Table of Contents

Introduction by Mercedes Lackey

Sunlancer by Philip M. Austin and Mercedes Lackey
The Demon'sDen by Tanya Huff

Ironrose by Larry Dixon and Méel. White

Babystter by Josepha Sherman

The Sdamander by Richard Lee Byers

A Child's Adventures by Janni Lee Smmer

Blood Ties by Sephanie D. Shaver

...Another Successful Experiment by Lawrence Schimel
Choice by Michelle West

Song of Vademar by Kristin Schwengel

The School Up theHill by Elisabeth Waters

Chance by Mark Shepherd

Sword of Ice by Mercedes Lackey and John Yezeguielian
In the Forest of Sorrows by John Heifers

Vkandis Own by Ben Ohlander

A Herald'sHonor by Mickey Zucker Reichert

A Song For No OnesMourning by Gary A. Braunbeck

BlueHeart by Philip M. Austin and Mercedes Lackey

| ntroduction

My very firg published story, in 1985, was a piece for Marion Zimmer Bradley's " Friends of
Darkover" anthology, Free Amazons of Darkover. At thetime, although | was working on what would
becomethefirst of a series of fifteen novels (with no end in sight), | never thought that | would bein the
position to do as Marion had done, and open up my world for other professionasto tinker with.



And yet, ten yearslater, hereitis, the Friends of Valdemar anthology. Some of the stories here
are by names you will recognize, some by authors you will not, but the one thing that unitesthem dl isthat
somewhere dong theline, they actualy enjoyed my work enough to want to add their own touchesto the
world that | created. Severa of the authorsin this book are proteges of mine and have cowritten other
things with me; some are proteges of mine and have had work published that | had no hand in, which s,
to any teacher, asource of great pleasure. Y ou always hope that the "student™ goes beyond what you can
teach and finds his or her own way, own voice, and own creations that you have no direct part in.

Andit isentirdly possble that one or more of the authorsin this volume will one day find him-or
hersdlf playing host and editor to abook of stories set in aworld he or she has created.

And when that happens, | hope that they think of me, and ask me to come play, too!



Sunlancer

by Philip M. Austin and M ercedes L ackey

Philip Austin writes, "Misty Lackey isthe one who made this story come aive. She deserves the mgjority of the
credit and all my thanks. [She] has been agood friend and mentor. She's been helpful in so many ways. Through her
good offers, I've been able to dream of afuture. A creative future. That dream is worth more than any monetary
reward."

Mercedes Lackey was born in Chicago, and has worked as a lab assistant, security guard, and computer
programmer before turning to fiction writing. Her first book, Arrows of the Queen, the first in the Valdemar series, was
published in 1985. She won the Lambda award for Magic's Price and Science Fiction Book Club Book of the Y ear for
The Elvenbane, co-authored with Andre Norton. Along with her husband, Larry Dixon, sheis a Federally licensed bird
rehabilitator, specializing in birds of prey. She shares her home with a menagerie of parrots, cats and a Schutzhund
trained German shepherd.

Clarrin Mul-Par knelt below his open window and raised hisface to the rising sun; he closed his
eyes and felt the warmth of itsrays againg his cheeks, watched theinsde of hiseydidsturn asred asthe
robes of Vkandis priests. The sun was a pressure againgt his skin, asred asthe pressure againgt his
heart.

Vkandis! Sunlord! he prayed. Hear me, and guide me in what | must do. Red-priestess Beakasi
tells us we do your will and bidding-should | believe her? Shetellsme "that it is your will that we
take the young ones, that your miracles show her the ones to test for your service. Must | believe
her? Sunlord, all life comes by your gift; to live in your light is the old teaching, passed from
generation to generation. But is thiswhat you meant? Vkandis! Sun-lord! What must | do? Give
measign!

Helowered his outstretched arms, | etting the rays of the sun bathe him. But dthough they warmed
his body, they did not touch the cold in his heart, nor did they ease hisworry and confusion.

For thefirg timein hislife, he doubted.

No, hetold himsdf firmly. No, | do not doubt the Sunlord. | doubt those who speak in His
Name. | doubt that what they call upon meto do istruly His Will

And he knew exactly where to place the blame for that doubt-if "blame" was precisdly the right
thingtocdl it.

Squarely in the lap of that scholar-scribe with the terrible eyes: the guest of his grandfather, and as
such, sacrosanct.

The man had been there when he arrived last night; they seemed to be old friends, and Grandfather
had introduced him as such. Clarrin found the man to be afascinating storyteller, and the three of them
had conversed long into the night, in the garden pavilion, where-now that he thought about it-no one
could creep up upon them to listen without being seen.

And it was the scholar's questions that had made him doubt....

* % *



"Captain Clarrin Mul-Par isawise man, | have no doubt,” the scribe said in accentless, flowing
Kargte that even apriest would envy. "Aswell asaman trusted in the Temple's service. | value wisdom,
and | seek answers, answers to questions a man such as the Captain may be ableto give me."

As he sat there, completely at easein the low couch, boots crossed at the ankles and elbows resting
on knees, his eyes never |eft the face of the Captain of the Temple Lancers. Clarrin wondered what in
heaven or earth he was reading there. He never had learned to completely school his expression.

But he had tried not to betray his uneasiness. "What are your questions, good sir?" he replied,
forcing himsdlf to return the scribes direct gaze. " Although you grant me more wisdom than | would
clam, | will do my best to answer you."

"My firgt question isthis-and pray, do not take offense, for | am aforeigner, and | mean none," the
scholar said, with asmilethat looked honest, leaning forward alittle to spesk. "Arethe miracles
performed by your priests and priestesses true miracles, or arethey actudly magic?'

Clarrinlicked hislips, and answered carefully. "V kandis forbids the practice of magic,” he replied
gernly. "It was by hiswill that magic was driven out of theland. His miracles ensure that we of Karse
need no magic, and aid his holy onesto keep magic from our borders.”

The scribe did not seem particularly disturbed by the implied rebuke. He sipped at the pleasant,
fruity wine with gppreciation, examined the crystal goblet that contained it for amoment, then looked up
through the latticework of the pavilion'sroof at the stars. Only then did he ook back at Clarrin.

"Spoken asatruewarrior of the Temple," he said, with another of those enigmatic smiles. "Y et-|
have been in other lands. Rethwellan, Hardorn, even Vademar. | have seen those who clam to be
practitioners of magic perform feats precisely the same asthose that Vkandis priests perform. Does the
Sunlord grant these people the power to work miraclesaswell?!

Clarrin carefully set his goblet down on the low table they al shared, heated wordsrisingin him. |
have not seen these marvelsthat you claim to have seen, scribe," he replied, hisanger giving hisvoicea
distinct edge, "So | may make no judgment.”

But his grandfather frowned. " Sharp words!" he chided. "Grandson, you come close to dishonoring
my granted guest-right with your sharp tongue!™

Clarrin flushed, thistime with embarrassment. He might be thirty summers old, but this was the man
who had raised him, and the bright-eyed old fellow did right to remind him of the courtesies owed aguest
of the house.

"l am well rebuked, old owl," hereplied, with abow of apology to the scribe, and asmile of
affection for the wizened old man. ™Y ou remind me of the proper way to answer our guest.”

He turned to the scribe. "I gpologize for my discourteous reply, sir. And to answer your question
with grict truth, 1 do not know. | have no knowledge of magic and have never seen any who practiceit;
we aretaught that it isal trickery in any case, that the miracles of Vkandis aone are no deceit. The
priestswould tell you that this magic you have seen is nothing more than cleverness and misdirection.”

The scribe smiled, giving Clarrin the dight bow of scholar-to-scholar, wordlesdy telling Clarrin that
he had shown wisdom by admitting hisignorance. Clarrin flushed again, thistime feding pleased and



flattered.

"Now this-" the scribe said lightly. "Thisisamoment of true men's pleasure: to Sip good wine, ina
beautiful garden, on aclear summer's night, discussing the mysteries of the world. Among men who can
face truth and enter debate with open minds, no apologies are needed, for al three of usare men who
can acknowledge that we can speak the truth only aswe seeit. And the truth isacrysta with many
facets"

A night bird began aliquid, plaintive song just as the scribe finished speaking. The scribe half-closed
hiseyesto ligen, and out of courtesy, dl of them remained quiet until it had finished and flew away.

"The ovan has other pleasuresin mind,” Tirens Mul-Par, Clarrin's grandfather, said wryly. "He calls
amate."

Clarrin and the scribe both chuckled. "Ah," the scribe replied. " And have you never heard the tale of
the 'scholar's mate?”

Both indicated ignorance, and he told them aroguish story of apriestly scholar who so loved to read
in bed that hefilled haf of hisbed with books and heavy scrolls every night, leaving an impression on the
mattress that looked as if someone had been adeep there. This continued until his superior spied upon
him to catch him in the act of bringing in a (prohibited) femae, and caught him only with a"migress’
made of paper.

With the atmosphere lightened, the scribe leaned forward once more, and Clarrin told himsdlf to
keep histemper in check, anticipating another unpleasantly direct question.

Hewas not wrong.

"Another question comesto my mind,” the scholar said. "The faithful are granted heding of illsand
new injuriesin the Temple, and it istrue hedling, for | have seen the results of it. Thisis said to be another
miracle of the Sunlord, isthis not true?'

Clarrin nodded warily. "Yes. | have received the Sun-lord's Gift myself. Asayoung lancer | was
arrow-struck during our foray into Menméllith to relieve the true believers trapped there." He tapped his
left leg to indicate the Site of the old wound. " One of the priests laid hands upon the wound and drew out
the arrow, and there was neither blood nor wound after, only ascar, asif the injury had occurred weeks

inthe pag.”

"l am glad that you were hedled that you may il serve,” the scribereplied. "Y et-forgive me, but in
other lands, there are hedlersaswell. Infact, in every land | have ever been or even read of, there are
heders of the flesh. In Vademar, they are even gathered together at an early age, and taught at agreat
school cdled a Collegium.”

"We gather those granted the hedler's touch by the Sunlord and teach them in the Temple-" Clarrin
began, but stopped when the scribe held up afinger.

"True enough, but the hedlersin Vademar are not taught in atemple, for there are many bdiefsin
their land, not one," the scribe said earnestly. "When these hedlers are proficient in their work, they are
given green clothing to wear so that they may be recognized and heeded. They go wherethey are
needed, and all may come to them for aid, even the lowest and the poorest. So, here again, | must ask



you-if there are true heaers e sewhere, does the Sunlord grant them thismiracle of heding aswell ashe
does here?'

Clarrin sighed. "Y our question marches with the one before," he replied. "In truth, | cannot answer.”

He picked up the pitcher, hoping to stave off more questions. He poured his grandfather another
goblet, offered wine to the scholar and was palitely refused, and filled hisown glass. And in truth, hefelt
the need of it. This scribe had away of demanding answers to questions he had rather not think about.

"I only have one more question, Captain,”" the scribe said, chuckling when he saw damn's expression
of resigned dismay. "Though it could be seen as more than one.”

"A puzzle, then? Or ariddie?' Clarrin hoped 0. He and his grandfather had often traded riddles
long into the night.

"Perhaps, yes!" the scribe agreed. " A puzzle of questions.”

Clarrin waited while the breeze stirred scent up from the night-blooming flowers around them, and
meade the wind-chimes play gently. "Y our puzzle, then?' he prompted.

"Only this, why are the young ones chosen by the priesthood taken from their homes at night? Why
arethey tested, cleansed of al ties of kinship, and never seen again by their kin except at adistance?
Why are those that cannot be cleansed of kin-tiesin your temple, or those who fail the testing, cleansed
ingtead by burning in thefire of Vkandis? Why doesthe Sunlord, the giver of dl life, require the death of
children?Isit the cleansing and sacrifice of kin-tiesthat give the priests and priestesses the power to
perform the Sunlord's miracles, or could they perform them if they never set foot in the temple or donned
robes?'

Clarrin shifted uncomfortably in his seet, but the scribe was not yet done with him.

"Isit possible," he continued, leaning forward so that histerrible, knowing eyes bored into Clarrin's,
"that the ones who are fire-cleansed are destroyed because their powers are too strong, too strong to
permit their minds and hearts to be cleansed of the love of their kinfolk, and that if they lived, they could
riva the priests and priestesses without ever having to wear arobe?”

His eyes seemed to penetrate right into Clarrin's mind, asif he were daring Clarrin to find the true
answersto this"puzzle' of his. And there was something lurking in the depths of his gaze; ahint of pain,
of londliness, of haf-madnessthat made Clarrin findly shiver and turn away.

"I-have no answersfor you at dl, sir scribe” he replied, rising to hisfeet, quickly. "I am only apoor
lancer, with no head for such an eevated discourse. | will have to leave these things to men of wisdom,
such asyou and my grandfather. Now, if you will forgive me-" he ended, hagtily, dready backing avay,
"l have duties early inthemorning. Very early-"

And with that, he beat ahasty retredt.

* % *

Tirens Mul-Par aso faced the sun this morning, but not to pray. His prayer had been answered last
night, and that in itsalf was proof enough of the Sunlord's power-and that His power, like the light of the



sun, granted blessings and prayersin every land and not just in Karse.

Instead, he watched as his servants secretly readied al the horsesin his stable for along journey,
and histhoughts, too, returned to the previous evening's conversation.

* * %

Clarrin beat ahasty, but tactically sound, retreat from the garden. He did not-quite-run, but it was
plain enough from his posture that he wished he could. It was too bad for his peace of mind that he
would never be ableto run fast enough or far enough to escape those questions the scribe had placed in
histhoughts.

Tirenswatched him go, and hid asmile. Thiswas not thefirst time that he had entertained the
scholar who called himsdlf "Brekkan of Hawk's Rest,” but it was thefirst time he had been utterly certain
of what this"Brekkan" realy was.

"| fear | may have upset your grandson, Tirens Mul-Par,” the scribe said softly. "It was not my
intention.”

The old man snorted. "It was always your intention-Vademaran,” he said, and watched with interest
asthe scribe's hand twitched alittle. Interesting. A deeve-dagger?"Y ou Heralds of Vademar do not
care to seefolk become too complacent, do you?'

He saw the man's eyes widen just atrifle, and smiled.
"I think you are mistaken-" the so-cdlled "' scribe” began.

Tirensheld up afinger, cautioning himto silence. "If | am mistaken, it isonly in thinking that aHerad
would not resort to a hidden dagger up adeeve.” His amile broadened asthe Herdd twitched again. "But
| did not make any mistakesin giving you my hospitaity, nor in bringing my grandson herefor you to
disturb with your questions. Heis old enough, and well-placed enough, to make a difference in this sad
land."

Again the Herald moved asto protest, and again he slenced the man with asingle finger.

"Y our questions deserve answers, not platitudes or religious cant. But he must decide for himsdlf
what isright. | cannot give him answers, nor can you." He shrugged expressively. "1 do not know what
hisanswerswill be, nor can | say what he will do once he finds them. That will come as Vkandiswills.

The Herad watched him with narrowed eyes, gray eyes, which matched well with his straight brown
hair, the color of old leaves. Y ou would never notice him in acrowd, so long as he was not wearing the
expression he bore now. Which, Tirens supposed, was the point....

"How did you know?' the Herald asked, his voice low and potent with threst.

"That you are aHerdd?' The old man grinned. "I did not know it until thisvisit, when | had need to
know. | havethe sight, at need. At thosetimes, | can sense thingsthat are not apparent.”

His guest was not in the least mallified. "Why did you grant me guest-right, Tirens Mul-Par, if you
knew what | an?' he demanded harshly.



Tirensspped hiswine. "I have agranddaughter,” he said. "A little above Clarrin'sage. She hasa
daughter, alovey child in my eyes, who laughs a the stories of her greatgrandsire, and who loveshim as
much as heloves her. Sheisonly nineyearsold. A dangerous age, in Karse."

The Herad relaxed, just atrifle. "They test children in thetemple at their tenth birthdays...."

"Exactly 0." He dlowed hisamileto fade. "Shetdlls me storiesaswell, of dreamsin the night. At
times, those dreams come to pass.”

Thelight of understanding blossomed in the Herdd's eyes. " Dreams can be dangerous-in Karse."

The old man nodded, curtly. "I wish her and her mother to be taken someplace where dreams are
not so dangerous. Before we havevistorsinthenight.”

The Herad tilted his head to one side. "Her father may have something to say abouit that,” he
ventured.

Tirenswaved hishand in dismissal. "Only if he choosesto return from the hosts at Vkandis right
hand, where the priests pledge me he has gone," he replied.

The Herdd chuckled at that, and relaxed further. His hand made an interesting little movement, that
told Tirensthe dagger had returned to its home. "When?" he asked only.

"Tomorrow," the old man said firmly. "I have dready made the arrangements. My granddaughter is
privy to them, and just asanxiousas| for her daughter's safety. They will not inconvenienceyou. In fact,”
he allowed atwinkleto creep into his eyes, "a prosperous scholar, with aKarsite wife and child,
returning from vigiting relaives, isnot likely to be questioned by anyone, so long asbeis careful to stay
within law and custom. Which his Karsite wife will be sureto impart to him."

The Herald coughed gently. "I can-ah-seethat.”
Tirens ill had not heard the promise he wanted.

"Please," he said, resorting to beggary. "Please, take them to safety. Y ou will have no causeto
regret this”

But the Herald had not been reluctant after al. "Of course | will," he said, alittle embarrassed. "l
wasjugt-thinking for amoment! Rearranging my trip to account for anew wifeand child!" But at Tirens
chuckle, his gaze sharpened. "But what of you, old owl?" he asked, using the name Clarrin had used in
affection.

The old man leaned back in his seat on the couch and sipped hiswine. "Oh, | shdl enjoy my garden
until | die" he said casudly. "Life has been... interesting. But | do not fear to leaveit." And before his
vigitor could ask anything more, he leaned forward with an eagerness that was completely genuine. "And
now, Herald of Vademar, since your other tales have been so fascinating-tell me of the land that my dear
oneswill livein!"

* * %

Clarrin put asde his doubts long enough to bid farewell to hisfamily. It would be many more months



before he had another chanceto visit them, and without a doubt, by then his niece Liksani would be
amost awoman. Already she had thelook of hissister Aldenwin about her, and he could not help but
remember dl the timeswhen it had been Aldenwin who clung to his stirrup and begged him to stay "just
one more day."

But when hetold Liksani, with aplayful shake of his head, that there were no more days left in the
vigt, shelet go and let him mount.

"Uncle Clarrin," she said, her pretty, dark-eyed face solemn, "I amost forgot. | dreamed ataefor
you thismorning, in the women's garden after sunrise prayers.”

He bent down to ruffle her hair. "And what did you dream, little dreamer?' he asked, lightly, thinking
it would be arequest for adoll, or some such thing.

"| dreamed that aman in armor so bright | could not look at him told meto tell you something,” she
laughed up a him.

Clarrin went cold insde but managed to keep smiling. "And what thing wasthat?"

"He sad to tdll you that-" she screwed her face up in concentration. "-that ‘the light isthe life and the
breath, the flameisthe blessing and not lifés-ending'..." she fatered for amoment, then smiled, "...and
that ‘children should live and laugh and play!" Then he told meto go and play in northern flowerd" she
finished, giggling.

A weirding chill raised the hackles on his neck, but somehow Clarrin managed to lean down from his
saddleto hug her firmly, lifting her right off her feet as she put her arms around his neck.

"Be happy, Liksani," he ordered gently. "Live and laugh and play, like the shining man told you."

"I'm always happy, Uncle Clarrin. Y ou know that," she giggled as he set her back down on the
ground.

Sunlord, keep her happy, he prayed sllently, turning his horseto the gate, and leading his seven
guards back toward hisduty. Sunlord, keep her always happy.

* % %

Tirenswatched as his grandson rode off down the road to the south. And two candlemarks ater, he
watched as his granddaughter, Liksani, and six of his seven servants rode off down the road to the north
and west. With them, rode the Herald, whaose true name Tirens still did not know.

He knew that the Heradd was aman of honor. That was al he needed to know.

The sun was directly overhead, the birds singing al about hisfavorite pavilion, as hisone remaining
servant served him hisfinest wine from afragile crystal goblet. He sipped it with gppreciation as he turned
the crystal to admire theway it sparkled in the sunlight. This had been one of a set of two, from which he
and dear Sareni had drunk their marriage-wine. The shards of the other lay with Sareni in her grave.

Sareni would have approved, he thought, as he drank the last of thewine, and dipped hisfrail old
hand into the bowl of figswhere atiny, rainbow-striped snake was curled. He tirred the figs until hefelt



adight sting on his hand, then a sudden lethargy. The goblet fell from his nervelessfingers and shattered
on the pavilion floor. He lay back in his couch, watched the snake dip away under the rosebushes, and
wondered if Vkandisliked gardens.

Clarrin girred hisnoodleswith hisfork, and stared at nothing at dl.

"Captain!" his Corpora-Orderly said sharply, making him jump.

"Yes, Esda?' hereplied, wondering if helooked as guilty ashefdit.

Evidently not. Esda pouted at him, hands on side-cocked hips, a petulant expression on hisface.
"Captain,” he complained, "you've hardly touched your meal, and | worked very hard making it! What is
bothering you?"

Clarrin grinned in spite of himsdlf at the burly corpord's burlesque of aspoiled girl. "Esda, you li€!
Y ou never work hard at anything. Not in the ten years you've served me, anyway!"

Esda grinned back. "Too true, Captain. That'swhy | picked you for my officer.”

Clarrin shook his head at his Orderly's unrepentant grin. "Here," he said, shoving the plate of
noodles across the table toward Esda. " Sit down, finish my medl for me, and let me use your common
sense”" Hemadeit less of an order, and more of an invitation.

Esdas grin faded immediatdly, and the grizzled veteran's expression was replaced by one of
concern. "You are troubled, Captain,” he observed, taking the seet, but ignoring the food, his eyesfixed
on Clarrin's,

Clarrin shrugged. "I have some questions to repest to you-and adream to tell you about,” he said,
dowly.

"A dream!" Esdalogt every trace of mockery. "Dreams are nothing to disregard, Captain.” Esda had
served the Temple for longer than Clarrin had been alive-he had seen three Sons of the Sun come and
go. And he was both a skeptic and a believer; if anyone knew where Temple politics began and true
religion ended, it would be Esda.

"Y es, wdl, seewhat you think when | am done.”

* * %

For the next candlemark, Esda sat and listened without interruption as Clarrin recounted the
discussion in the garden and little Liksani's dream.

"Y ou know we serve a the Cleanaing,” hefinished.

"Aye, and | know you midikethe assgnment,” Esdareplied gruffly. "But-isit Vkandis you blame
for-"

"No!" Clarrin exclaimed, cutting him off with adam of his open pam on the wooden table. "Never! |



cannot believe that the Lord of dl Lifewould ever countenance taking life, that isdl! It isthe priestsand
their minionsthat | mistrust and fear! | believe they serve themsdves, not Vkandis! And | fear that they
use magic, and cdl it 'miracle,’ to order to puff up their own importance!”

"Well, then bugger them dl, Captain!" Esda grinned, like the sun coming out from behind acloud.
"Whatever you decide to do, just remember that poor, overworked, old unappreciated Esdawill be
there to pick up your soiled linen!™

Theroar of laughter that followed made the rest of his persond guardsturn their heads, wondering
what outrageous thing Esda had said to him this time.

* k% %

Esdamoved quietly among the guards, spesking with them one at atime, over the next two days,
while Clarrin pretended that he did not notice. And over the next two days, every one of hismen
approached him quietly, one at atime, to offer their personal fealty to him. Clarrin wastouched and
humbled by their trust. But he still did not know what he was going to do. In ten days, Clarrin was back
in command of histroop of Temple Lancers. Infifteen days, they paraded for the Ceremony of
Cleansing, conducted by Red-priestess Beakas. The Temple square was crowded with worshipers and
spectators at two sides, behind the lines of the temple guards. Clarrin's Lancers closed the third side of
the square. The low Sun Altar, flanked by priests and priestessesin order of rank, filled most of the
fourth Sde.

At Clarrin'ssigna, the lancerskndlt as one at their horses heads, |ances grounded, with the shafts
held iffly erect. The red pennons at the crossbars moved lazily in the warm afternoon air.

Red-priestess Beakad, flanked by her torch-bearers, mounted the atar-platform, and turned to face
the crowd and the setting sun behind them. Her arms stretched out toward the sun, and her red robes
matched the red clouds of sunset.

At that signd, lesser priests brought the two who were to be cleansed to the steps. aboy who
looked to bein his early teens, and agirl somewhat younger, dark-haired, with a pretty, gentle face.

Clarrin's breath caught in histhroat. She could be Liksani, hethought in anguish. Thewords of his
niece's dream kept repealing, over and over, in his head.

The flame is the blessing and not life's ending. Children should live, and laugh, and play,
The boy was shoved forward onto the platform. He stood there looking frightened and confused.
"Vkandis! Sunlord!" Beakas sang. "Grant your miracle! Cleansethistainted onewith your holy fire!™

She brought her hands together over her head, closing them on theiron shaft of atorch held there by
aBlack-robed priest. Helet it go, and she held it high above her head, flame flickering.

"Witnessthe Sunlord's miracle!” she sang. "Tremble a his power!"
Thetorch flameflared, and grew suddenly to man-height, then bent toward the boy. He started to

scream, but remained where he was, frozen with fear. Another Red-robed priest pointed, and the boy's
scream was cut off; he remained where he was, awide-eyed, open-mouthed, living statue. Flames



flowed from the torch to the boy, arching overhead like water from afountain, in along, liquid stream.
They touched him, then engulfed him, turning him into acolumn of searing, white-green fire that grew to
three timesthe boy's height. A vaguely human-shaped form turned dowly in the upper haf of the column
of fire, asif bathinginit.

Clarrin's heart spasmed, and his gorge rose.

Sowly the flames diminished and flowed back into the torch, until it burned normally once again.

The boy was gone, and there was only asmadll pile of ashesto mark where he had stood.

The priestess waited until the origina bearer had his hands on the torch, before she removed hers,
spreading her arms wide. L.ooking somewhere above the heads of the onlookers, she called out into the
Slence

"Hail Vkandis, Sunlord!"

"Hail Vkandis, Sunlord!" the crowd roared in response. Beskas signded for the girl to be brought
forward.

* * *

"The flameisthe blessng and not life-ending,” Clarrin murmured, his eyes bright with tears. " Children
should live, and laugh, and play!"

He was standing now, moving to his saddle in dow, duggish mation, warring within himsdf.

The flame is the blessing, and not life-ending. He reached for the saddle-bow and swung up into
place, feding asif hewere trapped in afever-dream. Children should live, and laugh, and play!

His hand was on hislance; his horse jerked its head up in astonishment at the tightening of hislegs,
then stepped forward.

Hekicked it, gartling it into agalop.

"The flame is the blessing, and not life-ending!" he screamed, the words torn from histhroat in
torment. Hislance swung down, into the attack pogition. " Children should live, and laugh, and play!

Red-priestess Beakas swung around in surprise. Her face mirrored that stunned surprise for afew
moments, then suddenly began chanting in a high, frightened voice, words Clarrin could not understand.
Her hands moved in intricate patterns, tracing figuresin the air.

Clarrin's superbly-trained mount, the veteran of many encounters, plunged up the sairs at the galop,
never missng agep. " The flame is the blessing, and not life-ending!" Clarrin roared asawarcry. "
Children should live, and laugh, and play!"

The priestess held up her hands, asif she could ward off the lance with agesture. Thelong,
leaf-shaped blade impaled one of those outstretched hands, nailing it to her chest asit struck her heart.

She shrieked in anger, shock, and pain. The crossbar behind the blade dammed into her hand and



chest. Clarrin took the impact in hisarm, lifting her up off her feet for amoment, as he sgnded hishorse
to hat. He dropped the point of the lance, and the priestess body did off the blade, to lie acrossthe
dtar.

Clarrin leaned down as he wheeled his horse and started back down the stairs, sweeping the young
girl into hisarmswithout dowing. The horse plunged down the steps at the back of the dtar, and they

were away, the child clinging desperately to him. Clarrin held her protectively to his chest, and urged his
mount to greater speed.

* % *
So far, they had escaped, but their luck could not last for much longer.

He heard horses behind him. Close, too close. Helooked back, hislipstwigting in afera snarl,
ready to fight for the child'slife, aswell as hisown.

The snarl turned to agape, and the gape to agrin that held both eation and awe.

His own persond guard and fifty of hislancers, those that had served with him the longest, were
following. Esdain the lead. Many had blood on their blades.

Clarrin dowed just enough for the rest to catch up with him. Esdawaved an iron-banded torch-just
like the ones carried by the priests. Asthey galloped past arain-swollen ditch, Esdatossed the torch into
the water. Green-yellow smoke and steam billowed up in ahissing roar asthey passed the place, and a
vaguely man-shaped form twisted and jerked in the heart of the smoke, asif it were onfire.

Clarrin and Esda spat, and rode on, |etting the evening breeze carry the smoke away in their wake.

The pursuit, when it finally came in the wake of blame-casting and name-cdling, wasvicious. Clarrin
fet extremdy lucky that they crossed into Rethwellan with twenty-six il dive.

Or rather, twenty-seven. Twenty-sx men, and one specid little girl, who could now live, and laugh,
and play in the warm morning sun. Without fear, and without threst.

* * %

Fifteen dayslater, Clarrin crossed back into Karse, hismen with him, al disguised as scholars. They
quickly dispersed, each with provisions and ahorse, and a series of uncomfortable questions.

There were more young onesto save.

And after dl, a the right time and place, aquestion was more deadly than any sword.
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The mine had obvioudy been abandoned for years. Not even dusk hid the broken timbers and the
scree of rock that spilled out of the gaping black hole.

Jors squinted into the wind, trying and failing to see past the shadows. : Are you sure it went in
there?:

:Of course I'msure. | can smell the blood trail.:

:Maybe it's not hurt as badly as we thought. Maybe it'll be fine until morning.: His Companion
gave alittle buck. Jors clutched at the saddle and sighed. : All right, all right, I'm going.:

No one at the farmstead had known why the mountain cat had come down out of the
heights-perhaps the deer it normally hunted had grown scarce; perhaps amore aggressive cat had driven
it from itsterritory; perhapsit had grown lazy and decided sheep were lesswork. No one &t the
farmstead cared. They'd tried to drive it off.

It had retaliated by mauling ashepherd and three dogs. Now, they wanted it killed.

Just my luck to be riding circuit up here in the Great White North. Jors swung out of the saddle
and pulled hisgloves off with histeeth. :How am | supposed to shoot it when | won't be able to see
it?: he asked, unstrapping his bow.

Gevristurned his head to peer back at his Chosen with one sapphire eye. :1t's hurt.:

;I know.: Thewind sucked the heat out of his hands and he swore under his breath as one of the
laces of hissmal pack knotted tight.

:You wounded it.:

.1 know, damn it, | know!: Sighing, he rested his head on the Companion'swarm flank. :I'm sorry.
It'sjust been a long day and | should never have missed that shot.:

:No one makes every shot, Chosen.:

The warm understanding in the mind-touch helped.

* * %



The cat had been easy to track. By late afternoon, they'd known they were close. At sunset, they
spotted it outlined againgt agray and glowering sky. Jors had carefully aimed, carefully let fly, and
watched in horror asthe arrow thudded deep into agolden haunch. The cat had screamed and fled.
They'd had no choice but to follow.

The most direct route up to the mine was a treacherous path of loose shae. Jors dipped, dammed
one knee into the ground, and somehow managed to catch himsalf before he did al the way back to the
bottom.

:Chosen? Are you hurt?:

Behind him, he could hear hooves scrabbling at the stone and he had to grin. :I'm fine, worrywart.
Get back on solid ground before you do your self some damage.:

Here | go into who-knows-what to face a wounded mountain cat, and he's worried that I've
skinned my knee. Shaking his head, he struggled the rest of the way to the mine entrance and then
turned and waved down &t the glimmering white shape below. :I'm here. I'mfine.: Then hefrowned and
peered down at the ground. The cart tracks coming out of the mine bumped down a series of jagged
ledges, disappeared completely, then regppeared down where his Companion was standing.

I don't like this.:

If he squinted, he could easily make out Gevris sidestepping nervoudy back and forth, aglimmer of
white amidst the evening shadows. :Hey, | don't like this either, but...:

:Something is going to happen.:

Jors chewed on hislip. HeEd never heard his usually phlegmatic Companion sound so unsettled. A
gust of wind blew cold rainin hisface and he shivered. :It's just a storm. Go back under the trees so
you don't get soaked.:

:No. Come down. We can come back here in the morning.:

Sorm probably has him a bit spooked and he doesn't want to admit it. The Herdd sighed and
wished he could go adong with his Companion's sudden change of mind. :I can't do that.: Asmuch ashe
didn't want to go into that hole, he knew he had to. :1 wounded it. | can't let it die Slowly, in pain. I'm
responsible for its death.:

He fdt reluctant agreement from below and, haf wishing Gevris had continued to argue, turned to
face the darkness. Setting his bow to one side, he pulled asmall torch out of his pack, unwrapped the
oilskin cover, and, in spite of wind and iff fingers, got it lit.

Theflame helped alittle. But not much.

How am | supposed to hold a torch and aim a bow? Thisisridiculous. But heéd missed his shot,
and he couldn't let an animd, any animal, diein pain because of something held done.

Thetunne dopped gently back into the hillside, the shadows becoming more impenetrable the
farther from the entrance he went. He stepped over afdlen beam and apile of rock, worked hisway
around a crazily angled corner, saw asmear of blood glistening in the torchlight, and went on. His heart



beat so loudly he doubted held be able to hear the cat if it should turn and attack.

A low shadow caught his eye and againgt his better judgment, he bent to study it. An earlier rockfall
had exposed what |ooked to be the upper corner of acave. Inthe dim, flickering light he couldnt tell
how far down it went, but atossed rock seemed to fdl forever.

Thewind howled. He jumped, ssumbled, and laughed shakily at himsdlf. It wasjust the storm rushing
past the entrance; he hadn't gone so far in that he wouldn't be able to hesr it.

Then historch blew out.
:Chosen!:

:No, it'sokay. I'mall right.: Hisstartled shout still echoed, bouncing back and forth insde the
tunnds, :1'min the dark, but I'm okay.: Again, he set hisbow aside and pulled histinderbox from his
belt pouch with trembling fingers. Get a grip, Jors, hetold himsdf firmly. You're a Herald. Heralds are
not afraid of the dark.

And then the tunndl twisted. Flung to his knees and then his side, Jors wrapped hishead in hisarms
and tried to present as small atarget as possible to the faling rock. The earth heaved asthough a giant
creature deep below struggled to get free. With adeafening roar, a section of the tunnel collapsed. Lifted
and dammed against apile of rock, Jorslost track of up and down. The world became noise and terror
and certain desth.

Then half his body was suspended over nothing at dl. He had afull heartbest to redize what was
happening before hefell, alarge amount of loose rock faling with him.

It seemed to go on forever; turning, tumbling, sometimes diding, knowing that no one could survive
the eventud landing.

But he did. Although it took him amoment to redizeit.
:Chosen! Jors! Chosent!:

:Gevris.... The near panic in his Companion's mind-touch pulled him up out of agray-and-red
blanket of pain, the need to reassure the young stallion delaying his own hysteria. :I'malive. Calm
down, I'malive.: He spit out amouthful of blood and tried to move.

Most of the rock that had fallen with him seemed to have landed on hislegs. Teeth clenched, he
flexed histoesingde his boots and dmost cried in relief at the response. Although muscles from thigh to
ankle spasmed, everything worked, :1 don't think 1'm even hurt very badly.: Which wastrue enough as
far asit went. He had no way of telling what kind of injuries lurked under the masking pressure of the
rock.

:I'mcoming!:

:No, you're not!: Hed landed on his stomach, facing up adope of about thirty degrees. He could
lift historso about a handspan. He could move hisleft arm fregly. Hisright was pined by hisside.
Breathing heavily, he rested his cheek against the damp rock and closed his eyes. It made no difference
to the darkness, but it made him fedl better. : Gevris, you're going to have to go for help. | can't free



myself, and you can't even get to me.: Hetried to envision hismap, tried to trace the route they'd
taken tracking the cat, tried to work out distances. : There's a mining settlement closer than the
farmstead, just follow the old mine trail, and it should take you right to it.:

:But you...:

:1'm not going anywhere until you get back.:

I'm not going anywhere, he repeated to the darkness as he felt the presence of his Companion

moverapidly away. I'm not going anywhere. Unfortunately, asthe mountain pressed in on himand dl
he could hear was his own terror filling the sllence, that was exactly what he was afraid of.

* * *

It was hard to hear anything over the storm that howled around the chimneys and shutters, but Ari's
earswere her only contact with the world and she'd learned to sift sound for value. Head cocked,
tangled hair faling over theruin of her eyes, shelistened. Rider coming. Galloping hard. Shesamiled,
smug and slent. Not much went on that she didn't know about first. Something must've gone wrong
somewnhere. Only reason to beriding so hard in this kind of weather.

The storm had been no surprise, not with her sumps aching so for the past two days. She rubbed at
them, hacking and spitting into thefire.

"Mama, Auntie Ari did it again.”
"Hush, Robin. Leave her done."

That's right, leave me alone. She spat once more, just because she knew the child would still be
watching, then lifted hersaf on her pams and hand-walked toward her bench in the corner.

"Ari, can | get you something?"

Sometimes she thought they'd never learn. Grunting anegative, because ignoring them only brought
renewed and moreirritating offers, she swung hersalf easily up onto the low bench just as the pounding
began. Sounds like they didn't even dismount. | can't wait.

"Who canit be at thishour?'

Her cousin, Dyril. Answer it and find out, idiot.

"Stoneme, it'sahorse!™

The sound of hooves againgt the threshold was unmistakable. She could hear the creak of |eather
harness, the snorting and blowing of an anima ridden hard, could even smell the hot scent of it from all
the way across the room-but somehow it didn't add up to horse.

And whilethe noisesit was making were certainly horsdike...

From the excited babble at the door, Ari managed to separate two bits of relevant information; the
horse wasriderless and it was nearly frantic about something.



"What color isit?'

It took amoment for Ari to recognize the rough and unfamiliar voice as her own. A stunned silence
fdl, and shefdt the eyes of her extended family turned on her. Her chin rose and her lipsthinned. "Well?
she demanded, refusing to let them see she was as startled as they were. "What color isit?

"He'snot anit, Auntie Ari, hesahe. And heswhite. And his eyes are blue. And horses don't got
blue eyes." Y oung Robin was obvioudy smarter than she'd suspected. " Of course they don't. It'snot a
horse, you rock-headed morons. Can't you recognize a Companion when you see one?’

The Companion made a sound that could only be agreement. As the babble of voices broke out
again, Ari snorted and shook her head in disbdlief.

"A Companion without aHera d?'

"Isit searching?'

"What happened to the Herd d?'

Ari heard the Companion spin and galop away, return and gallop away again.

"I think it wants usto follow it."

"Maybeits Herdd ishurt, and it's come herefor help.”

And did you figure that out all on your own? Ari rubbed a her sumps as various members of the
family scrambled for jackets and boots and some of the children were sent to rouse therest of the

Sttlement.

When with agreat thunder of hooves, the rescue party galloped off, she beat her head lightly against
thewadll, trying not to remember.

"AuntieAri?'

Robin. Made brave no doubt by her breaking silence. Well, shewouldn't do it again.

"Auntie Ari, tell me about Companions.” He had ahigh-pitched, imperiouslittie voice. "Tel me."

Tdl him about Companions. Tell him about the time spent at the Collegium wishing her Blueswere
Gray. Tl him how the skills of mind and hand that had earned her a place seemed so suddenly
unimportant next to the glorious honor of being Chosen. Tl him of watching them gallop across

Companion's Fed, impossbly beautiful, impossibly graceful-infinitey far from her mechanica world of
stresses and supports and levers and gears.

Tdl him how sheld made certain she was never in the village when the Herd ds came through riding
circuit because it hurt so much to see such beauty and know she could never be apart of it. Tell him how
after the accident sheld stuffed her fingersin her ears at thefirst sound of bridie bells.

Tdl himany or dl of that?



"Y ou saw them, didn't you, Auntie Ari. Y ou saw them up close when you werein the city.”
"Yes" And then she regretted she'd said so much.
:Chosen! I've brought hands to dig you out!:

Jors released along, shuddering breath that warmed the rock under his cheek and tried very, very
hard not to cry.

:Chosen?:

The digtressin his Companion’'s mind-touch helped him pull himsdf together. :1'm okay. As okay as
| was, anyway. | just, | just missed you.: Gevris presence settled gently into hismind, and he clung to
it, more afraid of dying donein the dark than of just dying.

:Do not think of dying.:

He hadn't realized held been thinking of it in such away asto be heard. :Sorry. | guess I'm not
behaving much like a Herald, am 1?:

A very equine snort made him amile. : You are a Herald. Therefore, thisis how Heralds behave
trapped inamine.:

The Companion's tone suggested he not argue the point so he changed the subject. :How did you
manage to communicate with the villagers?:

:When they recognized what | was, they followed me. Once they saw where you were, they
understood. Some have returned to the village for tools.: He paused and Jors had the feding he was
deciding whether or not to pass on one last bit of information. : They call this place the Demon's Den.:

:Oh, swell.:

:Thereareno red demonsinit.:

: That makes me feel so much better.:

.1t should,: Gevrispointed out helpfully.

* * %

“Heradd's down in the Demon's Den." The storm swirled the voice in through the open door stirring
the room up into afrenzy of activity. All the able-bodied who hadn't followed the Companion ran for
jackets and boots. The rest buzzed like anest of hornets poked with a stick.

Ari sat in her corner, behind the tangled tent of her hair, and tried not to remember.

There was a rumble, deep in the bowels of the hillside, a warning of wor se to come. But they
kept working because Ari had braced the tunnels so cleverly that the earth could move asit liked



and the mine would move with it, flexing instead of shattering.

But thistime, the earth moved in a way she hadn't anticipated. Timbers cracked. Rock began
to fall. Someone screamed.

Jorsjerked his head up and hissed through histeeth in pain.
:Chosen:

.1 can hear them. | can hear them digging.: The distant sound of metd against stone was
unmistakable.

Then it stopped.
:Gevris? What's wrong? What's happening?:

:Their lanterns keep blowing out. This hillsideis so filled with natural passageways that when
the winds are strong, they can't keep anything lit.:

:And it'sin an unstable area.: Jors Sighed and rested his forehead against the back of his|eft
wrigt. :What kind of an idiot would put a minein a place like this?:

: The ore deposits were very good.:
:How do you know?: Their familiar banter wasal that was kegping him from despair.
: These people talk a great deal..:

:And you listen.: He clicked histongue, knowing his Companion would pick up theintent if not the
actua noise. : Shame on you. Eavesdroppers never hear good of themselves.:

Only the chime of apebble, didodged from somewhere up above answered.
:Gewris?:

:There was an accident.:

:Was anyone hurt?:

.1 don't... no, not badly. They're coming out.:

Hefdt arisng tide of anger before he "heard" his Companion's next words.

:They're not going back in! | can't make them go back in! They say it'stoo dangerous! They
say they need the light! | can't make them go back in.:

In hismind Jors could see the young stalion, rearing and kicking and trying to block the minerswho
were leaving him thereto die. He knew it was hisimagination, for their bond had never been strong



enough for that kind of contact. He aso knew hisimagination couldn't be far wrong when the only
answer to hiscdl was an overwhelming feding of angry betrayd.

The damp cold had crept through his leathers and begun to seep into his bones. Hed falen just

before full dark and, dthough time was hard to track buried in the hillside, it had to till be hours until
midnight. Nightswerelong &t thistime of the year and it would grow much, much colder before sunrise.

* * %

Ari knew when Dyril and the others returned that they didn't have the Herdd with them. Knew it
even before the excuses began.

"That little shake we had earlier was worse up there. What's left of the tunnels could go at any
minute. We barely got Neegan out when one of the last supports collapsed.”

"Y ou couldn't get to him."
It wasn't aquestion. Not redly. If they'd been able to get to him, they'd have brought him back.
"Him, her. We couldn't even keep the lanternslit.”

Someone tossed their gear to the floor. ™Y ou know what it's like up there during a storm; the wind
howling through al those cracks and crevasses...."

Ari heard Dyril sigh, heard wood creak as he dropped onto abench. "Well go back in the morning.
Maybe when we can see...."

Memorieswerethick in theslence.

"If it'sas bad as dl that, the Herald's probably dead anyway."

"He'sdivel" Ari shouted over the murmur of agreement. Oh, sure, they'd fedl better if they thought
the Herdd was dead, if they could convince themsalves they hadn't Ieft him there to die, but she wasn't
goingto let them off so eadlly.

"You don't know that."

"The Companion knowsit!" She bludgeoned them with her voice because it was al she had. "He
cameto you for help!"

"And we did what we could! The Queen'll understand. The Den's taken too many lives dready for
usto throw moreintoit."

"Do you think | don't know that?" She could hear the storm throwing itself against the outside of the
house but nothing from within. It dmost seemed as though she were suddenly aonein the room. Then
she heard a bench pushed back, footsteps approaching.

"Who else do you want that mineto kill’?* Dyril asked quietly. "Welost three getting you out. Wasn't
that enough?'



It was three too many, she wanted to say. If you think I'm grateful, think again. But the words
wouldn't come. She swung down off her bench and hand-walked along the wall to the ladder in the
corner. Stairswere difficult but with only haf abody to lift, she could easly pull herself, hand over hand,
from rung to rung-her arms and shoulders were probably stronger now than they'd ever been. Adults
couldn't stand in the loft so no one bothered her there.

"Wedid al we could," she heard Dyril repeat wearily, more to himsdf than to her. She supposed
she believed him. He was a good man. They were all good people. They wouldn't leave anyoneto dieif
they had any hope of getting them out.

She was trapped with four others, deep underground. They could hear someone screaming,
the sound carried on the winds that howled through the caves and passages around the mine.

By the time they could hear rescuers frantically digging with picks and shovels, there were
only three of them still alive. Ari hadn't been able to feel her legs for some time, so when they
pried enough rubble dear to get a rope through, she forced her companions out first. The Demon's
Den had been her mine and they were used to following her orders.

Then the earth moved again and the passage closed. She lay there, alone, listening to still
mor e death carried on the winds and wishing she'd had the courage to tell themto leave her. To
get out while they still could.

"Papa, what happened to the Companion?’

"He's ill out there. Brandon tried to bring him into the stable and got anasty bite for histrouble.”

Ari moved across the | oft to the narrow dormer and listened. Although the wind shrieked and
whistled around the roof, she could hear the frenzied cries of the Companion as he pounded through the
settlement, desperately searching for someone who could help.

"Who else do you want that mine to kill?"

She dug through the mess on the floor for aleather strap and tied her hair back off her face. Her
jacket lay crumpled in adamp pile where sheld left it, but that didn't matter. 1t'd be damper still before
she was done.

Down below, the common room emptied as the family headed for their beds, voicesrisng and
faling, some needing comfort and absolution, some giving it. Ari didn't bother to listen. It didn't concern
her.

Later, in the quiet, she swarmed down the ladder and hand-walked to where she'd heard the
equipment dropped and sorted out a hundred-foot coil of rope. Draping it across her chest, she
continued to the door. The latch was her design; her fingers remembered it.

The ground felt cold and wet under the heavy caluses on her pdms, and she was pretty sure she felt
wet snow in therain that dapped into her face. She moved out away from the house and waited.

Hooves thundered past her, around her, and stopped.

"No one," she said, "knows the Den better than | do. I'm the only chance your Herdd has | eft.



Y ou've probably called for others-other Herads, other Companions-but they can't be close enough to
help or you wouldn't sill be hanging around here. The temperature's dropping, and time means everything

The Companion snorted, agreat gust of warm, sweetly-scented breath replacing the sorm for a
moment. She hadn't redlized he'd stopped so close, and she fought to keep from trembling.

"1 know what you're thinking. But | won't need eyesin the darkness, and you don't dig with legsand
fet. If you can get methere, Shining One, | can get your Herad out.”

The Companion reared and screamed a challenge.

Ari held up her hands. "I know you understand me," she said. "I know you're more than you appear.
You've got to believe me. | will get your Herad out.

"If you lie down, | can grab the saddle horn and the cantle and hold myself on between them.” On a
horse, it would never work, even if she could lift herself on, sheld never ay in the saddle once it started
to move; her sumps were too short for balance. But then, she wouldn't be having this conversation with a
horse.

A singlewhicker, and arush of displaced air asalarge body went to the ground awhisker's
distance from her.

Ari reached out, touched one silken shoulder, and worked her way back. You mugt be desperate to
be going along with this, shethought bitterly. Never mind. You'll see. Mounting was easy. Stayingin
the saddle as the Companion rose to hisfeet was another thing entirely. Somehow, she managed it. "All
right.” A deep breath and she balanced her weight as evenly as she could, stumps spread. "Go."

He leaped forward so suddenly he nearly threw her off. Heart in her throat, she clung to the saddle
as his pace settled to an amost gentle rocking motion completely at odds with the speed she knew he
had to be traveling. She could fed the night whipping by her, rain and snow stinging her face.

In spite of everything, she smiled. She was on a Companion. Riding a Companion.

It was over too soon.

:Jors? Chosen!:

The Herdd coughed and lifted his head. HE'd been having the worst dream about being trapped in a
cave-in. That'swhat | get for eating my own cooking. And then hetried to move hislegsand redized
hewasn't dreaming. :Gevris! You went away!:

‘I'msorry, heart-brother. Please forgive me, but when they wouldn't stay....: Thethought
trailed off, lost in an incoherent mix of anger and shame.

:It'sall right.: Jors carefully pushed his own terror back in order to reassure the Companion.
:You're back now, that's all that matters.:



:1 brought someone to get you out.:
:But | thought the mine was unstable, still collapsing.:
:She says she can free you.:

:You'retalking to her?: Asfar asJors knew, that never happened. Even some Heralds were
unable to mind-touch clearly.

:She'stalking to me. | believe she can do what she says.:

Jors swallowed and took a deep breath. :No. It's too dangerous. There's already been one
accident. | don't want anyone dying because of me.:

:Chosen...: The Companion's mind-touch held atone Jors had never heard before. :1 don't think
she'sdoing it for you.:

* % *

When they stopped, Ari took amoment to work some fedling back into each hand in turn. Herald's
probably going to have my finger marks permanently denting his gear. Below her, the Companion
stood perfectly ill, waiting.

"We're going to have to do this together, Shining One, becauseif | doit alone, I'll be too damned
dow. Go past the mine about fifty feet and look up. Five, maybe six feet off the ground there should be a
good solid shelf of rock. If you can get us onto it, we can follow it right to the mouth of the mine and
avoid dl that shale shit.”

The Companion whickered once and started walking. When shefelt him turn, Ari scooted back as
far as she could in the saddle, and flopped forward, trapping the coil of rope under her chest. Stretching
her arms down and around the deek curve of hisbarrel, she pushed the usel ess stirrups out of her way
and clutched the girth.

"Go," she grunted.

He backed up afew steps, lunged forward, and the world tilted at acrazy angle.

Ari held her uncomfortable position until he stopped on the level ground at the mouth of the mine.
"Remind me," she coughed, rubbing the spot where the saddle horn had dammed into her throat, "not to
do that again. All right, Shining One, I'll have to get off the sasmeway | got on.”

His movement took her by surprise. She grabbed for the saddle, her cold fingers dipped on the wet
leather, and she dismounted alot farther from the ground than she'd intended.

A warm muzzle pushed into her face as she lay there for amoment, trying to get her breath back.
"I'm okay," she muttered. "Just alittle winded.” Teeth gritted against the pain in her sumps, she pushed
hersdf up.

Soft lipshuzzled &t her hair.



"Don't worry, Shining One." Tentatively she reached out and stroked the Companion's velvet nose.
"I'll get your Herdld out. There's enough of meleft for that" She tossed her head and turned toward the
mine, not needing eyesto find the gaping hole in the hillside. Icy winds dragged across her cheeks, and
she knew by their touch that they'd danced through the Demon's Den before they cameto her.

"Now, then..." She was pleased to hear that her voice remained steady. "...we need to work out a
way to communicate. At the risk of sounding like abad Bardic tale, how about one whicker for yesand
two for no?'

Therewas asingle, soft whicker just above her head.

"Good. First of dl, we haveto find out how badly he..." A pause. "Your Herdd isahe?' At the
Companion's affirmative, she went on. "...how badly he's hurt. Ask him if he has any broken bones.”

:1 don't know. | can't move enough to tell.

Ari frowned at the answer. "Y esand no? Is he buried?'

:Only half of me.:

:Chosen, | have no way to tell her that.:

:Then, yeah, | guessI'm buried.:

"Shit." There could be broken bones under the rock, the pressure keegping the Herald from fedling
the pain. Wdll, sheld just have to dedl with that when shegot toit. "Ishe buried in the actud mine, orina
neturd cave?'

:She seems to think it's good you're in a natural cave.:

Jorstraced the rock that curved away from him with his free hand. Hisfingers were so numb he
could barely fed it. :Why?:

.1 can't ask her that, Chosen. She wants to know if you turned left around a corner, about
thirty feet in from the entrance to the mine.:

:Left?: Hetried to remember, but the cold had seeped into his brain and thoughts moved duggishly
throughit.

"I-1 guess so."

"Okay." Ari tied one end of the rope around her waist as she spoke. "Ask him if the quake
happened within, say, twenty feet of that corner.”

.1 don't know. | don't remember. Gevris, I'mtired. Just stay with me while | rest.:
:No! Near-brother, do not go to steep. Think, please, were you close to the corner?:

He remembered seeing the blood. Then stopping and looking into the holein the side of the tunnel.
-Yes. | think no more than twenty feet.:



"Good. Werein luck, there's only one place on this level where the cave system butts up against the
mine. | know approximately where heis. He'sclose." She reached forward and sifted a handful of
rubble. "l just haveto get to him.”

A hundred feet of rope would reach the place where the quake threw him out of the mine, but, after
that, she could only hope he hadn't did too deep into the catacombs.

Turning to where she could fedl the bulk of the Companion, Ari's memory showed her agraceful
white stalion, outlined againgt the night. "Once | get the rope around him, you'll haveto pull him free."

He whickered once and nudged her and she surrendered to the urge to bury face and fingersin his
mane. When shefinaly let go, she had to bite her lip to keep from crying. "Thanks. I'm okay now."

Using both arms at once, then swinging her body forward between them, Ari made her way into the
mine, breathing in the wet, oily scent of the rock, the lingering odors of the lanterns Dyril and the others
had used, and the stink of fear, old and new. At thefirst rockfall she paused, traced the broken pieces,
and found the passage the earlier rescue party had dug.

Her shoulder brushed atimber support and she hurried past the memories.

A hiting gust of wind whistled through a crack up aheed, flinging grit up into her face. "Nicetry," she
muttered. "But you threw me into darkness five summers ago and I've learned my way around.” Then she
raised her voice. "Shining One, can you gtill hear me?' The Companion's whicker echoed eerily. "You
don't need to worry about him running out of air, thisplaceislike asieve, so remind your Herald to keep
moving. Tell him to keep flexing hismusclesif that's adl he can do. HeE's got to keep the blood going out to
the extremities."

:What extremities?: Jors heard himsdf giggle and wondered what there was to laugh abot.
:Chosen, listen to me. You know what the cold can do. You have to move.:

.1 know that.: Everyoneknew that. It wasn't like he hadn't been paying attention when they'd been
teaching winter surviva skills, it wasjust, well, it was just so much effort.

‘Wiggle your toes!:

Gevris somehow managed to sound exactly like the Weaponsmagter, and Jors found himself
responding ingtinctively. To hissurprise, histoes still wiggled. And it till hurt. The pain burned some of
the frost out of hisbrain and left him gasping for breath, but he was thinking more clearly than he had
been in sometime. With his Companion's encouragement, he began to systematically work each muscle
that <till responded.

* * %

The biggest problem with digging out the Demon's Den had aways been that the rock shattered into
pieces so small it was like burrowing through beadsin abox. The dightest jar would sent the whole
crashing to the ground.

Her eyesin her fingertips, Ari inched toward the buried Herald, not digging but building a
passageway, each stone placed exactly to hold the weight of the next. Sowly, with exquisite care, she



moved up and over therockfal that had nearly killed Neegan. Shelightly touched the splintered end of
the shattered support, then went on. She had no time to mourn the past.

Y ears of destruction couldn't erase her knowledge of the mine. She'd been trapped in it for too long.
"Herdd? Can you hear me?"
Jorsturned hisface toward the sudden breeze. "Yes..." :Gewris, she'shere!:

:Good.: Although he sounded relieved, Jors redlized the Companion didn't sound the least bit
surprised.

:You knew she'd makeit.:

Again the strange tone the Herald didn't recognize. :1 believed her when she said she'd get you
out..

"Cover your head with your hands, Herdld."

Startled, he curved hisleft arm up and around his head just in timeto prevent asmall shower of
gonesfrom ringing off hisskull.

“I'm on my way down."

A moment later hefelt the space around him fill, and arough jacket pressed hard againgt his cheek.

"Sorry. Just let me get turned.”

Turned? Teeth chattering from the cold, he strained back asfar as he could but knew it would
make little difference. There wasn't room for acat to turn let alone aperson. To his astonishment, his
rescuer seemed to double back on herself.

"Ow. Not alot of head room down here."

From the sound of her voice and the touch of her hands, she had to be sitting tight up against his
side, her upper body bent across his back. He tried to force his half-frozen mind to work. ™Y our legs..."

"Arewd| out of theway, Herdd. Trust me." Ari danced her fingers over the pile of rubble that
pinned him. "Can you till move your toes."

It took him a moment to remember how. "Y es."

"Good. You're at the bottom of aroughly wedge-shaped crevasse. Fortunately, you're pointing the
right way. Assoon as| get enough of you clear, I'm going to tie this rope around you, and your
Companion on the other end isgoing to inch you up the dope as| uncover your legs. That meansif
anything's broken, it's going to drag, but if we don't do it that way, there won't be room down here for
me, you, and the rock. Do you understand?”

"YSII



"Good." One piece a atime, she began to free hisright side.

:Gewris, she doesn't have any legs.:

.1 know.:

:How did she get here?:

: brought her .

:That'simpossiblel:

The Companion snorted. : Obviously not. She's blind, too.:

"What!" Hisincredul ous exclamation echoed through the Demon's Den.

Ari snorted and jammed arock into the crack between two others. 1t wasn't difficult to guess what
had caused that reaction, not when she knew the silence had to befilled with didogue she couldn't hear.
Shewaited for him to say something Herald-like and nausesting about overcoming handicaps as though
they were dl shewas.

To her surprise, he said only, "What's your name?"

It took her amoment to find her voice. "Ari."

"Jors"

She nodded, even though she knew he couldn't see the gesture. "Herald Jors."

"Areyou one of the miners?’

Why was he talking to her when he had his Companion to keep him company? "Not exactly.” So far
tonight, sheld said more than sheld said in the five summers since the accident. Her throat ached.

"Gevris says he's never seen anyone do what you did to get in here. He says you didn't dig through
the rubble, you built atunnel around you using nothing but your hands.”

"Gevris?'
"My Companion. He's very impressed. He believes you can get me out.”

Ari swdlowed hard. His Companion believed in her. It wasamost funny inaway. "Y ou can move
your arm now."

"Actualy," he gasped, trying not to writhe, "no, | can't." He felt her reach across him, tuck her hand
under hischest, and grab hiswrist. He could barely fed her touch againgt his skin.

"Onthree" She pulled immediately before he could tense,

"That wasn't very nice," he grunted when he could speak again.



Sheignored hisfeeble attempt to tug hisarm out of her hands and continued rubbing life back into
the chilled flesh. "There's nothing wrong with it. It's just numb because you've been lying oniit in the cold.”

"Oh? Areyou aHeder, then?'

He sounded so indignant that she smiled and actualy answered the question. "No, | wasamining
engineer. | designed thismine.”

"Oh." Hed wondered what kind of idiot would put aminein aplace likethis. Now he knew.

Ari heard mogt of the thought and gritted her teeth. "Keep flexing the muscles.” Untying the end of
the rope from around her own waist, sheretied it just under the Herald'sarms. It felt strange to touch a
young man's body again after 0 long. Strange and uncomfortable. She twisted and began to free hislegs.

Jors listened to her breathing and thought of being donein darknessforever.

:I'm here, Chosen.:

:1 know. But | wasn't thinking of me. | was thinking about Ari... Ari...:

"Wereyou a the Collegium?"

"l was"

"Y ou redesigned the hoists from the kitchen so they'd stop jamming. And you fixed that pumpin
Bardic that kept flooding the place. And you made the practice dummy thet..."

"That wasalong timeago.”

"Not solong," Jors protested trying to ignore the sudden pain as shelifted aweight off hiships. "You
|eft the Blues the summer | was Chosen.”

"Did1?'

"They were dl taking about you. They said there wasn't anything you couldn't build. What
happened?’

Her hands paused. "I came home. Be quiet. | haveto listen.” It wasn't exactly alie.

Working asfast as she could, Ari learned the shape of the one imprisoning the Herdd, its
grengths, itswesknesses. It was dl so very familiar. The tunndl sheld built behind her ended here. She
finished it in her head, and nodded, once, asthefina piece did into place.

"Herad Jors, when | give you the word, have your Companion pull gently but firmly on the rope until
| tell you to stop. | can't movethe rest of this off of you so I'm going to have to move you out from under

it"

Jors nodded, redlized how stupid that was, and said, "'l understand.”



Ari pushed her thumbs under the edge of arock and took a deep breath. "Now."
Therock shifted, but so did the Herdd.
"Stop." She changed her grip. "Now." A stonefell. She blocked it with her shoulder. "Stop."

Inch by inch, teeth clenched againgt the pain of returning circulation, Jors moved up the dope,
clinging desperately to the rope.

Ilamlll

“I'mout.”

"l know. Now, listen carefully because thisisimportant. On my way in, | tried to lay therope so it
wouldn't snag, but your Companion will haveto drag you clear without stopping-one long smooth
motion, no matter what."

"No matter what?' Jors repesated, twisting to peer over his shoulder, theingtinctive desire to see her
face winning out over theredlity. The loose dope he waslying on shifted.

"Hold il Ari snapped. "Do you want to bury yoursdf again?'

Jorsfroze. "What's going to happen, Ari?"

Behind him, in the darkness, he heard her sigh. "Do you know what akeystoneis, Herdd?!
"It'sthe stone that takes the weight of the other stones and holds up the arch.”

"Essentidly. Therock that fel on your legsfel in such away asto makeit the keystonefor this
cavernwerein.”

"But you didn't move the rock."

"No, but | did move your legs, and they were part of it."

"Then what's supporting the keystone?' He knew before she answered.
"l am."

"No."

"No what, Herdd?'

"No. | won't let you sacrifice your life for mine.”

"Y et Herdds are often called upon to give their livesfor others.”
"That'sdifferent.”

"Why?"' Her voice cracked out of the darkness like awhip. "Y ou're dlowed to be noble, but the rest



of usaren't? You're so good and pure and perfect and Chosen and the rest of us don't even have lives
worth throwing away? Don't you see how stupid that is?'Y our lifeisworth infinitely more than minel” She
stopped and caught her breath on the edge of a sob. "There should never have been amine here. Do you
know why | dug it? To prove | was as good as al those others who were Chosen when | wasn't. | was
smarter. | wanted it as much. Why not me? And do you know what my pride did, Herald? It killed
seventeen people when the mine collgpsed. And then my cowardice killed my brother and an uncleand a
woman barely out of girlhood because | was afraid to die. My life wasn't worth al thoselives. Let my
death be worth your life at least.”

He braced himsdf againgt her pain. "'l can't let you diefor me."

"And yet if our positions were reversed, you'd expect meto let you diefor me." She ground the
words out through the shards of broken bones, of broken dreams. "Heralds die for what they believein
dl thetime. Why cant 1?*

"You'vegot it wrong, Ari," hetold her quietly. "Herdlds die, | won't deny that. And we dl know we
may have to sacrifice ourselves someday for the greater good. But we don't die for what we bdlievein.
Welive forit."

Ari couldn't stop shaking, but it wasn't from the cold or even from the throbbing pain in her sumps.

"Who else do you want that mine to kill?"

"This, dl this ismy responsihility. | won't let it kill anyonedse”

Because he couldn't reach her with his hands, Jors put his heart in his voice and wrapped it around
her. "Neither will 1. What will happen if you grab my legs and Gevris pulls us both free?”

He heard her swdlow. "The tunne will collapse.”

"All a once?'

"No..."

"1t'll begin hereand follow us?'

"Y es. But not even a Companion could pull us out that quickly."

:Gevris...: Jors sketched the Situation. : Do you think you can beat the collapse?:

:Yes, but do you think you can survive the trip? You'll be dragged on your stomach through a
rock tunnel:

:Well, I'm not going to survive much longer down here, that's for certain-1'm numb from my
neck to my knees. I'min leathers. | should be okay.:

:What about your head?:

:Good point.: "Ari, you're wearing aheavy sheepskin coat, can you work part of it up over your



"Yes, but..."
"Doit. And watch for falling rock, I'm going to do the same."
"What about your pack?"

Hed forgotten dl about it. Letting the loop of rope under his armpits hold hisweight, he managed to
secureit likeakind of crude hemet.

"Grab hold of my ankles, Ari."
"Ari, | can't forceyouto live. | can only ask you not to die.”

Hefdt atentative touch, and then afirmer hold. : Go, Gevris!:

* * %

They stayed at the settlement for nearly aweek. Although the Hedler assured him that the hours
spent trapped in the cold and the damp had done no permanent damage, Jors wore a stitched cut along
his jaw as aremembrance of the passage out of the Demon's Den.

Ari waslearning to live again. She gtill carried the weight of the liveslost to her pride, but sheld
found the strength to bear the load.

"Don't expect sweetness and light, though,” she cautioned the Herald as he and Gevris prepared to
leave. "l wasirritating and opinionated before the accident.” Her mouth crooked dightly, and she added,
with just ahint of the old bitterness, "'l expect that'swhy | was never Chosen.”

Jors grinned as Gevris pushed his head into her shoulder. "He says you were chosen for something
d"

"Hesad that?' Ari lifted her hand and lightly stroked the Companion'sface. She smiled, the
expression feding strange and new. "Then | guess1'd better get onwithiit.”

* * %

Asthey wereriding out of the settlement to take up their interrupted circuit again, Jors turned back
to wave and saw Ari sketching something wondrousin the air, prodded by the piping questions of young
Robin.

.1 guess she won't be alone in the dark anymore.:

Gevristossed hishead. : She never had to be.:

:Sometimes it's hard for peopleto realize that.: They rodein silence for amoment, then Jors
sghed, watching hisbreeth plumein thefrodty arr. :1'm glad they found the body of that cat-1'd hate to
have to go back into the Den to look for it: Their route would take them nowhere near the Demon's

Den. : That was as close to the Havens as | want to come for a while.: And then heredized.

:Gevris, you knew Ari wanted to die down there!:
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: Then why did you let her go into that mine?:
:Because | believed she could free you.:
:But...:

:And,: the Companion continued, :| believed you could free her.:

Ironrose
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Thetiny forge's flames comforted Ironrose. Its presence was aconstant in hislife; not dwaysa
focus of his attention, but there. Itsfingers were of flame, which didn't caress him asalover or massage
him, but ill provided comfort to him. The spring which fed water to its mechanical bellows was another
constant, shaped by Adept magic to asmple water funnel that split off for quenching and tempering.

