen now, if ever.

| looked at the organized chaos and turned to Master Thomas. | had not counted on being part of
the evacuation. | was apprenticed to agreat war mage! Surely we would be needed?

"If we're packing our tent, we are going to be evacuated, Master Thomas. | am right in assuming
this?'

"You are correct, Errold. You and | are going to go with alarge group, about three hundred
people, who are to be Gated to safety. The requirements of precisely where are not very rigid, the place
just hasto befairly safe: that is, not aswamp or alava pit, and very, very far away. It will be aone-way
Gate; once we are gone, we will be cut off from Urtho's camp permanently. Ahhh, and | can see another
question in your eyes. Why are we going with this particular group? They need us as mages. to hed, to
defend, and to lead. The group was most reassured when they were told that we were to come with
them. They asked for amage because where they areto be Gated isthe farthest away of al. We don't



even know what animaslivethere, what the land islike, or evenif there are any other humansthere. This
group isaspecial case, and you and | fit the requirements. More people have been watching your
development as a hedler than you redlize. My leadership experience, and probably my reputation, help
keep the group together."

"But what about the war here? Don't they need you to help defeat Maar?”

"l am known as avery powerful war mage, I'll grant you that. But what about the people who are
being scattered? Who will teach them our skills? Besides, | want to have a place to settle down, wherel
can live...with challengesto cope with, but none of them named Maar. | am heartily sick of that name,
and dl thetroublesthat go withiit."

"Wadll...I can understand why the group would need aleader, but why not have aprofessona
hedler with the group? 1 mean, | am not redly qualified asamage or even aherbais, let doneaheder
yet. And agroup of thissize will need aproper heder, won't they?"

"Have you listened to anything I've been saying? Y ou are known to be a dedicated student, and
arewd | versed in herba techniques. Y ou would be able to cope with any injuries that occur on the
journey, without a doubt. It would be perfect for both of usto go with them. Are you prepared to go?
Y ou do have achoice, you know. If you don't want to go, you don't have to. | would understand.”

"When are we leaving, Master Thomas?”'
Master Thomas smiled.

"That'sthe spirit. We are leaving soon. Very soon. Our group isready, and we are only waiting
until our Gate gets set up.”

"About how long will that be? | haven't finished packing.”

"About ahalf aday, but you'd better hurry. I've adready amogt finished getting my own things
together."

"Y ou just wanted to get a head start on me so the master wouldn't be shamed by his student's fast
progress. Hah! I'll show you."

And with Master Thomas laughter ringing in my ears, | 1eft to pack for thejourney of my life.

* % %

| had alist of what | needed to pack and how | needed to pack it. | had decided, after many
shorter tripswhere | had been badly equipped, that | would not make a single mistake. It would be faster
to pack everything dowly but correctly thefirst time, instead of throwing everything together and having
to repack ahundred times. First in were some of my softer clothes, with no metal buckles or strapsin
them, placed against the back of the pack so that | had padding against my skin. | had made the mistake
of putting abelt buckle at my back once before, on one of my short journeysinto the forest. Needlessto
say, after aday of it rubbing against me, that was a mistake | intended never to repest.

Next the seedswent in, avital component of my supplies. When we reached a place where we
could settle down, the seeds would be needed to grow crops, and for my herbs. | placed the seedsin
specially prepared bags that were proof against water and fire, and woven through with protective spdlls.
The spells had been done by me, not Master Thomas. Master Thomas was an expert on war magics, but
he recognized that | knew more about the smdler, more useful spellsfor daily chores. It wasn't something
that was likely to get me recognition as agrest mage, but | had aknack for it. After | had learned all the
smple spellsthat Master Thomas could teach me, and after that had become apparent that | would never
master the redlly powerful ones, | started turning to books.

I had had to learn most of what | knew by myself, deciphering the spellsaone. | till hadn't learned
even haf of what | wanted to know, so | was taking some books with me. It had been hard to decide



what books to take and which onesto give away, but it came down to what | would really need and,
eventudly, what avillage would need. | carefully packed five spell booksinto my pack, wrapping themin
more clothes. | had aso prepared awhole range of herba remedies, but only alittle of each. Someonein
the group was sure to need them as we traveled, and | didn't want to be caught unprepared.

Lastly, | packed the food, water, and meta tools that Master Thomas had given meto carry for
the group. These al went at the top because they would be needed most often. | did one last check of
theligt, making sure | hadn't eft anything out, then | struggled into the straps and heaved the pack onto
my shoulders. | had been confident that | could cope with theweight, or that | would get used toitin
time, but it turned out that | had a previoudy undiscovered ability to underestimate weight. Well, 1 would
have to adapt or die...guess which one | thought was more likely at that stage!

| took alast look at my baretent. It was a sobering sight, seeing the emptiness of it, when only a
couple of daysago it had been full of furniture, books, clothes, and other paraphernalia. Everything had
either been packed to be taken with us, or given away. There was no point asking people to save things
for us, aswe would never be coming back. There were some very happy mages as aresult of the grand
book handout that Master Thomas and | conducted. So many loved, well-used books, now in so many
different hands. Oh well, at least they would be appreciated. | sighed and staggered off to find Master
Thomas. | hoped that he wasn't moving around, as | didn't want the camp's last memory of me being me
hyperventilating as the pack became too much. Probably aforlorn hope, unfortunately.

