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Book One: FALCONSWARD, in the Kilghard Hills



CHAPTER ONE

Romilly was so weary that she could hardly stand on her feet.

It was dark in the nmews, with no light but a carefully shielded lantern
hanging from one rafter; but the eyes of the hawk were as bright, as untamed
and filled with rage as ever. No, Ronmlly rem nded herself; not rage alone
but terror.

She is afraid. She does not hate ne; she is only afraid.

She could feel it all inside herself, that terror which pounded behind the
rage, until she hardly knew which was herself-weary, her eyes burning, ready
to fall into the dirty straw in an exhausted heap-and what was flooding into
her mnd fromthe brain of the hawk; hatred, fear, a wild frenzy of hunger for
bl ood and for freedom

Even as Ronmilly pulled the small sharp knife from her belt, and carefully
cut a piece from the carcass placed conveniently near, she was shaking wth
the effort not to strike out, to pull away in a frenzy from the strap that
held her-no, not her, held the hawk-to the fal con-block; merciless |eathers,
cutting her feet-

The hawk bated, wings flapping and thrashing, and Romlly jerked, with a
convul sive reflex action, and the strip of raw neat fell into the straw
Romilly felt the struggle inside herself, the fury and frenzy of terror, as if
the leather lines holding the big bird to the block were tying her too,
cutting into her feet in agony . . . she tried to bend, to search for the neat
calmy, but the enotions of the hawk, flooding into her nmind, were too mnuch
for her. She flung her hands over her eyes and noaned aloud, letting it al
becone part of her, the crashing frenzy of w ngs, beating, beating . . . once
the first tinme this had happened to her, nore than a year ago, she had run out
of the mews in panic, running and running until she stunbled and skidded and
fell, a hand's breadth from the edges of the crags that tunbled down from
Castl e Fal consward to the very rocks of the Kadarin far bel ow.

She nust not let it go so deep into her mnd, she nust renenber that she was
human, was Ronmilly MacAran . . . she forced her breathing back to calm
renenbering the words of the young leronis who had talked with her, briefly
and in secret, before returning to Tranontana Tower.

You have a rare gift, child-one of the rarest of the gifts called |aran.
do not know why your father is so bitter, why he will not let you and your
sister and brothers be tested and trained to the use of these gifts-surely he
must know that an untrained telepath is a nenace to herself and to everyone
around her; he hinself has the gift in full neasure!

Romi ||y knew, and she suspected the leronis knew, too, but out of loyalty to
her father she would not speak of it outside the famly, and the leronis was a
stranger, after all; the MacAran had given her hospitality, as with any guest,
but had coldly refused the purpose of the woman's visit, to test the children
of Fal consward for laran gifts.

"You are ny guest, Domma Marelie, but | have lost one son to the accursed
Towers which blight our land and lure the sons of honest men-aye, and their
daughters too-from hone and famly loyalties! You nmay shelter beneath this
roof while the stormlasts, and have all that belongs to a guest in honor; but
keep your prying hands fromthe minds of ny children!"

Lost one son to the accursed Towers, Romlly thought, remenbering her
brot her Ruyven who had fled to Neskaya Tower, across the Kadarin, four years
ago. And like to |ose another, for even | can see that Darren is nore fit for
the Tower or the nonastery of Nevarsin, than for the Heirship to Fal consward.

Darren woul d have been still in Nevarsin, as custom demanded of a nobl eman's
son in the hill country, and had w shed to remmin; but, obedient to their
father's will, returned to his duties as the Hen

How could Ruyven desert his brother that way? Darren cannot be Heir to
Fal consward without his brother at his side. There was less than a year
bet ween the brothers, and they had always clung together as if they were tw n-
born; but they had gone together to Nevarsin, and only Darren had returned;
Ruyven, he told their father, had gone to the Tower. Ruyven had sent a
message, which only their father had read; but then he had flung it into the
m dden and from that nonent he had never spoken Ruyven's nane, and forbidden
any other to speak it



"I have but two sons," he said, his face like stone. "And one is in the
nonastery and the other at his nmother's knee." The leronis Marelie had frowned

as she renenbered, and said to Romlly, "I did my best, child, but he would
not hear of it; so you nmust do the best you can to naster your gift, or it
will master you. And | can help you but little in what tine | have; and | am
sure that if he knew | had spoken to you like this, he would not shelter ne
this night. But | dare not |eave you wi thout sone protection when your I|aran
wakens. You are alone with it, and it will not be easy to master it al one, but

it is not inpossible, for I know of a few who have done it, your brother anobng
t hem "

"You know ny brother!" Romilly whispered.

"I know him child-who, think you, sent ne here to speak with you? You nust
not think he deserted you without cause," Marelie added gently, as Romlly's
lips tightened, "He loves you well; he loves your father, too. But a cagebird
cannot be a falcon, and a falcon cannot be a kyorebni. To return hither, to
live his life without full wuse of his laran-that would be death for him
Romilly; can you understand? It would be |like being nmade deaf and blind,
wi t hout the conmpany of his own kind."

"But what can this laran be, that he would forsake us all for it?" Romlly
had cried, and Marelie had only | ooked sad.

"You will know that when your own |aran wakens, ny child."

And Romilly had cried out, "I hate laran! And | hate the Towers! They stole
Ruyven from us!" and she had turned away, refusing to speak again to Marelie;
and the leronis had sighed and said, "I cannot fault you for loyalty to your

father, ny child," and gone away to the room assigned to her, and departed the
next norning, wthout further speech with Ronilly

That had been two years ago, and Romlly had tried to put it fromher mnd
but in this last year she had begun to realize that she had the Gft of the
MacArans in fullest neasure-that strangeness in her mnd which could enter
into the mnd of hawk, or hound, or horse, or any aninmal, and had begun to
wi sh that she could have spoken with the leronis about it..

But that was not even to be thought about. | may have l|aran, she told
herself again and again, but never would | abandon honme and fanily for
sonet hi ng of that sort!

So she had struggled to master it alone; and now she forced herself to be
calm to breathe quietly, and felt the calmng effect of the breathing
conposi ng her nind as well and even soothing, a little, the raging fury of the
hawk; the chained bird was notionless, and the waiting girl knew that she was
RomiIly again, not a chained thing struggling in a frenzy to be free of the
biting jesses...

Slowy she picked that one bit of information out of the nmdness, of fear
and frenzy. The jesses are too tight. They hurt her. She bent, trying to send
out soothing waves of calm all around her, into the mnd of the hawk-but she
is too mad with hunger and terror to understand, or she would be quiet and
know | nean her no harm She bent and tugged at the slitted straps which were
wound about the hawk's legs. At the very back of her nind, carefully blanked
out behind the soothing thoughts she was trying to send out to the hawk,
Romilly's own fear struggled against what she was doi ng-once she had seen a
young hawker |ose an eye by getting too close to a frightened bird' s beak- but
she commanded the feat to be quiet and not interfere with what she had to do-
if the hawk was in pain, the frenzy and fear woul d be worse, too.

She funbled one-handed in the semi darkness, and blessed the persevering
practice which had taught her all the falconer's knots, blindfolded and one-
handed; old Davin had enphasized that, again and again, nobst of the tine you
will be in a dark nmews, and one hand will be busy about your hawk. And so
hour after hour, she had tightened and |oosened, tied and untied these sane
knots on twig after twig before ever she was let near the thin |legs of any
bird. The | eather was danp with the sweat of her fingers, but she nmanaged to
loosen it slightly-not too much or the bird would be out of the jesses and
would fly free, perhaps breaking her wings inside the walls of the mews, but
| oose enough so that it was no longer cutting into the leathery skin of the
upper |leg. Then she bent again and funbled in the straw for the strip of neat,
brushing the dirt fromit. She knew it did not matter too much-birds, she
knew, had to swallow dirt and stones to grind up their food inside their



crops-but the dirty bits of straw clinging to the nmeat revolted her and she
pi cked them fastidiously free and, once again, held out her gloved hand to the
hawk on the block. Wuld the bird ever feed from her hand? Wll, she nust
simply stay here until hunger overcane fear and the bird took the nmeat, or
they would lose this hawk, too. And Romilly had resolved this would not
happen.

She was gl ad, now, that she had let the other bird go. At first she had it
in her mnd, when she had found old Davin tossing and noaning with the sunmer
fever, that she could save both of the hawks he had taken three days bhefore.
He had told her to let themboth go, or they would starve, for they would not
yet take food from any human hand. Wien he had captured them he had proni sed
Romi I ly that she should have the training of one of them while he was busied
with the other. But then the fever had cone to Fal consward, and when he had
taken the sickness, he had told her to release them both-there would be other
seasons, other hawks.

But they were valuable birds, the finest verrin hawks he had taken for many
seasons. Loosing the larger of the two, Romlly had known Davin was right. A
hawk like this was all but priceless-King Carolin in Carcosa has no finer
birds, Davin had said, and he should know, Ronmilly's grandfather had been
hawkmaster to the exiled King Carolin before the rebellion which had sent
Carolin into the Hellers and probably ,to death, and the usurper Rakhal had
sent nost of Carolin's nen to their own estates, surrounding hinself with nmen
he could trust.

It had been his own loss; Ronmilly's grandfather was known from the Kadarin
to the Sea of Dalereuth as the finest man with hawks in the Kilghard Hlls,
and he had taught all his arts to MKkhail, now The MicAran, and to his
commoner cousin Davin Hawknaster. Verrin hawks, taken full-grown in the wild,
were nore stubborn than hatchlings reared to handling; a bird caught wld
mght let itself starve before it would take food fromthe hand, and better it
should fly free to hatch others of the same fine breed, than die of fear and
hunger in the mews, untaned.

So Romilly, with regret, had taken the larger of the birds from the news,
and slipped the jesses from the leathery skin of the leg; and, behind the
stables, had clinbed to a high rock and let her fly free. Her eyes had blurred
with tears as she watched the falcon clinb out of sight, and deep within her,
sonmething had flowm with the hawk, in the wild ecstasy of rising, spiraling,
free, free ... for an instant Ronmilly had seen the dizzying panoranma of Castle
Fal consward |ying below, deep ravines filled to the brimwth forest, and far
away a white shape, glimering, that she knew to be Hali Tower on the shores
of the Lake . . . was her brother there, even now? . . . and then she was
al one again, shivering with the cold on the high rock, and her eyes were
dazzled fromstaring into the light, and the hawk was gone.

She had returned to the news, and her hand was already outstretched to take

the other one and free it as well, but then the hawk's eyes had net her own
for a nmonent, and there had been an instant when she knew, a strong and
di zzyi ng knowl edge within her, | can tane this one, | need not |let her go, |

can master her.

The fever which had cone to the castle and struck down Davin was al nost her
friend. On any ordinary day, Romlly would have had duties and |essons; but
the governess she shared with her younger sister Millina had a touch of the
fever, too, and was shivering beside the fire in the schoolroom having given
Romi|lly permssion to go to the stables and ride, or take her |esson-book or
her needlework to the conservatory high in the castle, and study there anobng
the |l eaves and flowers-the light still hurt Doma Calinda's eyes. AOd Gmennis,
who had been Ronmilly's nurse when she and her sister were little children, was
busy with Mallina, who had a touch of fever, though she was not dangerously
ill. And the Lady Luciella, their stepnother, would not stir fromthe side of
nine-year-old Rael, for he had the fever in its nbst dangerous form the
debilitating sweats and inability to swall ow

So Ronmilly had prom sed herself a delicious day of freedom in stables and
hawk- house-was Domma Calinda really enough of a fool to think she would spend
a day free of |essons over her stupid |esson-book or needl ework? But she had
found Davin, too, sick of the fever, and he had welcomed her coning-his
apprentice was not yet skilled enough to go near the untrained birds, though



he was good enough to feed the others and clean the nmews-and so he had ordered
Romilly to rel ease them both. And she had started to obey.

But this hawk was hers! Never mnd that it sat on its block, angry and
sullen, red eyes veiled with rage and terror, bating wildly at the slightest
novenent near her, the wings exploding in the wild frenzy of flapping and
thrashing; it was hers, and soon or late, it would know of the bond between
t hem

But she had known it would be neither quick nor easy. She had reared
eyasses-young birds hatched in the news or captured still hel pless, accustoned
before they were feathered to feed from a hand or glove. But this hawk had
learned to fly, to hunt and feed itself in the wild; they were better hunters
than hawks reared in captivity, but harder to tame; two out of five such
birds, nore or less, would let thenselves die of hunger before they would
feed. The thought that this could happen to her hawk was a dread Ronmilly
refused to face. Sonehow, she woul d, she mnust bridge the gulf between them

The falcon bated again, thrashing furious wings, and Ronmilly struggled to
mai ntain the sense of herself, not nerging into the terror and fury of the
angry bird, at the sane tine trying to send out waves of calm | wll not hurt
you, lovely one. See, here is food. But it ignored the signal, flapping
angrily, and Romilly struggled hard not to shrink back in terror, not to be
overcone with the flooding, surging waves of rage and terror she could feel
radi ating fromthe chai ned bird.

Surely, this time, the beating wings had flapped into quiet sooner than
before? The falcon was tiring. Was it growi ng weaker, would it fight its way
down into death and exhaustion before it was ready to surrender and feed from
the gauntlet? Romlly had lost track of tine, but as the hawk quieted and her
brain cleared, so that she knew again that she was Romilly and not the
frenzied bird, her breathing quieted again and she let the gauntlet slip for a
nonent from her hand. Her wist and shoulder felt as if they were going to
drop off, but she was not sure whether it was because the gauntlet was too
heavy for her, (she had spent hours holding it at arnms length, enduring the
pain of cranped mnmuscles and tension, to accustom herself to its weight) or
whet her it had something to do with the frenzied beating of her wings . . .
no. No, she nust remenber which was herself, which the hawk. She |eaned back
against the rough wall behind her, half-closing her eyes. She was al npst
asl eep on her feet. But she nust not sleep, nor nove.

You don't leave a hawk at this stage, Davin had told her. Not for a nonent.
She renenbered asking, when she was snall, not even to eat? And he had
snorted, "If it comes to that, you can go without food and water |onger than a
hawk can; if you can't out-wait a hawk you're tam ng, you have no business
around one."

But he had been speaking of hinself. It had not occurred to him then, that
a girl could tame a hawk or wish to. He had indul ged her wish to learn all the
arts of the falconer- after all, the birds m ght one day be hers, even though
she had two older brothers; it would not be the first time Falconsward had
passed down through the female Iine, froma strong husband to the wonman heir.
Nor was it unknown for a woman to ride out, with a docile and well-trained
bird; even Ronmilly's stepmother had been known to ride forth, a delicately
trained bird, no larger than a pigeon, adorning her wist like a rare jewel.
Al t hough Luciella would never have touched one of the verrin hawks, and the
t hought that her stepdaughter would wish to do so had never entered her mnind.

But why not? Romilly asked herself in a rage. | was born with the McAran
Gft; the laran which would give nme mastery over hawk or horse or hound. Not
laran, | will never adnit that | have that evil curse of the Hastur-Kinfolk;
but the ancient Gft of the MacArans . . . | have a right to that, it is not
laran, not really. . . . | may be a wonan, but | am as nmuch a MacAran as ny
br ot her s!

Again she stepped toward the hawk, the neat extended on the gauntlet, but
the hawk thrust up its head and the beady eyes stared coldly at Romilly; it
moved away, with a little hop, as far away as the dinensions of the block
all oned. She could sense that the jesses were no longer giving it pain. She
murnmured small sounds of reassurance, and her own hunger cane surging up
i nside her. She should have brought some food in her pocket for herself, she
had seen Davin, often enough, thrust cold neats and bread into his pouch so



that he could nmunch on sonething while he waited out the long stay with a
hawk. |If only she could sneak away for a nonent to the kitchen or pantry-and
to the privy, too; her bladder ached with tension. Her father or brothers
could have stepped away, turned aside for a nonment, undone breeches and
relieved thensel ves against the wall, but Romlly, though she contenplated it
for a nmonent, would have had too many strings and fastenings to undo, even
though she was wearing a pair of Ruyven's old breeches. But she sighed,
stayi ng where she was.

If you can't wait out a hawk, Davin had said, you have no business around
one. That was the only real disadvantage she could think of for a girl, around
the stables, and this was the first time it had been any real disadvantage for
her .

You're hungry too, she said silently to the hawk, cone on, here's food, just
because |'m hungry doesn't nmean you can't eat, you stubborn thing, you! But
the hawk made no nove to touch the food. It noved a little, and for a nonent
Romilly feared it would explode into another of those wild bursts of bating.
But it stayed still, and after a nonent she relaxed into the notionless quiet
of her vigil.

When nmy brothers were ny age, it was taken for granted-a MacAran son should
train his own hound, his own horse, his own hawk. Even Rael, he is only nine,
but already Father insists he shall teach his dogs manners. \Wen she had been
younger - before Ruyven had left them before Darren was sent to Nevarsin-her
father had been proud to let Romlly work with horses and hounds.

He used to say; Romilly's a MacAran, she has the Gft; there's no horse she
can't ride, no dog she can't mmke friends with, the very bitches cone and
whelp in her |lap. He was proud of ne. He used to tell Ruyven and Darren that |
woul d be a better MacAran than either of them tell themto watch my way with
a horse.

But now now it makes himangry.

Since Ruyven had gone, Ronilly had been sternly turned over to her
stepnot her, expected to stay indoors, to "behave like a lady." She was now
al rost fifteen; her younger sister Mallina had al ready begun dressing her hair
with a woman's butterfly-clasp, WMillina was content to sit and learn
enbroi dery stitches, to ride decorously in a lady's saddle, to play wth
little stupid |ap-dogs instead of the sensible herding-dogs and working-dogs
around the pastures and stables. Millina had grown into a fool, and the
dreadful thing was that their father preferred her as a fool and w shed
audi bly that Rom|ly would enul ate her.

Never. |'d rather be dead than stay inside the house all the tine and stitch
like a lady. Mallina used to ride well, and now she's like Luciella, soft and
fl abby, she startles away when a horse noves its head near her, she couldn't
ride for half an hour at a good gallop without falling off gasping like a fish
in a tree, and now, like Luciella, she sinpers and twitters, and the worst
thing is, Father likes themthat way!

There was a little stir at the far end of the hawk-house, and one of the
eyasses there screanmed, the wild screaming sound of an untrained fledgling
that scents food. The sound sent Romilly's hawk into a wld explosion of
bating, and Ronmilly, one with the nad flapping of wings, the fierce hunger
gripping like claws in her belly, knew that the hawknaster's boy had cone into
t he hawk-house to feed the other birds. He went from one to another, slowy,
muttering to them and Ronmilly knew it was near sunset; she had been there
since md-nmorning. He finished his work and raised his head to see her.

"Mstress Ronmilly! What are you doing here, danisela?"

At his voice the hawk bated again, and Ronmilly felt again the dreadful ache,
as if her hands and arns would drop off into the straw. She struggled to keep
herself free of frenzy, fear, anger, Dblood-lust-blood bursting forth,
expl oding into her nouth under tearing beak and talons ... and forced herself
to the low tone that would not further terrify the frenzied bird.

"I am manning this hawk. Go away, Ker, your work is finished and you wll
frighten her."

"But | heard Davin say the hawk's to be released, and The MacAran's in a
rage about it," Ker munbled. "He didna' want to lose the verrin birds, and
he's threatened Davin wi' being turned off, old nman that he is, if he |oses
them"



"Well, Father's not going to lose this one, unless you frighten her out of
her senses," Romlly said crisply, "Go away, Ker, before she bates again-" for
she could feel the trenbling build in the bird s body and mind, she felt if
that flapping frenzy expl oded again she woul d coll apse with exhaustion, scream
herself I1n fury and frustration. It nade her voice sharp. "Go away!"

Her own agitation comunicated itself to the bird; it burst into the
frenzied flapping of wi ngs again, surges of hatred and terror comng and
going, threatening to drown all her own awareness and identity. She fought it,
silently, trying to cling to calm to send out calmto the terrified bird.
There, there, lovely one, no one shall harm you, see, here is food , . . and
when she knew who or where she was again, the boy had gone.

He had left the door open, and there was a draught of cold air from the
evening msts; and soon the night's rain or snow would start to fall-dam the
wretch! She stole for a few seconds on tiptoe away fromthe block to draw the
door closed-it would avail her nothing to tame this hawk if all the birds died
with the cold! Once away from the bird' s side, she began to wonder what she
was doing here and why. How was it that she thought that she, a young woman,
could acconplish sonmething at which even the skilled Davin failed two out of
five tinmes? She should have told the boy that the bird was at the end of
exhaustion, have him conme and take over ... she had seen what he could do with
a wild, raging, exhausted stallion from the wild herds of the ravines and
outer hills. An hour, nmaybe two, with her father at one end of a lunge |ine
and the stallion at the other, and he would cone to the bridle, lower his big

head and rub it against The MacAran's chest.. . surely he could still save
this bird, too. She was weary and cold and exhausted, she |longed for the old
days when she could climb into her father's lap and tell him all her
troubles. ..

Then the voice struck through to her, angry and cold-but there was
tenderness in it too; the voice of Mkhail, lord of Fal consward, The MacAran

"Romi I ly!" he said, shocked but conpassionate, "Daughter, what do you think
you are doing? This is no task for a maiden, nmanning a verrin hawk! | gave
orders to that wetch Davin and he lies slack in bed while one hawk is
m shandl ed by a child, and the other, | doubt not, starved on its block...."

Romilly could hardly speak through the tears threatening to surge up inside
her and break her control

"The other hawk flies free to hatch nmore of her kind," she said, "I released
her nyself at dawn. And this one has not been m shandl ed, Father-"

At the words and novenent the hawk bated again, nmore fiercely than before,
and Rom|ly gasped, struggling to keep her sense of self against the fury of
thrashing w ngs, the hunger, the blood-lust, the frenzy to break free, fly

free, dash itself to death against the dark enclosing beans .. . but it
subsided, and Romilly, crooning to the bird, sensed another mind touching
hers, sending out waves of calm . . . so that's how Father does it, she

thought with a corner of her mnd, brushed a dripping |ock of hair out of her
eyes and stepped toward the hawk agai n.

Here is food, cone and eat... nausea rushed through her stomach at the snel
and sight of the dead neat on the gauntlet. Yes, hawks feed on fresh-caught
food, they nust be taned by starvation into feeding on carrion...

Abruptly the touching of mnds, girl, man, hawk, broke, and M khail of
MacAran said harshly, "Ronmilly, what am | to do with you, girl? You have no

busi ness here in the hawk-house; it is no work for a lady." H's voice
softened. "No doubt Davin put you up to this; and I'll deal with him Leave
the neat and go, Romilly. Sonetines a hawk will feed from an enpty bl ock when
she's hungry enough, and if she does we can keep her; if not, Davin can

rel ease her tonorrow, or that boy of his can do sonething for once to earn his
porridge! It's too late tonight for her to fly. She won't die, and if she
does, it won't be the first hawk we've lost. Go in, Romlly, get a bath and go
to your bed. Leave the hawks to the hawknmaster and his boy-that's why they're
here, love, ny little girl doesn't need to do this. Go in the house, Rom,
child."

She swal | owed hard, feeling tears break through

"Fat her, please," she begged, "I'msure | can tane her. Let ne stay, | beg
of you."



"Zandru's hells,” the MacAran swore, "If but one of your brothers had your

strength and skill, girl! But I'll not have it said that ny daughters nust
work in mews and stable! Get you inside, Romilly, and not another word from
you!"

H s face was angry and inplacable; the hawk bated again, at his anger, and
Romilly felt it surging through her too, an explosion of fury, frustration,
anger, terror. She dropped the gauntlet and ran, sobbing with rage, and behind
her, her father strode out of the mews and | ocked it behind him

Romilly went to her room where she enptied her aching bladder, ate a little
bread and honey and drank a cup of milk fromthe tray one of the serving-wonen
brought her; but her nmind was still with the chained, suffering, starving hawk
in the news.

It would not eat, and soon it would die. It had begun, just a little, to
trust Romilly . . . surely, the last two or three tines it had bated, before
her father had disturbed them it had quieted sooner, feeling her soothing
touch. But now it would surely die.

Romilly began to draw off her shoes. The MacAran was not to be disobeyed,
certainly not by his daughter. Even Ruyven, six feet tall and al nbst a nman,
had never dared open disobedience until the final break. Ronmilly, Darren,
Mal I'i na-all of them obeyed his word and sel dom dared even a | ook of defiance;
only the youngest, spoilt little Rael, would sonetinmes tease and wheedl e and
coax in the face of his father's edicts.

In the next room past the glass doors separating their chanbers, Mllina
already slept in her cot, her pale-red hair and |acy nightgown pale against
the pillow Lady Calinda had |ong gone to her bed, and old Gaennis drowsed in
a chair beside the sleeping Mallina; and although Romilly was not glad of her

sister's illness, she was glad that the old nurse was busy about her sister;
if she had seen Romilly in her current state - ruefully, Rom|ly surveyed her
filthy and sweat-soaked clothes - there would have been an argunent, a

| ecture, trouble.

She was exhausted, and thought |ongingly of clean clothes, a bath, her own
soft bed. She had surely done all she could to save the hawk. Perhaps she
shoul d abandon the effort. It nmight feed fromthe block; but once it had done
that, though it would not die, it could never be taned enough to feed fromthe

hawker's hand or gauntlet, and nust be released. Wll, let it go then. And if,
in its state of exhaustion and terror, it would not feed from the bl ock, and
died . . . well, hawks had died before this at Fal consward.

But never one with whom | had gone so deeply into rapport. ...

And once again, as if she were still standing, exhausted and tense, in the
hawk- house, she felt that furious frenzy building up again . . . even safely
tied to the block, the hawk in her terrified threshing could break her w ngs .

never to fly again, to sit dunb and broken on a perch, or to die ... like

me inside a house, wearing wonen's clothes and stitching at foolish
enbroi deries. ...

And then she knew she would not let it happen that way.

Her father, she thought with detachment, would be very angry. This tinme he
m ght even give her the beating he had threatened last tine she di sobeyed him
He had never, yet, laid a hand on her; her governess had spanked her a tine or
two when she was very small, but nostly she had been punished wth
confinenent, with being forbidden to ride, with harsh words or |oss of sone
promi sed treat or outing.

This time he will surely beat ne, she thought, and the unfairness surged
within her; | wll be beaten because | cannot resign nyself to let the poor
thing die or thrash itself to death in terror....

Well, | shall be beaten then. No one ever died of a beating, | suppose

Romi I ly knew already that she was going to defy her father. She shrank from
the thought of his rage, even nore than from the inagi ned bl ows, but she knew
she would never be able to face herself again if she sat quietly in her
chanber and let the hawk die.

She shoul d have rel eased them both yesterday at dawn, as Davin said. Perhaps
she deserved a beating for that disobedience; but having begun, it would be
too cruel to stop now. At least, Romilly thought, she could understand why she
was being beaten; the hawk would not understand the reasons for the |ong
ordeal till it was finished. Her father hinmself had always told her that a



good ani mal handl er never began anything, with hawk or hound or horse, that he
could not finish; it was not fair to a dunmb creature who knew nothing of
reason.

If, he had told them once, you break faith with a human being for some
reason which seens good to you, you can at |least explain to himor her. But if
you break faith with a dunmb creature, you have hurt that creature in a way
whi ch is unforgivable, because you can never nmke it understand. Never in her
life had Romilly heard her father speak of faith in any religion, or speak of
any God except In a curse; but that tine, even as he spoke, she had sensed the
depths of his belief and knew that he spoke fromthe very depths of his being.
She was di sobeying him vyes; but in a deeper sense she was doing what he had
taught her to think right; and so, even if he should beat her for it, he would
one day know that what she had done was both right and necessary.

Romi|ly took another swallow of water - she could face hunger, if she nust,
but thirst was the real torture; Davin usually kept a water pail within reach
when he was working a hawk, and Rom|Ily had forgotten to set a pail and dipper
within reach. Then she slipped quietly out of the room Wth luck, the hawk
woul d "break" before dawn - would feed from the gauntlet, and sleep. This
interruption nmight [ose the hawk, she knew - if it did not soon feed, it would
die - but at |east she would know that she, who had confined it there, had not
been the one to break faith and abandon it to death.

She had already left the chanmber when she turned and went back for her
flint-and-steel lighter; doubtless, her father or the hawkmaster's boy would
have extinguished the lantern and she would have to relight it. Gaennis, in
the room beyond the glass doors, stirred and yawned, and Rom|ly froze, but
the nurse only bent to feel Mallina's forehead to see if her fever had broken
sighed, and settled back in her chair without a glance in Romlly's direction

On noi sel ess feet, she crept down the stairs.

Even the dogs were sleeping. Two of the great grey-brown hounds called
Rousers were asleep right across the doorway; they were not fierce dogs, and
would not bite or attack even an intruder unless he offered to hurt them but
they were noisy creatures, and in their friendly, noisy barking, their
function was to rouse the household against intruder or friend. But Romlly
had known both dogs since they were whel ped, had given themtheir first solid
tidbits when they left off sucking their dam she shoved them slightly away
from the door, and the dogs, feeling a famliar and beloved hand, only
snuffled a little in their sleep and |l et her pass.