Tempering was another congtant in Ironrose's life. He had dways tempered himsdlf, reciting oaths
slently when upset, bringing his spirits up with songs when saddened. Sadness, though, had cometo
perch on hisforge like awingbroken vulture of late. His hard work was vaued by the Clan, and his skills
were ranked well above the average for Artificers. He was aso well-thought-of among his Hawkbrother
brethren-when he was thought of at al. And that was why sadness was making histemper brittle.

"lronrose? |'ve brought your game.”

He turned from the forge and laid down histoals. It was Sunrunner, the lithe, strong hunter, only
two-thirds hisheight, haf hisweight, and utterly unattainable. She set down an overstuffed game bag on a
chipped worktable, and a sack of greens and wild herbs a moment later. She looked at him expectantly.

"Ah. Sunrunner. Ah, thank you," he ssammered. How foolish he must look! The largest of hisClan,
al calused fingersand strong arms, intimidated by this young hunter. And surely she knew it. How could
she not? His sweating certainly wasn't from the forge's heet. He caught himself staring at her as she stood
in ashaft of the late afternoon sunlight, with dust motes dancing al around her. A sudden fire burnedin
the pit of his stomach and he wiped his sweaty pams on histhick gpron, trying to cam the sudden
thunder of hisheart. It was al too embarrassing, and hetried to cover it by searching for the arrowheads
and bow fittings hed made for her. They'd been put somewhere. Sunrunner stood, looking quietly at him.

Wherewas Tullin when he was needed?



Tullinwas, in fact, behind the forge polishing an iron ring with asmdl file. Absorbed in histask, he
hadn't noticed the hunter's entry, but he did notice when Ironrose's hammer blows stilled. That meant a
vigitor; someoneto pick up an order or barter for the smith's services. The smal hertas cocked his head
and flicked histongue to taste the air. The scent identified the late afternoon visitor asthe hunter,
Sunrunner. Lately Ironrose had reacted like a spooked rabbit every time she visited the forge building.
Ghosting up behind the smith, he tasted the air again to catch the nuances of Ironrose's scent. No doubt
about it-courting pheremones. He bunked hislarge gold eyesin delight as he sudied the scene. The
londly human hed finally selected amate: the hunter that his own mate served.

"Tullin! Ironrose turned and found the smdll hertasi sanding beside him, silently holding hadf a
dozen arrowheads and the bow-fittings toward him. The smith accepted them with agrowl and turned
back to Sunrunner as Tullin collected the game bag and herbs. He identified the contents-rabbit, atiny
marshbuck, and tubers from the southern marsh-more than enough to feed the smith for two days. The
hunter kept her bargain well.

Tullin watched Sunrunner trace a careful finger over the sharp edges of an arrowhead. Shewasa
good provider: aquiet woman who gppreciated well-crafted things. According to his mate, Coulsie,
Sunrunner was adso very even tempered. Emotiondly, shewaswell suited to live with the shy metalamith.

Criticaly, Tullin eyed her figure. Her legs were strong; her hips deep and wide; adequate for large
babies-perhaps a bit too large for hertas standards, but necessary for awoman of the Hawkbrothers.
Tullin picked up the two bags of food and ghosted toward the rear door of the smithy. "Y ou and she will
be avery good match,” he observed casually as he headed toward the kitchen. "When will you offer her
alovetoken?'

"TULLIN!! lronrose whedled, gaping after him in outraged indignation. Sunrunner stood frozenin
surprise. But al they saw of the hertas wasthe mischievousflick of asivery-scdedtail asTullin
vanished through the doorway.

* * %

Tullin'smate, Coulsie, wastall and stocky, with an air of quiet competence about her. She bobbed
her head affectionately in greeting as he trotted in. He nuzzled her snout, tasting her warm, enticing scent.

"Y ou take care of the hunter, Sunrunner, don't you?" he asked as he set down the bag with the
rabbits. She nodded, handing him a sharp knife for skinning before selecting aknife for hersdlf.

"My Ironroseis most interested in her. | think he needsto take her ashismate.”

Shedid her eyestoward him, her nogtrilsflared with surprise. " Sheis one who walks done. She
does not need amate.”

"Nonsense. Have you tasted their body scents when they are near each other? | have. They have a
hunger for each other-and we both know how lonely they are. The only thing that keeps them from
courting othersisther own belief that no one would want such asthey for amate. This sorrow over their
inner salvesisonly an old path that they tread. Mated, they will overcome these things.”

She gave aquick head jerk in protest, but he nuzzled the point of her jaw and whispered softly,
"Besides, what finer service can we offer than to bring the Hawkbrothers that which they most desire?!



* * %

Sunrunner's day had been as bad as the previous ten. Her hunting had been dismal, but she stayed
by her barter with the ironcrafter and gave him the best she'd taken. The weather had been cold and
damp. The seasond dance was tonight, and she was one of the few hunters and scouts who wouldn't be
going. She cloaked hersdlf in bravado among her peers, taking this night on watch "so they could enjoy
themselves,” but the truth of the matter was that when it came to celebrations, she was agray sparrow, as
exciting astree bark. So it had always been.

It didn't make sense, she repeated in her mind, as she had hundreds of times before. It didn't make
sense. She was attractive enough; a hard worker, and responsible. Y et where were her suitors? Some of
the scouts were like the rabbits they hunted, yet she was never offered atrysting feather.

It was avicious trap-they didn't pursue her, so she stayed away from where they might. She left
scout meetings early, avoided celebrations and gatherings, and became part of the forest at the dightest
indication of direct attention from a potential lover. Besides, just any lover wasn't redly what she wanted
in her heart.

It didn't make sense, she thought, for yet another time.

But what could be done?

* % *

There was no doubt in Tullin's mind what needed to come next. The next step, of course, wasto
work on lIronrose, who was as stubborn as the mountains and as open to subtle hints as the rocks
themsalves. It would take adirect line, Tullin decided as he reentered the forge room. The smith was
hammering away furioudy on an arrowhead. He was putting too much force into the blows.

"Isthat your love token for her? Usudly they like something alittle less practical,” he observed, his
tailtip twitching with amusement.

The amith turned, scowling. "1 amin no mood for hertas jokes," he thundered.

Tullin raised hischin, baring histhroat in asubmissve gesture. "I had no intent to offend,” he said
gently. "Only, you werein abad mood today and so was she, and | thought that it might do you both
good to go to the dance together tonight. But you would not ask, so | thought 1'd prod you into action.”

"l don't need your help.”

"True, but you do need abath. | will have ahot soak ready for you in ahawk's stoop,” Tullin said
before Ironrose could muster a decent protest. "1 can seetension in your neck and shoulders, and that
makesfor poor work. And it'sirritating your bird."

In response, Ironrose's bondbird, a very old tufted owl, opened one eye for dmost an entire minute.

"l don't do poor work, Tullin, and | don't need a soak right now. I've got bow-fittings to design for

Tdlbush. Folding bow springs and runners, white to red and un-tempered. | have hisdrawingsright
here...."



"Nonsense. You aretense. Your muscles are like ropes and the air tastes of your weariness. There
iSno one at the pooals right now. Y ou can soak for afinger'swidth of the moon's path and come back to
work after that. It will give metimeto restock the forge and to bring you the dinner that Coulsie has
fixed. When you've eaten and rested, your hammer will ring truer.”

Ironrose hesitated and Tullin offered his clinching argument. "Besides, acertain hertasi has prepared
the third pool to your liking and has sent for amug of warmed truespice tea and towels by way of an
apology to you. It would be a shame to have them go to waste, you know."

Ironrose stared a him for along moment and then, outsmarted, began removing his gpron.

* % %

Sunrunner tallied her aches and bruises as she dogged down the path to the bathing pools. She'd
amogt gotten caught by adamned wyrsa while she was out today, and had scrapes and scratches that
stung even after being bandaged and salved. Sheld dso lost three of her new arrowheads somehow,
before they were even fletched onto shafts. Now she'd have to barter with the iron-crafter again. If she
wasn't 0 surethat hertas wereinfalibly trustworthy, sheld dmost think Coulse had taken them. Coulsie
had only clucked when asked about them, though, and shooed Sunrunner off to the hot spring, promising
to bring the hunter her evening meal while she rested and bathed.

* * %

She sniffed the humid air of the bathing pools appreciatively. Surely things were going to get better.
She sat on apad of moss beside a steaming pool and wearily removed her stained and sweaty clothes.

Ironrose yawned deepily. The hesat and the wine had relaxed him, and he was reluctant to go back
to work intheforge. There was adight rustle of leavesfrom the far edge of the pool. Tullin was
announcing his presence, he thought with agrin. Usudly the hertasi moved slently asthe night, but Tullin
seemed to be more aware of human needs and occasionally made small noisesto dert Ironroseto his
presence. He opened his eyes and met the gaze of Sunrunner.

She entered the water unsalfconscioudy, then paused when her eyes met Ironrose's. "l... hope you
don't mind," shefdtered. "Coulse said this bath would be unoccupied tonight. | guess she didn't speak to
your hertasi.”

"Err... no. | didn't mean to stay so long,” he fumbled. "Fell adeep in the water.” Ironrose reached
nervoudy for his cothes, but found them missing. "Tullin!" he hissed.

"ls something wrong?" Sunrunner asked, splashing water over her sun-browned arms.

Hesighed. "Only thet the hertas are being entirely too efficient tonight. It ssems Tullin thought that
my taking a bath would be the perfect chance to take my clothes to be washed and mended.”

"l can pick another pool," she said with aamile.
"I'm afradit'stoo late" he said wryly.

"You mean...?"



Ironrose nodded. "Efficient hertas. | just saw your clothes vanish. Nothing to do for it but wait till
they decide to bring them back."

She glowered at the bushes, then dipped farther into the water. "Oh, well. I'm glad enough to find
you here. I've lost some of my arrowheads and need to barter for more of them. Don't know what | did
with them; | didn't lose that many arrows hunting.”

He scrubbed at hisarmswith asmal pumice stone. "I've got some extras at the shop. Y ou could
come by in the morning to pick them up,” he offered.

"I'll need three of them," she said. "I'm down to six good arrows now and that's not enough for
anything more than smal game. | promised Winterstar a marsh-buck in exchange for awinter blanket.
I'm surprised to find anyone here," she added. "' thought everyone would be at the dance.”

Helowered his eyesto hisforge-stained fingers, thick from years of hammering metal. " Great clumsy
thing like me? At adance?' he said wryly. "I'd terrorize the dancers and fall on the musicians. Y ou never
saw someone 0 awkward and untaented in your life”

"That's hard to believe," Sunrunner said as she pamed warm water onto her face. Y ou create some
of the most beautiful metalwork. | remember that meta buckle in the shape of alizard that you made for
Starhawk."

He groped for conversation, finding that he enjoyed talking to her, desperate for an excuseto
prolong the mesting. A oft rettle at hiselbow aerted him that Tullin had returned and he turned to spesk
to the hertasi. But Tullin had vanished, leaving behind a platter of steaming rabbit and herbs-and two
plates.

Hefilled one plate and shyly pushed it toward Sunrunner. "Please... won't you join me? There's
more than enough, and Tullin brought an extraplate.”

Shereached for it, smiling her thanks.

* * %

From hisvantage point in the bushes, Tullin blinked his eyesin amusement. Thingswere going
solendidly.

"Move over!" Coulse hissed, diding into place beside Tullin. Tsamar and Shonu edled through the
bushes behind her.

"Anything happening?' Shonu whispered though whispers were not necessary. The hertas language
sounded like a series of hisses and snorts to the untrained human ear, and blended in with the rustle of the
leavesinthewind.

"They're sharing food,” Tullin said with satisfaction. "And they're talking, too, about things other than
hunting and metalsmithing. It'sgoing splendidly.”

Shonu snorted softly. " Splendidly? He misses her signas completely! Look, there, how she hoods
her eyes and how her hand signas 'come closer' each time she says something to him. He sitsthere,
nodtrils dilated, ready for her, frozen like astatue, afraid to move. Thisisn't 'splendid,’ Tullin. Perhapswe



should..." A long, clawed hand reached out and wrapped itself around Shonu's snout.

"l remember thelast timeyou had agood ideg,” Tullin said with ironic humor. "We spent three
weekstrying to explain the stuation to the Hawkbrothers and getting them al settled down again.
Bluethorn didn't speak to mefor five days. | don't think we need any suggestions about Ironrose and
Sunrunner.”

"But... but just ook at them. At that pace, our children's children will be having children before those
two do more than say 'good morning.' Those two need help.”

"l remember how well | cefalcon and Eventree fared with your help.”

Shonu closed his mouth with asnap. Tullin blinked his amusement and turned back to watch the two
inthepool.

"Butit al grew back,” Shonu protested invain.

* % *

Tullin entered the smithy, blinking contentedly in the early morning sunlight. Ironrose was dready
there, stoking the fires of the forge. He tasted the air out of habit, noting that the smith wasin agood
mood this morning. Gliding over to the worktable, he examined the sketches that Ironrose had |eft.

Today they'd begin on the new bow fittings for Tallbush. He eyed the design criticaly. They'd need a
fairly flexible blend; onethat could take alot of stress... probably one of the eastern Blend Eight ingots.
As heturned back toward the ingot storeroom, a scrap of parchment on the floor caught his eye. He bent
and picked it up.

It was adrawing of arose, caught at the earliest flush of bloom; agraceful spird of stem and petds
reaching upward like apromise. He sudied it speculatively for along moment, then tucked it into histool
pouch. He hefted an ingot of Blend Eight and then, on a sudden impulse, added a quarter-ingot of Blend
Twoto hisload.

"Where are the drawings?' Ironrose frowned, pawing through the nomindly organized litter on his
worktable.

Tullin blinked innocently. "I set them down there, on the corner of your worktable next to the other
project. It's ill there. Perhaps you picked it up and put it somewhere €l s2?"

Ironrose moved aside the metd bar of Blend Eight. "Not under them. | promised him the fittings
would befinished in the next two days" hefretted. "I can'timagine what I've done with them.”

"Why don't you work on your love token for Sunrunner while I look for them," Tullin suggested.
* k% %

"Lovetoken?'

Tullin pointed to the scrap of paper with the rose, lying pinned by the quarter ingot of Blend Two.

"A fitting symbol; agift more enduring than the feather, athing of inner grace and beauty with astrong
outer form. Like yoursdf, or like the hunter.”



Ironrose stared in astonishment. "Redlly, she'snot..." he began.

"...interested in you? Y our eyesfail to seewhat hertas eyes see-how the hunter laughs with you as
she doeswith no other; how her eyesfollow you sadly when you leave. Human eyes may not note, but
the hertasi do. Offer the token. It will not be refused.” He leaned back, resting hisweight on histall, a
casud pose bdied by theinterest in hiswide eyes.

Ironrose hesitated. "If you think | am wrong, make the rose anyway. If sherefusesit as alove token,
say that it was only made asagift.”

"Y ou have nothing to lose," he added, closing in for the verbd kill. "If nothing else, shelll probably
giveyou areturn gift of amarshbuck quarter.”

Ironrose weighed theingat in hislarge hand. Tullin blinked mildly and picked up alightweight
hammer from the workbench, silently offering it to the smith. Ironrose scowled and took the hammer and
turned back to the forge, grumbling, the design for the rose in his hand.

As soon asthe smith's head bent over the design, Tullin darted for the back door.

* % %

Coulseflicked her tailtip in satisfaction as she took the day's kill from Sunrunner. Tullin ditheredin
the doorway behind Sunrunner, carrying two arrowheads for the hunter's bow. He nodded and touched
muzzles with hismate, then handed the arrowheads to Sunrunner.

"l seeyou've had good hunting,” he said. "Here are the three arrowheads you asked for-and two
more, asagift.”

Sunrunner took them, bewildered but pleased. "For me? A gift?"

Tullin nodded knowingly. "1 think Ironroseis very interested in you. Hewould liketo offer you a
courtship token, | think, but heistoo afraid you will rgject him-asthe others have. So | bring these to you
for him, though | know he would rather send his heart. Heis afraid of love, but would wel come your
friendship.”

Coulsie hissed at him, shocked at hisboldness. Tullin blinked one eye a her, hisclawsflexing with
repressed mischief.

"lronrose surprisesme," Coulsie murmured in the hertasi tongue. "It isagood move, but one |
thought he was too shy to make."

"l didn't say he SENT the two extraarrowheads, now did 1?' Tullin said straight-faced. "Nor did |
say that he made them. | said that they were agift-and so they are. | made them for her myself.”

Coulseflicked her tongue over her muzzle thoughtfully. The Hawkbrothersrelied on the truthfulness
of the hertas folk, and while Tullin hadn't lied, he hadn't told the full truth, either.

"Tullin..." shemurmured.

"Trust me," Tullin whispered. "l haveaplan.”



* * %

"Moveover, Coulse! | can't see!” Tullin prodded. ™Y ou're blocking the view!™
Shelooked a him speculatively. "Is Ironrose coming?'

He nodded, wiggling to acomfortable position next to her.

"And-?'

"Hefinished the token. It took me along timeto talk him into bringing it with him. | came ahead to
check on things here and make sure that everything was prepared.”

"Shonu's got dinner for two set up. H'shamaand Huli have the kitchen relay ready and Tsamar is
cooling the ashdown tea over in the stream.”

"Good. Good," Tullin said with satisfaction. "There's Ironrose now. He's dow tonight.”

Coulselooked sympatheticaly at thetal form of the smith. "More awkward than usud, and stiffer in
his movements-if that's possible,” she noted as the smith began undressing. "'Look how carefully he folds
his clothes, taking histime. Thiswas a hard decision for him. Helooks scared.”

Tullin wiggled, rubbing shoulders with her. "No more scared than | was when | danced my courting
dance for you. But | had tasted your scent and knew what the answer would be. Poor taste-blind
Hawkbrother only has what his eyes and his heart tell him. The eyes and the heart are notoriousliars. Not
like thetongue. Y ou cannot lieto thetongue." He dithered down from his perch. "I don't seethelove
token hemade," Tullin sniffed criticaly.

"Therose?' Coulsesad.

"Yes. It'snot in hisclothes either,” Tullin said, rocking back on hisheds. "He must have been afraid
to bring it after al. I'll haveto fix the oversight. Start the food and drinks; I'll be back in amoment!" he
whispered as he did through the leafy undergrowth.

* * %

The hunter toyed with the lacings of the smith's gpron she had bartered amoon's hunting for.
Talbush had managed to keep it a secret; he was certain Ironrose would like it very much. She was not
S0 sure, cong dering the circumstances her heart told her it should be giveniin.

Widll. If he didn't seem receptive to a courting gesture, then it wasn't redlly one at dl. Just agifttoa
skilled artisan to thank him for hiswork. Nothing more. Easy to explain away.

Sunrunner smoothed down the outfit Coulsie had prepared for her. It seemed entirely too soft, and it
fit the contours of her upper body perfectly. Below that, it draped like ahawk'stail when she walked.

At leadt it wasn't in some shocking color like afestival costume. It was acomfortable warm gray,
gpeckled and smooth-seamed. The most confounding thing about it, sheld redlized after it was on, was
that it had lacings on the back that she couldn't reach herself. How odd.



* * %

Ironrose cursed himsdlf for hisineptitude. If only hewas more romantic, like his brethren, he
wouldn't fed like he was sumbling naked into athornbush. Hed made the rose, thinking of her the whole
time, crafting the petals with his most bel oved tools. He had cooled it with his own breath, felt its hest
radiating to hislips, and imagined Sunrunner'skiss. When he had polished it, hed imagined Sunrunner's
body, smoothed under his hands. And he had imagined her amile.

But now, he was as nervous as he had ever been in hislife. He had mustered enough bravery to
come here and meet her, but he didn't have the courage to go any further than that.

Then she appeared. He looked longingly at her, drowning in her hint of asmile, wishing that he could
say or do something.

"Sunrunner. Good evening. Please. Join me.”

She looked for al theworld like agray fa con flying aong the ground as she came closer. When she
dowed her walk, her clothing billowed around her legslike afalcon spreading itstail to land. Shewas
graceitsdf inhiseyes.

She gingerly laid down apack and pulled back afew strands of hair from her eyes. "'l wanted to
thank you for the arrowheads. And for everything. | hope you like this"

"A... gift? For me?'
Her face flushed red. She nodded, then looked away.

Oh, stars above, she... how could | have missed this opportunity? I'll ook like a fool, and she
won't know that I....

A small, taloned hand reached out and gently touched the smith's elbow. He turned. On atowel by
the pool lay theiron rose, gleaming softly in the starlight.
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Thunder shook the earth and lightning seemed to shred the sky apart, and Leryn, crammed into this
bardly dry little cave in the middle of the gods-only-knew-where, thought wryly:

Of course. Why should my luck change now?

The whole expedition had been afarce from the start; he acknowledged that now with flawless
hindsight. He was a city man, curseit, a settled gem merchant with a settled business. What in the name
of all the powers had possessed him to up and leaveit? To start over as awandering merchant? (Elenya,
lost Elenya-No!) Bad enough to go traveling among the more-or-less civilized peoples. But why had he
ever been mad enough to come up here, to this cold, rocky, godsforsaken wilderness north of Lake
Evendim? (Elenya, hismindingsted, his dear one, and the panicky flight from a grief that would not
let him rest-No! He would not think of that!) Had he actualy expected to start a profitable enough trade
with the scattered little hunting parties, their fursfor his pretty gems?

Furs, hal What did he know of furs? Of course held failed! Thelocals had, asthe saying went, seen
him coming. And no one had thought to warn him about the bandits who called the wilderness home.

Leryn shivered. Of histroop, only he remained dive, and that only because held been lucky enough
to outrun those bandits.

Lucky. Hewas dive, yes-but thoroughly lost in the wilderness with nothing more than his belt knife
and the clothes on hisback. Y es, and with astorm like the end of the world raging al about him.

And did you want to live? avoice degp within hismind wondered. Wouldn't it have been better
to die at once and rejoin Elenyal!

"No," Leryn said doud, then laughed without humor.

What difference did it make? He'd probably wind up dead anyhow, more dowly, of starvation or
cold.

At least the horrendous storm seemed finally to be wearing itsdf out. A few more rumbles, one last
flash of light, afind burst of rain, then... slence.

Almost too giff to move, Leryn uncurled out of his cramped shdlter, stretching complaining muscles.
And for dl the burden of chill fear within him, he stood looking about for amoment, aimaost in wonder.
Gods, it was beautiful out here, evenin the middle of dl histrouble, he had to admit that: rocks and
sturdy northern forest dl clean-washed and glittering in the first rays of sunlight breaking through the
dissipating clouds. The air was so clear and cold it made him cough.

Eh, well, dl this nature worship wasfine, but it wasn't helping his plight abit. He had agoodly way



till sundown, judging from what he could see of the sun, and Leryn shrugged in wry bravado. If he
headed due south, he must, eventualy, come out on the shores of Lake Evendim, and from there,
eventualy, if hefollowed the lake along eastward, maybe some friendly settlement.

Andif hedidnt, well, at least moving was better than standing around waiting to die!

But Leryn hadn't gotten very far before he let out agtartled yelp and dove in the prickly shelter of a
thicket. What was that? Something large, tawny-gold... agryphon? Had he actually seen agryphon?
Leryn fredly admitted he knew next to nothing about the magica, intelligent beings, other than what
probably fantastic storiesthelocals had told him. All he could remember right now wasthat gryphons
were definitely carnivorous!

But the gryphon ahead of him wasn't moving in the dightest, and after awary moment, Leryn
struggled out of hiding. And, much to hissurprise, he heard himsalf gasp doud in pity.

What abeautiful creaturethiswas, dl lovely, graceful deekness-or rather, what abeautiful cresture
it had been.

The poor beast must have been caught in the storm. Either the lightning struck it, or the
winds dashed it to the ground.

But why would such an experienced flyer (judging from its enormous wings) have taken such risks?
Leryn saw the carcass of adeer till clutched in the gryphon's claws, and realized with a shock that
it-she? The gryphon was dender enough to be a she-she, then, could only have been bringing food to her
offspring. But where was her mate? Didn't gryphons mate for life?

Ahwdl, there wasn't anything he could do. Even if he could, by somewild chance, find where sheld
hidden her young, there wasn't any way he could help them. Leryn shook hishead (his own loss, his
Elenya, and the child who had died with her-No!) and turned brusquely away. But then he turned
again and hesitantly approached the dead gryphon.

"l hateto rob you, but I need this more than you."

Hisbelt knife wasn't the best toal for thejob, but at last, wincing at the messiness of thewhole
process (remembering days a home, when servants bought and butchered and served his mest to him),
Leryn managed to cut off agood hunk of venison. What could he wrap it in? Leaves, yes, nice broad
leaveslike these... there. It made asquishy package, dung over hisback like this, but at least he wasn't
going to Sarveright away.

Feding abit foolish, Leryn saluted the gryphon. "Thank you. Y ou've given melife.”

He headed on, picking his careful way through atangle of rocks.

But then something wriggled away from him. Something screamed in darm, along, shrill skree of
fright that shot right through Leryn's head.

"What in the name of -"

Theterrified screaming broke off abruptly at the sound of hisvoice. A bright-eyed, curved-beaked
little head poking up out of therocks. "A gryphon!" A gryphon cub, rather, or pup or-or whatever the



babies were called. ™Y ou belonged to that poor creature, didn't you?" Leryn murmured, and the baby
stared. "Poor little one, you can't possibly understand that she's dead.”

The baby trilled softly, such aquick, inquistive little sound that Leryn smiled in spite of himself.
"Y ou've never seen ahuman before, have you? No, you're probably far too young for that. Probably
never even left the nest before-before this.”

Thegryphontrilled again, impatiently thistime. I'm hungry! the sound seemed to say. I'm hungry
and lonely, and what are you going to do about it?

What, indeed?
You shouldn't feed it, Leryn warned himsdlf. You'll only be postponing the inevitable.

But the baby trilled yet again, wriggling out of the rocks. Leryn froze, enchanted. What afunny,
chubby, furry littlething! 1t was about the size of ahunting hound-though no hound ever borethose silly
little downy wings or that spotted, striped, yellow-brown-tan baby fuzz. The gryphon must be very
young, indeed, because it was till just atouch unsteady on itstoo-big-for-its-body paws.

Damn. | can't just walk away. "Uh, wdll, | do have some mest,” Leryn told the baby. "I only hope
you can eat solid food."

Gryphons didn't nurse their young, did they? No, not when even the babies sported those sharp,
curved besks! Leryn unwrapped the dice of venison, and the baby let out its ear-splitting scream.

"Hey, gop that! I'm moving asfast as| can!" Using hisbelt knife, Leryn cut off atiny diver of medt,
wondering aloud, "1 hope you don't need your food regurgitated, the way birdsfeed their chicks. There
are limits”

Judging from theway the little gryphon practicaly tore the diver of meeat from his hand, that wasn't
going to be aproblem. It paused only long enough to gulp down the fragment, then Started to scream

agan.
"Hey, hey, | told you, I'm cutting it up asfast as| can!”

That didn't stop the ear-splitting complaint. Leryn tapped the baby gently on the beak with the tip of
hisknife, and the astonished gryphon fell sllent, staring at him in innocent wonder. The man winced.

"Oh, don't look a me likethat. I'll give you agood med, but that'sit. After this, you're on your

The baby continued to sare.

"Stop that! Don't you understand? | can't stay here to take care of you, and | can't take you with
me; you'd never be able to keep up. Ha, you can barely walk steadily asitisl”

But the gryphon continued to watch him even asit gulped down mesty diver after diver. At last it
seemed to befull, itslittle belly gently rounded. With asatisfied little churr, the baby collgpsed on Leryn's
feet, staring adoringly up a him.



"Wonderful. Just wonderful. Now what am | going to do with you?'

He reached atentative hand down to the spotted baby down, wondering if the little beast would let
him touch it. When it didn't even flinch, he stroked the gryphon gently, enjoying thefuzzy fed of it. The
baby smelled faintly of spices-cinnamon, wasit?-and of that delicate newnessthat al young things seem
to havein common.

And for amoment, Leryn's hand paused in its stroking as he remembered another baby, and
Elenya

Not | will not-No! "Ah, gods," Leryn murmured to the gryphon. "I can't leave you hereto die.”

The baby churred again, amost as though it understood, and Leryn sighed. Maybe thiswould work.
The little thing was about dog-sized, after dl, and he doubted it weighed much more; a creature meant for
flight couldn't be too heavy. Leryn sighed again, knowing held aready cometo adecision.

"All right, baby. Wetravel together, at least till | can find an adult gryphon to take care of you.
Assuming the creature doesn't try to rend me apart first as a baby-thief!"

Ah, wel, one problem at atime. The gryphon had curled up on hisfeet, sound adeep. Leryn
continued to stroke the warm, fuzzy fur. And after atime, he realized, much to his astonishment, that he
wasamiling.

* * %

He stopped smiling about midway through the next day. The gryphon had tagged along after him
nicely enough for awhile, but it was a baby, with a baby's limited attention span and lack of sense. Firs,
Leryn had to rescue it from a pond into which thelittle thing had falen while chasing a butterfly. Then he
had to pry it out from between two rocks which were just a bit too close together to alow the gryphon to
pass. In between, the baby would plop itself down with a baby's suddenness, instantly sound asleep, or
complaining with ear-splitting pathos that it was hungry.

Leryn glanced at the rgpidly diminishing chunk of venison and winced. It wasn't going to stay fresh
much longer or, for that matter, judging from the gryphon's appetite, last much longer.

And what do | do when it's gone? I'm no hunter; 1'm not even carrying a decent knife! Gods, |
don't even have any way of starting a firel

At least, now that that spectacular, deadly storm was past, the weather remained dry. But the air
was cold, and it grew colder asnight fell. Leryn tried to deep curled up in astight abal ashe could
manage, struggling to ignore his aching, hungry body, but the earth was as chill astheair. And for dl his
weariness, he couldn't get comfortable enough to deep.

But then afuzzy little body, warm as afurnace, pushed itsdf againgt him: the gryphon, whimpering
softly. Leryn drew the baby to him, glad of itswarmth, and the two lonely beings at last dept

Leryn sank wesrily to arock, head down. The gryphon pushed againgt him, trilling anxioudly, but the



man ignored it, too worn to care.

How many days had it been of endlesswalking, of hunger and aching muscles and skin chafed raw
from the clothes he couldn't change? How many nights of broken deep and cold, never-ending cold? The
last scraps of the by-now-barely-edible meat had been devoured by the baby a day ago, and though the
gryphon had managed to snap up enough bugs aong the way to feed it-or at least keep it from that
ear-splitting complaining-there hadn't been anything for ahuman to eat. Leryn had tried to fill his
complaining ssomach with spring water, but the water had been so cold it chilled him to the bone.

You knew it was going to come to this sooner or later. You knew you didn't have a chance of
surviving....

"] just didn't know it was going to take so long."
The gryphon cut into his bitterness, pushing anxioudy againg him, trilling and trilling in panic il at last

Leryn roused himsdlf from thoughts of desth. He stared &t the small, frantic baby. And dowly it cameto
him that he couldn't die, not yet, not while this small, so-very-dlive creature was depending on him.

Leryn reached out aweary hand to ruffle the gryphon's fur, then staggered to hisfeet.
"Come on, baby. Well see how much farther we can get."

The gryphon shrilled in sudden darm. Leryn ssumbled back, staring blankly at the men who'd come
out of hiding and into whose arms held almost walked.

For amoment Leryn's mind smply refused to function, noting only that these strangers were warmly
clad, and looked well-fed. But the gryphon continued its shrill screaming, stubby wings fluttering, trying its
baby best to defend him againgt:

Bandits, Leryn redlized through the haze of weariness. Maybe even the same who attacked me
thefirst time.

What difference did it make? He certainly didn't have anything on him of vaue, and if they just
waited abit, hed probably die of hunger or exhaustion and save them the trouble of -1t was the gryphon
they wanted. They were going to kill hislittle friend for itsfur, or carry it off to captivity.

"Likehel you arel" Leryn roared (or at least thought he roared), and charged.

Thefirst bandit was o astonished by this rush of strength from such aworn-out creature he didn't
defend himsdlf intime. Leryn tore the club from his hands and laid about with it with half-hysterical fury.
The gryphon baby, shrilling achildish battle scream, fought with him-small, sharp beak nipping, small,
sharp talons scratching. But of course they hadn't a chance of winning, not one weary man and onelittle

gryphon.

At least thisll be faster than dying of hunger, Lerynthought wryly.

Thunder deafened him, wild wind buffeted him. For a dazed moment, swathed in sudden shadow,
Leryn could only wonder how astorm could have struck so swiftly.

But the storm was moving, shrieking, and dl a once he redized that what was |ooming overhead



was a gryphon, two gryphons, and he forgot all about the bandits as he stared in wonder at the living
golden wonders soaring down at him.

The banditsdidn't waste time in staring. They scattered in dl directions, racing off into the
underbrush like so many terrified rabbits, and Leryn could have sworn he heard one of the gryphons hiss
in soft, fierce laughter.

They landed in awild swirling of wind and dust. The baby gryphon let out one startled little yelp and
ducked behind Leryn, then took awary step out from hiding, gaping, every line of itssmal body rigid
with astonishment. For along moment, Leryn stood frozen aswell, staring, too weary for fright, at the
savage, splendid, vibrant size of them, at the wise, keen, dien eyeswatching him, at the beaks, wickedly
elegant as curved swords, that could snap him in two, at the gleaming talons that could rend him apart as
eadly as he might tear worn-out fabric. He should be afraid, Leryn thought, heredly should.

But thelast of his desperate strength was ebbing from him. Leryn felt his exhausted body crumple to
itsknees.

And then heknew nothing at dl.

* % %

He woke dowly, languoroudly, to warmth, wonderful, spicy-scented warmth. Meat was being
pushed a hislips, and if that meat wasraw, at least it was fresh and full of the promise of life, and he
chewed and swallowed without protest, fegling the dawn of strength returning to him.

Then Leryn cameto himsdlf enough to redize he was cradled like ababy against agryphon'ssde, a
golden wing shdltering him, and it was adeadly beak so gently offering him food. The beings must have
known he was haf-dead for want of food and warmth.

Ah, warmth, yes... it was so good to be warm again... warm and fed and cozy ...

...cozy as he'd been with Elenya, his own sweet wife cuddlied beside himin their bed, and the
promise of new life growing inside her.

The promise that had gone so terribly wrong.

The memories hit him without warning, hit him so hard that Leryn, still too week to control hiswill,
broke as he had not during all the long, empty, dry-eyed days of mourning. Broke and wept against the
warm, tawny side, sheltered under the soft, golden wing while the gryphon churred ever so softly,
gtroking his hair with agentle besk as though he were her child.

Her. He had no doubt of his protector's gender. And Leryn heard, or felt, or sensed, he couldn't
have said how, the gryphon's own grief. She who had died in the storm had been this oné's sster, long
lost from the nest: too proud, too sure of hersalf, heeding no one's advice, taking an aging mate, one
who'd died and left her and her young one done.

Race, specieswere forgotten in their mingled grief. And out of mingled grief came at least the seeds
of heding.

"Eleyna, Eleyna, | still missyou, and shall missyou all my life. But... | analive. And | must go



on being alive."

He could amost have sworn that somewhere, far beyond space and time, sheld heard, somewhere
sheldd amiled.

Leryn sa bolt upright. The gryphon raised her wing to free him, and he found himsdlf staring into the
wise, amused eyes of her mate.

"ss0. Youlive"

"You speak!" Leryn reddened. "I-I mean, of course you speak, it'sjust-1 didn't expect-1 don't know
what | expected.”

The gryphon chuckled. "We hardly expected you to ssspeak our tongue.”

"Uh, no. I... uh... I'm not familiar with your kind." Leryn glanced about, seeing a nest-walled
cave-no, not acave, aruin of some sort, human-built but plainly now the gryphon pair's nest. "But the
baby!" he suddenly remembered. "The little gryphon. Whereis"

A smdl thunderbolt sent him staggering back into the sde of the femae gryphon. The baby legping
at him, churring with ddight, wriggling like ahappy puppy, until aquiet word in the gryphon tongue made
it reluctantly settleto thefloor.

"Y ou've brought my sssissster's child to me," the femae gryphon murmured. " For that we thank
you."

"You kept thelittleone dive," said themae. "And that," he added with a chuckle asthe wriggling
baby eyed then pounced on histufted tail, "could have been no easssy thing. For that we thank you, too."

"l could hardly have let a-achild diel” A little shiver ran through Leryn at the memory of hisown
son, who'd never known the touch of life, but he continued resolutely, "Besides, the child kept me divel™
It was true enough. "Without thislittle bal of fur, | would have given up along time ago.”

"Y esss, but now the quessstion isss: What do we do with you?"

"Ah." What, indeed? No funds, no weapons, not even achange of clothes. "I don't know. In my
home town, I'm amerchant of gems, but-"

"Gemsss? The pretty ssstonesss you humansss like? Then thessse mussst belong to you.”
"My gem pouches! Where did you-"

Themale gryphon licked histalonswith alazy tongue. "1 chasssed the banditsss," he murmured, eyes
glinting dangeroudy. "It wasss good sssport. And asss they fled, they dropped everything they bore.”

Leryn stared at the fortune glittering in hishands. His gems, returned to him. Ah, gods, now he could
gart over, and not waste the life he'd been given!

Suddenly it was dl too ridiculous. Leryn burst into laughter, gasping, "I-1've come along way just to
find the-the path back to mysdlf. And | could have managed without the hardships, thank you! But," he



added, bending to stroke the baby's furry head, "1 think everyone's happy with how things worked out.”

"Everyone sssave the banditsss,” the gryphons murmured, and gave their churring laugh.

The Salamander
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By my reckoning, the arsonist might strikein any of fifteen places. It was sheer luck, if that'stheright
term, that I'd chosen to guard the right location.

When it happened, it happened fast. One moment, | was prowling the cramped recesses of thetiring
house of the Azure Swan Theater. Painted actors frantically changing costume squirmed past me, glaring
at theintruder obstructing theway. Their ill will didn't bother me haf as much asthe flowery rhetoric
being declaimed on stage. That night's play was The Bride and the Battlesteed, atragedy that blends
mawkish sentimentality with aflawlessignorance of life on the Dhorisha Plains. Suffering through a
particularly lachrymaose soliloquy, | wished that the theater would catch fire, just to terminate the
performance.

Try not to think thingslike that. One never knowswhat gods are listening.

Aningant later, | heard aboom. Some of the audience cried out, and the forty-year-old ingenue
ranting on stage fatered in mid-lament. Something began to hissand crackle. | scrambled to the nearest
of the rear stage entrances, looked out, and saw that a patch of thatch on the roof of the left-hand gallery
was burning.

Then the straw above the royd family's empty box exploded into flame. Thetwo firesraced dong
the roof like loversrushing to embrace. At the same time, they oozed down the columnsinto the topmost
of thethreetiers of seats. | peered about, but could see no sign of the enemy 1'd been hired to stop.

Shrieking people shoved dong the gdleriestoward the stairs. Others climbed over therailingsand
dropped into the cobbled courtyard, where they joined the stampede of groundlings driving toward the
exit at therear of the enclosure. In haf aminute, the passage was jammed.

It was plain that not everyone would make it out that way. There was a stage door in the back of the
tiring house, but none of the audience had come in that way, nor wasit visble from any of their vantage
points, so none of them thought to useit.

Abandoning my effortsto spot the incendiary, | ran forward past two wooden columns painted to
resemble marble to the foot of the stage. Though the blaze had yet to descend past the highest gallery, |
could aready fed the heat. "Thisway!" | shouted. "There's another exit!"



Nobody paid the least attention. Perhaps, between the roar of the fire and the panicky cries, no one
heard.

| jJumped off the platform, grabbed a strapping, tow-headed youth with bloodstained deeves-a
butcher's gpprentice, | imagine-and tried to turn him around. "Comewith me!" | said.

He snarled and threw a roundhouse punch a my head. | ducked and hit him in the belly. He doubled
over. | manhandled him toward the stage. "I'm trying to help you," | said. "There's another way out. Go
behind the stage. The door will be on your right. Do you understand?' Evidently he did, because when |
let him go, he clambered onto the proscenium.

| induced severa other people to head backstage. Eventually, others noticed them going, and
followed.

Which soon threatened to create a second crush, at the rear stage doors. | sprang onto the platform
and dashed back there to manage the flow of traffic asbest | could, with pleas when possible and my
hands when necessary.

By now the air was gray with smoke. | kept coughing. The Heavens-the machine room above me,
the underside of which was painted to resembl e the sky-started burning. Sparks and scraps of flaming
debris rained down.

At last the stage was clear. My handkerchief pressed to my face, | scurried toward the exit. The
celling burst. A windlass, used to lower the actors portraying gods and their regalia, plummeted through
the breach and struck where I'd just been standing. Theimpact shattered the floorboards.

When | escaped the playhouse, | trotted some distance away, not only to make surethat | was out
of danger but to better survey the overal stuation. Turning, | noticed something strange.

Fortunately, the Azure Swan stood on aspit of land that stuck out into theriver. It wasn't closeto
any other structure. For awhile, the flames envel oping the building swayed thisway and that, asif
groping for some other edifice they could spread to. At timesthey appeared to move againgt the breeze.

* % *

Two candlemarks later, those of uswho had sought to defend the theater regrouped in a private
room in anearby tavern. Thiscouncil of war included severd blades of the Blue palitica faction, which
vied with the Reds, Y ellows, Blacks, and most bitterly with the Greensfor control of Mornededlth, an
equal number of their retainers, Draydech the sorcerer, and mysdlf. And asinged, grimy, malodorous,
and surly lot we were, too. Also present was Lady Elthea, widow of amiddling prominent Blue |leader,
owner of the three businessesthat had thus far burned, and my employer. Though ederly and infirm,
shed indsted on venturing forth from her mansion to view the site of the latest disaster.

"All right," | said, "we searched the Swan beforehand, without finding any incendiary devices. Did
anyone see afigure on the roof? Or any flaming missiles?’ The other men shook their heads. "Then it's
magic kindling thesefires, Lady Elthea. That'sthe only logica explanation.” | looked a Draydech. "Do
you concur?'

Thewarlock wasashort fellow in hislate thirties, younger than I, though with hiswobbling paunch,
graying goatee, and the broken veinsin his bulbous nose, he looked older. HEd served his



gpprenticeship living rough with the nomadic Whispering Oak wizards of the deep forests. Afterward,
he'd embraced the amenities of civilization with avengeance. I'd never seen him eat araw piece of fruit or
vegetable, drink water, or go out in inclement westher. Nevertheless, he'd lost none of the skillshe'd
magtered in the wilderness. He was particularly adept at sniffing out mystical energies, and, despite his
exorbitant fees and extortionate habits, | retained him whenever that kind of witchy bloodhound work
seemed likely to bein order.

Now, however, raisng his eyes from the chunk of amber held been staring into while the rest of us
glumly guzzled our wine, he said, "Certainly it's magic. Judging from the appearance of the conflagration,
someone's conjured a sdlamander, abeing from the Elemental Plane of Fire, to do the job. But | can't
find it"

| scowled. "Old friend. Thisis not the time to angle for more gold.”

Lady Elthea extended her trembling hand. Her skin was like parchment, her knuckles, swollen with
arthritis. " Sorcerer, | beseech you. Some of our fellow citizens died tonight. More could perish
tomorrow. If you can help prevent this, don't hold back.”

Jarnac, one of the Blue blades, rose from the trestle table. "I'll take care of it, Lady Elthea," he said.
Hewas alanky, sandy-haired youth, dressed lavishly but not tastefully in asapphire- and ruby-studded
particolored doublet with intricately carved ivory buttons. At his side hung the latest rage, one of the new
smallswords, this one sporting a golden hilt. Smallswords looked € egant, and were adequate for fighting
another gentleman similarly equipped. But they were apt to prove too flimsy against a heavier weapon or
an armored foe, which waswhy | was till lugging my broadsword around.

Asmight have been inferred from Jarnac's ostentation, he was New Money, with a parvenu's
eagerness to parade hiswedth and sense of style; unlike most of his croniesin the room, he couldn't
claim kinship with one of the Fifty Noble Houses. Not that that mattered to me. My birth was
consderably humbler than his.

He dropped afat purse on thetable. Coin clinked. "Takeit, magician," he urged. "And rest assured,
there's plenty more where that came from.”

Draydech gazed longingly at the money. | fancy he came closeto licking hislips. But at last he shook
his head and said, "'l can't takeiit, Sir, because I'm not sure | can earn it. Despite Master Selden's
dander-" he shot me areproachful glance, which, given our shared history, failed to inspire any remorse,
"-| wasn't trying to inflate my price. Rather, | was attempting to explain that something odd has

happened.

"Weadl should have seen the sdlamander. They're not invisible, quite the contrary. Evenif its
summoner velled it inaglamour, | should still have spotted it. But | didntt.

"What's more, I've been Sitting here scrying, and | can't pick up itstrail. Apparently someone's
developed a cunning new type of cloaking spell.”

Senang that hewastdling thetruth, | said, "And until you work out how to pierce the charm, you
can't banish the spook, or guide usto its master either. Isthat about the gist of it?"

“I'm afraid 0."



| Sighed. "What more can you tell us about salamanders?’

"A sorcerer enliststhe aid of an elemental by opening a Gate to its home plane, then bartering for its
services. It was probably fairly easy to recruit asdamander to start fires. They loveto do it anyway. The
trick will beto keep it under control, to make sure it only burns what the summoner wantsit to."

Fireisathreat to any town. In Mornedealth, built al of wood, the menace was dl the greater.
Remembering how the theater blaze had flowed against the wind, the beginnings of a headache tightening
my brow, | wondered how our problem could get any worse. The answer wasimmediately forthcoming.

Fivor, Lady Elthed's grandnephew and closest living kin, sprang up from his bench. He did belong to
the Fifty, and no mistaking it. He had the kind of exquisite features and supercilious carriage that only
generations of controlled inbreeding can produce. "Enough of thisprattle," he said. "The mage has
aready admitted he can't aid us, so welll have to help oursalves. We know who to blame for our
troubles. the Greens." The company murmured agreement. They'd al seen the unsigned threat, writtenin
emerad ink, that someone had tacked to Lady Elthea's door the night before thefirst fire. "So | say we
strike back at them at once.”

"No," Lady Eltheasaid. "I don't want-"
Pivor ignored her. "A lot of them drink & The Honeycomb. We can lieinwait in the dley that runs-"

"That'sabad idea," | said. "My gut tellsme that not al the Greensare involved in this. We need to
identify the oneswho are. Indiscriminate daughter would only compound our difficulties™

"If wekill enough of them, the oneswho remain will be afraid to send the spirit out again.”
"No, they wont," | said. "They'll merely seek to butcher you in turn.”

Pivor'slip curled "1 heard that when you founded your fencing academy, you swore your daysasa
hire-sword were over."

"You heard correctly,” | said. "Twenty-five years of soldiering was enough. Unfortunately, | have a
penchant for losing horses and needy friends. When the combination depletes my coffers, | accept
commissions of acertain sort. Pray tell, why are we discussing this?"

"l wasjust conjecturing that you gave up the mercenary life because you've turned coward. For,
truly, you seem afraid tofight."

No doubt he said it to shame me into supporting his strategy. But of course there was only one
proper response to such an insult, and that wasn't it. Simply because Jarnac was near me, | turned to
him. "Sir. Would you do me the honor of acting as my second?'

One of Pivor'sfriends said, "That figures. One base-born fellow looks to the other.”

Jarnac colored. "It would be better if you asked someone else, Master Selden, because | agree with
Pivor. Not in his assessment of your character,” he added hastily, "but about what's best to do. We
shouldn't waste time trying to ferret out one man from the mass of our foes. We should wage war on
themal."



Bam, one of my more promising students, said, "I'll stand for you, Master Selden.”

"Thank you," | said. | gave Pivor my best killer's glare. "Then perhaps we can arrange this
draightaway.”

I'll give him credit, | couldn't stare him down, but he grew pale, no doubt in belated remembrance of
my reputation. "Verrano, will you act for me?' he sammered.

"Stop thid" Lady Eltheasaid. "Didn't you al come here for the same purpose? To succor apoor old
woman who needs your help desperately? Then | beg you, please, don't fight among yourselves!™

Thistime, Pivor choseto heed her. "Y oureright, of course. Moreover, thisisyour affair, and if you
think this man should be in charge, so beit." He bowed to me. "Master Selden, for my grandaunt's sake,

| gpologize™
I bowed back. "And for her sake, | accept.”
"If we aren't going to massacre the Greens, what are we going to do?' Draydech asked.

"The gentlemen of the Blueswill keep guarding my lady's properties,” | said. "'Perhaps one of them
will spot our human foe, lurking about the scene. Y oulll try to devise amagic that will locate the
sdlamander. I'll nose around and see what | can uncover through more mundane channels. And by
working together, well put an end to thisoutrage.” | wished | were as confident as | was trying to sound.

* * %

| contrived to approach the house from the rear, then hid behind the stable. After awhile, amaid
trudged out the back door and started tossing feed to the chickens. The birds were plump and lively; she,
thin and lethargic. Ther feathers shone white in the morning sunlight, while her gown was drab and
threadbare. In short, they looked better cared for than shewas.

Which was more or lesswhat |'d expected. Her employer was famous for the sumptuous banquets
he gave for hisfellow Greens, but, provided one talked to the poor as well as the prosperous, equally
notoriousfor hismiserly trestment of his servants.

| checked the windows of the four-story dwelling, making sure no one was peering out, then
stepped from concedment. "Hello," | said.

Thegirl jumped. "Who are you?"
"A friend." | showed her the trade-slver in my hand. "With a proposition.”

Shelooked yearningly & the money, reminding meflestingly of Draydech. But then she scowled and
sad, "I'm not thet kind."

"You mistakeme," | said. "l just want to ask you some questions, about things you may have
noticed or overheard. Though | must admit, there's a chance that something you say could embarrass
your master. So I'll understand if you decline”

She glanced over her shoulder at the house, then snatched the coin. "What do you want to know?"



* * %

The racket in The Honeycomb was deafening. The tavern was packed, most of the patrons were
roaring drunk, and two lunatics were playing bagpipes. We lads at the corner table had to bellow with
the rest to make oursalves heard.

"And that was that," said one of my companions, aburly hire-sword with aforked beard, a broken
nose, and a Green favor pinned to the sheepskin collar of hisjacket. "When they saw that, armed only
with asoup ladle, I'd killed eight of their band in haf as many seconds, the rest of the bastards turned
tal."

"Amazing," | said. | wastrying to sound admiring, and truly, | wasimpressed by his powers of
invention. | stroked my false whiskersthe way | aways do when | wear them, to make sure they aren't
failing off. "Of course, if what we hear in Vademar istrue, it's no wonder you men of Mornededlth are
master warriors. Folk say you keep in congtant practice fighting one another. For instance, you Greens
are a oddswith the Sivers, isn't that so?"

"The Blues," someone corrected.
"Pardon me, the Blues. What'sthat dl about, anyway? And who's winning?'

Smiling dyly, the fellow with the broken nose said, "I'm afraid that's avery long story. And my
throat's dready parched.”

Taking the hint, | waved for the barkeep to bring another jug.

* * %

Lithe and lightning-quick, Marissaflowed through the gloomy practice hdl, adagger flashing in either
hand and her short black hair flying about her head. When she finished the exercise, | said, "Y our high
guard isahair too high."

"Saysyou," shereplied. If shed kept to her usual schedule, sheld been practicing hard for a
candlemark, but she wasn't even dightly winded. "Good evening, Seden. Stop by to sign up for some
lessons?’

"Who could afford your rates?" | said, sauntering from the doorway into the hal. "Well, perhaps|
couldif | could stay away from the hippodrome, but that's by the by. | need information about the
Greens"

She shrugged. "I don't belong to any faction, any more than you do."

"But most of the Greenswho study swordplay do so under you, just asthe mgjority of the Blues
train with me. | know you hear things."

"Suppose | do. Why would | betray my students confidencesto the likes of you?"

"To prevent afull-scale blood-feud. To keep the city from burning down. Either one would be bad
for trade.”



She smiled crookedly. "Why not say, to keep the sun from turning to dung whileyou're at it? Y oull
have to do better than prophecies of doom."

| put my hand on my purse. "How much do you want?"

"At present, | don't need money. It's been agood season. But isit true that you learned
sword-and-cape fighting up north?”

I winced. A fencing master needs to hold onto afew martia secretsif he hopesto shine among his
rivas. "Y ou're abloodsucking bitch, Marissa. Y ou know that, don't you?' | unfastened my cloak. "All
right, grab awrap and alonger blade, and I'll give you alesson.”

* * *

And s0 it went. Asmysalf or in disguise, | roamed the city, gossiping, flattering, cgoling, bribing, and
occasondly threatening. Questing for information. Coming up empty. Meanwhile, Lady Elthealost a
lumberyard and awarehouse full of bolts of linen. The latter fire spread to apair of tenements belonging
to an inoffendve gentleman of theinggnificant Reds. Another thirteen people died.

Findly, rductantly, | went to my employer'shomein the Old City to describe my lack of progress.

* * %

Thistime the council of war convened in Lady Elthea's bedchamber, ahigh-ceilinged, dimly-lit room
hung with somber tapestries. Though clean, it smelled of her longillness. Shelay in acanopy bed, her
shoulders propped by amound of pillows. She seemed even gaunter and frailer than thelast time I'd seen
her, asif some of her strength had burned aong with her properties. Jarnac sat on astool beside her,
holding her hand. He looked haggard, too. Evidently the nights of futile, deepless sentingl duty were
wearing him down.

"All I'm certain of," | said, concluding my dismal excuse for areport, "isthat theré's no grand
conspiracy among the Greens. When they discuss striking a you Blues, they talk about maneuversin
Council, sharp business practice, and the occasiona duel, not magic and arson. Indeed, most of them
would never even consider atactic that could endanger the entire town. More than ever, I'm convinced
that we're up againgt one man, acting without the knowledge of hisfellows. Unfortunatdly, | still don't
know who heis"

"And| gill can't find the sdlamander,” Draydech said morosely. "It ought to light up the psychic
landscape like abonfire. Even if they're sending it back to its own plane after every chore-and that's
unlikely, given the amount of energy required-I should be able to sense the opening and closing of the
Gate. And yet..." He spread his pudgy hands.

"Still, we're grateful to you gentlemen for your efforts” said Pivor with leaden sarcasm. Heturned to
his grandaunt. "Now can we try my plan? If we just keep bleeding Greens, we're bound to come to the
fire-darter eventudly.”

"No," said Lady Eltheawith unexpected firmness. "1'd rather burn in this bed, if it comesto that, than
send you into the streets to daughter people at random.”

"But we can't bear to see you hurt any further,” Jarnac told her.



"No," Lady Elthearepeated. "I forbid it. There hasto be a better way."

"Asamatter of fact,” | said, "I'm not done yet. | began by making inquiries about the Greens rather
than Mornededth's community of sorcerers because the latter are proverbialy closemouthed. But now
it'stimeto look at them. After al, one of them had to conjure the spook. The question is, which?"

"Probably one of the Green House mages,” said Pivor impatiently. " Or if not, any one of ahogt of
freelances.”

"No," said Draydech thoughtfully. "The sorcerers heregbouts aren't saints. In truth, afew are
scoundrels. Still, we have an understanding. Certain tacit, self-imposed prohibitions. Now that | think
about it, | don't believe that anyone | know would unleash a sdlamander inside the city walls."

"Then our man isaclandestine practitioner,” said I, my pulseticking faster. "A rogue neither your
fraternity nor the authorities would tolerate if they did know about him. We can conjecture that he
generaly sdllshissarvicesto criminds. That helivesin abad part of town. That he hasn't been herelong,
or you would &t least have heard rumors of his presence.”

"Y ou're about to propose another search, aren't you?' Jarnac said. "Wdll, | for one don't seethe
point. Y ou've dready turned the city upside down."

"But thistime, I'll have aclearer image of what I'm hunting,” | said. "Trust me, that makesa
difference”

Lady Eltheasaid, "I believe Master Sdlden can find the wretch. Let'slet him try.”

"Grandaunt,” Pivor said, "you have to understand. Devoted aswe dl are to your wishes and your
welfare, thisaffair encompasses other issues. If an insult to you goes unavenged for any length of time,
that reflects on the honor of all the Blues. And if we can't find a specific culprit to punish, it's better to
chastise dl the Greens than do nothing. Selden can search if you want him to, but we're not going to wait
ontheresult.”

"Year in and year out, I've watched this stupid feud claim too many lives" Lady Eltheasaid. "l won't
to bethe cause of it flaring up again. Please, child, hold off. I'm dying, you know. Thisislikely thelast
favor I'll ever ask of you."

Fivor grimaced. "Very well. I'll give Sdden until midnight tomorrow. After thet, the Blueswill taketo
the streets and settle matters our way."

"Fair enough,” | said. | turned to Draydech. "Finish your wine and comeon. If I'm going to stalk a
mage, | want you with me."

* * %

A few blocks west of Stranger's Gate, the streets narrow to twisting aleys, and the cobbles turn to
muck beneath one's feet. When the City Guards patrol the area, which is seldom, they go intwosand
threes, and as often as not, ignore the screams that ring from the shadowed courtyards.

Draydech and | had been prowling thiswarren since our departure from Lady Eltheals mansion the
previous evening. A weary achein my joints attested to the fact that it was harder for me to do without



deep than it used to be.

Still, I wasin good spirits. Peering up at the narrow strip of sky visible between the steeply pitched
rooftops, gauging the position of the waning moon, | judged that | had three candlemarkstill midnight.
Time enough to forestall Pivor's assaullt, if, as| hoped, | was about to net my quarry.

| pointed at a sagging post-and-beam tenement. It had a cobbler's shop and a bakery on the ground
floor, apartments above. "If the kidnapper spoke true, that's the place. Can you sense anything?!

Draydech squinted. After amoment, he said, "Y es. The top story has anasty sheen to it. Someone's
worked magic up there, some of it involving torture, sacrifice, and the Abyss.”

"Soundslikeour lad,” | said. "Is he a home?'
"| can't say. Theresidue of his sorcery masks any other impressions.”

"Well, theré's an easy way to find out. Come on." We dunk up the street, through a doorway that
stank of urine, and climbed four creeky flights of gairs.

* % %

| didn't see any point in giving the man we were after a chanceto ready aspell. | drew my sword
and kicked hisdoor. It flew open and | rushed through.

My violent entry served no purpose. The warlock was home, but in no condition to harm me. A
bald, hooknosed man in ahooded robe, he lay sprawled on adark stain in the middle of the floor. The
reek of fecesfilled theair.

| knelt beside him, and, examining him by the wan light that spilled through the open shutters, found a
narrow dit on each side of histhroat. | tried to flex his cool, waxy-looking arm. It resisted, but it bent.

Behind me, Draydech muttered an incantation. A globe of sickly green foxfire appeared inthe air. Its
glow revealed that the one-room apartment had been ransacked. A chest stood open, and clothing lay
scattered across the floor. Codices and pieces of parchment were strewn about.

"Damn!" said Draydech. "The Luck Lords hate uslt Damn, damn, damn!" He kicked a stool across
thefloor.

Grasping at strawss, | said, "Can we be certain that this man isthe mage?”
"Yes. | cantdl from thelingering traces of hisaura.”

"Shit," | said. "Well, perhapsitisnt al bad. If the bastard's dead, he can't |lead usto his employer.
But on the other hand, if the magician's gone, the sdlamander's gone, so at least we don't have to worry
about the town burning down. Right?'

"Wrong. The creature's probably still around. No reason it shouldn't be. | suspect the mage
commanded it to obey his patron. Otherwise, Mornedealth would aready bein flames. But without the
wizard's power bolstering the Green's control, the elemental could dipitsreinsat any time. The threat of
aconflagrationisactudly greater than before.



"Wonderful," | growled, rising. "Wed better search this place ourselves. | don't know what the
murderer was looking for, but-"

"Watch out!" Draydech cried. To thisday, | don't know what he could have seen or heard that |
missed; it must have been hismystica sensesthat derted him. He sorang at me and knocked me away
from the window.

Aningtant later, therewas aquarrel in hisback. He tried to speak and then hewas gone, just like
that, death's ghastly conjuring trick that stuns and appalls no matter how many times one seesit played on
afriend.

Fortunately, though my thoughts were frozen, my reflexeswerent. | threw mysdf to thefloor.
Another bolt whizzed through the air above me. The marksman, who must be shooting from the window
directly across the street, had had at |east two crossbows loaded and ready.

| didn't see much reason to stand back up and find out if he had athird. It would be wiser to dip out
of the apartment. | crawled to the door.

Onrushing footsteps clattered up the stairs. The cross-bowman's colleagues, without a doubt. It
sounded asif there were half adozen. Long odds even for afencing master, especidly if one had to
worry about taking aquarrd in the back while one fought.

| wished | could lock the door. That might at least buy me afew seconds. But, cunning fellow that |
was, I'd broken the latch. And aslong as | wastaking stock of my ill fortune, it was apity | wastoo high
to legp from the window to the street. If | tried to climb down the wall, the marksman would shoot me
for certain.

| crawled back to the window, pulled off my cloak, stuck it on the end of my sword, and raised it.
Another bolt thrummed overhead. Ingtantly, discarding the makeshift lure, | scrambled up onto the
windowsil| and legped.

Though the street was narrow, it was an awkward jump, and | didn't land gracefully. | dammed
down on my belly on the marksman'swindowsill, hdf in and haf out, legs dangling. My attacker, a
skinny, coppery-bearded fellow, smashed an arbaest over my head.

For amoment, | blacked out. When | came to, he was pushing me backward.

| grabbed the windowsil1 with one hand and whipped out my dagger with the other. | thrust. The
blade scraped arib, then plunged deep into the marksman's chest. He groaned and flopped on top of
me

| shoved him off, then hauled mysdlf into the empty gpartment held been shooting from. When |
examined him, | saw that Draydrech was avenged.

My knees were weak, my crown throbbed, and blood trickled down my forehead. | wanted to Sit
and rest, but | knew | mustn't give my remaining assailants a chance to figure out where I'd gone and tree
me again. | dragged my dagger out of the redhead's breast, then hurried out the door.

* * %



By thetime reached Lady Eltheals mansion, | felt alittle better. Perhapsin recognition of the
noblewoman's disapprova, Pivor's miniature army, if one cared to dignify it with that name, was awaiting
midnight outside in her garden. Held gathered about a hundred men, those who'd stood watch over his
kinswoman's holdings plus some new recruits. Casks of de and wine sat on trestles beside adry fountain,
and the coal night air smelled of drink.

Working my way through the throng, | spotted Pivor drinking from atankard. "Good evening,” |
haled him,

He pivoted. Squinted. "Y ou're hurt."
"A scratch,” | said. ™Y ou can send the mob home.”
He frowned. " Are you saying you found the magician?"

"Moreor less. I'm sure you can appreciate that no one should hear my tidings before my employer.”
| waved down a passing footman. "Please tell your mistress Seldenis here.”

* * %

| thought held return and usher me into her presence, but instead, leaning heavily on agleaming
bronzewood staff, she hobbled out onto the marble steps beneath the porte-cochere. At her appearance,
ahush sttled over the crowd.

| bowed. "My lady. | know your enemy's name.” The Blue blades jabbered excitedly. "I deduced it
not acandlemark ago. Truth to tell, | should have redlized before, but I'm like everyone esein
Mornededth. I'm so wearily familiar with the enmity between Blue and Green that it was difficult to think

beyond it."

Pivor gaped at me. "Areyou saying theincendiary isn't a Green? What about the threat?"

"Anyone can buy greenink. Theletter was merdly aruseto divert suspicion from thereal culprit.
Think about it: Lady Eltheaiisnt activein public life. Even her late husband didn't make himself any more
obnoxious to the Greens than many another member of your faction. Why, then, would a Green choose
to persecute her and her alone of al your number? Wouldn't it make more sense to attack a genuine Blue
leader such asyou?'

Pivor opened his mouth, then closed it again.

"While you ponder that," | continued, "you can chew on thisaswell. Lady Elthea, we dl worried
that you would indeed burn in your bed, but, in point of fact, the sdlamander never came here. Instead, it
devoted its attentions to your commercia ventures. Once again, if your foe intends your destruction, one
has to wonder why.

"Hereéswhat | think. Y ou have awedthy friend. Like me, he started common and shinned hisway
up into the lesser gentry. Unlike me, he yearnsto rise higher still. In Mornedealth, that isn't easy, so he
decided to ruin you, then offer to cover your losses if you'd adopt him. Or perhaps he wouldn't have
been so crude; he might have relied on your gratitude. Either way, he expected to gain atitle and
membership in one of the Fifty Noble Houses." | turned. "lsan't thet right, Master Jarnac?"



Jarnac glared & me. "Thisis absurd.”

"Isit? Once we started standing watch, every building that caught fire did so while you were
guarding it. Moreover, Draydech and | found the mage who conjured the sdlamander dain. By athrust
from athin blade like yours. No Green knew we were hunting the warlock, but you did. Y ou were here
when we hatched the plan. Since the man could identify you, you got to him first, slenced him, and
ransacked his quarters to make sure that he hadn't written your name down anywhere. Afterward, you
found you were gtill afraid. Maybe you were worried that your search had missed something, or that
Draydech's sorcery could make a dead man speak. In any event, you hired aband of assassinstoliein
walt for us. Perhaps, in the moments of life remaining to you, it will console you to know that only |

Pivor said, "Hold on. How do you know that the fire wizard died after you |eft here yesterday ?*

"Asacorpse coals, it giffens” | replied. "But after the better part of aday, it startsto go limp again.
The body was at that stagewhen | found it."

Jarnac's forehead glistened with sweet. His voice breaking, he said, "Y ou can't prove asingle thing
against me."

"True," | said. "Not to the satisfaction of acourt of law. But | don't haveto. I've cast aspersions on
your honor, and you're supposed to cal meout. If you don't, I'll challenge you, and you'l ill haveto
fight. It'stime you learned: there are drawbacks to being an aristocrat.”

Heturned. "Lady Elthea, | swear-"
Her old eyesglittered. "Y ou vile thing."
Jarnac's face crumpled. "All right. | confess. | surrender. Send for the City Guards."

| couldn't help fedling disgppointed. Though | was confident that the authorities would behead himin
due course, | wanted to kill him myself. But | also figured we needed him dive for the nonce, to help us
ded with the sdlamander. "Tdl us about the eementd,” | said.

"Asyou wish," he said. He opened his collar and pulled out around brass medallion on achain.
"That will be the true consolation, getting rid of the beast." He lifted the chain over hishead. ™Y ou can't
imagine how it's been. | didn't mean to harm anyone. But the thing kept pushing and squirming-"

Hissandy hair burst into flame.

Aningant later, fire blazed out of his eye sockets and silently screaming mouth. His skin shone
dazzling white, like molten metal, and wisps of blackened cloth flew away from hisbody. Crying out in
shock and terror, the men around him recoiled. For amoment, he reeled about in manifest agony, then
dropped into atruculent crouch.

At lag, too late, | understood why Draydech had never been able to find the spirit. 1ts summoner
had somehow hidden it inside Jarnac. And now, seizing control, it had transmuted their mingled
substance into something more nearly resembling its native form.

| drew my dagger and lunged. Heat seared me. My point plunged into the sdlamander's breest.