* % %

Our Gate wasfindly ready. A place sufficiently far away had been found: aforest, with really huge
trees. It was so remote that nobody even recognized the types of trees. We dl lined up, al loaded down
with our carefully prepared and very heavy packs. Have |l dready mentioned heavy? Anything that
couldn't be carried just wasn't taken. When people complained about their packs being too heavy,
Master Thomasjust took out the redlly usalessthings-like jewelry, coins, and so on-and showed them
the differencesin weight. It worked every time. As soon as everyone was ready, the Gate was activated,
showing the forest on the other sde. When the last person was through the Gate, it closed. Thelight from
the camp on the other side disappeared, and we were left in the haf-light under towering tree giants. We
were along way away from home, with no chance of ever returning.

Master Thomas clapped his hands for everyone's attention.

"We have one long-term problem and alot of short-term problems,” he began. "The long-term
problem isfinding a place with suitable resources to settle down and build avillage. The short-term
problems are who will cook, who will hunt, who shares tents with whom, what the rotations of lookouts
areto be-in other words our organization for traveling and getting aong together. Before we start
moving, we must have ameeting to sort everything out. Anyone who has anything to contribute, or who
thinks they can do something particularly well, should spesk up. Thismeeting is essentiad to the group's
well-being, so everyone must come aong.”

The meeting had aredly long agenda, and it lasted until after dark. Master Thomas was quickly
confirmed asthe leader of our group, because he was dready experienced with organizing large numbers
of people. After that was established he ran everything efficiently, but it still took along time and alot of
talking. Everyone had to do something, but he arranged duties so that people did what they were good at
or enjoyed. The only people who did not have mundane tasks assigned to them were Master Thomas
and mysdlf. Master Thomas actudly had the hardest task of al: running things, making decisions, sorting
out disputes, and shouldering the heavy burden of responsibility. My trouble wasthat quite afew people
didnt redizethat | was his student. After afew complaints aong the lines of "What about im, he don't
have to do no dishwashing!" everyone was treated to alecture from Master Thomeas, about who had
heated the water, driven the insects away, made the tents waterproof, and many other things. It then
became established thet for the little spells, you came to me, not him. After that, | not only didn't haveto



do chores, but | was called on to do alot of spellsthat | had never tried before. | knew | would haveto
study my booksalot more, and find new possibilitiesin some previoudy usdess spells.

| did some reading by the campfire's light, then returned to the tent that Master Thomasand |
shared. He was outside, staring up at the sky through a break in the trees canopy. He stood up and
asked meto walk with him. We had only gone a short distance when therewas aflash of light in the eadt,
but it was the sort of flash that blazed out but just kept getting stronger and stronger for afew seconds.
Sowly it began to fade. Everyone had stopped talking by then, and they were dl looking across at us. |
had to turn away, so that | did not show the worry that | was fedling for the people nearer to the blast.
Many of my friends had been very much closer.

"That must have been the magica weapon of Urtho's combined with the Tower being annihilated,”
said Master Thomas. "Hurry, we don't have much time." | had to start to run to keep up with him.

"Why are you running? What's the threat to us?'

"Think. We are at |east an ocean away from dl that magic, yet we still saw the flash! We must
shield the campsite from the magical blast which will follow. If we shield the group, the effects on us might
not be too bad. We can only hope.”

We gathered everyone together and began putting up the shields. A lot of people were scared, but
Magter Thomas reassured them by explaining what the flash of light had meant, just as he had explained it
to me. Once the shields were up, we just settled down to wait. People began to relax and make
themselves comfortable. It had been lucky that nobody had put up their tentstoo far away from anyone
else. A smdler area meant atougher shield. Master Thomas and | walked back the short distance to our
tent and went ingde. | wasworried, but | hadn't wanted to ask any questionsin front of the rest of the
group. It would only have scared them.

"Master Thomeas, if you think the magic will be dangerousfor us, dl theway over here, what would
it belike over there?' | asked. "Will anyone have survived?'

" think Urtho's remaining people will have survived. They have experienced mageswho are
experts at coping with the unexpected. But | don't think the land or the animals on it will ever be the same
again." Helooked into the distance and seemed thoughtful.