The light in the hawk-house had indeed been extinguished. As she stepped
across the doorsill she thought of an old ballad her own nother had sung in
her chil dhood, of how, at night, the birds talked anong thenselves when no
human creature was near. She found she was wal king tip-toe, half expecting to
overhear what they night be saying. But the birds in the nmews where the tane
ones were kept were only hunched forns on the blocks, fast asleep, and she
felt fromthemonly a confused sil ence.

I wonder if they are tel epathic anong thensel ves, she wondered, if they are
aware of one another's fear or pain? Even the leronis had not been able to
tell her this. Now, she supposed, nost of the birds, at |east, were head-
blind, wthout telepathic awareness or laran, or they would all be awake and
restless now, for Romilly could still feel, beating up at her in waves of
dread and fury, of hunger and rage, the enotions of the great verrin hawk.

She lighted the lanp, with hands that shook. Father had never believed
then, that it would feed fromthe block; he certainly knew that no hawk woul d
feed in darkness. How could he have done that? Even if he was angry with her,
Romi I ly, he need not have deprived her hawk of its last chance at life.

Now it was all to do again. She saw the dead meat lying on the block;
unpecked, untouched. The hawk had not fed. The meat was beginning to snel
rancid, and Romilly had to overcone her own revul sion as she handl ed the dead
thing- ugh, if | were a hawk | wouldn't touch this carrion either

The hawk bated again in its frenzy and Ronmilly stepped closer, crooning
murmuring calm And after a few seconds the thrashing wings quieted. Could it
be that the hawk renmenbered her? Perhaps the interruption had not wholly
wr ecked her chances. She slid her hand into the gauntlet, cut a fresh strip of
meat from the carcass and held it out to the bird, but again it seened that



the disgust of the dead snell was nore sickening and overpowering than it had
been.

Was she feeling, then, what the hawk felt? For a noment, in a dizzy wave of
sickness, Romilly net the great yellowgreen eyes of the bird, and it seened
to her that she was badly balanced on sone narrow space without any proper
place to stand, unfamliar |eather chafing her ankles, and that some strange
and hateful presence was there, trying to force her to swallow sonme revolting
filthy ness, absolutely unfit to eat . . . for a split second Ronmlly was
again a child too young to speak, tied into her high chair and her nurse was
spooni ng sone horrid nasty stuff down her throat and she could only struggle
and scream. ..

Shaken and sick, she stepped back, letting the dead carcass fall to the
floor. Was that how the hawk regarded her? She should have let the hawk fly,
she could never live with such hatred . . . do all the aninmals we naster hate
us like that? Wiy, then, a trainer of horses and hounds is nore evil than a
nmol ester of children . . . and he who takes a hawk fromthe sky, to chain it
on a block, he is no better than a rapist, a violator of wonen. . . . But the
bating, struggling hawk was off her perch this time, and Romlly noved
forward, patiently adjusting the block so that the hawk could find a secure
pl ace to stand, until it found its feet and bal anced securely again.

Then she stood silent, trying not to trouble the hawk even with breath,
while the battle went on inside her mnd. Part of her fought with the chained
hawk, terror and rage contending for place, but Romilly, in her own struggle
for interior calm filled her mnd with the nenory of the last tine she had
hunted with her own favorite falcon . . . soaring upward with it, striking,
and sonething inside her renenbered clearly that sudden feeling, which in
hersel f woul d have been pride and pl easure, as the hawk fed from her glove . .

and she knew it would have been stronger still if she herself had trained
the hawk; that pleasure in acconplishnent, that sense of sudden union with the
bird, would have been deeper still.

And she had shared the delight, inarticulate, inpossible to frane in words,
but a joy deep and swelling, when her favorite bitch brought her puppies to
her; the aninal's pleasure at the caress was sonething like the |ove she felt
for her owmn father, her joy and pride at his rare praise. And even though she
had felt the real pain and fear when a young horse struggled against bridle
and saddl e, she had shared in the comuni on and trust between horse and rider
and known it for real love, too; so that she |loved to ride breakneck, know ng
she could come to no harm while the horse carried her, and she let the horse
go at her own pace and pleasure, sharing the delight in the running...

No, she thought, it is not a violation to teach or train an animal, no nore
than when nurse taught ne to eat porridge, even though | thought it nasty at
first and wanted nothing but mlk; because if she had fed ne upon mlk and
babi es' pap after ny teeth were grown, | would have been sickly and weak, and
needed solid food to grow strong. | had to |l earn even to eat what was good for
me, and to wear clothes even though, no doubt, | would sooner, then, have been
wrapped in ny blankets |like a swaddl ed baby! And later | had to learn to cut
ny neat with knife and fork instead of gnawing at it with fingers and teeth as
an ani mal would do. And now | amglad to know all these things.

When the hawk bated again, Romlly did not withdraw from the fear and
terror, but let herself share it, whispering half aloud, "Trust nme, |lovely
one, you will fly free again and we will hunt together, you and |, as friends,
not as master and slave, | prom se you...."

She filled her mind with i nages of soaring free above the trees in sunlight,
trying to open her mind to the menory of the last tune she had hunted; seeing
the bird cone spiraling dowmm with its prey, of tearing apart the freshly

killed meat so she could give the bird its share of the kill . . . and again,
with an urgency that made her feel sick, she felt the nmaddeni ng hunger, the
hawk' s m nd-picture of striking, fresh blood flowing into her nouth . . . her

own human revul sion, the hawk's hunger, so mingled in her that she hardly knew
whi ch was which. Sensing that hunger, she held out the strip of rabbithorn
nmeat, but now the snell revolted her as much as the hawk; she felt that she
woul d vomit.

But you nust eat and grow strong, preciosa, she sent out the thought again
and again, feeling the hawk's hunger, her weakening struggles. Preciosa; that



is your name, that is what | wll call you, and | want you to eat and grow
strong, Preciosa, so we can hunt together, but first you nust trust nme and
eat. . . | want you to eat because | love you and | want to share this wth
you, but first you nmust learn to eat fromny hand . . . eat, Preciosa, ny
lovely one, ny darling, ny beauty, won't you eat this? | don't want you to
die....

Hours, she felt, nmust have craw ed by while she stood there, tensed into the
endl ess struggle with the weakening hawk. Every tine the frenzied bating was
weaker, the surges of hunger so intense that Rom|ly's own body cranped with
pain. The hawk's eyes were as bright as ever, as filled with terror, and from
those eyes it all flooded into Romlly, too, in grow ng despair.

The hawk was weakening, surely; if she did not feed soon, after all this
struggle, she would die; she had taken no food since she was captured four
days ago. Would she die, still fighting?

Maybe her father had been right, naybe no wonan had the strength for
this....

And then she remenbered the nonent when she had | ooked out from the hawk's
eyes and she, Romilly MacAran, had not even been a nmenory, and she had been
sonet hing other than human. Fear and despair flooded her; she saw herself
ripping off the gauntlet, beaten to take up her needlework, letting walls
close round her forever. A prisoner, nore a prisoner than the chai ned hawk,
who, at |east, would now and then have a chance to fly,, and to feel again the
soaring ecstasy of flight and freedom...

No. Rather than live like that, prisoner, she too would let herself die...

No; there nust be a way, if only | can find it.

She woul d not surrender, never adnit that the hawk had beaten her. She was
RomiIly MacAran, born with the MacAran G ft, and she was stronger than any

hawk. She would not let the hawk die ... no, it was not "the hawk" any nore,
it was Preciosa, whom she |oved, and she would fight for her life even if she
nmust stand here till they dropped together and died. One nore tinme she reached

out, nmoving fearlessly into the bird-mind, this tine aware fully of herself as
a shadowy and now fam liar torture in Preciosa s mnd, and the sickening, rank
snell of the neat on the gauntlet ... for a nmonment she thought Preciosa would
go into another frenzy of bating, but this time the bird bent its head toward
the nmeat on the gl ove.

Romilly held her breath. Yes, yes, eat and grow stronger ... and then
Romi I ly was overcome by sickness, feeling that she would vonit where she stood
fromthe sickening rotten snell of the neat.

Now she wants to eat, she would trust ne, but she cannot eat this now
perhaps if she had taken it before she was so weak, but not now ... she is no
carrion feeder....

Romi I ly was overcone by despair. She had brought the freshest food she coul d
find in the kitchens, but now it was not fresh enough; the hawk was begi nni ng
to trust her, mght perhaps have taken food from her gauntlet, if she had
brought sonet hi ng she should actually have managed to swall ow w t hout sickness
... arat scurried in the straw, and she discovered that she was |ooking out
fromthe bird s eyes with real hunger at the little animal...

Dawn was near. In the garden outside she heard the chirp of a sleepy
wraithbird, and fromthe cotes the hal f-wakened chirp of the caged pi geons who
were sonetinmes roasted for special guests or for the sick. Even before the
t hought was clear in her nmind she was noving, and at the back of her thoughts
she heard herself say, the fow -keeper will be very angry with me, | am not
allowed to touch the pigeons wthout |eave, but the hunger flooding through
her mind, the bird-mnd, would not be denied. Romlly flung away the piece of
dead rabbithorn neat, flinging it on the mdden; it would rot there, or sone
scavenger would find it, or one of the dogs who was less fastidious in
feeding. There was a fluttering, flapping stir as she thrust her hand into the
pi geon-cote and brought out one, flapping its wings and squawking; its fear
filled her with something that was half pain and half excitenment, adrenalin
running through her body and cranping her legs and buttocks with famliar
dread; but Rom lly had been farm bred and was not squeam sh; fow were for the
pot in return for safe cotes and lifelong grain. She held the struggling bird
for an instant of brief regret between her hands, then fought one-handed to
hold it while she got the gauntlet on again. She thrust into the hawk-m nd



wi thout words, a swi ft sharp awareness of hunger and fresh food . . . then,
wi th one decisive novenent, wung the pigeon's neck and thrust the still-warm
corpse toward Preciosa

For an instant, one nore tinme, it seemed that the bird was about to expl ode
into a last frenzy of bating, and Romlly felt the sickness of failure . . .
but this time the hawk bent her head and with a thrust so swift that Romlly
could not follow it with her eyes, stabbed with the strong beak, so hard that
Romi ||y staggered under the killing thrust. Blood spurted; the hawk pecked one
nore tinme and began to eat.

Romi | |y sobbed al oud t hrough the flooding ecstasy of strength filling her as
she felt the bird tear, swallow, tear again at the fresh neat. "Ch, you
beauty," she whi spered, "You beauty, you precious, you wonder!"

When the hawk had fed ... she could feel the dulling of hunger, and even her
own thirst receded . .. she set it on the block again, and slipped a hood over
Preciosa's head. Now it would sleep, and wake renenbering where its food cane
from She nmust leave orders that food for this hawk nust be very fresh; she

woul d have birds or mce killed freshly for it until Preciosa could hunt for
herself. It would not be long. It was an intelligent bird, or it would not
have struggled so long; Romilly, still lightly in link with the bird, knew

that now Preci osa would recognize her as the source of food, and that one day
t hey woul d hunt together

Her arm felt as if it would fall off; she slipped off the heavy gauntlet,
and wi ped her forehead with a sweaty arm She could clearly see light outside
t he hawk- house; she had stood there all night. And as she took conscious note
of the light - soon the household would be stirring - she saw her father and
Davi n standing in the doorway.

"M stress Ronmilly! Have you been here all night?" Davin asked, shocked and
concer ned.

But her father's tenples were swollen with rage.

"You wetched girl, | ordered you back to the house! Do you think I am going
to let you defy ne like this? Cone out of there and | eave the hawk-"

"The hawk has fed," said Romlly, "I saved her for you. Doesn't that nean
anyt hi ng?" And then all her fury flooded through her again, and like a bating
hawk, she exploded. "Beat ne if you want to - if it's nore inportant to you
that | should act like a lady and let a harmess bird die! If that is being a
lady, | hope | shall never be one! | have the laran-" in her anger she used

the word without thinking, "and | don't think the gods nmake nistakes; it nust
mean that | amneant to use it! It isn't ny fault that | have the MacAran G ft
when ny brother doesn't, but it was given to me so that now | didn't have to
stand by and let Preciosa die. . . ." and she stopped, swallow ng back sobs
that threatened to choke her voice entirely.

"She's right, sir," said old Davin slowy. "She's not the first |ady of
MacAran to have the Gft, and, be the gods willing, she won't be the last."

The MacAran gl ared; but he stepped forward, took up a feather, and gently
stroked the breast of the drowsing hawk. "A beautiful bird," he said, at |ast
"What did you call her? Preciosa? A good nane, too. You have done well,
daughter." It was wenched out of him unwilling; then he scowed, and it was
like the flood of fury flooding through the hawk.

"Get you gone fromhere, inside the house, and have a bath and fresh cl ot hes
- I will not have you filthy as a stable wench! Go and call your nmamid, and
don't let nme see you beyond the house door again!" And as she slipped past him
she could feel that blow he started to give her, then held back - he could not
bring hinself to strike anything, and she had saved the life of the hawk. But
out of his rage of frustration he shouted after her at the top of his |ungs,
"You haven't heard the last of this, damm you, Rom[ly!"






CHAPTER TWO

Romi | ly stared out the wi ndow, her head in her hands. The great red sun was
angling downward from noon; two of the small npons stood, pale dayshine
reflections, in the sky, and the distant line of the Kilghard Hlls lured her
mnd out there in the sky, with the clouds and the birds flying. A page of
finished sums, put aside, lay before her on the wooden desk, and a still-danp
page of neatly copied maxins from the Book of Burdens; but she did not see
them nor did she hear the voice of her governess; Calinda was fussing at
Mal l'ina for her badly blotted pages.

This afternoon, when | have done flying Preciosa to the lure, | wll have
W ndracer saddled, and carry Preciosa before ne on ray saddle, hooded, to
accustom her to the horse's snell and notion. | cannot trust her yet to fly

free, but it will not be long....

Across the room her brother Rael scuffled his feet noisily, and Calinda
rebuked him with a silent shake of her head. Rael, Romlly thought, was
dreadfully spoiled now - he had been so dangerously ill, and this was his
first day back in the schoolroom Silence fell over the children, except for
the noisy scratching of Millina's pen, and the alnbst-noiseless click of
Calinda's knotting-pins; she was naking a woolly undervest for Rael, and when
it was finished, Ronmilly thought, not w thout nalice, then she would only face
the problem of getting Rael to wear it!

Her eyes glazed in a drowse of perfect boredom Romlly stared out the
wi ndow, until the quiet was interrupted by a noisy wail from Mallina.

"Curse this pen! It sheds blots like nuts in autum! Now | have blotted
anot her sheet!"

"Hush, Mallina," said the governess severely. "Ronmlly, read to your sister
the last of the maxins | set you to copy fromthe Book of Burdens."

Sighing, recalled against her will to the schoolroom Romlly read sullenly
al oud. "A poor worker blanes only the tool in his hand."

"It is not the fault of the pen if you cannot wite without blots," Calinda
reproved, and cane to guide the pen in her pupil's hand. "See, hold your hand
so-"

"My fingers ache,” Mallina grunbled, "Wy nust | learn to wite anyway,
spoi ling ny eyes and naking ny hands hurt? None of the daughters of Hi gh Crags
can wite, or read either, and they are none the worse for it; they are
al ready betrothed, and it is no loss to them"

"You should think yourself lucky," said the governess sternly, "Your father
does not wish his daughters to grow up in ignorance, able only to sew and spin
and enbroider, w thout enough learning even to wite 'Apple and nut conserve'

on your jars at harvest tine! Wien | was a girl, | had to fight for even so
much learning as that! Your father is a man of sense, who knows that his
daughters will need learning as much as do his sons! So you will sit there

until you have filled another sheet without a single blot. Romilly, let ne see
your work. Yes, that is very neat. Wiile | check your sums, wll you hear your
brother read from his book?"

Romilly rose with alacrity, to join Rael at his seat; anything was better
than sitting notionless at her desk! Calinda bent to guide Mallina's hand on
her pen, and Rael |eaned against Romilly's shoulder; she gave the child a
surreptitious hug, then dutifully pointed her finger at the first hand-
lettered line of the priner. It was very old; she had been taught to read from
this sane book, and so, she thought, had Ruyven and Darren before her - the
book had been nade, and sewn, by her own grandnot her when her father had first
|l earned to read; and witten in the front were the crudely sprawed letters
that said Mkhail MacAran, his own book. The ink was beginning to fade a
little, but it was still perfectly |egible.

"The horse is in the stable," Rael spelled out slowy. “ The fow is in the
nest. The bird is in the air. The tree is in the wod. The boat is on the
water. The nut is on the tree. The boy is in the-" he scowed at the word and

guessed. "Barn?"
Romi | Iy chuckled softly. "I am sure he wi shes he were, as you do," she
whi spered, "but that's not right, Rael. Look, what is that first letter? Spell
it out-"
"The boy is in the kitchen,

he read glumy. "The bread is in the pan?"



"Rael, you're guessing again," she said. "Look at the letters. You know
better than that."

"The bread is in the oven."

"That's right. Try the next page, now. "

"The cook bakes the bread. The farner-" he hesitated, nmoving his |ips,
scow i ng at the page. "Gathers?"

"That's right, go on."

"The farmer gathers the nuts. The soldier rides the horse. The groom puts
the saddl e on the horse. Rony, when can | read sonething that nakes sense?"

Romi I |y chuckl ed again. "Wen you know your letters a bit better," she said.
"Let me see your copybook. Yes, your letters are witten there, but |ook, they
sprawl all over the line like ducks waddling, when they should march al ong
neatly like soldiers - see where Calinda ruled the line for you?" She put the
prinmer aside. "But | will tell Calinda you know your |esson, shall [?"

"Then perhaps we can go out to the stables,"” whispered Rael. "Rony, did
father beat you for tami ng the hawk? | heard Mt her say he should.”

| doubt that not at all, Roml|ly thought, but the Lady Luciella was Rael's
not her and she would not speak evil of her to the child. And Luciella had
never been really unkind to her. She said "No, | was not beaten; father said |
did well - he would have |ost the hawk otherw se, and verrin hawks are costly
and rare. And this one was near to starving on its block."

"How did you do it? Can | tane a hawk sonme day? | would be afraid, they are
so fierce."

But he had raised his voice, and Calinda |ooked up and frowned at them
"Rael, Romlly, are you mnding the | esson?"

"No, nestra," said Ronmilly politely, "he has finished, he read two pages in
the primer with only one nmistake. May we go now?"

"You know you are not supposed to whisper and chatter when you are working,"
said the governess, but she |ooked tired, too. "Rael, bring ne your sheet of
letters. Ch, this is disgraceful," she said, frowning, "Wy, they are all over
the page! A big boy like you should wite better than this! Sit down, now, and
t ake your pen!"

"I don't want to," Rael sulked, "My head hurts."

"If your head hurts, | shall tell your nother you are not well enough to
ride after your lesson," said Calinda, hiding the smle that sprang to her
lips, and Rael glumy sat down, curled his fist around the pen and began to
print another series of tipsy letters along the line, his tongue just
protrudi ng between his teeth, scow ing over the page.

"Mallina, go and wash the ink from your fingers. Ronmilly, bring your
enbr oi dery-work, and you may as well bring Mallina's too," said the governess,
bendi ng over Rael's desk. Romlly, frowning, went to the cupboard and pulled
out her workbasket and her sister's. She was quick enough with her pen, but,
she thought angrily, put a needle in nmy hand and | night as well have a hoof
i nstead of fingers!

"I will show you one nore tine how to do the knot-stitch neatly," said
Cal inda, taking the grubby, winkled Iinen in her own hands, trying to snooth
it, while Romilly pricked her finger threading the needle and yelped like a
puppy. "This is a disgrace, Romlly; why, Rael could do better if he tried,
do believe!"

"Then why not let Rael do it?" Rom|lly scow ed.

"For shanme, a big girl, alnmost fifteen, old enough to be nmarried," Calinda
said, glancing over Rael's shoul der. "Wy, what have you witten here?"

Startled by the tone in the wonman's voice, Romlly |ooked over her snal

brother's shoulder. In uneven printing, he had lettered | w sh ny brother
Ruyven cone hone.

"Wll, | do," said Rael, blinking his eyes hard and digging his fists into
t hem

"Tear it up, quickly," said Calinda, taking the paper and suiting the action
to the word. "If your father saw it - you know he has ordered that your
brother's nane is not to be nentioned in this housel™

"I didn't nmention it, | only printed it," said Rael angrily, "and he's ny
brother and |'Il talk about himif | want to! Ruyven, Ruyven, Ruyven - so

there!l"



"Hush, hush, Rael," said Calinda, "W all-" she broke off, thinking better
of what she had begun to say, but Ronilly heard it with her new senses, as
clearly as if Calinda had said, W all mss Ruyven. More gently, Calinda said,
"Put your book away, and run along to your riding-lesson, Rael."

Rael slamed his prinmer into his desk and raced for the door. Romlly
wat ched her brother enviously, scowming at the winkled stitchery in her hand.
After a minute Calinda sighed and said, "It is hard for a child to understand.
Your brother Darren will be hone at Mdsummer, and | am glad - Rael needs his
brother, | think. Here, Romilly, watch ny fingers - wap the thread so, three
times around the needle, and pull it through - see, you can do it neatly
enough when you try."

"A knot-stitch is easy," said Millina conplacently, looking up from her
snoot h panel of bleached Iinen, where a brilliant flower blooned under her
needl e.

"Aren't you ashaned, Romlly? Wy, Mllina has already enbroidered a dozen
cushi on-covers for her marriage-chest, and now she is working on her wedding
sheets. "

"Well," said Romilly, driven to the wall, "What do | need of enbroidered
cushi on-covers? A cushion is to sit on, not to show fancy stitching. And |
hope, if | have a husband, he will be |looking at ne, and not the enbroidered

flowers on our weddi ng sheets!”

Mal Iina giggled and blushed, and Calinda said, "Oh, hush, Romilly, what a
thing to say!" But she was smiling. "Wwen you have your own house, you wll be
proud to have beautiful things to adorn it."

| doubt that very much, Romlly thought, but she picked up the stitchery-
piece with resignation and thrust the needle through it. Mllina bent over the
quilt she was maeking, delicately appliqued with white starflowers on blue, and
began to set tiny stitches into the frane.

Yes, it was pretty, Romlly thought, but why did it matter so nmuch? A plain
one woul d keep her just as warm at night, and so would a saddl e- bl anket! She
would not have nminded, if she could have made sonething sensible, like a
riding-cloak, or a hood for a hawk, but this stupid flower-pattern, designed
to show off the fancy stitching she hated! Ginmy she bent over her work,
needl e clutched awkwardly in her fist, as the governess |ooked over the paper
of sums she had done that norning.

"You have gone past ny teaching in this, Romlly," the governess said at
last, "I wll speak to Dom Mkhail, and ask if the steward can give you
| essons i n keepi ng account - books and ciphering. It would be a pity to waste an
intelligence as keen as yours."

"Lessons from the steward?" said a voice from the doorway. "Nonsense,
mestra; Romlly is too old to have lessons froma nan, it would be scandal ous.
And what need has a | ady, to keep account-books?" Romilly raised her head from
the tangle of threads, to see her stepnother Luciella corning into the room

"If I could keep nmy own accounts, foster-nother,"” Romilly said, "l need
never be afraid | would be cheated by a di shonest steward."

Luciella smiled kindly. She was a small plunmp wonman, her hair carefully
curled, as neticulously dressed as if she were about to entertain the Queen at
a garden-party. She said, "I think we can find you a husband good enough t hat
he will see to all that for you, foster-daughter." She bent to kiss Mallina on
the cheek, patted Ronmilly's head. "Has Rael gone already to his riding-Ilesson?

I hope the sun will not be too strong for him he is still not entirely
recovered."” She frowned at the tangled threads and drunken line of colored
stitching. "Oh, dear, dear, this will never do! Gve ne the needle, child, you
hold it as if it were a curryconb! Look, hold it like this. See? Now the knot
is neat - isn't that easier, when you hold it so?"

G udgingly, Romlly nodded. Doma Luciella had never been anything but Kkind
to her; it was only that she could not imagine why Romlly was not exactly
like Mallina, only nore so, being ol der

"Let nme see you nmke another one, as | showed you," Luciella said. "See,
that is much better, mnmy dear. | knew you could do it, you are clever enough
with your fingers - your handwiting is much neater than Mallina's, only you
will not try. Calinda, | cane to ask you to give the children a holiday - Rae

has already run off to the stables? Wll enough - | only need the girls, |



want them to conme and be fitted for then - new riding-habits; they nust be
ready when the guests cone at M dsumer."

Predictably, Mllina squeal ed.

"Am | to have a new riding-habit, foster-nother? Wat color is it? Is it
made of velvet like a |ady' s?"

"No, ny dear, yours is nade of gabardine, for hard wear and nore grow ng,"
said Luciella, and Mllina grunbled.

"I amtired of wearing dresses all clunsy in the seans so they can be let
out when | grow half a dozen times, and all faded so everyone can see where
they have been let out and the hemlet down-"

"You must just hurry and finish growing, then," said Luciella kindly, "There

is no sense making a dress to your measure when you will have outgrown it in
six nonths wear, and you have not even a younger sister to pass it on to. You
are lucky you are to have a new habit at all, you know," she added sniling,

"You should wear Romilly's old ones, but we all know that Romilly gives her
riding-clothes such hard wear that after half a year there is nothing at al
left of them- they are hardly fit to pass on to the dairy-wonan."

"Well, | ride a horse," Ronmilly said, "I don't sit on its back and sinper at
t he stabl eboy!"

"Bitch," said Mallina, giving her a surreptitious kick on the ankle, "You
woul d, fast enough, if he'd |look at you, but nobody ever will - you're like a
broom handl e dressed up in a gown!"

"And you're a fat pig," retorted Romilly, "You couldn't wear ny cast-off
gowns anyway, because you're so fat from all the honey-cakes you gobble
whenever you can sneak into the kitchen!"

"Grls! Grls!" Luciella entreated, "Mist you always squabble like this? |
came to ask a holiday for you - do you want to sit all day in the school room
and hem di sht owel s i nst ead?"

"No, indeed, foster-nother, forgive ne," said Romlly quickly, and Mllina
said sullenly, "Am| supposed to let her insult ne?"

"No, nor should you insult her in turn,” said Luciella, sighing. "Cone,
come, the sew ng-wonen are waiting for you."

"Do you need ne, vai domma?" Calinda asked.

"No, go and rest, nestra -l am sure you need it, after a norning with ny
brood. Send the groom first to look for Rael, he nust have his new jacket
fitted today, but I can wait till he has finished his riding-Ilesson.”

Romi ||y had been apprehensive, as she foll owed her stepnother into the room
where the sew ng-wonmen worked, light and airy with broad w ndows and green

growing plants in the sunny light; not flowers, for Luciella was a practica
woman, but growi ng pots of kitchen herbs and nedicinals which snelled sweet in
the sun through the glass. Luciella's taste ran heavily to ruffles and
flounces, and, from sone battles when she was a young girl, Ronilly feared
that if Luciella had ordered her riding-clothes they would be sone
disgustingly frilly style. But when she saw the dark-green velvet, cut deftly
to accentuate her slenderness, but plainly, with no trim but a single white
band at her throat, the whole dress of a green which caught the color of her
green eyes and nmade her coppery hair shine, she flushed with pleasure.

"It is beautiful, foster-nother," she said, standing as still as she could
while the sewing-wonen fitted it with pins to her body, "It is alnost too fine
for me!"

"Wll, you will need a good one, for hawking and hunting when the people
from H gh Crags come for the Mdsunmer feasting and parties,"” said Luciella,
"It is well to show off what a fine horse-wonan you are, though | think you
need a horse better suited to a lady than old Wndracer. | have spoken to
M khai | about a good horse for you - was there not one you trained yoursel f?"

Rom I ly's delighted gasp made her stepnother snile. She had been allowed to
hel p her father in training three of the fine blacks fromthe Lanart estates,
and they were all anong the finest horses to grace the stables at Fal consward.
If her father agreed that she might have one of those horses - she thought
with delight and pleasure of racing over the hills on one of the spirited
bl acks, with Preciosa on her arm and gave Luciella a spontaneous hug that
startled the ol der woman. "Ch, thank you, thank you, stepnother!"

"It is a pleasure to see you looking so nuch like a lady," Luciella said
smling at the pretty picture Romilly nade in the green habit. 'Take it off



now, ny dear, so it can be stitched. No, Dara," she added to the sew ng-wonman
who was fitting Mallina's habit over her full young breasts, "Not so tight in
the tunic there, it is unseemy for so young a girl."

Mal I'i na sul ked, "Wy nust all ny dresses be cut like a child s tunic? | have
already nore of a wonan's figure than Rom|I|y!"