Seemingly unhurt, it lifted onefiery hand to seizeme.

| Sdestepped its grab and dashed at its other hand. The dagger snagged the chain, and | ripped it
out of the eementd's grasp.

Evidently, it had been agood idea, because the salamander snarled and tried to snatch the medallion
back. | surmised that in the hands of amage, it might have the power to subdue the creature.

Wishing that | were a sorcerer, wincing at the blistering touch of the metd, | gripped the chain
securely in my fist, whedled, and ran. The panicky Blues parted before me, clearing my path to the Strest.
The sdlamander lumbered in pursuit.

After afew steps, it became apparent that the creature couldn't catch me. Perhapsit would have
been dow in any world, in any form, but morelikely it was clumsy using Jarnac'slegs. Foolishly, |
imagined that for the next little while, my primary problem might be making surethat it didn't abandon the
chase.

The air around me grew warmer. | glanced back, but the sdlamander, now entirely envelopedina
coronaof hissng blue flame, was still severa yards back. For another heartbest, | still failed to grasp
what was hagppening. Then | remembered how the spirit had kindled fire at adistance, smply by willing it.

| dodged, an instant too late. The blast hurled me through the air and smashed me down on the
cobbles. Though stunned, | started to scramble up, then noticed that my left deevewason fire. | rolled
over and over till the blaze went out, then jumped to my feet and dashed on.

* % *

From then on, my progress was a nightmare. Explosions blinded and deafened me. Gasps of hot air
charred my throat. By zigzagging, | managed to prevent the salamander from centering a blast on me, but
only & the cost of eroding my lead. All things considered, | was reasonably certain that I'd never reach
my destination.

But | waswrong. Eventudly | staggered around a corner and there it was, the ground on which I'd
chosen to make my stand. | ran afew more feet, drawing the sdlamander to where | wanted it. Then |
sucked in a deep breath, spun, and charged.

Perhaps the maneuver surprised it, because it didn't even try to get out of my way. | grappled it and
bulled it backward. It wrapped its blazing arms around me.

The next moment seemed to last an eternity. | felt my skin crisping, my tunic, breeches, and
eyebrows catching fire. Then the sdlamander and | plunged off the river-bank.

Asl'd prayed, the dementd's ha o of flame went out when we splashed into the stream. But itsflesh
was gtill hot. Thewater around it started to boail. | imagined that in time it could cook melike a crayfish.

But now that | had the eemental submerged, | wasn't about to give it achance to come up for air.
Clinging to it, | stabbed it again and again. Asfar as| could tell, these new wounds didn't troubleit either.
Meanwhile, it tried to thrust me away.

Though no one could have seen much in the dark water, | till sensed my vision fading. My earsrang



and my chest ached, the compulsion to gulp a breath becoming insupportable.

And then the sdlamander stopped struggling. Its body turned soft, crumbled and dissolved in the
current, asif it had burned itsdlf to ash.

| dropped the knife and amulet, then, with the dregs of my strength, floundered to the surface. After
filling my lungs severa times, | paddled to the shore, only to discover that my armswere too feeble to
drag me out of theriver.

Gauntleted hands gripped my wrists and hauled me onto the grass. "I came after you," Pivor said.

"I'm afraid you missed dl the fun,” | wheezed. "They're dead, the spook and Jarnac both.” | started
coughing. | wondered vagudly if it was from swallowing smoke or water.

"You need aHeder!"

"That would be nice. Not that I'm dying, but | could definitely use some ointment for my scorched
parts. Just let melie hereaminute, and then, | think, I'll be ableto walk."

After apause, Pivor said, "Thank you for bringing usthetruth. | keep thinking about things my
grandaunt hasaways said. And dl the blood | nearly shed, for nothing. Do you think there might be an
honorable way to end the feud? | mean, without killing al the Greens.”

I smiled, which hurt my face. "It'sworth considering,” | said.

A Child's Adventures

by Janni Lee Simner
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When the Companion first gppeared in the marketplace, Inyahoped it had come for one of the
grandchildren. Such athing wasn't unheard of, evenin avillage as smd| as River's Bend. Companions
were said not to care about rank, or about where people were born.

The people milling around the square froze at the sound of those bridie bells, at the sight of the
graceful white creature, too perfect to be ahorse, trailing sllver and sky-blue trappings. The Companion
had no rider, and everyone knew what that meant. She had come searching, maybe for one of them.

Larafidgeted at Inyas side, and Inya squeezed the girl's hand. Mariel stood beside them, large-eyed
and till. Larawastoo young, but Mariel, just diding into the awkward lankiness between childhood and
adulthood, was not. Companions came for children Marid'sage dl the time. Anyone who spent an
evening lisening to atavern mingrd knew that.



The Companion tossed her head, mane faling down her back like soft winter snow, sapphire eyes
scanning the crowd. Then she started forward, bellsjingling, stepslight and quick. Inyaheard Mariel
catch her breath. After al, sheld heard the mingtrels, too.

But maybe, just this once, the storieswould turn true. The Companion stepped toward them, until
Inyasaw her breath, frosty in the late autumn air. Another step, and she would be within reach. Another

step-

A wet, slky muzzle nudged Inyas chest. She looked down, startled. The Companion looked back
a her, through eyes bright and very deep. Inyafdt hersdf falling, drowning in that endlessblue. At the
bottom waited friendship, and welcoming, and alife without loneliness. Theworld tilted crazily around
her, but for along moment she didn't care.

The moment ended. Inya pulled hersdf away, flinging the Companion'sreinsto the ground. She
hadn't even redlized she was holding them. The ground steadied beneath her; the world came back into
focus

The Companion kept staring at her. Something brushed Inya's mind, soft asafeather. ;1 Choose
you:, avoice whispered. : After all my searching, | Choose you:.

Asachild, Inyahad dreamed about hearing that voice. But that was along time ago. She didn't have
time, now, for a child's adventures. She had afarm to keep up. She had grandchildren to raise. And
someone had to look after the girls father, too. The Companion had made amistake. Inya couldn't run
off, not now.

"Go away," Inyawhispered. Shetwisted agray strand of hair between her fingers. "I'm too old.
You'retoo late. Go away."

The Companion shook her head. : You:.

"Take one of the children. They're who you're looking for, not me."

The Companion snorted, asurprisingly horsdlike sound. She kndlt beside Inya, inviting her to mount.

"No!" Inyaturned from the Companion's sapphire eyes. Her foot dipped on aloose stone, and pain
;f;;)rtl igr?al:j% her knee, so sharp she caught her breath. She stood till for severa minutes, waiting for the

Evenif she could leave her home and her family, she couldn't follow the Companion. Who ever
heard of aHerad with bad knees, with joints that ached whenever it rained?

Shefelt warm breath on her neck. The muscles down her back tensed. "Go away. Y ou've made a
mistake."

"l wish mistakes like that would happen to me."

Inyaturned to see Mariel standing beside her, the bag with their purchases swinging from one
shoulder. The girl'sface had atwisted, angry look. : You should have come for Marid:, Inyathought
again. She sighed, taking Marid's hand. She had to get home, to start on dinner, to clean the house.
Whatever dreams sheld had as a child, she didn't have time, now, to argue with Companions.



Laracame up at Inyas other side, and Inyatook her hand, too. People lingered in the square,
garing. Inyaignored them. She started past the jumble of stalls and vendors, toward home.

Laratwisted around and looked over her shoulder. "She'sfollowing us.” Thegirl giggled, asif the
ideawereterribly funny.

Marid dropped Inyas hand, turning to look for hersdf. Y ou have to stop,” she said. "Y ou can't just
leave her there." Marid'svoice wasfierce. "You can't.”

"It'snot your placeto tell mewhat | can or can't do,” Inyasaid sharply. "Now come adong.”

She kept walking. Marie followed, but she wouldn't take Inya's hand again.

All theway home, Inyadidn't turn around. Even though she heard the Companion's steps, light as
snowfdl, behind her.

By thetimethey got home, anicy rain wasfdling, turning the dirt road to mud. Inyashivered,
dropping Laras hand to pull her cloak close around her shoulders. Over the steady patter of therain,
Inyano longer heard the Companion's hoofs. Maybe she had findly gone away.

Laragtarted to run, and Inya, unable to keep up, let her. Marid followed her sigter, the two of them
racing for the house.

Inyaskirted the edge of the fields, where the girls father was working. Jory nodded as she walked
past. He was splattered with mud, brown curls plastered to hisface. Beside him a dappled brown horse
was hooked to the plow, deep in mud itself.

Beyond their land, through the trees, Inya saw the dark band of theriver. Even from where she
stood, she could tell the water was rising. Tongues of water |apped at the trees.

Inyakept walking, past a battered barn and on to the house. She started afirein the kitchen hearth,
and made the girls change into dry clothes.

Mariel avoided Inya's eyes. She wouldn't talk to her, and she ran back outside as soon as shed
changed, muttering something about hel ping her father. Inyasighed.

She sarted on dinner, Laraby her side, trying to help but mostly just getting flour in her face and
short curls. Thefire quickly took the chill from the room, and the smell of Ssmmering soup made the cold
outsdefed even farther away. Inyakneaded the smooth, hard dough benesth her fingers, trying to forget
the Companion's bottomless eyes, trying to forget the silky whisper in her head.

Jory and Marid camein just after dark. They atein silence. Jory wolfed down hisfood, face tired
and tight. Mariel didn't eat at dl, just stared at Inyawith an unreadable expression. Outside, the wind
picked up, whistling through the gaps around the door. One of the hinges was wearing loose. Inya
needed to fix it before winter.



Jory looked up. "'l spoketo old Caron today.” Jory'stangled curlsfell into hisface. Laralooked a
lot like him. Mariel wasthe one who looked like their mother-Inyas daughter. She couldn't believe Anara
had been gone dmost ayesar.

Inyafixed her gaze on Jory. "What'd Caron say?'

"He offered me haf again what he'd offered before-more than thisfarm's ever going to make on its
own." Jory buttered athick dice of bread. "I said I'd think about it."

Inya dtiffened. "It'snot your decison to make." The farm had been in her family for generations,
since before River's Bend was more than afew scattered houses, before the village even had aname.

"Wdl, maybe you should think about it, too," Jory said.

They'd had this discussion before. Caron had first approached Jory nearly two years ago. Thefarm,
once a candlemark's walk from the next nearest house, was now close to the village. The merchant
wanted to build atavern there, and maybe a couple of shops.

At first Jory had refused, just as Inyaexpected him to. Then Anarahad died, giving birth to achild
who died afew hours after her. After that, Jory took Caron more serioudy. "My heart isn't in this place
anymore," hed told Inyaonce.

Jory's family had moved to River's Bend when he was a child. He didn't know what it waslike to be
inaplacefor hundreds of years, to stay with it through good times and bad.

"We could move up to Haven." Jory had finished the bread and reached for the de pitcher. "With
what Caron'swilling to pay, we could start al over again.”

"Thisisour home."
"Anywhere can be home." Jory'svoicerose. "Unlessyou'retoo foolish to let it be."

"Jory." Inyakept her own voice low. She wouldn't yel in front of the children. "What would you do
inthecity?Youreafarmer."

"My grandfather worked legther. It'satrade| could learn, if | set my mindtoit.”
"Webelong here.”

"Y ou dways say that!" Suddenly Jory was standing, yelling acrossthe table. "We belong where we
canmakealiving!”

Marid slently left the kitchen. Larafollowed her into the bedroom. Inyalet them go. It was bad
enough they'd lost their mother. They shouldn't have to worry about losing their home, too.

"You'reafool," Jory said, but he didn't say anything more. Somehow, with the children'sleaving, the
argument had ended.

For now. Inyasighed and started clearing the table.



Sheld just finished the dishes when the door flew open and Mariel staggered in. Her clotheswere
soaked through; water streamed from her hair. She shivered. Thunder rumbled outside.

Inyahurried her to the hearth. She hadn't seen Marid leave; the girl must have climbed out one of
the bedroom's shuttered windows. Inyawinced. Had the argument with Jory upset her so much that she
didn't want to go through the kitchen again?

Mariel stared at the flames. Her face had astrange 0ok, eyes very large and dark. Inya hoped she
hadn't caught a chill. She put water on for tea.

"What do you think you're doing, running around in therain like that? Y ou'll make yoursdlf sick.”
"| had to feed the animals." Maridl'steeth chattered.
"Y our father would have done that."

"I hadtodoit."

Theteaboiled. Inyapoured Marid a steaming mug of it, then added a spoonful of honey. Maridl
took the cup eagerly. Inyapoured hersdf acup, aswell. Just listening to the wind made her shiver. Her
jointswere stiffening with dampness; she knew she wouldn't deep well.

She sipped the hot tea, saring at Mariel over the cup's rim. Marid's clothes and hair were drying;
she'd stopped shivering, too.

Shelooked alot like her mother had at that age, from the dark eyesto the long, stringy hair. For a
moment Inyathought she saw Anarasitting there, not amarried woman but agirl, hafway between
childhood and adulthood, staring at her through serious eyes.

"Grandma? Areyou dl right?' Mariel's voice brought Inyaback to the present.

Inya brushed a hand across her face. "I'm fine. Are you warmer now?"

Mariel nodded.

"Why don't you go on to bed, then?"

"Comewith me" Maridl sounded suddenly young.

"I'll bedong inamoment.” Inyawatched asMarid |&ft the room. Then she stood, wincing at the
weight on her knees. She walked dowly to the door, examining the worn-out hinge. Shefdt atingling at

the base of her skull. Someingtinct made her undo the latch. She opened the door, staring out into the
cold, wet night.

The wind had died. The moon shone through the dark clouds, lighting the field. And something stood
beneath that moon, too perfect to be ahorse. Itswhite hide shone, brighter than any moon.

Inyadammed the door shut again. The hinge creaked in protest.

Sheredized shewascrying. :1 can't follow you. Don't you under stand?:



The Companion didn't answer, and Inyadidn't open the door again. She banked the fire and
stumbled into bed.

That night she dreamed of haf-grown children-Marid, Anara, even hersdf asagirl. Only dl thegirls
had blue eyes, bright as sgpphire. Inyaknew that wasn't right, though in the dream she couldn't think

why.

Inyawokein the dark, not sure what had stirred her. Rain crashed against the roof; thunder
rumbled. She crawled out of bed. The dirt floor was cold and damp benesth her feet, even through heavy
socks. Her knees and ankles ached. She walked dowly toward the kitchen.

Jory stood by the door, holding alantern. The yelow light cast shadows on hisface. His shoulders
were tight, hunched together. He looked tired.

Inyatensed. "What'swrong?'

"It rained harder than | thought last night. Theriver'srising fadt. If it doesn't crest by the end of the
week, the farm'll flood out. Sooner, if the rain kegps up.”

Inyabit her lip. Sheld known the water was high, but shed thought they had moretime.

There hadn't been aflood since shewas agirl. People had come from the village, then, helping her
parents build floodwalls of mud and wood. Together, they'd held the water back.

Jory ran ahand through his hair. " Soon as the sun's up, I'm going to start digging.”
Inya nodded, suddenly wide awake. "I'll send the children into town with word that we need help.”

Jory nodded. He opened the door again. The sky was dark, still more black than gray. Rainfell in
icy sheets. There was no moon, no Companion standing in the field. Perhaps she had given up and gone

avay.
Jory stepped back out, closing the door behind him. Inyawent to wake the children.

Mariel was aready up. Lara poked out from under the blankets, yawning and rubbing her eyes. Inya
explained, as quickly and camly as she could, while the sun rose and thin light crept around the shuttered
windows.

"Will we haveto swim?' Lara sounded so worried that Inyadidn't know whether to laugh or cry.

"Of course not.” Inya spoke as gently as she could. "We're going to sit down and have breakfast,
same as dways. Then I'm going to send you into town with amessage for the mayor." Asachild, Inya
had taken a similar message to the mayor's grandfather. River's Bend hadn't had a mayor back then, but
there had been avillage council, and hed been oniit.

While the girls munched on reheated soup and cold bread, Inyawrote the message. Then she
bundled Laraand Mariel into warm clothes and followed them outside. Therain had let up, and pae
ydlow light filtered through the clouds. Thewarm raysfet good on Inyasface.

Shedidn't have timeto stand around, though. The dishes needed washing, and the door needed



mending. She had to check for new lesksin theroof, too. And with Jory and the girls out al morning, she
needed to make something warm for lunch.

She went back ingde, closing the door behind her.

Therain started again soon after the girlsleft. No thunder thistime, and not much wind; just asteady
drizzletha sole dl the warmth from the air. Inyafound hersdf shivering, eveninsde. She worked dowly,
knees and ankles complaining as shedid.

Laradidn't return until well past noon. She pulled off her boots, sat down by the hearth, and
gretched out her feet to warm them. "Where's Marid ?'

"Shel's" Larahesitated. " She's outside helping Dad.”
Inya nodded. She put water on for tea, then sat down beside Lara.

"They mademewait alongtime,” Larasaid. "They wouldn't let me see the mayor, but they took the
note to him, and came back with an answer. It'sin my pocket." Larapulled out asheet of wet, crumpled
paper. Theink ran, but Inya could still make out the writing. She read the letter dowly. Then sheread it
again, unable to believe the words.

Much of it was formal, meaningless prose, thanking her for writing and expressing concern for her
family. But two linestold her what the message really meant.

While we share concern for your property and safety, the village has not gone unaffected by
thisrain, and our own affairs occupy most of our time. | can make no promises, though we will
send what help we can, when we can.

Anger blurred Inyas sight. What help we can, when we can. That meant theréd beno help at dl.
And, our own affairs. That meant the farm's affairs were not the village's affairs, not their concern at al.

Things had been different when Inyawas agirl. The farm and village had worked together; in her
grandmother's day, the farm had even been the larger of the two. Thered been no question, then, about
whether the villagers would help hold the water back. They had helped. Just like Inya's family had helped
the villagers, during hard winters, supplying food and charging only what they could afford.

Inyawondered when things had changed. She wondered why she hadn't noticed. She'd been
busy-raising children, raising grandchildren, working on the farm-but how could she have missed what
was happening around her?

She threw the message into the fire. The wet paper hissed, then burgt into flames, turning to ash as
she watched.



She found Jory by the river, ankle-deep in mud, leaning on his shove and staring at the water. A
wall of dirt and wood began upstream, beyond the house, and extended to where he stood.

The current swirled swiftly by, carrying tree branches, loose reeds, clumps of grass. Something that
looked like abroken chair floated past. Inya shuddered.

Jory shook his head, splattering water around him. "' can save the house," he said. Hisvoice was
hoarse. "But not the barn and the rest of the land. Not without help.”

"Therewon't be any help." Inyatold him about the mayor's note.

Jory brushed a hand across his dirt-streaked face. "Doesn't surprise me. That's how people are, you
know. Watch out for themsavesfirst, and for everyone dseif they have any timeleft over.”

But people weren't like that, Inyathought. Not everywhere. They hadn't been in River's Bend, not
when shewas agirl. She stared a Jory, not sure what to say. If he assumed people only cared about
themselves, no wonder he wanted to move. One place was the same as another, if you saw theworld
likethat.

An awful thought crossed Inyas mind. If the peoplein River's Bend didn't care, did that mean it was
timeto leave, to find a place where they did?

“I'll finish securing the house tonight,” Jory said. "And seewhat | can do about thefiddsin the
morming.”

Inyanodded. "At least you've had Marid helping you."

"Mariel?' Jory squinted. "1 haven't seen her dl day.”

"What do you mean?' Icetrickled down Inyas spine. "Larasaid she was with you.”

Jory shook hishead. "I'll go look for her. Youtak to Lara"

Inyahurried toward the house, boots squishing in the mud. She dowed down when her legs began
to ache. Sweat trickled down her face, in spite of the cold. She threw the door open and went inside.
Laradill sat by thefire.

"Wheresyour sster?’

Laragtarted. "l promised not to tell.”

"Laa"

"She'sin the barn." The girl'swords tumbled over one another. "It's not my fault. She made me
promise”

Rdlief washed over Inya. Of course Marid wasdl right. Sheldd been silly to think otherwise. The girl
had probably run off to be alone. Anarahad done the same at Maridl's age.

"How long has she been there?!



“All day."

Widl, Inyawould haveto talk to Mariel about that. The girl had no right to send Larainto town
done.

"Donttdl her | told," Larabegged.

Inyadidn't answer. She gulped down amouthful of warm tea and went back outside.
Shefound Jory in the barn, staring at the ground. Marid was nowherein sight.
"Look at this." Jory's voice was strained.

Cold dread settled in Inya's ssomach. She followed his gaze.

The muddy barn floor was covered with Marid's boot prints. But there was a second set of prints,
too, and those weren't human.

Hoof prints. Inyaknet to have acloser look. The printswere large, larger than any horse Inyahad
owned. She examined a print more carefully. Short, white hairs were scattered in the mud. They were
bright and fine, and even in the mud hadn't gathered any dirt.

Inya caught her breath. The Companion had left-and had taken Mariel with her. Inya smiled, though
shefdt atinge of sadness, too.

"Y ou see anything down there?”

"Yes" Shetold Jory about the Companion, leaving out her own roleinthetae. It was Marid's story
now, after dl. Asit should be.

Jory didn't smile. In athin voice he asked, "Do you think she'sdl right?!

Marid was Chosen, Inyathought; of course shewasadl right. But she realized she didn't redlly know
what happened after someone was Chosen. The Companion would head to Haven and the Collegium,
but that was more than aweek away. What would Mariel eat? Did she have warm clothes? Why had she
left without saying good-bye?

Inyaexamined the prints again. They led out of the barn, toward the river. Mariel never mounted,
just continued alongside the Companion. Didn't Heralds dwaysride?

Probably everything was all right. Probably Inyawasjust acrazy old woman, worrying too much.
But probably wasn't enough.

"We haveto find her. Bring her some food. Make sure shelsdl right.”

Jory nodded. But then he looked back toward the river, and Inya knew what he was thinking. If he
went after Mariel, they might losethe farm.

"Il go," Inyasad.



"That's crazy." Jory brushed his hands againgt his breeches.

"Noitisnt." Inyaspokefad, afraid she might believe himif she didn't. "On horse | can make decent
time, even with my knees. What | can't do is keep the farm from flooding out. Y ou can.”

"It'll be dark soon."

"I'll bring alantern. | can carry it and walk, once the sun goes down." Inyadidn't know how long she
could manage on foot, but she'd worry about that later. She stared at Jory, hoping he'd see that she was
right.

"l don't likeit." Jory looked at Inyathrough tired eyes. He needed to rest, much more than Inyadid.
Hed been building wallsdl day, after dl. "I'll take another look around thefarm,” he said. "Maybe she
hasn't gone dl thet far.”

"I'll start packing,” Inyatold him.

By thetime shewas ready to leave, the sun waslow, casting gold light through the drifting clouds.
Jory hadn't found Mariel-both her boot prints and the Companion's hooves followed theriver,

disappearing upstream.

Jory didn't argue any further. He saddled the dappled horse and hel ped Inyamount. Her knees
ached, unused to being twisted out for riding, but she gritted her teeth and ignored the pain. Her hips
complained, too, at the way they stretched across the saddle.

Inyareminded Larato listen to her father, reminded Jory that there was some reheated soup on the
fire. Then sheléft, following the tracks past the edge of the farm.

The sun soon dipped below the horizon, but the light stayed with her for awhile. The moon rose
above pink and orange clouds. Inya's breath came out in frosty puffs.

The scattered trees grew thicker beyond their land, until Inyarode at the edge of aforest. The mud
deepened, and she had to dow down.

Inya stopped just asthe last light faded. She didn't want to dismount, but she needed to rest and get
something to eat. Better to go dow than to wear hersdlf out.

She eased hersdlf out of the saddle. Her legs wobbled as she hit the ground. She hadn't realized that
getting off would hurt more than getting on.

She ate by ydlow lamplight, munching on some bread while the horse grazed nearby. By thetime
she was ready to move on, the moon had dipped behind acloud.

Taking the horsgsreinsin one hand and the lamp in the other, she started walking.

Inyatired much more quickly on foot. Every candlemark, it seemed, she had to stop, rest, and eat
something.

Small swirls of water appeared in the mud, and the swirls turned into puddles. Mud coated her
boots, water soaked through her socks. Cold air numbed her face and fingers. She pulled out the scarf



and gloves sheld packed. The next time she stopped, she'd change her socks aswell. Shewas glad sheld
packed extra clothes. When she was younger, she probably wouldn't have bothered. But back then she
could have managed, in spite of her foolishness. Shedidn't have that luxury now.

The puddies widened, until Inyahad to veer into the woods to get around them. She lost track of
how long shewalked.

Then she saw that the sky had turned from black to dark gray. It was almost morning. The very
thought made her tired. She stopped to rest, wondering how much farther Mariel had gone.

The gray sky lightened; athin band of color appeared along the horizon. Birds chirped acrossthe
treetops. There was another animal, too, farther away, but Inya couldn't hear it aswell. It made alow
sound, more like acry than anything ese.

A child'scry.

Fear tingled down Inyas spine. "Marid!" Shetook off upstream a arun.

Her legs protested, but she ignored the pain, shut it away to ded with later. In the growing light she
saw that the ground had turned uneven. In spots the water surrounded small idands of land.

Shefound Marid on one of thoseidands.

The girl stared a the water, eyes wide. Her clotheswere rumpled and muddy, asif sheld dept on
the damp ground. The water wasn't very wide, but it was still-and therefore deep.

"Grandmal" Marid looked up, red-eyed. "l fell adeep. There wasn't any water when | fell adeep.”

Inyawanted to reach out and hug her. Instead she just cdlled out, "I'm here, Marid," ascdmly as
she could. A distant corner of her mind wondered where the Companion had gone. She'd worry about
that |ater, after she got Marid off theidand.

"You'll haveto swim. Y ou can throw your shoes acrossto mefirgt; that'll makeit easier.”

"l can't.” Maridl choked on asob.

"Of courseyou can. I'll beright here, waiting for you."

"No." Mariel beganto cry. "I can't swim. | don't know how."

For amoment Inyadidn't believe her; she was sure shed taught Mariel to swim herself. But no,
Anarawasthe child sheéd taught. She/d assumed Anara had taught her children in turn.

Inyamight be able swim to the idand hersdlf, but she couldn't make it back, not while carrying
someone. And the damp logs on the ground were too soft and dippery to walk across.

In the distance, the dappled horse et out a nervous nicker. If the horse could swim, it could carry
them both across, but the mare had aterror of water that no one had broken.

"Grandma?' Mariel shivered, drawing her asams around hersdlf. Inyafelt cold too-frozen, unableto



move, unableto think what to do next.

Her skull tingled. There was a sudden flash of sapphire, bright and deep, gone before Inyawas
certain she saw it. The sky was gray, with pae streaks where the light filtered through.

Somehow, that flash of blue unfroze her, dlowed her to think again. She couldn't use the dappled
mare, but maybe she could call someone else. Someone who had no right to have left Marid in thefirgt
place, but she'd worry about that later.

:Thea.: Inyadidn't know where the name came from, but she knew it wasright. : Thea, | call you.:

For amoment the air was Hill, the birdsin the tree-tops silent. Then Inya heard a sound-like a
nicker, only higher, lighter, more graceful. Hoofs hit the dirt lightly, with only the faintest whisper of noise.

And the Companion stood before her. Mud splattered her saddle, but the white coat was bright.
Beneath the overcast sky, the creature seemed to glow. And her eyes-

No, Inyawouldn't look into her eyes. She wanted to be able to let her go when she was through.
The Companion snorted, pawing one foot againgt the ground. She dmost seemed impatient.

All right, then. : Thea. You're the one who left Mariel stranded. Now you're going to help get
her out.:

:1 did not leave her. She ran away on her own. | only followed because | was worried about
her safety.: But Theakndt, inviting Inyato mount.

The Companion was larger than the dappled horse, and wider; Inya's hips stretched painfully across
the saddle. Y et Theamoved more smoothly than any horse; when she stepped forward, Inya barely felt
the motion.

She amost didn't notice when Thea stepped into the water, not until the water came up to her feet
and soaked through her breeches. Water doshed over the saddle, and the Companion used her strong
legsto swim. Inya clutched the wet mane, drew her legs more tightly around the saddle.

Then the water turned shallow again. Thea stepped up onto dry land, and Inya shivered asthe air hit
her wet clothes.

"Grandma"
Inya eased her way out of the saddle and took Marid in her arms.

"She wouldn't take me," Mariel sobbed. She buried her facein Inya's shoulder. "She wasin the
barn, and you didn't want her anyway, but she wouldn't take me."

Inyawhirled to face the Companion, glaring. "How dare you get achild's hopes up like that? How
dare you follow her thisfar and not Choose her? Y ou lied to her, that'swhat you did!"

:No. | never claimed to Choose her, though she begged me to. | did not know my presence on
the farm would bother her so. | did not know she would run away. | went after her, but | could not



persuade her to return.:
: S0 Choose her now. It's not too late.:
:No. | Choose you.:

:Damnyou!: Inyaturned away, facing Mariel again. : She's till young-young enough for a child's
adventures. She has an entirelifein front of her.:

:Thereisno right or wrong age for such things.:

Inyalaughed, abitter sound. : You don't know much about the responsibilities that come with
adulthood, then. Or about the ailments that come with old age.:

Theasnorted. :1 know that you've had the strength to keep your family together, through
death and hard times. You've had the strength, too, to travel through the night, steadily and in
spite of pain, to rescue a child. These are not small virtues. They are virtues that would serve a
Herald well ..

:That's not enough,: Inyasad.

The Companion stamped afoot; it squished againgt themud. :1 know, also, that you're more
sensible than a child would be. You packed extra supplies, made sure you stopped to rest before
you collapsed from exhaustion. You would never die for the stupid reasons young people die. Your
age makes you more likely to be taken serioudly, too, in negotiations and other diplomatic
matters. There are a thousand reasons. Need | list them all?:

Inyafelt anger again, not for Mariel's sake, but for her own. She brushed hot tears aside with one
hand. :Why in all the Havens didn't you come sooner? Why didn't you come when | could still
leave?:

Thea came up behind Inya, leaning aslky muzzle againgt her neck. Inyaturned to look at the
Companion.

And made the mistake of meeting her eyes. Shefdt hersdf falling, drowning in afield of endless
sapphire blue.

:1 Choose you. Don't you under stand? Now neither of uswill ever be alone.:
.1 need to take care of Jory and the children. | can't just follow you away.: She knew, though,
that Jory would welcome the chance to move to the City. And the villagers would hardly notice they

were gone.

.1 couldn't come sooner. | was not yet in thisworld, and then | was too young. I've come now.
Will you have me?:

Inyatook adeep breath. Her next words surprised her. "I don't know."

"Don't know what, Grandma?"



Inyalooked down to see Marid staring at her. She hadn't realized she'd spoken aloud.
.1 can wait while you decide.:

There was the farm to take care of. The water to hold back. And the land had been in her family for
50 long. No matter how hard the villagers turned their backs, Inyawouldn't walk away without thinking a
good, long time. :How long are you willing to wait?:

:Aslong asyou need.: Theamet Inyaseyesagain, but thistime, Inyadidn't drown in them.
I nstead, something rose up from the Companion, awarmth that surrounded her, made her understand
what it truly meant to never be done. She was crying again, but thistime she didn't even wipe the tears

away.

She knew, then, what her answer to the Companion would be. Sheld wait awhileto giveit, but she
knew.

"Grandma? Are you okay?'
:Your grandmother isfine.:

"Grandmal" Marid'sfacelit up. "She spoke to me! Did you hear? She wouldn't Choose me, but at
least she spoke. That's something, isn't it?”

"Yes, that's something." : You should have taken Mariel,: shethought again, but she didn't know
whether she meant it. Something brushed her mind, feather-light. Inya smiled. She reached out and

hugged Marid.

Theadid not speak again, not then and not for along time afterward. The Companion knelt down,
letting Inyaand Marid mount.

The three of them crossed the river, and together began the long journey home.
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respected teacher, good friend,
and one of the few true Heralds in thisworld
"Rivin"

From where he sat at the table, the boy looked up at hisfather. He had been rubbing his
fingers-near to blistering from chopping wood al day-trying to get the ache out of them.

Holding so hard to the ax handle | forgot how to let go, hethought, reminding himsdlf of aquote
his older sster, Sattar, was fond of.

Rivin looked around to see Sattar clearing the wooden trenchers for washing, Danavan-his younger
sster-amiling her sweet, undefiled smile and vanishing after Sattar, and Nastasea squaling as shetried to
catch up with her two older siblings. In his concentration on his pain, he had forgotten that dinner was
over.

"|s-something wrong, Sir?"

For asmal man, Delanon Morningsong had an enormous presence about him. Strict and solemn,
dedicated to purist beliefs, he was arefugee of the famine that had caused hisfamily to flee from their
native land of Karse.

Rivin had not been part of theflight that had carried hisfather, mother, and their extended familiesto
Vademar, but he had heard enough stories about it to be happy to no longer livein Karse. While he had
been pelted with hisfather's beliefs since before he could speek, his daydreaming and dightly
absentminded attitude had mostly helped him to escape the rigid mind-frame of most of hisfather's
teachings-and had aso caused him great bodily harm in the area of thrashings and penance.

"Y ou chopped that wood?”

"Aye, sir." Rivin smiled, not wincing as he ran ahand through his short black hair. His eyeswere
gray, like hismother's.

"All of it?'

"Yes gr."

The dark brown eyes of hisfather flickered.

"Good," he grunted at last. "I have another task for you."

Rivin groaned inwardly. He had estimated one week until he began planting in the fidlds-usualy that
week was alazy, vacationlike existence where he performed menid tasks and occasiona chores, a break
before the longest season. But Delanon had been piling jobs on him since weather had permitted, and
Rivin feared hisfather might betrying to put the yoke of "responsible manhood" upon him.

Wel, | am nearly thirteen... | suppose he'll be thinking about marriage, too, soon.

Outwardly, Rivin'sface remained neutrd, neither smiling idioticaly nor showing contempt toward



further work. One would have been considered mockery, the other insubordination.

But the words Delanon had to say were hardly what his son expected, and it was all the boy could
do to keep the shock and joy from showing on hisface.

"l want you to go into town and buy some things. Sacks, candles, Sattar says she needs anew
spindle aswell." His serpentine eyes turned thoughtful as he appraised his son. Rivin blinked in surprise.
Thiswas no chorel Hewas going into town! Away from the farm! Away from work! Freedom and fresh
arl

"In addition to that, Sattar and | have decided that we can no longer support having Nastasea and
Danavan. | talked to my sister, and she said shed be more than happy to take them-she being no longer
cgpable of having littlesand dl.”

Surpriseagain, and relief aswell. Rivin and Sattar had been conspiring long and hard to get
Nastasea and Danavan out of the housg, if only to avoid having to endure alife of poverty and their
father's harsh rules... now it seemed their planswould cometrue.

"After dl, they'd only be adowry fee and anuisance," he added casualy. "And we don't have the
money your aunt does.”

Probably because Aunt has the sense to let some of her fields lie fallow, while you plant more
than you could ever hope to harvest! Rivin had heard hisfather's excuses and complaints many times,
and had long ago stopped believing them.

Dedanon raised aglassfilled with water to hislipsand drank. Hisfather had long ago forsworn spirits
and beer, sticking to clean water and berry juice, or cow's and goat's milk.

"Any questions?' the older man asked, wiping his mouth.
Rivin shook his heed, and then said, "No, sir."

"Then get to bed. Y oull beleaving in the morning.”

Rivin bowed his head. "Thank you, sr."

The soft pad of hisfeet as heleft the house for the stableswas all the sound Rivin could make to
express hisjoy.

* * %

Though clouds had built up the night before, the promise of rain had not come through. Rivin avoke
in the barn, surprised to find the hay hewaslying in (with ascrap of cloth thrown over to take away the
itch) was not damp with early moisture. Indeed, the day was clear and the sky blue as the Morningsong
excursion began-Nastasea and Danavan behind and Rivin leading in a steady walk. In away, hewas
grateful for the clear wesather. It meant that the trek would be easier. But dry weather wouldn't make
planting less difficult, and he hoped that it would cloud over after he dropped off Nastasea and Danavan
with Aunt Rianao.

| don't careif | get drenched, but the girls are till too delicate. They'd probably die of



pneumonia, and gods know what hells I'd go through trying to forgive myself-as well asthe
suffering Father'd put me through. Not like he'd need to do anything. 1'd probably kill myself if | et
one of themdie.

Timewhittled away asthey moved, Rivin'sfeet taking well to the walk. He glanced back only once,
when they got to the top of the hilly dope that overlooked the farm. He thought he saw Sattar standing in
the doorway, hands tucked into her gpron, thewind stirring her hair lightly. She wasamirror of their
father-dark and sharp-except that her eyes were not solemn, they were sorrowful. Ever since their
mother had died amonth after Nastased's birth, she had taken on the tasks of housewife and sister,
moving like asteady ghost through the house and tending to their needs. He felt a stab of sadnessashe
disappeared over theridge, asif hewereleaving her forever....

But I'll be back before the moon turns full. Why do | feel this way?

Sunzenith rose over the windy farmlands, and Rivin took the timeto rest and feed hisssterson
bread and cheese and cool water. He himself fasted, knowing that in three candlemarks there would be a
good medl waiting a Rianao's. Besides, he would need to keep atight watch on hisrationsif he wereto
make it to Kettlesmith and back.

By acandlemark and ahalf, he was carrying Nastasea, who had begun complaining-"feet!" -to
mean that her feet hurt. Though nearly five yearsold, she till talked like one of the littlest littles. Sattar
said that they had all been like that, and that thiswould pass.

Aye, just like the fears of monstersin the well and colddrakes in the dark. And me-with my
fear of the barn. Still get kind of nervy when | go in there at night to sleep. Ah, well, time will
cure.

A thread of wind tickled hisface, and Nastasea giggled alittle, playing with adigit of hishair.

Rivin nodded to himsdf. Time always has before....

* * *

Rivin rubbed his shoulder-weary from holding the burden of hisyounger Sster-trying to massagethe
pain out of it. His back leaned against the wood-built wall of hisaunt's fore-room, hisleft sde toward the
cheery fire that was burning steadily in the hearth. He took along drink from his milk-filled tin cup,
grateful for the coal liquid, and smiled when Rianao waked by.

His aunt's establishment was larger than his home, being the dwelling of numerous children (cdled
Rianao's Brood) aswell asacrew of work hands, seven large wolfhounds, and five cats.

On the other side of the room was an enigma. Seated in a high-backed, armless wooden chair and
dressed in white tunic and sde-gplit, white lesther riding skirt was Lisabet Morningsong, the
Herald-Mage of the family, and distant cousin to Rianao. She didn't look much like amage-with
needlework on her lap and her face lost in concentration as she pulled up aknot-but there was adight
aura about her that spoke of control, restrained power, and authority.

Shelooked up a him upon noticing his eyes on her, and smiled dightly, inclining her head at him just
alittle before reaching into the basket at her side and hunting for anew color of thread.



" She's here on vacation,” he heard a voice say, and looked up at thelooming form of Rianao's
fifteen-year-old son Tiler, who had met the Morningsong pack asthey arrived at Rianao'sfarm. " Some
vacation-haw!" The older boy shook his head as he did down on the floor next to Rivin. "She'sjust 'bout
asold asMaan' looks like she was Ma's daughter! They say,” his voice grew to an undertone, "that it's
the magic tha doest.”

"l never heard of magic doing that," Rivin murmured back.

"Neit'er | until m'cousin Kentith told me.”

"And what does Kentith know?" Rivin had only met Kentith once or twice, but hed, from first
encounter, didiked the boy for some strange reason.

Tileir gave abraying laugh. "Why, boy, didn't yahear? Kentith's been Chosen, too!"
Rivin went slent with shock. "Kentith? Kentith Ravenblack? Our cousn?'
"Why areye so surprised? If Lisabet, why, then, whyn't another?'

Rivin shrugged. "Doknow. It'sjud..." hetrailed off, shook his head. "Never mind." He could see
Tileir was going to push the subject, S0 he said, "Wheream | degping tonight?"

Tileir condgdered for amoment, his caravan of thought rerouted with this new line of questioning.
"Why-most prob’bly wi' me."

Rivin winced, feding astrange panic build insgde. Panic not so much of having to deep with Tiler,
but of what Tileir might do to him.

Why am | thinking like this? herationdized to himsdlf in bewilderment. Tileir wouldn't do
anything to me! Lady-I think I'm going mad!

Across the room Lisabet's head lifted, and she cocked her head to one Side, asif trying to hear
something she couldn't quite catch. She swept the room with baffled eyes, pausing only momentarily to
look at him before going on.

It was then that Rivin heard the thin wail coming from outside.

"...No! no! no! no!... won't! won't! won'tl... DON'T WANT BATH!"

Rivin ran outside, stopping when he saw Rianao standing over Nastasea. The child was snarling up
at her aunt, her little face streaked with tears and broken with anger.

"Won't, won't, WON'T!"
"Now, 'Stasea-" Rianao said soothingly, moving forward.
"NO!" the child shrieked, hands curled into white-knuckled fists at her Sides, eyes squeezed shuit.

"Aunt-here, let me." He moved forward, past the round, horse-faced body of hisaunt, and kndlt in
front of Nastasea.



"'Stasea," he said, touching her figts.

"No!"

His earsrang as her scream echoed around him. In a soft voice he gentled her, watching as her
short-lived tantrum drained away, her expression remolding again, except now it was confused and
tear-filled.

"Want Mamma," she whimpered, using her word for Sattar.

"Mammas not here anymore, 'Stasea. Rianao's going to be your new mamma.”

"No!" The shriek went up again.

"Yes" hesadfirmly, pulling her into hisarms. "Y es”

He stroked her hair lovingly as she sobbed againgt his shoulder, stuttering out "Mamma" every third
word. He could fedl Rianao's curious gaze on him as he spoke to hissster. He kept his own eyesfixed
on the steaming tub in front of him.

"Let Riagiveyou abath?' he asked at last, patting her back with anote of findity.

She sniffed and nodded, her eyes downcast.

"Good." Heturned to hisaunt. "All yours.”

Shelooked abit shocked as he handed her hissigter. "1 thank ye," she said, blinking owlishly at him
as he stood.

"Twas nothing,”" he said as he walked away from them, going back into the house, masking hisface
with false cheer.

But between his brows was a headache, between his shoulderstight muscles, and his arm once
more hurt from holding on too hard to hissigter.

* % %

Night!

He woke with a start, his breeth heavy as his eyes strained to adapt to the absence of light. Next to
him, Tileir dreamed on, his heavy snoring sending discordant ripplesinto the pearly pre-dawn silence of
the room.

Rivin wiped his hands over hisbrow, surprised to find it dry. He had been flushed amoment ago, he
was sure of it The room must have been stifling hot-

But it wasn't. The window was open, letting the coal air in, letting the hot air out. Slowly, so as not
towake Tiler, Rivin stood. He picked up his belongings, cast one last unnecessary, fear-inspired glance
back, and then exited.



Rianao's home was silent save for the sound of the deepers. The chairs were empty, the sewing set
asde, and Rivin found himsdf thinking, | guess mages sleep, too.

He purloined aloaf of the oldest bread he could find, then moved outdoors and filled hisleather skin
with water from the well. His aunt wouldn't mind, he knew, but she would probably be disappointed
when she found him gone before she woke. So would Nastasea and Danavan. Rivin had to remind
himsdf that they were only half aday's ride from hisfather's, and that it would be easy to come and

vigt... just as soon as he finished planting... and harvesting... and trading... and planning for winter... but
then they would be snowbound for al the winter, and then....

Rivin redlized with asinking heart that it would be avery long time before he saw hisssters again.
Silent with guilt, heloped down the road.

* % *

Two days later, he was ruing hiswish for astorm. While the precious items he had bought in town
were securely wrapped in layer upon layer of lavishly waxed skins, he had no such protection, and was
drenched to the core when finally he reached home, letting himsdlf into the barn to change and then go via
the adjoining, dry overhang into the house proper.

"Rivin?" he heard, low and soft from his right, and he spun-panic catching him off guard-only to see
Sattar, Sitting in agolden pile of hay with her knees drawn to her chest and her arms wrapped around her
legs. Shelooked up at him, and he noticed the dark rings around her eyes.

Somewhere ingde him, despite her appearance, he felt adeep weight lifted, and rdlief flooded every
pore.

She'salive, hefound hismind sghing.

"Sattar-" He swallowed. "Y ou scared me."

She nodded, and he noticed a haunted look in her eyes.

"What'swrong?' he asked, knedling next to her. Concern tinged hisvoice.

Sheflinched as he touched her, her muscles clenching spasmodicaly, and then the emotion
smoothed away as shetook rigid control of her body. She smiled at him, her lipstight, if not pained. One
hand sought his hair and the other went around his shoulder in agesture that reminded him keenly of his
mother.

"Sa..sa..sa" shemurmured. "How was your trip, Rivin?"

He shrugged, wrapping hisarms around her and placing his cheek against her shoulder.

"How did you convince Daabout the girls?'

"Twas nothing. Daisvery essy to tak to if you-catch him in the right mood.”

He heard loss and something he knew but could not name lace her words, but heignored it, instead



closing his eyes and being content to listen to her heartbeat.
"Y ou know | would've rather stayed-" he started.
"Sa, sa" sheinterrupted. "We dl must have our freedoms, fledgling. | would not limit you yours."

He sat up, shaking droplets from hishair. "L ook, I'm soaked. How about | put on some of my dry
things and you take the packsinsde?’

She nodded, smiling. "I'll get to stoking the fire-Father can complain if hewants, but therainisa
good omen and you're cold. Thewood isworth it.”

With brisk efficiency, she took the packs and went inside.

It took him awhileto redlize that she had never told him what was wrong, and he cursed himsdlf for
not recognizing the same tactics he had used on his cousin.

* % *

Rivin watched the scythe dide over the grain, listening to the whisper of the wheet asit cut. He
blinked rapidly, exhaustion blurring hisvison. He had been working sun up to sun up for the past two
days, with one more day to go. Harvest week was crucid to the prosperity of the crop-if they didn't resp
itintime, the wheat would spoil dong with their profits.

While he was used to this sort of work, he wasn't so sure of his Sster. She was some hundred yards
away, working her section of the field, cutting with dow, even strokes. In the past months since the
planting season had started, she had grown more and more anxious-worried almost-with lines of fatigue
growing around her eyes. Rivin had no ideawhy she felt thisway-the crop was growing well, and they
should be able to harvest enough to make alarge profit. But, still, the State of desperation-amost
depression-she had falen into made him wonder, and agitated him no small amount.

He did not know what made him stop and look up. He thought that he heard a soft voice call his
name like alost spirit on the breeze, but he was never sure. One moment he was biting hislip to keep
himself awake, the next his head had snapped up and trained on Sattar, who had fallen motionlessin the
fidd.

"Sattar?" he called, dropping his scythe and running over.

Rivin knelt when he came to the body of his sister, and was shocked to see blood staining the heavy
layersof her skirts. A claw of purefear gripped his heart, and he glanced toward the scythe she had been
using, fearing that shehad fdlen onit.

But, no, the blade shone like a clean moon, the silver edge dulled, perhaps, by thework it had been
doing, but not bright red with fresh gut-blood. Than what...?

"Move away, boy!" Deanon roared, coming out of nowhere, and Rivin was pushed back by
surprisingly strong hands.

"Sattar?' he heard hisfather say, panic in hisvoice. The man shook her, rolling her over and Staring
into her paeface. Even from where helay in theripe crop, Rivin could see the sweet on her clammy



skin, could amogt fed the chill coming off her cool bodly.

"Should I-should | get the Hedler?"

"Yesl Now! " hisfather roared, picking her up and cradling her tenderly, like alover. Hisjaw was
clenched tight, his eyes downcast, and Rivin could clearly hear him say, "Don't die, girl. Papa loves
you. Don't die now. Not yet."

And then the boy was running-not for hislife, but hissster's.

"Let mesee" said the Hedler, hisface blank as he bent over the unconscious form of Settar.

Rivin was gtill breathing heavily as he leaned againgt the doorway to hissster'sroom. The Hedler
lived afull hour down the road, but it had seemed to Rivin to be athousand miles he traveled before he
findly arrived at the old man's house, banging on the door and screaming at the top of hislungsasif the
Hounds of Hell were on hishedls. It had taken another thousand years to saddle the Hedler's horse, and
then athousand leaguesto ride back, with Rivin gasping the whole way.

Now, safe a home, he watched in anxious concern as the Healer drew back the covers and
examined hissder.

After amoment he looked up, giving Rivin and Delanon aseverelook and saying, "Please leave the
room."

Thetwo men filed out, Rivin panting now from increased fear aswell as exertion.
The door shut with an ominous thud.

Rivin waited, shifting nervoudy from foot to foot. After amoment, hefelt aniron hand on his
shoulder, and turned to look into Delanon's dead eyes.

"Go," he sad, pointing out the door, toward the fields.

Rivin'sjaw dropped, and it took al hiswill not to scream, You've got to be joking!
"Now," Delanon said, leaving no question of authority.

Rivin submissively lowered his head and walked out the door.

Inthefield, he picked up hisfalen scythe, looking at the only-haf-harvested crop, blind to the fact
that the profitsthisyear would be dim.

The slent whisper of the scythe was the only sound he heard, gasping like the laboring death-rattle
of adying person.

"Ho-boy."

Rivin stopped hiswork, dumbly turning toward the Hedler who was standing in the stubble of



wheat-trail that Rivin had made.
"We must spesk.™
Mute till, and shivering from swest-chills and weakness, Rivin leaned on his scythe, waiting.
"How isshe?" he asked bluntly.

The Hedler shook his head. "Thereis a sore deep inside her that my Gifts and knowledge can't seem
to reach. | am going to try and summon help, but | fear | may not be quick enough.”

Rivin scrubbed hisface, pretending that the dampness this action | eft on his hand was sweet, and not
tears.

"Why hasthis happened?’

The Heder frowned, aline of worry between his brows. "Did not you know, boy? She has
miscarried. The babe could not survive the strain of the work she was doing. Some can, but she wastoo
frall." A note of disgpproval entered the man'svoice.

Rivin blinked, the chill in hisbody suddenly concentrating and finding afocusin his breastbone.

"Do you know thefather?' the Hedler went on.

Rivin gtared at the man, feding anumb balm wash him. In that moment, he felt separate-from his
body, from the situation, from the questions the old Hedler asked. He was aboveit dl-al laws and vows,
al beiefsand blood ties that had bound him to hisfamily and hisfather. The chill in hisheart began to
radiate outward, and he felt it enter his gaze.

The Hedler must have seenit, for his own blue eyes widened and he stepped back, dowly, first one
step, then another.

"1-" the old man began, and then broke into a run, waddling flat-footed toward his horse, mounting,
and gdloping off into the night.

In hisbdly-even gpart-Rivin fet a colddrake uncail, girring.

Go, the Rivin that walked gpart from Rivin thought. Summon your Healers. They may be able to
help my sister, but there is none who can save my father.

Carefully, Rivin fet himsdf lay the scythe down. He would not need its edge. He turned to the farm,
and took one step-

The movement was like atrigger. He Felt the tremble of inner blocks crack, fracture, and start to
collapse. Revulsion, that sense of broken trust, panic-the source of al those emotions had overflowed its
dam. Thewadlls disntegrated-

And... he remembered....

S0 long ago, as a child-a baby. The warm trust and love he had once held for the man who



loomed above him, who he called Da. He remembered the day he had been playing in the barn
and his mother had been down at Rianao's, on an errand with Sattar, heavy with Danavan. He
remembered looking up, and seeing Delanon-

He remembered pain, and screaming. He remembered the ripping sound of his clothes as they
wer e torn from him, and he remember ed begging, pleading, " No-no-please, Da, no-"

He remembered being beaten, and then told that if he told anyone, anyone, his father would
kill him-or kill Sattar. And it would all be Rivin's fault if that happened.

And he had made himself forget. To keep that from happening, he had built up walls,
drowned the memory, weighted it with stones and thrown it down a well -

But now he knew. Now he was soaked with memory. All the groundless fears had a base. His
vision was clear. The denial was gone. Now he knew-

Hisfather had raped him.

* * %

The door to the farm did not open, it exploded. He Felt himsdlf reaching for the chill fire that hed
now spread to his pams, and he Fdlt it buoy his spirit higher. He Felt the hunger for revenge-cleansing
at last! -sweep him as he opened the door to Sattar's room, and stared down at his father.

Who was sitting in astool, holding his daughter's hand, bent double.

Therewas no pity, no remorse at that moment. There was no doubt as to who was the father of
Sattar's baby. He had heard the unknown eement in Sattar's voice that rainy night he had returned from
his excursion to the city, and now he knew anamefor it.

Shame.

Delanon stood, afrown on hisbrow, his eyes dark. With asweep of hishand, Rivin felt raw power
roar through hisbody and pick hisfather up, damming the older man againgt awall.

There was a crack and a scream as Delanon's rib cage broke and his pelvis shattered, and Rivin felt
arivulet of sheer exhilaration trickleinto him. Retribution, he thought, and Reached for more.

"No!" the disembodied boy heard. He saw redlization in hisfather's eyes, a desperate
plea-horror-fear-good!-" Sop! Please-oh-gods-I'm sorry-"

Rivin did not waste the breath to tell hisfather that there was no way he could excuse what he had
done, nor words enough to apologize. There wasn't even the time for words. Only the timefor
destruction. Only-the solution-

Fire exploded from the boy, smoking through his body and out of his handsin aburst of light and
energy. He Felt the agony as hisfather screamed, writhing and twisting. The fire doughed off flesh,
burned away blood, burrowed into marrow and bone. Rivin screamed his hatred-his burden of shame
-into the winds he had summoned, fedling his mind snap and crackle beneath the new burden of magic.



And then it was over, leaving behind only a char-black, greasy smear on the wall, and ashes on the
floor. Rivin swayed, staring down a his hands, amazement in his eyes.

With a popping sound akin to that of adidocated joint being reset, he came back to himself.

What have | done?

He sank to his knees, sanity returning, the cold banished, weskness and astrange inner emptiness
making him tremble. The air was fifling. He felt flushed. When he ran his hand over hisforehead, he
pulled sweat away from hisface.

What have | done?

Sowly, he stood, turning his eyesfrom the glassy-dick mark on thefar wal, turning to the shutters
of the window, fumbling to open them, to let thisfoul, foul air out-to purify-deep, clean, breaths-clean,
cleengngair.

His body was racked with sobs when he finadly pushed the shutters open and nearly collapsed
againg the windowframe. Hewas amurderer-akiller of men-he was foul-dimy-caked in dirt-stained in
blood-blackened by ash.

He wasjust like his father.

Like father. Like son.

:No.:

The voice was assertive, femae. He trembled, fear consuming him again, making afist around his
belly. He shook his head against the voice, choosing to dishelieve.

Killer. Defiler. Damned. What have | become?
:No!:

The voice again, and he screamed in the silence of hissoul, Don't you see what | just did? Don't
you know what | have done? Don't you under stand?

1 see. | know. And | understand.:

Helooked up, for amoment blinded by alight akin to the sun, though it was an hour until dawn.
And then he saw her-the graceful line of her white neck, the glancing blue-stream brilliance of her
eyeslikefire, but kinder.

Shock gathered him up inits prickly folds, and then plunged him into an endlessfield of blue that
was as textured and soft as a satin robe, and as al-encompassing as the closing surface of water. But he
had no fear of drowning. Nor did he want to. All he felt-was-her-

And her name was Derdre, and he was her Chosen.

* % *



Lisabet gently pulled the covers over the bed that had held the corpse of the girl, tucking everything
into neat order. The undertaker had carried the body of Sattar Morningsong off two days ago, and
buried it yesterday. They had had to wait that long just to let Rivin rest from the exhausted state he had
fdleninto.

The man that the regiona Healer had brought from Maidenflower stared at the bed and then turned
away. He had stayed around in case any other-accidents-had occurred.

"It didn't haveto end likethis," he murmured, glancing out the window toward the boy, leaning
againgt his Companion, head buried in her dender neck.

"It didn't haveto sart either,” Lisabet replied grimly, glancing at the mark on thewall that no amount
of washing had removed. "Gods damn it-1 should have known!"

The Heder, aman by the name of Yiro, put ahand on her shoulder and shook hishead. "Stop it
now, Herald. Sometimesit'samost impossibleto tell. Even Delanon's Sster said that she thought he was
atad harsh, but never... wdll...."

"Those kids carried that secret well."

"Or else they thought it was normal to be treated that way."

They sood in silence for atime. Then: "Why would someone do that to their own children?" she
whispered.

"I've asked mysdlf that same question before. The best answer | haveisthat they likethe... power.
The pleasure of ahdpless victim. The dependence. They get afeding of control. Some even think they're
doing the child afavor. If nothing ese, they try to judtify their actions.”

Quiet. Outside, the Herald could hear Derdre take fidgety steps, the tall grass whispering softly.
Then, "And the other two?" she asked.

"I've dready caled in one of the best MindHedersin thisdigtrict. Shelll check them out, live with
them for awhile. They're young. With luck, shell be ableto Hed them.”

After amoment, Yiro clasped her in aquick hug. "Cheer up, sigter. Thingsl| get better. The boy will
most likely hed, if not today, then tomorrow. If not tomorrow, then the next day. It will take alot of time,
but hopefully, it'll happen. HEll redize... and then maybe helll even forgive.”

"But not forget."

"No. He already forgot once, from what we got out of him. He must have blocked that incident for
years. I've heard of it."

But the Hedler'swords were fading away as Lisabet moved out of the room and toward the figurein
thefidds.

* * %

Gently, she placed ahand on his shoulder, remembering what she had seen from her view out the



window of her cousin's home when Nastasea's bathtime had come up. A child comforting achild.

And now | am doing the same. Aren't we all just children at heart?

She enclosed himin her arms, petting his hair, holding him as he began to cry.

"Sattar," he whispered, weeping into her shoulder.

"Shel'sgone,” Lisabet replied.

"Want Sattar,” he said, echoing Nastasea's words.

"Sattar's gone now. It'stimeto let go, Rivin."

The boy neither agreed nor rejected her words. Ingtead, he turned and mounted his Companion, his
face a cast-granite mask of sorrow. Lisabet checked the shields around him, looking for leaks and holes.

No useletting that powerful anew-born Mage-Gift get out of hand.

Satisfied, she called Radl over, and pulled hersdlf into her own saddle. With one trembling hand on
her Companion's neck, sheled the way down the road toward Haven.

Gods-mage-power coming to life like that scares me. The boy didn't even know what he was
doing-didn't even realize it was magic-until it was too late. It was only luck that this was my
circuit and that | was close by when he first Reached. | don't think that | would have wanted a
stranger taking care of him. She shivered. There was so much anger in him....

: Thus, the nature of madness,: Rad said, hisvoice heavy and dusky in her mind.

I'll never figureit out.:

: Some things we were never meant to figure out.:

:Like Companions?: Lisabet asked dyly.

She heard adry chuckle. :Like Companions.:

A wind chuckled by, catching her hair. She saw Rivin'shead jerk up, asif he had heard something,
and then he shook himsdlf, falling back into hismournful brooding.

It was then-when helifted his head-that she noticed the worryline now chiseled between his brow.
She noticed histaut neck muscles, the lines around his eyes. But most of dl, she noticed theway he held

his arm and rubbed his shoulder asif it ached with the pain of ahard grip that had, for along while,
forgotten how to let go.
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They resembled nothing so much asill-proportioned hammers, but Chavi was pleased with them.
No, he decided as he held one doft and the weight of the tiny head on the end of the broomstick-length
handle caused it to quiver dightly, he was more than just content.

"They're perfect!"

Gathering the other five from his bed, he tucked them al under one arm and went in search of his
year-méates.

Chavi had spent the last week hidden in hisroom congtructing these strange items. An air of mystery
had naturally developed around them as Grays and sometimes even full Heralds stood outside his door
listening to the curious sounds of their creation. Locking himsdf into hisroom was dwaysthefirst clue
that mischief was afoot, and that another of Chavi's (in)famous experiments would soon be unvelled.
Therefore, as Efrem wandered down the hallway and noticed the door gar, he could not resist the
temptation to peek ingde, hoping for aglimpse of the latest invention. Finding it empty, not only of
marvels, but of the mischief maker himsalf, hewent in search of him, knowing it would be worth hiswhile,
inlaughter if nothing dse.

Whether it was Smply alucky guess, or the fervent hope that Chavi was not foolish enough to
premiere one of his experimentsindoors again, his search led him-after abrief stop in the kitchens-to
Companion's Field, where Chavi and his Companion Teclawaited for his year-matesto arrive.

Thefirst person to show up was not, however, one of Chavi's year-mates. A tal, lanky maninthe
red-brown of aBardic trainee came by and leaned againg atree, facing Chavi and Tecla. Chavi wasof a
mind to ask himto "Move aong,” then decided it might be good to have aBard on hand to immortdize
his success. He was sure it would be a success, too, and did not even consider that the experiment might
fal.

The second arriva, however, gave Chavi pause. Efrem was afellow Gray, who had been chosen
two years before him. While Chavi did not at al didike the Herad (he doubted it was even possiblefor a
Herald to actively didike another Herald), his presence made Chavi nervous. Had he been wandering by
and noticed them, Chavi wondered, or had he known to come to Companion's Field now? If one of his
year-mates had let dip that they would unvell hislatest experiment....

Just then, Gildi arrived with her companion, Fedde. With them came an older woman in Hedler's
green, her hair just turning to frogt.

"I knew it," Chavi admonished, even as he hugged hisyear-matein greeting. "I told you not to tell
anyone." He glanced meaningfully from the Healer to Efrem and the Bard.

"I've been part of your experiments before, Chavi, and felt having aHealer on hand wasa
precaution worth taking. But | didn't tell anyone.”

"Someone must have' he said, glaring at the pair of bystanders.



"Oh, don't sulk, Chavi. What harm isthere in having spectatorsto reve in your latest crowning
gory?"

He grinned at her. "Well, when you put it that way...."

Teclawarned him that he wasin for asurprise when he turned around. Nervoudy, Chavi looked
behind him. His year-mates Some and Grav had arrived with their Companions.

:That's not it,; Teclatold him.

Chavi looked again, and thistime saw what Tecla had meant: agroup of three full Heralds coming
toward them. "Aaaarrgggh! Why me? Why? All | ask for isalittle peace and quiet in my lifel”

Gildi could not stop laughing &t that last comment until the three Heralds had reached them. Their
Companions had comein from the Field to greet them. That must be how Tecla had known they were
coming, Chavi redlized.

"So who told you?' Chavi asked with asmal grin, by way of greeting to the three Herdds.

All three of them laughed. "I'm afraid you can't keep a secret that involves sx Companions,” one
sad.

Chavi looked sternly at Tecla, about to ask her if she had told, but then decided he redly didn't want
to know. He was sure she had read his thoughts and knew what he had meant to ask, but she kept silent,
asdefrom her usua comforting presence at the back of hismind.

Chavi sghed. While he wasinterrogating, he might aswell do them al. "And how did you find out?'
he asked the Bardic trainee.

"One of the sarvantstold me."

One of the servants, Chavi thought. And how did they know? Did he have no privacy whatsoever
around here, or what?

Chavi turned to Efrem. "Y ou?' He was geiting very tired of this question very quickly.

"Noone"

"No one?'

"Weadl knew you were making something in your room, since you could hear the noise even from
the cdlar, practically. When | noticed your door was open again at last, but the room empty, | knew
there was asight to be seen somewhere, if only | could find it. One worth risking Mero'swrath by

skipping out on preparation.” Efrem smiled. "But | found away around that.”

"Oh?" Chavi asked, very curious asto any new techniques he might learn, for getting out of chores.
"Pray tell, how wasthat?"

Before Efrem had a chance to explain, the answer walked into sight. Mero carried a basket suffed
with food in each hand, the three Graysin tow carried chairs and atable. They would work outside, and



therefore all get the chance to watch the spectacle.

"Thisisridiculoud" Chavi exclamed asthey began setting up the table and chairs. "Y oud think | had
invented entertainment for thefirg time.”

Kem and Fiz chose that moment to show up with their Companions. "' Are we charging admission or
something?' Fiz asked.

"Then nether of you told?"
"Chavi. Redlly." Kem struck amelodrametic pose. "That you could even doubt us.”

Chavi turned to Gildi. "Now you seewhy | didn't want spectators? Put him in front of acrowd and
hesincorrigible.”

"You'rejust jedous of my charm and good looks," Kem replied.

In answer, Chavi picked up one of hisinventions and held it doft. Advancing on Kem hesaid, "'l can
take care of those looks."

But once his actions had gotten enough laughter, Chavi lowered the creation again and turned
serious. He turned to face the crowd. "I'll bet you're wondering why 1've brought you al here," he began,
earning boos and catcalls from his year-mates. Chavi looked down his nose a them, even though he was
shorter than al save Grav. "Now wherewasl|...? Oh, yes, today's demonstration. Y ou are very
privileged to witness here today the birth of anew sport. A game of skill that will enchant spectators, and
as0," Chavi turned toward the three Herdds, "help train the participantsin equitation and combat.”

"Y ou don't intend to spar with those things while riding Companions?' one of the Heralds asked.

"Hear me out.” Chavi turned to his year-mates and began passing out his creations, one to each.
"Therulesare smple. Mount your Companionsand | shdl explain.”

Asthey climbed into their saddles, Chavi whispered to his year-mates, "Now | have no ideaif thisis
going towork." Gildi and Kem exchanged knowing glances, for Chavi never made disclaimerslike that
unless he was sure of success. "Buit let's at least put on agood show, en?”

Switching back into aperformer'svoice, Chavi continued explaining therules. "I'm sure you are dl
familiar with the games of stickball and football played by children?What we are about to play isamix of
both.” From one of Tecla's saddlebags he brought forth a small wooden ball wrapped in leather and
tossed it to the ground. "That is the object of our pursuit. To manipulateit, we usethese" Chavi held doft
his cregtion in demonstration and, swinging down, gavethe ball asolid crack which sent it rolling off
through the grass. There was aburst of applause from the audience, in response to which Chavi stood in
his tirrups and bowed to them, before continuing.

"The gameis played by two teams of three players each. Why this number? Because more
Companions and Herdds than that on thefield of play at once would be disaster.” He smiled. "There are
aso that number among my year-mates and mysdlf, and since | am inventing thisgame, that iswhat |
decided. Besides, it takes forever to make the mallets.

"Some, Kem, and Gildi are one team; your god isthose two trees over there marked with yellow



ribbons. Grav, Fiz, and mysdf guard the god on the other side of the field marked by blue ribbons.
Points are scored by knocking the ball through the opposing team's goal.” Chavi paused to let dl this
information sink in and smiled out a the assembled crowd. They were listening raptly for his every word,
and Chavi exulted in the sensation while his year-mates made practice swingswith their malets, testing
the distance between themsalves and the ground.