"This means the changing of magic aswe know it forever. The people like you, who can retion their
magic, will be the oneswho prosper and survive. Itishighly likely that | will never be ableto perform
redlly powerful spellsever again. We have never seen anything like this before, thiskind of magica
Stuation. Y ou have just become part of an event that will be remembered forever asthe day magic

* % %

Haf an hour later the mage storm hit the shilds with deadly force. | soon began to worry more
about us than the people closer to the blast. Master Thomas and | were the only mages here, whereas
they had many skilled magesto put up shields and protective spells. Weredly had our handsfull,
congdering what lay outsde of our shields. Out there, the forest seemed to bein chaos. Magic was
swirling everywhere, and when | looked outside of the shields for too long, my eyes hurt. Just as|
thought we could hold the storm back up for no longer, it abated. The assault had only lasted for aday,
but to meit seemed like it had lasted for weeks. When we lowered the shields, the forest around us
seemed fairly normal. But then, when night would normaly have fdlen, there was only an eerie hdf-light.
There were places where piles of ash and soot were dl that wasleft of great tree giants. Flickering lights
in the trees had everyone scared, and the few children in our group had to stay with their parentsdl the
time. | made an observation to Master Thomas about something that worried me alot.

"Master Thomas, | have noticed something and | want to know whether it isjust me. Weren't the
leaves green and hedlthy before the mage storm hit, and not brown and faling from the trees?"



"l think you're right about that, Errold. But what is your point? There have been much worse things
done by the mage storm than smply changing the Sate of the leaves.™

"That'sjust it! All the other effects of the mage storm have been obvious. But what if there are
effectsthat are even more subtle? If the state of the leaves could be changed, couldn't berries we know
are safe to eat have become poisonous?”’

"That isavery intelligent observation to make, Errold. | will dert therest of the group to this new
danger. They might not react very well, but | think it is necessary. Thank you. | wouldn't want to lose
anyone from the group, and your observation may have stopped that from happening because of foolish
mistakes"

Asl sat inour tent, | continued to worry, and turned similar thoughts over in my head. Thisforest
had been changed dramatically by what Master Thomas now called the "mage storm.” But could we
survivein it? Or was even the water no longer safe to drink? And what about the animalsthat hadn't been
within our shields? What about them?

* % %

We began traveling again the second morning after the sorm. All seemed well until one of the
scouts saw huge animal footprints. We reported back to Master Thomas, as he didn't recognize what he
had seen. Everyone wastold to be especidly careful until we learned what the anima ate, and more
importantly, whether its diet might include ud

The next day, while the group was resting and egting, | wandered off in search of any recognizable
wild herbs. | had no luck in finding any, and decided that when we settled down | would experiment to
see what those that were new to me were useful for. | was walking back to where the group was resting
when | came upon the type of animal that must have made the footprints. It was large and wooally, but
seemed to be fairly harmless. | had never seen anything likeit in the forests | had traveled before. |
herded it back to the group, and Master Thomas proposed that it be taken with us. We had no other
livestock for when we founded the village, and besides, it could carry packs.

| thought that the thing probably wasn't safe to eat, because of the magic that had obvioudy
affected it. Master Thomas called amesting to discuss poss ble problems from changed animals.

"Aswedl know, the mage storm has obvioudy affected the land, and the plantsand animasoniit.
We have one of theresults of the storm in our camp now, the animal we have named Carpet. Carpet will
be very helpful to us when we settle down, but although sheis apparently safe, we do haveto look at the
wider range of our worries. | persondly have noticed that Carpet is unusudly intelligent, and other people
have aso commented on this. Forest animals are often cunning, but never intelligent. We will haveto be
exceptionably wary, and closaly observe dl animalsthat we encounter. From now on our scoutswill be
carrying magica sensorsthat Errold will make. These will detect any large animas nearby, and by night |
will erect shields around the camp to protect us when we are deeping. Does anyone have anything e seto
suggest, or does anyone disagree with our plan?”

Now that people knew the facts, the meeting went well. People who wanted to be taken off scout
duty were reassigned, but generally everybody wasfairly happy with what our leader had proposed.
After everyone had dispersed, | went over to Master Thomeas.

"Master Thomas? | haveanidea" | said.

"What isit?"

"Madter, consder thelevel of intdligencein our friend Carpet. Herbivores are usudly abit dim,
they don't seem to need that much intelligence, but Carpet is as bright asadog. If aherbivore is now that

smart, what will the carnivores be like? They may be extremely intelligent now, possibly even
sentient-and dl that being sentient implies.”



"Thisistrue, Errold. What are you proposing?'

"Making the sensorsfor the scouts won't be hard. At most, it will take a couple of hours. | must do
some scouting mysdlf, though. While you are shielding the camp, | will set up scanning spellsto sweep the
forest for ahundred yards al around. If some of predatorsin thisforest are asintelligent aswe think, they
will comeat night to observe us. If | detect something, | will go out and make sureit isharmlessor try to
dissbleit.”

"That's very good proposition, Errold. But | don't want you outside of my protection likethat. | am
tempted to go instead of you, but | am used to working with huge amounts of magic and | would not be
asgood as you would be againgt asingle anima. Y ou use the smallest spellsto the best advantage. | give
you permission for thisplan. Do you redly think that the predatorswill be so intdligent?'

"Yes, | do. Even before the storm, it was thought that some predators in the known world were
remarkably cunning, if only in pursuit of their prey. | think that any new "smart' predatorswill be ared
threat to us, if not now, then when we settle down. It isvital for usto establish that we are not prey and
should be avoided."