"You certainly have," Ronm|lly said, "If you grow much nore in the tits, you
can hire out for a wet-nurse." She |ooked critically at Mllina's swelling
body, and the younger girl snarled, "A woman's habit is wasted on you, you
could wear a pair of Darren's old britches! You'd rather run around | ooking

like a stableboy, in a man's old leathers, |ike one of the Sisterhood of the
Swor d- "

"Come, cone," said Luciella peacefully, "Don't make fun of your sister's
figure, Romilly, she is growing faster than you, that is all. And you be qui et

too, Mallina; Romlly is grown, now, and your father has given strict orders
that she is not to ride astride in boots and breeches any nore, but is to have
a proper lady's habit and a lady's saddle for Mdsunmrer, when the people from
H gh Crags will be com ng here for hawking and hunting, and perhaps Al daran of
Scathfell with his sons and daughters, and sone of the people from Storn
Hei ghts. "

Mal i na squealed with pleasure - the twin daughters of Scathfell were her
closest friends, and during the wnter, heavy snowfalls had separated
Fal consward from Scathfell or fromH gh Crags. Romlly felt no such pleasure -
Jessany and Jeral da were about her own age, but they were like Mllina, plunp
and soft, an insult to any horse that carried them nuch nore concerned wth
the fit of their riding-habits and the ornaments of saddle and reins than in
the well-being of the horses they rode, or their own riding-skill. The ol dest
son at Hi gh Crags was about Ruyven's age and had been his dearest friend; he
treated Romlly and even Darren as silly children. And the folk from Storn
were all grown, and nost of themmarried sone with children.

Well, perhaps she would have a chance to ride with her father, and wth
Darren who would be honme from Nevarsin, and to fly Preciosa; it would not be
too bad, even if, while there were guests, she nmust wear a lady's riding-habit
and use a lady's saddle instead of the boots and breeches nobre suitable for
hunting; the guests would only be here for a few days and then she could go
back to her sensible boy's clothes for riding; she was willing to dress up
properly to neet her parents' guests. She had learned, as a matter of course,
to nanage proper riding-skirts and a | ady's saddl e when there were guests, and
to pl ease her stepnother.

She was hunmming when she returned to her room to change her dress for
riding; perhaps she would take Rael with her when she went to exercise
Preciosa to the lure, the long line whirled around her head with scraps of
neat and feathers to train and exercise a hawk. But when she searched behind
her door for the old boots and breeches she always wore for riding - they were
an ancient pair of Ruyven's - they could not be found.

She cl apped her hands to sumon the maid who waited on the children, but it
was ol d Gaenni s who cane.

"What is this, Nurse? Were are ny riding-breeches?"

"Your father has given strict orders," Gmennis said, "Lady Luciella nmade ne

throw them out - they're hardly fit for the hawknaster's boy now, those old
things. Your new habit's being nade, and you can wear your old one till it's
ready, ny pet" She pointed to the riding-skirt and tunic laid out on Ronmilly's
bed. "Here, ny lanb, 1'Il help you lace it up."

"You threw them out?" Romilly expl oded, "How dared you?"
"Ch, conme, don't talk like that, nmy little love, we all have to do what Lady

Luciella says, don't we? That habit still fits you fine, even if it's alittle
tight at the waist - see, | let it out for you yesterday, when Lady Luciella
told me."

"I can't ride Wndracer in this!" Rom|ly wadded up the offending skirts and
flung them across the room "He's not used to a lady's saddle, and | hate it,
and there aren't guests or anything like that! Get me some riding breeches,"”
she storned, but Gmennis shook her head sternly.

"I can't do that, |ovey, your father's given orders, you're not to ride in
breeches any nore, and it's about tinme, you'll be fifteen ten days before
M dsunmmer, and we nust think now about getting you married, and what man will



want to marry a hoyden who races around hi breeches |like sone canp-follower,
or one of those scandalous wonmen of the Sisterhood, with sword and ears
pi erced? Really, Rony, you should be ashanmed. A big girl like you, running off
to the hawk-house and staying out all night like that - it's tine you were
tanmed down into a lady! Now put on your riding-skirts, if you want to ride
and let's not have any nore of this nonsense."

Romi|lly stared in horror at her nurse. So this was to be her father's
puni shrent Wdrse, far worse than a beating, and she knew that from her
father's orders there would be no appeal

I wish he had beaten ne. At |east he would have been dealing with ne,
directly, with Romilly, with a person. But to turn nme over to Luciella, to let
her make me into her imge of a |ady...

"It's an insult to a decent horse,"” Romlly storned, "I won't do it!"
She ai med a savage kick at the offending habit on the fl oor
"Well, then, lovey, you can just stay inside the house like a lady, you

don't need to ride," said Gaennis conplacently, "You spend too nmuch tine in
the stables as it is, it's tine you stayed nore in the house, and left the
hawks and horses to your brothers as you should."

Appalled, Romlly swallowed down a lunmp in her throat, |ooking from the
habit on the floor to her beam ng nurse. "I expected this of Luciella," she
said, "she hates ne, doesn't she? It's the sort of spiteful thing Millina
m ght do, just because she can't ride a decent horse. But | didn't think you'd
join with them agai nst ne, Nurse!"

"Come, you mustn't talk like that,"” Gaennis said, clucking ruefully, "How
can you say that about your kind stepnother? |I tell you, not nmany stepnothers
with grown daughters are as good to them as Lady Luciella is to you and
Mal lina, dressing them up in beautiful things when you' re both prettier than
she is, knowing Darren's to be Lord here and her own son only a younger son,
not nuch better than a nedestro! Wy, your own nother would have had you out
of breeches three years ago, she'd never have let you run around all these
years |ike a hoyden! How can you say that she hates you?"

Romilly looked at the floor, her eyes stinging. It was true; no one could
have been kinder to her than Luciella. It would have been easier if Luciella
had ever showed her the slightest unkindness. | could fight against her, if
she was cruel to nme. \What can | do now?

And Preciosa would be waiting for her; did Gmennis really think she would
| eave her own hawk to the hawkmaster's boy, or even to Davin hinself? Her
hands shook with fury as she pulled on the detested habit, threadbare bl ue
gabardine and in spite of Gaennis's alterations, still too tight in the waist,
so that the lacings gaped wi de over her undertunic. Better to ride in skirts
than not to ride at all, she supposed, but if they thought they had beaten her
this easily, they could think again!

W1l she even know ne in this stupid girl's outfit?

Fum ng, she strode toward the stables and hawk-house, tripping once or twice
over the annoying skirts, slowing her step perforce to a proper |adylike pace.
So Luciella would bribe her with a pretty habit, to soften the blow? Just |ike
a wonman, that silly devious trick, not even telling her outright that she nust
put aside her riding-breeches!

I nside the hawk-house, she went directly to the block, slipping on her old
gauntl et and taking Preciosa up on her arm Wth her free hand she stroked the
hawk's breast with the feather kept for that purpose - the touch of a hand on
the hawk's feathers would take the coating fromthe feathers and damage them
Preci osa sensed her agitation and noved uneasily on her wist, and Romlly
made an effort to calm herself, taking down the hanging lure of feathers and
signalling to the boy Ker

"Have you fresh neat for Preciosa?"

"Yes, damisela, | had a pigeon just killed for the table and | kept all the
innards for her, they haven't been out of the bird nore than ten minutes," Ker
said, and she sniffed suspiciously at the fresh neat, then threaded it on to
the lure. Preciosa snelled the fresh food and jerked uneasily and fluttered;
Romi I ly spoke soothingly to her, and wal ked on, kicking the skirt out of her
way. She went into the stableyard and |oosed the jesses, whirling the lure
high over her head; Preciosa flung herself wupward, the recoil thrusting
Romilly's hand down, and wheeled high into the sky over the stableyard,



stooping down swiftly on the lure, striking alnost before it hit the ground.
Romilly let her feed in peace for a nmonent before calling her with the little
fal coner's whistle, which the bird nust learn to associate with her food, and
slipping the hood over her head again. She handed the lure to Ker and said,
"You whirl it; | want to watch her fly."

bediently the hawknaster's boy took the lure and began to whirl it over his
head; again Ronilly |oosed the hawk, watched her fly high, and descend to
Romilly's whistle to the flying bait. Twice nore the maneuver was repeated,
then Romlly let the hawk finish her neal in peace, before hooding her and
setting her back on the block. She stroked her again and again tenderly wth
the feather, crooning nonsense words of love to her, feeling the sense of
cl oseness and satisfaction fromthe fed hawk. She was | earning. Soon she would
fly free and catch her own prey, and return to the wist..

"Go and saddl e Wndracer," she said, glumy adding, "I suppose you nust use
nmy sidesaddle."

The groom woul d not | ook at her.

"I amsorry, dam sela - The MacAran gave strict orders. Very angry, he was."

So this, then, was her punishnment. More subtle than a beating, and not her
father's way - the delicate stitches set by Luciella' s hand could be clearly
seen in this. She could alnbst hear in her inmagination the words her
st epnot her nust have used; see, a big girl like Romlly, and you let her run
about the stables, why are you surprised at anything she m ght do? But |eave
her to ne, and I will rmake a |lady of her...

Romi|lly was about to fling at the groom angrily, to forget it, a sidesaddle

was an insult to any self-respecting horse . . . but on her arm Preci osa bated
in agitation, and she knew the bird was picking up her own rage - she
struggled for calmand said quietly, "Very well, put a lady's saddle on her,

then." Anger or no, sidesaddle or no, Preciosa nust be habituated to the
notion of the horse; and a ride on a lady's saddle was better than no ride at
all.

But she thought about it, long and hard, as she rode that day. Appeal to her
father would be wuseless: evidently he had turned responsibility over to
Luciella, the new riding-habit had been only a signal showing which way the
wi nd now bl ew. No doubt, a day would conme when she would be forbidden to ride
at all - no, for Luciella had told her of his plans to give her a good horse.
But she would ride as a lady, decorously because no horse could do anything
better than a ladylike trot with a lady's sidesaddle; ride cunbered in skirts,
unabl e even to school her hawk properly; there was no proper room for a hawk
as there was on a nan's saddl e where she could carry the block before her. And
soon, no doubt, she would be forbidden the stables and hawk-house except for
such ladylike rides as this. And what could she do about it? She was not yet
of age - she would be fifteen at M dsunmer, and had no recourse except to do
as her father and guardians bade her. It seened that the walls were closing
about her.

Wiy, then, had she been given this laran, since it seened that only a nman
had the freedom to use it? Romlly could have wept. Wy had she not, then,
been born a man? She knew the answer that would be given her, if she asked
Luciella what she would do with her Gft; it is, the woman woul d say, so that
your sons will have it.

And was she nothing but a vehicle for giving sone unknown husband sons? She
had often thought she would like to have children - she remenbered Rael as a

baby, little and cunning and as soft and |ovable as an unweaned puppy. But to
give up everything, to stay in the house and grow soft and flabby |ike
Luciella, her own Iife at an end, living only through her children? It was too

high a price to pay, even for babies as adorable as that. Furiously, Romlly
bl i nked back tears, knowing that the enotion would conme through to hawk and
horse, and disciplined herself to quiet.

She nust wait. Perhaps, when her father's first anger had cool ed, he could
be nade to see reason. And then she renenbered; before Mdsunmer, Darren woul d
be hone, and perhaps he, as her father's sole remaining heir, could intercede
for her with her father. She stroked the hawk with its feather to quiet her,
and rode back toward Fal consward with a glinmer of hope in her heart.






CHAPTER THREE

Ten days before Mdsummer, on Romilly's fifteenth birthday, her brother
Darren cane hone.

It was Rael who saw the riders first, as the fanmly sat at breakfast on the
terrace; the weather was so fine that Luciella had given orders for breakfast
to be served on that outdoor bal cony overlooking the valley of the Kadarin.
Rael had taken his second piece of bread and honey to the railing, despite
Luciella's gentle reprinmand that he should sit down nicely and finish his
food, and was hanging over the edge, throwing crunmbs of bread at the broad
| eaves of the ivy that crawmed up the sides of the castle toward the high
bal cony.

"Look, Mbother," he called, "there are riders, comng up the path - are they
com ng here, do you think? Father, do you see?"

The MacAran frowned at the child, raising his cup to his lips. "Hush. Rael,
| amtalking to your nother-" but Romilly abruptly knew who the riders were.

"It is Darren," she cried, and flewto the railing. "I know his horse - | am
goi ng down to neet him™"

"Romilly! Sit down and finish your food," Luciella scolded, but Romlly was
already out the door, her braids flapping against her shoul derblades, and
flying down the long stairway. Behind her she heard the clattering of Rael's
boots, and |aughed at the thought of Luciella s disquiet - the peaceful neal
had been disrupted for good, this tinme. She licked her fingers, which were
sticky with honey, and went out into the courtyard, Rael behind her; the boy
was hanging on the big gates, calling to the yard-nen to conme and open them

"It is my brother Darren - he is coning!"

Good- naturedly, the nen cane and began to tug on the doors, even before the
sound of the horses' hooves reached them Rael was a favorite, spoiled by
everyone. He clung to the gates, |aughing, as the nen shoved them under him
and waved his armexcitedly at the riders.

"It is Darren, and there is soneone with him Romlly, cone and see, cone
and nmeet himl"

But Ronmilly hung back a little, suddenly shy, conscious of her hastily-
brai ded, crooked hair, her smeared fingers and nouth, the bread and honey
still in her hand; she flung it quickly to the yard-dog and rubbed her
kerchi ef over the sticky snmears on her mouth. Wiy did she feel like this? It
was only Darren and sone friend he had nmade at the nonastery. Darren slid from
his horse and Rael was clanbering all over him hugging him talking so fast
he could hardly be understood. Darren |aughed, set Rael down and cane to take
Romilly into his arns.

"You have grown, sister, you are alnpst a wonan."

"It's her birthday, Darren, what did you bring her?" Rael demanded, and
Darren chuckled. He was tall and thin, his red hair clustered in thick curls
over his eyes, his face had the indoor pallor of a winter spent anpbng the
snows of Nevarsin.

"I had forgotten your birthday, sister - will you forgive nme? I will have a
gift for you at Mdsumer," he said.

"It is gift enough that you have conme today, Darren," she said, and pain
struck through her; she |oved Darren, but Ruyven was the brother to whom she
had always been <closest, while Millina and Darren had always shared
everything. And Ruyven would not cone hone, would never conme hone. Hatred for
the Towers who had taken her brother from her surged within her, and she
swal | owed hard, nicking away angry tears.

"Father and Luciella are at breakfast,"” she said, "Come up to the terrace,
Darren; tell the condom to have your saddl ebags taken to your room" She
caught his hand and would have drawn him along, but he turned back to the
stranger who had given his horse to the groom

"First I want you to know ny friend," he said, and pulled the young man
forward. "Alderic of Castamir; nmy oldest sister Romlly."

Alderic was even taller than Darren, his hair glinting with faint copper
through gold; his eyes were steel-grey, set deep beneath a high forehead. He
was shabbily dressed, an odd contrast to the richness of Darren's garnents -
Darren, as the eldest son of Falconsward, was richly clad in rust-colored
vel veteen trimred with dark fur, but the cloak the Castam r youngster wore was



threadbare, as if he had had it from his father or even his grandfather, and
t he nmean edgi ng of rabbithorn wool was coming away in pl aces.

So he has nade a friend of a youth poorer than hinself, no doubt brought him
here because his friend had not the nmeans to journey to his hone for the
hol i days. Darren is always kind. She put kind welcone, too, and a trace of
condescension, into her voice, as she said, "You are welcome, dom Alderic.
Come up and join ny parents at breakfast, will you not? Darin-" she beckoned
to the steward, "Take ny brother's bags to his room and put dom A deric's
things in the red chanber for the nonent; unless the Lady Luciella gives other
orders, it will be good to have himclose to ny brother's quarters.”

"Yes, cone along." Darren linked arns with Romilly, drew Alderic with them
up the stairs. "I cannot walk if you hang on ne like that, Rael - go ahead of
us, do!"

"He has been mssing you," Romlly said, "And-" she had started to speak of
their other brother, but this was to bring famly natters out before a
stranger; she and Darren would have time enough for confidences. They reached
the terrace, and Darren was enfolded in Mallina's arnms, and Rom|lly was |eft
to present Alderic of Castanir to her father.

The MacAran said with grave courtesy, "You are welcome to our hone, lad. A
friend of ny son has a friend' s welcone here. Are you akin to Valdrin Castamr
of Hi ghgarth? He and | were in the guard of King Rafael before the king was
nost foully nurdered.”

"Only distantly, sir," said Alderic. "Knew you not that Lord Valdrin was
dead, and his castle burnt about his ears with clingfire because he sheltered
Carolin in his road to exile?

The MacAran swallowed visibly. "Valdrin dead? W were playfellows and
bredin," he said, "but Valdrin was always a fool, as any man is a fool who
meddl es in the affairs of the great folk of the land."

Alderic said stiffly, "I honor the nenory of the Lord Valdrin for his
loyalty to our rightful king in exile, sir."

"Honor," The MacAran said bitterly, "Honor is of no use to the dead, and to
all of his folk whom he entangled in the quarrel of the great ones; great
honor to his wife and little children, | doubt it not, to die with the flesh
burnt from their very bones? As if it mattered to ne, or to any reasonable
man, which great donkey kept the throne warm with his royal backsides while
better nen went about their business?"

Romilly could see that Alderic was ready with a sharp answer, but he bowed
and said nothing; he would not offend his host. Mllina was introduced to
Al deric and sinpered up at him while Ronmlly watched in disdain - anything in
breeches, she thought, and Millina willingly practices her silly wonmanish
wiles on him even this shabby political refugee Darren picked up at Nevarsin
and brought home, no doubt to give the boy a few good neals - he |ooked thin
as a rake, and no doubt, at Nevarsin, they feed them on porridge of acorns and
cold water!

Mal lina was still chattering to the young nen.
"And the folk from Storn Heights are com ng, and the sons and daughters of
Al daran of Scathfell, and all during the Mdsumer-festival there wll be

parti es and hawki ngs and hunts, and a great M dsummrer-dance-" and she sl anted
her long-lashed eyes at Alderic and said, "Are you fond of dancing, dom
Al deric?"

"I have done but little dancing since | was a child," said Alderic, "I have
danced only the clodhopper-dances of the nonks and novices when they dance
together at mdwinter - but | shall expect you to teach themto ne, dam sela."
He bowed to her and to Rom|ly, but Mallina said, "Ch, Romilly will not dance
with nmen - she is nore at honme in the stables, and would rather show you her
hawks and hounds!"

"Mallina, go to your lessons," said Luciella, in a voice that clearly said,
"Il deal with you later, young lady. "You must forgive her, dom Al deric, she
is only a spiteful child."

Mal lina burst into tears and ran out of the room but Al deric smled at
Romilly and said, "I too feel nore at ease in the conpany of hawks and horses
than that of wonen. | believe one of the horses we brought from Nevarsin is
your s?"



"I't belonged to-" Darren caught his father's scowl and anmended, "a relative
of ours; he left it in Nevarsin to be returned to us." But Ronilly intercepted
the glance that passed between Darren and Alderic and knew that her brother
had confided the whole story to his friend. How far, she wondered, had that
scandal spread, that the son of The MacAran had quarreled with his fanmily and
fled to a Tower?

"Ronmilly," said her father, "should you not be in the schoolroom wth
M stress Cal linda?"

"You prom sed ne a holiday on ny birthday,'

Romi ||y rem nded her stepnother,

and Luciella said with an ill grace, "Wl l, as | have prom sed - | suppose you
want to spend the time with your brother. Go, then, if you wish."

She smiled at her brother and said, "I would like to show you ny new verrin
hawk. "

"Romilly trained it herself," Rael burst out, while her father frowned.
"When Davin was sick. She waited up all night until it would feed, and the

hawkmaster said that father could not have done better hinself."

"Aye," The MacAran said roughly, "your sister has done what you would not
do, boy - you should take lessons from her in skill and courage! Wuld that
she had been the boy, and you the maiden, so that you mght put skirts about
your knees and spend the day in scribbling and enbroidering within the house-"

Darren flushed to the roots of his hair. He said, "Do not nock nme before ny
friend, Father. | will do as well as | amable, | pledge to you. But | am as
the Gods nade nme, and no other. A rabbithorn cannot be a war-horse and wll
only becone a | aughi ng-stock if he should try."

"I's that what they have taught you anpong the damed nonks?"

"They taught ne that what | am | am" said Darren, and Rom|ly saw the
glint of tears in his eyes, "and yet, Father, | amhere at your will, to do ny
poor best for you." Ronmilly could hear, as plain as if the forbidden nane had
been spoken, it is not nmy fault that | amnot Ruyven, nor was it ny doing that
he went from here.

The MacAran set his massive jaw, and Ronilly knew that he, too, heard the
forbi dden words. He said, scowing, 'Take your brother to the hawk-house,
Rony, and show hi m your hawk; perhaps it will shame himinto striving to equa
what a girl can do."

Darren opened his mouth to speak, but Romilly nudged himin the ribs, as if
to say, Let us go while we can, before he says worse. Darren said, nuffled,
"Conme along, Alderic, unless hawks weary you," and Alderic, saying sonething
courteous and nonconmittal, bowed to The MacAran and to Lady Luciella and went
with diem down the stairs.

For the last few days Preciosa had been placed on her block anmong the
al ready-trai ned hawks; nmoving quietly, Romlly slid gauntlet on wist and took
up the bird, then returned to the two young nen

"This is Preciosa," she said, pride swelling her voice, and asked Darren
"Wuld you like to hold her for a nonment while | fetch the lures and |ines?
She nust learn to tolerate another's hand and voi ce-"

But as she noved toward him he flinched away, in a startled novenent, and
Rom | Iy, sensing how the fear in himreverberated hi the bird-mind, turned her
attention to soothing Preciosa, stroking her with a feather. She said, not
reproving, but so intent on what she was doing that she did not stop to think
how her words would sound to another, "Never nove so quickly around a hawk -
you should know that! You will frighten her - one would think you were afraid
of her!™

"It is only - I am not used to be so close to anything so large and so
fierce," Darren said, biting his lip.
"Fierce? Preciosa? Wy, she is gentle as a puppy dog," Romlly said,

di sbel i eving. She beckoned to the hawkmaster's boy. "Fetch the lures, Ker-"
and when he brought them she exam ned the bait, frowning and winkling up her
nose.

"I's this what you have for the other hawks? Do you think they are carrion
feeders? Wiy, a dog would turn away fromthis in disgust! | have orders that
Preciosa was to have fresh-killed nmeat, mice if nothing better was avail able
fromthe kitchens, but nothing as old and rank as this."

"I't's what Davin had set aside for the birds, Mstress Romlly."



Romi ||y opened her nouth to give him the tongue-lashing he deserved, but
even before a sound was out, the hawk on her wist bated furiously, and she
knew her own anger was reaching Preciosa's mind. She drew a long breath and
said quietly, "I will have a word with Davin. | would ask no decent hawk to
feed on this garbage. For now, go and fetch ne sonething fresh-killed for ny
bird; if not a pigeon, take one of the dogs and find nmce or a rat, and at
once. "

Darren had drawn back from the frenzied flapping of wngs, but as Ker
scuttled away to obey orders, he said, "I see that working with the hawk has
at | east given you sone command of that tenper and tongue, Rony - it has been
good for you!"

"I wish Father would agree to that,” Romlly said, still stroking Preciosa
with the feather, trying to calmher. "But birds are |ike babies, they pick up
the enotions of those who tend them | really do not think it is nore than
that. Have you forgotten when Rael was a babe, that nurse Luciella had for him
- no, | cannot bring her name to mind just now - Maria, Myra, sonething of
that sort - Luciella had to send her away because the wonman's older son

drowned, and she wept when she saw Rael, and it gave him colic, so that was
when Gmennis canme to us-"

"No, it is nore than that," said Al deric, as they noved out of the darkness
of the hawk-house into the tiled courtyard, "There is a well-known |aran, and
it appeared first, | am told, anong the Delleray and MacAran fol k; enpathy
with hawk and horse and sentry-bird ... it was for that they trained it, in
warfare in the days of King Felix. Anmong the Delleray folk, it was tied to
sone lethal genes and so died away, but MicArans have had the Gft for
generations."

Darren said with an uneasy snile, "I beg you, ny friend, speak not of laran
so freely when ny father is by to hear.”

"Way, is he one who would speak of sweetnut-bl ossom because snowfl akes are
too cold for hinP" A deric asked with a grin. "All nmy life | have heard of the
horses trained by The MacAran as the finest in the world, and Dom Mkhail is
one of the nore notable of MacAran lords. Surely he knows well the Gfts and
| aran of his house and his lady's."

"Still, he will not hear the word spoken," said Darren, "Not since Ruyven
fled to the Tower, and | blanme him not, though sone would say | am the gainer
by what Ruyven has done .. . Romilly, now while Father is not by, | wll say
this to you and you may tell Millina secretly; | think Rael is too young to
keep it to hinself, but use your own judgnent. At the nonastery, | had a
letter from Ruyven; he is well, and |oves the work he does, and is happy. He
sends his love and a kiss to all of you, and bids me speak of him again to
Fat her when | judge the tine is right."

"Which will be when apples and blackfruit grow on the ice cliffs of
Nevarsin," said Romilly, "You were there, you know what he feels."
Darren shook his head. "Ah, no, sister, I amnot so rmuch a telepath as you,

t hough | knew that he was angry."

Romilly turned on him blinking in disbelief. "Can you not hear a thing
unless it is spoken al oud?" she dermanded, "Are you head blind like the witless
donkey you ride?"

Sl ow color, the red of shame, suffused Darren's face as he | owered his eyes.
"Even so, sister," he said, and Rom|Ily shut her eyes as if to avoid |ooking
on sonme gross defornmity. She had never known or guessed this, she had al ways
taken it for granted that all her siblings shared the Gft she had conme to
take for granted even before she knew what it was.

She turned with relief to Davin, who was com ng through the courtyard. "Ws
it you, old friend, gave orders to feed the hawks on the offal of the
kitchens, and not even fresh at that?" She pointed at the pan of offending
refuse; Davin picked it up, sniffed disdainfully at it, and put it aside.

"That | azybones of a |lad brought this? He'll nmake no hawker! | sent himfor
fresher food fromthe kitchens, but Lady Luciella says there are to be no nore
fresh birds killed for hawk-bait; | doubt not Ker was too lazy to catch mce,
but I'Il find sonething fresher to exercise your hawk, M stress Romlly."

Al deric asked, "May | touch her?" and took the feather from Rom |ly's hand,
stroking the hawk's sleek feathers. "She is indeed beautiful; verrin hawks are



not easy to keep, though | have tried it. Not with success, unless they were
yard- hat ched. And this was a haggard? Wo trai ned her?"

"I did, and amstill working with her; she has not yet flown free,
said, and smiled shyly at his | ook of amazenent.

"You trained her? A girl? But why not, you are a MacAran. In the Tower where
| dwelt for a time, sone of the woman taned and flew verrin hawks taken in the
wild, and we are apt to say there, to one who has notable success with a hawk,
Why, you have the hand of a MacAran with a bird...."

"Are there MacArans in the Towers, then, that they should say so?" Romlly
asked, "I knew not that there were any MacArans within their walls, until ny
br ot her went thither."

Al deric said, "The saying was known in ny father's time and in his father's
- the Gft of a MacAran." The word he used was not the ordinary word in the
Kilghard Hills, laran, but the old casta word donas. "But your father is not

Romi | 'y

pl eased, then, to have a son in the Tower? Mst hill-fol k woul d be proud."
Darren's smle was bitter. "I have no gift for working with animals - and
smal|l gift for anything el se, save learning; but while Ruyven was ny father's
Heir it did not matter; | was destined for the nonastery, and | was happy with
the Brotherhood. Now he will even try to hammer this bent nail into the place
laid out for ny brother."
"Have you not a third brother?" Alderic asked, "Is the little lad who

greeted you nedestro, or feeblem nded, that your father cannot give a son to
St-Val enti ne-of -the-Snows and rear Rafael, Rael, whatever you called him to
the lordship of Falconsward? O, seeing what Mstress Romilly can do-" his
smle was generous, and Ronmilly blushed. But Darren said bitterly, "You do not
know ny father-" and broke off while Romilly was still pondering this; did it
seem reasonable to Alderic, then, that she might even take Ruyven's place at
Fal conswar d?

"I"ve brought fresh-killed nmeat for your hawk, Mstress Romlly," Davin
said, coming into the stableyard, "One of the cooks had just killed a fow for
roasting at dinner; she let ne have the innards for your bird, and | gave

orders for the freshest offal of every day to be put aside for you in the
norni ng; that garbage Ker brought was fromthe day before, because one of the
cooks put it aside for the dogs, and he was too busy eyeing the wenches in the

kitchen to ask for the fresh neat. He'll never nake a hawker, that one! |
swear, |I'd turn himoff for a sekal, and start teaching little Master Rael the
handl i ng!"

Romi I ly chuckled. "Luciella would have nuch to say about that," she told

him "but put Ker to feeding the pigs or tending the kennels, and surely there
must be soneone on the estate who has sone hawk-sense!"

Darren grinned mrthlessly. He said, 'Try Nelda's boy Grris; he was
festival -got, and runor speaks w de about who had his fathering. If he's good
with the beasts, it will bring himunder ny father's eye, which Nelda was too
proud to do. Once | suggested he should be put to share |lessons with Rael, and
our great Lady and M stress Luciella had fits - one would think I'd suggested
bringing the pig-boy in to dine at the high table."

"You should know that Luciella hears only what she wants to hear," said
Romi I ly. "Perhaps she thought that bastardy is like fleas, catching. Lo
She funbled for the lures and lines, cunbered with Preciosa' s weight on her
wrist. "Dammation, Darren, can't you hold her for nme a nonent? |f not, for
charity's sake, at least thread the meat on the lure - she snells it and wll
gowildin a noment!"