"Arethere no precautionary rules?' the Hedler nervoudy asked at last, breaking the silence,

Chavi smiled kindly at her, wondering what Gildi had told her of his earlier experiments. "Indeed
there are. While our Companions are quite capable at taking care of themsaves, and us, we shdl not put
them at unnecessary risk. No hitting Companions or riderswith your mallets or fists, although | would
hazard to say that leaning heavily againgt someone as you rode them off would be fair, so long as your
hands stayed over your own saddle. No sticking your mallet under or between the legs of a Companion,
even for the sake of hitting the bal. Furthermore, no lifting the malet head higher than your shoulder, so
you don't endanger those of ustopside. And finally, the rider who has control of the bl (with his
mallet-touching the ball at any timewith your hands will result in apendty) therider who hasthe bal, aso
hastheright of way to follow after it for a second swing. Thismeans you cannot ridein front of him, ina
perpendicular path, and stop there. The object of the gameis not to get injured, nor to wind up with all
our Companions smacked into each other.

"Now, is everyone set on these rules?' His year-mates nodded, and the Hedler looked content.
"Thenlet'splay bal."

* * %

Chaos quickly descended upon thefield, and had it not been for the precautionary rules (which the
Companions remembered, reminding their riderswhenever they forgot) dl six playerswould have wound
up in the House of Healing after the first five minutes of practice, never having the chance to moveinto full
fledged play. Grav'sfirst swing at the ball was so wild hefdll from the saddle. He turned as scarlet asa
Bard's garb, but climbed back on and tried again.

"If you stand up in the stirrupslike this™" Chavi advised, "and lean from thewaist, you should find it
eader to keep your seat." Chavi had, of course, taken al histumbles days ago when no one was around
to see them.

Grav followed Chavi'singtructions and gave the bdl anice, solid whack, knocking it over the
bystanders heads.

"Careful therel" the Bardic trainee shouted as he ducked the projectile.

Grav gpologized, but he was fedling smug as heturned to Fiz and said, "Y our turn.”

Fiz fared dightly better than Grav, in that he did not fal off hishorse on hisfirst swing. However, he
did not hit the ball. After his seventh missed swing, the crowd was wild with laughter that far exceeded
what Grav'sfdl had earned. The expression of frustration on Fiz's face each time he swung was enough
to redouble their mirth. As hewaswinding up for an eighth swing, Fedde brought Gildi dongside of him
and she blocked hismallet's arc with her own.

"1 would have hit it that time!" Fiz screamed, sending the crowd of onlookersinto hysterics.



Gildi merely gave him asarcastic look and tapped the ball out of Fiz'sreach. However, when Fedele
waked up to it and she took a second swing, she missed too. Grav lost no timein riding behind her,
standing up in hisstirrups as Chavi had told him, and giving the ball another good, solid crack. It sailed
into the audience once more.

"That'stwice," the Bardic trainee said as he ducked again.

Just then, Efrem lost control of the potato he had been peeling, and it dipped out of his hands. With
amixture of shame and curiosity he watched itsarc asit left his hands and knocked the trainee in the
back of the head, where he knelt in "safety” behind abush.

"Herdd, thy days are numbered,” the Bardic trainee thundered as he turned to face his
assallant-from-behind. "Thy lack of skill with ablade shal henceforth go down in the annas of higtory in
the'Ballad of How Efrem Logt the Battle of Potato Picnic.' Let thy infamy precede thee wherever thou
go." He sat down with his back to a nearby tree and began composing verses as he watched the rest of
the game.

"You know, hesright," Eladi told Efrem after they had dl laughed heartily. She handed him some of
her carrotsto ped, hoping he would have more luck with them. "I mean, if Alberich had seenyou-" She
shuddered, the thought too unpleasant to contemplate.

"Wheat do you mean if?" avoice behind them asked. Eladi turned to find the weapon's master
standing behind them. Efrem did not need to look to know who it was, the overwheming feding of
impending doom was enough.

* % *

The game was as exhilarating as Chavi imagined it would be, once everyone had mastered the
rudiments of play and the actua game was underway. It moved at aremarkably fast clip, the entire thrust
shifting to the other side of thefield as a backhand swing sent the ball arcing toward the other goal.

Gildi served asahighly efficient captain for her team, masterminding amyriad of strategieswhich
Chavi took careful note of . She was | ess concerned with scoring the most points herself than in helping
her team to the most points. Her favorite tactic was to ride up aongside someone as he was about to
take a shot and block his mallet with her own. Then, one of her team mates, who had been instructed to
follow her, took the ball back toward the other goal. Through Mindspeech, team memberswere only a
thought away as strategy decisions were relayed to them by their Companions.

Fiz proved to be an excellent backhand, athough he till had difficulties with hisforward shot. Grav
was the powerhouse hitter, often sending the ball arcing out of bounds (usudly toward the audience).
Kem and Some were both adequate players, but they never redly excelled at anything in particular.
Chavi kept worrying that they weren't enjoying themselves.

:You're daydreaming again: Teclawarned him. :Keep your eyes on the ball. We're going for the
shot.:

Chavi relinquished his musingsto the game. He focused on the ball, sood up in his stirrups, and
swung. He connected, and a moment later whooped with delight as the ball rolled into the unprotected
ydlow god.



Chavi held one of his creations aloft and decided that, yes, he was more than just pleased with them.
Hewas dated. The game was seen asagenerad success by one and al. The Bardic trainee had begun a
second ballad about the day's events, featuring Chavi asits hero. Chavi was grateful that he had changed
his mind before asking the man to "Move along." Asthe game progressed and she was not called uponin
her officid function, the Heder let hersdlf relax enough to enjoy the sport. Word had spread quickly once
the game was underway, and the audience had swelled to five timesits origina size. Even the Queen
hersdf showed up to watch. Aside from thinking it looked like fun, Herdds were interested in the game
for the combat training and equitation skillsit provided.

Everyone wanted amadlet of their own. Chavi was beside himsdlf with pleasure.

Ashistired but happy year-mates dismounted and relinquished their maletsto other Heralds who
wished to try them, Chavi began congratulating himsdlf. "Y es, yet another successful experiment brought
to you by the one and only Chavi the magnificent, inventor of innumerable wondrousinventions, including
the-"

Gildi Mindspoke to Fedele, who passed the message on to Tecla, who dumped Chavi into theriver.

"All right, al right," Chavi said, as he dragged himsdlf, soaking wet, onto the shore, where his
year-mates waited, ready to toss him back in depending on histitude. "So | had alittle help from my
friends”

Choice

by Michelle West

Michelle West has written two novels for DAW, Hunter's Oath and Hunter's Death, and, with any
luck, isfinishing her third, The Broken Crown, by now. She likes the Heralds, but couldn't imagine being
one-she's the only fantasy writer she knows who's never been up on the back of a horse for fear of
breaking her arm in three places when she came off it. Not that she lets cowardice rule her life, of course.
Wéll, not often.

When Kelsey saw the white horse enter the pasture runs, she stopped breathing for amoment and
squinted into the distance. Then she saw the Herald Whites of the man who walked just besdeit, and
with a pang of disappointment she continued across the green toward the inn. Shaking her head, she
grimaced just before she took a deep bresth and walked through the wide, servicesble doors.

"Kelsey, yourelate. Agan.”

"How can you tell?' She pulled her dark hair back from her square face, twisted it into amakeshift
coil, and wrapped it up with asmall swathe of black silk-a parting gift from afriend who'd lft the town
to join amerchant caravan. It was the finest thing she owned, and the fact that she used it in day-to-day
wear said alot about her. Not, of course, that she had very many other placesto wear it.

"Don't get smart with me,” Torvan Peterson snapped, more for show than in anger. He had very little
hair left, and professed a great resentment for anyone who managed to retain theirs, he was obvioudy a
man who liked food and de alittle overmuch, and he owned the very practically named Torvan's Tavern.



Children made games with that name, but not often in his presence. "Not," he added, "that | would
disparage an improvement in your intellect.” He stared at her expectantly, and she grimaced. "Wdll, out
withit, girl. If you're going to belate, you can at least amuse me with acolorful excuse.”

Sherolled her eyes, donned her gpron, and picked up abar rag. "We've got aHerald asaguest.”
"Chatting her up?'
"He, and no."

"Hardly much of an excuse, then. All right. The tables need cleaning. The lunchtime crowd was
rather messy."

She could seethat quite clearly.

On normal days, it wasn't so hard to come and work; work was aroutine that added necessary
punctuation to her life. She saw her friends here-the few that till remained within reach of theinn-and
met strangers who traveled the trade routes with gossip, tales of outland adventures, and true news.

But when aHerad rode through, it made her whole life seem trivia and dmost meaningless. She
worked quickly, cleaning up crumbs and spills as she thought about her childhood dreams, and the
woman who had-while she lived-encouraged them.

"You can be whatever you choose, Kelsey," her grandmother wasfond of saying. " You've only
to put your mind and your shoulderstoit, and you'll do usall proud.”

Kelsey snorted and blew a strand of hair out of her eyes. | can be whatever | choose, but I'll never
be Chosen. In her youth she'd believed that to be Chosen by one of the Companions was areward for
merit. She'd done everything she could think of to be the perfect, good little girl, the perfect lady, thelittle
hero. She had forsworn the usua childhood greed and the usual childhood rumblesfor her studieswith
her grandmother; she had learned, in afashion, to wield aweapon, and to think her way clear of
troublesome situations without panicking much. Well, except for the small slampede of the cattle back at
Pherson's, but anyone could be expected to be alittle bit off their color in the midst of their first
stampede.

She had done her best never to chest or lie-excepting those liesthat courtesy required; she shared
every bounty she was given; in short, she had struggled to lead an exemplary life.

And for her pains, she had drifted into work at Torvan's Tavern, listening to her friends, encouraging
and supporting their dreams, no matter how wild, and watching them, one by one, drift out of her life,
either by marriage, by childbirth, or by jobsthat had taken them out of the village.

She had her dream, but it was a distant one now, and it only stung her when she camefaceto face
with the fact that someone el se-some other person, through no work, no effort, no obvious virtue of their
own-was living the life that she had dreamed of and yearned for ever since she could remember.

Stll, if the Heradds-they never traveled done-camein for amea and |eft their Companionsin the
pasture runs, she could sneak out for afew minutes and watch them, and pretend. Because no matter
how stupid it was, she couldn't et go of her dream.



It was clear from the moment he walked into the tavern that something was wrong. Heralds were
able-athough how, she wasn't certain-to keep their Whiteswhite and in very good repair, and this
Herald's Whites were neither. He was pale, and the moment he stepped out of the glare of the doorway,
she saw why; hisarm was bound, but bleeding, and his face was scraped and bruised.

"Excuseme,” hesaid, in avery quiet, but very urgent voice, "I need hep. My Companionisinjured.”

Heralds seldom traveled alone. Kelsey tucked her rag into her apron pocket and made the distance
between the table and the door before Torvan had lifted the bar's gate.

"What-what happened?’

He shook his head, and it was obvious, this close up, that he was near collapse. She put anam
under his arms-she was not aweak woman-and half-walked, half-dragged him to achair. "Don't worry
about me," he said softly, hisface graying. "She's hurt, and she needs help.”

"Why don't | worry about both of you?' Kelsey replied, mimicking the stern tone of her
grandmother in crigs. "Torvan-send Raymon for the doctor, and send Karin for the vet!" The Heradd
darted to rise, and she blocked him with her arm. " And where do you think you're going?"

He opened hiseyes a the tone of her voice, and studied her face asif truly seeing her for the first
time. Then he smiled wanly. "Nowhere, maam,” hereplied. It was then that she redlized that he was
probably twice her age, with gray streaks through hislong braid and two faded scars across his neck and
cheek. Hisfeatures were fine-boned, unlike her own; he looked like the son of anoble, except it was
obvious that he was used to doing his own work.

"Good. What are you smiling a?"

"You. You remind me of my grandmother." The smile faded as he winced; his expresson grew
distant again. She knew that he was seeing not only theloss of the Herald he traveled his circuit with-for
shewas certain that that Herald must be dead-but also the fear of the loss of his Companion.

She brought him an ae and made him drink; he finished most of it before the doctors-human and
animd-arrived.

"If you make her travel on theleg, you can probably get afew more miles down the road, but you'l
lame her," the vet said, staring intently at the cleaned gash acrossthe knee. "1 don't know much about
Companions-but | do know theat if she were ahorse, she would never have madeit thisfar." That he
didn't offer more, and in the lecturing tone that he was wont to use, showed his respect for the Herald.

The Herdd-who cdled himsdf Carris, dthough that was clearly not hisfull name-nodded grimly and
wiped the swest absently from his forehead with ahandkerchief. Hisuniform was safdly inthetub in
Kesey'sroom, and he wore no obvious wegpons, athough a sword and abow werein easy reach.
"How long will it be until she can travel safely?!

"Hard to say," the older man replied.
Cams nodded again, absorbing the words. The doctor had been and gone, and Kelsey had been

forced to rather harsh words with both doctor and Herald before an uneasy truce had been reached
between them.



"Y ou don't interfere with His Mgesty's business,” sheld snarled a Dr. Lessar. "And you-what did
you think we called the doctor for? Hell bind and treat that arm-and those ribs-even if you fed it's
necessary to go out and break them again. Isthat clear?’

The doctor laughed. "And you're teling me how to tak to aHerad?'

Oddly enough, the Herald laughed as well. And he did submit to the doctor's care, € ecting to more
quietly ignore most of the doctor's subsequent advice.

Torvan accepted Kel sey's desertion with as much grace as he could muster during the season when
the trade route was at its busiest and the tavern could be expected to have the most traffic. She did what
she could to lend a hand between the doctors visits with Carris and his Companion, but it was clear that
shefelt them both to be her concern, and clearer till that the Herald was dmost in bad enough shapeto
need it, S0 he gruffly chased her out of the dining room and told her to finish off her business.

* * %

Her businesstook her to the stables, where, in the dying light, the orange flicker of lamps could be
seen through the dats of the door. That's odd, she thought, as she lifted her own lamp alittle higher. It
wasn't completely dark by any means-but the stables tended to need allittle light regardless of the time of
day-and she shonethat light into the warm shadows.

Carriswas knedling at the feet of apinto mare, gently probing her knees. She nickered and nudged
him, and he nearly fell over ashe spun quickly to face Kelsey.

"What are you doing here?' they said in unison.

Then Carrissmiled. "Y ou know, lass" he said, dthough sheld passed the age of "lassdom” five years
back, "you should consider acareer in HisMgesty'sarmy. Y ou've the makings of afine regimenta
Ssergeant.”

"Thanks," shereplied, feding that he meant to tease her, but not seeing anything in hiswords that
could be viewed as perjorative. "Y ou haven't answered my question.”

He chuckled, and it added wrinklesto his eyes and mouth that suggested he often laughed. "No,
lass, | haven't. What do you think of her?!

"Of-" Shelooked at the horse, and then redlized that it wasn't. A horse. "That's your Companion.”
"If sheforgives mefor the indignity and the desertion, then, yes, sheis™"

"Why-why have you donethat?" She lowered her lamp, asif to offer the Companion alittle more
privacy. Her tone madeit clear that she thought it dmost sacrilegious.

"Don't you start aswell," Carris said, mock severely. "I'vedoneit,” he added, his voice suddenly
much more serious, "because I've a message that must be delivered-and | can't take her with me, but to
leave her here, as an obvious Companion, isto risk her life.”

Kelsey let the secondstick back while she figured out exactly what he meant. Then shelifted the
lamp again. "Areyou crazy?' shesaid at last. "Y ou can't ride with your arm like that and your ribs



broken-you'll pierce your lungsfor certain!”

The Companion bobbed her lovely head up and down amost vigoroudly.

"Don't gart," Carrissaid again. "Weve dready covered that ground, and I've made my decision.
Sheknowsit'stheright one.” He stood dowly, but winced with pain just the same asif held jumped up.
"Kelsgy, you've done as much as any girl can to help me-but I've one more favor to ask of you."

"W-what?'

"l want you to take care of her."

"Of... her?'

"My Companion, yes," hereplied. "Her nameis Arana." He waited for her to answer, and after five
minutes had passed, he said, "Kelsey?!

She couldn't even speak. Instead, she walked past him, holding the lamp asif it wereashield. She
approached the dyed Companion, met her eyes, and held them for along time. Finally, she remembered
that she wasn't done, and had the grace to blush.

"l meant to tell you that dinner's been laid out for you. It's probably cold, but you should still get to it
whileyou can."

IIde?I
"I'll haveto think about it," she replied, not taking her eyes off of Carris Companion.

* * *

That night, with the moon at half-mast, it was dark enough that she stubbed her toestwice on the
path to the stable. The lamp that she held was turned down aslow as possible-she didn't want to attract
attention from thefield mice and therats.

She wanted to look at Aranaagain, without Carrisintruding upon the privacy of her old dresmsand
her old desires. Could she watch the Companion. Could she take care of her. Hal

She opened the doors, paused as the smells of the hay and the horse scent hit her nostrils, and made
her way in. Usudly Companions weren't stabled like this-but Carris had inssted that Aranabe as
horsdlike as possible.

"Doesshelike sugar?'

Carrishad laughed. "Asmuch asarea horse."

She hadn't snuck into stables since she was child, but she'd lost none of her old ingtincts. She made
her way, unerringly, to Aranas stall.

She wasn't particularly surprised to find Aranawaiting for her. "Hello," she said softly. The
Companion, as expected, didn't answer. A pang of disappointment, like adightly off-key chord, rippled



through her and vanished. "I'm Kelsey."
Aranalifted her head and nodded.

"l suppose you've met alot of peoplelike me. I-1 always wanted to be aHerad. I've dways prayed
that one day, a Companion would Choose me. It's never happened,” she added ruefully. "And | don't
supposeyoud bewilling to tell mewhy."

Aranaput her head over the stal's door and et Kelsey scratch her. It was easier than scratching a
normal horse; the Companion seemed to be more sensitive. "Doesn't matter. Carris wants me to stay
here, with you, while he does some fool thing on his own, injured, without anyone to look after his back.
What do you think of that?'

Arana said absolutely nothing, but she became completely till. Kelsay shook her head and lowered
thelamp. "That'swhat | thought aswell. Here. | brought you some sugar.”

* * %

"Where do you think you're going?' Carris, dressed like awell-to-do villager, frowned as Kelsey let
her backpack dide off her shouldersto land on the ground with athump.

"Taked it out with Torvan,” shereplied, around her last mouthful of bread and cheese, "and he says
it'sago." She swallowed, wiped her hands on her pants, rolled her hair into its familiar bun, and shoved
her coin bag into the inner reaches of her shirt.

"What'sago?' Carrisasked, suspicion giving him an aura of unease that made Kelsey want to laugh
out loud.

"I'm going with you, Carris." She checked her long dagger, and then picked up her wooden bat.
Made sure she had a hat, and a scarf to keep it attached to her head.

"That's preposterous,” he replied. "Y ou are doing no such thing."
She shrugged. "Whatever you say."
n Kd w_ll

"Look-what did you think you were going to do? Dresslike that, but pick up afast and fancy horse
that'll take you to the capita ?

He looked taken aback.

"You'l stand out like a scarecrow. Y ou're afraid that someone following you would recognize
Arana, and if that's the case, you'll be recognized if you travel asyou'd planned. Trust me."

"l wasn't aware that you'd studied the arts of subterfuge. Y ou certainly haven't mastered the art of
ubtlety."

"Ho ho ho." She bent down and picked up her pack; dung it over one shoulder, and then bent down
for his. "Don't argue with me," she said, not even bothering to look up. "I'll take the packs. Y ou take your



arm and your ribs. Oh, damn."
"What?"
"l dmogt forgot.”
"What?"
"Thehair. It hasto go."

Carriswasin adecidedly less cheerful mood when they findly departed theinn. "Look, Kesey," he
sad tersdy. ™Y ou may not believethis, but that hair was my single vanity.”

"A man your age shouldn't be beholden to asingle vanity,” she replied sweetly. "Now come on.
Y ou've come at a good time-I've afriend who guards one of the caravan routes, and they're ways
looking for new hands."

"Asacaravan guard in thisterritory?' Carrisraised an eyebrow. "Y ou do redize that with the
upsurge in banditry lately, he'sjust asking for trouble?’

Something about the way he said the word "banditry™ caught her atention; she pursued it like a cat
does amouse. "What do you know about the bandit problems?’

Hedidn't reply.
"This have something to do with the message you need to ddiver?"
* k% %
He nodded, but no matter how she pressed him, he would say nothing else.
Wl it's King's business, not mine, Kelsey thought. And probably better that | don't know. She
knew enough, after al, to know that as aHerad he was trustworthy, and that anyone who tried to kill
him was as much the King's enemy-and therefore her own-as a stranger could be. Still, shefelt atwinge

of envy; sheknew that were she aHerad, they'd talk openly of their mission-like equas. Comrades.

Asif he could read her thoughts-and it was rumored that some Heralds could-he said, "It isn't that |
don't trust you, Kelsay."

"Don't bother with explanations. | can come up with a dozen good ones on your behaf and you
don't even have to open your mouth." She paused, and then stopped. ™Y ou can widld that thing, can't
you?"

"Both of them, yes" hereplied, amiling.

"Good."

"What did you intend as awegpon?"

"This." She pulled her bat out of her pack and swung itin awidecircle. "l cdl itaclub.”



"Y ou're going to sign on asa caravan guard wielding aclub?!

"Y ou've never seen mewield aclub before," she assured him. Then she laughed. ™Y ou should see
your face. Yes, | intend to sign on, but I'll probably do it as cook or ahandler. If aperson'swilling and
ableto work, there are dways jobs on the trade routes. Especialy now." She started to say something
else, and then stopped. "Areyou in pain?’

"Yes," hesaid, but the word was so soft it was awhisper.

She studied his pale face for amoment and then grimaced. The death of hisfriend wasn't red for him
yet, but in bits and pieces it was becoming that way. Kelsey was dmost glad that she wouldn't be with
him when he finally completed his miss on-because she was certain that when he did, held collgpse with
grief and quilt.

She'd seen enough hurt men and women come through Torvan's place to know the look of it.

"That'sthe life of a Herald, dear,” her grandmother would tell her.

"I know," shetold her grandmother'smemory. "But | want it just the same.”

* * *

David Fruitman had the look of abarbarian to him. Hisface was never closgly shaven, but never
full-bearded, his brown hair was wavy-amost scruffy-and long, and his carriage gave the impression not
only of size, but of the ability to use the strength that came with it to good advantage.

Kelsey waved and shouted to catch his attention.

When he saw her, herolled hiseyes. "What, you agan?'

Carrishung back abit, unsure of the larger man's reception, but Kelsey bounded in, dapped him
hard on the upper arm, and then dropped the two packs she carried to give him abear hug. She called
him something that was best |€ft in the tavern among friends who had had far too much to drink, and then
swvung him around.

"Carris, get your backside up here. David, thisis Carris. Carris, thisis David. Heswhat passesfor a
guard captain around here."

David looked at Carris, raised an eyebrow, and then looked down at Kelsey. "There's aproblem,
Kese" hesad.

\What?"
"Hisarm's broken."

"So?It'snot hissword arm.”

Carrisand David exchanged raised brows. "Shdll | explain, or shdl you?' Carrissaid.

"You doit. I'm not getting enough danger pay asis."



"Very funny, both of you. David-can | talk to you in private for aminute or two?"

"Isthislikelast time's private-where you shouted loudly enough that this half of the caravan lost most
of their hearing for the next two weeks?"

"Very funny." She scowled, grabbed hisarm, grabbed her packs, and nodded frantic directionsto
Carris. It al came together somehow, and they made their way to the wagon that David called home
while hewas recruiting.

"Wdl?'

"CarrisisaHerad," she said, dispensing with pretense and bluster-although the latter was hard to
get rid of. "His partner's dead, his Companion'sinjured, and he's got a message that he's got to get to the
capital asfast as possible. He can't ride-don't argue with me, Carris, you heard what the doctor said-and
he'sbeing hunted.”

"Hunted by who?"

"Hecan't say."

"l can't hirehim, then."

"David-hesaHerad."

"That doesn't mean the same thing to me asit meansto you," David replied. "L ook-the people who
hunt the type of guards| hire are cutthroatsthat | know how to ded with. The people who hunt a
Herdd..."

"David!" Shereached out, grabbed the front of his surcoat, bunched it into two fists and pulled.
Even Carrisrecoiled dightly at theintensity of her tone. "'Y ou-are-going-to-hire-us-both.”

Heraised abrow, not in the least put out. "Or?"’
"Or | will tel Sharraabout the time that-"

Helifted both of hishandsin mock surrender, and than his expresson grew graver. "Isit that
important, Kelse?'

"More. Trust me. We need you."

"All right. Let go of my surcoat and pray that the entire encampment didn't just hear that. I'll take
Carris on-but we've got to strap a shield to that shoulder.”

"Can't you just say hewasinjured in the line of duty?"

"Sure. But who's going to ask me? Most of the guards here are the same as| started with, and
they'll know he'sastranger if they're asked. We've hired five men here, and hell just be another one of
those-but he's got to look the part, even if he'snot going to act it. Clear?"

She said something extremdly rude. "Yes. Clear.”



"Good."

"Captain?' Carrissaid softly.

"What?"

"Thank you."

"Don't. Thank her. | owe her, and it's about time she arted caling in her debt.”

* * %

"I hope you appreciate this," Kelsey said to Carris asthey set up their tents. Her hands were stiff
and chapped, and she was busy nursing ablister caused by peeling carrots and potatoes for asmall
army. When he didn't answer, she looked acrossthe fire.

"What'swrong?'

"It'sArana," hereplied at last, weighing hiswords. "Y ou travel for thislong with a-avery dear
friend, and you redly notice when shesgone.”

"Y ou aren't used to being separated?!

"No. I'm used to being able to hear her no matter wherel am." He was quiet, and she let the silence
stretch between them, wondering when he would bresk it. Fifteen minutes later, she redized he wasntt

going to.

"Isit everything they say it is?'

"Pardon?’

"Being aHerdd. Having a Companion. Isit everything it's cracked up to be?"

He amiled. "It'sharder than | ever imagined,” he replied, leaning back on his elbows, and then
wincing and shifting hisweight rgpidly. "And it'sthe most rewarding thing | could ever dream of doing.”
Helaughed, and the laugh was sdlf-deprecating. "It wasn't what 1'd intended to do with my life-and both
of my parentsare ftill rather upset about it, snceit Sgnificantly shiftsthefamily hierarchy.”

"Do you know why you were Chosen?”

"Me?" Helaughed again. "No. If | had to Choose, I'd be the last person I'd ask to defend the
kingdom with hislife." He sobered suddenly. Rose. "Kdsey, | don't know how to thank you for

everything you've done, and | know that leaving you to the campfire doneisn't theway to Sart.”

Shewaved him off. "Everyone needs alittle space for grief,” shetold him firmly. "Even aHerad.
Especidly aHerdd."

* * %

But after he was gone, she sared at the fire pensively. By his own admission held done nothing to be



considered aworthy candidate-why had he become a Herad? Why had he been Chosen? Don't start,
Kelsey, shetold hersdf sernly, or you'll be up at it all night.

* % %

"You look awful," David said, as he ducked aflying handful of potato rinds.

"l didn't deep very well," shereplied. "Areyou hereto annoy me, or should | just assumethat you
dready have?'

Helaughed. "I wanted to see how you were faring. The caravan's got afew extramouthsthistime
round; if | was going to choose KP, | wouldn't have doneit for this stretch of the route.”

"Thanksfor thewarning," she said, and heaved another handful of rinds. Then she wiped her hands
on her trousers, set her knife aside, and stood. "Why isthe caravan so bloody big thistime?'

"It'swdl guarded,” David replied, lowering hisvoice. "Wl guarded. Weve done our buying for the
season, and we're doing our damned best to protect our investment.”

"How bad hasit been? We'd heard rumors that-"

"It'sbeen bad.” Hisfacelost dl traces of its norma good humor. "If you hadn't insisted, Kelsg, |
wouldn't have taken your friend on. Theresavery good chance hell get to see action whether hesup to
it or not."

"Oh." She blew astrand of dark hair out of her eyes. "Isthere some sort of drill?"
"Meaning?'

"What should the noncombatants do if the caravan is attacked?’ She waited for aminute. "L ook,
stop aring at me asif I've grown an extra head and answer my question.”

"Well," hereplied, scratching hisjaw, "if | werein that postion, I'd probably hide under the
wagons.”

Great. "If I'd wanted an answer that unredl, 1'd have asked aBard." She picked up her knife and
went back to potatoes, carrots, and onions. Onions. That was the other thing she was going to have to
find away around.

Carristook to taking it easy about aswell asaduck takesto fire. He was grim-faced and impatient,
and he watched the road and the surrounding wooded hillslike a starving hawk. David had decided that
the best watch for Carris was the night watch; under the cover of shadow and orange firelight, he could
pass for areasonably whole guard. He carried his sword and his bow-although Kelsey pointed out time
and again that the bow was s0 usdless it was just added encumbrance-and wore ashield that had been
strapped to hisfront aswell as possible given the circumstances.

What he did not do well was blend in with the rest of the guards. It was hislanguage, Kelsey
reflected, as she listened to him speak. He didn't have the right cadence for someone who had falen into
thelife of acaravan guard. Never mind cadence, she thought, as she dove into the middle of a
conversation and pulled him out-whole-he didn't have the vocabulary, the tone, the posture. He did,



having been on the road without being able to shave himsalf, have the right look.

"Stop being S0 nervous,” she said, catching hisgood arm in hers and wandering dightly away from
the front of the caravan.

"Kesey, do you know what this caravan is carrying?'
"Nope. And | don't want to."

"Wadl, | do. We're going to see action, and | can't afford to see it and not escapeit dive. Wevelost
four Heralds to thisinvestigation, not including Lyris, and well lose moreif | don't get word back.”

"Well get word back,” she said, assuring him. But she felt atwinge of unease when shefindly left

him. Dammit, he's even got me spooked. She went to her pack, found her bat, hooked it under her left
arm, and wa ked quickly back to her place among the cook's staff.

"What isthat?' A familiar voice said.

"Don't ask her that." Marrit, the older woman who supervised the cooking, looked atad harried as
sheglared in David's genera direction.

"Itsabat.”

"l know whet itis."

"Thenwhy did you ask?'

"Don't be asmartass, Kelse. Why are you carrying it around?”
"It's as much aweapon as anything else | own."

"And you need awegpon on kitchen duty?' David laughed. "Marrit, | didn't redize that you'd
become such adanger over the past few days."

"L ook-don't you have something to do?!

"I'm off duty. I've got nothing to do but sit and visit." He smiled broadly and took a seat. He even
managed to keep it for five minutes. Marrit didn't say one disparaging word about her cook's lax work
habits when Kelsey dropped her knife into the potato sack, turned, and pushed him backward over the

log.
Two days passed.

Carriswas edgy for every minute of them, except when he spoke of Lyris. Then hisemotions
wavered from guilt and grief to afury that had roots so deep even Kelsey was afraid to disturb them by



asking intrusive questions that stirred up memories too sharp and therefore too dangerous. Thisdidn't
stop her from listening, of course. She managed to infer that Lyris was the Herdd who had traveled with
Carris, and further that Lyris was young, attractive and impulsive. She knew that he had come from the
wrong side of town, just as Carris had come from too far into theright side, asit were.

Never anger anoble, her grandmother used to say. Especialy not aquiet one. Although it was atad
on the obvious side, it was till good advice.

"Kesey, why must you take that club everywhere you go?'

Given that sheld just managed to hit hisrib with the nubbly end, it was a reasonable enough
guestion-or it would have been had she not heard it so often. "Don't Sart. | thought if there was one
person in camp I'd be safe from, it'd be you. Why do you think I'm carrying it?'

He shrugged. "1 don't know. Everyone here seemsto have their pet theory."

"What do you mean, everyone?'

"Guards" he said, offering her the gleam of arare smile, "have very little to talk about these days."

She blushed. "I'd better not catch them talking about me, or I'll damned well show them what I'm
caryingitfor."

Carrisactudly laughed at that. Then he stopped. "I know I'm unshaven and unkempt, but have |
done something else to make you stare?’

"Yes" shereplied without thinking. ™Y ou laughed.” She regretted her habit of speech without thought
the moment the words I eft her lips, the clouds returned to his face, and with them, the distance.

"And there's not much to laugh about, isthere?' He said softly, hisright hand on his sword hilt.

* * *

Kedsey was a the riversde, washing more tin bowls than Torvan owned, when she heard the
screaming start. A slence fdl over the men and woman who formed Marrit's kitchen patrol. Fingers
turned white as hands young and old clenched the rims of tin and the rags that were being used to dry
them. No one spoke, which was dl the better; Kelsey could hear the sound of hooves tearing up the
ground.

Horses, she thought, as she numbly gained her feet. The bandits have hor ses!

"Kelsgy!" Marrit hissed. "Where are you going?'

Kesay lifted her fingersto her lips and shook her head. She motioned toward the circular body of
wagons. Marrit paled, and mouthed the order to stay by the riverside, where many of the cooking staff
were aready seeking suitable placesto hide.

It was the smartest course of action. Of course, Kelsey thought, knees shaking, that's why I'm not
doing it. She siwung her bat up to her shoulder and began to run.



In the confusion and chaos, panic was king, and the merchant civilianshisloya subjects.

Thewagons, circled for camping between villagestoo smal to maintain large enough innsand
grounds, provided al the cover there was against the attackers. People-some Kelsey recognized, and
some, expressions so distorted by fear that their faces were no longer the faces she knew-ran back and
forth across her path, ducking for cover into the flapped canvas tents, the wagons, or the meager
undergrowth. The guards on watch had their handsfull, and the guards off duty were scrambling madly to
get into their armor and join the formation that was dowly-too dowly-taking shape.

She counted forty guards-there were forty-eight in total-as she scanned the circular clearing
searching desperatdly for some glimpse of Carris. No sign of him; maybe held finally shown some brains
and was hiding somewhere under the wagons.

Ha And maybe the horses she heard were aherd of Companions, al cometo ask her to join them.
She took advantage of ascurry of panicked movement to take alook under awagon. She saw the
horses then.

Funny thing, about these bandits. They weren't wearing livery, and they weren't wearing
uniforms-but they looked an awful lot like aBardic description of cavary. The horseswereno riding
horses, and no wagon-horses either. She didn't like the look of them at al, and she loved horses.

They sure make bandits a damned sight richer than they used to, shethought, clenching her
teeth on the words that were choking her in arush to get said. And a damned sight more organized.
She had avery bad fedling about this particular raid. And when the blood spray of arunning civilian hit
the grasstwo feet from her face, she knew that if there were any survivorsto theraid at dl, it was going
to beaminor miracle.

A flarewent up in front of the lead wagon; fire-tipped arrows came raining from the trees, and
shadows detached themsdlves from the undergrowth, gaining the color and height of men asthey came
into the fading daylight.

Kelsey knew she should be cowering for cover somewhere, but the tree that she'd managed to
climb was centrd enough-and leafy enough-that it gave her both aterrific vantage point and afase sense
of security. She counted the mounted men; there were ten. She couldn't get as good a sense of the foot
soldiers-bandits, she corrected herself-but she thought there weren't more than thirty. So if one didn't
count the cavalry as more than a single man each, the caravan guards outnumbered them.

It made for atough fight, but the horses were too large to be easily maneuvered around the wagons,
and if the merchants and their saff were careful, the caravan would pull out on top. She smiled in reief,
and then the smile froze and cracked.

For on horseback-a deek, dender riding horse with plaited manes and the carriage of awell-trained
thoroughbred-unarmored and deceptively wegponless, rode aman in aplain black tunic. At histhroat,
glowing like aminiature sun, was acrystd that seemed to ebb light out of the very sky.

Thiswasthe threet that Carris wouldn't speak openly of. Thiswaswhat he had to reach other
Heralds to warn them about. Thiswas the information that the King needed. Kelsey gripped both her bat
and the tree convulsively as the Mage on horseback drew closer to where she sat, suddenly vulnerable,
among the cover of leaves.



Hiswas a power, she was afraid, that dwarfed the power of al save afew Heralds-and she was
certain that Carriswas no Herad-Mage, to take on such aformidable foe.

Damn it, shethought, holding her breath lest awhisper rustle aleaf the wrong way. Carris was
right. I shouldn't have brought him along with the caravan. Then, And he'll probably die just like
therest of us-they won't know he's their Herald, and they won't care.

One of the mounted soldiers rode up to the Mage.
"That wagon," he said, pointing. "Food supplies, but nothing of morevaue.”

"Good." The Mage gestured and fire legped up from the wagon's depths, consuming it in aflash. The
circle was broken, and the ten mounted horseman, pikes readied, charged into the encampment.

She heard the shouts and then the screams of the guards and the civilians they were to protect.
People fled the horses and the hooves that dug up the ground asif it weretilled soil. They didn't get far.
Kesey saw, clearly, the beginning of adaughter.

Sickened, she shrank back, closing her eyes. There's nothing you can do, some part of her mind
sad. Hide here. Maybe they won't notice you.

"Captain! 'Ware-they've got aMage at the center of their formation!™ It was Carris voice, booming
across the panicked cries and painful screams of the newly dying. In spite of her fear, she gazed down to
see him, sword readied, shield tossed aside and forgotten. The blade caught the fire of the camplight, and
it glowed adeep orange.

You see? Another part of her taunted. You wouldn't have made a decent Herald after all. She
hid in the trees, and Carris, broken arm and cracked ribs forgotten, stood in the center of the coming
fray, hissword glowing dimly asit reflected the light of thefires.

No. Shetook a deep breath. Watched.

The guards met the bandits, but the bandits attacked like frenzied berserkers, and it wasthe caravan
guardsthat took casudties. Kelsey could not make out individual faces or fighting styles-and shewas
thankful for it. What she could see was that somehow, the blows that the caravan guards landed seemed
to cause no harm.

It was dmogt asif the enemies were being protected by an invisible shield. Magic. Magic.

Another horseman rode in, and stopped three yards from the mage. "Sir," he said. "Weve got a
group of them hiding by theriverside. Possible one or two have managed to crossit.”

The Mage cursed. "Get the archers out, then,” he snarled. "We can't afford to have anyone escape.”
"Can't you-"

"Not if you want to be safe from sted and arrow tips," hereplied grimly. "Go." He gripped the
crysta around hisneck moretightly.

Get down, Kelsey. She shivered as she saw the Mage close hiseyes. Now's your chance. Get



down. But her legswouldn't unlock. Her hands shook. She watched the ground below asiif the unfolding
dramawas on a stage that she couldn't quite reach.

Carris came out of the wings. She saw him, close to the ground, and nearly cried out awarning as
the mounted soldier departed. But she bit her lip on the noise. He used the shadows, Carrisdid, and he
moved asif he had noinjuries. Aninch a atime, he made hisway to the Mage who sat on horseback,
concentrating.

The horse shied back, and the Mage's eyes snapped open. Carris leaped up from the ground,
swinging hissword. It whistled in aperfect arc; the Mage didn't have timeto avoid it. The sword hit him
across the chest and shimmered dightly. That wasall.

The man laughed out loud. "Y ou fool!" He cried. "Did you think to harm mewith that?* Carris
swung again, and again the Mage did nothing to avoid the strike. "Why, | think | know you-you'rethe
little Herald that escaped us. It's probably best for you-you wouldn't have enjoyed the fate that you
consgned your friend to suffer done.”

Carris next swing waswild, and it was hislast; three foot soldiers came up, dowly, at his back. But
the Mage lifted a hand, waving them off. "No, this oneismine, gentlemen. Unfinished busness” He
amiled. "Don't you have merchantsto kill ?"

The soldiers nodded and stepped back almost uncertainly. If Kelsey had to guess, the Mage had
probably killed one or two of them to keep them inline; they weren't comfortable with him; that much
was Clear.

"Y ou can't think that you'll get away with this" Carrissaid. It was, indl, apretty predictable thing to
say-and not at all what Kelsey would have chosen as her last words.

Something snapped into place for Kelsey as shethought that. | can't let him die with that for an
exit line, shetold hersdf, and very dowly, watching her back as much as possible, Kelsey began to
shinny down thetree.

"l know we will," the Mage replied, al confidence. "Are you sure you don't want to continue your
futileline of attack? It amuses meimmensdy.”

Carrislowered his sword.

"Y ou could try the bow-you can widld it, can't you? It would also amuse me, and perhapsif I'm
amused, you'll die quickly. | was embarrassed by your escape,” he added, his voice ashade darker.
"And have much to make up for to the Baron."

Carrissad nothing.

"Come, come. Why don't you join me? We can watch the death of al of your compatriots before
we gtart in on yours. Y ou see, you have alarger number of guards-but they aren', like my men, immune
to the effects of sword and arrow. It'salovely magic I've devel oped, and it's served me exceptionally

well. Come," he added, and his voice was a command.

Like apuppet, Carris was jerked forward.



"Weatch."

It was amost impossible not to obey his commands. Kelsey looked up-and what she saw made her
freeze for amoment in helplessrage. David was fighting aretreat of sorts-but he was backing up into
another cluster of the enemy. He seemed to understand that the swords that the caravan guards wiel ded
were only good for defense, for he parried, but made no attempt to strike and extend himself to people
who didn't have to worry about parrying anymore.

A guard went down at David's side.
Kelsey hit her lip.

And then, because she was her grandmother's daughter-and more than that besides-she swallowed,
took adeep bresth, and crawled as quickly as possble to where the Mage sat enjoying the carnage.

She wanted to say something clever or witty or glib-but words deserted her. Only the ability to act
remained, and she wasn't certain for how much longer. She lifted the bat, and, closing her eyes, swung it
with al the force she could muster.

She had never heard a sound so lovely as the snapping of the Mage's neck. She would remember it
more clearly than dmost any other detail of the attack. Almost.

He toppled from his horse as the horse reared. She watched him crumple and fall, watched his body
hit the ground. Then she lifted the bat and began to strike him again and again and again. Carris shouted
something-she couldn't make out the words-as she began to try to shatter the crystal that hung at the
Mage's neck.

Then shefdt ahand on her arm, and swung the bat round.

"Kesey, it'smel” Carris face was about two inches away from hers. Therewas abit of blood on
it-but she thought it wasn't his. Couldn't be certain. "You did it," he said. Hetried to pry the bat out of her
hands, but her fingerslocked tighter around it than amerchant's around his money chest. Helet go of her
hands and smiled. The grin waswolfish.

"Weve got them, Kelsey. Thanksto you, they don't know that they can die yet-but they're about to
find out the Mageisgone." Histeeth flashed. "And they've been walking onto our swords because there's
no risk to them."

"Remind me," she said faintly, ""not to make you mad.”

Helooked down at the corpse at her feet. Laughed, loudly and perhapsalittlewildly. "Youretelling
methat?'

An hour later it was dl over. People lay dead in pockets of blood across the width of the
encampment. The merchants buried and mourned their own, but they left the bandits for carrion. The
mounted men had fared the best, once they redlized that they were vulnerable, and three at least had fled
the arrows and bolts that the guards used against them. The rest joined their unmounted counterparts.

David, injured, was Hill dive. Kelsey was glad of it. She watched his wounds being bound by the
doctor-the merchant Tuavo dways traveled with agood physician as part of his caravan-and swung her



bat up onto itsfamiliar shoulder-perch. "Hey," she said.

"l know, | know. So we never make fun of strange barmaids who carry bats around the kitchen.
Okay?'

She smiled. "That's not what I'm herefor. It's about my position as a caravan guard.”
"Asawhat?'

"Look, I'm abit of ahero for the next hour, and I'll be damned if | don't useit to get out of peeling
potatoes and onions for the next two months. Y ou're going to vouch for me-isthat clear?’

Helaughed. "Asabdl."

* % *

"Hello," Kdsey said, as she caught Carris shadow looming over her shoulder. "Aren't you late for
your shift?"

"The captain excused me. I've been," he added, lifting hisarm, "injured in action.” He grinned and
Kesey laughed. Sheld done alot of that latdly.

Carrisreturned her laugh with alaugh of his own. He seemed both taller and younger than he had
when shed firgt [aid eyeson him in Torvan'splace. A little more a peace with himsalf.

Still, there was something she wanted to say. "1-1've been meaning to gpologize to you."

"“To me? For what?'

"The Mage." Shelooked up, and her eyes, dark in the fading day, met his.

Carris shook hishead dmost sadly. "Wasit that obvious?' He took a deep bresth, and ran his
fingersthrough his short, peppered hair. Very quietly, he gave her her due. "I've never wanted to kill a
man o badly inmy life”

"l wouldvefet the sameway."

"You got to kill him." Helooked into the fire, and she knew he was seeing Lyris. She reached up
and caught his hand, felt hisfingers stiffen and then relax as she pulled him down to the log.

"Tdl me" shesaid, in the softest voice he had yet heard her use. "Tell me about Lyris."

Hedid. Hetalked for hours, letting histearsfal fredly at first, and then returning to them again and
again asan odd story or an old, affectionate complaint brought the loss home. He talked himsdlf into
dlence asthefire lapped a the gravel.

Then he did something surprising. He turned to her in the darkness and said, "Now tell me about
Kelsey."

Shewas 0 flustered, she forgot how to speak for amoment-and Kelsey was not often at alossfor



words. WeI, she thought, as she stared at the crackling logs beyond her feet, what do you have to say
for yourself? About yourself?

His chuckle was gentle. "Should | sart?"

"Go ahead.”

"Kelsey isayoung woman who, as a child, very much wanted to beaHerad."
It was dark, so he couldn't see her blush. "H-how did you know that?"

"It'sa... gift of mine. And asaHerad, you get used to spotting people who hold the Heraldsin awe.
Or rather," he added wryly, as he touched his short hair again, "hold the position in awe.”

She shrugged.

"Y ou asked meif | knew why we were Chosen-but what you really wanted to know was why you
weren't."

She couldn't answer because every word he spoke wastrue.

"l don't know why." He did an arm around her shoulder and it surprised her so much shedidn't even
knock him over. "But having met you, | can guess.”

Hereit comes. "What? What would you guess?"

"Kesey-I told you that | was the son of anoble, and asit's not important, | won't tell you which one.
But if Aranahadn't cometo me, hadn't Chosen me, | would have become embroiled in the palitics of the
nobility, and would have done very little of any good to the people of the Kingdom asawhole. | liketo
think | would have ruled my own people well, buit... it's not easy.

"And Lyris? Much as| love him, he'd have probably wound up as a second-rate thief-or a corpse.
Not much good there ether.”

Shewasvery quiet.
"Y ou don't have a Companion, yet if not for you, the people of this caravan would have been

daughtered like sheep at the Crown Princess wedding.” He caught one of her handsin hisgood one.
"I've got to get some deep, if | can. So do you. But think about it."

"I will."

* * %

Kesey had spent many deepless nightsin the cold of adying fire, and thisone wasto be no
exception. What did it mean? What did it redly mean? She looked at her hands, seeing both the calluses
and the dried blood of theinjured that she'd helped the doctor with. They were good hands, strong
enough to do what was necessary.

I'mnot a Herald, shethought, as she stared at them. And | never will be. Sheturned it over in her



mind, and for thefirst timein her life, she accepted it without sorrow. | never will be Chosen.

She stood up asthe embersfaded. But if | can't be one of the Chosen, | can be one who
chooses. And 1 choose to do what | must, when I'm needed.

Herads couldn't do everything for themsalves; she knew how to run an inn-maybe, if she proved
worthy of it, she'd be alowed to run aschool. Everyone needed to eat-surely the Heralds would need a
cook? And that close to the thick of things-that close to Heralds, Companions, possibly the King
himself-there was certain to be alot for Kelsey to do.

She smiled; the sun was on the fringe of the horizon.
"Carrid"

If she expected him to be degping, she waswrong; he was awake, and astrange little smile hovered
around the corner of hislips. "Yes?'

"I'm coming with you to the capital, and | won't take no for an answer. Y ou're ftill injured, you
probably still need someone to watch your back, and you-"

"And I'd love your company.”

Hedidn't, cometo think of it, look at al surprised. Made her suspicious, but it also made her, for
thefirst time that she could remember, completely happy. She had done with waiting; it wastimeto start
thelifethat her grandmother had aways promised her she could chooseto live.
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"Revyn," Eser called quietly, "I need some more of those bandages over here. And asplint.”

The young trainee trotted over to the Master Hedler, armsfull of soft fabric, fingertips barely
clutching the smoothly carved pieces of the splint. Eser took the wood from his hands just before he

dropped it, smiling gently.

"Now, lad, | don't need you bringing so much that you lose it before you can do any good with it,"
he teased, asmilelighting hisfaintly lined face. Revyn amiled thinly back a him, acknowledging the mild
rebuke, and watched with feigned disinterest asthe Hedler carefully set the broken leg.

"Do you think you could do the same, hmm?" Eser asked when he had finished, glancing up & his
pupil.



Revyn avoided Eser's eyes as helifted his shoulders dightly, carefully hiding the surge of affirmation
that raced through him.

"I-I'm not sure. It seems easy enough, but... | wouldn't want to cause more harm than is aready
done." He spoke awkwardly, trying to seem al nervousness and uncertainty.

Eser'slipsthinned as he stood smoothly, stretching his back to straighten out the knots that he got
from hunching over the palet. He still moved with afluidity and grace belying hisforty years, but every so
often his body choseto remind him of histrue age. He studied Revyn's averted face carefully. What was
wrong with the young man? Was there more than he himsdf was aware of ? Eser shrugged mentally,
knowing that answers would come eventudly, oneway or another. Now, they had more important things
to take care of . Eser gestured to his apprentice to follow him and moved down the halls of the House of
Hedling to the Soreroom.

"Well, Revyn, you're going to set aleg now. Terd wasn't the only one caught in that rockdide. More
bandages and another splint, lad, and follow me."

Revyn nearly gasped doud at Eser'swords, staring at the older man's parting back. What if he
finds out? hethought franticaly. I can't hide much longer, but | can't keep refusing either. Tekinga
large breath to relax his nerves, he scurried aong the halls of the House of Hedling after histeacher,
nearly spilling the extrabandages againin hishaste.

Finaly, Eser stopped and gestured for Revyn to precede him into the sickroom. Revyn paused in the
hall-way to alow his heightened bresthing to dow to anorma pace. "Never enter a sickroomin a
hurry or in obvious panic,” he heard Eser'svoicein hishead, "for that is the best way to hinder the
Healing you wish to encourage." Gently, helaid his hand on the door and dowly pushed it open. The
well-oiled hinges made barely a sound as the two of them dipped into the room and closed the door
carefully behind them.

Glancing at the blanket-covered figure on the low pallet, Revyn was barely able to contain alow
gasp of shock and surprise. It was just aboy! A boy, no older than hissister Chylla. Thelad was clearly
fevered, for hetossed his head restlesdy under the effects of the herbs that had taken away his pain and
put him to deep so that the Hedlers could work on him. Looking uncertainly up a Eser, Revyn received
no encouragement other than asmall nod. Taking a deep breath, he knelt on the floor by the side of the
pallet and lifted the blanket from the boy'sthin legs.

Carefully, Revyn moved his hands gently over the skin of the broken leg, exploring the shape of the
bone and determining how much movement would be needed to line up the two edges so that the splint
and bandages could do their work. Thankfully, he had just to pull dightly on the boy's foot to Straighten
the bone, and the pieces moved eadily into place, seeming to straighten dmost of their own accord.
Silently, Eser crouched next to him and maintained the tension on the foot so that Revyn could place the
splint and swiftly bandage the leg tightly, making sure the bone would heal as straight as before. Standing,
he met the Master Hedler's eyes and was surprised and intensely pleased by the approbation he saw
there.

"Hewill deep easer now that hisbones arein line, and the hedling herbs can take better effect. Well
done," Eser said softly. "We arefinished here, but | would speak with you.”

Revyn was no stranger to the sudden sinking fedling in his ssomach. He had often felt thisway before
one of hisolder brother Myndal's chastising sessions-those that had involved swift beatings and usudly



the destruction of at least one of his own precious treasures, few though they were. He had thought he
had done well with the young boy'sleg-no, he knew he had done well. Eser's own words had told him
that. What could have gone wrong? He followed the Healer out of the House, trying to control his
concern.

Eser dowly shut the door to hisroom and turned to face his student, a swift touch to histemples
easing the tenson headache that was aready building.

"Why, Revyn?" he asked. "We both know that you have a strong Hedling Talent. Why do you resst
it0?'

Revyn looked down at the floor, shuffling hisfeet dightly. How could he put it so that the Healer
would understand? He didn't want to be aHesdler, at least he hadn't wanted to until-He broke off his
thoughts and tried to answer.

"I-1 don't know. | just don't want to... hurt anyone when | try to help them. And | seem so clumsy
sometimesthat it seemsthat al | can doisjust to make amess of what | put my handsto, and..." The
hurried flow of his speech stopped as he ran out of words, and he glanced uncertainly up a Eser. The
older man had turned to look out the window at the autumn golds and reds in the garden, just visible
benesth the dusting of the second snow.

"Revyn, you've been here at Haven for dmost ayear now, and most of that time you have spent
with the Hedlers. Y ou should be farther dong in your studies than you are now. Y our skill today, handling
that broken leg without even asking advice, provesthat you are not as clumsy asyou say. Yes, | know
you nearly dropped the splint this afternoon,” Eser laughed, holding up ahand to stop his student's
protest, "but that was only because you took more than you could easily carry, through no fault of your

The Hedler paused for amoment, thinking, then turned to look his student straight in the eye. " Just
because one dream won't come true for you doesn't mean that you should stop dreaming, should stop
thinking of the good you can do for yourself and others." He would have continued, but Revyn, choking
asif the words he wanted to say were stuck in histhroat, had already turned and fled.

* % *

How can he know? Revyn thought furioudy. He's just a Healer. Heran to his room, paused only
to snatch hislettersfrom his desk and stuff them insde histunic, and hurried out to the garden. He only
knows Healing. He wouldn't know who has the Gift and who doesn't. "But Bard Keryn would,” a
small voicein hishead reminded him, avoice that he crushed as he had so many times before. Keryn
could be wrong, hetold himsdf. Sometimes Gifts don't show until later, like with the Heralds. Some
of them aren't Chosen until they're older than | am. There's still a chance that | could have a
Bardic Gift, hetold himsdf, refusing to listen to the voice thet told him otherwise.

Revyn settled himself in aprivate grotto in the garden, the one farthest from the buildings, and pulled
the two letters, each with the sedl of Hold Elann, from the front of histunic. Even though he had been
receiving these letters roughly every month since he had come to Haven, each time he opened them his
heart raced in anticipation.

* * %



My dear son,

It isgood to hear that you have learned so much in your time in Haven. Perhaps soon you
can return to us. Your brother Myndal seemsto have come to terms with your leaving, as he
allows us to write to you openly now. If you come back to us, surely he would respect your skills
with your professional training.

Your sister writes you aswell, so | will not speak to you of her, save that she misses you
greatly. We are all well here in Hold Elann, though we miss your music. Myndal begins to speak of
finding a wife and raising children to carry on the mastery of Elann. He hopes for a daughter of
one or another of the nearby landowners. Young Aislynn, whom you surely remember, grows ever
prettier. If you were to return soon, before someone else snatches her up, | think the two of you
could make a match of it.

The dogs are well, though Tygrisisaging. | fear she hasraised her last batch of pups this
summer, for she will likely not survive the coming winter. | run out of paper, and so | close with
best wishes for your continued health and hope that you return soon, the Bard | always knew you
could be.

Your loving Mother

* * %

Revyn bit hislip, wishing thet there were some way he could tell hisfamily what his Stuation truly
was. How could he say that he was no longer aBardic student? That he was now in the Healer's
Collegium? Chyllawould be so disappointed. She had dways wanted him to compose a song for her
when hetried to reach Master Bard rank. She wanted him to write a ballad about Vademar, a song that
put everything that was best about their homeland into words. On hisjourney to Haven he had begun a
draft of it, but ever since that interview with Bard Keryn he had tried to forget about it, the sheets of
paper covered with his brief notations buried in the back of his desk.

His mind flashed back to that day Keryn had spoken with him, only afew weeks after he had come
to Haven and been brought from an inn to the Bardic Collegium by Keryn herself.

"Revyn, you'll make a superb Minstrel, better than most even here in Haven. You're one of the
most talented students we've ever had. But I'm afraid that you don't have the Bardic Gifts. Some
of usthink that you might be Gifted in Healing, however, and... Revyn, I'm sorry," Keryn had said
softly.

The hurt of hearing Keryn'swords gtill tasted bitter in his mouth, even months later. She had tried to
be kind, tried to tell him about his Hedling Talent, but it had al added up to the same thing. He could
never be aBard. Thosefirgt few weeks of living and studying in the Bardic Collegium had easily been the
happiest time of hislife. Hearing Keryn affirm hisworst doubts and fears had torn hisjoy away from him,
leaving an aching empty spot where hislong-cherished dream of being aBard had been, aspot he had
thought could not befilled. And then Eser had come and taken him to the House of Hedling....

Revyn brought his mind back to the present with aquick menta shake, avoiding the thought of being
aHeder ashehad tried to avoid it for the past year. He broke the sedl on the second letter with asmile,
thinking of hisfair-haired sster, and her laughter that sounded like summer's golden sunshine would.



* * %

Revy-Oh, how | missyou still. Hold Elann isn't the same without you. You probably said that
when Minstrel Des died, didn't you? Well, now | know how you feel. Did Mother tell you? Myndal
isletting us write you openly. Maybe that means you can come back soon.

Soeaking of Myndal, that oaf actually thinks he can find a girl stupid enough to marry him.
Hetried for Aislynn, but she had too much sense for him. Besides, she told me she wanted to wait
for you to come back. Even though she's two years older than me, she doesn't act like it, and we're
still friends.

1 think Myndal also wants to set up a marriage for me, it being as I'm getting to be old
enough. Think of it, Revy, your Chylla the matron of a household-at fourteen and a half!
Sometimes | can't think of it for laughing. | hope he goes to Hold Gellan. Edouard, the younger
son, isunmarried and only a few years older than you are, so he's not too old for me. And he's
handsome, too!

Your horse misses you, the dogs miss you (Tygris has faded in health ever since you left),
Mother misses you, and | miss you most of all. | hope you get to Journeyman rank soon, so you
can come to see us.

Love and hugs, your own Chylla

* * %

Revyn leaned back againgt the sun-warmed stone of the grotto, closed his eyes, and smiled, laughing
with hismerry sister. He could see her now, just the way she had been on the day he told her he was
leaving Hold Elann.

"But what will Mother and | do without you?' Her lipswere quivering, and she bit them so hard he
was sure she would cut them. She looked at the ground then, turning away from him so hewouldn't see
her tears.

"Youll haveto take care of Mother for me, Chylla. Y ou know how hurt shelll be when you tdll her
where I've gone." He smiled and gently touched her thin shoulders. She turned abruptly back to him,
taking adeep breath.

"Take mewith you, Revy. Please. | can cut my hair. Y ou can tell the traders I'm your little brother.
Please don't leave me here, not done with Myndal.”

"Better that you stay with Mother," he had answered gravely. "Mother will need you more than you
will need me. Besdes," he said, smiling cheerily, "I'll come back for you, little one. Y ou know | will, and
everything will befine"

If only she could be here with him now, everything would be fine. She would understand about him
being aHeder if shejust saw him, if he could just talk to her and show her how he felt, but he didn't
know how he could writeit to her. It seemed to him that to tell hisfamily would make everything just that
much morefind. Telling them that he wouldn't be a Bard would mean that he would haveto give up his
dream and become aHedler.



"You know you want to be a Healer, too," cametheingstent voicein hishead, the second sdlf
that chose timeslikethisto scold him. Thistime, however, hedidn't dap it away ashewould abiting
gnat. "You have Talent. You know it, Eser knowsiit, the rest of the Healers know it, too. You're just
afraid.”

Revyn thought about that one for awhile. What would | be afraid of? he asked himself.

"You're afraid of losing your last hope of being a Bard. Aslong as you stay in the House of
Healing without making any progressin using your Healing Talent, there's a chance that a Bardic
Gift might show up. If you become a full Healer, you might have to leave Haven, and you couldn't
continue your musical studies like you have been. Like Eser and Keryn have indulgently allowed
you to."

Thevoicewasasgting of conscience, sharply reminding him of how ungrateful he had been to those
who were trying to help him and teach him. He squirmed suddenly, trying to avoid his self-recrimination.
But the voice, once unleashed, refused to be fettered again.

"You know it's just your own pride. Keryn said you could be a good Minstrel -and you already
areone, evenif itis'just’ around the circle of other Healing students. And a Healer who can play
music to soothe and calmthe nervesisarare thing. You're just too stubborn to accept that. You
won't accept being anything less than the best, anything less than what you decided you had to be
without even knowing what you could and couldn't be. You-"

Enough! he"shouted" at the voice, squelching it into silence. You've made your point. Leave me
alone for awhile. | just need to think, to figure out what | want.

* * %

Some weeks later, Revyn hurried down the hdlway of the House of Hedling ahead of Eser, anxious
to get to young Sdldi'sroom for afew quick minutes of conversation in the course of the morning rounds.
The boy's broken leg had been hedling well, and Revyn expected that Eser would soon dlow thelad to
return to hisfamily's holding with his older brother, who had arrived in Haven this day to fetch him.

"Good morning, Seldi,” he said cheerfully as he entered the room, smiling at the first patient he had
ever trested on hisown.

"Hi, Revyn," the younger boy said, grinning. "I hear my brother's comet' pick me up. 'Sit true? Will
| be goin' home soon?”

Revyn glanced in mock warning at the door. "I wouldn't say that too loudly when you know Hesler
Eser iscoming. He'sliable to keep you here just to dash your hopes.”

Eser smiled at the sound of the two boys laughter as he entered the sickroom.
"Wdl, Sddi, how do you fed today?'
"I'mitchin’ t' go home, Hedler Eser, sir. | hear m'brother has comet' fetch me.”

"He has, and helll bein to see you soon. But it seems you might not be getting away from usfor
good, after dl."



Revyn shot Seldi aquick "I-told-you-so0" ook, then turned his attention to what the Master Hedler
was saying.

"Y ou, my boy, have adight Taent for Healing. Not enough to make you a Master Hedler, so don't

worry about being trapped in my job," Eser said, smiling at his own expense. "But what you have, if
trained, would be very useful back on the farm to help with the livestock and smal injuries.”

"What, me, aHeder?' Seldi gaped at Eser, eyes wide with disbelief.

"Yes, in certain things, if you choose to come back when you're alittle older, for training. You
probably wouldn't be strong enough to save lives, but you could save agood ded of the pain from small
things-the little hurts that you get often enough on afarm. And you could learn to set legs, too.”

"In case anyone elseisfool enought' go climbin’ the crag so soon after the first snow, y'mean?’ Sddi
grinned.

"Something likethat,” Eser smiled. "Would you like to be able to do that?"

"Would I! Ma'n' Daare dlus sayin' how much we need a Healer down nearer t' the village-we can't
alusberunnin' t' Haven. An'if | could take care of what we need, well, that'd save ustime and gold.
Sure I'd come back!"

Eser amiled again at Sdldi'sinfectious enthusiasm.

"Well, then, welll just have alook at your leg and I'll talk with your brother and well seeif we can
get you sent off home to finish knitting up that bone." He turned and nodded at Revyn, who dipped
quietly into his accustomed place beside the cat, lifting the blankets and laying his hands gently over the
bandages.

Carefully, helet hismind sink into the leg, beneath the bandages and the splint, until he could Seethe
white of the bone buried deep within the flesh. The joining of the two pieces was a complete, though
fragile, network of bone and ligaments. The bresk had healed straight and clean. He withdrew his
awareness and looked up at Eser, nodding dightly.

"It'sclean,” he said quietly. Eser bent down and touched the leg briefly, checking Revyn's Sight
againgt his own, and nodded back at his student.

"Well, Sddi, youredoing fine. I'll just have aword with your brother and we can send you homein
good hedlth. Mind you don't try walking too soon, now, or you might bend the bone."

"Thank you, Hedler Eser, sir,” Seldi murmured breathlesdy. "I'll be back before you know't.”
Eser dipped out the door, leaving Revyn aone with the younger boy.

"I'mt' beaHeder like Eser an' like you, Revyn. Can you believet?!

Revyn grinned at hisfriend, sharing hisddlight.

"Who'd've thought this would come of me breskin' meleg tryin' t' get me Mum the last of the ferril
flowers?'



"Woas that what you were doing, Seldi? Y ou never said.”

"Oh, aye, astupid enough thing, en?1 dlus promiset' pick the last ferril flowers| can find for me
Mum, and | hadn't gone and got 'em thisyear. So after thefirst snow, | decided to take alast look up the
cragt' seeif'n| could find some. When the snow started again, Teral came up to look for me, an’ we
both went down in that rockfall." Seldi became quiet and looked down at the blanket, absently picking at
itsweave.

"Wel, you never can tdl when goodll cometo you, right?' Revyn asked cheerily, standing and
heading toward the door to join Eser and continue the morning session.

"Nay. Sometimes, good comes even when you don't get what you want-or when you don't even get
what you promised yoursdlf an' somebody else, too."

Revyn turned suddenly, staring at Seldi in shock. Sometimes, good comes even when you don't
get what you want, he repested to himself. Havens, | think | must be the fool here. Seldi's climbing
the crag to pick flowers for his mother is no stupider than what 1've been doing here for the past
year.

He smiled and said hisfarewdllsto the young boy without really paying attention to what he was
doing, hismind still repeating what the lad had said. Without even knowing it, Seldi had done more for
him than ayear of Eser'steachings.

Passing into the hallway, Revyn nearly ran into the Master Hedler, who wasjust returning, atall
strapping youth with a striking resemblance to Seldi following in hiswake.

"Ah, Revyn, thereyou gtill are. | will just take Derem in to see his brother and we can finish visiting
our patients. | know you'll bein ahurry now."

Revyn gave histeacher aquestioning glance and saw the smile crinkling the corner's of Eser's eyes.

"l have lettersfor you from Elann,”" he said, opening the door to Seldi's room and gesturing for the
other boy to enter, then going in after him.

Revyn stared at the closing door, then turned and hastened down the hall to the next occupied
sickroom, not even bothering to wait for Eser to finish talking to Seldi.

* * %

Revyn took the two |etters from Eser's hand and hurried out to the garden, ignoring the midwinter
cold. He awaysread letters from homein the privacy of what he had cometo consider "his’ grotto, bad
wegther notwithstanding.

Brushing the snow off of the small bench, he sat down and studied the envelopes. Thefirst he
recognized as his mother's handwriting, and he expected the second to be from Chylla

Revyn nearly dropped the second letter in surprise when he saw that the second letter was
addressed in the awkward, blocky script of hisbrother. Why hadn't Chyllawritten him? Why would
Myndal, of al people, writeto him? He decided to read Myndal's letter firgt-it would surely be the
shorter, and would probably only be atirade against him anyway.



* * %

Revyn-

Your sister took sick a fortnight ago, going outside in the snow like the fool she was. She said
she was going to find you, but | think she was running away from the decent marriage | had
arranged for her. Anyway, she took sick real badly after we found her and brought her back. She
died last week at a candlemark before midnight. | thought you ought to know, but we don't expect
you back soon, so we buried her right away.

Myndal

* * *

Hot tears flooded from Revyn's eyes as he read the last lines, trying to force his mind to accept
them. Chylla, hisbeloved golden sster-gone! No, it wasn't true. It couldn't be true. Gods, why Chylla?
Why couldn't it have been-he stopped that thought before it completely formed. No. He couldn't wish
death on anyone, even Myndad. Hedlersweren't dlowed-again, he stopped his thoughts before he
touched that which he feared and wanted so much. He folded the page before histears splotched the ink
beyond legibility, tucking it absently into histunic. Hurt raged insde him as hismind cried her namein

agony.
Long minuteslater, he broke the sed of his mother'sletter and dowly unfolded it.