Master Thomas nodded his head but <till 1ooked doubtful.

"Better figure out how you areto disable predators, though. They will be fast, deadly, and
intelligent, whileyou are just intelligent. Y ou need aspdl| that can tell if something redlly isintelligent.”

Indl my studies, I had not come across anything like that.

"Itl betricky, but I'm sure'll think of something, Master Thomas," | said, not at al sureif | could
actudly doit.

I lay in my tent that night, furioudly studying the spell books | had brought. | had an idea that would
usearedly smple spell. Predators are curious, and did alot of patient stalking. Thus, my trap worked on
curiosity and would certainly disable anything watching me. It was the senaing of large animalsthat |
needed to work on. | stayed up most of the night, figuring out how to combine shields together, how to
get theright range, and the search requirements. | got it together eventualy, then crawled gratefully to my
bed roll. | needed dl the deep | could get, because | knew that some night soon we would have
company.

* * %

Thefollowing day everything seemed to go fairly normaly. We noticed no large shapesin the
distance, and saw no unusud tracks. | till felt asif we were being watched, though. Any truly smart
anima would stay on rocky ground or the trunks of fdlen trees. It was nightfal that | waswaiting for.
That was when we were not moving and the shields would be up. It would be then that | would be
prowling just like a predator.

After we had found asuitable spot to camp, | immediately cast my sensing spell, but it wasn't till
halfway though the night that it alerted me. | sneaked out of camp, using asimple camouflage
enchantment on my clothes and carrying arope. The magica sensor that | carried told me when | was
farly doseto theanimd, and it "fet" only one animad in ahundred-yard radius. Thismade everything alot
easer for me. | sat down afew yardsfrom the bushes where my sensor amulet had shown the animal
was. Now | prepared the spell that | had thought of using the night before. | took my time. Anything
nearby that was curious would be watching intently as | waved my hands and conjured energies. Then
closed my eyesand st it off.

Even with my eyes shut, the blinding flash of light till hurt. Judging from the thrashing noisesand
growls from the bushes, whatever had been lurking there had been staring a what | had been doing with
intenseinterest. | conjured aglobe of light and set it hanging in midair. It showed ahuge cat with ahigh
forehead. Itsfur was avery deep shade of green.



Using my rope, | ensnared the thrashing limbs and tied up the cat before it could see again. Then |
sat down infront of it, weaving arather delicate and tricky trandation spell. Soon | could hear that the
anima's noises were not redly just yowling, but some very nasty swear words.

After it had blinked afew times, and seemed to be able to see a bit, it focused its gaze on me.
"Speak, | can understand,” | told it.

For amoment it just stared in surprise.

"Well? Why haven't you killed me?" it asked.

"l could ask why you have not attacked our other scouts,” | replied. "But | already know why. Y ou
areintdligent, and you were being sensible and cautious. Because of that, | caught you with aspell that
would have worked with any truly intelligent species. A more stupid predator would have just atacked
me because | am smaller and look defensaless.”

"l do not careto risk injury by attacking dangerous prey. If | am not fadt, fit, and strong, | will
darve"

"To answer your first question, | haventt killed you, because we, too, are an intelligent species.”

"That isobvious. | was sent to watch your camp for three nights, then report to the rest of the
pack. Y ou puzzled us: you do not hunt, yet you do not graze either. Y ou are soft and defensdless, like
grazers, yet bright and cunning...”

"Likehunters.
"Y es. Wewould have attacked your camp aready, otherwise.”

"That would have been very, very silly. Our weapons are not claws and teeth, but they are il
Oeedly.”

"Now | know that your speciesistruly sentient, not like the mrran.”
"Mrran? What isthat?" | asked

"A mrran isthe animal that you have adopted into your herd-or should | say pack? It puzzled me
greatly when you did not kill and eat the mrran. The others could hardly believe mewhen | told them.”

"We have other usesfor the mrran. It provideswool to cover us. Unlike you, we havelittle fur of
our own. Do you understand that?"

"Yes. Inaway | pity you for not having anaturaly warm, glossy, thick coat." At thisit preened a
bit. "Wheat are the other reasons?”

"Do you remember what happened a couple of days ago?’

"Vagudy. There was a storm...and before the storm | was something else. As smart asthe mrran,
perhaps. Maybe even less smart. During the storm, | changed. All those of my pack changed.”

"Inaway, the storm created usaswell," | explained. "We make our own food, we are neither
hunters nor hunted. But we are very, very dangerous. Spread the message to your pack: leave us aone.
Soon we shall stop and make athing called avillage. Stay away from it. Y ou are most dangerous when
you pounce, but we are even more deadly when we stop moving."

"l have seen that."

| dipped the knots on its bonds and it shook itself free in amoment. It stood and looked at me.
After amoment it spoke.

"Something in me says | shouldn't respect anything without fur. But | repect your kind if they are
al assmart asyou. Isthistheright thing to fed, | wonder?"