"I will take her, if you will trust me with your hawk," said Alderic, and
held out his arm "So, will you cone to ne, pretty one?" Carefully, he lifted
the nervous hawk from Romilly's wist to his own. "Wiat is it you call her,
Preci osa? And so she is, are you not, precious one?"

Romilly watched jealously as the hooded hawk settled down confortably on
Alderic's wist; but Preciosa seenmed content and she turned to tying the line
around the neat, so that Preciosa could not snap it away too swiftly, and nust
bring it dowmn to the ground to eat, as a good hunting-hawk nust learn to do;
badly tanmed hawks tended to snatch food froma lure in mdair, which taught
themlittle about hunting practice. They nust be taught to bring the prey down
to their nmaster, and to wait until the neat was given to themfromthe hand.



"Gve nme the line and lure," said Darren. "If | can do nothing else, | can
at least throw out the lure."”

Romi|Ily handed it to himwth relief. "Thank you - you are taller than I,
you can whirl it higher,"” she said, and took Preciosa again on her wist. One
handed, she slipped the hood fromthe hawk's head, raising her armto let it
fly. Trailing its lines, the hawk rose higher, higher - comng to the end of
the line, Romilly saw it turn its head, see the flying, whistling lure -
swiftly, dropping with suddenly folded w ngs, it descended on the Ilure,
seizing it with beak and talons, and dropped swiftly to Romlly's feet.
RomiIly gave the sharp whistle which the hawk was being taught to associate
with food, and scooped Preciosa up on her glove, tearing the food from the
| ure.

Preciosa was bending so swiftly to the food that she hopped sidew se on
Romilly's arm her claws contracting painfully in the girl's thinly-clad
forearm above the gauntlet. Blood burst out, staining her dress; Ronmilly set
her mouth and did not cry out, but as the crimson spread across the blue
fabric, Darren cried out sharply.

"Ch, sister!"

Preciosa, startled by the cry, lost her balance and fell, bated awkwardly,
her wings beating into Darren's face; Ronmilly reached for her, but Darren
cried out in panic and flung up his hands to ward away the beak and tal ons
which were dangerously close to his face. At his scream Preciosa tottered
again and flew upward, checking with a shrill scream of rage at the end of her
I'ines.

Her jaws set, Romlly hissed in a whisper "Damm you, Darren, she could have
broken a flight-feather! Don't you know better than to nobve that fast around a
hawk? CGet back before you frighten her worse than that!"

Darren stanmmrered "You-you-you're bl eeding-"

"So what?" Romilly demanded harshly, shoved him back with a rough hand, and
whi stled softly, coaxingly to Preciosa. "I night better bring Rael into the
hawk- house, you lackwit! Get out of here!"

"And this is what | have for a son and heir," said The MacAran bitterly. He
was standing in the door of the hawk-house, watching the three young people
unseen. His voice, even in his anger, was |low - he knew better than to raise
his voice near a frightened bird. He stood silent, staring with his brows
knitted in a scow, as Romlly coaxed the hawk down to her wist and untangl ed
the lines. "Are you not ashaned, Darren, to stand by while a little girl bests

you at what should cone by instinct to any son of mne? But that | knew your
nmother so well, | would swear you had been fathered by sone chance - cone
beggar of the roads. . . . Bearer of Burdens, why have you weighted my life

with a son so unfit for his place?" He grabbed Darren's arm and jerked him
i nside the hawk-house; Rom|ly heard Darren cry out and her teeth nmet in her
lip as if the blow had | anded on her own shoul ders.

"CGet out there, now, and try to behave like a man for once! Take this hawk -
no, not like that, damation take you, you have hands |ike great hans for all
your witing and scribbling! Take the hawk out there and exercise her on a
lure, and if | see you ducking away fromit like that, | swear I'll have you
beaten and sent to bed with bread and water as if you were Rael's age!"

Alderic's face was dead white and his jaw set, but he bent his eyes on the
backs of his hands and did not speak. Romlly, fighting for calm there was no
sense in upsetting Preciosa again - threaded meat on the lure again. Wthout
words, Alderic reached for the line and began to swing it high, and Romlly
wat ched Preciosa wing off, both of themfrying to ignore Darren, his face red
and swollen, clunmsily trying to unhood a strange hawk at the far end of the
stableyard. It was all they could do for Darren now.

She thought; at least, he is trying. Perhaps that is braver than what | did,
defying Father; | had the Gft, | was only doing what is natural for ne, and
Darren, obeying, is going against everything which is natural to him . . .
and her throat swelled as if she would cry, but she fought the tears back. It
woul d not hel p Darren. Nothing would hel p himexcept trying to conquer his own
nervousness. And, sonewhere inside her, she could not help feeling a tiny
sting of contenpt . . . how could he bungle anything which was so easy and
si npl e?



CHAPTER FOUR

Romilly did not see the first of the guests arrive for the M dsummer-feast;
the day had dawned clear and brilliant, the red sun rising over just a hint of
cloud at the horizon. For three days there had been neither snow nor rain, and
everywhere in the courtyard flowers were bursting into bloom She sat up in
her bed, drawing a breath of excitenent; today she was to fly Preciosa free
for the very first tine.

This was the final excruciating test for hawk and trainer. Al too often,
when first freed, the hawk would rise into the sky, wing away into the violet
cl ouds and never return. She faced that know edge; she could not bear to |ose
Preciosa now, and it was all the nore likely with a haggard who had hunted and
fed for herself inthe wild

But Preciosa would return, Ronmilly was confident of that. She flung off her
ni ghtgown and dressed for the hunt; her stepnother had had her new green-
velvet habit laid enticingly ready, but she put on an old tunic and shirt, and
a pair of Darren's old breeches. If her father was angry, then he must be
angry as he woul d; she would not spoil Preciosa's first hunt by worrying about
whet her or not she spotted her new vel vet cl ot hing.

As she slipped out into the corridor she stunbled over a basket set in her
door; the traditional Mdsumer-gift from the nen of the famly to nothers,
sisters, daughters. Her father was al ways generous; she set the basket inside,
runmaged through it for a handy apple and a few of the sweets that always
appeared there too, and thrust them into her pockets - just what she wanted
for hunting, and after a nonent she pocketed a few nore for Darren and
Alderic. There was a second basket there too; Darren's? And a tiny one
clumsily pasted of paper strips, which she had seen Rael trying to hide in the
school room she smiled indulgently, for it was filled with a handful of nuts
whi ch she knew he had saved from his own desserts. Wat a darling he was, her
little brother! For a nonent she was tenpted to ask him too, on this specia
ride, but after a minute of reflection she sighed and decided not to risk her
stepnot her's anger. She woul d arrange sone special treat for himlater

She went silently down the hallway and joined Darren and Al deric, who were

waiting at the doorway, having let the dogs outside - it was, after all, well
after daylight. The three young people went toward the stable.
Darren said, "I told father we were goi ng hawki ng at dawn. He gave you | eave

to fly his racer if you would, Al deric."
"He is generous," said Alderic, and went quietly toward the hawk.

"Which one will you take, Darren?" asked Ronmilly, slipping Preciosa on to
her wist. Darren, raising his eyes to her with a snile, said, "I think you
know, sister, that | take no pleasure in hawks. |If father had bidden ne to
exercise one of his birds, | would obey hin but in honor of the holiday,
per haps, he forbore to lay any such comand on ne."

H's tone was so bitter that Alderic | ooked up and said, "I think he neans to
be kind, bredu."

"Aye. No doubt." But Darren did not raise his head as they went across to

the stable, where the horses were ready.

Romilly set Preciosa on the perch as she saddl ed her own horse. She woul d
not conmmand any man to disobey her father against his conscience; but she
woul d not ride sidesaddle on this holiday ride, either. If her father chose to
puni sh her, she would accept whatever he chose to do.

It was sheer ecstasy to be on a horse again in proper riding clothes,
feeling the cool norning wi nd agai nst her face, and Preciosa before her on the
saddl e, hooded but alert. She could feel a trickle of awareness fromthe bird
which was blended of enotions Romilly herself could not identify . . . not
quite fear as she had come to know it, not quite excitenent, but to her great
relief it was wholly unmixed with the terrifying rage she had felt when she
began training the hawk. The clouds nelted away as they rode into the hills,
and under their horses' hooves there was only the tiniest crackling of frost.

"Where shall we go, Darren? You know these hills,"” Alderic asked, and Darren
| aughed at them

"Ask Romlly, not nme, ny-" he broke off sharply and Romilly, raising her
eyes suddenly from her bird, intercepted the sharp, alnost warning || ook



Al deric gave the younger nman. Darren said quickly, "My sister knows nore of
the hills and of the hawks than |I do, Lord 'Deric."

"This way, | think," she said, "To the far horse-pasture; we can fly the
birds there and none will disturb us. And there are always small birds and
small animals in the coverts."

As they topped the rise they | ooked down on the pasture, a w de stretch of
hillside grassland, dotted here and there with clunps of berry-briars, snal
bushes and underbrush. A few horses were cropping the bunchy grass, green with
sunmer, and the fields and bushes were coated with clusters of blue and yell ow
wi | dfl owers. |nsects buzzed in the grass; the horses raised their heads in
alert inquiry, but seeing nothing to disturb them went on nibbling grass. One
small filly flung up her head and cane trotting, on spindly legs, toward them
Romi I ly laughed, slid from her horse and went to nuzzle the baby horse; she
came not nuch higher than Rom|1y's shoul der

"This is Angel," she said to the young nmen, "She was born |last winter, and |
used to feed her with apple scraps - no, Angel, that's my breakfast," she
added, slapping the soft nuzzle away from the pocket where the horse was
trying to rummge. But she relented and pulled her knife, cutting a snal
slice of apple for the filly.

"No nore, now, it wll give you a bellyache," she said, and the little
animal, evidently taking her word for it, trotted off on her long spindly
| egs.

"Let us go on, or old Wndy will be on us," she said laughing, "He is out to
pasture in this field. He is too old a gelding for the mares to take any
notice of him and his teeth are alnbst too old to chew grass; Father would
have him put down this spring, but, he said he should have one | ast sunmmer and

before winter comes. He will send himquietly to his rest; he should not have
to endure another winter of cold with his old joints."
"I will grieve when that is ny task," said Darren, "W all learned to ride

on him he was like an old rocking-chair to sit on." He |looked with a distant
sadness at the aged, hal f-blind pony chonping at soft grass in a corner of the

field. "I think Father spared hi mbecause he was Ruyven's first horse...."

"He had a good life, and will nmake a good end," said Alderic, "Unlike nen,
horses are not allowed to live till they are senile and half mad ... if they
gave nmen such nmercy as that, | should not - there would not now be a usurper

king on the throne in Hali and the king would not now be wandering in his
exile."

"I do not understand," said Romlly. Darren frowned, but Al deric said, "You
are not old enough to remenber when King Felix died? He was nore than a
hundred and fifty, an emmsca, very old and w thout sons; and he had |ong
outlived sense and wit, so he sought to put the eldest son of his youngest
brother on the throne, rather than his next brother's elder son, who was
rightfully Heir. And so the Lord Rakhal, who flattered and cozened an old and
senile king and got the Regents all in his hand with bribes and lies, an aged
| echer from whom no woman is safe, nor, 'tis said, the young son of any
courtier who would like to curry favor, sits on the throne of the Hasturs at
Hali. And Carolin and his sons wander across the Kadarin, at the nmercy of any
bandit or robber who would like the bounty set on their heads by our nost
gracious Lord Rakhal ... for | wll never give himthe nane of king."

"Do you know the exiled king?"

Darren said, "The young prince was at Nevarsin anong the nonks for a tinme;
but he fled when word canme that Lord Rakhal sought himthere."

"And you support the young prince and the king in exile?" Romlly asked.

"Aye. That | do. And if sonme kindly courtier had relieved the ancient Felix
of his Iife before '"twas a burden to him Carolin would now rule in Hali as a
just king, rather than turning the holy city of the Hasturs into a cesspool of
filth and indecencies, where no man dares cone for justice without a bribe in
hand, and upstart lordlings and outlanders wangle and divide our |and anbng
t hem "

Rom|Ily did not answer; she knew nothing of courts and kings, and had never
been even so far as the foothill city of Neskaya, far less into the | ow ands,
or near to the Lake of Hali. She reached for Preciosa's hood, and then
hesitated, showi ng Al deric the courtesy due a guest.

"WIIl you fly first, sir?"



He smled and shook his head. "I think we are all as eager as you to see how
Preci osa has cone through her training."

Wth shaking hands, Ronmilly slipped the hood from Preciosa' s head, watching
the hawk mantling her feathers. Now. Now was the test, not only of her mastery
of the hawk, but of the hawk's acceptance of her training, the hawk's tie to
her. She felt she could not bear to see this hawk she had | oved, over whom she
had spent so many anxi ous and pai nful hours, fly from her and never return. It
flashed through her mnd, is this how Father feels now that Ruyven has gone?
Yet she nmust try the hawk in free flight. Oherw se, she was no nore than a
tame cagebird, sitting dull on a block, not a wild hawk at all. But she felt
tears blurring her sight as she raised her fist and felt the hawk bal ance a
monent, then, with a single |long wi ng-stroke, fly free.

She rose on a long, slanting arch into the sunlight, and Romlly, her mnd
full of anxious thoughts - wll she fly well, has this long period of
inactivity dulled her flight? - watched her rise. And sonething in her rose
with the hawk, feeling the wordless joy of the nmorning sun on her w ngs, the
light dazzling her eyes as she wi nged upward, rose, hovered, soared, wheel ed
and wi nged strongly away.

Romilly let out a |long breath. She was gone, she would not return

"You have lost her, | fear," said Alderic at last "I amsorry, dam sela."

Loss and pain, and a sharing of ecstasy, battled in Romlly. Free flight,
sonething of her soaring with the hawk . . . and then fading away in the
di stance. She shook her head. |f she had lost the hawk, then she had never
real ly possessed her. She thought, | would rather |ose her than tie her to ne
against her will....

Why cannot Father see that? She knew the thought was Darren's, because of
the bitterness. Then he was not head-blind? O was his telepathy erratic, as
hers had once been, coming only rarely and when she was deeply nmoved .. . her
own had strengthened when she had begun working with the aninals, but Darren
had none of that gift...

So Preciosa was free, and it was all an illusion. She might as well sit
quietly in the house and mnd her stitchery for all it would profit her to
hang about the hawk-house, trying like a man to work with the birds...

And then it seened that her heart would stop. For through the infinite pain
of loss, a thread of awareness stole, high flight, the world laid out beneath
her |ike one of the maps in her school books, only colored and curiously sharp,
with a sight stronger than her own, and little flickers of life comng from
here, fromthere, snmall birds in flight, small animals in the grass...

Preci osa! The hawk was still in rapport, the hawk had not flown wld! Darren
sai d sonething; she did not hear. She heard Alderic saying, "Don't waste your
voi ce, bredu, she cannot hear you. She is with the hawk. ..

Romilly sat, with automatic habit, in the saddle, upright, silent, but the
real part of her soared over the high pasture, keen with hunger, in the
ecstasy of the flight. Supernaturally keen, her sight and senses, aware of the
life of small birds, so that she felt she was smacking her |ips and al nost
gi ggl ed and broke out of the rapport with the absurdity of it, sudden burning
hunger and a desire alnost sexual in its ferocity ... down. Down on |ong
soaring w ngs, the beak striking, blood bursting into her mouth, the sudden
fierceness of bursting life and death. ..

Down. Wavering down. She had just enough of her selfhood left to hold out
her fist rock-steady, under the sudden jarring stop of a heavy hawk |aden with
her kin. She felt tears stream ng down her face, but there was no tinme for
enotion; her knife was in her free hand as she cut the head away, thrust her
portion, headless rabbit, into her wallet with the free hand; all her own
awar eness was feeding with the greedy hawk on her portion. Al deric had | oosed
his own hawk, but she did not know, she was weeping outright with |ove and
relief as she slipped the hood on Preciosa's head.

Preci osa had conme back. She had returned of her free WII, out of freedom
into bondage and the hood. She choked back her tears as she stroked the hawk
with the feather, and knew her hands were shaki ng.

What have | done to deserve this? How can | possibly be worthy of it? That a
wild thing should give up her freedomfor nme . . . what can | possibly do to
make me worthy enough for that gift?



Later they ate the apples and sweets that Rom|ly had brought, before riding
back, through the growing light, to Falconsward. As the young people cane
through the courtyard they saw strange horses being unsaddl ed there, one with

the banners of Aldaran of Scathfell, and knew that the highest-born of the
guests had arrived.
Al deric asked, anxiously, "Is it old lord Gareth still Lord of Scathfell?"

"He is not, ny lord; Gareth of Scathfell is not nmore than forty-nine," said
Romilly. Alderic |ooked relieved, and Romilly intercepted a questioning |ook
between Darren and Alderic. Alderic said shortly, "He mght well know ne by
sight."

"Do you not trust to the laws of-" Darren began, frowned in Romlly's
direction, and broke off, and Ronmlly, bending her head over her hawk,
t hought; what kind of fool do they think nme? I would need be deaf, blind, dunb
and head-blind as well, not to know he is allied in partisanship to Carolin in
exile, perhaps the young prince hinself. And | know as well as he why ny
father nmust get no word of it.

"True; Od Gareth died three winters gone, sir," Darren said, "and was hal f-
blind at that. WII all of the folk of Scathfell be here, Rom|ly?"

Romilly, relieved that the tension had passed, began to recite the grown

sons and daughters of the middle-aged |ord of Scathfell; his Heir, yet another
Gareth ("But they call him Garris, in lowand fashion," she added), "Dom
Garris is not wed, he has buried three wives; | think he is only in his
thirtieth year, but |ooks older, and is lame with a wasting disease of one
leg."

"And you dislike him" said Alderic, and she grinned, her inpish smle.
"Way, how could you possibly know that, Lord Alderic? But it is true; he is
always funbling the maidens in corners, he was not above pawing at Mllina
| ast year, when she had not even put up her ban-...."

"Lecherous old goat!" Darren said, "D d Father know?"

"None of us wanted a quarrel with neighbors; Luciella only told Mallina and

me to keep away fromhimif we could do so without being uncivil. Then there
is DomEdric, who is blind, and his w fe Ruanna, who keeps the estate books as
well as any nman. And there are the young twins, Cathal and G nhil, they are
not so young either - they are Ruyven's age; twenty-two. And Cathal's wife,
who was one of ny childhood friends - Darissa Storn. Cinhil is not wed, and
Fat her once spoke of betrothing us, but nothing came of it, which gl addened ny
heart - | would not want to live at Scathfell, it is like a bandit's hold!
Though | would not nmind being close to Darissa, and Cinhil is a nice enough
boy. "

"It seens to nme you are over young to be wedded," said Al deric, and Darren
| aughed. "Wonen nmarry young in these hills, and Romlly is fifteen. And, |

doubt not, she thinks it long till she is in a hone of her own, and out from
Luciella's guidance - what's the ancient saying, where two wonen rule a
hearthfire, the thatch may burn with the sparks flying . .. yet | think Father

could do better for Romlly than a younger son, a fourth son at that. Better
lady in a cottage than serving-wonman in a castle, and when Dom Garris weds
again - or if old Scathfell should take a wife - Cnhil's wife would be | owest
of all, not rmuch better than waiting-wonmen to all the rest. Darissa was pretty
and bright when she was wedded, and now she | ooks ten years ol der than Cathal,
and all out of, shape with bearing children."

"I amin no haste to marry," Romilly said, "And there are nen enough, |
suppose, in these hills; Manfred Storn is Heir to Storn Heights, and he is
about Darren's age, so it's likely, when | am old enough to many, Father wl|
speak to old Lord Storn. The folk of High Crags will be coming too, and they
have a couple of unnmarried sons and daughters, it's likely that they wll
marry Rael into that kindred, or ne." She shrugged. "Wat does it matter,
after all? Men are all alike."

Al deric chuckled. "By those words | know how young you are, Mstress Ronmlly
- | hope your father does not seek to have you narried till you are old enough
to distinguish between one man or another, or you may awaken sone day and
di scover you are married to the very last nman on earth you woul d have sought
for husband. Shall we go in the house? The sun is high, and your stepnother
said sonething of a festival breakfast - and | snelled the cooks naking
spi cebread as we passed the kitchens!"



Romilly only hoped, now, that she could get up to her room unobserved, to
change her clothing and bathe before the festal neal. But, conming around a
corridor, she alnobst bunped into a tall, pale, fattish man with fair hair,
comng from the big bathing-room wth hot pools, fed by vol canic springs. He
was wapped in a | oose robe and his hair was danp and nussed; he had evidently
gone to soak away the fatigue of riding. Romlly curtseyed politely as she had
been taught, then renenbered that she was wearing breeches - curse it! If she
had gone on about her business he mght sinply have taken her for an out-of-
pl ace servant boy on sone errand. Instead his pale flabby face tightened in a
dinmply creased snile

"Mstress Ronilly," he said, his eyes sliding up and down her long | egs, "An
unexpected pl easure. Wiy, what a pair of legs you have, girl! And you have -
grown," he added, the pallid china-blue eyes resting on the straining |aces of
the old tunic pulled over her full breasts, "It will be a pleasure to dance
with you tonight, now | have had the delights of seeing what so nany wonen so
carefully conceal fromtheir admrers. ..."

Romilly flushed, feeling heat in her face, ducked her head and escaped
Through the scalding heat flooding to her ears, she thought, wetchedly, Now
do | know what Luciella nmeant, that | was too big to run about in breeches - |
m ght as well be naked, the way he looked at me. Al her life she had run
about in her brother's clothes, as free of self-consciousness or shane as if
she were another lad; now, under the man's lustful eyes, she felt as if her
body had actually been rudely handl ed; her breasts prickled and there was a
curious craw i ng sensation | ower down in her belly.

She took refuge in her room her heart pounding, and went swiftly to the
washst and, splashing her hot face with cold water to cool it.

"Luciella was right Onh, why didn't she tell me?" she wondered wetchedly,
then realized that there was no way to speak of it, and if she had been told,
wi thout this experience, she would only have |aughed it away. Her hands were

still shaking as she undid the laces of the boy's tunic, dropped the breeches
to the floor, and for the first time in her life, |Iooked clearly in the mrror
and saw her body as a woman's. She was still slender, her breasts scarcely
rounded, the hips scarcely nore flared than a boy's, and the long |legs were
really boyish. But, she thought, if ever | wear boy's clothes again, | shal

be sure they fit me |oosely enough that | truly look Iike a nale.

Through the glass connecting doors to Mallina's room she saw her sister
expl oring her M dsummer-baskets; like Romlly herself, she had three, which
made Rom|ly turn back to her father's generous basket, with nore fruits and
sweets than flowers - The MacAran had quite a realistic view of little girls'
appetites, which were just as greedy as those of young boys - and the smaller
basket she thought was from Darren. Now, examining it closely, she realized
that it was filled with garden and hothouse flowers, exquisitely arranged, and
with one or two exotic fruits which he nust have gotten in Nevarsin, since
they did not grow near Falconsward. Then she saw the card, and read in
surprise; | have neither sister or nother to receive

M dsumrer-G fts; accept these with nmy homage, Al deric, student.

Mal lina burst into her room

"Rony, aren't you dressed yet? W nustn't be late for Festival breakfast!
Are you going to wear your holiday gown? Calinda is with Mther, wll you
button the back of ny dress for ne? Wat beautiful flowers, Rony! Mne are al
garden flowers, though there is a beautiful bunch of ice-grapes, as sweet as
honey - you know, they |leave them on the trees in Nevarsin till they freeze,
like redfruit, and then they lose their sourness and grow sweet. . . Romy, who
do you think he is? He | ooks so romantic - do you think Dom Alderic is trying
to court one of us? | would be happy indeed to be betrothed to him he is so
handsonme and gallant, like the hero of sone fairy-tale-"

"What a silly chatterbox you are, Mally," said Romlly, but she smled, "I
think he is a thoughtful guest, no nore; no doubt he has sent to nother a
basket as fine as this."

"Doma Luciella will not appreciate it,"™ Millina said, "Still she thinks
Festival Night is a heathen observance not worthy of a good cristoforo; she
scol ded Calinda because she had Rael mmking Festival baskets, but Father said
everyone deserved a holiday and one excuse was as good as another for giving
the farm workers a day of leisure and some well-deserved bonus gifts, and he



should | et Rael enjoy the Festival while he was still a child - he would be as
good a cristoforo as he need, if he was a good boy and ninded the Book of
Bur dens. "

Romilly smiled. "Father has said much the sane every Festival since | can
renenber," she said, "And | doubt not he likes spicebread and sweetbaked
saffron cakes and fruits as well as anyone else. He quoted from the Book of
Burdens that the beast should not be grudged his gram nor the worker his
wage, nor his holiday, and Father may be a harsh nman, but he is always just to
his worknmen." She did up the last button on the gown and spun her sister
around. "How fine you are, Mally! But it is fortunate you do not wear this
dress on a work day - it needs a maid to do it up for you! That is why | had
my festival gown nade with laces, so | could do it up for nyself." She
finished fastening the enbroidered cuffs of her under-tunic, slipped the |ong
| oose surplice, rust-red and enbroidered with butterflies, over her head, and
turned for Mallina to tie up her braid at her neck with the butterfly-clasp
that nodestly hid the neck of her frock

Mallina turned to choose a flower for her hair fromthe baskets. "Does this
rose-plant suit nme? It is pink Iike nmy dress . . . oh, Rony, look!" she said,
with a scandalized half-breath, "Saw you not, he has put golden-flower,
dorilys, into your basket!"

"And so what, silly?" asked Rony, choosing the blue kireseth bl ossomfor her
knotted braid, but Mallina caught her hand.

"No, indeed, you nust not, Romilly - what, don't you know the flower-
| anguage? The gift of golden-flower is - well, the flower is an aphrodisiac,
you know as well as | do what it nmeans, when a man offers a nmaiden
dorilys...."

Romi | |y bl ushed, again feeling the lustful eyes on her. She swallowed hard -
Al deric, was he too looking at her with this kind of greed? Then comobn sense
canme back. She said crisply, "Nonsense; he is a stranger to these hills, that
is all. But if that kind of talk is commonplace anong silly girls, | will not
wear the flower - shane to them for it is the prettiest of all the flowers,
but do you choose ne a flower, then, for ny braids."

The sisters went down in their finery to the famly feast, bearing wth
them as customdictated, the fruits fromtheir festival baskets to be shared
with father and brothers. The famly was gathered in the great dining-hall
rather than the small room used for famly neals, and Doma Luciella was
there, wel com ng her guests. Rael was there in his best suit, and Calinda in a
new gown too, dark and decent as suited her station, but well-nmade and new,
not a shabby or outworn family castoff; Luciella was a kind worman, Romilly
t hought, even to poor relations. Darren wore his best clothing too, and
Al deric, though his best was sonbre as befitted a student at Nevarsin, and
bore no trace of fanmily colors or badges. She wondered who he was, and kept to
herself the thought that had cone to her, that he might well be one of the

king's nen, exiled, or even the young prince . .. no, she would say nothing;
but she wi shed that Darren had trusted her with his secret.
The middle-aged Gareth of Scathfell, as the nman of highest rank in the

assenbly, had been given the high seat usually assigned to The MacAran at his
own table; her father had taken a |ower place. The young couples and single
men and wonmen were at a separate table; Romlly saw Darissa seated beside
Cathal and would have joined her friend, but her stepnmother gestured to an
enpty seat left beside Dom Garris; Romilly blushed, but would not incite a
confrontati on here; she took her seat, biting her lip and hoping that in the
very presence of her parents he would say nothing to her
"Now, clothed as befits your beauty, you are even nore |ovely, dam sela,"’

he said, and that was all; the words were perfectly polite, but she | ooked at
his pale slab of face with
dislike and did not answer. But after all, he had done nothing, the words

had been polite enough, what could she say, there was no way she could
conpl ai n of him

There were delicacies of every kind, for this was breakfast and m d-day nea
in one; the feasting went on for sonme time, and before the dishes were
cleared, the nusicians had cone in and begun to play. The curtains had been
drawn back to their furthest to let in the midsunmer sun, and the doors flung
open; the furniture in the lower hall had been noved away to clear it for



dancing. As Darren led his sister out for the first dance, as custom denanded,
she heard them discussing, at the high table, the nmen that had been sent out
to seek the exiled Carolin.

"It's nothing to me," The MacAran said, "I care not who sits on the throne;
but I'lIl not have ny nmen bribed to be thief-takers, either. There was a tine
when MacArans ruled this as a kingdom but then, we had little to do but keep
it by force of arns, and I've no wish to nake ny lands an arnmed canp, and the
Hasturs are welcone to rule as they will; but | curse their brotherslaying
war s!"

"I had heard word that Carolin and his ol der son had crossed the Kadarin,"
Lord Scathfell said, "No doubt to seek refuge with my cousin of Aldaran -
there is old hatred between the Hastur-kin and the Al darans.”

Her father drew up his nmouth in a one-sided grin. "None so keen at the

hunting of wolves as the dog with wolf blood," he said, "Wre not the
Al darans, long ago, cone fromthat sane Hastur-bl ood?"