* * %

My poor, dear son-

| weep as | write this, weep for your poor sister, and weep for your foolish brother. Ah, if the
gods only knew how | suffered. | am sure Myndal has told you what has happened, but | doubt me
that he told you all. He had arranged a disagreeable marriage for poor Chylla, wanting to wed
her to a rich man my own father's age, simply to combine our lands. | could do nothing to stop his
plans, nor could your poor sister. Ah, me, how foolish | was. | should have dissuaded her from her
attempt to flee to you. She left just before a great storm came up. Myndal was furious and set out
with hounds and men after her. They brought her back half-frozen and sick. The fever set in, and
Myndal refused to send for any Healers, saying Chylla would be fine and that she deserved a little
sickness for her disobedience. | sent for the herb-healer, but she was helpless. Finally, Myndal sent
to Hold Gellan, for they have a full Healer, but by then it was too late. Ah, poor Chylla. My heart
grievesfor her, my son, asit does for you. As soon as you are able, come home to me, for | fear |
need you more than ever.

Your ever-loving Mother

* % %

Revyn'stears began again, but thistime hefdt awash in afeding of guilt. If only he hadn't stayed to
be trained and to continue his Bardic schooling. If only he'd gone home when he knew he couldn't bea
Bard, Chyllawould still be dive. He could have stopped Myndal from marrying her off to an old
weakling. He could have helped her. He should have brought her to Haven with him. He should have-A
sudden thought struck him, and he turned back to the letter. Y es, his mother had said that Myndal had



refused to get aHeder until it wastoo late. Gods, hisfault again!

He'd been ressting the Hedlers, holding back on histraining, trying to give any Bardic Gift at dl as
much chance to emerge as possible, hoping against hope that he could still be aBard. If he had taken the
training asit had come, maybe he could have been home, and if Chylla had gotten sick anyway, he could
have Hedled her. He had a strong enough Gift, he now knew that instinctively. Now he accepted it, now
that it wastoo latefor Chylla. Twice and threetimes afool! Twice and three times hisfault!

He tucked his mother's | etter next to the other inside histunic, folded his arms across his knees, bent
his head down, and wept furioudy, shaking with sobs as he reviled himsdlf for his supidity. He grieved
for hissster and blamed himsdif for his grief. The tears soaked the arms of hiswinter cloak, chilling him
as the snow seeped into his bones, but he didn't care. Chyllawas dead, and it was dl his doing. Nothing
would ever matter again, not without Chyllathere for him.

* % *

Much later, Revyn was only vagudly aware of Eser and some other Hedlers running toward him with
blankets. They snatched him up and brought him in, warming him and giving him the Healing teasthat he
had so often helped to brew. Thoughts of Chyllaraced through hisfevered mind, until finally he dept.

He was back at Elann, standing outside the gardens on afoggy spring day. Hazy clouds swirled
around him, and his head throbbed painfully. Somewhere, he heard music. Then he heard the golden
music of Chyllaslaughter. A sharp pain stabbed deep into his heart when he heard the joyous sound.

"Chylla" he cried, "I'm sorry!" He ran into the garden maze, caling her name, following the laughter
that rang in his head. "' Chylla, come back to me!"

Suddenly, he rounded a corner, and there she was, rosy as ever, her golden hair spilling over her
shoulders, her bare feet buried in the fresh green grass.

"Chylla" he gasped, "I'm sorry, so sorry. It'sal my fault.”
"Oh, be quiet, Revy," she said affectionatdly. "Maybe Mynda was right, maybe we are both fools.”

"But, if | could have been there, | could have Hedled you, if 1'd accepted my training..." Her laughter
rang out again.

"If you'd been there, it would have happened differently. But don't you see? It doesn't matter now.
The Havens are so bright, so wonderful. They sent me back to wake you up. It's not your fault, silly. I'll
befine"

"But, Chylla..."

She stepped forward and put a golden fingertip across hislips. "No more of that, now. Tell Mother |
love her, and that I'm happy. She always worried about the ending of life. Tell her it'sjust anew
beginning." She danced backward and began to head toward another of the maze pathways. Just before
she disappeared, she turned to face him.

"And, Revy, don't worry about that song you were going to write for me. Just keep Hedling. It'sa
different music, but it'sall connected.” She dipped back into the maze, and the shrubs began to disappear



into the haze around him. Rooted to the spot, he cried out her name, trying to bring her back to him.

* * %

"Revyn, wake up," Eser murmured again, holding the student's head in one hand and amug of teain
the other.

"Esar?' Revyn said, wonderingly, turning his head dightly to look at histeacher.

A samilelit the Hedler'sface as he raised the cup to Revyn'slips. "Drink," he said, "and rest. Y our
mother only needsto grievefor one child at atime.”

Revyn nodded and drank obediently, then dipped back down under the quilts. The dream of Chylla
was gill so strong, so clear in hismind and his heart.

Eser smiled again and nodded to himself. The lad would hedl soon, and then they could talk again
about hisresistance to the training. He stood and dowly headed towards the door. A weak voice

stopped him.
"Eser? How long before | can resume my training in the House of Heding?!

The Hedler tried unsuccessfully to hide the happinessin his voice as he turned to the bed again. "You
won't be ableto visit the sSickrooms for at least another week, until your strength is back. We can ill
give you some lessons herein your room, though. Would you like your lute?Y ou can begin to practice
againinafew days"

"No, | don't think s0," Revyn said drowsily. "Chyllatold me | was better off playing adifferent kind
of musc.”

The School Up the Hill
by Elisabeth Waters
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The voices were particularly loud today. All day the instructions, unspoken and impersonal, were
dinned into her brain. "Thisishow to makeit rain... now you do it." She spent the entire day resisting,
trying to block them out.

These voices weren't so bad, though; at least they weren't men wanting her to do things she had no
desire to do-men who saw her asathing, not a person with fedings.



Then twilight came. She had dways hated twilight, when her mother's customers started arriving.
She had never liked her mother's customers and had resolved at ayoung age that she was going to find
some way to live without sdlling her body. And that was before she started hearing what they were
thinking.

Some of the customers wanted her in addition to her mother-or instead of her mother. And when
her mother started thinking that it was time she began earning her keep, sheran away, asfar and asfast
aspossible, until shefound a place where shefdt safe.

* % *

But gtill twilight made her uneasy, and her resistance to the commands weakened....

Myrtalay back in the tub in her room and relaxed. Maybe it was abit self-indulgent, but she redlly
enjoyed abath in the early evening, before she had to busy hersdlf with the rush of customerstheinn got
every evening, particularly in the bar. The town of Bolthaven had been built around the winter quarters of
amercenary troop. When the Skybolts moved out, their garrison had been taken over by a mage-schoal,
thelargest White Winds school in Rethwellan. Now instead of drunken mercenaries, the bar got student

mages.

Sometimesthis created problems: amercenary could be asked to leave most of his weagpons back
at the barracks, but amage's abilities were dways with him. And if the mage was young enough for
practical jokes and/or foolish enough to get too drunk.... Well, the school had apolicy for that; they'd
send down ateacher to stop whatever was going on, and the school would pay for any damage done.

Myrta heard running footstepsin the hall and a quick tap on her door. One of the barmaids dashed
into the room before Myrta had time to say "enter.”

"Excuse me, Midress, but it'sraining in the kitchen!"

Myrta surged out of the tub, splashing afair amount of water around the room as she haf-dried
hersdf, threw on the nearest garment, and ran for the kitchen.

It wasindeed raining in the kitchen. A thin layer of cloud had formed just below the celling, and rain
dripped steadily from it. Fortunately, the brick floor in the kitchen doped dightly to adrain in the center,
so that water was running out asfast asit fell; and the stew for tonight's dinner was cooking in the
fireplace, so therain wasn't fdling into it. But the floor was getting rather wet and dippery, and the
biscuits the cook had been rolling on the center table were atota |oss. The table's surface was being
rapidly covered with flour-and-water paste, and the cook was cursing steadily. Serenahad been a
Skybolt until aninjury left her with a permanent limp. Myrta counted hersdlf very fortunate to have
Serenain the kitchen; she was awonderful cook, and she wasn't frightened by the occasional magica
mishap. Frequently angry, but never frightened. The new scullery maid, on the other hand, was cowering
in the corner by the fireplace. Shelooked wet, miserable, and terrified.

Poor girl, thought Myrta, she's not used to the hazards of Bolthaven yet, and she can't be more
than thirteen years old-if that. "Serena, | think both you and Leesa had best go get into dry clothes. I'll
send up to the school and have them ded with this."

Serenastaked out, still grumbling. Leesa scuttled after her, hugging the wall, trying to stay asfar as
possible from everyone else. Myrta closed the door behind them, sent the barmaid back to her regular



duties, and went out to the stables.
"Ruven!”
"Yes, Midtress?' The stable boy, a stocky lad of seventeen, appeared from one of the stalls.

"l need you to run up to the school. Present my complimentsto Master Quenten, and tell himiit's
raining in our kitchen."

"Raining in thekitchen, right." Ruven wasn't terribly bright about anything but horses and mules, and
thus he tended to accept everything, however outrageous, as normal.

He dashed off, and Myrtareturned to the bar to wait for help to arrive.

Elrodie, one of the teachers at the school, was there within half an hour. In addition to being an
earth-witch, shewas also an herbdigt. "Master Quenten wasn't certain how much salvage would be
required for tonight'sdinner,” she explained, greeting Myrta. "L et's go see the damage.”

The two women stood in the doorway. It was ill raining, but the fire under the stew till burned,
and the stew did not seem to Myrtato have scorched.

" think the stew will be dl right,” Elrodie said, confirming Myrtas opinion, "assuming | can get the
rain stopped quickly." She sighed. "That shouldn't be too difficult; the apprentices have been practicing
westher magic al week. By now | think | could stop rain in my deep.”

"Thank you, Elrodie," Myrtasaid. "I'll leave you to work in peace, then. I'll bein the bar when
you're ready for me."

Elrodie nodded absently, dready rooting in her belt-pouch for supplies.

* % *

The rain was stopped in short order, the kitchen cleaned up, and Serena even managed to finish a
new batch of biscuitsin timefor dinner. Myrtawent to bed in the early hours of the next morning
believing that life was back to normal.

Thisbdief lasted until the next evening, when she was interrupted just as she was about to get into
the tub.

"Midress?'

"What isit, Rose?It'snot raining in the kitchen again, isit?"

"No, Migtress." The barmaid took a deep breath and said nervoudy, "Thistimeit'sfog."

Myrta put her gown back on and went down to the kitchen. Everything was norma in the other
rooms, but at the kitchen doorway the air turned misty gray. The vishbility in the kitchen waslessthan an
arm'slength, as Myrta discovered when she stuck her arm into the fog and her hand vanished. Cursing

from the center of the room informed her that Serenawas till managing, after afashion. "I'll send for
help," she informed the cook.



Elrodie arrived and surveyed the scene with ateacher'seye. "Y es, thisistoday's apprentice lesson,
al right. And someone has done avery nicejob of it."

"But why isitin my kitchen?' Myrtaasked.

Elrodie sighed. "Either it'sapractical joke, or we've got an apprentice whose control needs more
work. I'll clear thisup for you, and then I'll have Magter Quenten put a shield around your building for a
few days so that no external magic can get in here. That should give ustime to sort through the new
gpprentices and find out who's doing this. I'm truly sorry for the inconvenience, Mistress Myrta."

Myrta shrugged. "These things happen, and it could be alot worse. Just fix it, S0 that the cook can
seewhat she'sdoing. A shield around this place should certainly take care of the problem.”

* * %

She broke out of hisgrip and ran, terrified, into thefirst hiding place she could find. What he wanted
was only too clear-he wanted her to do what her mother had done, but he wasn't even planning to pay
her. She remembered what her mother had said to her when she was alittle girl, the one time she had
spoken of wanting to do something else when she grew up. "What else are you good for?" her mother
had asked. Mother had been so angry that she had never mentioned the subject again, but she had
resolved that she would rather die than be a harlot.

But maybe she was one; maybe if your mother was, you didn't have any choice, no matter how hard
you tried. After dl, why elsewould hetreat her like that? It must be her fault somehow.

The air around her was turning colder and darker. Now snow was starting to fall. She huddled

againgt thewadll, her face pressed into her knees, and just let the snow cover her asthe tears froze on her
face.

Myrtawaked into the bar to find Ruven complaining to Rose and Margaret.

"... | don't know what she made such afuss about-I barely touched the girl. | wasn't going to hurt
her."

What girl! Myrtawondered. Please don't let it be anyone with protective or influential parents.
"Ruven,” Rose said patiently, "you scared her. And you were going to hurt her.”
"What do you mean?' Ruven asked. "I never hurt you two."

Margaret Sghed. "Roseis eighteen and I'm nineteen. Leesaistwelve, much smdler than you, and a
virgin. Y ou were going to hurt her if you continued with what you were doing."

Myrtasrdief that this problem was confined to her own household was cut short by a stream of
curses coming from the kitchen.

She hurried there a once. The kitchen looked normal enough, but when shejoined Serena at the
entrance to the pantry, she saw agreat cloud of white before her eyes. For an ingtant she thought that



someone had dropped a bag of flour, but then she redized that al the white stuff was coming straight
down from the celling and it was cold.

"Ruven!" she cdlled. "Go tell Master Quenten that it is snowing in my pantry, and | would gresatly
gopreciateit if hewould give the matter his persond attention, Since this appearsto have come through
his shiddd"

Ruven ran out immediately, but it took awhile for Master Quenten, who was not ayoung man, to
come down the hill. By thetime he arrived, everything in the pantry was covered with six inches of snow.

"| gpologizefor the dday, MistressMyrta," he said mildly. "1 stopped to check my shieldson the
way here, and they areintact. It's beginning to look asthough whatever is causing thisishere, not a my
school.”

"Here?' Myrtasaid increduloudy. "Do you think | hire magesto wait on my customers?”'

"Not knowingly, I'm sure,” Master Quenten replied. "But tell me, who wasin the building when this
Sarted?’

"l was," Myrtasaid, "aong with the two barmaids, the cook and the scullery maid-and | believe that
Ruven wasindoors a the time aswell."

Ruven looked asif he would rather not have been anywhere near the house. 1 didn't do anything to
her, honest!"

"Towhom?' Master Quenten inquired, raising his eyebrows.

Ruven stared at him dumbly, and Rose answered for him. "The scullery maid. It seemsthat Ruven
fancies her, but she doesn't fancy him."

"Indeed?’ Master Quenten turned his attention to Rose. "How old isthis girl, and how long has she
been here?'

"Shel'stwelve," Rose said, "and she's been here about three weeks."
Master Quenten looked around the kitchen. "And where is she now?”

Margaret looked worried. "I thought she wasin here. Sheran out of the bar crying when | camein
and Ruven |et her go."

Myrtaslently resolved to pay alot more attention to Ruven's activitiesin the future.
Serenafrowned, trying to remember. "Sheran in here crying, and... | think she went into the pantry.”

Master Quenten hurried into the pantry. The snow stopped faling as soon as he crossed the
threshold, and the clouds just below the ceiling thinned and vanished. The snow on the floor melted away
from hisfeet as he walked the length of the room and reached down to grasp what appeared to be a
sack of grain covered in snow-until he pulled the girl to her feet and began gently brushing snow off her
hair and shoulders. "I think we've found our mage,” he said camly.



L eesalooked even more incredul ous than Myrta had at the suggestion. "That's silly,” she said.
"There aren't any mages-except in old balads. My mother said s0."

"Indeed?’ Quenten asked. "Where are you from, child?’

Leesalooked &t thefloor. "Haven,” she said softly.

"Vddemar," Master Quenten said. "That explainsalot. Until recently there were no magesin
Vademar; it was certainly the most uncomfortable place for amageto be." He shuddered at the
memory. "l wasthere once, briefly, and as soon as| crossed the border it was asif there was something
watching medl thetime. | got out assoon as| could.”

Helooked Leesaover carefully. "So if you were born in VVademar with aMage-Gift, which you
were-believe me, anyone with Mage-Sight can seeit-you would never know you had it aslong as you
stayed there. But when you came to Rethwellan, whatever it isthat inhibits magic in Vademar would stop
affectingyou.”

"If it'sso obviousthat I'm amage," Leesasad disbelievingly, "then why didn't that teacher who
came herethe last two days notice it?'

"That isagood question,” Master Quenten said approvingly. "Elrodie has no Mage-Sight, so she
would not have noticed-and | imagine you kept out of her way as much as possible, didn't you?"

"Yes," Leesaadmitted. "Being around mages makes me fed funny-they're so noisy, yelling about
how to makeit rain, or how to makefog, until | fed like my head isgoing to burst.”

"Y ou heard the instructions on how to make rain two days ago and how to make fog yesterday,
right?'

Leesanodded. "I don't like hearing voices al the time. It was nice when they stopped.”
"So you didn't hear anything today?"

Leesashook her head. "No. Not until Ruven camein and grabbed me. Then | could hear him redlly
loud." She shuddered. "At least my mother's customers paid her to do stuff like that!"

Master Quenten turned ameasuring eye on Ruven.

Myrtaglared a the boy. "Can't you tell when agirl isnot interested?' she asked. "Or don't you
care?'

"He doesn't carel” Leesasaid, suddenly furious. "I told him to stop and | tried to get away from him,
but if Margaret hadn't comein then..."

"Y ou probably would have killed him," Master Quenten finished calmly, "and quite possibly leveled
the entire building while you were é it."

Leesalooked at him uncomprehendingly. "I'm not aharlot,” she said. "I'd rather die than be one."

"Wdll, that explains the snow," Master Quenten said.



"What do you mean?' Myrta demanded.

"Sheturned her perfectly justifiable anger a what was being done to her inward instead of outward.
Part of her wanted to die, and part of her put the weather |essons of the last two days together.
Precipitation and alow enough temperature generdly produce snow."

"Lesons?' Serenasaid.
"Leesa," Quenten said, "fog occursin nature when-"

"-the ambient temperature gpproaches the dew point.” Leesafinished the sentence automaticaly,
with the air of astudent who had heard the lesson more times than she wanted to.

"Youreaquick study,” Master Quenten said approvingly.

Leesajust shrugged. Compliments made her fed uneasy. Since her own mother had never seen
anything to praisein her, she figured that anyone who was nice to her wanted something in return. But she
couldn't read this man; he didn't broadcast his thoughts the way most men she had encountered did.
"What do you want?' she asked him suspicioudly.

"l want you to come up the hill to my schooal, to live and study there, so that you can learn how to
use your abilitieswithout hurting anyone.”

"l haven't hurt anyone!" Leesa protested.

"You're hurting yoursdf," Master Quenten pointed out. "Y ou are standing here in dripping wet
clothing, and by my reckoning thisisthe third day you've managed to soak yoursdlf to the skin. Keep this
up and you'll be sick. Do you have any dry clothes|eft?”

"Well, no," Leesaadmitted after amoment'sthought. "Everything | ownistill damp.”

"Comeon upstairs," Margaret said, "and Rose and | will find something to fit you. Wewerentin the
kitchen during any of theincidents, so our spare clothesare dry.”

"Good idea," Rose agreed. She glanced at Master Quenten to seeif he had any objections, then
took Leesas hand. The three girlswent up the stairs to the large attic room they shared.

"What you said about her leveling the building,” Myrta said as soon asthe girlswere out of earshat,
"you were exaggerating, weren't you?'

"No," Quenten said, as Serena shook her head. " Sheredly could have doneit. It'sfortunate for all
of usthat the lessonsthe last few weeks have been bas ¢ weather magic, rather than say, how to summon
afiredemental.” Helooked at Ruven. "Y ou, young man, have had avery narrow escape. And | wasn't
joking about her killing you. If you hadn't let her go, if she had felt truly cornered and desperate, you
would be dead by now. Think about that next time you're tempted to treat a girl worse than you would
treat ahorse”

"But horses are different!” Ruven protested.

Serena snorted. "Y es, they're bigger than you are, and they kick harder. Go back to the stables,



Ruven.

"Shouldn't he gpologize to her?' Myrtaasked.

"Not if she can read thoughts," Serenasaid. "That'swhy | always say exactly what I'm thinking-1
spent enough of my time in the Skybolts around Master Quenten and his magesto learn that you're much
safer around magesif your behavior matches your thoughts. Since Ruven obvioudy doesn't understand
what he's done wrong, any apology he attempted to make would be perceived by Leesaas an insult-and
he'sinsulted her more than enough aready.”

"l seeyour point,” Myrtasaid. "Ruven, you can go back to the stables now, and | suggest that you
dtay there."

Ruven, gtill 1ooking bewildered, shrugged and went ouit.

Meanwhile Quenten was conferring with Serena. ™Y ou've worked with her for several weeks.
Whét'syour impresson?”’

"She's smart, determined, and ahard worker," Serenareplied promptly. "I'll be sorry to lose her; it's
not often you get help that diligent. But she's running scared from something-probably her mother'sway
of life"

"I'm not aharlot,” Myrta quoted softly. "'I'd rather die than be one.™

"Exactly,” Serenasaid. "And if 'I'd rather di€' had been 'I'd rather kill," we'd have area messon our
hands. The sooner she's moved up to the school, the better.”

"Y ou're sending me away?' Leesa stood in the doorway, looking stricken. The fact that she was
wearing clothestoo large for her made her look even more like a helpless and frightened child.

To Myrta's astonishment, for Serena had never struck her as the motherly type, Serenalimped over
to Leesaand held out her arms, and Leesatook the step that closed the smal distance between them and
clung to Serena.

"Master Quenten isan old friend of mine," Serenasaid quietly. "We were Skybolts together, and
I've trusted him with my life many times."

"Almost as many as|'vetrusted you with mine," Master Quenten pointed out.

Serenaignored him. "He's good people, and the school herunsis one of the best. You'll havea
room of your own there, with alock on the door-"

Leesalooked sideways at Master Quenten, who nodded.

"-and you'll have people to teach you how to use your powers. There are alot of jobsthat mages
can do, and | think that you're going to be avery good mage.”

" think S0, too," Quenten said, smiling &t her.

"What'sthe catch?' Leesaasked, gill suspicious. "Am | going to be a prisoner up there?’



"No, you won't be a prisoner,” Master Quenten assured her. " Students are not alowed to leave the
school grounds without permission, but permission isroutindy granted when you havefreetime." He
chuckled. "How many of our students do you get in your bar here every night?"

"Quite afew," Myrtasaid, "and even more on holidays."

"And I'll come up and visit you, too," Serena said reassuringly. ™Y ou're not going to vanish into a
dungeon. Once you reach Journeyman status, you can go out and get ajob if you'retired of studying.
And by then, you won't have to worry about anyone's trying to rape you-you'll be able to defend yourself
fromidiotslike Ruven."

Leesalooked up at her. "Truly?"

Serenanodded. "Truly."

"And you promiseyou'll comevigt me?'

"l promise.”

Leesachewed on her lower lip, then decided. "All right, I'll go."

"Excdlent,” Master Quenten said. "Y ou can share my horse on the ride uphill.”

Leesa's eyes sparkled. Riding ahorsewas ared treat.

"But promise me onething, Leesa," Serenasad. "Even when you've learned how, don't turn that
idiot Ruveninto afrog. It'sawaste of energy.”

Leesalaughed. 'l promise.”
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Heisnot what | expected, and everything | expected, Guardsman Jonne thought as he made his
way back to the camp. What | didn't expect was that he would look so tired.

It had been a candlemark since making the acquaintance of Herdd-Mage Vanyel, and dready
Jonne was convinced that the gods had sent him to this place for areason.



It certainly took Haven long enough to send a Mage; here on the Karsite border the battle had been
raging for sometime, and until recently had been limited to the more " conventiona" eements of warfares
arrows, swords, knives. These were the things Jonne knew well. Levin-bolts and mage-lightning, these
were better 1€ft to the magicians.

But Vanyel, heis no mere magician. If the stories I've been hearing are true, he could level
the entire town of Horn with a glance.

Jonne walked with alightnessin his stlep and agladnessin his heart, both of which were unfamiliar
fedingsin thiswar-torn land. Hed grown up in the area, with Karse just on the other sde of the vdley,
and he'd become accustomed to the Karsites occasiona war threst. But Jonne and hisfamily, comrades
in arms and friends, had never fdlt as vulnerable asthey had thiswar. Jonne's family owned agood piece
of the land bordering Karse, including anumber of crysta minesthat were relaively untouched, so he
had apersond interest in defending the border, aswell as a patriotic one; lately the war had gone badly,
and thiswas mogt certainly one of the reasonswhy Vanyd the Hera d-Mage had been sent.

Perhaps there was another reason, which had nothing to do with the war, the Kingdom, or even with
Vanyd'smagicd abilities.

Perhaps, Jonnethought, we were simply meant to meet.

There were other stories, about Vanyd's lovers, onein particular. They said he was shay'a'chern,
that hisloveswere dl young men. Jonne was in histhirtieth summer, had never married, but had aso
been drawn to the males of hisvillage from an early age. He knew what he was long before puberty
breathed new lifeinto hisbody while torturing it with growth, but only recently hed had anamefor it:
shay'a'chern. Hisexperiencesin youth and early adulthood were awkward, brief, and scarce, and had
never grown into anything other than fumbling adolescent experiments. Thelast, of afew yearsbefore,
with ayoung farmer having marital problems, might have become more than asingle night. But the farmer
had second thoughts, guilty thoughts connected to hisrdigion, and had pushed Jonne out of hislife and
declared the whole affair amoment of weaknessthat he would not repesat. Jonne accepted the reaction,
and hisfate, resgned to alife of londiness.

Then he started hearing stories about others, thisHerald-Mage in particular, and he began to
wonder if perhaps he might meet someone like himsdf, who would want more than asingle night of
physical pleasure. When his captain asked for volunteers to be the Herad-Mage's guide, heraised his
hand immediately. Given Vanyd's mysterious and frightening reputation for destroying armies at aglance,
no others offered their services. Which wasjust aswell, as Jonne was the only one who knew the ares,
having grown up inthisvery fores.

Vanyel and other important VVademaran officers had made camp on a hillside. Jonne looked back at
the camp, now visible as a campfirein the forest; when Jonne had asked them why the camp was so far
from the troops, Vanyd had replied that it was to draw any magica attack toward him, the
Herald-Mage, and away from the troops, who wereill equipped to deal with such an attack. Jonne
thought thisagreat act of bravery, or supidity; since he had little experiencein magica warfare, he
withheld judgment. After al, he was amere country lad, trained as a soldier, whereas Vanye wasafull
Herald, and aMage to boot, educated at the Collegium and, it was rumored, a close friend of the King
himsdlf.

Vanyel has survived many battles, magical and otherwise. He must know what he's doing,
Jonne reasoned. Or he would not be here, filling in for five Herald-Mages.



After hisbrief introduction to Vanyd, the guardsman sensed something familiar behind the younger
man's eyes. It was alook, aspark of recognition, that Jonne had seen maybe adozen timesin hislife. It
was alingering gaze, normdly brief between most men, but between shay'a'chern the gazelasted a
moment longer, just long enough to let the other know that yes, | know you, too. We are both...
different.

The Guardsman aso felt Vanyd's power behind the sexudity; Jonne had adight Gift for Empathy
and Mind-speech, but it was so unpredictable that he did not qualify for training. Occasionaly the Gift
would surface when his emotions were charged, asthey were this evening.

Jonne bid him good evening with promisesto return the next day. Yes, he knows. He is, he thought,
trying not to let hisjoy show to the others gathered there.

* * %

The next day they would properly scout the Karse border, and perhaps catch a glimpse of the
enemy, way off in the distance. War seemed to be a distant prospect now, as more pleasant thoughts
occupied his mind as he made hisway back to his company. Nearby was a system of caves hewould
show the Herald-Mage.

The path Jonne had taken passed adong aridge, below which was a sea of tents housing Vademar's
forces. Here and there was the occasiond revery, asthiswas Sovvan, which someinsisted on
celebrating despite the circumstances. The tents looked like shingles on atiled roof, reflecting paelight
from afull harvest moon. His own tent was down there somewhere, and as he began the descent to the
vdley, he even fantasized that some night very soon he may not be deepinginit done.

So long, Jonnethought. So very long. The Guardsman didn't want assume too much. After al,
Jonne was no spring chicken anymore, and he had no way of knowing if the Mage would find an older
man attractive, even if hewasonly five yearshis senior. Many years of sword training and adidike for
wine left him leaner and younger than hisyears, he made apoint of staying in shape, not only to maintain
his strength and stamina, but to keep himself physicaly appeding for that specid man, wherever and
whenever he might happen aong. Jonne wanted so much to believe that VVanyd was that man.

The path led downward, into athicker part of the forest where the shadows darkened. Jonne
hestated before starting down it. Something felt wrong, very wrong... the hair on his neck stood up.

Above the hill where Vanyéd's group was camped, adark stormcloud blotted out the moon.
Lightning raced fromiit, striking the ground, rippling through the sky. There had beenno signof raina
mere hour before; wind whipped up from the south, racing up the valey and through the forest. Trees
swayed around him, and he felt a surge of magic, evil magic, coming from Karse.

Jonne saw the magic for what it was, an attack from the south. On this night, of all nights, when
we would least expect it, hethought in panic.

Hisfirgt duty was with the company, but the rest of the army was till some distance away, and
Vanyd'stent was much closer. Something called to him, drawing him back the way he came. From the
thunderclouds came another streak of lightning, followed by an enormousfirebal, which struck the
hillsde, sending acloud of sparkshighintheair.

Gods, was that their camp? Jonne thought, breaking into arun. Have they been destroyed?



He didn't want to consider the possibility that Herdd-Mage Vanyd wasinjured. But when he
reached the camp, he knew someone had been hurt. Three of the tents were ablaze, and other
Guardsmen were scurrying about, trying to put out the fires. The hair on the back of hisneck raised
again. Guardsman Jonne dropped to the ground and covered his head.

The concussion hammered through the ground he lay againgt. A wave of heet blazed over him,
scorching the back of his hands covering his head. Behind him someone was screaming; another
Guardsman was on fire, and otherstried to wrestle him to the ground.

"Lord and Lady, what is attacking us?' someone shouted, but in the chaos Jonne didn't see who.

Jonne started to get up, but before he was fully on hisfeet, avoice resounded in his head:
:Guardsman, come help us,: camethe distraught words. In the shadows cast by the flickering flames,
Jonne saw a shape, which moved toward him. What he first took for alarge man in Herald Whites turned
out to be awhite horse.

No, not a horse, Jonnethought. That is a Companion.

He knew enough about the Heralds and their partners to know that this was no mere horse, and was
asinteligent asany man.

:Vanye isinjured,: thewords sounded. : Come help us now.:

At the mention of the Herald's name, Jonne stood straight up.

"Vanye?' he cdled out. "Whereishe?' Then he knew he was speaking to the Companion.
:Thisway,: the Companion answered, moments before the next explosion hit.

Jonne heard nothing as aflash of light illuminated the entire area. The light came from behind him, as
it cast hislong shadow on the ground before him. The explosion threw him forward, into hisown
darkness.

* % *

Something solid nudged him solidly in hisribs. When he opened his eyes, the Companion was
gtanding over him, looking down.

:You survived,: the Companion Mindspoke. : You, and Vanyel. The others are dead..

Again, Jonne got up. The camp had been leveled by whatever struck them last. All that remained of
the tents were wisps of burning fabric. A forest fire raged, spanning outward, burning away from them,
filling the air with thick smoke. The Companion appeared to be singed, and smelled of burned hair, but
for the most part unhurt. Items of Jonne's own clothing continued to smolder, and the Guardsman batted
them out. He moaned when he touched the back of his neck and hands, the only parts of him that were
burned.

"The others," Jonne murmured, then he saw them. Burned, unmoving bodieslay about like
discarded dolls. Then, "Vanyel. Whereishe?'



:Thisway,: the Companion said, and led Jonne to aclearing just beyond the tents. Above, lightning
continued to flash, casting brief moments of visihbility on the area. Still, no rain had fdlen, but threatened to
at any moment. Vanyd lay in the center of the clearing, and the Companion went to him, nudging with her
nose.

‘He'salive,: the Companion Mindspoke. :But he isinjured. Help him onto my back. Thisis not
a safe place anymore.:

The Guardsman sniffed the smoky air, remembering that whatever sent that last blast was till out
there, somewhere, and was probably getting ready for another attack.

Jonne easily picked up the Herald, noting his dight weight as he propped him up on the beast.
Vanyel muttered something unintelligible as he found his baance on the saddle.

:He canride,: the Companiontold him. : Take usto safety, please, Guardsman.:

Lightning struck the campsite, severd paces behind him. The blast spattered them with dirt and
pebbles, and in reflex Jonne shielded hisface with hisarm.

Time to go. Now.
"There are caves nearby,” Jonne offered. "Will that-"
: Take us to them,: the Companion ordered. :While you still can.:

Jonne led the Companion and her barely conscious rider to the mouth of one of the hidden caves. In
the distance, he heard battle, and felt an urgeto go join it. Torn between his duty to his company and his
new assgnment to Vanye as hisguide, he had little trouble choosing his course of action.

ThisHerald isinjured, and if | don't take himto safety, we will lose him, and all will be lost,
therationd part of Jonne's mind told him. But beyond his duty, hefdt alink to Vanyd, asif they were
part of the same brotherhood: the brotherhood of shay'a’chern.

Jonne had chosen this cave because it had a hot spring pool near the mouth, and also because it had
afew provisonsthey would need, which held stored down herein case of an emergency. The
Guardsman led the Companion afew pacesinto the cave, where he paused to light atorch mounted on
the cave wall. The sudden light revealed apair of straw mattresses, lanterns, candles, and a cabinet
which, assuming it hadn't been disturbed, had medicines and supplies he would need.

Ashe helped Vanyd down, he saw, in the blazing torchlight, the burns. They werethreelines, dicing
through his Herald Whites, reaching from his neck down past hiswaist. Jonne gently cradled Vanyd in
hisarms, hoping he wasn't injuring him more by moving him.

Lord and Lady, what did thisto him? he thought, but deep inside he aready knew.
Mage-lightning. What was he taking on, out there in that clearing? Ashe lowered him to the
mattress, Vanyel opened eyeswide with darm.

"Easy, easy," Jonne said, suddenly concerned for his own safety. "I'm Guardsman Jonne, and I'm
hereto help you:"



The brief words seemed to do the trick. Vanyel visbly relaxed, and adlowed the Guardsman to ease
him onto the mattresses.

Vanyd'sWhites practicaly fdll apart as he lay him on the mattress. The mage-lightning had diced
through his clothes. Jonne reached into the cabinet for some ointment he hoped was il in there; it was,
and when he opened the ceramic jar, Jonne found Vanyed eyeing him with amixture of admiration and,
something e se, an emotion Jonne couldn't readily identify.

"Wewere under atack,” Vanye said. "The camp...”

The Companion stepped forward, nuzzled Vanyd affectionately, and the Herald looked directly into
her deep blue eyes.

"All of them?' he asked sadly. Jonne redized they were communicating, and the Companion had just
told him about the camp. Then, "I have no energy left, Yfandes™" A pause. "Yes, | will stay put-ouch!™

Vanyel had moved sideways on the mattress, raking his arm across his burns. He looked down at
hisruined Whites, "I guessthisuniform'shad it,” he said. "That makes the second this month."

Vanyd sat up on an ebow, regarding Jonne thoughtfully, wincing a the evident pain. "Whereis
this?' he said, looking around the cave.

"Thismine beongsto my family," Jonne said, knedling down beside Vanyd. "We are safefor the
timebeing. How do you fed?"

Vanyd shrugged, leaned back on the mattress. " Dreadful, after that last round,” he said. Jonne
waited for him to continue. "I wasn't ready for that attack. We had no idea Karse had mages that

powerful.”
"Those burnslook nasty,” Jonne said, looking over Vanye's mostly naked body. "Mage-lightning?*

"Thewors," Vanyd said, but histone had changed, from that of a powerful man to ameek boy. "It
got through my shields somehow. Just wasn't ready.”

"Lean back," Jonne said, "I'll put some of thison.”

Jonne smoothed the ointment on, starting from his neck and working down to hisankles. Vanye
looked down at himsdlf, then gave an embarrassed laugh.

"Don' teke offense," Vanyd said, through obvious embarrassment. Jonnetried not to laugh, and
continued to ignore Vanyd's excitement. "I'm shay'a’chern,” he said, flustered. " Sometimes | don't have
any control over it."

"Don't worry about it," Jonne said, suppressingagrin."Soam ."

Vanye sat up. "Youre what!"

"I'm shay'a'chern, too," Jonne said, but Vanyd still looked stunned.

"Areyou sure?"



"I'm thirty years old,” Jonne said, as he continued spreading the ointment. "I should think | would
know by now, wouldn't you?'

Vanyel looked too tired to discussit further. "I would never have known," the Herald said distantly.

"And neither would I, if your reputation hadn't preceeded you. But, given your condition, | doubt
you'refeding very romantic,” Jonne said reluctantly. "'I'm not suggesting anything. At the moment.”

Vanye reached over and touched hiswrist. "But | am.”

* * %

Sometimelater they had submerged themsalvesin the hot springs near the mouth of the cave; Van
took alittle moretimeto get in, wincing as the waters touched his wounds, but in moments he had
surrendered to the pool's warmth, and alowed Jonne to wrap his arms around him. The shallow pool
was only waist deep, but had a smooth rock surface beneath, and anatural bench for them both to
recline on. Steam rose from the surface of the water, forming clouds around their heads.

If my life ended right now, | would consider it fullfilled, Jonnethought as he held Vanye closer
to him, avoiding the worgt of the burns. Fortunatdly, theinjurieswere bad only above thewaist.

"l should fed guilty about leaving the war right now, but | don't," Vanyd said, shuggling closer to
Jonne. Y fandes had politely excused hersdlf before things had gotten too involved, and Vanyd said he
was keeping in touch with her. The Companion had recently returned from a brief recon of the area, and
her news had been good. All magical attacks had ceased, and the regular army was on dert, ready for
any conventiond invasion.

"The Karste Mages may think I'm dead,” Vanye said casudly. "In which case, | had better keep
my head low, and in this cave. | suspect this placeis shielding me from them." He shook his head. "All
those men, dead. Why was| the only oneto survive?'

Jonne didn't know how to answer him, so heremained quiet. Something dark and sinister haunts
thisman, and if | pry too much, he's likely to shut me out completely, Jonne reasoned. He will tell
me when he isready. If that time ever comes.

"Y ou survived so you could be with me," Jonne teased, and nibbled on hisright ear. "Otherwise,
who would | have had to deep with? My horse?!

"Your horse," Vanyd said, with asmirk, "would have had more meat on hisbonesthan |. Not to
mention... well." Van turned, and gave him along, dow kiss. Afterward, he proceeded to wrap Jonne's
arms around him again, holding them tightly. "How can you find me atractive?' Van said, after along
pause. "I'velost so much weight in the last year, I'm practicaly a skeleton.”

The question confounded Jonne. How can | find him attractive? How can | not! | haven't felt
this good bedding someone since | was twenty.

"Y ou are amogt beautiful man, Vanyd," Jonne said. "'l suspect that you're not very good to
yoursef." The Guardsman amost regretted saying that last; thiswas getting into an area Vanye probably
didn't want to explore. But Van said nothing, at firgt.



"Savil would agree,” Vanyd said at lagt. "Tel me, Jonne, have you ever had alover?”

What, exactly, does he mean by lover? he wondered, and since he didn't want to seem thick, he
didn't ask. A one night fling, or a year-long relationship? The farmer hed known was the closest thing
to being alover, his marriage to alady notwithstanding. Jonnetold VVanyel about him, and the day or two
they'd spent in each other'sintimate company.

"It was not what | would have preferred,” Jonne added. "But it was what was available.” He held
Vantighter, asif to emphasize their present Situation. "It was better that, than nothing at dl." Jonne hoped
that he didn't sound cheap; it was how he felt, and he assumed honesty iswhat Vanyd wanted.

"Then | suppose | must consider mysdlf fortunate, to have had Tylendel aslong as| did,” Vanye
sad, with only ahint of sadness. "Thisis Sovvan. The anniversary of hisdegth.”

That was his lifebonded, Jonnethought. The one he lost. The pain must have been.... He
searched, but could not find the words to describe what he though Van might have felt.

"It wasalong time ago, but it till fedslike apart of meleft when hedid. | don't expect to replace
him-"

"But you don't have to be alone therest of your life either,” Jonne blurted, uncertain where his
words were coming from. "I don't know what the gods have in mind for me, but | do believe we were
meant to be together tonight, and perhaps tomorrow night aswell."

"And after that?!

Jonne carefully turned Vanyd around and looked directly into his eyes. "Does anyone know?'

* * *

Afterward they dept, and when they woke Y fandes had returned well fed from another trip. The
enemy had |eft the area, as near as she could tell, but VVan was uncertain. The brief time he'd spent with
Jonne had hel ped him recover more energy than he said held expected, and he appeared to be ready to
take onthe entire Karstearmy.

"Asyou areamage, thereis something | must give you,” Jonne said, pulling on the last of hisclothes.
They had made temporary repairsto Vanyd's Whites, but he would still have to replace them as soon as
they got back to the camp. "But you must promiseto tell no one about this place, because thismineisa
family secret, and needs to remain that way. If Karse knew what was down here, they would have
inveded in forcelong ago.”

"Mine?' Vanye said absently, but Jonne had already ducked back into one of the dark tunnels.
Moments|later he regppeared, concealing something wrapped in cloth.

I don't know if I'll ever see him again, Jonne thought, even though he doubted last night would be
aonenight sand. The Fates can be tricky sometimes.

Vanye opened the cloth, revedling amassive, perfectly formed rose quartz crystd the sze of hisfigt.
The Herald-Mage stared &t its perfection for along time before saying anything.



"Thisisthe largest rose quartz crystd 1've ever seen,” he said. "Are you certain you want to part with
it?"

Jonne beamed with pleasure. "I'm certain, Herald-Mage. Just, whenever you seeit, think of me,
would you?'

Vanye looked like he was about to cry. Instead, he took Jonne's hand in his own, then wrapped his
armsaround him in the tightest embrace yet.

"l will never forget you, Guardsman,” the Herdd-Mage whispered in his ear.

Sword of Ice
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:Downwind,: the voicein Savil's head demanded, and Savil followed in the direction of thefacon
asit changed trgjectories. The huge bird pulled itswingsin tightly now, an arrow dicing through the sky.

‘Hurry!: the raptor pleaded, and Savil fdt the urgency in the falcon's mental message.

If only it could give me more than vague concepts. Savil mumbled imprecations under her breath
as she scrambled over yet another boulder in this miserable craggy landscape.

All a once, asif in answer to her ungpoken wish, Savil's mind flooded with images. Sensations of
speed overwhelmed her as her vision was superseded by the bird's point of view asit twisted and
gyrated, plummeting recklessy from the heavens. Vertigo swept Savil's footing from beneeth her. She
scrambled blindly now, her fingers clawing desperately at the granite face, struggling for purchase as she
did down the side, dangeroudy closeto aledge.

Shut it down. Center, shereminded hersdf. Thisis novice stuff. Regain control. Inaningant,
Savil was back in charge of her perceptions. Then she dowly let the bird's sendings back in, until they
were vaguely superimposed on her true Sght.

She couldn't see aman yet, but from the bird's eyes she could see what lay over the next rise. Rock
scorched and molten, trees burgt, their trunks still smoldering. The scene was one of rampant havoc,
implying power turned loose to run wild in away that sent atavistic chills up her spine. And then the
falcon swiveled around one last boulder. Kicking itsfeet out beforeits body, the bird flared itslong,
pointed wings and set down gently upon firm ground.

Or what? In her mind's eye, Savil could see the falcon looking in what must be her direction, the



raptor's sure, steady gaze finding her amidst the mass of upthrown debris, ill quite some distance off.
But the bird's vison was wavering, risng and faling. And then the falcon cast its gaze downward, and
Savil saw the burned face of aman.

Therising and falling must mean she's perched atop his chest. He's alive and breathing,
though the gods only know why.

Her resolve hardened, Savil reached out with her specia Gifts, locating the man and probing swiftly
and ddicately at hismind. Gently, she pulled back alayer of unconsciousness, moving deeper, and pulled
back asif sung. Thisman, this strange one somehow linked with ahawk, was able to function while the
full, raw power of amgor node of magica energy flowed in and through hisbody. Though still young,
Savil was decidedly a master, afull Herdd-Mage, and she could not do that for even an instant. He must
be like asword of iceto channel such power and still be dive, Savil thought to herself.

Still wondering what peculiar sort of being it was which she was being called to aid, Savil scrambled
across the tops of the last few boulders and began climbing down into what used to be amountain glade.

:Tayledras, beloved,: Savil's Companion spokeinto her mind. : Thisis a Hawkbrother.:

Until Kellan had Mindspoken, Savil had dl but forgotten her Companion amidst the excitement and
shock of abird's-eye view of flight. As she was reminded, Savil redized Kellan's voice had been
conspicuoudy absent during the usurpation.

:1 was blocked,: Kdlan pouted, feigning asulk, :by your whirlwind rapport with that bondbird
creature.:

Oh? Really? And just how did that come about? Savil thought to question her Companion
further, but the descent was over and she had other concerns now. Before her were the charred,
breathing remains of the only Hawkbrother she had ever seen.

So badly wounded was he that Savil was barely certain where to start. Something had ripped down
the Hawkbrother's sde, scorching and cauterizing flesh asit apparently continued from his shoulder to the
ground. It seemed to be alightning strike, but that was smply not possible. No man could have survived
even that one blow, let alone the other tears and ripsin this man's flesh and the agonizing burns across his
in.

As Savil's hands cleared his clothing from the wounds, her mind sent him energy-hedling energy
essentid to hissurviva, though shewas no Healer. The going was dow as she gingerly pulled the fabric
from the Hawkbrother's devastated form. The power was il flowing through him somehow, and Savil
knew better than to attempt to touch him or hisfragile, dangerous mind again.

Without warning, the bird let out ascream from degp within itsthroat. Startled, Savil pulled away
and turned to look at the huge falcon. When she looked back again, the Tayledras eyeswere open,
breathtaking i ce-blue eyes surrounded by amass of seared flesh which was hedling, changing right before
her eyes. The Hawkbrother's gaze met hersfor abrief moment, then his eyes closed again. Through the
auraof pain which she now redized shedd been feding from him the entire time, she could have sworn
shed fdt the faintest of smiles.

A myriad of sendings from the bird confirmed what Savil had begun to suspect-that the Tayledras
could hed himsdlf better if sheld just remain to protect him and continue to transfer energy to him.



"Well," she said adoud, looking down a him. "It looks as though you and | are going to be together
for awhile. At least | was ahead of my schedule and there won't be anyone missing me for acouple of
weeks." Then she waited for Kellan to catch up with her, picking his own way through the rocks, and
prepared for along vigil.

* * %

Throughout the rest of that day and the next, she remained close to the stranger, imparting as much
healing energy as her own reserveswould alow. Sheleft his Side only to gather wood for the nighttime
fires, and to step behind aboulder to relieve hersdlf.

She could see agradua but marked improvement over that first day. By the end of the second, she
sensed he had recovered enough for her to bathe him. Savil's gentle hands lifted the Hawkbrother's head
and washed his neck and face with the meager supply from her water-skin. Even more carefully did she
move hisbody from sideto sde to wash it, removing histattered garb and replacing it with a clean set of
Whites of her own. At no time during those two days did the Hawkbrother make movement or sound,
and hiseyesremained shut, asif hewerelocked in avery deep deep.

Early in the morning of thethird day, Savil's routine of preparing breskfast was interrupted once
more by the falcon's scream. When shelooked over at the Tayledras, he was struggling to rise to his
elbows. Savil rushed to help him.

: Thank you, but you have already done more than enough,: the Tayledras said to her in clear
and coherent Mindspeech. Then, though not entirely steady in his movements, the Hawkbrother rose
carefully to hisfeet. His bondbird began chittering pleasantly at him. His eyes closed again for amoment,
and he nodded, awarm smile upon hislips.

:My friend has been telling me of your vigilance these past few days. It would seem that | am
inyour debt....: It was aquestion phrased as a statement.

The Tayledras were reclusive by nature, even hostile toward strangers. That she knew, though little
else. Even though Savil had helped him, and perhaps she had even saved hislife, hewould probably be
suspicious of her mativations.

By the customs of some of the strange people who dwelled in this wilderness, the fate of one not of
one'sown tribe was usualy |eft to the gods; it was not for anyone else to interfere or concern themselves
with what happened to strangers. That might be the case with the Hawkbrother. 1t could be that while he
was grateful for her assistance, he would a so wonder why she had done so, and be suspicious of her
motives

Savil noticed hiswary mood, and was quick to recognize the skepticism in histone of voice.
:You may start your repayment by telling me the name by which | amto call you,: shesaid,
smiling, knowing that to some folk, asking for a persona name was tantamount to asking for awegpon to

use againg them.

:1 amcalled Sarwind,: he said with much dignity, : And the falcon you have been in rapport
with is my bondbird; you might refer to her as my familiar.:

Savil gtoleaquick glancein the direction of the bird and thought to hersdlf that she wished sheld had



some bit of meat to offer the hawk. Asif it had heard her, the bird launched itsdlf from the stoneit had
been perched on, taking to the sky with swift, powerful beats of itswings. Soon it was circling high above
them. Then, al at once, the bondbird dropped its head, folded itswings, and fell, scorching straight
downward from the sky toward the quarry its powerful vision had spied. Excited by the hunt, the
impressions the bird sent were intense. Once again, Savil was swept up in the bird's aeria pursuit.

But not enough so that she was unaware of her companion. Starwind, too, appeared caught up in
the bond-bird's sendings. His eyes narrowed, a hint of fiery temper behind the hooded lids, as he
watched through the bird's keen eyes. When the falcon made impact with the prey, Starwind's fingers
clenched just as the bondbird's talons closed on the duck's neck. For another few moments, Savil knew
that she and Starwind were sharing in the bloodlust the falcon fdlt in the kill. She found she was sdivating
aong with the bird, in anticipation of therich, red feast quivering beneath the falcon'staons.

Thiswas such aunique experience, that Savil dlowed hersdf to remain caught up init alittlelonger.
Starwind was first to break from the trance, and as she dowly disentangled hersdf, she noted by his
reaction that he had suddenly redlized that Savil had been linked with the bird during the kill aswell ashe.
At the same time, his knees gave out, and he sat down abruptly on the boulder beside him.

She made no moveto help him, asit was possible that such a movement could be misinterpreted.
He stood up again, dowly, clearly taking stock of himsealf. Then, asthough held decided something of
great importance, Starwind gathered himsalf and faced Savil directly.

:1f I may trouble you a bit more, Sster,: Starwind said, looking deeply into Savil'seyes. :1 fear |
am yet too weak to return to my ekele without help.:

:That's hardly surprising,: Savil said gently as shelooked back, avestruck by the strange beauty
of thisman. :I'm more than a little amazed that you are able to stand at all. And 1'd be happy to
help you get to your...?:

:My ekele? My home.: Starwind confirmed her guess.

:Your ekele, then,: Savil continued, :and you need not call me"Sster" to convince meto do
s0.: Sheflushed alittle, wondering how hewasreacting to her. :In fact, I'd rather that you not... think
of me... asyour sister.:

Though hardly innocent, Savil had never been so forward with any man before. But there was
something about this one, something exotic and compel ling about this Starwind that had her heart beating
fast, her pams bresking a sweat. She supposed sheldd seen it in him the first time he opened his eyes, but
she'd been too busy tending to hiswounds then to pay it any heed. Now, though, hisface dl but healed,
his elegant movements, those ice-blue eyes, and that mane of snow white hair combined to make an
irresstible package.

Or perhapsit wasjust that she had been out on circuit for avery long time. Or perhaps-

Starwind seemed very well aware of her reaction. : It isthe fever of the bondbird, Sster,: hesad
gently, but firmly. : And | would call you otherwise, if | had your name.:

She sighed-but made allittle resolution that the game was not over yet. :| am Savil, Herald-Mage
of Valdemar, Chosen by Kellan... and at your service-:



* * %

Over the next couple of days, Starwind and his bond-bird, Savil and Kellan wove their way
carefully through the mountains back to Starwind's home, the place where his Tayledras clan lived. When
they finaly arrived, they were met by asmall group of Tayledras, Starwind's people, al smilarly exotic,
most with the same white hair and ice-blue eyes. They greeted Starwind with warmth and relieved
enthusiasm, obvioudy glad for his safe return, but kept Savil at agoodly distance. Starwind spoke with
themin alight, musica language a once smilar and different to the few words of Shin'ain she knew,
gpparently explaining how held come to be hurt and how Savil had rescued him. At one point in histelling
of the tale, he must have said something shocking, because dl of the welcoming party turned at onceto
look &t her, their eyeswidein dishelief. The group then quickly disbanded, leaving the four of them aone
again. On the way to Starwind's home, Savil had explained the nature of the relationship between
Heralds and Companions. Starwind had not seemed overly surprised, explaining that his people had
stories of Vademar and even kept some fluency in the tongues of other peoples. Accordingly, Starwind
directed Kellan toward ameadow rich with herbs and grasses for him to eat before accepting Savil's
assigtance in the monumental ascent to the Hawkbrother's home.

That home! It waslodged somewhere up in the branches of atree so huge she could hardly believe
her eyes, and to reach it, one had to clamber up a contrivance that was more ladder than staircase.
Savil'sonered fear was of heights, but somehow she managed to put on abrave front, showing no Sgns
of her fear in climbing up into the ekele. After only onelook out the window though, she decided shed
prefer to seek lodgings on firm ground. The vertigo she experienced whilein the lofty ekele wassmply
too much for her.

Starwind chuckled quietly, but unkindly.

:You have the Tayledras ability at rapport, but not our love of the heights? It is merely
foreign to you. Remain here a few days, and you will come to cherish the here-above as we do.:

Themereideawas appaling. : A few days? If | remain here a few days, I'll be in worse shape
than you were when we met!: Savil wasdready quite dizzy from the climb, and getting more nauseous
by the moment. She could not help it; now that she was no longer moving, shefdt ajolt of fear each time
the ekele moved with the wind. Starwind took pity on her, probably because athough she could concesl
the more obvious sgns of fright with jokes, she could not conced her increasing pallor.

:As you wish, then. | would not care to dwell in a deep cave below-ground either,: hesad.
:The hertas keep some rooms here-below, and you are welcome to make your stay in one of them.
There are some matters | must attend to-affairs of my people.:

With that, Starwind guided her back down from the ekele and to an oddly constructed building
surrounding the trunk of the huge tree, which somehow incorporated awarm spring and much green
foliage. Asthey waked, Starwind explained to her about the hertasi, and how the sentient, dusive
lizard-people tended to the Tayledras needsin exchange for protection. Then he left her to her own
devices, promising to return within acouple of candlemarks.

Savil used the timeto rest and think, to take in and shelve away dl of the strange wonders shed
discovered in the past few days. She Mindspoke with Kellan about it all. While he carried on alively
conversation with her, Savil made note that her Companion didn't seem unduly surprised by any of this.

: There are a great many things we know of, my love, which we are not at liberty to share



with you beforeit istime to do so,: hesad, inthat infuriatingly patronizing tone he very occasiondly
used with her. It reminded her of her father and brother-and how they used to pat her on the head and
tell her that she would be told about something "when she was old enough.” And then, of course, having
dismissed the mere female, they would go on about their business and never tell her anything at dl.

Savil was about to send Kellan a scorching retort when al of the exertions of the last few days
caught up with her. It seemed like far too much effort to go to, and besides, she wasn't in the mood for
an argument. So instead of retorting, sheignored him, even to the extent of partly blocking him out of her
mind while she searched for aplaceto lie down. It didn't take long to find akind of couch, built among all
theleaves and foliage, and shefdl into it, and then into a deep and sudden deep.

* k% %

The meseting of the Tayledras clan had been going on for hours. Starwind had been severely
chastised for having brought Savil into the midst, not only of k'Trevas holdings, but into the very heart of
the Vae Outsiderswere never brought thisfar; at the most, one dlowed them alittle way into the fringes
of Clan territory before dismissing them. It had caused no small commotion when Starwind had argued
that hed done no such thing since Savil was not an outsider, but one who deserved thetitle of Wingsigter.
The ddershad called it nonsense, and accused Starwind of making up such an outrageous claim to justify
his actions, clamed his desire for this Herald was the true cause of his behavior.

While Starwind did have strong fedlings for Savil, it was not the lust the elders suspected, athough
he himsdlf could not have explained theinsstent fedling that he must bring this stranger into the very
center of k'Treva. He could only fed it, and without factsto bolster the fedlings, could only rely on thin
logic to convince the others.

"I bring thiswoman," he cried out defiantly, "because she is one of us. Have | not told you of her
rapport with my bondbird? What greater testimony can there be than this? Tell me, when has such athing
happened before?!

There began aquiet murmuring amongst the elders. Though relatively young, Starwind had proven
himsdlf and hisworth on numerous occasions. He could only hope that they would decide that it would
be unfair to take hisword lightly.

"Itisnot that we do not believe you," one elder finally confessed, "but that we have no precedent for
such athing. We are an ordered people, aswell you know. Never has anyone who was not of our
cousin-Clans, the Shin'din, ever been granted the title of Wingsib. Thiswoman has not even adrop of
shared blood with usl"

He set hisjaw. "Do we share blood with hertasti? With tervardi or kyree? With dyheli? Yet al of
these are welcome herel”

The elder sighed. "Starwind, you are young and eager for achange that you see as aclear necessity,
but we are not comfortable when someone wishes to make things change so suddenly. This makes us
unwilling to accept that which brings changes, and... it frightens usto think of how different we may one
day become.”

The honest wisdom of the elder held them all in sllence for sometime. Starwind's mind was running
the whole while. He had seen insde of Savil, knew her good heart. How could he convince them of this,
or even get them to depart from the strictness of their ways long enough to look at her objectively? The



slence was deafening. Starwind knew if he did not speak up, convince them somehow, that they would
retreat back into the safety of their routines.

"Savil should be-no, id-Wingsister to k'Treva. She has proven her worth with her rapport with my
bond-bird, and earned her place by the acts of charity she performed for this member of the clan. |
speek for her in claiming that place, and challenge you to examine her pirit and say why this should not
beso."

How could hetell them the things he only felt, but had no reason to fed ? That he knew, without
doubt, that this stranger would be important to the future of k'Treva, and that k'Trevawould be
insrumental in shaping, not only her future, but that of many, many people outside of the Hawkbrother
lands, people that Starwind would never see and who would probably never even dream that Tayledras
were anything but afable. He had never shown any trace of ForeSight; never been ableto look into the
future without the aid of one who did have that talent. He knew he wastaking a chancethat dl of his
actionsfor many years to come would be regarded with suspicion and mistrust if he could not convince
them. But he knew what he was doing wasright, and trusted in the wisdom of the eldersto overcome
ther fears

"How can we know that you are not Ssmply seeing what you wish to see?’ thefirst elder asked.

"She degps, and sheistoo weary to avaken if you do not darm her," Starwind said. " Shetrusts us.
Y ou may touch her mind now, and from there seeinto her heart. Read what you seethere, seewhat it is
she represents for her own great Clan k'Vademar, and then tell meif sheis not indeed worthy to be
named our Wingsigter."

"Evenif wefindit s0," another der spoke, "what difference will it make? Tel me, Starwind
k'Treva, why we should bring her into our clan? She has people of her own, and the Heralds of
Vademar are different from usin more ways than they are smilar. We do not eat the same foods, speak
the same tongue-we do not even swear by the same gods!"

" She should be made one of us because sheisone of us, she and her kind differ from usonly in the
names by which we swear, not to the spirit behind those names," he replied stubbornly. " And because we
can learn much from each other, the kTreva and this Herad-Mage. In many ways, our magic is much
greater than theirs. Y et there are things they can do which we cannot. It ismy belief that what welearn
from each other-the combination-will be greater than any that we can each of us perform apart.”

Another long slence followed. Each of the el ders was consdering what Starwind had said. Surdly
they knew hewasright that the k'Trevacould not live isolated in the Pelagirsforever. There had even
been visons, ForeSight some of them had experienced, which suggested that eventsin the future would
require that they learn to broaden their ways. Findly, thefirst elder spoke.

"It will cost us nothing to look at this Savil you bring us. We must at least ook before we judge.”

* k% %

Savil's deep wasinterrupted by dreams, memories, and nightmares. In them, she rdlived experiences
from the years since she had first donned Whites, the moment that Kellan had Chosen her, battles fought
inthe service of Vademar, even passionate fedingsfor those loved and lost. Then came adream of a
test-a decision she was forced to make three times, one which |eft her frightened, exhausted, and
drained. Countless hopel ess scenarios presented themsalves to her. Over and over again she was forced



to decide how to react. Just as her decision was made, the scene would fade, and another would take its
place. Each was progressively worse than the last, more hopdess, more futile, and in it she and those
around her were suffering greater and greater loss. Only when the scenario required that she sacrifice
Kéelan, her Companion, did she wake from the nightmare, unable to make the impaossible choice.

She woke with astart, her own voice screaming to be | eft alone, tears streaming down from eyes
wide open in the darkness.

:It was only a dream, dearheart,: Kelan consoled her, : A hideous, ugly, necessary dream. | am
fine. Return to your seep.:

She was too deep-fogged to take in anything except Kellan's reassurance, too exhausted to
question anything Kellan said. Rdlieved to have Kelan's voice in her mind, shefdl back into the embrace
of the strange bed, and dept until morning. If she continued to dream, she didn't remember any of it.

When she awvoke, she found Starwind sitting beside her, his hand resting gently on her shoulder. She
could fed the soft tingle of power asit flowed through him to her.

:Good morning, Wingsister,: he said chearfully. :Wind to thy wings.:

:Wind to thy wings, Starwind k'Treva,”" she answered automatically, her head throbbing. She
wished, vaguely, that he wasn't being so damned cheerful. : Gods, but 1've one miserable headache!:

He sobered, and |ooked both contrite and alittle guilty. :Forgive me, Wingsister. The eldersfelt it
was necessary.:

She frowned. :What have the elders to do with my headache?: Then she sat up, her own
suspicionsflaring. : Were your people messing about in my head?:

Starwind closed his eyes and spoke quietly into her mind. : Remember all, little sister. Thereis
nothing to fear.:

With that touch, Savil suddenly recalled the dreams and sendings sheld gotten after the nightmare of
sacrificing Kellan, the knowledge dowing coming forward to her consciousness. In asingleflash, she
knew as much about the Tayledras asthey knew themselves, asif she had studied them and their waysall
her life.

The history of the k'Treva, their philosophies, their purpose as entrusted to them by their Goddess,
their mysterious bond with their birds, everything given to her, including Starwind's own memory of the
mesting last night, every newly gifted memory, al rose up and became apart of her. Asthey did, her
headache dulled and then faded. Savil lay there unmoving, sharing Starwind'sloving gaze for quite some
time. They may havelain therefor hourslonger, basking in the communion, if ahertas had not crept in
quietly to bring them somefruit.

Without conscious thought, she thanked the hertas (who was dready leaving,) in Starwind's own
tongue. Then shelaughed out loud of the pleasure and strangeness of it all.

Once beforein her life she had known the incredible, indescribable joy of finding that she bel onged
somewhere, that there were people in the world who welcomed her as one of their own. That had been
when she became aHerad-and now it had happened again.



"So thisiswhat it meansto be one of you," she whispered.
"Not entirely, shayana,” Starwind replied, "but you now share the most of it."

Savil's eyes had been aight with the joy of the newfound knowledge and abilities of these strange
and wondrous peopl e she knew she could now call her own. She was overwhelmed by the all-pervasive
sense of the peace of this place, of the serenity of those who lived here. After dl the conflictswithin and
besetting Vademar, k'TrevaVae seemed like avision of paradise, and she wanted to remain here
forever.

And as soon as she had that thought, she knew it was impossible. For amoment, her eyes stung
with tears.

"You know | can't stay. Y ou must know that I'm aHerald first, and dwayswill be 0."

"Of course, ashke, of course," Starwind patted her hand to console her. "It was that which finaly
convinced the elders of the trueness of your heart.”

"But | want to," she confessed desperately, as Starwind's elegant fingers brushed atear from her
cheek. "l want to Say here, live herein this peace.”

"We each have our duties, Wingsster. Mineisto the land, yoursto your people. Neither of uscan
fully understand the other, yet it is 0. But we can revel in that which we share. | believe that this sharing,
this exchange between us, will be of great importancein times yet to come.”

Savil nodded, understanding, remembering the certainty she held in memories now her own, shared
with him. Neither of them knew why-but the certainty wasthere, asred asif they had absolute factsto
proveit to betrue.

"Thereismuch yet to learn, Wingsigter, and far too littletime to learn it in. We are now your clan, as
you are one of us. Every member of k'Trevawill do what he can to help you gain the skillsthat are ours,
and we know you will sharewillingly of your waysaswell. And | fed thiswill not bethelast timethat
those of k'Trevaand k'Vademar will share their wisdom.”

She thought about her duty-but she had been far ahead of her schedule, and therewastime. A little,
but there wastime. "Where do we start?" Savil asked. "With your lessons, or mine?"

He smiled. "Where both our powers flow from, at the nodes.”

Then Starwind took her hand, guiding her to her feet, and their journey toward knowledge was

begun.
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Treyon scrambled over the top of the small foothill and raced down the other sde, never once
glancing back. He could hear the sounds of pursuit behind him, the shouts of men and thuds of galloping
horses growing louder.

The forest loomed before him, athick green mass of trees and underbrush. Treyon ran for the
treeline, his 9de aching. Seconds later, he heard a shout from the foothill.

"There! There he goesl" The hoofbeats started pounding again, and Treyon knew he was down to
hislast bit of luck. The brigands seemed to be right behind him, and that thought drew a bit more energy
from his nearly exhausted body. The dull achein hisribs grew as heincreased his speed. With asurge of
energy, he dove into the brush and started crawling deeper into the forest. Behind him, he could hear the
horses panting and neighing with fear asthey stopped short of the trees. The voices of the men were
fading as Treyon extended hislead, but he could still hear them.

"What'sthe matter? Get in there after 'im!"
"The Hdls| will, that's the Forest of Sorrows, ya stupe!”

"Youidioat, it'sjust apieceawoods. Nothing gonna happen in there except he's gonna get away.
Y ou know what Ke'noran'll do if we don't bring him back. Wouldjarather face her?'

"I'mtdlingya, | antgoingin."

"Look, it's possible death in there, or death for sure if we come back without him. Now let's give the
others a chance t'catch up and well go in together. Boy's moving so fast helll leave atrail any moron
could follow. WEell grab him and be gone before anybody even knowswe're here.”

The voices grew fainter as Treyon pushed deeper into the woods. It grew darker as he pressed
onward, the trees dwarfing him and swallowing the available sunlight until it seemed he waswalking in
twilight. When he could hear no sounds of pursuit, Treyon paused for aminute to catch his bregth,
leaning wearily againgt one of the huge trees surrounding him. Looking around, he wasn't surprised to
discover he had no idea where he was.

Better lost and alone than found by them, he thought, shivering as he remembered their
conversation. Although he didn't know any more about the forest than the bandits did, he knew one
rumor they didn't.