"l respect your kind." | replied. "But | do not fear them.”
"Then we are equal. And because we are equdl, | don't think that our peoples should be enemies.”

"Spoken like atrue and intelligent predator. If my villagers and your pack can stay friendly, then
when one of you issick or injured and needs care, | can help.”

"Hdp theinjured? Why?'
"Because it benefits everyone. Are you intelligent enough to seethat?'
If cats could frown, it did.

"Fighting would bring the pack no benefit,” it said eventudly. "1 assumethat you need clear land
and nearby water for your village?"

"Yes, we do. That iswhy we have not settled down yet. There are too many trees."”

"If you continue on for about aday, and then turn east, you will come to the edge of the fores,
where the grasdands begin. Thereisastream running close by. We don't like water or open land. Y ou
arewelcometoit.”

"Thank you, | think we shdl likeitalot."
| picked up my pack, but it did not move.
"Just one last question before | go to my pack. Do you know what we were before the ssorm?”

"Youwerecats," | guessed. "All that has been changed isyour coloring, your intelligence, and your
sze. You weren't dark green before the storm, and you didn't have language and reasoning. Y ou
certainly weren't four yardslong."

| hoped that | had guessed correctly, but soon it nodded its head and padded for the trees. Then it
stopped and |ooked back.

"Perhaps, sometime, we should talk again,” it suggested. "It could prevent misunderstandingsin the
future. If you need to speak to me, just ask one of my people for me. My nameis Proouw."

"A good suggestion, Proouw. My nameisErrold.” | said.
Proouw turned and glided away into the shadows of the forest without another word.

After | had had the meeting with Proouw, | went back to the camp and called ameeting. |
explained what had happened, what he had told us, and what | had arranged. Everyone was very happy
that we would not be hunted by anything so big and intelligent, and that there was a site nearby to build
thevillage on. It wasfelt that looking after Proouw and his pack medicdly was afair exchange. After the
meeting was over, | just sat and thought. | wondered whether the shields hadn't somehow leaked during
the storm, and changed me like it had changed the cats. The old Errold would have never even thought of
that plan, let aone have inssted that he be the oneto carry it out! And the old Errold wouldn't have
negotiated like that with Proouw. But | eventually decided that it was just me doing what everyone did,
adapting as new things happened to me.

After aday of traveling, and after we turned east, we found the spot Proouw had mentioned. It
was perfect for our needs, and everyone immediately started talking about what we would do, and how
the village would be organized and laid out. There was aso discussion about what the village would be
cdled. They eventudly decided on aname...Errolds Grovel

It was abig surprise to me, but asthey explained, | had done the most in regard to founding it. The
stream was named Master Thomas stream, which was just asimportant, as without water there could be
no village. | was happy, and the arrangement with the cats worked out well, with Proouw and | meeting
like ambassadors, and the pack chasing mrran in our direction to keep in our flock. | had afedling that



the village would last for along time, two thousand years...or maybe more.

THE CAT WHO CAME TO DINNER
Nancy Asire
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The last rays of the setting sun struck the multiple small circular windows of the chapel,
fracturing the light into a myriad sparks dancing on the warm wooden walls and on the altar.
Reulan stood for a long moment caught in the glittering manifestation of the God’s greatest
gift to mankind-light. Several village women had finished their task of caring for the interior
of the sanctuary only a candlemark ago, and the pungent scent of wood polish filled the
chapel.

Reulan held a taper in both hands as he stood facing the altar of Vkandis Sunlord.
Where in colder weather a fire burned on the altar, summertime warmth dictated a profusion
of red flowers. Reulan briefly bowed his head in contemplation-Vkandis, source of all
comfort, light and warmth, protector and sustainer of mankind.

The light faded fractionally. Reulan stepped close to the altar and, as the chapel grew
dim with the setting of the sun, he lit the large, thick candle that stood at the center of the
altar. Darkness should never touch the chapel, with some form of light needed at all times to
honor the Sunlord.

Flickering shadows danced on the chimney-altar, then steadied as the candleflame
stabilized. The gold image of Vkandis on the chimney glittered in that candlelight, the
features of the image inscrutable but hinting of both power and love. Reulan bowed his head
again in homage to the God, made the sign of the Holy Disk, and left the chapel through the
door to one side of the altar.

Only a step lay between the chapel and Reulan’s room, but the distance might as well
have been leagues. Closing the door, he removed the heavy gold chain of sun-priest and
then his vestments, standing clad in simple black robes. He sighed quietly, standing silent
for a few long breaths, mentally moving from his attitude of worship into the mundane world.
With the Night Candle lit, the chapel secure until the rising sun celebration, he could now turn
to supper.

The height of summer was nearly on the village of Sweetwater. Two windows and a
door stood open to catch the breeze. Just enough light lingered for Reulan to strike flame to
the candles on the table, dresser, kitchen cupboard and the smaller table that stood beside
his narrow cot. He gathered up the greens he had picked from his garden, added them to
the plate where his sausage sat next to a roasted potato, and filled a cup with water from the
village well-water so pure and sweet it had given this village its name. Sitting down at the
table, he blessed the food he was about to eat, and looked up.