"So they say," Lord Scathfell said with a grimnod, "I put no stock in all
those tales of the children of Gods . . . though, the Gods know, there is

laran in the Aldaran line, even anong ny own sons and daughters, as anobng
yours; have you not one son in a Tower, Dom M khail ?"

Her father's brow clouded. "Not by my will or w sh, nor by ny leave," he
spat out, "I give no nane of son to himwho dwells anong the Hairinmyn. On his
i1 ps the harnless word was an obscenity; he calned hinself with an effort and
added, "But this is no talk for a festal board. WII it please you to dance,
my Lord?"

"I will leave that for younger folk," said Lord Scathfell, "But |ead your
lady out to dance if you wll," he added, and The MacAran turned dutifully to
Lady Luciella and led her on to the dance fl oor.

After the first ceremonious dance, the younger folk gathered for a ring-
dance, all the young nen in the outer ring, and the girls and wonen in the
i nner one; the dancing grew riotous after a bit, and Rom|lly saw Darissa drop
out of the dancers, her hand pressed to her side; she went to fetch her friend
a drink, and sat beside her, chatting. Darissa wore the |oose ungirdl ed gown
of a pregnant woman, but even so she |oosed the clasps on her tunic, and
fanned herself - she was red and panti ng.

"I shall dance no nore till this one is born," she said, pressing her |ong
fingers against her swollen body, "He holds his own dance, | think, and wll
dance from now till harvest-tine, nostly when | am trying to sleep!" Cathal
came and bent solicitously over his wife, but she gestured him back to the
dancing. "Go and dance with the nen, nmy husband, | will sit here for a little
and talk with nmy old playmate - what have you been doing with yourself,

Romi I ly? Are you not betrothed yet? You are fifteen now, are you not?"

Romi I ly nodded. She was shocked at her friend, who had been so pretty and
graceful but three years ago; now she had grown heavy-footed, her snall
breasts swollen and thick beneath the |aces of her gown, her waist clunsy. In
three years, Darissa had had two children and now she was bearing another
already! As if reading her thoughts, Darissa said with a bitter twi st of her

lips, "Ch, | know well, | am not so pretty as | was when | was a nmiden -
enjoy your |ast year of dancing, Romlly, 'tis likely that next year you too
will be on the sidelines, swelling with your first; my husband's father spoke
of wedding you to Cinhil, or perhaps Mllina; he thinks her nore docile and
| ady-1ike."

Romlly said in shock, "But need you have another so soon? | should think
two in three years was enough.”

Dari ssa shrugged and snmiled. "Oh, well, it is the way of things - this one |
think I will feed at my own breast and not put out to nurse, and perhaps |
will not get with child again this year. | love ny little ones, but | think
three is enough for a tine."

"It would be nore than enough for nme for a Ilifetinme," said Romlly
vigorously, and Darissa |aughed. "So say we all when we are young girls. Lord
Scathfell is pleased with ne because | have already given themtw sons, and |
hope this one is a daughter; | would like a little girl - later I wll take

you to see ny babies; they are pretty children, little Gareth has red hair;
maybe he will have laran, a magician for the Towers."



"Whuld you want him to-" Romlly murnmured, and Darissa |aughed. "Ch, yes,
Tranont ana Tower would be ready to take him the Aldarans are Hastur-kin from
away back before the Hundred Kingdonms, and they have old ties wth
Tranontana." She |owered her voice. "Have you truly no news of Ruyven? D d
your father really di sown hinP"

Romilly nodded, and Darissa's eyes w dened; she and Ruyven had played
t oget her as children, too.

"I remenber, one year at Mdsunmer, he sent nme a Festival - basket," she said,
"and | wore the sprig of golden-flower he sent ne; but at the end of that
Festival, Father betrothed nme to Cathal, and we have been happy enough, and
now there are our children - but | think kindly of Ruyven, and | would gladly

have been your sister, Romlly. Do you think The MicAran will give you to
Cnhil if he should ask? Then should we be sisters indeed."
"I do not dislike Cinhil," Romilly said, but inwardly she shrank away; three

years from now, then, would she be Ilike Darissa, grown fat and short of
breath, her skin blotched and her body ni sshapen from breedi ng? "The one good
thing about such a nmarriage would be, it would bring ne close to you," she
said truthfully, "but | see no haste to nmarry; and Luciella says, fifteen is
too young to settle down; she would as soon not have us betrothed till we are
seventeen or nore. One does not breed a good bitch in her first heat."

"Ch, Romlly," Darissa said, blushing, and they giggled together |Iike
chil dren.

"Well, enjoy the dancing while you can, for your dancing days will be over
soon," Darissa said. "Look, there is Darren's friend fromthe nonastery - he
|l ooks like a nmonk in his dark suit; is he one of the brethren, then?"

Romi I ly shook her head. "I know not who he is, only that he is a friend of
Darren's and of the Castanmir clan," she said, and kept her suspicions to
herself. Darissa said, "Castamr is a Hastur clan! | wonder he will cone here

freely - they held by the old king, | heard. Does your father hold to Carolin,
or support the new ki ng?"

"I do not think Father knows or cares, one king or another," said Romlly,
but before she could say nore, Alderic stood beside them

"Mstress Romlly? It is a set dance - will you partner ne?"

"Do you mind being |left alone, Darissa?"

"No, there is Cathal; | will ask himto fetch nme a glass of wine," Darissa
said, and Romilly let Alderic draw her into the form ng set, six couples -
al t hough one of them was Rael and Jessany Storn who was eleven, and half a
head taller than her partner. They faced one another, and Darren and Jeral da
Storn, at the head of the line, led off, taking hands, circling each couple in
the conplex figures of the dance. Wen it came Alderic's turn she reached
confidently for his hands; they were square, hard and warm not the soft hands
of a scholar at all, but calloused and strong |ike a swordsnman's. An unlikely
nonk, indeed, she thought, and put her mind to the intricacies of the dance
which at the end of the figure put her opposite Darren, and then opposite her
brother Rael. Wwen the set brought her briefly into partnership, crossing
hands and circling with G nhil, he squeezed her hand and sniled, but she cast
her eyes down and did not return the snile. So Lord Scathfell thought to marry
her to Cinhil this year, so she could be fat and swollen with baby after baby
like Darissa? Not I|ikely! Some day, she supposed, she would have to be
married, but not to this raw boy, if she could help it! Her father was not so
much in awe of the Al daran Lords as that, and besides, it was only Al daran of
Scathfell, not Al daran of Castle Al daran. Scathfell was the richest and npst
influential of their neighbors, but The MicAran had been an independent
| andhol der since, she had heard, before the raising of Caer Donn city!

Now t he set brought her face to face with Dom Garris again. He smled at her
and pressed her hand too, and she blushed, holding her own hands cold and
stiff against his, just touching as the dance required. She was relieved when
the set brought them back to their original places, with Al deric facing her.
The nusicians swung into a coupl e-dance, and she saw Dom Garris start toward
her purposefully; she grabbed at Al deric's sleeve and whispered, "WIIl you ask
nme to dance, Dom Al deric?"

"To be sure," he said, snmiling, and led her out. She said after a nonent,
returning his smle as they left Garris staring after them "You are not a
cl odhopper at all."



"No?" He | aughed. "It has been long since | danced, save with the nonks."

"You dance in the nonastery?"

"Sometinmes. To keep warm And there is a sacred dance at sonme of the
services. And sonme of the students who are not to be of the brethren go into
the village and dance at Festival, though |-" it seemed to her that he
hesitated a nonment, "I had small leisure for that"

"They keep you so hard at your studies? Domma Luciella said that Darren
| ooks thin and pale - do they give you enough to eat, and warm cl ot hes?"

He nodded. "I am used enough to hardships,” he said, and fell silent, while
Romi I ly enjoyed the dance, the nmusic. He said, as they separated at the end of
the music, "You wear ny flowers - | hope they pl eased you?"

"Very much," she said, then felt shy again; had he put the dorilys into her
basket as the invitation Mallina said it was, or was it sinply a stranger's
unfam liarity with the countryside? She would have liked to ask, but was too

bashful. But again it was as if he read her thoughts; he said abruptly,
"Darren told ne - | meant nothing inproper, believe me, Mstress Romlly. In
my country - | ama |low ander - the starflower, dorilys, it is the gift of the
lord Hastur to the Blessed Cassilda, and | neant a courteous conplinent in
honor of the day, no nore."

She said, smiling up at him "I do not think anyone would believe you

capabl e of any i nproper innuendo, Dom Al deric."

"I am your brother's friend; you need not say Dom to ne," said Alderic.

"After all, we have hunted and fl own hawks together."
"Nor need you call me damisela,"” she said, "My brothers and sister call ne
Rony. "
"CGood; we shall be even as kinfolk, as | amto Darren," said Alderic. "WII
you have some wi ne?" They had noved close to the refreshnment-table. She shook
her head and said ingenuously, "I amnot allowed to drink wine in company."”

"Shal I an, then?" He di pped her up sone of the sweet fruit-drink. She sipped
it thirstily. After the ronping dance she knew that her hair was beginning to
cone down, but she did not want to withdraw to the giggling girls in the
corner and pin it up.

"You are fond of hawki ng?" she asked him

"I am the wonen of our family train sentry-birds. Have you ever flown one,
dcani - Rony?"

She shook her head. She had seen the great fierce birds, but said, "I knew
not that they could be taned! Wy, they can bring down a rabbithorn! | should
think they were no great sport."

"They are not flown for sport," Alderic said, "but trained for war, or for
fire-watch; it is done with laran. A sentry-bird in flight can spy out
intruders into a peaceful countryside, or bandits, or a forest-fire. But it is
no task for sport, and in truth the birds are fierce, and not easy to handl e.
Yet | think you could do it, Romilly, if your laran was trained."

"It is not, nor likely to be," she said, "and doubtless you know why, if
Darren has told you so nuch. Sentry-birds!" She felt a little shiver, half
pl easant, trickle down her spine at the thought of handling the great fierce
birds of prey. "I think it would be no harder to train a banshee!"

Al deric chuckled. "I have even heard of that in the far hills," he said
"And banshee-birds are very stupid; it takes little craft to handle them only
to rear them from hatchlings and feed them on warm food; and they will do what
you will, spying out gane-tracks with the warmth left in the ground, and they
make fine watch-birds, for they will screamterribly at any strange snell."

Now she did shiver; the thought of the great, blind, flightless carnivores
trained for watchman-duty. She said, "Wo needs a banshee for that when a good
Rouser hound is as useful, and nmuch nicer to have around the house?"

"I''"ll not argue that," said Alderic, "and | would sooner clinb Hi gh Kinbi in
nmy bare feet than try to train a banshee; but it can be done. | cannot handle
even sentry-birds; | have not the gift, but some of the wonmen of our famly do
so, and | have seen it done in the Tower, where they use them for fire-watch;
their eyes see further than any human's."” Soft strains of nusic began again
and he asked, "Wuld you like to dance this one?"

She shook her head. "Not yet, thanks - it is warm the sun comng in |ike
this."



Alderic bowed to soneone behind her, and Romlly turned to see Luciella
standi ng there. She said, "Romilly, you have not yet danced with Dom Garris!"

he said scornfully, "It is like himto conplain to ny stepnother instead of
comng like a man to ask ne hinself."

RomIly! He is heir to Scathfell!"

| don't care if he is heir to Coudland Staircase or to Zandru's ninth hell
if he wants to dance-" she began, but Dom Garris appeared behind Luciella and

said, with his plump smle, "WIIl you honor nme with a dance, Mstress
Romi | | y?"
here was, after all, no way to refuse without being really rude. He was her

parents' guest, even though she felt he should dance with the wonen his own
age and not hang around gawking at the young girls. She accepted his hand on
her wist to |lead her out to dance. After all, he could not say or do anything
rude in the full view of her father and her brothers, and half the countryside
round. H's hand on hers was unpl easantly danp, but she supposed that was not
anyt hi ng he coul d hel p.

Way, you are light as a feather on your feet, dami sela- quite the young
| ady! Who woul d have thought it this norning, seeing you in your boots and
breeches like a boy - | suppose all the young lads in the countryside are
hangi ng around you, heh?"

Romi | ly shook her head silently. She detested this kind of talk, though she
knew it would have nade Mallina giggle and blush. Wen they had finished the
dance he asked her for another, but she declined politely, saying she had a
stitch in her side. He wanted to fetch her wine or a glass of shallan, but
when she said she only wished to sit down by Darissa for a little he sat
besi de them and insisted on fanning her. Fortunately, by the tine that dance
was over, the nusicians had struck up another ring-dance and all the young
folks were gathering into circles, laughing and kicking up their heels in the
rowdy figure. Dom Garris finally went away, sulking, and Rom|ly rel eased her
br eat h.

"You have made anot her conquest," Darissa teased.

"Not likely; dancing with ne is |like grabbing at a scullery-girl, sonething
he can do without comitting hinself to anything," Romlly said. "The Al darans
of Scathfell are too high to marry into our clan, except for their younger
sons. Father spoke once of marrying nme to Manfred Storn, but he's not fifteen

yet, and there's no hurry. Yet, though | am not high enough to marry, | amtoo
well-born for him to seduce without reprisal, and | do not like him wel
enough for that." She sniled and added, "The worst thing about wedding wth
Cinhil, should he offer for ne, would be having to call that great fat slug
brother. Yet kinship's dues, | dare say, would at |least make it unseemy for
himto pay ne nore than the attention due a brother's wife."

"I would not count on that," said Darissa in an undertone, "Wen | was
pregnant with little Rafael, last year, he cane and sought ne out - he said

that since | was already with child |I need fear no unseemy consequences, and
when | chided him he said he | ooked backward to the old days in the hills,

when brothers and sisters held all their wives in conmon . . . and surely, he
said, Cathal would pay him a brother's kindness and not care if | shared his
bed now and again, since his wife was also big with breeding - | kicked his

shins and told himto find a servant-girl for his bed if he could pay one to
overl ook his ugliness; and so | wounded his pride and he has not cone near ne
again. To tell the truth he is not so bad-l1ooking, only he whines and his
hands are always flabby and danp. And-" she added, showi ng the dinples which
were alnobst the only thing unchanged from the tine when she and Romlly had
been girls together, "I love Cathal too well to seek any other bed."

Rom I ly blushed, and |ooked away; reared anmong aninals, she knew perfectly
wel | what Darissa was talking about, but Luciella was a strictly-observing
cristoforo and did not think it seemly to speak of such things anobng young
girls. Darissa mstook her blush. She said, alnost defensively, "Wll, | bear
children without much trouble - | am not like Garris's wife; she left no
living children, and died in childbirth just before Mdw nter. He has worn out
three wives, Dom Garris, trying to get himan Heir, and | have nmarked that al
his children die at birth - | have no wish to get nyself with child by him or
| should follow his wives into death, no doubt.



"My older sister went for a tine to Tranobntana Tower when she was a girl,
and she said she had heard there about the days of the old breeding-program
when the Aldarans had some strange gifts of loran, but they were bound, in
their line, to lethal genes - do you know what those are? Yes, of course, your
father breeds his own horses, does he not? And Cathal has them not, but |

think Dom Garris will |leave no heir, so one day nmy sons by Cathal wll inherit
Scat hfell-" Darissa rattled on.
"And you will rule the roost as their nother," said Roml|ly, |aughing, but

then Rael came up and pulled them into the set-dance, saying they had not
enough wonen to make up a second set, and she dropped that |ine of thought.
The dancing and feasting went on all day, and before nidnight The McAran
and Lord Scathfell and the rest of the older people, wth their |[adies,
retired to rest, leaving the young people to their dancing and nerry-nmaking.
Rael was taken away by the governess, also the protesting Mallina, who was
conforted only by seeing that her friends Jessanmy and Jeral da were al so being
sent to bed. Romlly was tired, and alnost ready to go with the children - she

had, after all, been awake before daylight. But Alderic and her brother Darren
were still dancing, and she would not admit that her brother could stay awake
| onger than she could. But she saw, with a little sinking awareness, that
Dari ssa was leaving the hall - pregnant as she was, she said, she needed her
sl eep.

I will stay close to Darren. In nmy brother's presence Dom Garri s cannot cone
too near for confort . . . and then she wondered why she was worrying; he had,
after all, offered her no word out of the way, and how could she conplain,
after all, of a nere |ook? Nevertheless, the nenory of his eyes on her nmde

her squirm and now she thought about it, she realized that all this day and
eveni ng she had been sonehow, in the back of her mind, aware of his eyes on
her .

Is this, then, |aran?

| would rather not dance at all, | would rather sit here and talk about
hawks and horses with ny brother and his friends....

But Cinhil claimed her for a dance, and then she could not in courtesy
refuse Dom Garris. The dancing was a little wilder, the nusic faster, now that
the elderly and nore staid people had left the hall. He whirled her about till
she was dizzy, and she was conscious that his hands were no |onger decorously
on her sleeve but that he was holding her somewhat closer than was
confortable, and when she tried self-consciously to squirm away from them he
only chuckl ed and eased her closer still.

"No, now, you cannot tell me you are so shy as that," he said, and she could
tell from the flushed | ook of his face and the slight slurring of his words
that he had drunk over long of the stronger wine at the high table, "Not when
you run about with those lovely long legs showing in breeches, and your
breasts showing through a tunic three sizes too small, you cannot play Lady
Modesty with nme now" He pulled her close and his lips nuzzled her cheek, but
she tw sted indignantly away.

"Don't!" And then she said, crossly, "I do not like the stink of too much
wi ne on your breath, and you are drunk, Dom Garris. Let nme go."
"Wl l, you should have been drinking nore," he said easily, and guided them

in the dance into one of the long galleries that led away from the hall.
"Here, give ne a kiss, Rony-"

"I amnot Rony to you," she said, and pulled her head away fromhim "and if
you had not been spying about where you had no right to be, you would not have
seen ne in ny brother's clothes, which | wear only in the sight of nmy little
brothers. If you think | was showing nyself to you, you are very nuch
m st aken. "

"No, only to that haughty young sprig of the Hali’inmn who was squiring you
to the hunt and hawking?' he asked, and |aughed. She said, tw sting her
runpled hair free, "I want to go back to the hall. | did not cone out here
with you of my own will, | just did not want to nake a scene on the dance
floor. Take nme back to the hall, or I will shout to ny brother now And then
my father will horsewhip you!"

He | aughed, holding her close. "Ah, on a night like this, what do you think
your brother will be doing, then? He would not thank you for calling himaway



from what every young man will be about, on Mdsumrer-N ght. Mist | al one be
refused? You are not such a child as all that. Cone, give ne a kiss then-"

"No!" Romilly struggled away from his intruding hands, crying now, and he
| et her go.

"I amsorry," he said gently, "I was testing you; | see now that you are a
good girl, and all the Gods forbid | should interfere with you." He bent and
dropped a suddenly respectful kiss on her wist. She swallowed hard, blinked
back her tears and fled fromthe gallery, back through the hall and upstairs,
where she bundled off her festival gown and hid beneath her warm quilts,
sobbi ng.

How she hated him






CHAPTER FI VE

Every year The MacAran held his great Mdsumer-feast as prelimnary to a
great market in hawks, trained dogs and horses. On the norning after the
Festival, Romilly wakened to the great bustle in the courtyard, and nen and
wonen thronging, while on the field beyond the enclosed yard, horses were
nei ghing as nen put them through their paces, and nmen and wonmen were com ng
and going. Romilly dressed quickly in an old gown - there were still guests,
so there could be no thought of borrowing a pair of Darren's breeches - and
ran down. Calinda, neeting her on the stairs, gave a rueful |augh

"I knew | should get no work out of Rael this day - he is beyond ne, his
father nmust send him soon to Nevarsin for teaching by nen who can handle him"
she said, "But mnust you, too, hang about the market, Rom|ly? Ah well-" she
smled kindly at her charge, "Go if you will, | shall have the whole day to
work with Mallina on her penmanship - she takes guidance better when you and
Rael are not there to hear. And | suppose you would not mnd your book if your
heart and thoughts were all out in the courtyard. But you nust work all the
harder tonorrow," she said firmy, and Romlly hugged the older woman with a
vehenmence that |eft her breathless.

"Thank you, Calinda, thank you!"

She picked her way carefully through the tranpled nud of the courtyard and
into the field. Davin was displaying the flight to a lure of one of the best-
trained hawks, a great bird in whose training Romlly had played no smal
part; she stood watching in excitenment till Davin spotted her

"And this hawk is fierce and strong, but so gentle that even a young nmi den
could fly her," Davin said, "Mstress Ronmlly, will you take the bird?"

She slid the gauntlet over her arm and held out her wist; he set the bird
on it, and swirled the lure, and the bird took off, quickly clinbing the sky,
then, as the whirling leather thong with the neat and feathers came swooping
down, striking so quickly that eyes could hardly follow the swift strike
Rom | Iy picked up bird and lure and stood feeding the hawk from her free hand,
to the acconpaninent of little cries of amazenent and del i ght

"I shall have that hawk, then, for ny lady," said Cathal Aldaran of
Scathfell, "She has not had enough exercise since her children were born, and
so fine a hawk will encourage her to be out and about, and to ride."

"No," said the elderly Dom Gareth firmy, "No wonman shall fly such a hawk as
that under ny roof; but your training nethods are excellent, nessire, and |
will take one of the snmaller hawks for Lady Darissa - have you a good |ady's
hawk? Mstress Romilly, can you advise ne, perhaps, as to what hawk ny
daughter-in-law coul d best fly?"

She said, lowering her eyes nodestly, "I fly a verrin hawk, vai dom but
either of these-" she indicated three of the smaller birds, wth w ng-spans
not much longer than her arm "are well-trained and |I think Darissa would have
no trouble in handling them But | give you ny word, sir, that if you want to
buy the larger bird for her, she is so well trained that Darissa could fly
her, and the larger birds are better for hunting for the kitchens; the smaller
hawks can bring down nothing bigger than a field-shrew"

He snorted. "The women of ny househol d have no need to hunt for nmeat for the
pot; if they fly hawks, they do so only to have a reason to take air and
exerci se. And The MacAran still lets a great girl like you hunt with a verrin
hawk? Di sgraceful!'"

RomiIly bit back the protest on her lip - Aldaran night not approve of wonen
flying hawks, but perhaps other nen were not so stuffy and narrow nm nded as he

was hinmself - realizing that a saucy answer would only alienate a valued
nei ghbor and custonmer of her father's. While they produced nost of what they
needed on the estate at Falconsward, still coined noney was always in short

supply, and nost of her father's ready noney canme fromthis sale every year.
She curtseyed to Lord Scathfell and w thdrew, handing back the hawk to Davin.
While he haggled with the man, she cast a quick frightened glance around the
field - her father m ght have decided to punish her by putting Preciosa up for
sale - but Preciosa was not there, but still safe within the mews. At the far
end, her father was putting one or two of his best horses through their paces,
whil e the kennel -nman was displayi ng working dogs trained to obedience to word
or gesture. The high nobility who had danced |ast night at their feast nibbed



el bows with small-holders and farnmers who had cone to pick up dogs for their
herding, or perhaps to trade for a horse rejected by the nobles. Darren was
stationed at the far end, witing dowm all the details of the transactions for
the steward; Rael was running in and out of the crowd, playing catch-the-
nonkey with a group of small boys his own age, his face and hands already
grubby and his jacket torn

"Can you take ne to see your father's horses?" Alderic said at her el bow, "

would Iike to trade ny nag for a somewhat better one; | have not nuch noney,
but perhaps | could work sonme tinme for himin return for the difference - do
you think he would be interested in a deal like that? | have marked that your

coridomis old and feeble - perhaps | could work for himfor forty days or so
while he finds hinself a nman better suited to the needs of his business, and
the old man could be retired to an i ndoor steward."

She blinked in surprise - she had begun to be sure that he was, in fact, the
Hastur prince in disguise, and here he was offering to hire hinmself, a paid
worker, to The MacAran in return for a horse-trade! But she said politely,
"About the deal, you nust ask himyourself; but we have sone good horses which
are not good-looking enough to attract the attention of the highly-born, and
must be sold at a |lower cost; perhaps one of them would suit you, if it was
wel | -trained. That one, for instance-" she pointed out a great ungainly horse,
an ugly color of brown, spotted unevenly with black, his nmane and tail grow ng
somewhat askew, "He is an ugly raw boned brute, but if you look carefully at
his gait, and the way he carries his tail, you will see that he is a fine
strong horse, and spirited too. But he is no ride for a lady, nor for any
soft-handed fellow who wants his horse to plod along at a gentle pace; he
wants firm hands and good handling. His sire was our best stallion, but the
dam was only a cull, so though his blood is not bad, he is an ugly brute and
not good-col ored.”

"H s haunches | ook strong, indeed," said Alderic, "But | would like to |ook
at his teeth for nyself. | suppose he is broken to the saddl e?"

"Yes, though father was at first intending to make a draft-horse of him he
is too big for nost riders,” she said, "But you are tall, you would need a
| arge horse. Ruyven broke himto the bridle, but | nyself have ridden him -
al t hough," she said, with a mschievous smile, "Father does not know it, and
you need not tell him™"

"And you can handl e him dam sel a?" Al deric |ooked incredul ous.

"I will not ride himbefore all these people to prove it," she said, "but I
would not stoop to lie about it to you, and-" she net his eyes briefly, "I
t hi nk perhaps you would know if | did."

"That | would, Ronmilly," he said gravely.

"I give you nmy word, the horse is good-tenpered enough, but he wants firm
handl i ng," she said, "I think perhaps he has a sense of hunor - if a horse can
[ augh, | would swear | have seen him | augh at people who think they need only
cl amber on a horse and let himdo all the work, and he had Darren off in two
m nutes; but nmy father can ride himwthout even a bridle, only a saddle and
hal ter; because The MacAran knows how to nake him or any horse, behave."

"Aye, and | am told you have the same gift," he said. "Wll, | wll nmake
your father an offer for him would he take nmy horse in trade, do you think?"

"Ch, vyes, he has always need of cheaply-priced horseflesh, to sell to
farmers and such," she said, "Men who will use their horses well, but cannot
afford nuch in the way of stables. One of our old mares, no |onger young
enough to carry active young folk who would be in the saddle all day, he gave
for alnobst nothing to an elderly man who |ives nearby, who was too poor to buy
a good horse, just so that the old horse mght live out her life in a good
home and have only |ight work. No doubt he would do the sane for your horse -
is she very ol d?"

"No," Alderic said, "but | nust be into the Hellers when sumer cones, and
even in sunmertinme it takes a strong horse to ride such trails."

"Into the far Hellers?" She wondered what would take him into the al npst-
i npassabl e nountain ranges in the sumer, but he turned the subject deftly
bef ore she coul d ask.

"I had not expected to find a young woman such a judge of horseflesh - how
canme you to know so nuch?"



"I am a MacAran, sir; | have worked at ny father's side since | was old
enough to follow him about the stables, and when Ruyven left-" she broke off,
unable to say to anyone outside the fanmily that her ol dest brother's defection
had | eft her father with no one but paid help to share his love of the aninmals
he bred and trained. Yet she sensed that he understood her, for he smled in
synpat hy.

"I like your father," A deric said, "He is harsh, yes, but he is just, and
he speaks freely to his children.”

"Does not your father?"

Al deric shook his head. "I have hardly had speech with nmy father half a
dozen times since | was out of short dresses. My nother was wedded to himin a
dynastic marriage, and there was little love to |ose between them | doubt
they have said a civil word to one another since ny sister was conceived, and
now they dwell in separate houses and neet formally a few tines a year, no
nmore. My father is a kindly man, | suppose, but | think he cannot |ook on ny
face without seeing ny nother's features, and so he has always been ill at

ease with ne. Even as a babe | called himsir, and have hardly spoken with him
since | was grown to nman's size."

"That cannot have been so long ago," Ronilly teased, but he said, with a
poi gnancy that stopped her teasing cold, "Still, | envy you; | have seen Rae
climb without fear into his father's lap - | cannot renenber that | ever did
so with ny father, but you can go to your father, speak with him freely, he
treats you alnost as a friend and listens when you speak. Even though ny
father is high in-" Alderic stopped hinself short, and there was a nonent of
awkward silence before he finished weakly, "Hi gh in station and honor, | w sh
I need not always address himas My Lord. | swear | would trade fathers with
you at any nonent."

"He might think it a bargain,” said Romlly bitterly, but she knew she was
not quite truthful; her father loved her, harsh as he was, and she knew it.
She said, "Look, there he stands and for the nonment he has no custoner, go now
and ask for such a trade for Redw ng."

"I thank you," he said, and went; then Davin called to her to show t he paces
of one of the dogs she had trained, and she forgot Al deric again. She worked
all day on the sale fields, displaying the obedience of the dogs, explaining
bl oodl i nes and stud-books, exhibiting the hawks; her noon-neal was a nouthfu
of bread and cheese and a few nuts, swallowed in the enclosure behind the
stabl es anbng The MacAran's nen, and by the tinme the trading was called to a
halt by the evening rain and the guests began to depart, she was fam shed and
filthy, ready for a bath and to be dressed in a confortable worn tunic and
skirt for the famly's dinner. A good snell of roasting nmeat and fresh-baked
bread cane as she passed the hall, and she went in and took her seat. Rael was
still chattering to anyone who would listen about his day spent anong the
animals, and Luciella finally silenced himwith a weary "Hush, Rael, or you
shall have supper in the nursery; there are others in this fanmly who would
like to speak a word or two without being drowned out! How did it go today, ny
dear?" she asked The MacAran as he took his seat and picked up his mug. He
took a long drink before answering.