"Only those with no evil intention may enter the Forest of Sorrows and live." He repeated this
to himsdf likeamenta prayer, amost trusting hisbelief in the legend to keep him safe more than the
legend itsdif.

"All right, Treyon, enough of this. Timeto find your way out of here." Hearing his own voice, even
whispered, heartened him. Looking up, hetried to find the sun to figure out which direction he had to go.
Unfortunately, the trees were blocking most of the available light, making the attempt impossible.
Shrugging his shoulders, Treyon found a suitable tree and began to climb. Well, at least I'm not
scouting trade caravans for them anymore, he thought, that having been his primary job with the
bandits, besides genera whipping boy.



A few minutes later, he was among the topmost branches of the tree he had been leaning againg,
fedling the cool wind on hisface and looking in every direction.

Once he had gotten his bearings, he started down. About halfway to the ground, hisfoot dipped
and, as he was dready committed to his next step, he started to fal. Suddenly, hisfeet landed on athick
branch, the jarring stop giving him enough time to wrap his arms around the tree trunk and stay there until
his heart stopped threatening to leap from histhroat.

Once he had camed down, he looked at the branch he was standing on. Although thiswas the route
he had used on the way up, he didn't remember thislimb at al. Shrugging, he continued downward. The
surest thing now; hethought, isto get my feet, as well as the rest of me, back on the ground and
get moving.

Shinnying down the tree trunk, he jumped the last few feet-and landed to stare at the battered boots
of Caith, the leader of the trackers who had been chasing him. The bandit had stepped around from his
hiding place behind the tree and, before Treyon could move, grabbed his tattered shirt and drawvn him
close.

"Little coney sprouted wings and tried flyin' to the trees, en? Not good enough. I've pulled the same
trick mysdlf acouple o' times." Keeping atight hold on Treyon, heraised hishead and whistled a series
of notes twice. Within minutes, the rest of the brigands had rejoined their leader.

"Found the little bastard. Now let's go, Ke€noran ain't gonna be pleased with the delay.” Making
sure Treyon wasin front of him, Caith pushed him forward and the group began retracing his path back
out of theforest.

The forest was ominoudy slent, making everyone more nervous than they dready were by just
being in the supposedly cursed woods. They had been traveling for awhile when Caith's advance scout
held up hishand. The brigand group froze immediately, each hand on awegpon, every ear and eye dert
for danger. Despite himsdlf, Treyon craned his head to try and see what was going on. Soren, the
bandits best scout, crept back to Caith and whispered, "Horse in the clearing up ahead.”

"What in the Hellsis ahorse doing in these woods? One of ours?'
"Not hardly. Snow white and clean as a stew bowl after dinner. Looked right at me.”

"This doesn't sound right. Forest dead as a grave and now a horse comes out of nowhere? | want a
look." Taking adtiletto from a sheath behind his neck, Caith put it to Treyon's throat. " One sound outta
you, boy, and I'll open yer neck where ya stand. Now move." Pulling Treyon aong, the bandit |eader
moved slently up to the head of the column.

Inasmall clearing about ten paces ahead was an animal that took Treyon's breath awvay. The scout's
description did not even beginto do it justice. Its coat was the color of new-fallen snow, with amane and
tall that shone even in the wan sunlight. The horse'slight-blue eyes regarded its audience with amusement,
but it didn't take flight or move at al, except to lower its head to crop at the strangely lush grass.

Caith crouched down, dragging Treyon to the ground with him. Mationing the other bandits closer,
he whispered hurriedly, "Herée's our chance to make up for losing the runt. A horse like this'un will
hopefully make Kenoran more forgiving. Toren, circle round that way, yer brother will take the other
Sde, and get yer lariats ready.”



The two scouts looked at each other, then at the horse, nodded, and dipped into the brush like
ghosting deer. Despite hisfear, Treyon wondered for an idle second what kind of ability the brothers had
that let them communicate without speaking like that. His attention was quickly drawn back to the
ambush before him.

The brothers made no more noise than the dight breeze rustling the leaves, and Treyon quickly lost
sight of them, so well did they blend in with the trees and bushes.

The horse was munching athick clump of grass, seemingly unconcerned about the huddled group of
ragged men nearby. Treyon couldn't help wondering what it would be like to ride such an animd, sitting
onitsdeek back asit raced full out acrossthe plains. It would probably be the closest thing to pure
freedom he could imagine. Thinking about what Kenoren would do to it made him amogtill. At that
moment, Treyon knew he had to warn the horse somehow.

Looking up, he saw Caith was watching histwo men who were amost in position. His dagger,
athough sill under Treyon's chin, had relaxed its pressure a bit, alowing him to swallow without feding
the scrape of cold sted!.

Noticing alarge dead branch next to him, Treyon subtly shifted his position until he had moved the
branch under him. Pretending to overbaance, he stepped directly on it, bearing down with al hisweight.

The branch snapped loudly, causing everyone to freeze for amoment. The horse's head jerked up,
looking directly a Treyon, who wanted to scream at it to run, get away, escape. He remained silent,
however, locked into the animal's stare, watching asit did avery strange thing.

It winked a him.

Before Treyon could wonder what this meant, he was rocked by a blow that came out of nowhere.
Already overbadanced after stepping on the branch, he swayed dizzily after the punch, held up only by
Caith'sgrip on his shirt. Looking up again, he saw Caith glaring a him, hismouth curled in aferd snarl.

"By the Gods, boy, if you cost usthat horse, I'll takeit out o' yer hide."
Treyon just hung there limply, knowing the brigand didn't make idle threats.

The two turned their attention back to the horse, Caith keeping atight hand on the boy's shirt. The
bandit waited patiently, knowing the brothers would spring their trap with perfect timing.

And so0 it would have been, if not for their target. As one, the two men flicked out their oops of
tough woven rope, their hands steady, their aim true, both lassos flaring out to settle around the neck of
their quarry.

Or would have, if the horse hadn't danced out of the way of the snareswith agraceful ease, asif it
had known exactly wherethey were al the while. Treyon exhaed in reief. Caith, noticing the boy's
reaction, cuffed him again.

The horse neighed, the noise sounding like laughter in the silence, then turned and dowly trotted of f
through the trees.

Caith stood up, grimacing, and called out "By the Hells, | want that horse! Toren, Soren, take two



men and run it down, damn it. Don't come back without it." Another fool's errand to send them off on,
just like finding the boy, hethought.

The twins stood, one of them pointing to two other men, and the foursome set out after the shrinking
white figure. Caith put his back against atree as he waited with the last two bandits. He looked around,
then snorted, "Don't know why that horse is here when our own horses wouldn'acome in. Haunted
forest, my a2

One of the other men, anewer arrival whom Treyon didn't know, spoke up, "Maybeit'sa
Companion.”

"Oh?1sit? Wherésthe bleedin' Herdd? Hells, no," Caith snorted again, "Just got alittle more horse
sensethan usud. Living inthe wild'l do that to an animal sometimes. What better place for ahorseto live
than here, en”?’

"Breeze's dying down." the other bandit remarked.

Treyon had been standing aswell, pulled to hisfeet when Caith had risen. Looking around, he dso
noticed the lack of wind. Which made what €l se he saw even more unusud, easily passing into terrifying.

With bardly arustle, the trees around the bandits were dowly bending their branches down toward
each of the men's heads. Treyon remained motionless, not wanting to attract any attention to himsaif.
Caith and his men continued their idle conversation, unaware of the movement until Caith looked again at
Treyon.

"Here now, what are you lookin-" His voicetrailed off as he followed Treyon's gazeto the
surrounding foliage, which quivered, then suddenly lashed out.

Caith, hisreflexes quicker than the other two, released Treyon and dove to the ground, thinking to
find safety there. When he hit the ground, thick roots erupted al around him, completely wrapping his
body in brown tendrils and drawing him dowly underground, his screaming face the last thing to vanish.

The other men, caught completely by surprise, fared just as badly. One never got achance to move,
impaled by athick limb that burst from his ssomach like a third arm. The other managed to get his dagger
out before severd tree branches wrapped around his neck and jerked him, struggling and strangling, into
itsleaves, hisknifearm flailing usdesdy as he disgppeared from sight. A few seconds later, the dagger
skittered down the tree trunk and fell to the ground undernegth it.

Treyon watched al thiswithout moving, without even blinking. He just stood there, until the screams
finished echoing through thewoods. Findly, dl was slent again, the only sign of disturbance being the
impaled bandit's body ill standing grotesquely upright. Treyon straightened up and took a hesitant step
forward, then another, then another, and took off again, running through the forest until hislegswould
carry him no farther. Sinking to the ground under another large tree, heedless of the cursed forest and
what might happen to him, Treyon fell adegp dmost before he hit the ground.

* * %

The cracks and pops of afire dowly woke Treyon. The first sensation he had was of pleasant
warmth surrounding him. The second was the unmistakable smell of something cooking, making his
stomach dlench with hunger.



Treyon dowly blinked the last bits of deep away, aware that he was il tired, but too concerned
with trying to figure out where he wasto rest any more. He flexed his hand dowly, feding the mat of dry
grasses he was laying on. Overhead, acanopy of trees blocked out the sky.

Meaning I'm still in the forest, Treyon thought. Moving his head dowly to the Sde, helooked first
at the trees which surrounded him, trees that grew so close together they made natura walls encircling the
small clearing, although here and there smdl gaps of darkness showed through. Treyon shuddered as he
remembered the attack of the forest again.

The only opening was asmall bregk on the oppositewall of trees, past thefirein the middle of the
room and the cloaked form crouched in front of it.

Treyon gasped in surprise, for his bandit-trained senses hadn't noticed the figure until just afew
seconds ago. Sitting upright, he tensed to bolt for the small exit. A few steps and adive and he would be
free.

"Findly awake, | see?' theindigtinct shape said in acdlear, gentle voice, till facing away from him. "If
you wish to leave, by al means, thereisno one here to stop you. Of course, thereisno one herewho
wishesyou harm, ether.”

Treyon flattened himself againgt thetreewdl, his eyes till upon the figure who had appeared
seemingly out of nowhere. The bandit part of hismind was il screaming that thiswasatrap. The being
continued, gpparently unmindful of Treyon'sfear.

"Of course, I'd rather you stayed a bit and dined with me. It has been far too long since a stranger
found hisway to my doorstep, such asit is. And it would be a shame to waste most of this stew.”

At the mention of food therich stlew smell floated into Treyon's nose again, reminding him how
painfully hungry hewas. It had been so long, if ever, since he had eaten amedl that was more than scraps
and leavings from the brigands. The part of hismind that was till wary of atrap was quickly being
overpowered by the demands of his stomach, but, Treyon thought, if-whatever it is-had wanted to, it
could have done anything to me while | slept. | should have woken up bound or held somehow.
Hells, evenif thisisatrap, it'll be worth it for a full stomach.

Summoning up the scraps of manners he knew, gained mainly from watching the bandits beg and
scrape to Kenoran, Treyon got up from the bed of grass and stood. " Can | have some food, then?"

Thefigure turned toward him, pushing back its hood and Treyon saw aman, hisface unlined yet
somehow looking very old, framed by amane of fine silver hair. The ageless face smiled gently, and the
man extended an aready full wooden bowl. "Of course, child.”

Snatching it away, Treyon hunched over the bowl protectively and tried to scoop out a handful, only
to yelpin pain ashe burned hisfingers. The man winced as Treyon blew on hisinjured hand and held out
a spoon-shaped piece of wood, not carved, but looking like it had been naturally formed. "Try this."

Gingerly Treyon took the spoon, scooped up some of the stew and blew on it for afew seconds,
then popped it into his mouth. Chewing fast, he sucked in air to further cool the hot food. All the while,
hisarm was curled protectively around the comfortably warm bowl.

The stranger said nothing, just watched him eat and refilled his bowl when it was held out. After



Treyon had finished histhird helping, he belched and asked for something to drink, receiving another
bowl aready filled with clear pring water.

His stomach full and ready to face whatever was asked of him, knowing it would be easier to take if
he was prepared, Treyon squared his shoulders and looked at the man. "What do you want?"

The man looked up from stacking the bowls in a corner, the question clear from the expression on
hisface.

Treyon continued, "For the food and shelter. Work, or anything e se you want. It'sdl right, I'm used
toit. Just tell me”

The man's head lowered again, his shoulders shaking slently. Treyon thought he might have been
laughing, but when he raised his head again the tears on his cheeks gleamed in thefirdight. "By the Gods,
boy, you're only twelve or thirteen at the most. What has been done to you?' Taking a deep breath, he
wiped hisface. "I don't ask anything of you other than your company.” Seeing the look on Treyon'sface,
he added hadtily, "Just talk, that's al."

"Oh." Theword turned into ayawn as his comfortably full somach and the warmth of the fire made
Treyon deepy.

"Why don't you rest some more, and we can talk in the morning.” The man said quietly. Treyon
found himself growing deepy just listening, but he wasn't convinced of his safety quite yet.

"What about the trees?" he mumbled as his eydids drooped.
"Nothing will harm you, not while you're with me." the man replied, turning back to thefire.

Feeling he had nothing to lose anyway, and now wanting to deep more than he ever had in hislife,
Treyon crawled over to the grass mats and was soon curled up, breathing rhythmically in dumber.

* * *

The stranger stood, stretched, and walked to the wall near the small opening. He looked back to
ensure that the boy was deeping soundly. Satisfied, he walked straight through the trees, his body
encountering no resistance from the wood. Once outside, he looked up through abreak inthetreesat a
amall patch of night sky.

"Over thirty yearsin theforest now, and I'm ill finding boysin trouble.”

* * %

Treyon awoke to dappled sunlight streaming in through the smal gapsin the trees. He blinked
severa times, unsure if he was awake or gill dreaming. When no coarse shouts or heavy kicks jerked
him out of bed, he relaxed a bit, remembering where he was.

Breething deeply, Treyon fdt the bite of the crigp morning air on hisface. Therest of hisbody,
however, was comfortably warm, mostly because of the gray woolen cloak covering him. Throwing it
aside, Treyon got up and stretched, trying to get moving before the cold could soak into hisbones. He
wa ked toward the opening to the small tree-shelter and crawled out, freezing in place as soon as he was



outside.

Directly in front of him, the white horse was grazing contentedly. Even though Treyon thought he
hadn't made a sound, the horse raised its head and looked at him. Caught in its gaze as he had been the
day before, Treyon fet like the animal was reading his mind. He didn't move amuscle, content to hold its
eyeswith hisown steady stare. He felt proud that he wasn't compelled to ook away in fear or
submission. It wasamogt asif the horse were evauating him, and apparently liking what it saw.

The horse looked beyond him for amoment, then neighed, wheeled around, and cantered off
through the woods again, only thistime with no banditsin pursuit.

A noise behind him made Treyon whirl in adefensive crouch before he could stop himsdlf. The
dlver-haired man held hishand up in acam gesture. "Good morning.”

Straightening, Treyon mentdly cursed hisreflexes. "Hello."

The man gestured toward the horse's retreating back. "What do you think of her?"

Treyon turned to look at the horse again. " She's beautiful . Y ours?”

"Not exactly. We're very good friends, though.”

"I'd give anything to ride something like that.”

"Well, | don't know. Y ou'd haveto ask her. Her name's Y fandes.”

Treyon looked up at the man who had come up beside him, and was now watching him without a
trace of humor on hisface, asif talking to horses was something he did every day. Not knowing quite
how to respond, Treyon kept silent. There was a not-quite-awkward silence for afew seconds until the
man spoke again, "Areyou hungry?I'm afraid dl | can offer ismore of the same aslast night, if you don't
mind."

The memory of the savory vegetable stew brought asmileto Treyon'sface, "Fine, if you have
enough.”

"Always." The man started to go inside, then paused, "I'm sorry. I've fed and sheltered you and |
don't even know your name."

Treyon paused before heading back into the shelter. "It's Treyon.”
The man nodded. "And you can cdl meVan."

Treyon's head snapped up. "Asin Vanye Demonsbane?’

The man smiled asif he heard that question alot.

"The nameissmilar, but the Heradd-Mage Vanyel has been dead for over thirty years. He died
around here, as amatter of fact."

"Y ou know of him?"



Van grinned. "Bitsand pieces I've heard here and there. After all, | haven't lived my wholelife here.
Comeingdeand I'll tel you more over ahot med."

Treyon hurriedly scooted through the break in the trees. Van started to follow, but stopped for a
moment asafamiliar voice carried clearly in hismind.

:Don't embellish too much while telling your "bits and pieces’ now.:

:"Fandes, I'm shocked you would even accuse me doing something like that. If he wanted
embellishment, he should talk to Stefen. But | do think he should get his information straight from
the "legend's" mouth, don't you?:

:Aslong as| get to correct you on parts you may be a bit fuzzy on. Deal ?:

Vanamiled. :Deal. Except | wish | had his gift with children. He's much better with them than
| am.:

:Well, dear, if wishes were Companions, then everybody would have one. You'll just have to
make do.:

:Yes, yes, but... | have the feeling that this boy is a harbinger of something evil to come. You
sensed him, didn't you?:

:Of course. Why do you think | went after him?:
:All right, all right, Van grinned again, Pardon me for trying to figure out your mind.:

Van could amost see Yfandes amile. : Over five decades together and you're still learning, dear.
Are you going in? That boy needs to talk:

:Right away. Keep watch for anything unusual, particularly from the North. This may take a
while.:

Understood.:

* % %

"...and that was how Vanyd earned the name " Shadow-Stalker.” Van leaned back against the wood
of the shdlter, watching Treyon finish the last of hismedl.

"Boy, it sure must have been exciting.” Treyon said after he had swallowed the last mouthful. "Riding
al over Vademar, protecting those who needed help, battling evil wherever it gppeared.”

A wry grin appeared on Van'sface. "I don't know. | doubt it was al adventure and romance. |
mean, you're from around here, right?' Treyon nodded. " So you know how cold it gets at night, how
hard thewintersare. I'm sure Vanye spent many days cold, hungry, and tired while he was protecting
those who needed him.”

"Y eah, but he was the most powerful magician of dl. He leveled armies, battled hundreds of demons
at once, cut through mountains like they were soft butter. He could do anything. Why would he be cold



and tired when he didn't have to be?"

:Funny, that's what his Companion said more than once.: Yfandes Mindspoke, along with a
gentlelaugh. Shaking his head at both of them, Van continued.

"Treyon, it wasn't, and gtill isnt, that easy. Often times Vanyel was probably battling other mages,
with power as strong, or even stronger, than his. Sure, he could have used magic to keep himsalf warm
and fed, but that would have been just like sending asignd to the other mages, telling them where he
was, like atorch onadark night.”

"Oh. Y ou seem to know alot about magic." The statement was meant asjust that, but Van inferred
something more behind it, asdid Y fandes, who commented, : The boy's quick.:

"Well, before | settled down here, | picked up sometraining init. But times changed, and | ended up
here, where I've been ever since."

"Oh." Treyon stared into the fire for atime, then said quietly, "1t'stoo bad Vanye isn't till around.
But that'sjust wishful thinking, | guess. | mean, why would alegend concern himsdf with one person?”

Since Treyon was dill looking at thefire, he didn't notice Van gtiffen at histone, or the pained
expression on hisface as he replied.

"Well,. Treyon, I'm sureif Vanyd was ill dive, hewould still be hel ping those who needed him.”

At those words Treyon looked at the older man sharply. Seizing the moment, Van continued,
"Treyon, why wereyou in the forest?"

After along slence. "l wasrunning away."
"Fromwhom?"

"Bandits. | was sold to them along time ago, | don't even know who my mother and father are.”
Under Van'slevel gaze, Treyon felt compelled to tell him as much as he could.

"So you didn't want to be a bandit?’

"No, of course not. Running and hiding al thetime, never sure where your next meal is coming from,
awaysinfear of your life" Treyon paused as athought struck him. "Maybe Vanyed and | had morein
common than | thought.”

The boy isquick, Van thought as Treyon continued. "But | didn't see any way out of it. | mean, |
don't know anything other than banditing. Sure, | could go to acity, but what would | do there but end
up stedling to eat again. So | thought banditing was what | was gonna do forever, till Kenoran came

dong.”
"Kenoran?'
"Y eah, shesawicked Woman if'n | ever saw one. Knows lots 'bout magic, too. She took over the

group by killing Trold, who'd been the leader. She appeared one night, said she was |leading us now, |
mean, | was still with them then. Trold got up and started walking toward her, talking 'bout how no



woman was taking over hisband. Shejust looked a him, and he started bleedin’ everywhere, his eyes,
nose, ears, and mouth. He ran into the woods, 'n we never saw him again. She'sled ever snce, and now
most of the men actually respect her. Not just because she could kill anyone who opposed her, but she
actually made life abit better for us. We even ate pretty regularly after shetook over.”

"Did she make you leave?'

"Y eah, but she didn't kick me out or nothing. When shefirst saw me, it was like she was looking into
my head. She dways gave me the creeps. Well, one night | had adream, and init | wastied to thisbig
rock, and Kenoran was standing over me with this sharpened stick with strange marks carved oniit. She
was leaning over me and saying something, bringing the stick closer to my head, and then | woke up. |
don't know how to explainit, but | knew that if | stayed there any longer, what | saw was gonna happen
to me. So that night | headed for the border, hoping to get to atown or city somewhere. Just as| got out
of the mountains, they caught up with me. | ran for thewoods, and herel am.” Treyon said, omitting the
part about the trees.

:Did you catch all that, dear?: Vanyel asked.

:Yes, Van. Sounds like a textbook blood-magic sacrifice to me, just as Treyon's dream sounds
like ForeSight. But what's puzzling is why she would take him so soon. | mean, Treyon has the
potential for two, maybe three Gifts, but he hasn't even been trained in them yet. What could she
want with this boy, when an ordinary peasant would power the blood-magic just aswell?: Yfandes
replied.

: There must be a reason. Perhaps she's found a way to tap into the magical energy of
another's mind and use that as her own, as well as the life forces. It would be a powerful
augmentation,: Vanye thought worriedly.

:Hmm, that's very possible. But what you said about augmentation gives me an idea. What if
she's found a way to take untrained Gifts into herself, and use them asif they were her own?:

:Which could only be accomplished by the sacrifice of the victim, ensuring the magic is
released for her to absorb at the moment of death. Yfandes, | think you've got it.: Vanyed was
careful to keep hisface calm asthe conversation continued.

:Well, | guesswe'll know soon enough. We didn't get all of the bandits. One of the group that
was chasing me managed to get away, and I'm sure iswarning his leader by now.:

:Why didn't you tell me this before?: Vanyd asked, ahint of anger coloring histhoughts.
:Vanyel, dear, we've had bandits crawling around the borders of these woods for so long,
another group just didn't seem very important However, once this cameto light...: 'Fandestrailed

off.

:Of course, 'Fandes, I'm sorry. Well, that means she'll probably be on her way here. Good. To
be perfectly honest, fighting the same bandits all the time gets rather boring.:

-1t sounds as though you miss the old days.:

Vanyd thought for afew seconds before answering. :1 don't know, sometimes it just doesn't feel



like we do enough for Valdemar here. | mean, | don't regret my choice, but after the Battle of the
Ice Wall, there hasn't been much of anything from the North, even in the past few years.:

Y fandes sent an image of hersdlf snorting in amusement. :1 don't think | would try anything, even
years after word of what happened got back.:

:Anyway, if we'reright, and this Ke'noran can do what we think, then she's a threat that must
be dealt with.:

:Vanyel, a mage-battle could destroy a large part of the forest. While bandits may be boring,
they also don't have the power to level acres of trees. It could get out of hand if you're not
careful ..

:True, very true. Well, we'll just have to contain her as much as possible. Most likely she's
mor e educated about the "legends’ of the forest, and will be more loath to come in here.: Vanyd
replied.

‘WE'll see. You had better warn Treyon about this. He's not going to like it.:

:No doubt. By the way, beloved, I'm sorry for referring to you as a horsein front of him, but it
seems easier than trying to explain what wereally are.:

Yfandes smiledin hishead. :Understood and accepted. He's waiting, | think.:

* * %

The Mindspoken conversation had only taken afew seconds, so Treyon hadn't even guessed at
what was going on. Van looked at him again, smiled, then began speaking camly.

"Treyon, Kenoran is going to come after you here. Apparently one of the bandits got away and has
most likely warned her by now. If she Gatesin, she could be on the edge of the forest aready-"

"No, no, shelll kill me! Please, you've got to hide me, help me get away from her!” Treyon was
frantic with fear, looking around asiif they were dready surrounded by her men.

Redlizing he had said too much too fast, Vanyd tried adifferent gpproach. "Treyon, I'm going to
help you. She's not going to take you back, | promise.”

But now fear had taken hold of Treyon completely, and he sared at Vanyd wildly. Y ou, you're just
one man. She's got adozen with her. She's skinned them aive for failing her, or burned them to ashes.
I've seen it happen. What can one man do againgt that?*

"And ahorse, don't forget.”

The statement was so ridiculous that it broke through Treyon'sfear and made him look a Vanyd as
if hewasn't sure which one of them was crazier. Vanyel broke the silence.

"Shewon' take you, Treyon, | swear it."

Thewordshung intheair, Vanyd's slver eyes meeting Treyon's brown ones, with the promise



between them. Findlly, he dowly sank to the ground and nodded. "I believe you. | don't even know why,
but | do."

"All right. Y ou should know why she wants you so badly. First, you have potentid for Giftsin you-"

"Me?" Treyon'sincredulous snort interrupted Vanyel, who nodded.

"Everyone hasit, buried degp ingde their minds, but not everyone has the ahility to bring the power
to the surface and useit. Y our powers, as| said before, liein the area called Gifts, which are more or
less mind-powers, contacting people with your thoughts, bringing objectsto you just by thinking about
them moving, and so on. Kenoran wants those untapped abilities, we-l think, to use for hersalf. And
that's why we have to stop her.”

"Because if she doesthat to me, she could do it to others?

:When thisis done, this boy's Haven-bound,: Y fandes thought.

Nodding to both statements, Vanyd said, "Exactly. | think the safest thing to do will beto keep you
herewhile| go find Kenoran-" Hetrailed off, seeing Treyon shake his head.

"I don't want to beleft doneif she'sanywhere nearby.”

"Treyon, | can protect you much better if you're in the middle of the forest-"

"What if she doesthis Gate thing into the forest and grabos me while you're someplace e se, huh?"

Vanyel started to reply, then stopped, aware that he couldn't answer the question in away that
would satisfy the boy. Or himsdlf, now that Treyon had exposed the flaw in his plan. Aslong as he had
Gift potentia, she could eventudly find him. And amage would have ways around the forest's defenses.

:Most probably starting by burning the place to a cinder,: Y fandes Mindsent.

Sighing in defeat, Vanyd turned his attention back to the conversation. "All right, you're coming with
me. But you must do exactly what | say. Yfandesand | should be ableto shield you magicadly, but if she
has those brigands or constructs looking for you, it's vital that you stay hidden, exactly where | place you,
understand?"

Treyon thought for amoment, nodded, then asked, " Constructs. What're those?"

"Crud mockeries of life, created by magicians and fueled by magic. They can be given limited
powers by their creators, but are till dangerous.” Vanye fell silent as he remembered one of thefew he
had ever seen, the raven-beast that had killed his Aunt Savil decades ago. The form of that particular
monster was il clear in hismind, asif he had seen it yesterday. His thoughts were interrupted by
Treyon.

"|.... think Ke&noran has one.”

"Oh?Haveyou seenit?’

Treyon shrugged, trying to put what he knew into words. "'I'm not sure. Sometimes, when she's



talking to the men at night, | catch a glimpse of something behind her, in the shadows. Man-sized or a
little shorter. It never comesinto the light and she never refersto it, but something'sthere, al right.” A
sudden thought occurred to Treyon while they were on the subject. "Van, what if she's got things huntin'
inthe woodsright now?"

Vanyd shook his head. "Don't worry, there aren't. If there were, they'd have been dedlt with long
before they got here. My guessisthat she wantsto be here to recover you personally, since the bandits
couldn't finish the job. No doubt she probably also wantsto investigate the forest, to seeif thereis
anything here she can usefor hersdf.”

:Man-sized, eh? This one must have a fair amount of power, to keep something that big
alive.: Yfandesthought worriedly.

:Yes, | know.: Vanyd thought back distractedly.
"But you're going to stop her, right?’ Treyon asked, afamiliar light in hiseyes.
Vanyd smiled. "Yes, | promise”

The sun wasjust below midpoint among a scattering of cloudswhen Vanyd, Y fandes, and Treyon
reached the northern edge of the forest. From their vantage point in the tredline, they could see up and
down the border of the forest. As expected, there was a contingent of men waiting about a hundred
paces away. Most were dressed much like Treyon, in ragged shirts and vests, tattered and patched
breeches and wearing shapeless, well-worn boots, rough sandals, or nothing on their feet at dl. Theforce
of men was split into two groups, about half a dozen on each side of the centra figure, who had to be
Kenoran.

She stood at least a hand-span over most of her men, more in some cases, lessin others. Unlike the
bandits, she was dressed well againgt the cold fall afternoon, in dark gray robes and a dazzling white fur
cloak, complete with the claw-studded paws of whatever anima the pelt had come from holding the
cloak in place on her shoulders. Her skin matched the tone of the fur, stark white, with red-irised eyes
likeruby chipsglittering in asnowdrift.

Shewas standing near acairn of stones piled long ago by someone who had buried another while
traveling in or out of Vademar. As helooked at the scene before him, Vanye hoped he wouldn't have to
make another smaller pile before the day was out.

:A Cheldaran.: heheard Yfandesmusg, :1 didn't think they came down this far.:

Vanyd squinted, trying to examine her more closdly. :1've never seen anything like that before.
What do you know of them?:

:Just that you should be wary, beloved. She may be more formidable than you think.:

Vanyd focused hisMage-Sight on the tall woman for aminute, than replied, : Actually, | don't
think she'sformidable, | know sheis. Look for yourself.:

Yfandes silently stepped up beside him and stared for a second, her blue eyeswidening in disbelief.
:Does she have what | think she does?:



Vanyel nodded. : She's found a way to tap the Mage-Gift as well. She's connected to a node
out there.: Hetried not to think of what €l se she could have waiting and addressed Y fandes again. :Do
you know anything else?:

:Just rumors, that's all. Supposedly one of the many barbarian groups to the far north. But it's
said that of outland magicians, these white-skins are more closely attuned to their powers than
most.:

: Thanks for the confidence builder.: Vanyd groaned in hismind.

Asif she could hear their conversation, the pale woman called out, " Spirit of the Forest, hear me.
One of my own has becomelost in your woods. | know of you and what you are. Return him to me, and
the forest will be left unharmed. Hide him from me, and | will find him, no matter what it takes. | will not
wait long upon your answer, for | know you are nearby."

Her gaze swept the line of trees, pausing for amoment as her eyes passed over the threefiguresin
thetredine, invisbleto al save her. A humorless smile creased her mouth, then disappeared as she
crossed her arms and waited.

Vanye contacted Yfandes. :1'mgoing out.:

:Van, you can't. What about Treyon?: :

:Someone has go out and give her what she wants, or she'll make her threat real. You're
going to have to stay here and watch over him. 'Fandes, you're my back-up. If that construct is
out here, you'll have to guard Treyon while | deal with her.:

:Well, what if something gets by both of us?:

:Then we'll just have to play it by ear, | guess. This could take a while, she's stored up a lot of
power, both in blood-magic and from the node.:

‘Worried?:

:No, just angry at all that destruction.:

:Vanydl... be careful..:

:Always.:

Turning from them, Vanye started to step around atree, but was stopped by ahand on hisarm.
"Where are you going?" Treyon whispered.

"Tofaceher."

"Alone? Areyou crazy? Y ou're one againgt more than a dozen."

"No, thiswill be between me and her. Stay herewith Y fandes.”



"What do you want meto do if... something bad happens?’

Van looked a him. "1 don't suppose you can ride?" Treyon shook his head. Vanyd thought for a
moment, than continued. "'If something does go wrong, | want you to run into the forest asfast and asfar
asyou can. Yfandeswill stay with you aslong as possible, but you should be safe enough until 1 can find
you afterwards, just keep moving. And no matter what happens, I'll make sure Kenoran can't come after
you, dl right?'

Treyon nodded, looking past him at Kenoran and her brigands, "Van, | don't see the construct
anywhere.”

Van nodded, pleased the boy was till ableto think clearly, even when so obvioudy frightened. "I
don't either, but | don't sense him anywhere aswell. Either shé'snot using it for this, or it's shielded so
well | can't senseit. Either way, trust Y fandesto protect you, for shewill, with her lifeif necessary.”

Treyon nodded silently asthe silence of the forest was cut by the sorceresssvoice. "Spirit, | grow
weary of waiting for you. Return him, or | will begin the search. And | will leave no rock unmoved, no
treeliving wherel look."

Vanyel winked at Treyon, then stepped around alarge oak and disappeared. Treyon looked for him
walking through the forest, but in vain. A gentle touch on his cheek from Y fandes warm nose brought his
attention back to the plains and the bandits before him.

Suddenly, there he was, standing just outside the forest's boundary, the sunlight making his silver hair
flash and glitter. All was quiet save the two magicians, so their conversation easly carried to Treyon and
Yfandes.

"l am here" Vanyd sad.

The Northern sorceress ice-blue eyes narrowed for amoment, then she smiled again. ™Y ou are not
asmpleforest spirit. Thereis much power within you. But | am sure neither of uswishesfor conflict, o1
will be blunt. Y ou have what | want, forest-walker. Give him tomeand | will leavein peace. Deny me,
and be destroyed.”

Both Treyon and Y fandes watched silently, hanging on every word. Vanyd wasimpassve. "If | give
my lifein defense of another, so beit. What you want from thisforest you shal not have, for heisunder
my protection.”

"Then once you and thisforest fal, he shal have no protection.” With that Kenoran swept her arms
outward and awall of mage-fire appeared, not anywhere near Vanyel, but for dozens of paces on either
sde of the two mages. Driven againgt the wind into the forest, the blue-green flames began to grow
rapidly asthey licked at the trees and underbrush.

Surprised by the unorthodox attack, Vanye hesitated a bit before beginning his defense. Quickly he
weather-magicked the nearby clouds to grow, making them suck up the water vapor in the atmosphere,
swelling into gray thunderheads that covered the sky. With aflick of hishand, the water poured down,
drowning the flamesin the forest. Fully on guard now, Vanye went on the offensive, caling dl of the
power at hiscommand and sending it at the woman before him.

As soon as Treyon saw the flames appear at the forest's edge, his bandit's intuition knew that atrap



had been laid and they had walked right intoit.

A whinny of darm turned his head toward Y fandes, just in time to see adark, blurry shape, dl claws
and teeth, legp out of the surrounding woods at him.

:VANYEL!:
IIVa.]!II

Until he heard the mind-cry and shriek of terror asmultaneoudy, Vanye had actudly been enjoying
the battle. Kenoran was extremely strong, but it was the strength of blood-magic, easily gained and
stored, but not so easily replenished once used. Eventudly, if he and Y fandes had read her right, the
Mage-Gift she had Siphoned from some unfortunate soul would eventualy be exhausted, and he could
meake her forget al about using blood-magic forever. That had been the plan, but Kenoran had seenfit to
changetherules.

Boosting his shields enough to hold off Kenoran's next assault, Vanye turned at both cries, one of
alarm, one of pureterror, and saw something explode out of the forest in aspray of leaves and branches.
It would have been astal asaman, savefor its hunched back. It moved asfast asa wyrsa, but on two
legs, and appeared to be amix of human, bear, and wolf, with urane features and thick, gray-brown fur.
What was most frightening was what it carried in its mouth. Treyon, the collar of hisshirt tangled in the
beadt's teeth, was being borne toward the battle with magic-fueled speed.

Behind the beast, but at a safe distance, galloped Y fandes. Vanye thought he had never seen her
look so frustrated.

:Vanyel, she's going to get him.: she sent angrily.
:Can't you stop it fromreaching her?: Vanye asked.

:No,: camethe fear-tinged reply, :1 can't even get close to it. She'slaid a trap-shield on the
construct, and now Treyon'sinside, so it's around him as well..:

:Trap-shied?: Inthat ingant Vanyd redized just how ruthless Kenoran redly was, remembering
that if any magica or physica attack was directed at the construct, the shields would react ingtantly,
destroying whatever they surrounded by letha backlash. : Great good Gods, maybe | can Fetch...:

:No, Vanyel, any Gift will set it off, even mind-magic!: Y fandes sent.

:Hells, that thing moves fast. Come to me then. She may have the ability to steal these
powers, now let's see if she knows how to use them:

In the time the two had Mindspoken this much, the construct had already reached Kenoran, and
had been admitted inside her shields. Vanyd bit hislip in frustration and he saw Kéenoran take the boy as
she snapped a guttural word at the construct, causing it to St back on its haunches, its hooded eyes
becoming glassy. With hisMage-sight, Vanyd saw the sorceress shieldsflare even brighter now asshe
added the power the construct had been using to her own protections.

By thistime, Y fandes had swung away from her pursuit and ran over to Vanye, coming around to
stand behind him. Vanye put one hand on her mane as he watched the barbarian.



:Get ready to give me power on my signal,: he sent to her.
:1 hope you know what you're doing.:

:Now that she has him, it'sthe only way. | just need a little more time.:

* % *

Kenoran dammed Treyon down on the cairn, knocking thewind out of him and effectively
preventing any struggle. Holding him down with one hand, she reached underneath her cloak with the
other and brought out a dagger-sized wooden wand covered in rough runes and glowing brightly with
power. Ripping open Treyon's shirt, she touched the focusto Treyon's chest, outlining his heart, the wand
leaving aglowing trail wherever it touched the boy's skin. Looking up, Vanyd once again saw her ferd
smileas she sad, "Spirit, you have defied me, and for that you will be destroyed. Once | have taken this
onesGifts, | will take everything e'se you hold dear.”

"Kenoran, hold!" Vanyd threw out his hand asif offering it to an unseen person. Recognizing the
gesture, Kenoran looked down at Treyon, who was till lying motionless beneeth her. Her head snapped
up to look at the silver-haired mage before her. At that moment she felt her shields actudly buckle asthe
impact of Vanyd's magic hit them. For amoment, everything stopped as the two mages gazes met.
Vanyel smiled as he saw the sorceress eyes widen as she realized what was about to happen.

Kenoran recovered quickly, however. Raising the wand about her head, she screamed the fina
word of the spell out as she plunged the stake down at Treyon's unprotected chest.

The wand ripped through the empty air where Treyon's body had been amoment before to shatter
on the rocks of the cairn. Now uncontrollably released, the magic contained by the wand surged back
though Kenoran's body. Held in by her shields, it redoubled in intensity, arcing and snapping asit
contacted the restraining magic wals. Kenoran didn't even have tune to scream. In secondsthewild
energies had destroyed everything in the area of the sorceress shields. As her protections vanished, al
that remained was acircle of burned ground and two small piles of ash and bone.

Vanyed watched, unblinking, cradling Treyon to his chest, burying the boy's head in his chest to
prevent him from watching. When it was over, Vanye just hedd him while glaring a the brigands, who
had watched the fight at a safe distance. Under his stare, they quickly broke and Ieft for the hills, and
slence once again fell over the Forest of Sorrows and the smdl plain.

"Vanyd... | can't breathe." Treyon gasped from his shirt. Standing up, Vanyd dowly let go of
Treyon, watching al around him asif waiting for Kenoran to suddenly appear from the grave and wreak
more havoc. When nothing happened, his shoulders dumped as he relaxed, dowly fading into
tranducence.

Seeing this happen, Treyon quickly stepped over to Vanyd, meaning to hug him. But when hetried
to wrap hisarms around the other's dim body, he met nothing but air. Off balance, Treyon just managed
to avoid faling over. Before Vanyd could speak, Treyon waved an arm through the middle of Van's
body, watching it pass through the misty form asif there was nothing there & al.

Treyon was hesitant to say it, but he did anyway, "What happened... | thought you defested her.”
His eyes overflowed with tears again as he thought he redlized what had happened.



Vanyd, redizing what Treyon was thinking, was quick to correct him. "No, no, Treyon, that's not
what happened. Using so much power so quickly can drain even alegend for atime." Seeing Treyon's
expression as comprehension dawned, he added, "Y es, | am the Vanyd of the legends and songs. | have
been likethis," he pointed ahand toward hisinsubstantia body, "for decades. | have been apart of this
forest for over thirty years, guarding the northern border against bandits and mageslike Kenoran. Ina
way, | am theforest around me, every tree, every plant, every gust of wind that moves through the brush,
| fed it, react to it, asfar as| can see. And to things that enter the forest. Kenoran couldn't kill me or
Y fandes, not without destroying every last bit of the woods around us, and that, | think, is next to
impossible. But she dmost got you, and that was something | never wanted to happen. | had no plansto
put you in danger. Y ou deserve better than that.”

"Why? Just because of who you are.”
"What, I'm just aboy, that doesn't make me anything specid.”
"Widll, then, how about what you can give back to Vademar."

"Aswhat, abrigand? Vanyd, how can | help Vademar?' Treyon was growing more and more
exasperated.

"AsaHerdd," came the soft reply.
"What? A Herdd? Me?' Treyon's mouth was gaping like afish.

For thefirst time since the battle had ended, Vanyd smiled. "Don't you remember metelling you
about your Gifts? 'Y ou need training to use them effectively, and, as you happen to be about the right age
to begin, you should get started right away. Theresaway station about a half-day's journey from here.
Usudly aHerad passes by every few days, on patrol for the outlying villages, and he can take you to
Haven."

"Training? Haven? Gifts? But | don't know anything about anything. How can | be aHerdd? Who's
going to believethat | can be anything but a brigand?’

Vanye let hishand drop to Treyon's shoulder, and for severa seconds, the boy actudly felt the
older man's hand steadying him. "I do. Treyon, you can't stay here, not with us," he said, cutting off
Treyon's Sartled protest. "Y ou need to be around others, to learn dl that Yfandesand | don't havetime
to teach you. Besides, Haven is the place where you're needed, not here.”

"That'sal well and good, but what about my needing someone?’ Treyon said, sniffing back histears
and looking away at the ground.

Vanyd kndt down beside him, catching the boy's downcast stare with his own gaze. "I'm not going
anywhere. Granted, Haven isfar away, but if your Gifts manifest like| think they will, pretty soon you'l
be able to Mindspesk with me asif | were standing beside you. And by that time, maybe you'll have
been Chosen by a Companion of your own."

Treyon was slent for severa seconds, then raised hishead again, feding truly hopeful for thefirgt
time since he had entered the forest. "I guess we'd better get going, then."



"Let'snot rush off quite so quickly. Y ou'll stay with usanother night, and welll set off in the morning.”
Vanyd sad, amiling.

Treyon smiled in return, and the trio walked into the forest, leaving the charred patch of dirt, and the
new leaves of grassthat were dready sprouting behind.
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Colond Tregaron, commander of HisHoliness Twenty-First Foot, was hot, tired, and very pleased
as he surveyed the long line of marching infantry. The regiment had made good time, in spite of asun hot
enough to boil aman's brain inside his skull, thick clouds of choking dust that rose with every step, and
short water rations. It pleased him that he had yet to lose asingle trooper to the heet, even after nine days
crossing the badlands, and another twenty trekking from the Karse-Rethwellan border. Most caravans,
fat with water and rich food, couldn't make that claim. He shook his head, grimly amused that His
Holinesswould transfer regimentsin High Summer when "Beadtly” was the gentlest adjective useful in
describing the heat. Still, when the Son of the Sun called, the army marched.

Aninfantryman, seeing him grin, hawked and spat. "Y ou like egtin’ dust, Colond ?*

Tregaron raised his hand, one soldier to another. "It can't be any worse than your hummas, Borla.
I'm surprised your squadmates haven't strung you up as apoisoner.” The troopers around the luckless
soldier laughed as he mimed taking an arrow in the chest. "I'm struck!"" Borlai cried.

Tregaron made amenta note to eat with First Battle that evening, the better to ensure no lasting
insult came from hisribbing. Morale had remained high, in spite of the miserable conditions, and he had
no desire to see even asmall wound fester for want of tending.

He glanced over each rank asit passed, looking for the small Sgns and minute 9 oppiness that
marked declining morale or increasing fatigue. Some pikes doped alittle more loosdly than the
prescribed thirty-degree angle and an occasional head drooped, but that was to be expected, considering
each soldier carried, in addition to afull fifty-pound kit, three days extrafield rations, water, extra
throwing spears, and either amattock, pick, or shovel to dig fortifications. It was no wonder Karsite
soldiers cdled themsalves "turtles,” for they al carried their houses on their backs.



Severd veterans, seeing Tregaron, raised their fistsin salute asthey passed. A weak cheer rose
from the ranks as he doffed his plumed helmet and returned the gesture.

"Aye, lads," he said. "Save your wind for the walk. Weve abit to go before you can laze about.”
That drew alaugh. There was trouble on the Hardorn border, bad trouble, and even the rawest recruit
had heard the rumors of massacred caravans and daughtered villages. He knew, sure as night followed
day, that there would be hard fighting along the frontier before the fall rains swelled the Terilee River and
blocked passage. Vkandis willing, hethought, we'll make the Terilee by nightfall and be dug in
before the bastards know we're there.

He unrolled the grimy travel map he used to plot their daily course. Its sce wastoo smal for any
real detail now that they were close to their destination, but the scouts had provided good reports of
what lay ahead.

He ran one dirty finger across his short, pointed beard as he studied the map. The Terilee River,
hardly more than a stream thistime of year, marked the border between beloved Karse and Ancar's
Hardorn. It had seen its waters colored red more than once in the past year as the Usurper's bandits
raided acrossits brackish waters. Bodies from those fights were said to have floated asfar asHaven, in
disant Vademar.

His staff, walking dongside the regiment, joined him as he rerolled the small map and bent to pick a
stone out of his sandal. Cogern, the Twenty-First's Master of Pikes and responsible for the order of the
regiment, stopped beside him. Tregaron saw backs tiffen and pikes straighten. They might respect him,
but they feared Cogern.

It waswell they did. The sergeant had atruly horrible visage. The Pikemaster had been lucky his
helmet's gorget and bar nasal had deflected the Rethwellan's blow, or held have received more than a
maiming and aharelip. Tregaron, then agreen lieutenant, had fully expected the Master to feed the
sacrificid Fres. He remembered his quiet amazement when the old soldier had not only recovered, hed
returned to duty.

He shook hishead. That fight had been amost twenty years ago. He would never see the south side
of forty again. Cogern had fifteen years on him, yet the older man did hisdaily twenty miles, hit the pells,
and led the charges with more energy than men haf his age. Tregaron had no doulbt that twenty years
after he was worm-food, Cogern would still be offering tithesto Vkandis Sunlord and defeating Karse's
enemies,

The Commander and the Pikemaster stood silently together along moment, while the staff waited
patiently. Their horses, led by cadets, shifted and fidgeted in the hot, dry air.

"They look good," Tregaron ventured.

Cogern spat and grinned. "They'd better," heligped, "if they know what's good for ‘em.” He took of f
his helmet and ran his hand over his scarred head. Runnels of swest, trapped by the helm's padding, ran
down hisface, cutting tracksin the caked dust. Dropsfél from his chin to stain hisrich scarlet sash.
"Wheat idiot moves aregiment across the northlands in summer?" he asked scornfully.

Tregaron smiled. "When the Son of the Sun says'March," he Started.

Cogern snapped hisfingers. "Bugger the Son of the Sun," he snorted. "The fat bastard's 1apping up



chilled wine and making doe eyes at the acolytes while we grunt dong out here.”

Tregaron laughed at the gptness of the blasphemy. ™Y ou'd best lose that notion before apriest hears
you."

"Bugger them, too," Cogern repested, but softly and with aquick look around.
"How are the recruits holding up?" Tregaron asked, moving the conversation back onto safe ground.

Cogern rubbed hisforehead. "This stroll's melted the city fat offaem faster than drill and pdls” He
paused, weighing hiswords. "Their weagpons drill ain't upta par, but it ain't bad either. Not for pressed
troops, anyway.”

Tregaron didn't envy the "recruits' who filled out the Twenty-First'sranks. They'd used their victory
parade through Sunhameto "volunteer" some of the capitd'slesswary citizensinto Vkandis Sunlord's
sarvice. Many of the newest lambs had lost their stunned expressions and had settled into the regiment's
training routine, which for them included fighting drills and weapons practice after marching afull day
and after building the night's camp and surrounding fortifications.

Two lambs had keeled over dead so far, and Cogern had reported they'd probably |ose another
before they got to the border. The press-gangs were supposed to only draft hale men and afew women,
but were dso given quotas and limited time. Occasionally, they cut corners, placing the burden on the
trainer. Thetraining process usualy weeded out the hopel ess cases before the fracas started. It pained
him to lose troops for any reason, but having them die due to doppy recruiting rankled him.

One cadet holding the horses mumbled to another. They laughed together. Tregaron stared at him a
moment before he remembered the lad's name. The boy, Dormion, was the son of a southlands
freeholder sent to the army to avoid the Tithe and, very possibly, the Flames.

"Eh?" Cogern snapped, "what was that?"

"Urn, | said," said thelad, visibly unhappy to have drawn the Pikemaster's undivided attention, "that
they don't, uhh, have press-gangsin Vademar." He paused uncertainly. "Sir," he concluded lamely, after
the slence lengthened.

Cogern feigned alook of utter surprise. "How would you know anything about Vademar?' He
gared a Dormion with the horrified intensity of aman watching alarge and potentialy deedly insect
crawling up hisarm.

The other cadets sdled away, leaving Dormion, gulping and pae, aone. "l read it, Pikemaster, inthe
Chronides”

"InVd-de-mar,” Cogern said, drawing out each syllable sarcasticaly, "they don't have to fight. That
givesthem certain luxurieswe can't afford.” He looked disgusted. "A reading cadet. What will they think
of next?' The old sergeant glared at the boy with an expression fierce enough to cow the bravest veteran.
"Thisain't Vademar, boy, and you'd best get that through your head! Now get back in your place.”

Dormion, pleased to have escaped with little more than atongue lashing, scuttled away to rgjoin the
other cadets.



"I'm surprised you let him off so easily,” Tregaron said softly. "Usudly you just cuff them flat.”

Cogern scratched his nose with oneragged nail. "Most of ‘em "are fish. Not redl bright, and just
waitin' for hooksin their mouths and knivesin their guts. Once't awhile you get one who sees beneath
things. Them'sworth keepin' an eye on.” Hesighed. "1 just wish't | could keep him out of the damned
books. HE's got too much to learnin too little time for that folderol.”

He met Tregaron'seye. "1 saw the same thing in another lad some years back. Even took asword
for 'im, just to give 'im achancet grow up.”

Tregaron, embarrassed, took the worn rope reins from the cadet and led the gelding toward the
standards that followed the lead battle. The regiment's flags marked both the commander'slocation in the
formation and the relics that were the unit's pride.

The lacquered ivory boxes contained the femur of the regiment'sfirst commander, alock of hair
from Torlois the Prophet, and afinger bone from Vkorion, who, before he had become Son of the Sun
three centuries before, had struck off his own hand as atithefor Vkandis. Each relic box also contained a
certificate of authenticity Sgned by a senior priest. Tregaron suspected one pedigree was more the result
of bribery than accuracy; Vkorion would have to have had at least adozen fingers on the severed hand
aoneto accommodate al of the"verified" relic bones.

Pride stirred in his chest when he saw the regiment's stained and tattered banner. The standard, a
gold sun bursting on a scarlet background with the number 21 in blue thread stitched across the center,
was flanked by the smdler gold, scarlet, and blue guidons of the regiment’s three battles. A fifth bearer
carried the pole to which the tokens and names of the Twenty-First's thirty-odd victories had been
affixed.

Behind that, by itself, came the Oriflamme, the cloth-of-gold standard that was the mark of His
Holiness favor. The regiment had paid in blood for the right to carry the 'Hamme, but it was adistinction
that Tregaron would just as soon have forgone.

Beneath VVkandis Stainless Banner clustered three flint-eyed Sun-priests, the Oriflammeé's guardians
when it went into the field and the source of Tregaron'sworries. Two were from the capita, sent asmuch
to counter Hardorn's magic asthey were to protect the flag from dishonor. They worefull priestly regdia,
their golden Sun-in-Glory meddlions glinting against their black court robes.

The third was awoman, afact itself of some notein Vkandis patriarchal priesthood. She wore the
smple red cassock that marked her acommon parish-tender, even though she was dleged to be at least
as powerful amage as the Black-robes.

Tregaron knew little about her-only that she had been aprovincid prefect drafted when the third
member of the capita'stroika had died of gpoplexy. Darker campfire rumors suggested he had died
while demon-summoning, acommon enough practice among the Black-robes, even if Tregaron didn't
believe the story. The Black-robe Priests had warded the northern borders with summoned creatures
until Ancar's magi had driven them back.

The tension between the woman and the Black-robes from Sunhame was thick enough to diceand
serve on flatbread. He knew the church hierarchy was rife with factional strife, but seeing it made him
nervous. All three were above his authority, and he had no doubt that each had the clout to forward a
report that, if bad, could cost him hisregiment, if not hislife.



Hisworst nightmare wasthat if the woman reported well of him, the others might spesak poorly, to
spite her, or vice versa. In either case there would be ablack mark againgt him with His Holiness, and no
amount of military skill or booty would erase the stain. He hoped they would judge him only by how he
did hisduty, but he couldn't be certain their acrimony wouldn't affect their judgment where hewas
concerned.

He nodded to the three. The woman pleasantly returned his greeting, making asmall gesture of
blessing. He found her handsome, though with a mannishly square jaw and sharp features. Her eyes,
though not as soft asliked, were warm and friendly, and her generous mouth seemed more given to
gmilesthan frowns.

The Black-robes, by contrast, looked stonily forward, their expressions set in harsh disapproval.
Tregaron kept hisface expressonless. In smal things could big things be judged. The provincia had been
arguing with her counterparts. Again. Great, hethought dryly, and | thought the army would keep me
OUT of palitics. Fool. Hefdt like the man in the proverb who, when caught between fire and flood, ran
back and forth, unable to decide whether to burn or drown.

"| il don't see how dl of this skulking and sneaking benefits Karse," the woman said waspishly,
continuing what Tregaron was certain was along-running argument. "Ancar'stroopsraid us at will, and
we do nothing!"

The Fighting Twenty-First isn't "nothing,” lady, Tregaron thought, even though generdly he
agreed with her. Hardorn had been testing them, and their response so far had been tepid. It seemed a
bit inconsistent that araid from Rethwellan merited a six-month campaign by adozen regimentswhile
Hardorn earned-one footsore command.

The older Black-robe made arude face. "His Holiness predicted peace, Solaris,” he said to her, as
though addressing asmal child. "So peace there shdl be!™

"Y ou know aswdll as| that Lastern couldn't scry for asunny day, much less Ancar'sintent,” Solaris
replied, her voice dripping scorn. "It's ameaningless augury and ameaningless peace. Ancar's eventudly
going to conclude were too timid to fight-and then you'll have afull scalewar. Try to hide that under a
proclametion!”

"You gotoo far!" Havern hissed. "Continue your blasphemy and I'll have you before an Ecumenical
Court."

Tregaron, overhearing more of the exchange than he wanted, blanched. She had spoken treason,
and hislife might very well stand forfeit for it. She could have him killed to cover her lapse, or Havern
might order him executed to snuff the chance held repeat what held heard. Fire and flood indeed, he
thought grimly, flaying and the rack is nearer the mark. Cogern turned away, mumbling something
about adjusting the trumpeters. Tregaron followed, but wasn't quite quick enough to miss Solaris quiet

laugh.

"I'm sorry, Havern," she said, her voice quiet in what might charitably be called contrition had her
voice not dripped scorn. "1 overstepped mysalf.” Her speech changed, becoming singsong as she recited
theliturgy of the Word and Will of Vkandis. "His Holinessis His Holiness, anointed by the hand of
Vkandis, and isthe Son of the Sun, and His avatar on earth.” Tregaron guessed her retregt to the liturgy
had more to do with surviva than religion. Still, the very effusiveness of her recitation argued that evenin
this, she was poking fun.



Havern appeared unconvinced. He peered at her along moment, as though trying to seeinsde her
soul. "Y ou country priests have had it too much your own way for too long. | seethat certain, ah...
distortions and basd ess rumors have taken root in the provinces. Come to my tent this evening and | will
ingruct you in the methods by which you might return to orthodoxy."

Solaris shook her head ruefully. "I'm sorry, Havern. I've aready promised to minister to the Third
Battle thisnight. | gave my word to the Colond."

Tregaron wasn't happy she had brought up his name, especially as she had promised to do no such
thing. He Sighed to himsdf. No matter how hard hetried to remain neutrd, it seemed they were
determined to draw him into their feud.

Havern shrugged. "Wdll," he said easly, asif the matter were of no importance, "I'd liketo be
reassured of your orthodoxy before | make my report to His Holiness. Perhaps we can work something
out." Tregaron backed away, trying to put distance between himsdlf and the three priests. Vkandis
servants were under no obligation of cdlibacy, but hearing what amounted to extortion embarrassed him.

Solarisflushed, two spots of color forming high on her cheeks. She opened her mouth to speak
when adistant shout and pounding hooves drew their attention.

Tregaron, relieved at the distraction, trotted toward the regiment's standards. The mounted scout
galloped down the line and reined in his horse with such savagery that stones and grit sprayed from
beneath its hooves and flecks of foam flew from itslathered Sdes.

"Report!" Tregaron snapped, pleased to turn his attention to a problem he could handle.

"Cavdry, soir!" the scout replied, his upcountry accent emphasized by his stress. "Two full
regiments, soir, lessn haf an hour north of here, 'an movin' toward us.”

Tregaron took asingle deep bresth, calming himsaf and giving him amoment to order histhoughts.
"Do they know were here?"

The scout looked chagrined. "Aye, more likely than not. We tripped over three o' their outriders
whilewe was on our way back. We got two. Thethird gave usthe dip.”

Tregaron sucked air though his teeth, a southlands expression of disgpprova. "Well," he said,
"what's doneisdone." He ignored the excited chatter asword of the gpproaching enemy made itsway
along infantry column. His staff clustered close, eager to hear the report. "Did you see who they were?”

"One regiment had a boar's head mounted on a pole, soir, with ribbons hanging fromitstushes. |
din't see the second.”

"That would be Reglauf'slot," Cogern said. "He led aregiment under Ancar when they made their
try againg Vademar. Word hasit he didn't do much except plunder farms.”

It didn't occur to Tregaron to question Cogern. The sergeant was supposed to know such things.
"Word dso hasit," the old man lisped, "that he cut out early, before they'd properly logt."

"How many troops?" Tregaron asked the scout.



The man pulled astring out of histunic and counted the knots. "Five battles, soir, about three
hundred riders each. I'd guess about the same in the t'other regiment.”

"Three thousand cavalry,” Cogern spat, "two-to-one, or thereabouts.”

"Jugt like Sdenay in Vademar," Dormion chirped, earning a black look from Cogern. "From the
Battle of Border, in the Chronicles. Ancar had them two-to-one as well, and they whipped him."

Cogern sighed, the air of man beset by foals.
The brat doesn't know when to shut up, Tregaron thought.

Cogern growled something obscene and crooked hisfinger a Dormion. "Come here, child. It'shigh
time| took a personal interest in your education.”

Dormion swallowed heavily, his mobile features still. "Um, Pikemagter..." he began. Helooked at
Tregaron.

"Y ou tickled the bear, Ensign,” Tregaron laughed. "Now you dance with him."

"Selenay,” Cogern said with heavy dignity as heticked off points on hisfingers, "had the advantages
of Mindspesking Demon horses, superior terrain, timeto pick her battlefield, better-trained troops, and
Ancar for an opponent. Not to mention her troops were defending their homes and were backed by a
substantial number of defectors, including Hardorn's best Guardsmen.”

He paused to switch hands, having long since run out of fingers. "Ancar only had numbers. He
needed at least three to one to beat her on open ground, and probably six to one to best them on that
turf. He had, maybe, three to two, and most of them were rabble, not real soldiersatal. Hell, only about
haf hisforce even had the gumption to attack.”

He closed hisfist an stuck it in Dormion'sface. "Ancar," hefinished, "didn't have a prayer. So don't
draw false comparisons, especialy ones gleaned from books written by thewinning side." He exhaled
heavily. "Here endeth the sermon. Now get back to your units. All of you.”

The cadets scattered.

Tregaron looked at Cogern. "Do you think he heard you?'

"Damn that Bard-written tripe,” the Pikemaster replied, " Selenay could have held that hilltop with a
company of recruits and a detachment of washerwomen. Demon horses, magic, and good writing don't
make up for sound tactics and superior Strategy.”

"l don't know," Tregaron sad, "Sdlenay'sdone dl right for hersdlf, by al accounts.”

"Not you, too!" Cogern snapped, his expression torn between shock and betrayal. He crossed his
arms across his chest, muttering about tyros who read more books than was good for them. Tregaron,
laughing, mounted his horse and scanned the field for agood place to make his stand.

"There's ashallow stream up ahead, soir,” the scout said, pointing. He had wisdly kept his mouth
shut while Cogern ranted. "It's about five-hundred paces from here."



"Do you want to form behind the water course?' Cogern asked, his voice and manner now al
busness.

Tregaron considered amoment before answering. "No, | don't want to give them any excuseto go
toward our flanks. A nicelong feature like that might encourage them to get credtive.”

"Y ou're expecting them to come right for us?' Cogern asked in aneutra voice.

"Yes," Tregaron answered. "When Ancar nated hisfather, he put Alessander's generasto the
sword aswell. Helost anybody he had with troop-handling skills, and the rabble he recruits aren't much
for the discipline that goes with good tactics.” He smiled sourly. "Not that they've needed it. They've been
riding right over theloca militiafor awhile now. I'm betting it's been awhile since they've faced regulars.
They'll go straight for our throats."

He straightened his shoulders. "Well put the stream hard by our right and use it to anchor our flank
on that sde. Well assume an open field defense and meet them in that high grass over there." He pointed
to the open area beside the streambed.

"All right,” Cogern said, turning to the cluster of runners and trumpeters, "what are you waiting for?"

The staff members scattered to execute the orders. Horns blared. Under officers shouted as the lead
battle, company by company, shifted their pikes and picked up aclumsy trot. The regiment's company of
mounted skirmishers thundered pagt, their riders adjusting bows, quivers and heavy sacks. They
disappeared in atrice over alow brow to contest the Hardornans passage.

Tregaron knew a hundred archers weren't enough to stop the invaders by themselves, but he hoped
they'd be enough of an irritant to make Reglauf deploy hisforces prematurely.

The vanguard had just drawn even with the streamlet when asingle horn blew in the distance.
Tregaron followed the sound and saw athin dust plume rising above the bluffs. " That would be our
guests" Cogern said, hisflat voice cam. Tregaron studied the thin brown column. Infantry dust tended to
Soread asit rose, making a ground-hugging haze rather than arisng tail. Yes, definitely cavalry.

Heturned in his saddle to address the trumpeters. "Play: Form line of battle-left.”
The horns skirled. Trumpeters farther down the line answered the calls, acknowledging the orders.

"Front Northwest!" Cogern shouted, his bass voice cutting the din. In such momentsdl hint of his
lisp vanished. "Debouch by companies!”

The battles officers and sergeants amplified the commands as the regiment dropped its packs and
began to smoothly deploy into the serge dongside the dusty road. Tregaron heard the crack of awhip
and snapped his head around to see one sergeant coiling his badge of office back into his hand. He rode
over asthe man raised it for another blow. "Y ou are afine sergeant, Gren," Tregaron said through
clenched teeth, "but you are no longer in the Seventeenth. If you raise that Sarter to another one of my
lambs without good cause, I'll have you flogged back to your old regiment. Isthat clear!”

The sergeant, hisface pae, nodded silently. Tregaron jerked his horse's head around and rode to
take his position with the standards, by then positioned on the left-center of the line. The battles guidons
had long since returned to their units.



Front-rankers digned the regiment into four neat rows, using pikestaves as guideposts. The pikemen
inthefirst two rankstook ther intervals, setting their shields between them to provide cover if the cavary
stormed them with arrows. The rear ranks, composed of swords-men each equipped with two heavy
javelins, marked off their running distances and prepared their gear.

The javelins were cunning wegpons. The swordsmen wrapped lanyards around the middles, which,
when held between the cagters fingers when throwing, imparted a spin on the spear. Spinning spears flew
farther and more accurately than straight-thrown, though no one knew why.

The javelins heads were attached to the shafts with weak glue or brittle pins. When the weapon hit,
the glue usudly failed or the pin broke, making the thing usdlessfor areturn throw.

The regiment's longbow company moved quickly out in front, ready to act as skirmishersand
contest the ground in front of the regiment with long range fire. Two scouts galoped acrossthe field,
plunging whitewashed stakes into the ground at hundred-pace intervalsto mark the bowers ranges.

The farthest scout turned, and using hislast stick as agoad, pounded back toward the readied
regiment.

Cogern cantered up beside him. "Asfor tactics, dr," he asked, "butterfly wings?*

Tregaron nodded. "If they let us. Have Luhann double her leftmost companies. If they try to turn our
flank, her sdell be the most likely place they'll try."

Cogern passed the ingtruction to arunner. Most battlefield Situations were too complex for trumpets.
Runners gave more precise messages, but were dow and often got lost or were lost.

Cogern smiled the easy grin of man with a secret. Tregaron rarely saw the Pikemaster as happy as
he was before afight. Vkandisknew his guts dways knotted up beforehand.

"Your horse, gr,” Cogern said. Tregaron dipped his head and dismounted. Mounted officers made
essy targets.

They gave their animalsto an orderly to take behind theline.
"Wheré's the damned Oriflamme?’ Tregaron snapped. "It should be here.”

"Here, Colond," Solaris said, stepping through the ranksto join them. Tregaron saw she wore no
mail and carried no wesgpon.

"Where are your cohorts?' he said, alittle more harshly than held intended, but only alittle.

She made awry face. "They've decided to support your fight from back there." She pointed toward
the area behind the regiment, where the horses, gear, and afew noncombatants waited.

"That'll do'em no good atal if nthey get behind us," Cogern said. He looked at Solaris. "Do you
have aweapon?'

She hed up the Oriflamme. "I havethis"



Cogern looked closgly at her along moment. "Then what are you waitin' on, girl?* He pointed to the
Stainless Banner. " Show 'em what werefightin' for."

She grinned and hefted the pole, raising the 'Flamme high above their heads. She waved it about,
swirling its swalowtail in agentle arc. The center battle cheered. The shouting built as each battle fought
to outdo the others.

The skirmishers reappearance quieted the noise. The horsemen paused at the hill crest to fireone
find volley at their pursuers, then fled across the open ground. They opened the sackstied to their
saddles and tossed handful after handful of small black objectsinto the grass behind them.

"What are those?' Solaris asked, lowering the 'Flamme and grounding the haft.

"Caltrops," Cogern said with malicious glee, "four sharpened pieces of iron welded together. No
matter how they fal, one prong aways points up-alittle dainty for a horse's hoof."

Thefirst mass of Hardornan cavary crested the hill, ablack tide that quickly covered the facing
dope. Tregaron heard the thin voice of the archers commander. "Take your am-four hundred paces.
Loose!" A thiniron deet rose and fell. Some arrows struck home, here and there felling ahorse or rider.
The range was abit long for accurate fire, but Tregaron hoped the harassment would goad the
Hardornansinto leaving.