A pair of eyes looked back, the candlelight flaming in their depths like golden fire.

“Vkandis preserve me!” he murmured, starting at the sight. It was a cat, a very large
and furry cat, sitting in the chair opposite as if specifically invited to dinner. “Where in the
God’s green earth did you come from?”

The cat, as was typical of all members of the species, gazed back expressionless as a
statue. Having recovered from his surprise, Reulan examined the cat closely. Large was a
understatement: this was possibly the biggest cat he had ever seen, and the village of



Sweetwater was no stranger to champion mousers. But here sat an interloper. The cats of
Sweetwater were by and large brown or grey tabbies, while his “guest” sported a coat of
light cream. A thick mane surrounded the cat’s face and, even without seeing it, Reulan
knew the creature’s tail most likely would be a plume.

“You are a big one,” he observed. The cat yawned and resumed its staring. “Begging
for dinner are you? | don’t think I have any mice and | doubt you can while away the evening
with a tale or two. However, the God has been generous this summer and I'm more than
willing to share.”

He cut off a hunk of his sausage and extended it. With a delicacy belying its size, the
cat gently took the offered meat, jumped to the floor, and settled down to its dinner. Reulan
chewed his own meal thoughtfully. The low rumble of a purr filled the room and, for an instant,
Reulan was transported back to his father’s barn, where he had sometimes sat surrounded
by the resident cats, all of whom seemed content to lie purring in the sun until night and the
hunt were upon them.

Darkness hovered not far away, the long summertime dusk deepening outside. Reulan
cleaned his dish, put it away, and blew out the candle on the cupboard. He expected his
visitor to be gone when he turned back, but, no, the cat was now busy cleaning his face and
whiskers.

“Time to go,” Reulan said, and reached down to push his guest toward the open door.
“Dawn comes early, and | must be in bed.”

The cat protested with a deep meow, standing stiff-legged, but finally allowed Reulan
to escort him out the door. He stood facing Reulan for a moment, a half-accusing expression
on his face and then sat down, wrapping his thickly-furred tail around his front paws. The
young priest felt a slight twinge of guilt as he closed the door and turned toward his bed.
Tomorrow he would ask around the village to see if anyone knew who might own the cat.
Tonight, however, with all of Sweetwater’s barns available, the feline could easily find any
number of places to hunt and sleep.

* k% *

The first light of dawn woke Reulan from a deep sleep. Something heavy lay next to his
feet and, when he looked down to the end of his bed, he was amazed to find the
cream-colored tabby curled up in a comfortable ball, still sleeping deeply. The window, he
thought absently, the cat must have come in through the window last night. We'll see how
long he stays.

But all that day, through the numerous chores Reulan completed, the day after and the
next, the cat never stayed far away. No matter what he did-whether weeding his garden,
repairing a few shingles on the chapel (and it took some doing to scale the tree nearby to
jump across to the roof), or taking meditative walks through the fields or forest-the cat kept
close to his side. No one Reulan spoke with could remember seeing such a magnificent
beast or one of that particular color. He finally admitted the cat had adopted him and felt
oddly grateful for the company.

One evening as he and the cat sat down to supper together, Reulan heard the distant
rumble of thunder. He had been expecting a storm, for the air had been close and heavy all
day, and its coming promised some relief from the heat. Finished with both dinner and toilet,
the cat disappeared into the night. He never stayed away long...no chasing down sausages
in the night for this fellow. Far better to wait politely and let the human provide the meal.

Reulan closed the shutters to his room as the wind rose and the temperature started to
drop. Distant lightning became more vivid now and foretold a good soaking overnight rain.
Reulan still didn't see the cat and called out to his companion, but saw nothing. A faint pang



of anxiety tightened his heart-he didn’t want the poor fellow to be caught in a downpour.
Another rumble of thunder and one last call. Cat’s been out in the rain before, he thought,
and likely will be again. Trust to the Goddess to keep him safe.

Shutting the door, Reulan slipped into bed, blessed himself with thoughts of the God he
served, and blew out the candle. One last prayer for the safety of the cat crossed his mind,
and then he fell asleep, the thunder now overhead and the rain beating down on his roof.

* k% *

Long years of training and practice woke Reulan the next morning before dawn, though
with his windows shuttered the interior of his room was dark as night. He reached for the
candle on his bedside table and froze in place. A light purr sounded from the end of his bed
and the by now familiar weight of the cat shifted ever so slightly beside Reulan’s feet. A chill
ran up Reulan’s spine as he lit the candle and discovered the cat busily engrossed in his
morning bath. A quick glance to both windows revealed that the wind had not blown them
open during the night, and that the door remained securely shut. How, in the name of
Vkandis Sunlord, had the cat managed to get inside?