"Well enough; | made a good trade for Redwing, who is a fine horse for
anyone who has wit to see what |lies beneath that ugly coat of his. Dom Al deric
told me you recomended that sale, Romlly," he said, with a kind glance at
hi s el der daughter.

"Did I well, father? I did not want to interfere, but it seemed to ne that
he would be a good ride for Dom Alderic," she said shyly, "and-" she | ooked
around to see if Alderic had cone in, but Darren's place was still enpty and

his friend was not at table either, "He told nme he was short of ready noney,
so | knew that one of the blacks would be beyond his purse.”

"I am grateful to you; | wanted Redwing in good hands," said her father
"and nost people could not handle him but with young Castamir, he was gentle
as a child' s cagebird. So I thank you, daughter,"

"But still,"” Luciella conplained, "this nust be the |ast year she goes out
into the fields with the nen, showing off hawks and horses - she is a grown
woman, M khail!"

No fear of that," said The McAran, snmling, "OQher news | have too.
Romilly, ny dear, you know you are of an age to be married; | had not thought



I would have such a good offer for you, but Dom Garris of Scathfell has asked
me for your hand in narriage, and | have answered him yes."

Romilly felt as if an ice-cold hand was cl osing about her throat.

Father!" she protested, while Luciella beamed and Mllina squeaked wth
excitenent, "Not Dom Garris!"

Cone, cone," her father said with a genial smle, "Surely you have not set
your heart on soneone else? Manfred Storn is not yet ready to marry, and |
t hought you | oved Darissa well, and would welcome nmarrying into that famly
so you mght be near your best friend."

I had thought-perhaps G nhil-"

If that young man has trifled with your affections,” said The MacAran, "I'l|
turn himover ny knee and dust his breeches for him- he's too nuch a child to
be worth calling challenge! Wiy marry the younger son when you can marry the
Heir, my dear?"

Her heart sank as she renenbered the nmonent in the galleries. | was only
testing you. Now | see you are a good girl. So, she thought, if she had |iked
Dom Garris well enough to kiss him she would have been deprived of marriage,
as if it were a prize for good conduct! But since she had showed her | oat hi ng,
she was then worthy of his attentions? Her eyes burned, but she would not cry
here before her father

"Father, | hate him" she said, pleading, "Please, don't nmake nme marry him"
"Romilly," said Mallina, "You will be Lady Scathfell! Wy, he's Heir to
Scathfell, and perhaps even to Aldaran itself sonme day! Wy, the folk of

Al daran were of the Hastur-kinfol kl'"
The MacAran gestured the younger girl to silence.

"Rony," he said gravely, "Marriage is not a matter of whim | have chosen a
good young man for you."
"So young he is not," she flared, "he has buried three wives, and all of

them have died in childbirth!"

"That is because he nmarried into Aldaran kindred," her father said, "Any
horse-breeder will tell you it is unwise to cross close kindred so often. You
have no Al daran bl ood and can probably give himhealthy children.”

She thought of Darissa, not much older than herself, swollen and shapel ess
with bearing children. Wuld she be Iike that, and would those children have
been fathered by Dom

Garris, with his whining voice and danp flabby hands? The thought made her
flesh craw .

"No nore talk," said her father firmy, "Al silly girls think they know
what nan they want, but ol der heads nust nake the decision as it is best for

their lives. | would not have you married before harvest tinme - | wll not
have ny daughter hustled to marriage - but at the harvest you will marry Dom
Garris, and that is all | have to say."

"So while | thought you were having a sale of horses and hawks," she said
bitterly, "You were also making a sale of your daughters! Tell me, Father, did
Dom Garris give a good price?"

She knew by the unlovely flush that spread over her father's face that she
had caught himon the raw. He said, "I'll hear none of your inpertinence, ny
pert young mi stress!"”

"I doubt it not," she flung back at him "You would rather trade in hawks
and horses because they cannot tal k back - and you can give them what fate you
will!"

He opened his nmouth to reply; then gave her a heavy gl ance.

"My lady," he said to Luciella, "It is your task to bring ny daughters under

control; see toit, will you? | will dine with the steward; 1'Il not have this
brangling at nmy family table." He rose and strode out of the room
"Ch, Mdther,” Romlly wailed, crunpling and throwing her head into

Luciella's lap, "Do | have to marry that- that-" words alnost failed her, but
finally she canme out with, "that great slug? He is |ike sonething with a dozen
l egs that crawl ed out fromunder a piece of rotten wood!"

Luciella stroked her hair gently, puzzled. "There, there, child," she
murnmured, "It will not be so bad as you think; why, didn't you tell Dom
Alderic that a horse should not be judged by his ugly coat? Dom Garris is a
good and honorabl e man. Wy, at your age, | had already ny first child, and so

had your own dear nother, Rony. There, there, don't cry," she added



hel pl essly, and Romilly knew there was no help for it; Luciella would never
defy her father. Nor could she. She was only a girl and there was no escape.

Alone in her room or riding alone over the hills with Preciosa on her
saddle, Ronilly pondered what she could do. It seened that she was trapped
She had never known her father to alter a judgnment given - he would not hear
of forgiveness for Ruyven, for instance - or to change his m nd, once nmade up.
He would not break his agreenment with Dom Garris - or had it been nmade with
Gareth of Scathfell hinmself? - though the heavens should fall. Her governess,
her stepnother even, could sonmetines be teased or argued out of a puni shnent
or a judgnent; in all the years of her life, her father had never been known
to go back on what he had said, even when he knew it was wong. Far and wi de
in the Kilghard Hlls, the word of a MacAran was |like the word of Hastur; as
good as another man's signed bond or sworn oath.

What if she should defy hinfP It would not be the first tine. Sonething
inside her quailed at the thought of his rage. But when she countered her
father's rage with the thought of the alternative, confronting Dom Garris and
the nmenory of lust in his eyes, she realized that she would rather that her
father beat her every day for a year than that he should deliver her over to
Dom Garris. Didn't he know what the man was like? And then, with her heart
si nking, she realized that The MacAran was a nman and woul d never have seen
that side of Garris of Al daran; that, Dom Garris showed only to a wonman he
desi red.

If he touches nme, | will vomit, she thought, and then she knew t hat whatever
her father's anger, she nmust make a final appeal to him

She found himin the stable, supervising a stableboy in poulticing the knees
of a black pony who had fallen in the yard. She knew it was not an auspi ci ous
nonment, for he | ooked cross and abstract ed.

"Keep up the poulticing," he directed the boy, "Hot and cold, for at |east
two hours, and then treat the knees with karalla powder and bandage t hem wel .
And see he doesn't lie down in the muck - make sure he has fresh straw every

few hours. Even with all we can do, he will be scarred and |I'll have to sell
him at a loss, or keep him for light work on the farm if his knees get
infected, we may |lose himaltogether. |'m putting you in charge - if anything
goes wong, |I'Il have it out of your hide, you young rascal, since it was your
careless riding let himfall!" The stabl eboy opened his mouth to protest, but
The MacAran gestured himto silence. "And don't give nme any back-talk - | saw
you running him on the stones! Damed young fool, | ought to put you to

mucki ng-out and not |let you exercise any of them for forty days!" He turned
his head irritably and saw Romi ||y

"What do you want in the stables, girl?"

"I canme to find you, father," she said, trying to steady her voice, "I would
like a word with you, if you can spare the tine."

"Time? | have none this norning, with this pony hurt and perhaps spoilt," he
said, but he stepped out of the stable and |eaned against one of the rail
fences. "What is it, child?"

But she could not speak for a monment, her throat swelling as she | ooked at
t he panorana behind her, the nmountains that rose across the valley, the green
paddock with the brood mares near their time, placidly grazing, the house-folk
washing clothes in the yard, over a steamng cauldron poised on the
snoul dering fire of little sticks ... this was all so dear to her, and now,
what ever cane of this, she nmust leave it ... Falconsward was as dear to her as
to any of her father's sons, yet she nust |eave her home to be married away,
and any of her father's sons, even Ruyven who had abandoned it, could stay
here forever, with the horses and the honme hills. She swallowed hard and felt
tears starting from her eyes. Wiy could she not be her father's Heir in
Ruyven's place, since he cared nothing for it, and bring her husband here
rat her than marryi ng soneone she nust hate, and living in a strange pl ace.

"What is it, daughter?" he asked gently, and she knew he had seen her tears.

She swal |l owed hard, trying to control her voice. She said "Father, | have
al wvays known | rnust marry, and | would gladly do your wll, but-but-Father,
why nmust it be Dom Garris? | hate him | cannot bear him The man is like a
toad!" Her voice rose, and her father frowned, but quickly snoothed his face
into the forced cal mshe dreaded.



He said reasonably, "I tried to make you the best marriage | could, Rony. He
is nearest Heir to Scathfell, and not far from the lordship of Al daran of
Al daran, should the old man die without children, which now | ooks likely. I am
not a rich man, and | cannot pay nuch of a marriage-portion for you; and
Scathfell is rich enough not to care what you can bring. Dom Garris is in need
of awife-"

"And he has worn out three," said Romlly, desperately, "And goes again to
many another girl of fifteen...."

"One reason he asked ne for you," her father said, "was that his other wives
have been weaklings and too near akin to him he wanted new blood for the

house. If you bear him a healthy son, you wll have great honor, and
everyt hing you could possibly wish for."

"And if | do not | will be dead and no one will have to care whether | am
happy or not," she cried, her tears starting forth again. "Father, | cannot, |
will not marry that-that |oathsone man! OCh, Father, | am not trying to defy
you, | would willingly marry al nost anyone el se-Cinhil, or-or Dom Al deric-"

"Al deric, hey?" Her father took her chin in his big hand and tipped up her
face to look at it. 'Tell me the truth, now, child. Have you been playing

about in a way you should not? Dom Garris will expect to find you chaste; wll
he be di sappoi nted? Has that arrogant young Castamir sprig been trifling with
your feelings, girl? A guest under this roof-"

"Dom Al deri ¢ has never spoken a word to ne, or done anything, which he could
not have done in full view of you and Mther," she flared indignantly, "I
naned him only because | would not find him |oathsone, nor C nhil, nor any
heal thy ki nd young man somewhere near ny own age! But that-that sliny-" words
failed her, and she bit her lip hard so she would not cry.

"Ronmilly," said her father gently, still holding her face between his hands,
"Dom Garris is not so old as that: it is not, after all, as if | had tried to
give you to Lord Gareth, or to any man | knew to be evil-tenpered, or a
drunkard, or a ganbler, or one who was a wastrel of substance. | have known
Garris all his life; he is a good, honorable and wellborn young nan, and you
should not hold his face against him since he did not make it. A handsone
face will soon be worn away, but honor and good birth and a kindly tenper are
the things I want for my daughter's husband. You are only a silly young girl,
and you can see no further than a nman's handsone face and grace at dancing;
which is why fathers and nothers nmake marriages for young girls, so that they
can see a nan's true worth."

She swallowed, and felt shane overcoming her, to speak of this to her
father, but the alternative was worse. She said, "He-he looks at me in such a
way - as if | were naked - and when we were dancing, he put his hands on ne-"

Her father frowned and | ooked aside and she knew he was enbarrassed too. At

| ast he sighed and said, "The nman is wanting a wife, that is all; when he is
wedded he will not need to do so. And at |east you know that he is not a-" he
coughed nervously, "he is not a lover of nen, and will not desert you to hold
hands with one of his paxnmen or a pretty young page-boy or Guardsman. | think
he will nake you a good husband, Rony. He may be awkward and not know how to
make hinself known to you, but | think he nmeans you well and you will be happy
t oget her. "

Romilly felt the tears breaking and spilling. She said, feeling her voice
break hi sobs, "Father-oh, Father, please. . . anyone, anyone else, | swear |

wi Il obey you w thout question, but not-not Dom Garris-"
The MacAran scow ed, biting his lip. He said, "Ronmilly, this matter has gone
so far | cannot honorably draw back. The folk of Scathfell are neighbors, and

| am dependent on their good will; to break ny word at this point, would be an
affront to their honor which |I could not recover in a lifetime. If | had had
any idea you felt like this, | would never have given nmy word; but done is
done, and | have pledged it in honor. There's no nore to be said, child. You
are young; you will soon grow used to him and it will be well, | pronise you
Now cheer up, don't cry; | prom sed you a pair of fine blacks, broken with ny

own hand, for a wedding-present, and | am going to make over the small farm at
Greyrock to you, so you will always have sonething, a place of your own. And

have told Luciella to send to the markets in Caer Donn for fine stuff for a
weddi ng-dress, so you need not be married in honespun. So cheer up, dry your
eyes, and decide for yourself which of the blacks you want for a wedding-



present, and you may ask Luciella to have new dresses nmade for you, three-no,
four new outfits and everything to go with them all kinds of petticoats and
feathers and bonnets and gewgaws such as girls like, no girl in the hills wll
be better outfitted for her wedding."

She bent her head, swallowi ng hard. She had known it was hopel ess, and he
had given his word to Dom Garris and to Lord Scathfell. He would never draw
back now, and it would be useless, no matter what she should say. He mi stook
her silence for agreement and patted her cheek.

"There's ny fine, good girl," he said awkwardly, "I am proud of you, child -
woul d that any of your brothers had your strength and spirit."

"I wish | had been your son," she blurted out, "and that | could stay at
hone with you al ways."

Her father took her gently into his arms. "So do |, girl," he said against
her hair, "So do |I. But it's for man to wish and the Gods to Gve, and the
Bearer of Burdens al one knows why he gifted only nmy daughter with those things
a man wants from his sons. The world will go as it will and not as you or |

woul d have it, Rony." He patted her, gently, and she cried, holding on to him
cried hopelessly, as if she woul d never stop.

In a way, she thought desperately later, his synpathy nmade it worse. If he
had stormed and shouted at her, raged and threatened her with a beating, she
could at least have felt that she had a right to rebel. Before his kindness
she could only see his point of view - that she was a young girl, that her
good parents and guardi ans were doi ng what they thought best for her, and that
she was silly and thoughtl ess to speak out against their caution for her.

So she tried to seeminterested in the preparations for her weddi ng which,
so The MacAran said, would be at the harvest. Luciella sent to Caer Donn for
spider-silk for her wedding-gown and fine dyed stuff, crinmson and blue and
violet, for her new dresses, and had ordered so many petticoats and cam sol es
and fine underthings that Millina was openly jealous and sulked while the
sewi ng was bei ng done.

One norning, a rider came from Scathfell, and when he was welconed in the
courtyard, uncovered a cage before himon the saddle.

"A nessage from Dom Garris, sir," he said to The MacAran, "and a gift for
Mstress Rom|lly."

The MacAran took the letter, scowing slightly, and tore it open. "Your eyes
are better than mine, Darren," he said to his son, "Read it for ne."

Romi I ly thought, annoyed, that if the letter concerned her, she should have
been the one to read it. But perhaps The MacAran did not want it known that
his daughter was so much a better scholar than his Nevarsin-educated son.
Darren gl anced through the letter and frowned, then read al oud.

"To The MacAran of Falconsward and to ny affianced wife Romlly, greeting
from Gareth-Regis Aldaran at Scathfell. Your daughter inforned nme that she
flies a verrin hawk, which is understandable in the daughter of the finest
hawk-trainer in these hills, but would be unseemly for the wife of Aldaran's
Heir. Therefore | take the liberty of sending her two fine |adybirds which
will fittingly adorn the nost beautiful wist in all of the Kilghard Hills, so

that she need not fly a man's hawk. | beg her acceptance of these fine birds,
and | send them now so that she may be accustomed to their flight. Kindly
convey ny conplinments and respectful w shes to ny promsed wife, and to you ny

nost respectful greetings, sir.
own seal affixed."

The MacAran raised his eyebrows, but said, "A courteous letter indeed.
Uncover the cage, nan."

Darren | ooked up, saying, "It has Scathfell's

The cover lifted, two beautiful little hawks were reveal ed; their hoods were
of fine scarlet-dyed leather with an Al daran crest worked in gold thread, and
the jesses glinmrered with gold threads too. They were tiny brilliant birds,

gleanming with gloss and health, and Rom ||y caught her breath at the sight of
t hem

"A beautiful gift," she said, "and nost thoughtful. Tell ny-nmy prom sed
husband, " she said, and stunbled over the words, "That | am nobst grateful to
him and | shall fly them with all kind thoughts of him" She held out her
wrist, and lifted one of the hawks on to her glove. It sat so quietly that she
could tell it was perfectly trained. Never mnd that such hawks were no good
for anything but flying at field-nice, they were exquisite little birds and



for DomGarris to pay so nuch heed to her known interests was a good sign. For
alittle while she thought better of her prom sed husband; but |ater she began
to think it over; was this sinply his way of telling her that when she was his
wife she would not be allowed to work with a proper hawk at all? From what
Gareth of Scathfell - the old man - had said, she was inclined to think so. It
woul d be unseemly for the wife of Scathfell's Heir. She made up her mnd,
firmy, whatever they said, she would never be argued or bullied into giving
up Preciosa! The bond between themwas too strong for that.

While she was first flying the little hawks - with a guilty thought that she
was being disloyal to her beloved Preciosa - she reached out for contact, the
strong bond between hawk and flyer. But the tiny birds gave only a faint sense
of confusion, exhilaration; there was no close enotion, no sense of rapport
and union - the snaller hawks were too |ow y-organized to have the capacity

for laran. She knew the cagebirds had no such abilities - she had once or
twice tried to conmunicate with them- in fact, "the mnd of a cage-bird" was
a byword for a stupid woman! Flying the small hawks was dull; she could watch
them fly, and they were beautiful indeed, but there was none of the

excitenent, the sense of rapport and conpletion, she felt with Preciosa. She
flew themdutifully every day for exercise, but it was always with relief that
she hooded them again with the beautifully-worked hoods and cast off Preciosa
into the sky, clinbing the sky with her hi an ecstasy of flight and soaring
freedom

She rode nostly with Darren, now, and Rael; Alderic had been put to the
coridoms work and was always busy about the place with accounts, arranging
t he stud-books, supervising the nmany nmen about court and stables. She sel dom
saw him except now and again for a decorous word as he sat by the fire in the
evening, or played a game of castles or cards with Darren or her father, or
sonetimes whittled wooden toys to anuse Rael in the | ong evenings.

Her days, too, were filled; her father had said she need do no nore |essons,
and the plan for her to study ciphering with the old steward had of course
been put aside, since she was to be married so soon, so Calinda filled her
days with stitching, and taught her how to oversee the kitchen-wonen and the
sewi ng-wonen and even the dairies . . . not that there would be so much need
for her to do any of these things, but, Calinda said, she nmust know how to do
these things so that she coul d know whether her servants did themwell or not;
Lord Scathfell was a w dower and she would be the first lady in authority at
Scathfell; she nust not let them think that Falconsward was a poorly run
househol d, so that the daughter of Falconsward could not fitly supervise her
worren. Romilly thought she would rather nuck out barns and nilk dairy-animals
and make the butter herself than have to oversee other wonen doing it; while
as for the sew ng-wonen, she was grimly certain that the youngest and | east
skilled of them would be better than she, so how could she ever presune to
supervi se or oversee, far less chide or correct? Luciella, too, hunted up one
of Mallina's old dolls, and dressed it in Rael's cast-off babyclothes and
taught both Mallina and Ronmilly how to bathe a young baby, how to hold it and
support its floppy little head, how to change its napkins and what to do to
keep it from having rashes and skin disorders; Romlly could not inagine why,
if there were skilled nurses and mdwi ves there, and Darissa with tw - no,
three children by now - she should have to know how to do all this herself,
even before she had any children, but Luciella insisted that it was part of a
young wi fe's proper knowl edge. Romilly had no particular objection to having
children - Rael as a baby had been adorable - but when she thought of having
children, she thought first of Darissa, soft and flabby and fat and sick, and
then of the inevitable process by which those children would be gotten. She
was farnmbred and healthy, and had often thought, with secret pleasure, of the
time when she would have a lover, a husband, but when she sought to put Dom
Garris's face into that place, which (to do her credit) she virtuously tried
to do, she only felt sick, and now even when she thought of any nan, the very
i dea made her feel queasy and faint. No, but she could not, she would run
away, she would join the Sisterhood of the Sword and wear weapons and fight as
a nercenary soldier for one of the kings contending for this land, she would
cut her hair and pierce her ears - and when she got to this point she realized
how foolish she was, for if she ran away they would only follow her and drag
her back. And then she would nake wild plans, a final appeal to her father, to



her stepnother, to Lord Scathfell hinself - when they put the bracelets on her
she would scream "No" and tear them off, when they tried to lead her to the

beddi ng she would fall on Dom Garris with a knife. . . . Surely then he would
put her away, he would not want her ... she would tell him how much she
| oathed him and he would refuse to have her....

But she knew in her heart that all this was useless. She nust marry... and

she coul d not!

The sunmer drew on; the evening snow was only a brief trickle of rain, and
the hills were bright with flowers and budding trees; the nut-bushes were
covered with little green lunps which would ripen into nuts, and al nbost every
day she and Mallina could cut fresh nmushroons fromthe sides of the old trees
whi ch had been inplanted with fungus-roots. She picked berries dutifully and
hel ped to stem them for conserves, helped churn butter in the dairies, and
seldom had leisure even for a ride, let alone to give Preciosa proper
exerci se; but every day she visited her hawk in the news, and begged Darren or
Alderic to take her out and fly her. Darren was afraid of hawks, and stil
avoi ded them when he could, but when Alderic had |eisure he would take out
Preci osa on his saddl e.

"But she does not fly well for me," he told her one evening, "I think she is
pining for you, Romilly."

"And | am neglecting her," Romlly said, with a pang of guilt. She had
herself forned the tie with this wild thing; now she could not betray it. She
resolved that tonorrow, no matter what duties Luciella laid on her, she would
find some tune for a ride, and to take out the hawk.

She flew through her work the next norning with such speed and wi |l ingness
that Luciella stared, and said, "Wy, what you can do when you are willing,
childl"

"Since | have finished, foster-mother, may | take nmy hawk out for a little
whi | e?"

Luciella hesitated, then said, "Wy yes; you nust not neglect Dom Garris's
gift. Go then, Ronmilly, enjoy yourself in the fresh air."

Rel eased, she fled to put on her riding-habit and boots, to order her horse
saddled - she supposed it would have to be a lady's saddle, but riding
sidesaddl e was better than not riding at all - and was swiftly off to the
mews. Darren was in the yard, glumy exercising one or two of the hawks; she
noted his clumsy novenents, and told him she was going hawking - would he
come? He went, with relief, and had his own horse saddled. She was taking
Preciosa from her block, holding her famliar weight on the gauntlet wth
pl easure, extending her senses toward the hawk to set up the old contact, when
her father stepped into the news.

"Romilly," he said sharply, "Take your own hawks, not that one. You know
what your pronised husband said; it is unseemy to fly a verrin hawk, and you
have hawks of your own. Put her back."

"Father!" she protested, in a sudden flood of anger, "Preciosa is my own
hawk, | trained her nyself! She is mne, mne! No one else shall fly her! How
can it be unseemy for nme to fly a hawk | trained? Are you going to |let Dom
Garris tell you what it is right for your own daughter to do, in your own
st abl e-yard?"

She saw conflict and dismay on his face; but he said sharply, "I told you
put that hawk back on the block and take out your own! | wll not have you
defy me, girl!" He strode toward her; Preciosa sensed Ronilly's agitation and

bated wildly, threshing furiously on her wist, whirling up to the length of
the fastened jesses, then settling restively back

"Father-" she pleaded, lowering her voice not to disturb the easily-
frightened birds, "Don't say this-"

The MacAran thrust out his hand and firmy gripped Preciosa's feet. He set

her back on the block and said, "I will be obeyed, and that is all there is to
it."

"She's not getting enough exercise," Romilly pleaded, "she needs to be
flown. "

The MacAran paused. "That's right," he said, and beckoned to Darren

"Here," he jerked his head to indicate Preciosa on her block, "Take her;
give her to you. You need a good hawk to work with, and this is the best we
have. Take her out today, and start getting used to her."



Romilly's nouth fell open in indignant surprise. He could not do that to her
- nor to Preciosa!l The MacAran grasped the bird again, held it firmy until
the bating quieted, then set her on Darren's wist; he jerked back, startled,
and Preciosa, even hooded, thrust her head about, trying to peck, beating her
wi ngs; Darren ducked away, his wist twisting so that she overbal anced and
fell, hanging from her jesses. He stood holding the wildly bating hawk, and
The MacAran said in a harsh whisper, "Pick her up! Quiet her, damm you, if she
breaks a wing-feather I'Il break your neck, boy!"

Darren made ineffectual novenents to quiet the bird, finally getting her to
sonething like quiet on his glove. But his voice broke into falsetto as he
said, "It's not-not fair, sir. Father, | beg you-Romlly trained that hawk
herself, and with her own | aran-"

"Silence, young man! Don't you dare speak that word in ny presence!"

"Refusing to hear it won't nmake it less true, sir. It's Romlly's hawk, she
trained it, she earned it, and | don't want it - | won't take it fromher!"

"But you will take it fromme," said The MacAran, his jaw thrusting forth,
his jutting chin hard with fury, "How dare you say a hawk trained at
Fal consward in ny owmn news is not mne to give? Ronmlly has been given hawks

by her prom sed husband. She needs not this one, and you will take it or-" he
| eaned toward Darren, his eyes blazing, his breath coming and going in rough
harsh noises, "Or | will wing its neck here before you both! I wll not be

defied here in ny own news!" He made a threatening gesture as if to carry out
his threat here and now, and Ronilly cried out.

"No! No, Father - no, please! Darren, don't let him- take the hawk, it's
better for you to have it."

Darren drew a long, shaking breath. He wet his lips with his tongue, and
settled the hawk on his arm He said shakily, "Only because you ask ne,
Romilly. Only for that, | promnise you."

Her eyes burning, Romlly turned aside to take up one of the tiny, useless
hawks that had been Dom Garris' gift. At that nonent she hated them the
little hal f-brained, stupid things. Beautiful as they were, elegantly trapped,
they were only ornanments, pretty meaningless jewels, not real hawks at all, no
nore than one of Rael's carven toys! But it was not their fault, poor silly
little things, that they were not Preciosa. Her heart yearned over Preciosa,
perched unsteadily on Darren's awkward wri st

My hawk. Mne. And now that fool of a Darren wll spoil her . . . ah,
Preci osa, Preciosa, why did this have to happen to us? She felt that she hated
her father too, and Darren, clunsily transferring Preciosa from his glove to
the block on the saddle. Tears blurred her eyes as she mounted. Her father had
called for his great rawboned grey; he wuld ride with them he said
wrathfully, to make sure Darren used the hawk well, and if he did not, he
would learn it as he had learned his alphabet, beaten into him with The
MacAran's own ridi ng-crop!

They were all silent, miserable, as they rode down the pathway from the
peaks of Falconsward. Romi|lly rode last, staring in open hatred at her father,
at Darren's saddle where Preciosa perched restlessly. She sent out her
consci ousness, her laran - since the word had been used - toward Preciosa, but
the hawk was too agitated; she felt only a blur of confusion and hatred, a
reddi sh-tinged rage that blurred her mnd, too, till she had all she could do
to sit in the saddle.

Al too soon they reached the great open neadow where they had flown their
hawks that day - only then it had been Alderic with them a friendly face and
hel pi ng hands, not their furious father. Awkwardly, pinching her in his haste,
Darren took the hood from Preciosa's head, raised her on his fist and cast her
off; Romilly, reaching out her senses to nerge with the rising hawk, felt how
fury dropped away as Preciosa clinbed the sky, and she thought, in despair,
Let her go free. She will never be nine again, and | cannot bear to see her
m shandl ed by Darren. He neans well, but he has no hands or heart for hawks.
As she sank into the hawk's mind and heart, her whole soul seenmed to go into
the cry.

Go, Preciosa! Fly away, fly free - one of us at |east should be free!
H gher - hi gher-now, turn and go-

"Ronmilly, what ails you?" Her father's voice was filled with asperity, "GCet
your bird out, girl!"



She brought herself painfully back to the nmonent, her practiced hands
| oosi ng the enbroidered hood. The little hawk, shining like a jewel in the red
sunlight, angled off, high on the wind, and Ronilly watched, not seeing - her
eyes were blurred with tears, her whol e awareness with Preciosa.

Hi gher, higher... now, down the wind, and away, away ... free on the w nd,
flying free and away. ... a last quick sight of the country, spread out bel ow
her like a colored picture in one of Rael's school books, then the frail |ink
snapped asunder and she was al one again, alone in her own mind, her hands and
heart enpty, and only the shrill tiny screamng of the small hawk striking at
sone little rodent in the long grass, lifting-the bird Iighted on her saddle.
Wth automati c hands she tore at the small carcass, letting the hawk feed from
her glove, but her heart was enpty.

Preci osa. She is gone. Gone. Never again. . ..

Her father's head was thrown back, scanning the sky where Preciosa had
vani shed. "She has gone long," he said, "Romilly, do you usually let her fly
out of sight?"