The mass reacted by spurring their horses and charging.

"They've got no order at dl!" Cogern sniffed, sounding offended. Tregaron knew he hated
inefficiency, even when displayed by an enemy.

"Three hundred paces!" the archer leader yelled, timing hisfire so theriders would crossthe stake
just asthe arrows arrived. "Loose!™

Thetoll grew heavier as arrows found their marks or pierced armor. Horses pulled up and fell,
screaming and thrashing, as the cruel iron caltrops pierced their hooves. Mogt riders scrambled to their
feet, but here and there onelay till, either knocked witless or themsdlves victims of the spikeshiddenin
thegrass.

"Two hundred!" Moreridersfell. The Karsite horse archers added to their toll with their
shorter-ranged bows as they moved to the flanks to cover the ends of the formation. Here and there a
Kargtefdl, arrowstruck, but the Hardornens volleys were erratic and largely ineffective. The cavdry's
thunder grew louder asthey galloped down onto the waiting Karsiteline.

"One hundred!”

Cogern turned, cupped his hands around his mouth, and bellowed. " Set to receive cavary!™

With awordless shout, Six hundred pikes came down in asingle glittering arc, their bitter edges
bright in the noonday sun. The rear ranks gave way apace, ready to hurl their javelins on command. The

archers scampered for the rear.

Cogern grabbed the regimental standard and raised it over his head. At the instant he dropped it, the
battles commanders dropped their swords and six hundred javelins smashed into the onrushing horses.



The cavalry dowed, their charge blunted by the heavy spears. A second volley crashed home an ingtant
later, cutting down the lead ranks like a scythe through wheet. The rear ranks piled over the dead and
dying and pressed home the attack.

The crash of the horsemen hitting the readied pikes roared over Tregaron like atide of sound, a
breaking wave of iron-shod hooves and dashing, cursing soldiers. Hisworld retrested to acirclefive
yards across. A Hardornen, her horse gutted by a pikeblade, bowled over the front ranks and plowed
into the command party. One orderly dashed the anima across the knees, bringing it down and throwing
the rider. Two officers plunged their blades into her before she could rise, the second twisting his wegpon
to gore her before withdrawing it She collapsed, dead, blood fountaining from her mouth and nose.

The lead Hardornen was dead, but the gap sheld forced in the line filled quickly with other
horsemen, dashing and stabbing asthey tried to widen the breach. Horns blew in larm on ether side of
the command party as squads detached from the flanking unitsto help sedl the brek intheline.

Tregaron, looking for more troops to throw at the Hardornens, whipped his head around and saw Solaris
using the Oriflamme's saff to fend off one horseman while Cogern moved to hisflank. The Pikemaster
stabbed deep, driving his sword deep into the horse's barrel, dropping it in itstracks. He then brained the
rider with his sword pommel and ran him through with aquick thrust ashetried torise.

Karsite swordsmen flooded the area, surrounding the horse troops and attacking from all sides.
Their grim intensity and lacquered red-and-black armor made Tregaron think of ants swarming amoth.

Digtant horn calls announced the arrival of the second regiment. He craned his head toward the
sound and saw it advancing over the hill crest in dightly better order than the first. The newcomers made
atoken effort to dress ranks, then charged across the cdtrop-littered ground. A few fell to the hidden
spikes, but the charge went home amost unblunted.

Pikemen fdll, lanced through or scattered like ninepins as the horsetroops plowed into the center of
the Twenty-First'sline. Swords dashed and stabbed. The din drew louder and the center units, beset by
the fresh Hardorn regiment, sagged under the pressure. Trumpets blew frantically as under officers fought
to hold the line. The battle hung in the balance, arace between whether the pikemen could reknit their
formations or the Hardornens could split the regiment and roll it up.

Cogern took haf the remaining swordsmen in the command party and went to shore the line where
the fighting was thickest. Solaris followed, keeping the Oriflamme aoft. The soldiers, seeing thewoman
and the banner, both now stained with blood, fought harder. The pressure intensified, the battle growing
more desperate as unitslost cohesion. Thethick, coppery smell of blood, mixed with the stink of
loosened bowel s and horsedung, threstened to overwhelm Tregaron, as did the clouds of dust asthick as
smoke that obscured much of thefield.

Twice the pressure on the command party built, and once Tregaron himself had to swing his sword
againg the enemy. More horncalls sounded from theright, caling for assstance. Tregaron looked around
franticaly. Theentireright haf of thelinewas engulfed and al reserves on that Sde were aready
committed. He had to launch a counter, something to take the pressure off the bel eaguered center and
right before it cracked under the Hardornens hammerblows.

"Thisll haveto work," he said to himsdf as he summoned hisremaining trumpeters. Most were
dead, killed defending the relics. He pointed to two. "Go to Captain Luhann. Tell her to prepare to
attack en echelon. She'sto commence when she'sready. Don't wait for asignd. Were counting on her
to take 'em in the flank and grind ‘em into powder. Repesat.”



The runner cleared histhroat. "Attack en echelon when ready. Don't wait for sgnd.” Tregaron
checked the message with the other runner, then sent them to the left. He repeated the same message
with two more and dispatched them to the right, though he doubted that wing of the regiment could

comply.

He fretted in the minutes that followed, afraid his order had cometoo late, or that the Hardornens
would bregk theline. He peered anxioudy to where he could see the Oriflamme, gtill bravely waving. He
worried about what was going on there even as a Battle or two of horsetroops made another try for the
regiment's banner. More blood and more dead followed in asharp little fight.

The Hardornensfinally broke, driven from the stlandards by avolley of arrowsfired from across his
line of sight. The dust cleared and he saw the archers on the extreme | eft compl ete the echelon movement
that gave them aclear shot dong the regiment'slong axis. Each pike company stepped off in turn,
marching forward afew paces, then whedling to theright. In the distance, Luhann madeit look likea
parade ground maneuver. He distantly heard her voice through the din, using aleather megaphoneto yell
ordersto her troops. Her voice didn't have Cogern's carrying power, but she compensated well.

He conddered L uhann hisbest triumph. Thearmy, thefighting arm of a very maegod, wasasthinly
populated by women asthe priestly ranks. He remembered the laughter of his counterparts when held
accepted her as a cadet. The crisp precision of her troopswas al the proof he'd ever need that he hadn't
been daft in gppointing her to command.

A runner panted up to him. "Pikemaster Cogern sends 'is respects, sir, and asksif you're ready to
closethewings yet? He says he's hanging on by ‘istegth.”

Tregaron gathered his thoughts a moment before answering. "My compliments to the Pikemaster.
Tell him theleft has dready started. He's to lure them deeper, if he can.” The runner repested the
message and scampered away.

Tregaron had little to do but fret. Victory and defest |ooked alot dike in those moments, whilethe
center remained vulnerable and the flank attack developed. His smaller force was strung out around
three-quarters of the compass while anumericaly superior enemy held the center. Hisregiment could be
eadly shattered and there was not a damned thing he could do abott it.

He sent severa squads he couldn't afford to give up to back Cogern, who had began adow retreat
in the center. The Hardornens pressed forward, sensing victory. Just when he thought the battle could get
no louder, he heard a crash and clatter on the far right. The sounds of fighting there intensified. A dight
breeze stirred, moving the thick dust, but not clearing it. Had the Hardornens broken through? Was dl
logt?

Distant trumpets sounded. The trumpeter beside Tregaron closed his eyes, ligening intently to the
digant sgnd. "First Battle reports: Attacking en echelon, Left Whed, sir." Tregaron tried not to whoop
withglee.

More trumpets blew, thistime on the left. Luhann's entire battle, pikesin hand and its blood up,
finished pivoting onitsright hed, paused, digned itsranks, and charged.

They crashed into the disordered Hardornens, crushing one side of the mass and working afearful
daughter asthe cavary tried to flee. The horse archers, briefly visible though the murk, rushed to sedl the
trap, covering the opening between the two wingslike alid on apot.



The bulk of two regiments were trapped. Tregaron knew his own forces were spread much too thin
to hold the enemy insgde, so it wastimeto kill as many asthey could before the Hardornens broke free.

"Sound Generd Advance," heydled a the remaining trumpeter. The boy nodded, blatted into his
horn afew times, then sent the final command in pure ringing notes. The troops on either Sde of Tregaron
advanced, carrying with them their stlandards and cheering. They smashed the weakening resistance,
killing horses and riders with equal abandon.

A portion of the rear regiment cut through the thin screen of horse archers and burst out of the trap.
The Hardornens scattered like wind-blown |eaves as each rider fled to preservelife and hedth. A hot
gust of wind swept the dust away, giving Tregaron aglimpse of the carnage. The entire field before him
was littered with dead and dying horses and soldiers, piled three deep in some places. Hardornens cried
for succor in adozen languages.

He saw, as he walked forward across the torn and bloody field, that the leading regiment had gotten
trapped between Cogern's and Luhann's units. Badly weakened by the javelins, robbed of its momentum
and best fighters, it was caught in the jaws of an implacable foe. He looked at the trumpeter. "Play: No
Mercy." The boy looked grim, but complied.

Ancar took no prisonersin Karse and showed no mercy. Now the favor was returned. Luhann gave
thefinal command and Reglauf's regiment vanished under awall of pikes.

* % *

Later, Tregaron walked among the troopslaid out in groaning, screaming rows where the regiment's
hedge-wizards |abored to save as many as they could. He adjusted his turban, his one concession to the
heat, while his hedmet hung from hisbelt. Many of the soldiers, busy tidying the baitlefield or finishing the
wounded Hadornens, had aso removed their helms. Even Cogern, who normally would have blistered
the troops for such alapse, kept his sllence. He dso, Tregaron noted wryly, kept his helmet.

He glanced back at the wounded. The regiment had suffered three hundred casudlties, a
twenty-percent loss. It was alight butcher's bill considering the desperate nature of the fight, but till far
too heavy. Tregaron took each dead and wounded soldier as a personal failure, hislosng Karse's most
pprecious resource.

The Hardornens had lost much worse than he, at least five times his numbers killed, one regiment
destroyed, and another scattered. Still, Hardorn recruited the scum of five countries, and such losses
were easily made good.

He bent to help one man who begged for water, taking his own canteen and holding it to the man's
lips. Tregaron held the man's head while he sipped. He caught awhiff of punctured bowel. Thissoldier
would never recover. His end would be agonizing as his own waste poisoned his body cavity.

"Do you wish mercy?" Tregaron asked, hisvoice gentle.

The soldier, perhaps only then redlizing what he faced, sobbed once and nodded. "Hagan,” the dying
man whispered, "send Hagan. Third Battle, fifth company. Hell doit." Tregaron stood and summoned an
orderly who sprinted to fetch the man'sfriend.

Havern waited at the end of the row. He seemed positively cheerful as helooked around at the long



rows of gored and wounded soldiers. "Can | help you?' Tregaron asked, realizing as he looked at the
man just how bonetired hefelt.

"WEIl have the Fires ready within the hour, Colonel," the Black-robe said.
"Must it happen now?" Tregaron replied.

"TheWord and Will calsfor avictory sacrifice as soon as the battle iswon, Colond. Y ou know
that."

"1 know that the Battle Tithe plays merry hdll with morde, Sr," Tregaron said wearily. He held up his
hand. Y ou may have the mercied men for your Fires, but only after their friends have released them from
their pain.”

Havern'sface fel, faling into the mask of disapproval he wore when debating Solaris. "What the
priests do in Rethwellan is one thing, Colond, but here we follow the Word and Will literdly. Those men
too wounded to travel or otherwise unlikely to survive will go to the flames. Alive. Vkandistakes no
pleasurein cold flesh."

"I never understood why Vkandistook pleasurein any flesh,” Solaris said pleasantly.

Havern rounded on her. ™Y our deviance from the Word and Will has been repestedly noted. After
I'm through with you, Solaris, you'll be lucky to preside over an outhouse, much less an abbey."

Tregaron, recdling her ralying the regiment with the Oriflamme, felt histemper heet. "The
Sun-priestess held her place and inspired the regiment. What did you do?'

Havern didn't bat an eye. "We got out of the way. We were the wrong tool for the job. Y ou were
the right one. We deferred to you on the matter of how best to conduct the fight. Now," he said
malicioudy, "you will defer to us on how to conduct the Fires. The army was given its dispensation to
sacrifice those who would die anyway, rather than the hae. | will accept no compromise on that point.”

Solaris quietly dipped away and knelt by the gut-stabbed man, who still begged for water. She
uncorked Tregaron's water bottle and gave him severa small Sips. Tregaron listened to the Sun-priest's
tirade about duty and respongbility while trying vainly to hold onto the scraps of his self-possession.

Solaris stood and walked to the next soldier, who bled her life away from a gaping thigh wound. It
wasn't until the gutted man sat up and felt his middle that Tregaron realized something bizarre hed
happened. Something far more important than the Black-robe's prating.

He turned his back and walked away from Havern as Solaris stood and went to the third man. The
woman, who moments ago had been unconscious, moaned weakly and sat up. Tregaron caught a
glimpse of Solaris eyes as she knelt and placed her blood-covered hands on the man's exposed skull.
Her gaze was far away, locked on a distant horizon, and she whispered to herself as she hedled. Each
time she knelt, her pupils shone with a golden glow and her hands were suffused in awarmth that |ooked
likefire, but brought hedlth, not hurt. Soon a dozen of the regiment followed her, whispering in hushed
tones a the miracles as she hedled each of the dying.

The story spread like wildfire through the regiment. By the time she finished, athousand men and
women were crowded around her, eager to see the prodigy. They stood silently, giving her spaceto



work as she knitted flesh, healed bones, and restored health. After what seemed like an eternity she
stood from beside the last. The silent regiment gave way, opening before her to let her by. A few, braver
or more foolhardy than the rest, reached out tentative hands to touch her cassock as she passed.
Tregaron, trailed by the stunned and silent Black-robes, followed her as she took shaky steps toward the
more lightly wounded.

She placed her hands on aman's dashed and splinted arm. Nothing happened. "It'sgone," she said
inaconfused voice, "it'sgone now."

"It'sdl right, mum," said the trooper, who looked old enough to be her father, "I saw what you done
for theothers. I'll hedl dl right by m'sdlf.”

Sheturned back toward the regiment. Tregaron saw the glow had faded from her eyes. Her
self-possession seemed to return and she looked at Havern. "Now you have nonefor your Fires," she
said inaweary voice. "The dispensation protectsthe rest.”

Tregaron, overcome by the miracles and the restoration of those he thought he would see
consumed, drew his battered sword and knelt before her. The regiment, following his cue, knelt aswell.

"Command us, Lady," hesaid, "we areyours.”

"No, sr," shereplied with a soft, sweet smile. Her expression seemed transformed, as though she
werein ecstasy. "You are not mine. You are Vkandis. If He has chosen to work through me, itis
through the worthiness of the cause, not of the vessd."

Havern cleared histhroat. "Ahmmm..." he began, "I know we dl think we saw something...." He
trailed off asathousand hogtile facesfocused on him. "Um, yes," he concluded and retregted.

"Pleaserise, gr," Solarissaid, her expression still bestific, "1 am not the Son of the Sun.”

Not yet, anyway, Tregaron thought as herose. Not yet.
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Rain pattered to the roof of the way station, rhythmic beneath the low-pitched howl! of the winds.
Herdd Judaia stared into the hearth, watching twists of flameflicker through their collage of yelow and
red. Though her eyesfollowed the fire, her mind traced every movement of her mentor, Herdd Martin.
Already, he had curried his Companion, Tirithran, till the sheen of the stdlion'swhite coat rivaed the
moon. His sword and dagger held edges arazor might envy, and he had soaped histack until Judaia



feared he might wear the leather thin as sanda bindings. Theimage made her smile through alonging that
had sharpened to pain. She imagined him struggling to buckle aback cinch the width of afinger and
mistaking Tirithran's bridle for aboot lace. Judaiaturned. For an ingtant, her dark eyes met Martin's
gray-green ones and she thought she saw the same desire in him that goaded her, as burning and
relentless asthe hearth fire. He glanced away so quickly, hisblack hair whipped into amane and every
muscle seemed to tense in sequence. Movement only enhanced his beauty, and the sight held Judaia
momentarily spellbound. Her mind emptied of every thought but him. The rigors of her internship faded,
inggnificant beneath the more solid and cruel pain of Martin's coldness. Unableto resst, Judaia glided
toward him, loving and hating the fedings his presence inspired.

Apparently sensing her movement, Martin tensed. Suddenly, he took severa quick stridestoward
the door. "I'm going to check on Tirithran and Brayth." He fumbled with the latch, uncharacterigtically
clumsy. The door swung open, magnifying the drumlike begt of rain on the way station's roof. Beneath an
overhanging umbrellaof leaves, Tirithran and Brayth enjoyed the pleasures of stalion and mare, their
grunts punctuating the sounds of wind and rain. Caught between Judaia and an even more obvious
passion, Martin froze in the doorway.

Judaia brushed back astrand of her shoulder-length hair, wishing it looked less stringy and unruly.
Its sandy color seemed out-of-place framing dark eyes nearly black. Still, though not classcally beautiful,
Judaiadid not believe herself homely either. She had kept her body well-honed, even before the rigors of
Herdd training. Her features, though plain, bore no deformities or scars. Other men had found her
attractive enough. Y et other men had not mattered to Judaia since she had met Martin at the Collegium
three years past. They had begun their training together, year-mates, yet Martin had passed into full
Herald status and gone out on circuit ayear before her. Now, shelearned from him. And maybe, if he
could turn his eyes and mind from preparations for an ingtant, she might teach him something aswell.

Martin remained till and silent for some time, seemingly obliviousto the rain that danted through the
open door frame and left damp circles on hisHerald whites.

Judaia studied Martin in the moonlight trickling between clouds and over the threshold. Thefirst haf
of their circuit had passed with routine ease, yet the Martin she had seen direct tribuna's, chastise
embezzlers, and camly settle disputes seemed to have disappeared, replaced by an awkward child
scarcely into histeens. The transformation seemed nonsensical. She had never heard of achaste Herald.
She had logt her virginity even before Brayth had spirited her from Westmark to begin her training. A
handsome child of loca nohility, Martin surely had had his share of women, and Judaia had heard Lyssa,
one of the Seneschd's granddaughters, bragging about Martin's prowessin bed. Why, then, has he
spent the past five months finding every excuse in the Sector to avoid me? Thisnight, Judaia
decided, shewould find her answer, one way or another.

"Ah," Judaiasaid, her soft words shattering along-held silence. "I didn't know staring at love-making
Companions could turn aman to stone.”

Martin startled, suddenly and obvioudy aware of hislapse. He closed the door with clear reluctance
and turned to face Judaia. Rain plastered black hair in ringletsto his forehead, and water dribbled along
the crest of one eydid.

Martin looked so atypically undignified, Judaia could not suppress alaugh. "1 consdered uslucky to
get in before therain. | should have known Martin would find another way to get himself soaked.”

Findly, Martin smiled. He flicked away the trickling raindrop and raked dripping locksfrom his



forehead. He headed for the fire, hiswet Whites brushing Judaias dry ones as he passed, leaving a
damp, darker line that the warmth would quickly dry. He sat in front of the capering flames. Judaiatook
aseat beside him.

Martin fumbled dagger and whetstone from his pocket, sharpening the blade for the twelfth time
gnceitslast use. "Areyoutired?

"No. You?'

"Not yet," Martin admitted. The conversation seemed to have come to an end, and he abruptly
Seered it in another direction. Among strangers or while riding Companions, they aways chatted with an
easy fluency that seemed to mock the choppy nervousness that characterized their more private
moments. "Y ou're doing well, so far." He scratched stone over blade.

"Oh, yes," Judaia said, not bothering to hide her sarcasm. "'I've gotten pretty good at riding around
watching you work. I'm probably the Heraldic expert at observing Martin.”

Martin glanced at the gone and stedl in hishands asif noticing them for the first time. "I'm sorry. |
guess | haven't been giving you much responsbility, and you are ready for it." Again, stone whisked over
metd with ascraping hissthat set Judaias teeth on edge. "Next time, you get to check the tax records.”

Judaia had learned to care for her gear, too, and she put the appropriate amount of time and effort
into the task. Martin's tending had become clearly excessive. "Tax records? Tax records be hanged.
Hélfires, Martin. | want to make ajudgment. By mysdlf. No interference from you."

"A judgment?' Martin consdered, whetstone scouring steel a dozen strokes before he spoke again.
"All right then. The next judgment's yours and yours done. I'd better warn you, though. We're getting
toward the Borderlands, and those people have a different idea of justice and awoman's place.”

"l can handleit." Though excited, Judaia could not keep annoyance from her voice. Martin'slong
closeness had fanned her desire from a spark to a bonfire. There could no longer be any doubt about the
source of that need. Lifebonded, no question. Y et Martin seemed as oblivious to the ultimate sanction
as hewasto her readiness for amore active role in their Sector patrol.

Another long silence followed, interrupted only by the ceasdless gdllop of the rain and the dash of
sone againgt sted!.

Judaia could avoid the need no longer. She clasped ahand to Martin's arm to halt the sharpening,
garing directly at him. Martin stiffened, then ceased hiswork. His eyes darted from floor to dagger to
fire. Findly, he met her gaze.

All of the emotion Judaia had suppressed came welling up a once. She did not waste words on
caution or euphemism. Pent up frustration burst forth at once, and she no longer cared if she hurt or
offended him. "What'swrong with you?"

"What?' Martin parted damp strands of hair from his eyes. Startlement at her outburst quickly faded
to apology. "L ook, I'm sorry. | guess I've been overprotecting you, but it isyour firgt patrol and-"

Judaiainterrupted, "That's not what I'm talking about, and you know it."



"What are you taking about?"

"I'm talking about you so free and confident out there." Judaia gestured vaguely northward, toward
Haven and the towns and cities they had policed. " Then, every time were aone together, you're currying
Tirithran bald. Or you're cutting enough wood to fill Sx way stations summer to summer.” Shereleased
his arm so suddenly, the whetstone tumbled from hisfingers.

Now, Martin echoed Judaia's anger. "Well excuse mefor being thorough.”

"Thorough?' Judaialegped to her feet. "Thorough! If you get any more thorough, you're going to
whittle that dagger to atoothpick. Y ou're not just being thorough; you're avoiding me."

Martin sheathed his dagger and put away the whetstone. "Yes," he admitted.

A blatant confession wasthe last thing Judaia expected to hear, and it completely arrested her train
of thought. "What?"

Martin rose, again meeting Judaias eyes, candor clear in his green-gray stare. For amoment, his
shielding dipped, and she caught aglimpse of deep struggle, honor against need. Then, he hurriedly
rebuilt hisdefenses. "Yes. | am avoiding you."

"Why?" Surprise dispersed Judaia's anger, leaving only confusoninitswake. "l fed... | meanwe
both know..." Wordsfailed her, and she discovered an awkwardness as petrifying as Martin's had
Seemed.

"That we're lifebonded? Yes, | know."

Judaia could do nothing but stare, jaw sagging gradually open without her will or knowledge. At
length, she managed speech. "Y ou know? Then why are you avoiding me?'

"Because | made avow to Lyssathat she would be my one and only, that | would never deep with
another woman."

Judaiadid not know which shocked her more, her own disappointment, thetieto Lyssa, or the
promise like none she had ever heard before. "Are you lifebonded with her, too?"

"No."
"Then why would you make such a promise?’

Martin shrugged. " She wanted meto, and | did. Lifebonds are uncommon enough | never expected
toformone

Judaiasaw the holein Martin'slogic at once. Lyssa, she knew, had dept with many others, as
recently asthe night before Martin left to patrol the Sector. "Did she make asmilar vow to you."

"Yau

Judaiaconsdered atactful way to inform Martin of Lyssa's deceit and found none. Though she
hated hersdlf for the cruelty she might inflict, she chose adirect approach instead. He deserved to know



thetruth. "I'm sorry, Martin. Lyssa hasn't kept her vow."
Martin took the newstoo easily for it to have been asurprise. "Lyssaisnot a Herald."

Judaiastared, not believing what she was hearing. More than anything in the world, she wanted
Martin, and she knew now that he felt as strongly for her. Y et, the pledge that shackled him had become
one-sided and the integrity of aHerad hisundoing, aswell as her own. "But it's not right!" she shouted,
the agony of the thwarted lifebond writhing within her. "It's not fair."

Martin's eyes went moist, the green-gray smeared to a colorless blur. "'Fair' is not the issue." Once
again, helooked away, and thistime Judaia applauded his decison to dodge her stare. "A Herdd's
vows," he said softly, "take precedence over desire. Honor aways over right.”

Suddenly, Judaiafdt very tired.

* * %

Stormy night passed to crystalline day, free of humidity. Rainbows scored patches of sky and
pooled along spiders webs, but their beauty did little to raise Judaia's mood. Sherode at Martin'ssidein
slence. Overtended buckles and bridle bells reflected silver fragments of sunlight; clean whitesand
curried Companions shed the brightness until it ssemed to enclose them like adivine glow. Birds flapped
and twittered from the forests lining either edge of the roadway, feasting on insects drawn by the warm
wetnessfollowing agde.

Martin whistled acomplicated tune written by his Bardic brother. He seemed to have forgotten the
events of the previous evening, returning to hisusua brisk confidence and grace under pressure. The
normality of hisroutine only amplified Judaias pain. The lifebond, already anoose, now fdt like anoose
onfire.

Brayth sensed the Herdd's pain, Mindspeaking with a tone pitched to soothe. :What's troubling
you, little sister?:

Judaiasighed, loath to inflict her sorrow on another, yet glad for afriendly ear. :It's Martin.:

:What about Martin? He seems happy enough.:

Judaia patted the Companion's silky neck. : That's exactly the problem. How can he be so
oblivious when I'm so miserable? Can't he feel the same pain, the same thwarted need?: In
explanation, Judaia opened her shiddsfully to Brayth, showing the mare the conversation in the way
dation and the mass of conflicting emotionsit had ingpired, at least in Judaia

:The lifebond is as strong in him as you. He feels it, too. But his honor is stronger even than
the bond.:

Frustration made Judaia sullen, and her next words came from superficid anger. :Lady take his
damnable honor. | hateit.:

:Do you truly hate his honor or the situation to which that honor has fettered him?:

Uncertain of the question, Judaiagave no reply; but she did fed guilty for her Igpse. Companions



chose only those pure of intent, and devotion to duty came with the first Herddic lesson.

Brayth continued questioning, : Do you love Martin because of his honor or in spite of it? If he
had made a similar vow to you, would you expect himto keep it?:

Thelast, Judaiafdt qudified to answer. :Well, of course. But I'd never ask for such a vow. Or, if
| did, I would keep my vow as well. Blind loyalty to one who deceivesis simply slavery. Honor it
may be, but an honor without justice.:

Brayth shook her head, her frothy mane like silk on Judaiasfingers. : Tell that to Martin.:
.1 already have.:

:Ah.: Brayth glanced back at her rider, alight dancing in her soft, sapphire eyes. : Next time, sister
two legs, you'll have to convince him.:

* * %

Asthe Companion's words settled into Judaia's mind, the approaching pound of hoofbeats drew her
from deeper consderation. She glanced at Martin, and the intensity of hisfocus on the road ahead cued
her that he had heard aswell. He Signded Tirithran to ahdt, and Brayth stopped at the stalion'sside.
The broken pattern of the oncoming hoof falsand lack of bridie bellstold her, without the need for
vision, that the horse and rider were not Companion and Herad.

A moment later, astranger appeared from around a curve in the roadway. He rode a stocky Border
pony, its dark hooves drumming hard-packed roadway and its chestnut tail streaming. The thin man oniits
back wore awell-tailored cloak and tunic of plain design. As he drew closer, crow's feet and a shock of
graying hair showed his age, and his carriage reveaed high breeding. The pony dowed to awak ashe
came within hailing distance. "Thank the Goddess, I've found you! Greetings, good Herdds."

Judaianodded and deferred to her mentor. Anyone seeking would certainly have found them. They
traveled the main roads. Their circuit, o far, had remained tame and routine; and they had lost no days,
arriving in each town, village, and city at the expected time.

"What can we do for you?' Martin asked, gpparently sensing the man's distress.

Judaiaexercised her Gift, though weak compared with those of her year-mates, concentrating on the
man's abgiraction. She Saw abirthing room filled with clean siraw pallets. She found four women in the
picture. One clutched an infant tightly to her breast, gaze focused so intently she seemed not to notice that
two others argued vehemently, clothes torn and arms waving. Another baby wailed, apparently frightened
by the noise, though both combatants took clear and obvious caution not to harm the child. Thefourth
woman lay gill on the straw, clearly injured; and two more infants sprawled limply near a corner. Stung
to action by what she saw, Judaia Sent the image to Martin, bypassing the need for the stranger's dower,
verba description. Martin had astrong Communication Gift, which made the Sending easy, though he
hed little Sght to locate the knowledge for himself.

Stll, though she formed an image, Judaia's Gift brought picture without sound. The need for haste
drove her to request the important detailsfirst. Ordinarily, she would let Martin handle the Situation; but
he had promised her the next judgment. Though he could not have guessed the urgency that would
accompany their next decision, Martin would not go back on hisword. Now, Judaia cherished the honor



she had cursed moments before.
The stranger had dready begun hisstory. ... dl giving birth on the same day-"
Judaiainterrupted, delving for the necessary. "The women'sfight. It's over what?"

The man broke off into agtartled silence. Then, gpparently attributing her understanding to Heraldic
magic, he addressed the question. "The argument is over who gave birth to one of the babies, Herad."

Martin drew breath, but Judaia overran him. "Doean't the midwife know?"

" She gpparently got hurt in the struggle, Herald. She's unconscious, but dive. We have people
tending her, but she might need aHeder. I'm afraid this can't wait until she'swell.”

Anger rosein Judaia against the bitterness that motherhood could inspire, every bit as strong asthe
bond of love so many lauded between woman and child. Horror touched her then, dong with a
possibility she did not have to know now but she asked for the sake of her own conscience. "Did the
babies get caught in the battle aswel | ?!

"No, Herald." The stranger seemed as horrified by the prospect. “Two illborn.”

Judaiahad heard enough. "WEeIl meet you there." She sgnaed Brayth, and the mare launched into a
gdlop toward the Border Holding from which the stranger had come.

Not bothering to compete with the wind, Martin Mindspoke with Judaiaas they rode. : You took
that over nicely.:

Judaia sensed atouch of displeasure, though she could not fed certain. He hid it well behind a sense
of pride a her budding competence. : This one's my judgment, remember ?:

Now, Martin's discomfort came through more clearly. : Are you sure you want this one?
Something less serious might do for a start.:

Brayth flashed around the curve in astride and a hdf, neck stretched and head low for the
draightaway. : Are you breaking a promise?:

:Never.: Martin recoiled from the possibility, Tirithran matching Brayth stride for stride. : Just
giving you an out.:

.1 don't need an out. | can handle this, and the midwife needs you. The best | could do iscarry
her to a Healer.: Brayth whisked around another bend, and the Borderland cameinto sight, a
patchwork of large but smple homes to accommodate the men with their multiple wives and myriad
children. Crops and pastures dotted the areas between homesteads, and a small but ardent crowd
surrounded asingle building set off from the rest. Though Judaias Sight had shown her only the inside of
the cottage, she knew this had to be the birthing room. :With your Gift, you might draw the midwife
back to consciousness or stabilize her enough that a Healer isn't necessary. | can't do that.:

Either Martin saw the wisdom in Judaia's words, or he smply bowed to his promise. Eyes|ocked
on the approaching building, he did not bother to reply.



Asthe Companions slver hoovesrang over sione and earth, afew members of the crowd glanced
over. These nudged more, until every eye eventually turned toward the Heralds. A mass of voicesrosein
question, conversation, or attempts to inform, the whole blending into adin Judaia did not bother to
decipher. Some dunk away, whispering among themselves. Judaia knew that many of the Border
Holdings considered Herddic Gifts unholy or thework of demons.

Judaiaand Martin dismounted together, leaving the Companions to tend themsalves beyond the
crowd. Ignoring the huddled mass of comments, Judaia pushed through, the citizens parting to dlow a
path for the Heralds to get to the doorway.

The midwife sprawled just outside the door; apparently they had taken her from the crisis but feared
to move her far in her current state. Two men and awoman hunched over her. These moved gratefully
aside asthe Heralds came forward. "Head wound,” one said unnecessarily. " Can you help her?!

Martinreplied. "If | can't, | can get her to help quickly.” He gestured Tirithran vagudly, then inclined
his head to indicate that Judaia should take care of the probleminsde.

Judaiareached for the porta, apprehension finaly descending upon her as shetripped the latch. In
the heat of defending her need to judge, she had found no time for salf-doubt. Now finally on her own,
consderation of her weaknesses came unbidden. She had only the experience of watching Martin when it
cameto justice. Her Gift of Sight would help her little here; it would take a Communication Gift to delve
into the complications of Stuation and intention. Unlike Martin, Judaia could cast only thefirst haf of the
Truth Spdll; she could tell when asubject lied but could not force honesty the way he and the more
srongly Gifted could. Shewould haveto rely only on the first sage and on her own ingtincts, and the
price for amistake might prove the breaking of family and the severing of abond between mother and
child.

Too quickly, the door swung open. Again, Judaia saw two women arguing heatedly, their screams
drowning one another's words so that the Herald could understand only afew broken phrases. The one
nearest the door looked robust, her brown hair nestly combed despite the turmoil of childbirth. The other
had curly locks hacked short, ahint of russet amid the darker strands. A naked baby boy curled, adeep,
inthe straw, clearly the object of their dispute. It pleased Judaiathat they had taken care not to let their
blows go wild enough to squash or harm the child. Againgt thefar wall, athird female, more girl than
woman, cradled another infant. The two stillborn lay in acorner near the door.

"Stop!" Judaia said. Though she did not shout, the authority in her voice silenced the women. She
seized on the hush. "My nameis Herdd Judaia, and | was sent to settle this dispute.”

"Theboy ismine!" the curly-haired one shouted.
"Liar!" The other lunged toward her, fist cocked to strike.

Judaia snatched the descending wrist in midair, wrenching the woman around to face her. "Rule one,
no fighting." She hurled the arm away, and the woman staggered severd steps. All three fixed their gazes
on Judaia, the would-be attacker glaring. ""Rule two, ho one speaks unless questioned by me. Y ou may
cal me Herdd. Politeness has never displeased me." Judaia studied the women, guessing shewould get
the most unbiased story from the satisfied observer. ™Y ou there." She faced the quiet woman againgt the
wadl.



"Me, maam?' The youngster shook back mousy looks, keeping afirm grip on the baby that
supported its head. Sherose.

"What's your name?"

"Lindra, malam. Thirdwife of Salaman.”" She avoided Judaids eyes, keeping her gaze low, at the
leve of the Herdd's mouth.

"Isthisyour first baby?" Judaia hoped Lindrawould answer in the affirmative. She seemed no older
than fifteen, and Judaia hated to think the Holderkin stressed their women any younger.

"Firg live baby. Y es, maam.” Apparently Lindrafinally absorbed Judaia's words, for she corrected.
"I mean, yes, Herdd. | lost two othersearly.”

"And you gave hirth to the baby you're holding?"
"Oh, yes, maam... Herdd. I'm certain of it."

The other two women fidgeted, obvioudy fighting the need to hold their tongues. Lindras response
bothered Judaia. The mention of certainty suggested exactly the opposite. A smple"yes' seemed far
more natural, so Judaia prodded for details. "What do you remember?’

Now, Lindramet Judaids gaze directly. When it came to defending her child, she could clearly
gather the gumption and fire she otherwise lacked. "I carried twins, Herald. Thefirst came out easy, but
he was dead.” She gestured the bodiesin the corner, tears turning her muddy eyes moist. " She had to
push around for the other. The stress of thefirt, and the pain..." Shewinced. "l fainted. | didn't actualy
see her take out my little girl, but | know shesmine, Herald. A mother can tell.” She hugged the child

closer.

The nearby fight stole dl veracity from the |atter statement, but Judaia let the observation lie. She
saw no heed to use the Truth Spell here. She had more obvious subjectsfor it.

The curly-haired woman had picked up the baby boy, clutching it with al the fierce tenderness that
Lindrashowed the girl. The other woman balled her fists, obedient to Judaias rules though she clearly
wanted to reclaim the child by violence.

Judaia placed a hand, both comforting and warning, on the woman's empty arms. "'l speak for the
Queen now. My decision here, no matter itsend, will stand. Who holds the baby while we speak will
have no bearing on the judgment.”

Judaia's words seemed to soothe the angered woman. Her fingers uncurled, and her manner
softened. Still, the took she turned her curly-haired neighbor held venom.

Though she released her grip, Judaiakept her attention on the empty-armed Hold woman. " Speak
your name."

"I am Keefhar, Firgwife of Kailer."

While the woman spoke, Judaia closed her eyes, focusing on the verse she would need to run
through nine times. She pictured afog with blue eyes, shaping the Truth Spell with abent toward muting



it. Gradudly, ablue fog took shape about Keefhar's head and shoulders. Asal subjects of the spell, she
remained obliviousto it. Lindra seemed too fixated on the baby girl to notice. The third women squinted,
rubbing her eyes, asif to blame the magica vapor on her own vison. Surdly, none of them would have
seen such athing before nor known its purpose. "Keefhar," Judaia watched the blue fog closdy. She had
kept it sparse, which would make its comings and goings more difficult to evaluate. She relied upon her
Sight to gauge the status of her spell. "Which baby did you bear?"

"Theboy, Herald." Keefhar rolled her gaze to the infant nestled in the others arms. The blue haze
dispersed, indicating alie. "The gtillborn was hers." Shejabbed afinger at the curly-haired woman. The
fog returned, as bright as at its casting. About this, at least, she had spoken truth.

"Shelied" The woman indicated screamed.

Judaiadropped the Truth Spell, swiftly placing another on her only remaining witness. Asweek as
her power was, the double casting would cost her anasty overuse headache, but she pressed aside
congderation of consequences. She could tolerate pain as the price for acompetent first judgment.

"The boy ismine!" the curly-haired woman shouted, the magical fog disgppearing with her words. In
her rage, the Hold woman discarded Judaiasrules aswell as her request for manners. "The dead oneis
hers." Keegping one hand looped protectively around the boy, she used the other to gesture disdainfully at
her accuser. The remnants of the Truth Spell did not return until after she finished speaking. Clearly, she
hed spoken all falsdly.

Judaiaimagined the crisp, blue eyes of the fog drawing closed, and the Truth Spell winked from
exigence. She kept her own eyes open and dert for movement, not trusting the women to remain at
peace until she rendered her judgment. Her thoughts flew, bringing understanding of the cause of the
argument and why the girl-child had been spared from the tug of war. The answer came with Martin's
description: "Those people have adifferent idea of justice and awoman's place.”" Others had told her that
the parents of girls paid dowries while ason's possessions and holdings remained his own. Since men
married many times, ason brought wealth to afamily, while daughters cost them dearly in wedding price.

The door opened, and Martin stepped insde. "The midwife will live-"

Judaiawaved him silent before he could continue. The three Holderkin looked noticeably relieved,
though whether glad for the midwifée's hedlth or for escape from the punishment that would have come
with a charge of murder, she did not know or try to guess. She reached for the baby boy, and the
curly-haired woman relinquished him with obvious reluctance. Keefhar smiled.

Judaiaspoke. "In the name of the Queen, | make the following judgment: The baby girl shdl remain
with Lindra"

The women nodded, al apparently satisfied. Martin stiffened, but true to hisword, he said nothing.
Judaia continued. "Asto the baby boy..."
All eyesfollowed Judaids every movement.

"... hewasbornto Lindraand will remain with her." She handed the boy, too, to the youngest of the
mothers.



Lindrasmiled, cuddling the children, love making her dark eyes sparkle. "But | thought..." she
Started.

Judaiadid not let her finish. "Many hedlthy babies are born floppy and blue." With no further
explanation, sheleft the birthing room to announce her decision to the elder whose dower pony should
have arrived in the time it took to hear and judge. Sheleft Martin to reinforce the findlity of her decision.
They would obey the word of aman in away they never would awoman, even aHerad.

* * %

The ride from the Borderland Holding commenced in a silence far degper than the previous one, but
thistime Martin seemed the more pensive of the two. He did not hum or sing, and his eyesremained
fixed on the mound between Tirithran'sears.

Scarcely ableto suppress asmile, Judaiawaited for Martin's inevitable assessment of her work. It
did not come. In fact, neither Herald passed aword until Martin drew reinin aquiet clearing dongside
the beaten track. He dismounted there, removing the bitless bridle and bells from Tirithran's head. Judaia
joined him, rleasing Brayth as well. The Companions grazed on the boughs and underbrush while Martin
prepared amedl in the same thoughtful hush he had assumed throughout theride.

Finaly, Martin brokethe silence. "'l spoke in private with the midwife."

Judaialeaned againgt athick, rough-barked oak, nodding encouragement for him to continue.
"Y ou gave only one of those babiesto itsrightful mother.”

Judaia nodded. "Lindra bore the boy. The girl was Keefhar's baby."

Martin stared. ™Y ou knew?"'

"Of course, | knew." Judaiamet Martin's green-gray stare that appeared even more muddled than
usua. Familiarity made the eyes beautiful, despite their indeterminate color. Guilt twinged through Judaia
for the pain his silence must have caused him in the birthing room; he aone could have reversed her
decison. But he had promised not to interfere with her judgment, and his honor had held him to that vow
asstrongly asto the other.

Martin seemed incapable of blinking. ™Y ou intentionally gave a baby to the wrong mother? Areyou
insane?’

"Maybe." Judaia plucked at the bark beneath her fingers, studying the fragments she pulled loose. "'If
you find considering the welfare of the children insane. Having awomb doesn't make agood or worthy
mother. Bloodlineisn't enough. No one, Martin, no one can grow in the hands of aliar or inahome
without honesty, loyalty, and trust. Asfar as1'm concerned, Keefhar gave up her right to motherhood
when she knowingly traded her child for another.” Once again, Judaiamet Martin's eyes, and she did not
blink either. "Sometimes, Herdd Martin..." She grinned. "...sometimes what's right is more important than
the truth or any vow. Sometimes justice over honor."

Martin considered the words for sometime. Gradudly, hislipsframed asmile, and he pulled Judaia
into afriendly embrace that might become so much more. And dl the awkwardness, at least, was gone.
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Sweat ran down the young man's back and his ankle hurt severely-he'd legped from the window on
impulse and landed badly after the scullery maid discovered him in the master's private chamber. She had
smply opened the door and walked in, her servant's eyes taking in everything-the bags of silver coins
clutched in his hands, the portrait set haphazardly on the floor, the exposed secret cachein thewall, the
broken-locked, opened lid of the master's money box-before she thought to shout an alarm to the others
in the manor-keep, but by then the young man had tossed a chair through the stained glass window,
perched himsdlf there like araven for only amoment before hearing other loud voices and footsteps
thundering toward the room, then jumped. Though careful to bend his knees, the impact was nonetheless
painful. It was amiracle hed to made it to his horse without |osing more of the money, but makeit to his
horse he did, and Ranyart-as fierce and strong a horse as ever the young man knew-galloped swiftly
away from the manor, through the streets, past the city gates where the guards and armsmen in the
towers, too busy with their own private Harvestfest celebrations, were neither able to take up their
crossbows nor lower the gate in time to stop him. He hoped they heard his laughter as Ranyart carried
him away into the darkness of the forest road.

That had been severa candlemarks ago, and now both he and Ranyart were weary from the
chase-and the armsmen had given chase for awhile before he lost them near the Westmark Hills. He
was glad he had been done thistime, claiming to be asmple minstredl who wished only to entertain with
song in exchange for awarm fire and agood medl ; not only had his being aone enabled him to flee
quickly without having to make excuses to anyone in whose company he might have been seen, but had
such adisaster occurred while he was with atroupe, the other members would now be suffering for his
actions.

And isn't that always the way, Father, hethought. Whenever the rich find they've been bested
by one of a "lower" heritage, they vent their wrath on others whom they deem undeserving of
mercy, or kindness or understanding, let alone a chance to prove their innocence-and forget
about individual worth; in the eyes of therich, we are all the same: valueless fodder, so much
human flotsam for them to treat with as much disregard or contempt as they please. | remember
the way Lord Withen Ashkevron of Forst Reach treated you after those damned Herald-mages
from Haven showed him what a Gifted one could do with metalworking. | remember how the
bastards all laughed at you, and you were a good enough man to pretend you didn't hear the
laughter or see the smirks. But did any of the gentry, any of the courtiers ever bring their trade to
you again after that? No. Gods, how they killed your spirit. Half my life you've been dead, and |
miss you no less now than | did on the day Mother and | had to watch the gravediggers toss your
body in that foul, disgraceful hole. Damn them! Damn then all!



The young man's name was Olias, athief who secretly possessed ameager measure of both the
Bardic and Herddic Gifts. Often in histravels, when both money and food were running low, he would
ingnuate himsdf into the good graces of varioustraveling mingrel troupes, enchanting them with his
storytelling and enviable abilities on the lute, rebec, and cornemuse (his fiddle and pipe and tabor-playing,
though not offensive to the untrained ear, left something to be desired in his opinion); inevitably, the leader
of the troupe would invite him to travel and perform with them, which Olias was more than pleased to do,
accompanying them from city to village to hamlet and hollow, playing for lords and ladies and peasants
aike. Since he never wished to endanger the members of the troupes (who were ways kind to him,
despite their typically desperate circumstances), he took care to ensure his thievery would appear to be
the act of someone with whom the victim was familiar. It seemed that every merchant and nobleman
possessed their fair share of enemies, and it was surprisingly easy to discover who among them wasthe
most envied or despised-as well asthe names of those who harbored resentment-and thus lay the
groundwork for his deception. Sometimesit was as Ssmple as placing afew stolen coins outside the
doorstep of his chosen scapegoat (aways another member of the gentry or asuccessful tradesman, never
one of the poor), making it appear that they, in their haste, had dropped some of their ill-gotten treasure
asthey ran from the Sight of their crime; occasiondly he would have to resort to more complex methods
of duplicity in order to avert suspicion from himsalf or the other players-employing his mild Gift of
Thought-sending to plant misgivingsin others minds-but the effect was dways the same: None had ever
accused him or any member of histemporary troupe of the robberies.

For Olias-lonely, angry, hitter, and distrustful-it was agood life.
Good enough.

The road he now found himself traveling was little more than arutted tract of hard-packed dirt
meandering through askeleta tunnel of near-barren tree branches. This Harvest had been an usudly cold
one, and the trees, senaing this, chose to dumber earlier than many of the peoplein Vademar were
accustomed to. Tendrils of mist snaked from between the trees and lay across the road like a blanket of
living snow, shifting, curling, reaching upward to ensnarl Ranyart'slegsfor only amoment before
dissolving into nothingness. Overhead, the moonlight straggled through the branches, creating diffuse
columns of foggy light thet to Olias frayed nerves became fingers of foggy light from agiant ghostly hand
that at any moment would fist together and crush him. He was aware, asif in degp nightmare, of shadows
following dong from elther sde of the road-silent, misshapen things, spiriting along with the mist for
furlongs until he snapped his head toward them. Then they would disappear in dow degrees, mocking his
anxiety, melting back into the darker, unexplored areas of the night-silent forest. These shadows called to
mind far too many campfire tales and old wives stories of the outKingdom and the Pelagirs, with its
uncanny creatures-which was not dl that far from here.

Unhooking his armed crosshow from its saddle-catch (were some of those shadows moving even
closer!), the young man wiped the swest from out of his eyes, then leaned forward and whispered in
Ranyart'sear. "l can't speak for you, old friend, but I don't much care for this stretch of road. | know that
you'retired, but | promise you that if you'll just quicken your pace and get usthe hell out of here, the
small bag of sugar | havein my pouch isyours.”

In answer, Ranyart broke from hisambleinto atrot, then agalop, and soon they passed through a
clearing to emerge on amore inviting expanse of road where the trees and mist and shadowswere a a
comforting distance, and the moonlight shone al around, crisp and cold and clean, forming no phantom

fingers

But there wasin the air astrong stench of burned wood and straw, of fire-scorched stone and



something more; an odd, thick, sickly-sweet aroma that-though it was not so mighty asto overpower the
other smells-seemed to be inexorably entwined with dl the others.

Ranyart chuffed, shaking his foam-streaked head.

"1 know," replied the young man, wrinkling hisnose. "But we're both too tired to go any farther
tonight, and thereisamild wind blowing againgt us, at least that makesthe stink less offensive. Well
stop here until dawn and hope that the wind continuesto blow in our favor.”

Beneath him, the musclesin Ranyart's back rippled, asif the horse were shrugging its rel uctant
consent.

"Good. Then it's settled.”

* % *

They made camp quickly, Oliastaking care to find a nearby stream so Ranyart could quench his
thirgt, then turning his atention to building afireand killing apair of squirrelsfor thisnight'smed. He
arranged his ground-bedding under an imposing old sorrow tree (thus called because itslike, rarein these
parts, was usudly found in the distant Forest of Sorrows), then lay the crossbow within easy reach
before attaching his dagger sheath to his uninjured ankle. Asafurther precaution, he dipped asmal
stonecarver's blade benesth his sorry excuse for a pillow, then removed the sugar from his pouch and
gaveit to Ranyart, dmaost smiling as he watched his horse devour the brilliant-white chunks.

When Ranyart had finished, he stared at Olias asif to ask, Isthat all?

"I'm afraid thereés none left, old friend. Y ou'd think after al these years, you would have learned a
little moderation.”

Ranyart snorted once, loudly, then threw back hishead asif quiteinsulted, and stalked off to the
sde of the road where he settled himsdlf for the night.

“I'll remember thiswhen you come begging for your morning oats.”
Ranyart snorted again, but thistime lessindignantly-perhaps even with atouch of humility.
"You'l not charm me" said Olias. "I've known you far too long to-"

Therest of it died in histhroat when he heard the sound of approaching hoofbesats, coming hard and
fast from somewhere down the ghostly road held left behind not half a candlemark ago.

The back of Olias neck prickled and his heart pounded against hisrib cage. Somehow, the
armamen had found histrail.

2

"Hell to Havens!" he hissed, throwing aside his blanket and grabbing up his crossbow, then rolling
quickly to the right where asmall, downward-d oped patch of land created afurrow just big enough for a
man to hide himsdf. It was only after he wasin position that he realized the sound wasthat of a single



horse, carrying asinglerider (a sound held trained himsdlf to recognize). Perhaps one of the armsmen, in
an attempt to prove himself to the others, had stubbornly pursued him thisfar.

Oliaslooked at the crossbow in hisgrip, and at the deadly, sharp, shiny silver tip of the arrow.
No. Hewouldn't hurt thisarmsman, not in away that could either kill him or cripple him for life.

He held his breath, listening to the near-frantic hoof-bests getting closer, and was wrenched from his
concentration when the campfire hissed, then snapped loudly, spitting sparks upward, afew of which
danced out into the center of the road, dl but announcing his presence.

A cardlessfool's mistake, not dousing the flames.
No time to worry about that now.

Pushing forward on his knees and biting down on hislower lip to fight against the screaming pain of
his wounded ankle, Olias scrabbled on hisbelly like an insect up toward the campsite and grabbed the
quiver, dinging it over his shoulder and its strap across his chest, then Sent asilent call to Ranyart, who
was at hissidein moments, bending low the bulk of hismassive body so Olias could snatch acoil of rope
from one of the saddle hooks. Craning to seeiif the rider was yet in sight, Olias quickly disarmed the
crossbow, dipping the slver-tipped arrow into the quiver and removing agrapnel arrow in its stead.
Tying one end of the rope to its stem, he loaded the grapnel arrow into the crossbow and rearmed the
firing mechanism. That done, he took a deep bresath, rolled twice to the left, came up on his elbows,
aimed at alarge stone near the base of atree across the road, and fired.

The grapnd caught solidly, and from the middle of the road it would be well-nigh impossible to seeit
unless one were specificaly looking for such athing, which the armsman most likely would not be,
for-godswilling-he must be astired as those he was pursuing.

Oliaswound the remainder of the rope around hisright wrist, making certain that the portion lying
across the road wasflat in the dirt and would not be seen until rider and horse were right on top of it, and
by then it would betoo late.

Slipping back down into the cramped furrow, Olias held his breath as the hoofbeats grew louder,
closer, somewhat less fierce and dightly dower than before; he wondered why the armsman wasn't
digging hedsinto the horse, forcing speed.

Stll, it was running swiftly enough that the rope, when he yanked it taut, should trip the horse and
causeit to throw itsrider without permanently harming either of them.

The horse's hooves clattered against some stones embedded in the hard-packed ground asit bolted
from the forest and neared the campsite. Olias grasped the rope with both hands now, winding it once
around hisleft wrist and threading it through his grip, then rose to his knees and readied himself to pull-

-when the horse, nearly upon the trap, stopped dead in its tracks, hooves sparking against stones,
onefront leg in the air and bent at the knee-an dmost absurd image, asif some wizard had frozen the
beast in mid-motion-then dowly, migt jetting from its nogtrils, began cantering backward.

The armsman had spotted the trap. Danm!



Disentwining hiswrists from the rope as quickly as he was able, Olias pulled another silver-tipped
arrow from the quiver and armed the crossbow, then struggled to hisfeet (Gods, the painin hisankle
was agonizing') and limped into theroad, taking aim at the rider.

"L et me see your hands, armsman, and may the gods help you if-"
For the second time that night, the words died in histhroat.

The boy who sat upon the horse was no armsman; he barely looked human. Even from this distance
it was obviousto Oliasthat the boy had been the victim of abruta beating. Most of hisface and chest
was covered in blood and wounds, his lower lip looked to have been half-diced away by aknifes blade,
and one side of hisface was so horribly swollen that neither his eye nor part of his nose could be seen.

Olias snapped the crosshow to hisside, pointing the arrow toward the ground, and moved dowly
forward, one hand extended in a gesture of peace so as not to alarm the horse.

It was only as he came up beside the gray mare that he saw the rest.
"Gods," hewhispered. "Who did this to you, boy?"
The rider made no reply.

Not only had the boy been beaten, not only had he been cut and thrashed and (judging by some of
the marks across his exposed stomach) whipped until nearly dead, but someone had burned him, aswell.
Clumps of ugly, flame-seared hair-looking more like pig's-bed straw than anything that should be part of
ahuman being's body-hung limply from the boy's head, made all the more hideous by the contrast of its
color againgt that of the sckening, glistening, crimson-raw sections where his scalp had been either
sheared, pulled, or burned away from his skull.

Olias swalowed. Twice. Hard and loudly.

Over the years since hisfather's death, Olias had worked feverishly toward hardening himself against
others pain and misfortune. None had offered any comfort or sympathy to Father in histime of need-nor
to himsdf or his mother after Father's death-so he vowed that none, no matter how pathetic, dire, or
horrifying their circumstances, would ever touch him that deeply again.

The next thought he blamed on weariness, for thisboy whom he had mistaken for an armsman
nearly reached into his core to wrest some small measure of tenderness... but Olias, well-practiced in this
particular art of self-defense, was able to quash the moment of vulnerability by concentrating on the skill
that had goneinto securing the boy to hishorse.

His hands had been bound tightly together at the wrists and the bindingstied to the pomme of the
saddle; there were no stirrup irons but the stirrup leathers had been eft in place, used to tie the boy's
cavesto the saddleitself; he was belted thrice, two times at the wai st-once to the pommel, once to the
high cantle, using rings on the saddle meant for that purpose-and athird time around his neck. It wasthis
last that threatened to move something buried deep in Olias heart, for the opposite end of the leather
strap had been split in two and each of the endstied to the boy's ankles, asif he were ahog being bound
for daughter.

Oliasleaned closer, sniffing the leather.



Beneath the coppery scent of blood and the charred aroma of flames and smoke, the scent of
drenched hide drying was unmistakable. Whoever had bound the boy to this horse had soaked the
leather straps, knowing damned well that asit dried it would shrink, tightening itsalf around the boy's
neck and dowly crushing histhroat.

Why didn't you just kill him? thought Olias. What did this boy-barely a boy, more child than
boy-what did he do that was so unspeakable as to warrant this kind of sick-making punishment,
this... torture?

Oliaswas till lost long such paths of thought when the boy turned his head downward-as much as
the strap would alow him to-and opened his undamaged eye, which was so Sartlingly siver Oliasfdt a
moment of awe tinged with fear.

"Ffrind-iau?" choked the boy. "Caredig ffrind-iau?"

Olias puzzled over the words. Hed traveled far through Vademar, and had (or so he thought)
encountered dl of its various languages-after dl, Vademar was a patchwork quilt of adozen different
peoples escaping from adozen different unbearable situations, and each of them had their own unique
tongue which naturally would undergo changes as the various clans began to intermingle, but this boy was
speaking in alanguage Olias had never heard before. It might have been some kind of primitive hybrid of
Tayledras-Hawkbrother tongue (some of the inflections were smilar)-but he doubted it; Hawkbrother
tongue didn't have so many guttura clicks, nor wasit nearly as musical asthisboy'slanguage. Under
other circumstances, he probably wouldn't have cared at dll.

But despite his defenses, despite his not understanding the words themselves, Olias Felt the pain and
loneliness and fear in the boy's plea.

He unsheathed his dagger and set about cutting the straps, then lifted the boy (who was much, much
larger than hefirst appeared) from off the horse-and nearly collapsed to the ground when the extra
weight caused the bones in his wounded ankle to snap.

:Ranyart!: Olias Cdled, trying to baance himsdf on hisother leg.

Ranyart ran up beside him. Olias managed to drape the boy over Ranyart's saddle, then guided both
horses over to the campsite where he promptly collapsed to the ground, clutching at his broken ankle and
snarling with pain.

The boy lifted his head, then pushed himself up and did dowly from Ranyart's back and stumbled
over to Olias.

"Poen?" he asked, gently placing one of his scarred and bloody hands on Oliass ankle " Cymorth
poen?"

"Don't touch it!" shouted Olias, throwing back his head and wincing. " Gods, please... please
dont! [-"

The boy closed his good eye, then tightened hisgrip. A strange bluish glow appeared under the
boy's hand, quickly spilling outward to encircle Olias ankle. And before he could further protest or strike
out at the boy, Oliasfdt the broken bones and tendons ingtantly, painlessy mend themselves. Moments
later the boy helped him to hisfeet and Olias was dumbstruck; the ankle wasfine. The boy had healed



him.

Looking up, he watched as the boy set to work on his own wounds, the same bluish light emanating
from his hands as he touched first his head, then face, lip, throat, chest, and legs, finaly grasping each
wrist in turn to remove the bruises and strap burns. Each time his hands brushed over adifferent area,
more of hisbody glowed with ashimmering soft bluelight until, for amoment at the end, he was encased
inasgpectra luminance; but in an ingtant the light dissolved into hisflesh and he stood there, just aboy, far
too large for hisage but looking hedlthy and unharmed... a least outwardly. Only timewould tell how
much damage had been done to the boy's mind and spirit by whatever filthy, sadistic cowards had
unleashed thar brutdity on him.

No wonder they tied your hands so tightly, thought Olias. They couldn't chance your healing
your self before the horse had carried you far away fromthem... that is, if they even knew about
your healing powers. Were they afraid of something else, odd one? Were they aware of your
powers, at all? Damn! What does it matter and why should | care?

Stll, the thought perssted: Why hadn't they just killed him? Didn't it occur to anyone that some other
traveler might chance upon the boy and set him free? Wouldn't they know if that were to happen, the boy
might come back to seek vengeance?

The boy lifted his cherubic, smiling faceto Olias.

Gods, thought Olias, feding dmogt slly: That was not the face of one who would go seeking
vengeance.

"Th-thank you," said Olias, pointing down toward hisankle. "It feds... fedsfine. It feds wonderful,
infact."”

The boy, hispiercing, hypnotic slver gaze never wandering from Oliass eyes, smply smiled more
widely and nodded his head.

"What's your name, child? Have you aname?"
The boy cocked his head to the Side, the expression on his face puzzled.

Sighing, Olias stood up straight and patted his own chest with both hands. "Olias. | an Olias." He
pointed at the boy. "What's your name?'

The boy grinned, then stood up straight, patting his chest with both hands, and said, quite loudly,
"Oliag!"

Olias groaned, shaking his head. "No, no, no! | an Olias. Me. That's my namel" He pointed at the
boy once again and raised his eyebrowsin slent question.

The boy looked at him, opened his mouth to speak but didn't, then snapped up his head, eyes
widening with understanding as he pointed to his chest and shouted, "L'lewythi!" Pressng hishand
againg Oliass chest, the boy whispered, somewhat hesitantly: "Ffrind-iau. Chi, ti L'lewythi's
ffrind-iau, ydhuch?"

"Urn... yes," replied Olias, nodding his head (for some reason, he sensed it was important to agree



with the boy at thismoment). "Y es, of course. L'lewythi's ffrind-iau.”

L'lewythi laughed, then embraced Olias (nearly crushing hisrib cage-gods, the child was strong),
patting hisback severd timesin agesture of thanks and affection.

"You're... yourewelcome. | think," responded Olias, pulling himself away from the boy and
checking himsdf for internal bleeding, then pointing toward the fire where the squirrel-meat was roasting
on agpit over the flames. "Areyou hungry?'

The boy furrowed his brow in confuson, obvioudy no more familiar with Olias language than Olias
waswith his.

Sighing, Olias rubbed ahand over his own stomach. "Hungry? Do you want something to eat?'
The boy tilted his head to the side, then shrugged.

Hisfrustration growing, Oliastook acaming breath and said, "Rwy'n mynd | gael cinio.
Gobeithio mai ty-wydd braf gown ni?"

Then gasped and promptly covered his mouth with his hand as the boy made a delighted sound,
licked hislips, rubbed his somach, and nodded vigoroudy.

Did | just invite himto join mein his own tongue? How in Havens could | do that-I've never
heard this language beforein my lifel

The boy, perhaps sensing the other's confusion, touched afinger to his own mouth, then his head,
then pointed toward Olias.

"Y ou made me do that, didn't you? Y ou... you gave your language to mefor that moment, didn't
you?'

"Ydhuch! L'lewythi cymorth ffrind-iau.” He made hisway toward the campfire. "Bwug!" hesaid,
laughing as he pointed to the roasting squirrels.

"Y-yes" sammered Olias. "Bwug." It seemed that was the boy'sword for food.

* * *

He proved himsdlf to be amost pleasant and courteous meal companion, not taking more than his
share of food and making sure that Olias had dl that he wanted. Though there had been only two
squirrels, it seemed to Olias that the layers of delicious meat on their carcasses were enough to have
come from ten squirrels.

A candlemark later, when both Olias and L 'lewythi were so full they couldn't eat another bite, it il
looked asif they had barely touched the food.

Adding more wood to the fire, then crawling into his ground-bedding, Olias|ooked at L'lewythi and
sad (in hisown language), "I don't know where you came from or what, exactly, you are, but I'm amost
glad for your company-and believe me, I've not said that to another human being in along, long while.

Y ourewelcometo stay here with Ranyart and me for the night.”



The boy snuggled up against one of the trees, folded hishandsin hislap, and leaned back his head...
but did not-or would not, it appeared-close his eyes.

"| guess that means you're happy to accept the invitation," whispered Olias under his bregath, then lay
back, lutein hands, and strummed an old tune while staring up &t the clear, starry night.

From timeto time, Olias would chance aquick glance at his guest, and aways the boy seemed to be
fighting againg falling adeep.

Why do you not wish to rest? thought Olias. Are you frightened that your dreams will force you
to relive what they did to you? Or isit something else, something you cannot express to me so that
I'll under stand?

He held his breath, momentarily opening his sensesto the night as the wind changed direction and
the stench of fire, smoke, and destruction grew stronger.

Out there, somewhere in the night, agreat violence had taken place. Oliaswas able to Fed the
lingering resonance of the destruction and brutdity... and unspeakable terror. Closing his eyes and
focusing on the sentient threads, he Sensed the presence of something powerful in dumber, something
Otherworldly-no, not Otherworldly at dl, but something that came from beyond the Otherworld,
something he couldn't quite grasp and bring forward so that he might See and Understand.

Whatever it was, it was beyond any power held ever encountered, and somehow it was connected
to this boy.

What are you, my strange lostling... and what did you do to deserve such a fate?

Then: You're nothing to me, so why should | care? Each of us must deal alone with our
demons. Don't count on anyone's help, lostling, because you'll not get it. Tonight you were lucky,
but asfar as| am concerned, come the dawn you are on your own.

Asif he had both heard and comprehended Olias private musings, L'lewythi's face shadowed for an
instant with asoul-sick hurt that made him look even more helpless and pathetic and so very, very sad.

Lest that ook reach into his heart, Oliasturned hisface away, returning his attention to hislute.

Alone, lostling, we are all alone, from cradle to grave. Don't share your pain with me; | don't
want to seeit.

3

After awhile-and without his being aware of it-Olias had begunto play "My Lady'sEyes’, a
sentimenta song and one that he had away's thought to be so much drive, but it dlowed amingrd to
show off hisfingering. It had been his parents favorite song. They had danced to it at their wedding.

Unexpectedly, Oliasfelt histhroat tightening as unwanted tears began to form in his eyes.
Swallowing back the emotions that were trying to surge to the surface, he laid the lute aside and forced
himsdlf to think of hisblunder earlier tonight in alowing the scullery maid to panic him. He could have
easly gotten past her and the others. After dl, held taken time to walk through the manor-keep and



decide upon his escape route, but for some reason, being discovered like that had unnerved him, and that
had never happened before. What did it matter, though? That fat, arrogant, disgusting dug the servants
cdled m'Lord wasalot poorer now than held been before dlowing the mingtrel into hishome. Though
Olias doubted the man would remain poorer for very long, he at least had the satisfaction of knowing that
the bastard was stewing in his own juices tonight, cursing everyone and everything because he had been
taken in by acommon thief.

He sat up, rummaging around for the bottle of wine, and took three deep swallows, then looked
over a hiscompanion.

L'lewythi, looking exhausted and desperately in need of deep, was still awake and staring at Olias,
his face betraying his concern.

Olias began speaking to the boy; he couldn't stop himself. It was asif the spiritswandering this
Sovvan-night were forcing himto tak.

"l wasthinking about-" No, best not tell himwhat you were just thismoment thinking about.
After all, athief isathief in any clan.

"l was thinking about my parents. My mother was employed as an apprentice-seamstress at the
manor-keep of Lord Withen Ashkevron of Forst Reach. My father was the village metalworker and
blacksmith. | remember... | know this may sound odd to you-assuming you understand aword I'm
saying-but of dl things, | remember his hands the best. They were so large and powerful that when | was
achild, I imagined that | could curl up in either of his palms and deep there. They were rough hands,
hard-callused and scarred, but histouch against my cheek was as gentle as angel's breath. | remember
the way he would come home after aday's labors and scrub those hands until | thought he would scrape
the flesh right off of them, and whenever my mother would say to him, "'Why do you wash so angrily? he
would show her one of his sad haf-grinsand say, It won't do for you to be touched by anything so dirty
and hard,' and my mother would laugh... oh, gods, | miss hearing her laugh. If my father's hand so lightly
againgt my cheek wasthe touch of angel's breath, then my mother'slaugh wastheir song. And thelovein
their eyes whenever they would look at each other....