“You're the oddest fellow I've ever had the occasion to meet,” Reulan said, reaching
down to scratch his bedmate behind the ears, the sound of his own voice helping dispel the
strangeness of the situation. “You must have run in between my feet last night without my
knowing it, n0?” The cat merely yawned, showing sharp white teeth and pink tongue.

Reulan stretched, rose from bed and opened his windows and door. The storm had
indeed cleared the air and, this high in the hills, even in summer the morning was bracingly
cool. The cat rubbed up against his ankles, meowed pitifully as if he had not eaten in days,
and planted himself in the chair he had claimed for his own. Reulan washed his face from
the bucket on the cupboard, dried off, and donned his vestments. The rising sun celebration
was close at hand; he left his room, crossed the small chapel and threw open the doors at
its west end. Then, standing before the altar, he closed his eyes, opened his mind to the
glory of the God, and waited for first light to strike the windows above his head.

He felt a bump against his leg and quickly opened his eyes. The cat sat beside him,
facing the altar, proper as any worshiping villager. At first, this had somehow bothered
Reulan, but he believed that Vkandis cared for all creatures, that any who wished to worship
the God should be welcome at his altar. Reulan heard the village farmers arriving and
sensed them standing in silent meditation as the first rays of sun struck the windows above.
Lifting his hands, Reulan spoke the words of Morning Greeting.

“Vkandis Sunlord, Giver of Life and Light, be with us today. We praise you, we honor
you, we keep you in our hearts and minds. What is good and true, help us to do and
become. What is hateful and cruel, aid us in denying. We offer this day to you, Sunlord, and
seek your blessings on all that we do.”

“May it be so,” responded the voices behind him.

Reulan extinguished the candle that had lit the chapel during the night and turned to
face his congregation. “Go forth to daylight, knowing the God is by your side.”

The farmers bowed their heads briefly, smiled at Reulan, and silently filed out of the
chapel to their various fields and gardens. Once again, the cat rubbed up against his legs,
meowing pitifully.

“Breakfast, eh? What would you like this morning, sir cat? | have only what I've given
you in the past-sausage. I'd think you’'d grow tired of it.”

The cat looked up and, for a brief moment, Reulan could have sworn he heard a voice
saying, “Well, if you must ask, I'd really rather have fish.”



He laughed quietly, amused that he had assigned spoken words to an animal, and
returned to his room and his morning meal, the cat following close behind.

* k%

Being a sun-priest in a small village required not only knowledge of the ways of
Vkandis Sunlord but also of teaching, mending (both physical and metaphysical), gardening
and, to a certain extent, more than a passing proficiency in healing. But one of the most
pleasant duties of a priest to Reulan’s mind was the time he spent in silent meditation, fixing
his mind on the glory and love of the God he served. It had become his habit, not long after
arriving in Sweetwater and becoming old Beckor’s assistant priest, to spend this time
outdoors, preferably at high noon when the Vkandis’ power was the greatest. The place he
set aside for communion with the God was a small clearing in the forest east of the village. It
was there that Reulan turned his footsteps this day, his morning chores done and the
villagers about their daily tasks. He strode along the pathway, his mind stilled, already
slipping into light meditation. The cat, as usual, came along, periodically darting off into the
bushes, then back again.

The day was especially fine, blue sky above and sunlight slanting through the trees.
Reulan rejoiced and marveled at the power of the God that protected the land and its
people. Though apprenticed at an early age to Beckor, which made his parents proud and
additionally relieved them of a mouth to feed, he had always felt close to the God. Somehow
he sensed he had been born to this...that he had been chosen from an early age. Now with
Beckor gone to the God and Reulan no longer apprenticed, his life seemed to have become
all it was meant to be.

The clearing lay just over a rocky rise in the ground. Reulan could see the sunlight
pooling ahead and quickened his pace, eager to arrive at his goal.

:Reulan! Snake! Don’t move!:

For a moment, Reulan thought his heart had stopped. He certainly did, for anyone who
had been born and raised in this area of Karse knew the peril of snakes. Frozen into
immobility, he looked down to see a large rock snake stretched out on the path in a patch of
sunlight, only two steps away. A cold sweat broke out on Reulan’s forehead: the bite of a
rock snake was often fatal. Very carefully and ever so slowly, he backed away, never taking
his eyes from the reptile.

Halfway down the path now and far enough away that the snake posed no immediate
danger, he started shaking, aware just how close to death he had come. But who had called
out his name? Who had warned him?

The cat rubbed up against his leg and sat down.
‘Well,: a voice said inside his head. :The least you could do is thank me.:
Reulan stared at the cat, feeling his mouth drop open.

:And close your mouth before you catch flies,: the cat advised, cocking his head and
twitching his tail around his front paws.

A talking cat! Knees suddenly weak, Reulan glanced around, very carefully this time,
for a place to sit that was not already occupied by a snake. Sinking down on a small
boulder, he stared at the cat, his pulse racing. He had heard old grandmother tales about
talking beasts-birds, horses, cats-creatures larger than normal that could speak
mind-to-mind, but he had always considered these tales a fine way to while away the long
hours of a winter night, not truth. But now...