Romi ||y shook her head. The MacAran waited, frozen, and Darren's head was
thrown back, his nouth a round 'O of dread. They waited. At |ast The MacAran
said in a fury,

"You have | ost her, damm your clunsiness! The best hawk in the nmews, and the
very first tinme you fly her, you have lost her, worthless son that you are,
wort hl ess brat good for nothing but scribbling. . . ." he raised his riding-
crop and the whip came down over Darren's shoulders. He yelped, nmore from
startlement than pain, but the sound galvanized Ronmilly; she flung herself
headl ong from her horse and scranbled toward the nmen, throw ng herself between
her father and Darren so that the blows fell on her.

"Beat me instead," she cried, "lIt's not Darren's fault! | lost her, | let
her go - | cannot be free, | nust be chained inside a house and robbed of ny
hawk, you dammed tyrant, but | will not have Preciosa chained too! | bade her
go with ny laran - with ny laran - you have driven Ruyven away with your
tyranny, you have made Darren afraid of you, but | am not afraid of you, and
at least you will never mstreat ny hawk again, nmy hawk, nine-" and she burst

into wild crying. Her father checked a nonent as the first blow fell on her
shoul ders, but as he heard the flood of abuse, as the forbidden words Ruyven
and laran fell on his ears, his face turned furious black, congested wth
wrath, and he raised the riding-crop and struck her hard. He raised it again
and again; Rom ||y shuddered with the pain, and shrieked at him incoherently,
harder than ever; her father slid from his horse and stood over her, beating
her about the back and shoulders with the crop until finally Darren flung his
arms around his father, shouting and yelling, and then another voice; Dom
Al deric, restraining her father wth his strong arns.

"Here, here, sir - I'msorry, but you nustn't beat a girl like that - good
God, Romilly, your back is all bloody - look, sir, you ve torn her dress!" He
wrenched the crop from her father's hands. The man made no protest, letting

his arns fall dazed to his sides. Romlly swayed, feeling bloody wetness on
her back, nunmb and smarting, and Al deric shoved her father into Darren's arns,
comng to support her with his arm The MacAran | ooked dazed, his wath giving
way to nunbness; he |ooked hastily, in dismay, at Ronmilly's torn dress where
the crop had cut the stiff material into ribbons, and then away again.

He said nunbly, "I-1 did not know what | was doing - | amin your debt, Dom
Alderic. I-1-" and his voice failed him He swayed where he stood and woul d
have fallen, but Darren held him upright. The MacAran stared at Romlly, and
said harshly, "I lost ny tenper. | shall not forgive you, girl, that you
caused nme to forget nyself so shamefully! Had you been a boy, | would still
beat you sensel ess! But soon enough your husband will have charge of you, and
if you speak to himlike that, | doubt it not he will break your head in two!

Get out of ny sight!”

Romi | ly stunbled; Al deric pushed her toward her horse. "Can you ride?" he
asked in an undertone.

She nodded, nunb, tears bursting out again.

"You had better get back to the house,” he nuttered, "while he is still in
shock at what he has done."
The MacAran stood, still shaking his head in dismay and wath. "In all the

years of my life," he said, "Never have | laid hand on a woman or girl! |



shal |l not forgive nyself, nor Romlly for provoking ne!" He stared up into the
sky where the hawk had vani shed, and muttered sonething, but Romilly, under a
push from Al deric, rode away blindly toward Fal consward.

When she stunmbled into the house, and into her roons, her old nurse met her
with dismay. "Ch, ny lanb, ny little one, what has happened to you? Your back-
your riding-dress-"

"Fat her beat ne," she nunbled, breaking out into terrible crying, "He beat
me because Darren lost ny hawk...."

Grenni s soaked the remains of the dress from her back, dressed the broken
skin and bruised flesh with oil and herb-salve, put her into an old robe of
soft cloth, and brought her hot soup in her bed. Ronmilly had begun to shiver
and felt sick and feverish. Gaennis was grunbling, but she shook her head and
demanded, "How did you cone to anger your father so nmuch? He is such a gentle
man, he nust have been beside hinself to do sonething like this!" Romlly
could not speak; her teeth were chattering and she kept crying, even though
she tried and tried to stop. OGaennis, alarmed, went to fetch Luciella, who
cried herself over Romlly's bruises and cuts and her ruined habit, and
nevert hel ess repeated what Gaennis had said - "How in the world cane you to
anger your father like this? He would never have done a thing like this unless
you provoked hi m beyond bearing!"

They blanme ne, Rom|ly thought, they all blanme ne because | was beaten...

And now there is no hope for nme. Preciosa is gone. My father cares nore to
be on good ternms with Aldaran than he cares for ne. He wll beat Darren
ruthlessly into shape because Darren does not have ny gifts, but he will not
let me be what | am nor Darren what he is; he cares nothing for what we are,
but only for what he would have us be. She would not listen to Luciella's kind
words, not to Gaennis's cosseting. She could not stop crying; she cried unti
her eyes were sore and her head ached and her nose was reddened and dri pping.
And at last she cried herself to sleep

She woke late, when the whole of Falconsward was silent, and the great
violet face of Kyrrdis hung full and shining in her w ndow Her head stil
ached terribly, and her back stung and smarted despite the healing salves
Gaenni s had put on it She was hungry; she decided to slip downstairs and find
sone bread and cold nmeat in the kitchen

My father hates ne. He drove Ruyven away with his tyranny, but Ruyven at
least is free, learning to be what he nust be, in a Tower. Ruyven was right;
at least, out of range of ny father's iron will, he can be what he is, not
what Father would have him be. And suddenly Romilly knew that she, too, nust
be free, as Preciosa was free in the wild to be what she was.

Shaki ng, she pulled an old knitted vest over her sore back, and put on the
old tunic and breeches she had worn. She slipped quietly along the corridor,
her boots in her hand. They were wonen's boots; a wonman, she had heard all of
her life, was not safe alone on the roads, and after the way Dom Garris had
| ooked at her at M dsunmer, she knew why. Ruyven's room was shut up, all his
things as he had left them noiselessly she slipped inside, took from a chest
one of his plainer shirts and an old pair of |eather breeches, a little too
large for her, shucked off Darren's too-tight ones and dressed in Ruyven's
anpl e ones; she took a cloak too, and a |eather over-tunic, slipped into her
room agai n for her own hawki ng-gl ove. Renenbering that Preciosa was gone, she
al rost left it behind, but she thought, sone day | will have a hawk again, and
I will remenber Preciosa by this. At the last, before she slid her old dagger
into its sheath, she cut her hair short to the nape of her neck, and as she
stole outside, thrust the braid deep into the m dden, so they would not find
it. She had |ocked Ruyven's door again, and they would never think to |ook
among his old clothes and count the shirts. She would carry her habit wth
her, so they would be looking for a girl with long hair in a green riding-
habit, not a nondescript young boy in plain old clothes. Slipping into the
stable, she put an old saddle, dustcovered and hi dden behind other discarded
bits of harness, on her own horse, then thought better of it and left himin
the stall. A black horse, a fine well-bred one, would betray her anywhere as a
MacAran. She carried the saddle carefully outside and nmade a snall bundle of
it with her tack and her girl's clothes. She left it there and slipped quietly
into the kitchen - in the summer, all the kitchen work was done in an outer
buil ding so the building would not be too hot - and found herself neat and a



cut loaf of bread, a handful of nuts and sone flat cakes of coarse grain which
the cook baked every day for the best of the dogs, the breeding bitches and

those who were nursing pups .. . they were pal atable enough and would not be
m ssed as ot her breads m ght be, since they were baked by the dozen, al nost by
the hundred ... a handful would never be counted. She rolled themin a kitchen

towel and tied the neck of the inprovised bag, then put her boots on, went
outside and carried bag and saddle to the outer pasture, where old horses and
culls were left to grass. She scanned them for a horse who would not be m ssed

for sone days - let them think she had gone afoot. Finally she decided on an
el derly hack who was used only once in a great while, when the old coridom
now retired and seldom out of doors at all, visited the far pastures. She
clucked softly - all the horses knew her - and he came cantering quietly to

the fence. She murnured to him fed him a handful of coarse vegetables, then
put the saddle on his back, and led him softly away down the path, not
mounting till she was well out of earshot of the walls. Once a dog began to
bark inside the castle and she held her breath and fiercely willed the anim
to be silent.

At the foot of the hill, she clanbered into the saddle, w ncing as her fresh
bruises were jolted, but setting her teeth against the pain and wapping
herself hi her cloak against the mdnight chill. Once she |ooked up at
Fal consward on its crag, high above her

Bearer of Burdens! 1 cannot, | cannot - Father is sorry, he beat ne, this is
madness, | should go back before I am m ssed...

But then the nmenory of Darren's face as she gave him the hawk, of her
father's rage, of Ruyven's set, despairing eyes the last tinme she had seen
him before he ran away from Nevarsin. . . . No, Father will have us what he
wi shes, not what we are. The nenory of Dom Garris handling her rudely at
M dsunmmer, the thought of how he woul d behave when she was turned over to him
his wife, his property to do with as he woul d-

She set her face like iron. Had there been anyone to see, at that nonent,
they would have marked; she was very like her father. She rode away from
Fal consward wit hout once | ooki ng back



Book Two: THE FUGITIVE



CHAPTER ONE

On the third day it began to snow. Romlly, who had lived all her life in
the foothills of the Hellers, knew that she nust find shelter quickly; nothing
alive could survive a storm even at this season, except under cover. The w nd
whi pped like a knife, and howed along the trees lining the path |like the
voi ces of ten thousand devils. Briefly she considered retracing her steps to
the little hill-farm she had passed early that norning, and asking shelter
there . . . but no. The farners there night have been anbng those who cane,
now and again, to Fal consward, and even in her boy's dress mght know her for
The MacAran's daughter. She did not know them but she had never been this far
from her home, and was not sure where she was.

She knew vaguely that if she followed this trail, keeping to the north, she
woul d come at last to Nevarsin, where she could take the road to Tranontana
Tower. There she would find her brother Ruyven - or if he had been sent

el sewhere by the leroni who ruled in the Towers, she could find news of him
It was in her mind that she might seek the training of her laran within the
Towers, as the leronis Mirelie had invited her to do sone years ago.
Alternatively, she mght remain in Nevarsin for the winter - she had lived in
the Hellers long enough to know that travelling in the winter, by the roads
she nust take to Nevarsin, was a dangerous enterprise, undertaken only by the
mad or the desperate. Surely in Nevarsin she could seek to find work sonmewhere
as a hawkmaster's apprentice, or with sone blacksmth or horse-keeper as a
stabl eboy-for she had no intention of revealing herself as a girl. She had
sel dom been away from her own honme, where even the kitchen-girls and
washerwonen were treated kindly and properly supervised by Domma Luciella, but
the very way they reacted to this treatnment told her howrare it was, and one
of the wonen, who had worked as a tavern wench for years, had told nany
stories of the treatnment she was apt to receive. Romilly did not doubt her own
ability to care for herself and to keep unwel come hands off her; but even the
| owest stable boy was paid nore than any cook-woman or tavern naid, and
Romilly had few skills to |ift her above the |owest scullery-maid s tasks. All
she knew was horses and hawks, and the supervision of servants. Dressmakers
and children's nurses, she knew, could earn higher wages, but even the thought
of working as a sew ng-wonman nmade her smile, renenbering the botchery she nade
of her sewing, and for a child's nurse they would want to know nmuch nore about
her than she would be willing to tell. No, if she chose to stay in Nevarsin
for the winter she would remain a boy to all appearances, and seek work in
stabl es or news.

And that way, at |east, she would be around horses and hawks. She thought
with a bitter pang of the | ost Preciosa.

But | am glad it happened, she thought fiercely, hunching against the
sl ashing wi nd and drawi ng her cloak high over her face, alnobst to covering her
eyes. Otherwise, | would never have had the courage to break away! | would
have renmai ned obedi ent, perhaps even married Dom Garris . . . and a shiver of

revul sion went through her. No, she was well out of that, even if she nust
spend the rest of her life working as a boy in sone stranger's stabl es!
The snow was beginning to turn to a wet, soggy rain; the horse's feet

slipped and slithered on the steep trail, and Romlly, sliding into rapport,
felt the chill of the wi nd, the uneasy way the horse shivered and set down his
feet with uncertain care on the slippery road. The rain was freezing as it
fell; her cloak was stiffening with ice. They nust find shelter soon, indeed.
They came to a steep turn in the road, where it forked, one path |eading
upward through thick trees that lined the trail, the other broader, but

steeply downward. Romilly slid off the horse's back and went, craning her neck
to stare through the thick msty rain. Downward she coul d see nothing except a
smal | runnel of water cascading out of sight over the rocks beside the road,
but upward, it seemed to her, she could make out the walls of some kind of
building, a herder's hut or shelter for animals. The broadening road ni ght
| ead down to a village or a cluster of valley farns, but she had no assurance,
nor did she see any lights in the valley, and the rains were coning ever
faster.

Upward, then, it nust be, to the shelter, no matter how crude; it would at
| east be out of the wind or rain. She did not nobunt again - on a trail as



steep as this upward path, the horse would fare better w thout her weight. She
took her horse's bridle, speaking soothingly to the aninal as it jerked its
head away. She wi shed she could have had her own horse; this one was a
stranger. Yet it was docile enough and even friendly.

The darkness through snow and rain grew darker; it was sone building,
i ndeed; not large, but it appeared weather-tight. The door was sagging, half
off its hinges, and gave a loud protesting noise when she shoved it and went
in.

"Who's there?" a quavering voice cried out, and Romlly felt her heart race
and her throat tighten with fear. Dark as it |ooked, dilapidated, it was not
deserted after all.

She said quickly, "I mean you no harm ma'am- | was lost in the storm and
the rain is freezing. May | cone in?"

"Honor to the Bearer of Burdens, and thanks be that you have conme," the
voice said; a trenbling, old voice. "My grandson went to the town and | rmake

no doubt, in this storm he has had to shelter sonewhere, | heard your horse's
steps and thought for a nmonent it was Rory comn' back, but he rides a stag-
pony and | see you have a horse. | canna' |eave ny bed; can ye throw a branch

on the fire, boy?"

Now her face was beginning to thaw a little she could snell the smnoke
groping in the darkness, she went toward the dull enbers. The fire was al nbst
out. Romilly stirred the enbers, coaxed it alive with snmall sticks, and when
they caught, built it up again with a bigger branch and then with a |og. She
stood wanni ng her hands, in the growing light, her eyes nade out a few sticks
of decrepit furniture, a bench or two, an ancient chest, a box-bed built into
the wall, in which lay an old, old wonan, propped up agai nst the back of the
bed.

As the firelight grew, she said, "Conme here, boy. Let me |ook at you."

"My horse-" Rom ||y hesitated.

"You can lead him round into the stable," said the old voice. "Do that
first, then come back."

She had to force herself to wap the cloak over her face and go into the
bitter cold. The stable was deserted, except for a couple of scrawny cats, who
whi ned and rubbed against her legs, and after she had unsaddl ed her horse and
given it a couple of pieces of the dog's bread - the grain would be enough to
feed it for tonight - they followed her through the door into the warnth of
the now bl azing fire.

"Good, good," said the old worman, in her shaky voice, "I thought of them out
in the cold, but | could not get up to let themin. Cone here and let me | ook
at you, then, lad." And as Rom|ly went and stood by the box-bed, she hitched
herself up a little further, peering with her face winkled up at Romlly's
face. "How cone ye out in such weather, boy?"

"I amtravelling to Nevarsin, nestra," said Ronilly

"Al'l alone? In such a storn®"

"I set out three days ago when the weat her was fine."

"Are ye from south of the Kadarin? Red hair - ye have a l|ook of the
Hali'imn about ye," the old wonan said. She was wapped in several |ayers of
ragged shawl s, and three or four threadbare blankets, not mnuch better than
hor se- bl ankets, were piled on her bed. She | ooked gaunt, enmciated, exhausted.

The old woman | et out her breath in a trenbling sigh. She said, "I hoped he
woul d be back from Nevarsin early this day, but no doubt the snow is worse to
the North- well, with you to nmend the fire, I will not freeze here alone in
the storm M old bones cannot stand the cold the way | could before, and
before he left he built up the fire to last three days, saying he would surely
be back before then."

"Can | do anything else for you, nestra?”

"If you can cook a pot of porridge, ye can have a share of it," said the old
wonman, indicating an enpty pot, bow and spoon at her side, "But get out of
your wet things first, lad."

Romilly drew breath; the old wonman apparently accepted her as a farm boy
She took off cloak and boots, hanging the cloak near the warnth of the fire to
dry; there was a barrel of water near the fire, and she took the enmpty
porridge-pot, rinsed it, and, as the old woman directed her, found a half-
enpty sack of coarse neal, nore ground nuts than grain, and salt, and hung the



m xture in the kettle from the long hook over the fireplace. The old woman
beckoned her back, then.

"Where are you off to at this bitter tinme of the year, ny | ad?"

At that offhand "ny lad" Romilly felt a bursting sigh of relief; at Ieast
the old woman had accepted her for what she seened to be, a young boy and not
a girl at the edge of being a wonman. Then it occurred to her that the
deception of an old woman, half-blind, was not so great a matter after all,
and people with younger eyes and quicker wits mght see through her nore
easily. And then she realized that the old woman in the box-bed was still
peering out at her through those winkled eyelids, waiting for her answer.

"I amtravelling to Nevarsin," she said at last, "My brother is there."

"In the nonastery? Wiy, you are far off your road for that, youngster - you
shoul d have taken the left-hand fork at the bottom of the nountain. But too
| ate now, you nust stay till the stormis over, and when Rory is back he wll
set you on your proper path."

"I thank you, nestra."”

"What is your nane, |ad?"

"Rom" Romlly hesitated, swallow ng back her nane, realizing she had not
t hought of this for a nonment. She pondered saying "Ruyven," but then she m ght
not remenber to answer to that but would |ook about for her brother. She
swal | owed, pretended to have choked for a nmonent on the snoke of the fire, and
said "Rumal . "

"And why are you going to Nevarsin all on your own? Are you to becone a
monk, or being sent there to be taught by the brothers, as they do with the
sons of the gentry? You have a | ook of gentry about you, at that, as if you'd
been born in a Great House - and your hands are finer than a stable-boy's."

Romi | Iy al nost |aughed, thinking of the time when Gaennis, scow ing at her
cal | oused hands, worn by reins and claws, had said, reproving, "You wll have
the hands of a stable-boy if you do not take care!" But once again the old
woman was waiting for an answer, and she thought swiftly of Nelda's son Loran
- everyone at Falconsward knew him to be the MacAran's nedestro son, though
Luciella liked to pretend she did not know, and refused to admt the boy
exi sted. She said, "I was brought up in a Great House; but nmy nother was too
proud to bring me under ny father's eye, since | was festival-got; so she said
I could make nmore of nyself in a city, and | hope to find work in Nevarsin - |
was apprentice to the hawk-naster." And that, at |east, was true; she was nore
Davin's apprentice than that worthl ess Ker.

"Well, Runmal, you are welcone," the old wonan said. "I live here alone with
ny grandson - rmny daughter died when he was born, and his father's away in the
low ands in the service of King Rafael, across the Kadarin to the south. M
nane is Miari, and | have dwelt here in this hut nost of ny life; we nake a
kind of living fromthe nut-farming, or we did until | grew too old for it;
it's hard for Rory to look after the trees at all seasons, and care for ne
too, but he's a good lad, and he went to sell our nuts in the market at
Nevarsin, and bring hone flour for porridge, and herb-nedicines for ny old
bones. When he's a wee bit ol der, perhaps, he can find hima w fe and they can
make a living here, for it's all | have to |leave him"

"I think the porridge is boiling over," said Romilly, and hurried to the
fire, to nove the kettle a little further fromthe flame. Wwen it was done,
she dipped up a bow for the old worman, and propped her up to eat it, then
shook out Mari's pillows and soothed her bedcovers and settled her down for
t he ni ght.

"You are neat-handed as a girl," said Muari, and Romlly's heart stopped
till she went on, "I suppose that cones from handling birds; | never had the
hands for that, nor the patience, either. But your porridge will be cold,
child; go and eat it, and you can sleep there in Rory's pallet by the fire,
since it's not likely he'll be hone in this storm"”

Romilly settled down by the banked fire to eat her bow ful, then rinsed the
bowl in the barrel of water, set it near the fire to dry and stretched out,
wrapped in her cloak, by the hearth. It was a hard bed, but on the trail she
had slept in worse places, and she lay awake for a tinme, drowsily listening to
the beating stormoutside, and to the occasional drop of water which nmade its
way down the chimey to sizzle briefly in the fire. Twice she woke during the
night to nake certain the fire was still alive. Toward norning the noise of



the stormdied anay a little, and she slept heavily, to be wakened by a great
poundi ng on the door. Mari sat upright in her bed.

"It is Rory's voice," she said, "Did you draw the bolt, then?"

Romilly felt like a fool. The last thing she had done before settling down
to sleep was to lock the inside door - which of course the crippled old wonan
could never have done. No wonder the voice outside sounded | oud and agitated!
She hurried to the door and drew the bolt.

She | ooked into the face of a huge burly young man, be-whi skered and clad in
t hreadbare sacking and a cloak of a fashion which had not been worn in the
Hel lers since her father was a child. He had his dagger out, and would have
rushed at her with it, but he heard old Miari's cry.

"No, Rory - the boy meant no harm he cared for nme and cooked ny supper hot -
| bade him sl eep here!™

The rough-1ooking young nman |let the dagger fall and hurried to the box-bed.
"You are really all right, Ganny? Wen | felt the door |ocked, and then when

| saw a stranger within, I was only afraid sonmeone had conme, forced his way in
and done you sone harm"

"Now, now, now," old Muari said, "I am safe and sound, and it was well for
ne that he canme, for the fire was near out, and | could have frozen in the
ni ght!"

"I am grateful to you, whoever you are, fellow," said the big young man,
sliding his dagger into its sheath and bending to kiss his grandnother on the
forehead. "The storm was so bad, and all night | could think only of G anny,
alone here with the fire burnt out and no way to feed herself. My hearth is
yours while you have need of it," he added, in the ancient nountain phrase of
hospitality given a stranger. "I left ny shelter the nonent the rain died, and
canme hone, though my hosts bade me stay till sunrise. And you are well and
warm that's the inportant thing, Ganny dear." He | ooked tenderly on the old
wonman. Then, flinging off his cloak on to a bench, he went to the porridge-pot

still hanging by the fire, dipped up some with the ladle, thick and stiff
after the night by the hearth, and began to munch on the heavy stuff from his
fingers. "Ah, warm food is good - it's cold as Zandru's breath out there
still, and all the rain has frozen on the trees and the road - | feared old
Horny would slip and break a leg. But | traded for some grain, G anny, so you
shall have bread as well as porridge, and | have dried blackfruits as well in
my bag; the niller's wife sent them for you, saying you would like the

change." He turned to Romlly and asked, "Could | trouble you to get the
saddl ebags from ny beast? My hands are so cold they are all but frozen, and |

could not unfasten the tack till they are warm again; and you have spent the
night in the warm"
"dadly," said Romlly, "I nust go out and see to ny horse, in any case."
"You have a horse?" A look alnpbst of greed lighted Rory's face. "I have

al ways wanted a horse; but they are not for the likes of nme! You nust indeed
have been brought up in a Great House."

Romi I ly went outside, flinging her cloak over her shoul ders, and unfastened
the heavy saddl ebags |ying across the heavy-boned stag-like chervine Rory had
ridden. She took the sack of coarse grain into the byre, and brought the
saddl ebags into the cottage, dumping themon the floor near the fire.

Rory was bendi ng over his grandnother, talking in | ow tones; she was sure he
had not heard her, so she slipped out again into the byre, went into her own
bags and fed her horse one or two cakes of the dog-bread, stroking its muzzle
and talking to it. There was an ol d-fashi oned outhouse inside the byre, and
she went into it; as she was readjusting her clothing, she paused, dismyed
at the bloodstains lining her underwear; because of the storm she had | ost
track of the days. Wen | thought to pass nyself off as a man, she said to
herself wyly, / had forgotten certain very inportant points which | nust
renenber. She had never thought it would be sinple, to remenber to pitch her
voice at its deepest level and to renenber to nove with the free stride for
which Luciella and her governess had always reproved her, but she had
forgotten the inexorable rhythms of fenmale biology which could have betrayed
her nore than any of this.

As she was tearing up one of the old petticoats in her pack - she could wash
it privately by night, perhaps - she took stock of what she should do now The
old woman had prom sed that Rory would set her on her road to Nevarsin. Wuld



it be ungracious, she wondered, to insist that she nust |eave at once? She
shoul d have invented sonmeone who was waiting for her in that city and would
come to look for her if she did not appear at the appointed tinme. She made
certain that there were no telltale bulges in her clothing, fed the horse and
|l ed Rory's stag-pony inside, spreading fresh straw and fodder for it - she did
not like the |ooks of that heavy-set young roughneck, but the riding-aninma
was certainly not to blame and should not suffer for her dislike of his
master's face

Then she stepped back through the door-and paused, hearing the old wonan's
Voi ce.

"The youngster was kind to me, Rory. This is an evil thing you do, and a
breach of hospitality, which the Gods hate."

Rory's voice was sullen. "You know how long | have w shed for a horse, and
while | dwell here at the world's end, | shall never have a better chance. I|f
this is a runaway bastard from somewhere, he'll never be missed. Wiy, did you
see his cloak - in all my years | have never even had a chance at such a
cloak, and the brooch in it alone would pay a healer to come all the way from
Nevarsin to cure your joint-aches! As for your debt to him well, he had
lodging and fire the night - it was not all kindliness on his part. And | can
cut his throat quick as a puff of wind, and he'll never have the tine to be
afeared. "

Romi I ly caught, terrified, at her throat. He neant to kill her! Never had
she for a nmonent thought, even in the poverty of the hut, that her horse and
cl oak, let alone the copper brooch in its fastening and the nmoney in her snal
purse, mght endanger her very life. She would have turned, noiselessly, to
flee; but without cloak or horse, without food, she would die quickly in the
bitter cold! She gripped her fingers on the dagger in its sheath at her side.
At least, he would find no unaware or easy victim she would sell her life as
dearly as she could. But she nmust not allow them to know that she knew of
their plans, but pretend to suspect nothing till she had her cloak and her
pack, and could make a run for the horse. She turned quietly about and went
noi sel essly back to the byre, where she put her saddle on her horse, and
turned him about, ready to flee. Now she nust have her cloak, or she would
freeze in the hills.

Keepi ng her hand unobtrusively near the dagger's hilt, she cane back to the
door, careful to make sone noise as she opened it. When she cane in, Rory was
sitting on the bench fiddling with his boots, and old Mari had laid her head
back on the pillow and was asleep, or pretending to be. As Ronmlly cane in,
Rory said, "Wuld you give me a hand wi' ny boots, young fellow?"

"Aadly," Romilly said, thinking fast. If he had his boots off, at |east he
could not pursue her too quickly. She knelt before him putting both hands to
the boot, and hauled it free of his foot; bent forward to the other. She had
both hands on it, and was tugging hard, when Rory bent forward, and she saw
the glint of the knife in his hand.

Romi I ly acted wi thout thought; she pushed hard on the leg with the boot,
sending it up so that Rory's knee slammed into his chin, with a |oud crack.
The bench went over backward, with Rory tangled in it, and she scranbled to
her feet and ran for the door, snatching up her cloak as she ran. She funbl ed
at the latch-string, her heart pounding, hearing Rory curse and shout behind
her. A quick glance told her; his nmouth was bleeding, either the blow had
knocked out a tooth or cut his lip. She was swiftly through the door and tried
to thrust it shut with her shoulder, but he westled it open behind her and
then he was on her. She did not see the knife; perhaps he had dropped it,
per haps he nmeant to use only his huge hands. Her tunic ripped all the way down
as he grabbed her; he pulled her close, his hands closing around her throat;
then his eyes wi dened as he saw the ripped tunic and he tore it all the way
down.

"By the Burden! Tits like a very cowm A girl, huh?" He grabbed Romlly's
hand, which was clawing at his eyes, and held her immobile; then whirled her
about and marched her back into the little Kkitchen.

"Hey, there! Granny! Look what | found, after all? Hell's own waste to hurt
her - haven't | been after a wife these four years, and not a copper for a
bride-price, and now one comes to mnmy very door!" He Ilaughed, jubilantly.
"Don't be frightened, wench, | wouldn't hurt a hair of your little head now



|'ve sonething better to do, hey, Granny? And she can stay with you and wait
on you while I'm out at the farmng, or away to the mll or the town!"
Laughi ng, the big man squeezed her tight in his arns and nashed a ki ss agai nst
her rnmouth. "Runaway servant girl to the gentry, are you, then? Wll, pretty
thing, here you'll have your own kitchen and hearthfire, what do you say to
t hat ?"

Paral yzed by this torrent of words, Romilly was silent, filled with terror,
but thinking faster than she had ever thought in her life.

He wanted her. He would not hurt her, at least for alittle while, while he
still hoped to have her. H's nmouth against hers filled her with revul sion, but
she conceal ed the crawling sense of sickness and forced herself to smile up at
hi m

"At |least you are no worse than the nan they would have had me marry," she
said, and realized as she said it that she was telling the absolute truth.
"dd, nore than twice ny age, and always pawing at helpless girls, while you
at least, are young and clean.”