"Neither of them were Gifted in any way; they weren't what | suppose you'd cdl particularly bright.
They weren't educated, but they were good people, fine people, decent and honest and loya. Don't
misunderstand, each had their faults-Mother was often allittle too worrisome, which annoyed Father no
end, and he, gods blesshim, could never seem to pay attention to anything besides hiswork for very
long-conversations with him were atest of your patience, trust me-the man didn't know how to listen,
and at times he and Mother argued over my upbringing and how to manage their money well enough to
keep the creditors at bay... but they made certain that neither of them ever went to bed angry at the
other. | once asked my mother why, and she told me that Father had this fear that were they to go to bed
angry, one of them might die during the night and the survivor would be left with unanswered questions
and unresolved regrets. | used to think that was funny until Mother told me that my father had once
exchanged harsh wordswith his father, then ssormed out of the house only to return the next morning and
find that the old man had died in his deep. 'He never got the chance to apologize,’ she said to me. 'He
never got to take it back. He's carried that sorrow with him for many years, and he wants to make sure
that none of us ever hasto facethat." Olias, shaking his head, snorted ahumorlesslaugh. "I aways
wondered why | never saw him redlly smile. | don't think he felt he deserved to smile, not after what
happened with hisfather.

"Mother understood that about him, and she accepted it as best she was able, and did everything



she could to give his heart some small measure of ... of peace. Theirs was perhaps the most loving
marriage | have ever seen.

"Then one day some Herald-Mage-trainees came to Forst Reach with Lord Withen Ashkevron's
sster Savil. | found Savil hersdlf to be aremarkably kind and pleasant woman, but some of her trainees...
bah!-a more sealf-centered, arrogant bunch of brats| hope | never seel”

Absentmindedly, Olias picked up anearby stick and began tapping it against the neck of hislute.
"Among those Savil brought with her was ayoung man named Gwanwyn, who took greet ddlight in
amazing the courtierswith his metalworking prowess-and as much as| hate admitting it, hisskill was
impressive. Lord Ashkevron was suitably amazed that he called for acontest between Gwanwyn and my
father. 'l wish for anew sword, he said. ‘Oneto rival even my armsmen's finest blades.” Until that night,
my father had fashioned most of the swords used by Lord Ashkevron's soldiers, so few doubted that he
would prevail. The only rulewasthat Gwanwyn could not employ any magic during the competition.

"l remember dl the people. | was very young, so maybe there weren't as many asit seemed, but to
my eyes half of Vademar turned out for the contest. My father-held never been comfortablein large
crowds-was nervous as aboy caling on hislovefor thefirst time, but Mother... Mother eased his anxiety
aswell she could, telling him that no matter the outcome, shewould dways |love him. Dear, swest, Slly
woman... asif love could be enough.

"I'm not sure how it happened, but I'm certain Gwanwyn cheated-he must have! He bested my
father's efforts by more than half a candlemark-no one could have fashioned ablade that quickly without
the use of magic, it just wasn't possible. Toward the end, when he began to redlize that Gwanwyn was
winning, my father became careless, and pulled his blade from the fire before it was ready for the
hammer, and the first strike snapped the metd in two. Hed never made that mistake before, and | saw
him dieindgde at the sght of those two haveslying on the ground before him.

"The people watching dl laughed. Gods, | remember their laughter. It was such an ugly sound. Until
that moment, 1'd never redlized that people you called 'neighbor,’ people you caled 'friend,’ could take
such ddight in your disgrace. Only the Heralds were silent. My father was not asmall man-he was
perhaps one of the talest men in the city-but | could see him shrink under the weight of that ugly laughter.

"When hewaked away that day, he was looking at the ground. | don't believe | ever saw him look
up again. They broke his heart and crippled his spirit. After that day, none of the gentry ever brought
then' businessto him again. By the time he died, he'd been reduced to taking groom duties at one of the
locd stables. He never spoke much, except to thank the stable-master for his position. Of dl the pains
that he had to endure toward the end, the worst of it-though he would never say it aoud-was the way
people looked at him. With such... pity. Distaste and pity.

"Mother died shortly after we buried Father. The grief and loneliness was too much for her. | tried,
the gods know how | tried, tofill the void Ieft in her life by Father's degth. | would play for her at
night-1'd dways had ataent for music-but every song reminded her of Father. Thereis some grief you
never recover from, | guess,

"] took to thieving shortly before she died. Sheld become very ill and | knew she didn't have long
left, and | was damned if her body was going to be tossed into a pauper's grave like my father's, |
managed to steal enough to pay for aproper grave and marker, but | hadn't enough for anew grave for
my father. To thisday hisbody dill liesin that pauper's field, and enough time has gone by that-though |
can easlly raisethe price asked by the grave-diggers-| have... forgotten the exact location of the spot



where hisbody was buried. | can't help but think that his spirit must be saddened by that, for | know how
much he wanted to rest by Mother'ssde."

He picked up the lute and stared at it. "'l will never forgive any of the gentry, any of the wedlthy or
the highborn for what they did to my parents. Never. They think they are so far abovetherest of us, safe
intheir mansions. They aredl thesamein my eyes, and | in theirswho am |, after al? To them? No one.
Wedl, damnthem all to hdll, | say! I'll take from them what was denied my parentsin life, and I'll do with
the money as| please. If | wish to spend it on food and drink and the price of awoman in my bed, so be
it. If I chooseto give it away to beggarsin the street, then that iswhat I'll do! And may the gods pity
anyone who daresto try and stop me!" He angrily strummed the lute. "And someday, | swear, I'll make
Lord Withen Ashkevron suffer for hisbetraya of my father, and then I'll find Gwanwyn and I'll kill him.
Sowly, so that helll know the pain my parents suffered because of hispride.” He strummed the lute once
again, coldly and camly, then lay the instrument asde lest he damageit in hisanger.

Helooked toward L'lewythi. "Damn you, aswdll, lostling. What isit about you that causes meto
gpesk in an unknown tongue? What isit that made me want to tell these thingsto you?"

L'lewythi only stared in silence, looking more and more like some villageidiot.
Olias groaned in frugtration, then flipped onto his side, facing away from his guest.

Gods! At times like this | wish there were another place, another land, another world in
another time where | could be rid of them all, where | wouldn't have to look upon the faces of
Valdemar and see the ghost of my parentsin everyone, in every place.

| wish. Gods, how | wish....
4

He awakened sometime later to the sounds of rustling, and immediately drew hisdagger from his
ankle shesath and whipped around, brandishing the weapon.

L'lewythi was standing by the tree, his eyes closed, his arms outstretched, the fingers of his hands
extending outward, then curling toward him asif he were beckoning someone.

Oliaswatched dumbstruck asthreads of thin slver light danced around L'lewythi's fingertips, then
reached out to encircle asmall bundle attached to the back of L'lewythi's horse. The ropes holding the
bundle in place untied themsdlves, the covering fell away, and the silver threads wound themselves
around something that looked like a glass pipe-only thisinstrument was much larger than apipe, easily
the size of aman'sforearm, tapered at one end and open at the other. Insde, the glass had been blownin
such away that severd spheres, somelarger than others, had formed along its length. The instrument
rose from the horse, cradled in silver threads, and moved through the air to land gently in L'lewythi's grip.
Smiling, the boy sat down once again and rubbed his hands against asmall patch of ice near the base of
the tree until the heet from his palms melted the ice sufficiently to wet hisfingers. Laying the glass pipe
across hisknee, L'lewythi placed hisfingers on the surface of the instrument. The sphereswithin began to
revolve and whirl, some dower than others, some so fast they could barely be seen.

Olias couldn't tell how thiswas possible. The sphereswere obvioudy part of the pipe, yet each
moved asif independent of it.



L'lewythi began to finger the glassin much the same way harp players plucked at the taut strings of
their instruments, but as he moved hisfingers up and down the length of the pipe, each of the spheres
glowed-not any single color, but dl colors, one bleeding into the next until it wasimpossbleto tdll the
difference between gold and red, red and gray, gray and blue, and with each burst of color and
combinations of colorsthere came musica notes. Thefirst was alone, soft, sustained cry that floated
above them on the wings of adove, amournful call that sang of foundered dreams and sorrowful partings
and dusty, forgotten myths from ageslong gone by, then progressively rosein pitch to strengthen this
extraordinary melancholy with tinges of joy, wonder, and hope as the songs of the other spheresand
colorsjoined it, becoming the sound of amillion choral voices raised in worship to the gods, becoming
music'sfullest dimension, richest intention, whispering rest to Olias weary heart asthe light moved
outward in waves and ripples, atering the landscape with every exalted refrain, voices ahundred times
fuller than any human being's should ever be, pulsing, swirling, rising, then cascading over hisbody like
pure crysta rain, and suddenly therain, the music, was inside of him, assuming physica dimensons,
forcing him to become more than he was, than he'd been, than held ever dreamed of becoming. Olias
dropped down to one knee, the sound growing without and within him, and he was aware not only of the
music and the colors and whirling spheres of glass but of every living thing that surrounded him-every
weed, every insect, every glistening drop of dew on every blade of grass and every animal in deepest
forest, and as the song continued rising in his soul, lavish, magnificent, and improbable, Olias Heard
thoughts and Sensed dreams and Absorbed myriad impressions as they danced in the air, passing from
Spirit to mind to memory with compulsive speed and more sensory layersthan hewas ableto
comprehend, lifting everything toward a sublime awareness so acute, so aive, so incandescent and
al-encompassing that he thought he might burgt into flames for the blinding want underneathiit al.

It was the closest thing to splendor held ever known.

L'lewythi lifted his hands from the pipe, but the music didn't immediately stop; insteed, it faded away
in degrees, onelayer of sound absorbed into the next until, at the end, there was only the original note,
pure and easy, sighing release like abreeth rippling by.

Olias covered hisface with his hands and took severa deep breathsin an effort to till the pounding
of hisheart, then lifted his head and opened his eyesto daylight.

Daylight.

In aplace he didn't recognize, barren of trees and bush. Ranyart was gone, aswas L'lewythi's horse
and the campsite, even theroad.

"W-what... what have you done?" he croaked.
L'lewythi's only response was to smile, then turn and walk away, gesturing for Oliasto follow.

The ground-mostly sun-browned mud covered in cracks-was much firmer than it gppeared at first
glance, though the terrain was far from level. They began ascending ahill and were met by astrong,
steady wind soaring down, carrying with it the first stinging spatters of rain-yet the sky above was blue,
the clearest Olias had ever seen.

He doubled his effortsto catch up with L'lewythi and continued climbing, blinking againgt the sea
Soray (not rain, after dl) until the ground leveled off and he found himself standing &t the top of ajagged
overhang. Looking to each side, he was struck not only by the vast expanse of the cliffs upon which they
were standing, but by their beauty, aswell.



Sivery cloudsrolled in abovetheir heads, twirling and turning like bannersin abreeze, moving
quicker than any cloud formations Olias had ever seen, winding around one another and spinning in
place. He opened his mouth to spesk, and L'lewythi silenced him by placing afinger against hisown lips.
An odd noise caused Olias to shake his head: the sound of amillion insects buzzing. Here atop the cliffs,
the buzzing merged with the sounds of the sea and became clearer, more defined, not abuzz at al but the
combined whispering of amillion different voices speaking in as many tongues. Some were complex and
excited, otherslow and monosyllabic, ill others acombination of vaguely recognizable words that
degenerated into animd clicks and whistling and yaps.

"What are those... those voices? Those sounds?" shouted Olias over the roar of the rushing
waters below.

Again, L'lewythi raised afinger to hislips, then pointed out to sea.

The waters rumbled and churned, crashing against the base of the diffs with the sound of shattering
glass. The vibrations rocked upward through layers of stone and sand, shaking Oliasto his bones.

Then, with supendous force and thunderous volume, the spinning tower of silver clouds shot down
into the seq, churning asit struck the surface and creating grest, revolving waves of frothy spray before
vanishing benegath the waters. Thefroth left in its wake formed a circle that spun around and around and
around, its speed becoming frantic as it formed an ever-widening and degpening whirlpool.

The atmosphere crackled with power.

Olias covered his ears againgt the shrieking winds and watched as the whirlpool turned inside out,
risng like ageyser. Atop the foaming fount appeared a shining white stalion with an opd mane, itsfront
legslifted high, heradic, its belly the curve of the moon, the rest asilken fish scaled from chest totail like
ashower of slver coins.

The churning fount surged across the seg, the glorious creature riding the crest, itslegs pumping,
mane flowing in thewind. Asit neared the dliffs, the fountain of water dowed and began to curve
downward, the spray spinning off, lowering the cresture until it hovered directly at the edge of the
overhang.

Olias couldn't speek; the eyes of the creature demanded silence.

The creature threw back its head and opened its mouth. A soft, nearly imperceptible sound rose
from deep initschest, aclear, crisp ping! asif someone had flicked afinger against acrysta goblet. The
sound-s0 much like the music L'lewythi had played earlier-grew in volume and, it seemed, even density,
assuming aphysicd forminvisbleto theeyeyet filling thear, enveloping Oliasin aliquid-armor
numbness, drugging him like afrosty sp from aHeder's herb cup but dlowing him to maintain
wakefulness as the geysering fount dowly shifted Sdeways, moving the creature until its face wasinches
from his own. The exated sound, the wondrous lone crystal note sung in response to the call from
L'lewythi's glass pipe, filled Olias center, then suddenly split apart, becoming night starsthat in turn
became a symphony of musica notes even more unbearablein their purity than the music L'lewythi had
crested, and Olias redlized that what he was hearing was the second verse to L'lewythi's song, a song of
mourning, and rgoicing, asong meant for no one and everyone, but in that instant Olias chose to think of
it ashis, this chaste glory, thisinnocence, thismusic. A song for no oneé's mourning, sung only for himto
honor the memory of his parentsand al they had dreamed of . He hugged himself, dropping to hisknees
and rocking back and forth, the souming foam covering him like lather. He was agonizingly aware of the



swirling voices, the unknown languages shifting forward, didodging themsdves from hismind and
themselves becoming tones. Thefirg crystal note the creature had sung swvam forward until it found its
matching language-tone, and the two of them merged-a sharp sting in Olias ears-and were trand ated-

-"Pwy fydd yma ymhen can mlynedd?" -

-into his own language-

-"Who will be herein a hundred years?"

Olias torso shot straight up, his eyes staring into the unblinking golden disks of the creature's gaze.

"Gods" hewhispered.

:Greetings, Olias.: said the creature. : My nameis Ylem. You should feel honored. L'lewythi
doesn't bring many othersto this place.:

‘Wheream |?: asked Oliasdlently.

:You are where you wished to be: another place, another world, another time. You arein a
place that lies between Valdemar and the Otherworld, created by one who feels he has no placein
either; only here can he feel some sense of home. You needn't worry about Ranyart. Were you able
to cross through the veil that separates this world from Valdemar, you would find him only a few
feet away from you.:

;I don't understand.:

* * %

After thefirst merging of tones, the others happened quickly and easily. A note sung by Ylem would
find its match in alanguage-tone, the two of them merging and trandating in Olias mind until he could not
only hear the other languages spoken in their native tongue but understand them, aswell.

Y lem leaned to the Side, kissed L'lewythi'sforehead, then whispered something in hisear.

Try ashedid, Olias could not Hear what the creature was saying.

Ylemwasin front of him again, hooves pressing againgt Olias shoulder in agesture of blessing.
Then, rleasing atriumphant crysta cry, the creature spun around, itstall sngpping in the air, and sailed
atop the fountain back out to sea, diving downward and disappearing benegth the waters-

-but not before Speaking one last time'to Olias.

:Take care, Olias, and realize if you can that you are not the only one in this place who has
known soul-sickness and grief. Keep your anger near. You will need it-but not for the reasons you

may think.:

For severd moments afterward, Olias could only knedl there, shaking.



Then avoice, asmal, quiet child'svoice asked, "Areyou dl right?*
Oliaslooked up as L'lewythi placed a hand upon his shoulder.
"Arewe speaking in my language, or in yours?' asked Olias.

"Can you understand me?"

"es"

"Then what doesit matter?'

Olias struggled to hisfeet, gasping for breeth. "Where are we?"

"Inthe Barrens of my world," said L'lewythi, pointing first to his head, then his heart, then spreading
hisarmsinfront of him. "I madeit, | dreamed it. Do you likeit?'

Olias rubbed hisforehead. "I... | don't know. But so far, what I've seen has been... gods...."

L 'lewythi, now looking more like an overgrown child than ever, laughed a child'slaugh, grabbed
Olias hand, and led him away from the cliffs. They stumbled down a sharp dope toward a pampas of
richly green grassleading to afield wheretall corn stalks brushed back and forth through the air. To
Olias, everything smelled like lavender-which to him had aways been the scent of his mother's skin, |eft
there by the soap she bought from alocal tradesman.

They moved toward the entrance to agrove, but asthey neared it, Olias saw there were no trees
beyond the few dozen that rose before them, arranged in two opposing rows, between which stood a
gtained glass archway.

Oliasdowed his steps.

Something about thiswas familiar, but he didn't know why.

The trees were astall asacastle'stower, each with athick black trunk. The branches of each tree
were obscured by onion layers of bleak blue leaves which collectively blossomed into human faces, each
oneturned skyward and staring up through milky, pupilless eyes. Every face wore the pinched, tight
expression of concentrated grief, and as the wind passed through the trees, the faces opened their mouths
and moaned deeply, steadily, mournfully.

L'lewythi looked upon them asif they were old friends.

Oliaswhispered, "They sound asif they'rein pain.”

"They are, but they're used to it. They're Keening-woods, and thisiswhat they do."

Keeningwoods, thought Olias.

And then: the Forest of Sorrows!

L ooking backward, he began to see a pattern. L'lewythi had taken various parts of Vademar and



trangposed them into this place the same way a skilled musician would transpose one theme into another.
The Barrens could very well have been L'lewythi's version of the Border-Ylem's uncanny form attested
to that, and Ylem itsalf could very well have been based partly on the legends of the Border's crestures,
and partly on the Companions, the seataking the place of Companion's Field, and here the

K eeningwoods replaced the Forest of Sorrows.

It both made sense and did not.

Of course achild like L'lewythi would have to build upon things he dready knew, and whoin
Valdemar didn't know of the Companions or their field, or the Forest of Sorrows, or countless other
beings and places? (Some part of him shuddered inwardly at the thought of what a child might do with
the concept of the outKingdom or the Pelagirs.)

Pointing toward the Keeningwoods, Olias asked L'lewythi, "Why do they make such an anguished
sound?'

"Toremind dl travelersthat there are only three things that redlly matter, people you love, your
memories, and sadness.” Such awistful look in hisslver eyes ashe said this!

They passed under the Keeningwoods and through the archway, emerging on the threshold of a
resplendent stone city where araucous band of black-winged children flew past them, al smiling and

gredting L'lewythi by name,
"They'remy friends" said L'lewythi. "l like having friends. Evenif | had to... makethem up...."

Just outsde the city, they came to an ancient bridge made of sticks and bones. When they reached
the middle, L'lewythi stopped and pointed over the side.

Benesath the clear, tilled surface of the turquoise water was a series of evenly spaced, hollowed
boulders, each with atrangparent sheet of glass attached to the front. Inside each of the boulders-which
weren't bouldersat dl, Olias saw upon closer examination, but glass sphereslike those within L'lewythi's
strange pipe, only covered in moss and isinglass-sat a claylike lump. Some were shapeless blobs, others
more human in shape, some were skeleta, others so corpulent their forms could barely be contained. Still
otherswere merdy hand-szed, featurdessfetuses. All of the figures huddled with knees pulled up tightly
agang their chedts.

None of them seemed complete. Their dark, sunken eyes stared blankly at the floating weeds and
golden fish svimming by.

"You seethem?' asked L'lewythi. "Don't they look safe?!
"No," whispered Olias. "They look imprisoned.”

"Oh, no, no, I'd... I'd never do anything like that. | don' like feding lonely, and | know that they fed
the same way, so | made sure that the water isfilled with stories and music to keep them company.”

"Why do you want them to fed safe?"

"Becauseit's... it'sniceto fed that way. | don't want them to belondly. Londly iscold. | don't like
the cold. There's so much cold, sometimes. Don't you ever fed cold?’



"Mog of my life"

"That's sad."

"No, it isn't. It'sjust theway that is. Y our Keeningwoods weep; | fed cold.”
"But not here?

Olias shrugged. "No, thisis... thisisfine." Helooked down once more at the beingsin the water.
"How long will you keep them thisway?"

L'lewythi stared down at hisfeet. "I guess... | don't-I mean, until...."
"Until when?'
"Until | decide what to make out of them."

Olias stared a his companion, then said, very dowly, very carefully, "How did you come by this
power? I've heard of no Herald-Mage who possesses such abilities. What... empowered you?'

"l don't know. My dreams, | guess. | dream alot. Sometimes... | don't have amother or father. If |
ever did have, | can't remember. Modtly | livein the stables of my village. The groomsthere are kind to
me. They make surethat | have food and blankets." He stood alittle taller, alittle prouder. "I sweep up
after the horses. | do agood job, the stable-master says so. | have afine feather pillow. The
stable-master's wife made it for me. She says1'm anice boy, and it's a shame the other children wont...
won't play with me."

Oliasdmost laughed a L'lewythi's referring to himself asachild. Perhapsin hismind, yes, but his
body wasthat of the strongest armsmen. A child'smind in awarrior's body.

But... a stable-hand? Gods! Werethey in a place such as Haven, aboy with L'lewythi's Giftswould
be treated with the deepest respect and awe. No one would dare think to make a Gifted one deep
among the horses.

"L'lewythi,” said Olias, dowly and carefully, "why were you made to deep in the stables?!

"Because no one would take meinto their home."

"Even though they knew of your powers?'

L'lewythi stared at him for amoment, then looked down at the ground and shook his head. "'|
never... never understood why | could do some of the things | could-can do. | thought they might be bad
things, some of them, so | never... told anyone. | never showed them.”

"But certainly there must have been..." Olias Sghed, puzzling for amoment over how to say this.
"There must have been peoplein your village who suffered, either from sicknessor injury. Children,
godssave ud Certainly there must have been children who fel ill and might have died if-"

"Oh, yes! Therewas one child, alittle girl, who became so sick with fever that no one thought she
would liveif aHeaer were not sent for. But | made her better."



"How, if no one knew?"

A bird-strangely metdlic in coloring-flew overhead at that moment, and L'lewythi waved his hand
toward it. Itswingswent limp and its body began to plummet toward the ground, but afew seconds
before it would have struck the earth L'lewythi waved his hand once again and the bird-wrenched from
itstrance-franticaly flapped itswings and, screeching, flew away.

"That'show I didit," said L'lewythi. "I can make people deep, or not see me. That's how | got into
thelittle girl's bedroom and made her dl better. Everyonein thevillage, they said it wasamiracle, a
blessng from the gods."

"And anytime someone in the village needed hedling, you... you made them deep or not see you?"
"es"

Olias nodded hishead. "Did you cast this spell over only those you helped, or did you-"
"Thewholevillage"

"Everyone?'

L'lewythi nodded his head.

"That way 1'd be sure no one could see me."

"Ah"

"| like helping them and no one knowing. It gives me nice dreams sometimes, and sometimeswhen |
fed lonely, I'd think about thelittle girl and smile. And it'snicein the gables, redly, itis. | likeit."

"I'm sure you're afine stable-hand.” Surprisingly, Oliasfound that he meant it.

"But the other peoplein the village, they dont... they don't talk to me. The other children tell me that
I'm too big and... and ugly, and no one wantsto play with afoundling-that'swhat | am. It makesme
fedl... fed bad sometimes because | don't know where | camefrom or... or anything. So when | finish
sweeping at night, | liketo dream, even when I'm awake. And if | dream hard enough, the dreams, they
sometimes come out of my head and become real. And the peoplein my dreams, they're dways my
friends. Except for Gash-you don't want to meet him. He's mean. And he dways wants meto tell him
what heis. He saysthat if | can ever do that, if | cantell him what heis, then helll go awvay and never
come back. | try to guess, but I'm never right, and then he destroys things. Don't be scared, though,
because he's never come around these parts.”

Oh, you poor, ssimple-minded thing, thought Olias. Has the world treated you so wretchedly
that even in your dreams you invent one who tor ments you, who makes you feel so alone and sad
and worthless? Gods-did you do so out of choice, or has your heart been so brutalized that you
simply think it's natural for someone to abuse you?

Unable to find the words which would adequately express what he was feeling, Olias reached out
and placed hishand on L'lewythi's shoulder.



Smiling, L'lewythi placed hishand atop Olias and asked, "Areyou... do you likeit here?’

"Yes, L'lewythi. | think it'svery nice. | think it's splendid.”

The boy's face beamed at thismild praise. "Really? Would you like to see more?"

"Very much so, yes."

"Areyou... do you want to be... I-I mean-"

"Yes" whigpered Olias. "'l will beyour friend.”

He could have swum a hundred raging rivers then on the memory of L'lewythi's smile. How strange
it was, to fed an attachment after so many years done; how strange to feel some of the soul-coldness
fading away.

But somehow, herein L'lewythi's odd world-within-a-world, it seemed... right.

How strange, to fed affection for another human being.

How strange, indeed.

Dear Father, dear Mother, what would you think of your boy now if you could see him? Lost
in a place that doesn't really exist, befriending a simpleton in whose hands his destiny evidently

rests?

What would you think?
5

Once over the bridge the land became flat and hard and dusty. As they walked beside one another,
Oliasand L'lewythi spoke of their childhoods, of games and tales and small wonders, of the animals
they'd played with and the places they'd seen, and it seemed to Olias that, as they spoke, some part of
the world sang a song of rgoicing, of second chances and hope renewed, a Bardic ballad of two
lifebonded friends meeting for the first time, and of the smple, untainted glory of learning to trugt.

"l can seewhy you likeit here so much,” said Olias. "It must be difficult for you to leave.”

L'lewythi touched his head, then hisheart. "I don't leave, ever. It'saways here, with me. Even when
I'mgone.”

The abstract wisdom in those words caught Olias by surprise. Could it be that L'lewythi was not as
dim as people thought?

They came then to another section of the shoreline. The sealapped at the edge of their feet,
playfully, asif acknowledging their new bond and giving its blessing.

They cameto rest on alarge boulder, worn down by time, sea, and the seasons until its shape bore
ahumorous resemblance to agiant king's throne. Lying back, Olias alowed the seamist to anoint his



face, and felt even more a home.
"Llewythi?"
"Hm?'

"Could you please tell me what happened to you-I mean, who... who hurt you? Who tied you to that
horse?"

L'lewythi stared out at the sea, then looked down at hishands. "I... | don't know why | can do these
things. | just know that | can. | play my glass pipe, and the music brings me here. 1t's so nice here,
everyone's so good to me, they're... they're happy to see me. No onein Vademar treats me thisway,
that'swhy | come here dl thetime, that'swhy | made this place, so | could go somewhere where people
would benicetome.”

"I know, | understand that much, but-"

"I didn't mean for it to happen!" he shouted, eyesfilling with tears. The sudden violence of his
emotion shocked Olias, who was so startled he nearly cried out.

AsL'lewythi spoke, hisvoice became louder and even more childlike. Benesth every word hispain,
deeper than Olias had imagined, came snarling to the surface. It was the panicked voice of achild, lostin
the night, hands outstretched in hopes that someone kind would take hold of him and protect them from
the darkness and pain and make the fear go away, apain that asked, initsown way: Please, please
show a little kindness, a little tenderness.

"S-s-somet-times, when I'm adegp, sometimes the dreams, they come out of my head and | can't
make them do what | want because I'm asleep and | don't know that they've come out! | d-don't
mean for it to happen, but it just happens sometimes. It's never been abad thing before, but the other
night... | was so tired! I'd worked hard and... and | was so tired! And when | fell adeep, Gash came
out-and he's so mean! He hurt alot of people in the village. He burned down some of the other stables
and killed the horses, and th-th-then he, he started killing everyone. | woke up when | heard the
screaming, but it wastoo late. | couldn't stop him from killing everyone because | was asleep! That's
never happened to me before. When | woke up, Gash went back into my head, but hed been so mean
by then. And the people, they knew that it was me that had brought Gash into the village because a... a
Herald was there, and he said he sensed that Gash had come from me. He... he tried to make them dl
understand, but they didn't. They &l came after me and they... they hurt me! | mean, I've been hurt
before-some of the other stable-boys, they like to hit me and call me names-but thistime it w-was
different. The Herad tried to stop them but there were too many. They hurt me for so long, and they
screamed a me, and some of them even laughed like they were enjoyingiit. | tried to tell them that I'm not
abad boy, I'm not, | didn't mean for it to happen, but they wouldn't listen to me, they just kept hitting and
spitting and then they burned me and... and..." He doubled over, clutching at his ssomach, the sobs
racking his body-deep, soul-shattering sobs asthe grief and fear and confusion dragged rusty steel hooks
across hisbody al over again. Then hefel backward, pulling hisknees up to his chest and wrapping his
arms around his knees, convulsing.

Olias climbed over to him, taking L'lewythi in his arms as the boy wept even harder, his next words
coming in broken bursts: "I didn't... mean to h-hurt anyone... | d-didn'... | didnt...."

"I know," whigpered Olias, stroking L'lewythi'shair. "1 know."



" j-just wanted them to know... | wouldn't have... have done any of it... | wouldn't have dreamed
another world |-likethisif... if I could just tell Gash what heis, hed go away, you see? And th-then
m-maybe | could have afriend... just one, that'sdl... just onefriend-"

"Y ou have one now. | will beyour friend for the rest of our days, L'lewythi. There, there, take deep
breaths, deep, there you are, hold onto me, that'sit, hold on, | won't let go, | won't leave you aone, ever,
| swear it on my parents graves, | swear it! Youll never belonely again, never-and no one will ever
harm you from this day forward, not while I'm around... it's all right, shhh, there, there, go on, go on and
cry, that'sright, let it go, let it go..."

He leaned down and kissed L 'lewythi's sweat-soaked forehead, then brushed back his hair and held
him even tighter, rocking back and forth, feding strong-and it was good to fed thisway for someone
after so long. The sudden rush of affection was dizzying, dmost overpowering, but he didn't care. He
could protect this boy, this sad, gentle boy who wanted nothing more than acceptance, something Olias
himsalf had secretly wished for since the day he buried his mother-but instead of trusting others he had
foolishly chosen to hide hislondiness behind ascrim of anger and bitterness.

It was then that Olias|ooked behind them and saw the wall of sone, an ancient ruin nearly
overgrown with moist red vines. Sculpted into the wall was awoman's face. Her eye sockets were
empty, raven-black ovals, and her mouth, opened asif calling out for some long-lost love, wasthe
entrance to acave. It was aface which held so much unspoken pain and grief that her expresson done
would have been enough to move even the hardest of hearts, but that is not why Olias eyes began tofill
with tears.

Theface was that of his mother.

Turning away, he stared into the distance and redlized that they had walked a straight path since
leaving the Barrens. He knew this because he could still see the Keeningwoods from here. As he stared
a them, they seemed so much closer-at least in hismind's eye-and histroubled heart grew even heavier,
for now al of them wore hisfather's face-and not the face he'd known as a child, not the robus,
labor-reddened, strong face of a hearty man. No, this face was the same one he'd put on the day of his
defeat by Gwanwyn and never taken off, even in death. Thiswas the face of abroken-hearted, disgraced
man whose vaue had been diminished even in hisown eyes.

Why, dear gods; can you tell me why even here our grief haunts us? Can you make me
under stand why our souls cannot find a measure of peace?

Asif in answer, agreat rumbling came from the depths of the dark cave.

Then the echo of even darker laughter.

"...Gash..." whispered L'lewythi, clutching Olias arm.

Therewas no timeto run. Already Olias could see the thing's shape shifting forward from the depths
of the earth, moving toward the light, and bringing with it asmell that was at first musty and stdelikethe
odor from along-closed chest whose lid has suddenly been forced open. The odor grew ever stronge,

rancid and sickening, the stench of bloated carcasses rotting under ablazing sun.

Its step shook the ground, and when it at last emerged from the cave, it had to bend over, it was so
tal, thrice the size of the tallest tower.



It was worse than any nightmare.

Gash was not one, but two soldier-crestures fused together. Thefirst walked on reed-thin legswhile
the other grew out of its back, atorso whose head sat far above that of its carrier, with one twisted,
grotesquely long arm that reached nearly to the ground, its misshapen bulk held upright by a pulsing black
sack growing from between the carrier's shoulders. The shimmering gray skin had the jagged texture of
rough stone, though not as dark. Itslegs scraped together asit walked, loosing small clouds of chalk
dust. Theweight of the thing growing from its back forced the carrier to walk hunched over andin
obvious pain. The bodies|ooked to have been once covered in armor that some terrible conflagration
had melted to their skin.

The carrier looked at Olias and smiled, its pulverized lips squirming over rotted needidlike tegth. Its
face was an abomination of al nature. Countless boils and leaking, diseased wounds covered its cheeks,
and the sunlight reflected against the stone-sized tumorsthat buried itsleft eye. Itsentire face was
covered in amaze of something that looked like a spiderweb of hairless flesh.

When it spoke, it wasin avoicefilled with phlegm and corruption.
"Ah, abraveone,” it spat. "I do so like brave ones. They die sowell."

Olias couldn't move. L'lewythi had goneinto some form of seizure, hisbody stone-rigid and till, his
eyesrolled back into his head, exposing only the whites.

Oliasthrust out his dagger, the only weapon he had. Against Gash's colossal form, it |looked
pathetic, asad joke.

"Youll not need that if you can tell mewhat | am.”
Oliasgently st L'lewythi aside, then stood. "And if | cannot?’

Gash tossed back both its heads and released a mad, high-pitched, cackling laugh, then balled one
of itshandsinto afist and threw forth afirebal that dammed into the sea, hissing. "Then the next one will
be for you. Now, look mein the face, boy, and tell mewhat | am.”

Oliasstared, long and hard and unblinkingly.

It seemed to him that both parts of Gash were asfamiliar as everything €l se hed encountered thus
far. The carrier-brutal, cold-hearted-could well have been aperverted form of himself, of his soul, of
what it might some day become; the other-so blank-eyed and vacant-very easily might be another form

of Llewyth.

But not one of his choosing, camethethought. No; that is how others have seen him, how they
have made himfeel inside; hideous and freakish. The boy is Gifted, after all; those Gifts are raw
and undisciplined, so he would be susceptible to others' unspoken perceptions. Isit so hard to
imagine that some secret part of himself has come to view himself as other have-and not only
that, but has done so without his even being consciously aware of it?

If that is so, then why do you see yourself in the carrier? What isit about that thing, this
place, the faces of Mother and Father that-



-he lowered the dagger to hisside-

-asaround him he heard the distant echoes of L'lewythi's song, plaintive and sorrowful and
smmering with ethered beauty-

-and like a seed becoming aroot becoming a sprout becoming a blossom, the answer cameto him
as, one by one, the pieces of L'lewythi's painful puzzle fell into place.

"I know what you are," said Olias through clenched teeth. ™Y ou are loneliness, and grief, and the
death of dreams. Y ou are the sickness which taints the spirit, and the hel plessness which bresksthe
heart. Y ou are fear and cold darkness, doubt and regret. Y ou are envy and avarice and the lieswetell
oursalves to excuse our cowardice or safishness. Y ou are every crud word, every unkind thought and
act of violence ever brought into the world. Y ou are the weeping of mothers over the bodies of their
children, the blood of soldiers spilled in battle, the last gasp of the Sarving in the Streets. Y ou arethis
boy's misplaced anger and confusion, and you feed on his sadness. Y ou are my father's disgrace and the
thing which swallowed my mother's laughter. Y ou are the blackness of my soul, al of my hate and lust for
vengeance cometo life, and in your diseased gaze | can see what my spirit might one day become. Y ou
are my weakness and failures-all weakness and failure... but most of dl, you arejealous.”

Gash snarled. " Jeal ous? Of whom? And why?"

"You are Pain, and you are jealous of us-not just the boy and me, but any human being who can
forget for awhilethat you arered. Y ou might be apart of our lives, but we can sometimesforget you
exist. We can listen to music, or tell our tales, or dance in the waters as they lap the shordline, or we can
gted from the weadlthy, or fleeinto the night where we meet anew friend. We can drink wine and ezt fine
food and deep with chambermaids who pleasure us beyond imagining... or we can smply lie back and
gareinto the flames of acampfire and revel in the unadorned glory of the night stars. Ah, yes, we can
forget about you and gill go on living, but you, Gash, who are Pain and Grief and Londliness, you can
never, for one moment, forget about us! You wish you could, but you can't, no matter how much
you try.

"And that is why you hate us so, and why you are jealous!"

"Go away," sad Olias, dismissing the monstrosity with awave of hishand. "Y ou no longer have any
hold over thisboy or me."

"Damn you, thief!"

"But athief no more. From thisday, | will protect thisboy, and | will provide for him asbest | can
with what meager Bardic and Herald Gifts | possess, with honor and honesty, hurting no one. And if |
can somehow make myself worthy, | will travel to Haven and ask the Herald-Mage Savil to teach me
disciplineso that | in turn might teach it to my friend.

"And you can be certain, Gash, that neither | nor L'lewythi will think of you very much at dl.”

Gash turned around and stormed back toward the cave, but with each step it took, some part of its
body fell to dust.

"l am not the last of my kind," it screamed back at him. "What created me can easily create others.
Y ou would do well to remember that, thief!" Then, turning to face him asitslegs exploded into rubble, it



gave onefina, hideous grin, and hissed, "I'll remember you to your mother and father. | have themin my
bdly."

"No, you dont," said Olias. "But you wish | believed that."
What remained of Gash froze, unmoving, unspeaking, then cracked, broke apart, and fell to ruin.

When the sand and dust clouds died down, Olias |ooked to see that the woman in the wall was
gone.

In the distance, the Keeningwoods were smply trees. No faces, no anguished sounds.

L'lewythi was still unconscious, but the seizure had passed. Olias kndlt down and gently lifted his
friend, carrying him as he would a newborn baby, waking dowly adong the shoreline toward the bridge
which would take them back through the stone city, then to the Barrens and cliffs beyond.

In hisheart, he knew they could not stay here, no matter how much they might wish to. Thishad
been ahiding place, asanctuary of sortsfor their wounded souls. Now that they had each other, neither
would ever need it again.

But the ability that went into the creation of such a place-aworld between worlds-that was
desperately needed in Vademar. To think of the suffering such a Gift could erase...!

Oliasleaned down his head, pressing his cheek againgt L'lewythi's.

"You'l be safe now," hewhispered. "l promise. We've doneit, don't you see? In each other, we
have found Home."

And I've not forgotten, dear Father, dear Mother; I've not forgotten how to care, how to
love... nor how to fondly remember you, without rancor or regret.

I will make amends, somehow, for all the wrong I've done. | will honor the memory of your
lives by living my own aswell as| can, and with my friend by my side, | think that may be very
well, indeed.

Asthe echo of L'lewythi's song found them once again, Olias couldn't help but notice there were
two additiona tonesjoining in the glory. One, sharp, loud, and steady, was the sound of ablacksmith's
hammer striking down, proudly and confidently shaping steel into blade, and the other, so pure and easy
and light, wasthat of agood woman'slaughter, dancing across the heart, leaving warmth and affectionin
itswake.

L'lewythi awoke soon after, and with silver threads beckoned his glass pipe come.

His song-what Olias had thought of as a song for no one's mourning-was even more transcendent
than the first time, and when they found themsalves back at the campsite where Ranyart and L'lewythi's
horse were waiting patiently, it was with renewed hope that they readied themsalves for their journeys-for
there would be many, of that there was no doubt.

They had much to do, and learn, and teach.



Climbing onto Ranyart, Oliaslooked &t his new friend, his dearest and most loving friend, and
thought that theirswould be agood life.

Good enough.
6

They say that if you travel the road between Haven and the Forest of Sorrows on Sovvan-night,
when the Otherworld is so near, you might chance upon apair of ridersresting a a campfire; they may
invite you to join them for their evening meal (which will be plentiful, for none ever leavestheir camp
hungry), and later, if you are so inclined, they will take up lute and pipe and sing to you of another place,
another land, another world in another time where two broken souls found friendship, and acceptance,
and redemption.

They say you can see the spirits dancing asthe riders sing.
They say you can hear the sound of the sea come 0 close you swear it'sright behind you.

They say you can hear ablacksmith's hammer gtriking anvil, and awoman's laughter ghosting happily
through the trees.

But most of all, they say, you will leave these riders as more than you were before, asif every
sadness had been lifted from your eyes.

And their wondrous song will rest in your heart forever, asdl true music should.

In loving memory of Edward King Shaw

Blue Heart

by Philip M. Austin and M ercedes L ackey

Philip M. Austinis currently an inmate at Soledad prison in California. About this story, he writes, "Misty
Lackey isthe one who made this story come alive. She deserves the majority of the credit and all of my
thanks, [She] has been agood friend and mentor. She's been non-judgmental and helpful in so many ways.
Through her good offers |'ve been able to dream of afuture. A creative future without walls and bars. That
dream is worth more than any monetary reward."

"TherésaHerad to seeyou, Your Mgesty," the page caled quietly from the doorway of the
Queen'sprivate suite.

Sdlenay sighed and put down the silver pencil she had been using to scribe adesign for an
illuminated initid. "Can it wait until tomorrow?" she asked without hope. She wastechnically supposed to
be adeep, not getting her fingers paint- and ink-stained, copying one of Daren's favorite poems. She
cherished her time alone; dl too rare and much needed. She understood why Elspeth needed that shed
out in the back gardens, and the feding of clay under her fingers. Her own hobby of caligraphy and
illumination was very Smilar, intensely physica and requiring complete concentration, and gave her brief
respites when she could forget the responsibilities of crown and country.



"He saysto say that it's your shadow, Mgesty," the page replied, clearly baffled by the enigmatic
message.

But if the page was baffled, Selenay was not. She sat up quickly and put away her implements. "Tell
him to comein, and see that we're not disturbed.”

"Her shadow" was an enigma; a Herad who never, if he could help it, appeared ashimsdf. Very
few people-Kerowyn, Alberich, her own husband Daren-even knew he existed, much lesswhat heredly
looked like. Thiswas anecessary precaution for his special and demanding duties. He, like Skif, wasa
py and an assassin... her own specia tool to use as needed, and always with reluctance.

When she did not need him, he sometimes requested leave-a day, aweek, amonth. She never
asked himwhy. Usudly it was innocuous, and he returned with tales of his Companion's doings-for it was
often his Companion who wanted the leave, and not him. Sometimes, though, it was not; and when he
reported for duty, his eyestold her she did not want to know what he had been doing, despite the fact
that she must hear it. Whatever he did, he did it because she needed it done, whether or not she knew it.
Never had she found areason to even rebuke him for his private missions, and she knew that agonizing
over whether to tell her before or after the fact must often cause him deegpless nights. He had requested
leave some few weeks ago, and she searched his expression for some clue asto his mood.

But thistime, he came as himsdf, an ordinary man with a pleasant face, unmarked and
unremarkable, except for his haunted eyes. She relaxed as she read relaxation in his posture. So; it had
been atrue holiday, then, and not some secret mission of hisown.

"Comein, st down,” sheinvited, brushing astrand of hair out of her eyes, and forced down the
shiver that aways came when he looked at her. She did not know his history; she did not know if
anyone knew it. But whatever his past had been, it had |eft dreadful scarson hissoul. "1 hopeyou
enjoyed your Midwinter holiday."

"Pilane appreciated it asmuch as|, if not more," he said with asmile, as he gracefully lowered
himsf into the chair. "Heindulged himsdf in his passion almost as much as he wanted to!"

Sdlenay laughed. "Sometimes | think he Chose you because you are the only Herald in Va demar
willing to St and turn pages for him-and to take dictation from him and be his hands! But heisamost
remarkable writer. | have copiesof al of hisbooksin my persond library, infact." Sherelaxed alittle
more, Stting back in her chair. "I fear, though, | pay far more attention to the drawings and illustrations
than | do to hisscientific discourse.”

"l won't tell him, Y our Mgesty," the young man laughed. "He does take his hobby quite serioudy.”

Sdlenay chuckled. "I'm sure he, does. But what brings you here? Especiadly so late a night? You
could-should! - have given yourself an evening of rest before reporting to me."

"l have agtory totdll you, Y our Mgesty."

Sdenay diffened, folding her handsin her 1ap to hide their sudden trembling. Sheld half expected to
hear those words.

Too often, the story he had to tell wasthe dark and deadly result of what he was. For some reason,
he preferred to give hisreports as "stories.” It was asif hetried to maintain some kind of fiction that she



wasinnocent of his actions. She was not, and could never be. She gave him orders and the freedom to
act; she was as culpable as the archer who looses an arrow. That she did not always know whereit
would land made her more responsible, not less.

"| thought-on anight like this one, in the degps of winter-you would enjoy this," he continued, and
amiled. "It isthe story of the Blue Heart, Y our Mgesty; aregiona legend of the mountains near White
Fod Pass.”

Selenay sighed, and relaxed again. Just astory, after all-
And oddly enough, she was suddenly in amood to hear astory.

"In those mountains," the Herdd continued, "thereisasmal and isolated village. Its population isless
than two hundred, and most of them make their living from the fine wool of the long-haired goats they

rase.
"1 know that wool!" the Queen said in surprise. "Very soft and fine, and very expensive.”

TheHerad nodded. "It isindeed. And it iswith that wool that the story begins...."

* * *

The trader examined the sample of wool cloth with pleasure and ddlight. It was soft as a puff of
down, warm and light as a purring kitten, and alovely shade of blue-gray. He'd never seen such cloth,
nor anything of so fineaweave. Plush wasthe word held put to it, and he was dready calculating his
profits. He dready had acustomer in mind, aman of wedth and power in military and secular service of
Sunlord Vkandis. Baron Munn-who had led his own private, household troops againsgt the Unbelievers,
and as a consequence was high in the favor of the Son of the Sun. The Baron made no attempt to
conced hisfondnessfor luxuries, and hewas agood, if choosy, customer.

"It will be hard to find customersfor so unusual aweave, but | can take al you have at ten coppers
thebolt,” he said, expansively, with acondescending smile asif hewere doing the rusticsafavor.

But the village headman only shook his head sorrowfully. "Oh, Trader Gencan, that giving amood
we'renot in," he said, just as condescendingly, and sighed. "It'sa been ahard year, that it has. We need
so many things, so many things, or therell be no woal for next year, for well have had to eat our goatsto
day dive." Hisvoice hardened as he bent to the bargaining. "Thirty coppersitll haveto be, or nothing at
al”

"What?" Gencan yelped, taken by surprise. Why-that was exactly what held expected to sl the
stuff for! These mudfoots weren't nearly so green asthey |ooked!

And neither was hisformer competitor, from whom held stolen-ah-acquired this trade route.
Perhaps thiswas why he had not fought to retain it. There was nothing worse than a tradesman who
knew the vaue of hisgoods!

He bent to the bargaining with awill, and sweated until he'd brought them down to something
reasonable.

Something aman could make a decent profit on. Sixteen coppers a bolt was one copper more than



he'd wanted to pay, but at least it allowed him aprofit margin....

They had just settled on that price, when he happened to ook out the window and froze in surprise
at what he saw wandering by.

"Whoisthat?" he gasped, wondering if he had somehow stumbled on acreature like one of the
fabled Hawkbrothers. The headman followed his gaze and smiled.

"Our lovely butterfly,” he said, with asmile of pure pleasure. "That's our butterfly.”
"She'syour daughter, then?' the trader replied, unable to take his eyesfrom the girl.

But the headman laughed. "No. Oh, no, Trader. In away, she belongs to the whole village."
Now Gencan spared him a sharp glance. "The village? What's that supposed to mean?'

But now the headman frowned, just alittle. The girl drifted out of sight, and Gencan was ableto
gather his scattered wits about him again. "It'sa strange story, Trader," the headman said at last. "And
not atogether ahappy one."

Gencan pursed hislips and nodded sagdly. "Well, then," hereplied. "What say we drink to our
bargain and you can tell me her ory."” He sgnaed to his servant to bring in the wine. "Nothing makesa
bitter story more palatable than a good wine!"

He poured the headman a cup of the strong, smooth wine, then settled in to listen with as good awill
asheld bargained.

* % %

Leaving his caravan in the charge of hismost trusted assistant, he rode out that very night, pushing
hard for Karse. Eight days later he was knedling, forehead to the floor, before Baron Munn. The cost of
aprivate audience had been steep, but the results of this audience could make him wesalthy beyond the
income brought by any trade route. He would be able to retire and hire othersto lead his caravans, while
he directed them like agreat lord with hisretainers.

Baron Munn sucked at a plum pit, and looked down at him out of one haf-lidded eye. The Baron
was amassive, bulky man, but hisface and limbs showed only the barest hint of the fat of soft living. He
had been called "The Bull of the Sun,” and he looked like his namesake in every way, down to the
expressonin hisface. "Rise" hesaid at last, waving ahand languidly. " State your business.”

Gencan only removed hisforehead from the floor so that he could watch the Baron's expression. "l
thank the great and wise Baron Munn for granting me an audience,”" he said, with every token of humility.
" am not even worthy to scrape the bottoms of the great one's-"

"Fine, fing," the Baron interrupted. "Get on with it." He selected another fruit and bit into it, licking
thejuicefrom hisfingers.

"l have cometo tdll you of ayoung woman, Grest Lord," Gencan said, quickly.

Baron Munn looked up from his haf-eaten peach, pae eyes bright with interest.



"Sheisbardy fourteen summersold,” Gencan continued, "And just coming into the full bloom of
womanhood. Her hair isthe white of snow, of clearest ice, awaterfal of molten silver. Her eyes arethe
blue of aclear sky, of the finest sapphire. Her skinis as flawless as cream from the cattle of the Temple.
Her face and her form are as perfect asthat of ayoung goddess.”

The Baron wastruly interested now; helicked hislipsand set hisfruit asde. Oh, hewasfeigning
indifference, but Gencan had not been atrader dl hislife without learning how to read people. He played
hiswinning card. "Such alovely creature could only have been created by the Sunlord himsdlf," Gencan
continued pioudy. "And in the wisdom of the Sunlord, he has balanced dll her virtues, by asingle defect.
He has given her the mind and heart of a child of no more than eight years. So sheisnow, and so shdll
sheremain dl of her life. Innocent, smple, trusting, and loving! She cannot know alie, cannot tell one.
She cannot understand any but the smplest of commands, or do more than care for herself asachild
would. Her needs are those of achild, her joys and fears those of achild, and shewill do anything sheis
told to do by an adult.”

Baron Munn gtraightened in histhronelike chair. Gencan watched asthe light of interest and curiogity
in hiseyesturned to the flames of desire, adesire that turned his strong face into a caricature of himself.
Now he looked even more like abull-a bull scenting aheifer. And Gencan knew that the whispered
rumors he had heard about the Baron were true.

Baron Munn composed himsdlf after amoment, pulling amask of indifference over hisfeatures. He
dared & Gencan asif he were deciding on what he meant to order for dinner. But hisragged bresthing

gave him away.

"Tdl mewherethisgirl is, Trader,” the Baron said harshly. "I will send my peopleto seeif dl you
havetold meisthetruth." His hand, the strong hand that had swung an ax it took two ordinary men to
wield, clenched on the arm of hischair. That ax itself hung behind his chair in ajeweled sheeth, lest
anyoneforget what it was that had brought the Baron to power. "If it is true, and | may have her, you will
be rewarded.”

His hand clenched again, and Gencan blanched, remembering how many heads the Baron had
removed with that ax, to the greater glory of the Sunlord. "If you lie," he continued, "I will make you my
dave. My emasculated, deaf, and dumb dave”

Gencan's mouth was suddenly very dry. "Itisal true, Great Lord, | swear it!" Heran histongue
over hislips, and tried to keep from trembling with fear ashe was led away to wait.

Intwenty days, the spiesreturned. Their reports of the girl were even more enthusiagtic than the
trader's. Baron Munn, in afit of joy and generosity, rewarded the trader with gold, gems, and spices
from the South.

Spices o rare that Gencan had never tasted them, and could not resist trying them in hisown
celebratory feast.

Gencan died that night, arich and happy man, never knowing that he had been poisoned by those
gpices from the South at the Baron's orders. There were other rich, powerful men who had the same
appetites that the Baron had. The Baron did not intend Gencan to increase his profits by sdlling his
knowledge to them aswell. Gencan's own people, and al the Baron's spies but one, followed the trader
into thearms of Vkandis.



Guided by his spy, the Baron led a handpicked company of men out of Karse and into the mountain
lands disputed by hisland and the land of Vademar. Baron Munn did not trust any man to stedl thisgirl
for him. There was too much chance that she could be sold to another, taken away, or tampered with.

Thelatefdl wind had abiteto it, here in the mountains. It whipped up the canyons and fled crying
over thevillage with ahundred mournful voices, circling around the goat pens until the goats added their
own plaintive bleatsto the wind's cries.

And yet, compared to the mountains above, the village itsdf was rdatively calm, protected by the
mountains themsalves and the trees that had been planted to shelter it from biting winds. The villagers
were used to the winds, used to the deceptive cries. There was no reason to stop work from being done,
not even areason for children to stop their games. People smply wrapped themselves and their children
alittletighter in their coats and narrowed their eyes against the blast. It was not even areason to keep
Mikha from taking the older children up onto the dopesfor their daily lessonsin herberaft and
woodscraft.

But al work stopped when young Deke, the Watch-Boy, came pounding up the dirt Street, arms
and legsflailing, ydling that soldierswere coming-

-fast, on horseback-
-and lots of them.
The headman listened to Deke's bregthless gasps of warning, his mind rolled with shock and

confuson. Soldiers? he thought desperately. Why? Who would be sending soldiers? There's no
reason for soldiersto come here!

"They-they-they're coming from Karsel" Deke gasped around his panting.

And that was not good news. Soldiers from Karse were often no better than bandits. Asthe leader
of the village, his was the decision; he had to do something, and quickly.

It wastoo late to get the people out of the village. HE protect what he could.

"Run asfast asyou can, Deke, up where thewild gpplesgrow," he said. "Tell Mikhd to hide the
children, and you stay with ‘em. Don't you come back. Y ou tell him not to bring the younglings back till
he thinksit's safe and the soldiers arelong gone. Y ou tell him to hide good, you understand? Likethe
time we was|ooking for him, and he didn't want to be found. Y ou tell him-tell him-we don't want to
know wherethey are." He grabbed the boy's shoulders, and shook him once, and Deke's eyes got even

bigger.
"Y ou understand?’ he said fiercdly. " You under stand?"

The boy's chin quivered, his eyes so big they filled hisface. He nodded, bobbing his head on histhin
little neck.

"Good!" the headman et him go. "Now go! Run!"

Deke was off, pelting away asfast as he could go, fear adding to his speed. As he vanished, the
headman heard the pounding of hooves, and turned to see thefirst of the soldiersriding into the village.



He stepped out to meet them.

* * %

Mikhal was the oldest man in the village; no one knew exactly how old he was, and he didn't even
know himsdlf. He was the village teacher and had been for more than forty years. Not the kind of teacher
the priests were, in the ways of books and classrooms, but in the things ayoungling in amountain village
needed, the ways of the mountains, the wild things, and the goats. Today, he'd brought the children up
hereto pick the last of the wild gpples, making agame of it, but making sure they learned aswell, and
not just the acts, but the reasons behind them. Seeing that they took only haf the apples on the trees, and
none at al from the ground telling them how the wild things, the ones that stayed awake for the winter,
would need what they |€ft.

But that lesson was shattered when Deke came pelting up the mountain path.

Mikhal listened carefully to Deke and saw the sense in the headman's orders. Calmly, methodicdly,
and without any fuss, he gathered up the children, including the childlike butterfly, and led them away,
down paths only he and the goats knew.

Then, down paths only he and the wild things knew. Only then did he tell them, in Smple words they
could understand, why he had hidden them away, and why they must stay hidden.

* % *

Even the wind shuddered away from the scream, ashriek of agony that went on and on forever
beforeit finaly died to a sobbing whimper. The headman's wife sagged back into the armsthat held her
firmly erect.

Baron Munn handed the hot iron back to the Captain of his Household Cavalry, and turned back to

the heedman. Four more men held him tightly, forcing him to kned in the dirt but holding his head up by
the hair so that he could not avoid watching.

"Now," the Baron said pleasantly. "Tell mewherethegirl is. No more lies. No sending my men off
on wild-goat chasesto look where sheisn't.”

"l don't know! | sweer it!" the headman sobbed desperately. "I told old Mikha to hidethem all, and
| don't know where he went! No one knows, no one can know, he's gone where only the wild things
are! Please, by the gods, you must believe me!™

The man weypt, great, racking sobs that shook his body.

"Oh, | do bdlieveyou,” Munn said and smiled. "But one of these others may know what you don't."

He waved ahand at the villagers gathered under the swords of his men. They winced away.

" S0, in casethere is someone who knows, this entertainment will go on until | am certain that you are
correct. And when your dear wife can bear no more, | shall choose someonedse.”

He signaled to his Captain, who handed him the iron, reheated to whiteness. "As pleasant a
diverson asthisis, my objectiveis ill the same. | want the girl.”



The headman's wife began to scream again, before the white-hot iron even touched her.

* * %

Hands on her ears, the girl crouched on her haunches, rocking back and forth. She tried to shut out
everything, words, thoughts, all-

"They killed Headman Cracy an' hiswifelast night," Deke sobbed, hisvoicefull of anguish. "Hurt
‘em redl bad. afore they killed 'em.”

She knew that. Sheld known that long before Deke learned it. She could still fed the pain that had
sent her to huddle in the back of the cave, racked with agony she could not explain.

Deke hugged his skinny armsto his chest, pausing now and then to wipe his nose and eyeswith the
back of hishand.

"They started on my pap and mam thismorning!" Deke continued, hisface screwing up into amask
of grief and bewilderment.

She knew that, too. And she knew that Deke's momma was only heartbeats from that same
darknessthat had taken Momma Cracy and Headman Cracy.

"Why they likethat, Mikha?' the boy sobbed, findly flinging himsdf into Mikha'sarms. “"Why they
gotta hurt and kill people? We never done nothin'! Why they gotta hurt my mam and pap?"

Mikha pulled the boy to him, holding him close to his chest in ashetering embrace. While the boy
sobbed, Mikhal cursed under his breath.

Thegirl knew why. Mikha cursed himsdlf for sending Deke to spy on the village. Mikha thought he
should have gone himsdlf.

"It's'cause they're bad, Deke," Mikha murmured between curses. "It's 'cause they want what we
got, an' just ‘cause they like to hurt folks, an' thiss a good excuse to make somebody hurt. None of it's
our doin', Deke. None of it."

The old man kept his voice high enough for the other children to hear. He was ateacher; eveninthe
midst terror, he would teach.

"Ain't noneof it our fault," he said, and the girl felt his eyes probing the darkness, looking for her.
"Wejust gotta get through this, an’ make sureit don't happen again.”

They hurled Momma Cracy an' Poppa Cracy, hurted 'em an' kilt 'em. The girl'sthoughtswere
filled with confusion, terror, and anguish. They hurted 'em, but it's 'cause they want me. They gonna
hurt Deke's momma an' poppa, they gonna hurt everybody till they get me!

She rocked back and forth, tears burning down her cheeks, trying to work out reasons and
answers. But there were no reasons, and she had never in her life touched minds like these. Mikha was
right. Mikhal wasright.

But these horrible people wanted her. These peoplewere dl her family, every adult was her



Mommaand Poppa, every youngling abrother or sster. They dl loved her, and sheloved them all. It
was dl she had ever known, that love, that cherishing.

They're getting hurted, an' it's 'cause of me! She buried her facein her arms, and faced the
inescgpable. If-if | go to 'em, they might hurt me... if | don't, they gonna hurt everybody, an' maybe
kilt 'em, too.

Her traumatized mind kept trying to resolve the questions, and finally she groped her way through
thefog to an answer, and adecision.

Sheloved them. They loved her. They were being hurt because of her. She could not bear that. And
there was only one way to stop the hurt.

She dipped away, as quietly as a mouse, running down to the village to make the bad men stop.

Baron Munn stared at the lovely girl, completely enthralled. She was more beautiful than he
dreamed, more vulnerable and tender, and her terror only served to make her lovelier in hiseyes. That
terror fed the hunger within him in away that even the dying pain of her elders had not done.

She was perfect in every way.

She cowered at hisfeet, where she had thrown hersalf, weeping, placing hersalf between him and
the woman he had been torturing, trying to hold him off with her soft little hands. Hands like fluttering
doves, like white butterflies,

Hetook her facein his hands, carefully, and raised her eyesto his. Even weeping could not make
her lessthan lovely.

Her eyes were as blue asthe sky in winter, as a bottomless|ake.

"The eyes are said to be the vision of the heart, and your heart isaheavenly blue," he said, running a
hand over her molten silver hair. "What isyour name, little, dove?'

"P-P-Pilane," she choked out, silver tears coursing sweetly down her cheeks.
He amiled.

He ordered the villagers to make a cage in which he would carry her back to Karse. He ordered it
carved and painted, and lined in layers of the village's fine wool, to keep her warm and sheltered and
safe.

He had captured the butterfly. Now he would bring his prize, his Pilane, back to hisbarony for dl
to see, see and lugt after, but never to touch. Only he would savor that touch, at hisleisure, and savor
what came after touching.

Thevillagers made hiscagein aday and anight, al of them laboring until they dropped from
exhaugtion. He left as soon as it was completed, under cover of the first snow of winter. He headed for
White Foal Pass at aforced march, driving his own men as hard as he had driven the villagers. He
wanted the journey to Karse, to safe-haven, to be as quick as possible.



Behind him, the remaining villagers could only gather to mourn their dead, and to pray to the gods
for their specid daughter. They held no illusions about what was to befd | her, her beauty would serveto
enchant him only for so long-and when it paled, he would feed his desiresin other ways. They prayed,
then, for something, someone, to send her quick release-through rescue, or painless death.

When the stranger rode into the village, it seemed that their prayers had been answered, and a
rumor that he was the messenger of the gods went through the village on the wings of the wind.

He certainly looked anything but human, riding atal, handsome white horse with strange,
knowledge-filled blue eyes. And he himsdlf was garbed in pristine white, his face heartstoppingly
handsome benesth Slver-streaked hair. But most startling of all were hisslver eyes, asfilled with
knowledge, sorrow, and understanding as those of his steed.

What else could he be? And even though he protested otherwise, they knew he was goddess-sent.

He listened carefully to their story with atroubled and angry face.

"I can stop them," he said, in aclear, edged voice, as sweset as springwater and as sharp as ablade
of ice."l can stop them. But the danger is greet, and there is a chance that your Pilane will not survive.”

"Better that than alife as that man'stoy!” Mikhd snarled bitterly. "Her lifewill be short enoughin
any caein his handd"

Behind him, the rest of the villagers nodded or spoke their agreement. Some wegpt, but all agreed.
Baron Munn's actions had |eft them noillusions.

"Go to White Foa Pass, then, as soon as the snow stops,” the stranger told them.

And then, herode away.

* % *

That night, the light snow turned into afull winter sorm, ablizzard the likes of which no one, not
even Mikhal, had ever seen. Snow fell so thickly and heavily that it was a struggle just to get from house
to house within the village.

Then it became too cold to snow; the wind strengthened, and whipped the snow aready falen into
huge drifts. The cold grew deeper and deeper.

Theblizzard lasted until moonrise the next night, then died.

At firg light, the villagers put on their snow-staves, loaded up their deds, and followed old Mikha
along the goat-tracks to the pass.

They found the Baron's soldiers and horses, frozen, asif they had been struck down by a cold more
deadly than any man could imagine, and dl in asingle moment. They found the Baron with his hands
frozen to the bars of the locked cage, his dead eyes staring into it, asif he had seen something he could
not understand.

But Pilane was gone, without atrace.



They never found her.

* * %

The Queen wiped her tears away, and waited for her Herald to say something more. But as he
sipped histea, she shook her head.

"Isthat dl?' she demanded. "Just that? A mystery?”

"Thereisalittlemore," the Herald said, putting down his own cup. "One version of the story tells
that the messenger took their prayers to the goddess, and it was She who made the storm and took the
girl to her sde. Another saysthat the man was only aman, but aso agreat and powerful mage, who used
his magic to bring the storm and save the girl, and that he took her to his paaceto livein peace. The last
verson says a so that the man was a mage, but that he was heart-friends with the strange and mysterious
Tayledras-that he begged their help, and it was they who sent the ssorm and took the girl to their homes
above the trees, where she was loved, protected, and happy for the rest of her days.”

"Tayledras?' the Queen replied. And she wondered; did Elspeth know of thislegend? She waswith
the Tayledras, even now. Did she know the real ending to the story?

"The onething that al three legends agree upon,” the Herald continued, "isthat whether it wasa
goddess, amage, or the Tayledras, whoever took Pilane created a butterfly to take her place and remind
those who loved her of her beauty, her goodness, and her own sacrifice to save them. They cdl it the
'Blue Heart' and it isabutterfly, they say, that livesonly in early winter, after the first snow and only

during the full moon. And they say this was done so that the memory of Pilane and dl shewaswould
never be lost to the mountains.”

He sighed, and was quiet for afew heartbeats.
"And that ends my story, Your Mgesty," hesaid at las.

"It'salovely story," Sdlenay replied, lost in thought for amoment. Then something occurred to her,
and she sat straight up in her chair. "The girl's name-it was Pilane! and that's your Companion's name!™

The Herdd grinned allittle shamefacedly. "1t means 'butterfly’ in avery old mountain didect,” he
chuckled. "Which may be the reason why he has made himsdlf into an expert on thelittle crestures.”

But Selenay had another reason for laughter. ™Y ou mean that he had you two out in the snows of the
mountains chasing alegend!” shelaughed. "A butterfly-that is only alegend-out in snow and moonlight-in
White Foal Pass?'

When shefinished, tears of laughter were bright in her eyes, and she was holding her sde.

"Y ou-the most dangerous man in the Circle-chasing snow-butterfliesin the moonlight!*

He hung hishead sheepishly. "1 am afraid so, Mgesty," hereplied. "And with your leave, | redly
must go.”

The Queen waved her answer weekly from her chair, laughing soundlesdy.



As he stood and turned to leave, the Herald placed a small package on the table beside her cup. "A
gift, Your Mgesty," he said. Then he was gone, the door closing behind him.

After severd moments, the Queen wiped her eyes, and got herself back under control. She picked
up the package, curiosity overcoming her laughter. The Herdd's giftswere rare, but fortunately were
seldom assnister ashis"stories’ could be,

Insde awrapping of soft gray woolen cloth she found a carved, wooden presentation case for a
hand-sized book, a case she opened with the key taken from the ribbon tied around it.

In the right Sde was a black-velvet-lined recess, containing athin book. In raised silver |etters on the
elegant white leather cover were the words, The Blue Heart and beneath them, C. Pilane.

In the left Sde of the box was a glass-covered velvet-lined display case.

Positioned carefully on the black velvet was a butterfly. Each wing was no larger than her two
thumbnails together. The wings were the color of molten silver, with an oblong blue spot on either side of
the creature's dender body. Those marks, when seen with the wings fully opened as they were displayed,
made the shape of a heart.

A heart as blue asa Companion's eyes, or the color of the clear winter sky.