Reulan swallowed heavily. “You talk!” he finally got out when he had gained control of
his voice.



[It's fortunate for you that | do,: the cat retorted, but Reulan sensed a smile. :And since
we’re now on speaking terms, you may call me Khar.:

Khar? Certainly no name of any cat he had ever known-certainly not Boots, Patches,
Puss or any of the other descriptive appellations people gave their cats.

“But...how...I mean, you're speaking to me like...like...”

:A person?: And this time Reulan was certain he heard a laugh. :We all have our
burdens to bear. And yours, sun-priest, is rudeness. You still haven’t thanked me.:

Reulan licked his lips and swallowed again. “Thank you, Khar. | could be dead if you
hadn’t been with me! But why-"

2If you'd be so kind,: Khar interrupted, busy now smoothing down his abundant
whiskers, :I'd appreciate a small reward. | would suggest a fish...a large, fat fish.:

How catlike. Despite his confusion and awe, Reulan smiled. Trust a feline to always be
looking out for itself. “I'm sorry, Khar,” he said, feeling slightly foolish to be talking to a cat.
“Sweetwater has no fish. And if we wanted fish, which most of us don't, we’d have to depend
on traders or go to Sunhame itself.”

:‘Well, now, that's an idea. Let’s go to Sunhame, you and I, and you can get me a
fish.:

Reulan stared at the cat, unsure if he was being mocked or not. Sunhame was more
than four days’ walk away, not an arduous journey but one he had not particularly
contemplated. A sudden thought passed through his mind. Sunhame. He hadn’'t been in the
capital city since the final six-month period of his training as sun-priest and that had been
over three years ago. The Holy Writ required that every person, once in his or her lifetime,
should visit Sunhame. The most propitious of times to make that journey was at
mid-summer, to be present at the high holy day of Summer Solstice, when the sun stood
longest in the sky. Naturally, the journey was even more important for sun-priests, who were
expected to serve as examples to the populace. He mentally figured out the calendar:
Summer Solstice was only six days away. He could easily make Sunhame by then.

He snorted. What was he thinking? Why should he suddenly leave his village to make a
journey to Sunhame? Certainly not for a fish, though he knew he owed Khar more than a
simple meal for saving his life. On the other hand, the village was as prosperous as a village
its size could be, its people were healthy, and no babies were due. Besides, the village
midwife could handle that far better than he.

A strange, fey mood swept over him. Sunhame. Why not?

“Do you think,” he asked, reaching down to scratch Khar under the chin, “that you could
wait a bit to collect your reward? Long enough for me to set things right in the village and to
pack my supplies? Or do you suggest we leave this very day?”

If feline expressions could be said to duplicate those of human beings, Khar looked
positively disgusted. :Cats, Reulan,: he said with monumental dignity, :are known for their
patience. A few more days certainly won't kill me.:

* k% *

And so it had been decided. Reulan had sought out Santon, the village headman, and
explained that he would be making a pilgrimage to Sunhame to fulfill his obligation to be
present at the Temple of Vkandis Sunlord at the Summer Solstice. Santon, understandably,
was somewhat taken aback by the suddenness of this decision, but Reulan had mollified the
big farmer by pointing out that the villagers could walk to Two-Trees, the village closest, for
their own mid-summer celebration at that chapel. And if anyone was injured or needed



medical care, Two Trees was large enough to have its own healer.

Truth to be told, another reason surfaced in Reulan’s mind for the journey, and that was
simple curiosity. When traders had come through Sweetwater a month ago, they had told
the villagers that the tragic and untimely death of the Son of the Sun, along with the inability
of the senior-most priests of the Temple to choose his successor, had thrown Sunhame into
confused anticipation. From what the traders said, infighting among various factions of the
senior priesthood had broken out. Time and again they had sought a consensus, put
forward various candidates, but had reached no agreement. It seemed as if something was
blocking a decision that would make everyone happy.

Reulan looked on the infighting among his superiors with a certain amount of disdain.
Politics! God, he hated politics! As a priest, it was his duty to worship Vkandis and to look
after the God's people, not to find ways to increase his own standing. But if there was any
time to journey to Sunhame, to see the Temple again, and possibly to be present at the
elevation of the new Son of the Sun, this was it.

And so, the following morning Reulan set forth, carrying a light pack filled with
provisions enough to see him there and back. The villagers had wished him a good journey
and smiled to see their priest and his always-present cat set off down the dusty road to the
south. Long accustomed to physical activity, Reulan soon settled into his walking stride, an
easy gait that would carry him to his stopping place for the night without leaving him
exhausted. He glanced down at Khar who trotted alongside, and shook his head. If he hadn’t
thought his eyes were deceiving him, he would have sworn that Khar had grown overnight.
The biggest cat he had ever seen now appeared even bigger.

“Well, Khar,” he said conversationally, “are you happy now? We're off to Sunhame and
your fish.”

:And possibly more than that,: was the cat’s reply.

Reulan wai