He said, contented, "I think we will suit well enough when we are used to
each other; and we need only share a bed, a neal and a fireside, and we wll
be as lawful wedded as if Lord Storn hinself had |ocked the catenas on our
arms like gentlefolk! I will build up the fire in the inner room where there
is a bed, and you can get about cooking a neal for us to share. There is flour
in the sacks, and can you nake a loaf with blackfruit? | do |like a good fruity
bread, and |I've had nothing but nut-porridge for forty days and nore!"

"I will try my best,” Romilly said, forcing her voice to calm "and if | am
not sure what to do, no doubt nmestra Muari will tell ne."

"Ah, you think yourself nmy old Ganny's betters, do you?" Rory denanded
truculently, "You will say Danme Mari till she gives you | eave to say G anny,
do you hear?"

Romilly realized, abruptly, that she had automatically used the form of a
nobl ewonman speaking to an inferior. She hung her head, pretending to be
ashamed, and nmurmnured, "I neant no harm"

"And since you're a girl, it's nore suitable for you to wash G anny's face
and put her into a clean bedgown, get her ready for the day," Rory said,
"D you think you could sit in the hearth for a little today, Ganny? If our
fine lady here gets you fresh and ready?"

"Aye, 1'll sit in the hearth for your wedding neal, Rory," said the old
worman, and Romilly, biting her lip, said neekly that she would be glad to do
what ever she could for Dane Mari

"I knew she was too fine-handed for a lad," said Mari, as Ronmlly bent to
lift her, and went to dip hot water from the barrel. As she washed the old
woman's face and hands, and brought a clean but threadbare gown from the
ancient clothes-press in the corner, she was thinking harder than she had ever
done. How could she escape? They would watch her nonent by nonent until the
marri age was consummated; by which tinme she thought grimy, they would think
her too beaten to try and get away. It nmade her sick at her stomach to think
of that great unwashed |out taking her to bed, but she supposed it wouldn't
kill her, and since she was actually in the bleeding part of her woman's
cycles, at least he was unlikely to nake her pregnant. And then she stopped
short in what she was doing, renenbering gleefully something Darissa had
whi spered to her a few nonths after her nmarriage. At the tinme, Ronmilly had
only been enbarrassed and giggled about it - what great sillies nen were, to
be superstitious about such a thing! But now she could nmake it serve her

"I am cold, wet and bare like this," the old woman conplained, "Wap ne in
my gown, girl - what aml to call you?"

Romilly started to tell the wonan her nanme - after all, now they knew she
was a girl what did it matter? - but then she thought; her father mght seek
her even as far as this. She said the first name that came into her head.

"Calinda."

"Wap ne in ny gown, Calinda, | am shivering!"
"I amsorry, Mdther Miari," she said, using the neek term of respect for any
aging wonman, "I had a heavy thought-" and she bent close to the old woman as

she wrapped her in gowmn and woolly shawl and then laid her on her pillows,
drying her hands with a towel. "I-1-1 will gladly wed your grandson-" and she
t hought the words woul d choke her



"And well you should,"” said the old wonan, "He is a good kind nan, and he
will use you well and never beat you unless you really deserve it."

Romi | ly gul ped; at |east that she would never have bad to fear from Dom
Garris. "B-but," she said, pretending to be enbarrassed, which was not
difficult, "He will be angry with ne if he tries to share ny bed this night,
for my-ny cycles are on ne, and | am bl eeding...."

"Ah, well," said the old lady, "You did well to tell me; nmen are funny that
way, he mght well have beaten you for it; my man used to thunp ne well if I
did not tell himwell before the tine, so he could keep away or sleep with the
dai ry-nmai d-ah, yes, once | was well off, | had a dairy-naid and a cook-wench
at one tinme, and now ook at ne. But with a woman's care, | will grow better
soon, and Rory will not have to cook porridge and bake bread, which is no work
for a man. Look what a fine nman you are getting, he never scorned to wash and
turn his old Ganny in her bed, or bring her food, or even enpty ny
chamberpot. And speaking of a chanberpot-" She gestured, and Ronmilly fetched
the utensil and supported the old woman.

She thinks this life will nmake ne well off; so long as | have a man for
husband, | need ask no better than to drudge about barn and byre and kitchen,
wai ting hand and foot on a bedridden old wonan, so long as 1 have the nane of
wi fe. She shivered as she thought, perhaps some wonmen would truly think
thenselves well off - a home of their own and a hardworking man, one who was
kind to his old grandnother. She settled the wonman in the bed again and went
to enpty the chanberpot. She was used to working with her hands about animals,
and the work itself did not disgust her, but she was frightened of Rory.

| did not refuse Dom Garris to be married by force to a woodsnman, however

honest or good. And now | have won nyself a few days time. | will pretend to
be nmeek and mild and bi ddabl e, and soon or late, they nust let me out of their
si ght.

When the old woman was washed and dressed in a fresh gown, Romilly went to
the punp in the yard to draw water, placing the great kettle over the fire to
heat for the washing of linens, then, guided by directions from Dane Mari,
set about mixing and baking a loaf of bread with small lunps of sliced
bl ackfruit in the dough. Wen the bread was baking in the covered pot in the
ashes by the hearth, and Dane Mari dozing in her box-bed, she sat down on one
of the benches to rest for a nmonent, and think

She had gained tine. A swift visit to the outhouse showed her that her horse
had been unsaddl ed again and tied with hard knots; well, if a nonent served to
escape, she mnust sonmehow have her dagger ready to cut the knots and flee
choose a nmonment, perhaps, when Rory had his boots off, and hopefully his

breeches too. Her pack she could abandon if she rmust - the food was gone and
she could live without the other things - but her warm cloak she nust have
her boots and her saddle . . . though she could ride bareback better than nany
woren could ride saddled. Food, too, she nust sonehow have; it would not be
steal i ng, she had worked hard and cared for the old woman well, it was but her
j ust due.

Per haps tonight, when they were all asleep, she thought, and, hauling her
weary body up from the bench, set about washing the musty linens fromthe old
woman's bed, and the sheets from the bed in the inner room which had been
|l ong unused - Dane Mari said that when the weather was warm Rory slept in
there, and only in chilly weather did he sleep on the pallet before the fire.
Well, that was sonething - if she nust bed that wetched aninmal of a man, at
least it would not be under the peering eyes of the old grandmother, as it
m ght have been in a poorer cottage with only one room She shuddered suddenly
- was this how folk Iived, away fromthe G eat Houses?

Should | give up, flee back to ny family, exchange ny freedom then for the
protected life | would live as the wife of Dom Garris? And for a nonent,
shivering at the thought of what nust |lie before her, even if she escaped from
Rory and his grandnother, she was hal fway tenpted.

Li ke a hawk on a block, chained, hooded and dumb, in exchange for being fed
and cherished, guarded preciously as a prize possession...

Oh, Preciosa, and that was what | would have brought to you. . . . she
thought, and was fiercely glad she had freed the hawk. At |east she would
never be Darren's possession. She could have kept it clear with her conscience



to keep Preciosa herself - the hawk had returned to her of its free will, out
of love, after being allowed to fly free. She woul d never return to Darren

She is free, she belongs to no man. Nor shall |. Rory mght take her - once
- as the price of nmaking him think her beaten and subm ssive. But she would
never belong to him he could not enslave her. Like a hawk badly trained, the
nmonent she was tested in free flight, she would be away into the sky..

She sighed, ferociously sousing the sheets in the harsh soap. Her hands were
sore, and ached, but the sheets were clean - at |east she would not be taken
inthat man's dirty bed!

She hung the sheets on a rack near the fire to dry, took the bread fromthe
oven, and hunted in the rickety shelves of the kitchen; she found dried beans
and herbs, and put themin the enpty kettle to make soup. Rory, stanping in
snow covered from outside, saw her doing this and beanmed, flinging down a sack
of mushroons on the table.

"Here; for the soup, girl. For our wedding supper," he said, and stooped to
enfold her in an awkward enbrace, |anding a danp kiss on the back of her neck
She gritted her teeth and did not draw away, and he took her quiet endurance
for consent, pulled her round and mashed anot her ki ss agai nst her nouth.

"Tormorrow you will not be so shy, heh, ny fine lady - well, Ganny, has she
taken care of you properly? If she hasn't, I'lIl teach her.” He flung off his
own rough cloak and took up hers, slinging it around his shoulders wth
strutting pride.

"I''l'l have this; you'll have no need to further out of doors than the
out house, not till the spring-thaw, and then you'll not need it," he said, and
went out again. Ronmilly swallowed her rage at seeing her brother's well-nmade,
fur-lined cape over his shoulders. Wll, if she found a chance to escape,
then, she nmust snatch up Rory's cape; coarse as it was, it was warm enough to
shelter her. The few coins in the purse tied at her waist, those she nust have
too, few as they were, for when she reached Nevarsin. Pitifully small the
hoard was- The MacAran was generous with his daughters and his wife, buying
them whatever they wi shed, but he felt they could have snall need for ready
money, and gave themonly a few small silver bits now and again to spend at a
fair. But to Rory, she knew, they would seem nore; so she found a nonent to
conceal herself from Dane Mari's eyes behind the clothes-press and transfer
the little hoard of coins from the pocket tied at her waist, into a folded
cloth hidden between her breasts; surely, soon or late, he would take the
pocket from her, and she left one or two snmall pieces in it to satisfy his
greed- maybe he woul d seek no further

As dark closed down from the short gloony day, she sat with them at the
crude table to eat the soup she had nade and the bread she had baked. Rory
grunbled - the bread was not very good - was this all the skill she had at
cooki ng? But Dane Muari said peaceably that the girl was young, she would
|l earn, and the bread, however heavy, was at |east a good change from nut-
porridge! When bedtinme cane he said sharply, |ooking away from her, that
toni ght she mght sleep in the box-bed with Dame Miar', and that he would wait
four days, no nore, for her return to health.

Now she knew the limts of her tine. But if she had had any idea that she
m ght escape while they slept, it vanished when Dane Miuari said, "Let you
sleep on the inside of the bed, ny girl; do you think |I don't know you would
run away if you could? You don't know when you are well off; but when you are
Rory's wife you will not wish to run away."

Ch, won't 1? Romilly thought, gritting her teeth, and lay down fully
resolved to try for an escape as soon as the old wonan slept. But she was
weary from a day of heavy and unaccustonmed work, and fell asleep the nonent
she laid her head on the pillow and when she woke in the night, whenever she
stirred, she saw by firelight the old wonan's eyes, w de awake and beady as a
hawk' s, wat chi ng her.

Three days passed in much the sane way. She cooked coarse neals, washed the
old wonman's sheets and gowns, found a little time to wash her own clothes,
including the torn-up petticoat she had put to use . . . fortunately she was
not too closely observed at the wash-kettle, so she had a chance to dry the
cloths and fold them and hi de them under her tunic.

If she was ever to pass herself off as a boy- and she was nore resol ved than
ever that she would not travel as a wonman in these nountains - she nust find



sonme better way of concealing this personal necessity. She had heard gossip
about the wonman soldiers, the Sisterhood of the Sword, who were pledged never
to wear wonmen's gowns nor to let their hair grow She had never seen one, only
heard gossip, but it was runored that they knew of a herb which would keep
wonen from bl eeding at their cycles, and she wi shed she knew their secret! She
had |earned sonething of herb-lore for doctoring aninmals, and she knew of
her b- nedi ci nes which would bring a cow or bitch- or, for that matter - a woman
into the fertile cycles, but none to suppress it, though there was a drug
which would keep a bitch, briefly, from going into heat when it was
i nconvenient to breed her. Was that what they used? Maybe she could try it,
but she was not a dog, and a dog's cycle of heat was very different fromthe
femal e human's. It was all theoretical speculation at the nmonent anyhow, for
she had no access to the herb, and would not know how to recognize it in the
wild state anyhow, but only when prepared for use by a beast-heal er

On the fourth day, when he rose, Rory said, smrking, "Tonight you shal
sleep with me in the inner room W have shared neal and fireside; it needs
only now to bed you, to make the narriage legal in all ways."

And in the nountains, she had heard, a law would return a runaway wife to
her husband. No matter that she had been wedded wi thout her consent, a woman
had small recourse in law, so if she escaped after Rory had bedded her, there
woul d be two people seeking her, her father and her husband; would a Tower
even take her in under those circunstances?

Well, she would ride that colt when it was grown to bear a saddle. But she
would try very hard to find a way of escape today.

Al'l day, as she went about the drudgery of the household, she pondered a
variety of options. It was possible that she could wait till he had taken her
. . . then slip away when he slept afterward, as she had heard that nen were
likely to do. Certainly the old woman could not follow her - but she m ght
rouse Rory from sleep. Sonehow, one way or other, she nust nanage to prevent
Rory fromfollow ng her...

And if she did that, she nmight as well have let himtake her on that first
night. Her throat closed in revulsion at the thought of being a passive
victim letting himtake her unchall enged.

Possi bly, when they undressed for bed, she mght sonehow contrive to hide
his boots and his |eather breeches, so that he could not at once follow her;
baref oot and unbreeched, would even he manage to chase her, afoot - for she
woul d al so cut |oose his riding-chervine and drive it into the woods. By the
time he found boots and breeches, and rounded up his chervine, she and her
horse woul d be well on the way to Nevarsin.

But she would have to submit to himfirst....

And then she thought; when we are undressed for bed, a well-placed knee in
the groin would cripple himlong enough to evade pursuit, certainly. Only she
must have the courage

to kick hard; and hit her target at the first touch; otherw se, he would

certainly half kill her when he caught her, and woul d never trust her again.
She renenbered what her own nother had taught her when she and Ruyven were
very small, that she nust never hit or kick himthere even in play, because a

relatively light blow to that area woul d cause serious and possibly pernmanent
damage; if the parts were ruptured, even death. And that nmade her stop and
t hi nk.

Was she prepared to kill, if she nust, to prevent himfromtaking her?

After all, he had first tried to kill her; if she had truly been a boy, or
if her tunic had not torn, revealing her as a wonman, he would have cut her
throat for her horse and her cloak. Yes, he had been kind to her after his own
fashi on when he discovered she was a woman, but that was because he thought
that rather than a corpse, he would prefer to have a slave . . . for surely
that was what her |ife with him would be, drudging daylong at heavy work and
waiting on the whins of the old wonan; he could get nore from her, that way,
and have horse and fine cloak too. No, she would not scruple.

In early afternoon, Rory came in where she was listlessly kneading bread,
and dunped the carcass of a rabbithorn on the table.

"I have it cleaned and skinned," he said. "Roast a haunch of it for dinner
tonight - | have not tasted neat this ten-day - and tomorrow we will salt the
rest; for tonight, hang it in the stables, well out of reach of vermn."



"As you wi sh, Rory," she said, and inwardly she gl oated. The neat, frozen as
it would certainly be, would keep her for sone tine if she could nanage to
take it with her on her way out. She would be careful to hang it near to her
own saddl e.

The roast neat soon began to fill the hut with a good snell; Romilly was
hungry, but even after she had fed the old wonman, w ped her chin and settled
her for the night, she found that she could not chew and swallow w thout

choki ng.

I nust be ready. | nust be ready. It is tonight or never. She lingered at
the table, sipping nervously at a hot cup of bark-tea, until Rory canme and
wound his arms around her from behind.

"I have built a fire on the hearth in the inner room so we wll not be
cold, cone, Calinda." She supposed the old woman had told him her assuned
nane. Certainly she had not. Well, it was upon her; she could delay no | onger

Her knees felt weak and wobbly, and for a mnute she wondered if she could
ever have the courage to carry out her resolve.

She let himlead her into the inner room and close the door and fasten it
with a hook frominside. Not good. If she was to nake her escape at all, she
nmust have a clear way outside. "Mist you |l ock the door?" she asked. "Certainly
G an- Dane Miari cannot enter our room at any awkward tinme, for she cannot walk
at all."

"I thought we would be nore private this way," he said, smrking again, and
she said "But suppose-suppose-" she funbled a nmoment, then said, "But suppose
Dame Miari has need of me in the night, and I do not hear her? Leave the door
part way open so she can call nme if she has a pain or wants ne to shift her to
her other side."

"You have a good heart, girl," Rory said, and pushed the door open a crack
then sat heavily on the edge of the bed and began to draw off his boots.

"Here, let me help you," she said, and cane to draw them off, then
del i berately winkl ed her nose.

"Faugh, how they stink, you rmust have stepped in the manure pile! Gve them
to ne, ny husband,” she used the word deliberately, "and |I wll clean them
before you rise in the norning. You mght as well give ne your |eather
breeches too." and she stopped, had she gone too far? But Rory suspected
not hi ng.

"Aye, and | will have a clean shirt for the nmorning if you have one cl eaned
and dried," he said, and piled his clothes into her arns. "Take them out to
the washpot to wait for norning, if they snell of manure they will be better
there than in our bridal chanber."

Better and better! But he could still be after her in a flash if he
suspected; lingering by the wash pot, half ready to make a dash for freedom
t hen- naked, he could not chase her very far - she heard his suspicious call.
"Calinda! | am waiting for you! Get in here!™ "I am coming," she called,

rai sing her voice, and went back to him Fate had decided it for her, then.
She went back into the bedroom and drew off her own shoes and stockings, her
outer tunic and breeches.

He turned back the covers of the bed and got into it. He reached for her as
she came and sat on the edge of the bed, and his hand closed on her breast in
what was nmeant, she supposed, for a caress, but his hand was so heavy that she
cried out in pain. He twisted his nmouth down over hers and westled her own on
t he bed.

"You like to fight, do you? Well, if that's what you want, girl, I'Il give
it to you that way-" he panted, covering her with his naked body; his breath
was hot and sour.

Romilly's qualnms were gone. She managed to draw away just a little, then
shot out her foot in the hardest kick she had ever given. It |anded directly
on target, and Rory, with a how of pain, rolled off the bed, shrieking wth
fury and outrage, his hands cl utched spasnodically between his |egs.

"Augh! Augh! Hellcat, tiger, bitch! Augh!"

She heard Danme Mari's voice anxiously crying out in question; but Romlly
scranbled from the bed, clutching her cloak about her, pulling on her tunic
with hasty fingers as she fled. She shoved the door open and was in the
kitchen, snatching up the remmants of the loaf and the roast neat, grabbing
Rory's boots and breeches and her own in an untidy arnful, hastily funbling at



the lock of the byre. Behind her Rory was still howing, wordless screans of
agony and wath; they beat out at her, alnost inmobilizing her, but she fought
for breath, thrusting her way into the byre. Wth her dagger she slashed
through the knots which tied Rory's riding-chervine and slapped the aninma

hard on the runp, driving it with a yell into the courtyard; slashed at her
horse's reins and funbled to thrust on the bridle. Rory's hows and Dane
Mari's voice raised in querulous conplaint - she did not know what had

happened and Rory was not yet able to be articulate - blended in a terrifying
duet, it seened that Rory's agony throbbed painfully in her own body, but that
was |aran, she thought dimy that it was a small price to pay for that
avengi ng bl ow.

He woul d have killed ne, he - would have ravished nme - | need feel no guilt
for him

She was about to fling his boots and breeches out in the snow, she fastened
her tunic carefully against the cold, bent to pick up Rory's boots, then had a
better thought. She flung open the door of the small outhouse and thrust them
with a savage novenent, down into the privy, thrust the breeches down on top
of them Now let him find them and clean them before he can follow ne, she
thought, flung herself on her horse, snatched up the hastily bundled
provi sions, and dug her heels, with a yell, into her horse's side. The horse
pl unged away into the woods and she took the steep path downward, giving her
horse his head in her haste to get away. She had to cling to the horse's neck
so steep was the road, but there was no horse alive to whose back she could
not stick if she nust, and she knew she would not fall. She renenbered Dane
Mhari's words, you should have taken the left-hand fork at the bottom of the
nmountain. Her heart was pounding so hard she could hardly hear the sharp
clatter of her horse on the path under her feet.

She was free, and for a little tine at |least, Rory could not pursue her. No
matter that she was abroad on a dark night, with rain falling underfoot, and
with scant provision and no noney except for the few coins in a cloth between
her breasts; she was at |east out of the hands of Rory and the old worman

Now | am free. Now | nust decide what to do with ny freedom She pondered,
briefly, returning to Falconsward - but that would be taken, by her father, as
a sign of abject surrender. Dom Garris mght give her a slavery nore
confortable that she would find with Rory in the woods; but she had not used
all her ingenuity to get free of them to go back to inprisonnment.

No; she would seek the Tower, and training of her laran. She told herself,
all the old tales of heroism and quests always begin with the hero having to
overcone nany trials. Now | amthe hero - why is a hero always a man? - of ny
own quest, and | have passed the first trial

And she shivered at the thought that this mght be, not a road to freedom
but only the first of the nmain trials on her quest.



CHAPTER TWO

RomiIly did not slacken her speed till the noon had set; riding in the dark
letting her horse have his head, she finally eased off the reins and let him
slow to a wal k. She was not sure herself quite where she was; she knew she had
not taken the left-hand fork she should have taken at the bottom of the hill
to set her on the way to Nevarsin - it would have been all too easy for Rory
to trace her that way. And now she knew that she was |ost; she would not even
be sure what direction she was riding until the sun should rise and she could
get her bearings.

She found an overhangi ng clunp of trees, unsaddl ed her horse and tied him at
the foot of one tree, then wapped herself in the cloak and the rough bl anket
she had caught up in her flight, digging into a little hollow at the foot of
the tree. She was cold and cranped, but she slept, even though she kept
starting out of sleep with nightmares in which a faceless nan who was both
Rory and Dom Garris - no, but he had a | ook of her father too - came down at
her with inexorable slowness, while she could not nove hand or foot. It was
certain that if Rory ever set eyes on her again, she had better have her
dagger ready. But someone had thrown her dagger down into the privy pit, and
she could not look for it because her only clothing was one of her bl ood-
stai ned rags, and sonehow or other they were holding the Festival dance in the
meadow where her father had his horse-fair. . . . She was wakened by the
horse, restlessly snorting and nuzzling; the sun was up and the ice nelting
fromthe trees.

She had been lucky, in her breakneck flight last night, in the dark, that
her horse had not broken a leg on the frosty road. Now, soberly, she took
st ock.

Anmong the things she had snatched up last night were a frozen quarter of
rabbi thorn nmeat, which she could cook and snoke - she had no salt for it, but

in this weather it was not likely to spoil. At worst she could slice thin
slivers away from the frozen haunch and eat them raw, though she had little
liking for raw neat. She had lost flint and steel for firemaking . . . no,

what a fool she was, she had her dagger and could search for a flint when the
ice was thawed off the road. She had Rory's coarse cloak instead of her own
fur-lined one, but that was all to the good; it would keep her warm wi thout
exciting the sane greed as her finely woven and enbroidered one, lined wth
rich fur. She had boots and heavy | eather breeches, her dagger, a few snal
hoarded coins in their hiding-place between her breasts - she had abandoned
the pocket with its few bits; perhaps that and the good cloak would satisfy
Rory's greed and he would not pursue her. But she would take no chances, and
press on. In her saddle-pack she had still a few pieces of the dog-bread on
whi ch she could feed her horse; she got out one of them and gave it to the
horse, letting him chew on the coarse grain while she arranged her clothing
properly - she had fled the cottage half-dressed and all put together anyhow -
and conbed her short, ragged hair with her fingers. Certainly she nust | ook
di sreput abl e enough to be a runaway hawknaster's apprentice! Now the sun was
high; it would be a fine day, for already the trees were casting off their
snow pods and beginning to bud again. She shaved a few thin slices of frozen
rabbithorn and chewed on them the neat was tough and unsavory, but she had
been taught that anything a bird could eat, a human could digest, and since
the hawks were fed on such fare it would certainly not harm her, even if she
really preferred cooked food.

She got her bearings by the clinbing sun, and set off again toward the
north. Sooner or |ater she must neet with someone who woul d give her the right
road for Nevarsin City, and fromthere she could inquire the way to Tranontana
Tower .

She rode all that day w thout setting eyes on a single person or a single
dwel ling. She was not afraid, for she could find food in this country and
while the weather kept fine, she would be safe and well. But before there was
another storm she nust find shelter. Perhaps she could sell the horse in
Nevarsin, bartering himfor a stag-pony and enough in ready noney to provide
herself with food and a few itens of clothing she should have in this weather.
She had thrust her feet into her boots in such haste, she had left her warm
st ocki ngs.



She sighed, put her knife away, and swallowed the |last of the tough neat. A
few withered winter apples clung to a bush; she pocketed them They were snal
and sour, but the horse would like them Hi gh above in the sky she heard the
cry of a hawk; as she watched it, circling, she thought of Preciosa. It seened
to her for a nonent - but surely it was only nenory or inmagination? - that she
could feel that faint tenuous touch she had felt with Preciosa, as if the
world lay spread bel ow her, she saw herself and her horse as tiny specks . . .
Ch, Preciosa, you were mne and | |oved you, but now you are free and | too am
seeki ng freedom

She slept that night in a |ong-abandoned travel -shelter, which had not been
kept up since the Aldarans declared their independence of the Six Donains of
the | ow ands; there was not much coming and going across the Kadarin between
Thendara and Nevarsin these days. But it kept the rain off, and was better
than sleeping under a tree. She nmanaged to make a fire, too, so she slept
warm and roasted sone of the rabbithorn. She hoped she would find some nuts -
she was tired of nmeat - but while she was fed, however coarsely, she could not
conpl ain. Even the dog-bread she could eat, if she nust, but the horse would
get nore good of it than she woul d.

So she travelled alone for three nore days. By now, she supposed, they nust
have abandoned the search for her at home. She wondered if her father grieved,
i f he thought her dead.

When | cone to Nevarsin, | will leave a nessage for him | wll get word to
hi m sonehow that | am safe. But no doubt it will be with me as it was with
Ruyven, he wll cast ne off and say | am not his daughter. She felt a

tightness in her throat, but she could not cry. She had cried too nmuch
al ready, and had gained nothing from her tears except an aching head and
aching eyes, till she left off crying and acted to help herself.

Worren think tears will help them | think nmen have the right idea when they
say tears are wonmani sh; yes, wonen cry and so they are hel pless, but nen act
on their anger and so they are never without power, not wasting tinme or anger
intears...

She finished the last of the rabbithorn, and was not sorry - toward the end,
she supposed even a dog would have to be fiercely hungry to eat it, and
certainly any hawk would have turned up its beak at the stuff. On the fifth
night she had only some nuts, found on an abandoned tree, and sone woody
mushroons, for her supper. Perhaps tonmorrow she could snare sonme birds, or she
woul d neet with sonmeone who could tell her if she was again on the road to
Nevarsin - but she thought not, for this road grew ever poorer and worse-kept,
and if she were nearing the biggest city in these hills, she would certainly
have cone to sone travelled roads and inhabited parts before this!

The dog-bread was gone too, and so she stopped several hours before sunset,
to let her horse graze for a while. Fortunately the weather kept fine, and she
could sleep in the open. She was very tired of travelling, but reflected that
she could not now return to her home even if she wi shed - she had no idea of
the road to Fal consward. Well, so nuch the better; now she could cut all ties
wi th her hone.

She sl ept poorly, hungry and cold, and waked early. The road was so poor . .

per haps she should retrace her steps for a distance and see if she could
cone to nore travelled parts? She tore sone rags and bound her feet with them
to ease the chafing of her boots . . . heels and toe were raw and sore. High
in the sky, a single hawk circled - why was there never nore than one in sight
at a single tinme? Did they keep territories like sone other animals for their
hunti ng? And again that strange flash, as if she saw through the hawk's eyes -
was it her laran again? - and thought of Preciosa. Preciosa, gone, free, |ost.
It is strange, | miss her nore than father or brothers or hone...

The tinme for fruiting was past, but she found a few small fruits stil
clinging to a bush, and ate them wshing there were nore. There was a tree
whi ch she knew she could strip the outer bark and eat the soft inner part, but
she was not that hungry, not yet. She saddl ed her horse, weary in spite of her
long sleep. Slowy it was beginning to cone over her that she could |ose
herself and even die in these lonely and utterly uninhabited forests. But
perhaps today she would neet with soneone and begin to find her way to
Nevarsin, or sonme to sone little village where she could buy food.



After an hour of riding she cane to a fork in the road, and paused there
i ndeci sive, aching with hunger, exhausted. Wll, she would |let her horse graze
for a bit while she clinbed to the top of a little knoll nearby and | ooked
about, to see if she could spy out any human habitation, the snoke of a
woodcutter's fire, a herder's hut even. She had never felt so alone in her

life. O course not. | have never been so alone in all ny life, she thought,
with wy hurmor, and clanbered up the knoll, her knees aching.
I have not eaten well for days. | nust sonmehow find food and fire this

ni ght, whatever cones of it. She was al nbst w shing she had stayed with Rory
and his abom nable old grandnother; at |east there she had been warm and fed .
would it really have been so bad, to marry that oaf?

I would rather die in the wilderness, she told herself fiercely, but she was
frightened and hungry, and fromthe top of the knoll she could see only what
| ooked like a wilderness of trees. Far away, at the furthest edge of her
sight, a high nountain looned, to the Northwest, and pale shadows around it
whi ch she knew to be snowcapped peaks . . . there lay the Hellers thensel ves,
to which these foothills were only little lunps in the land, and beyond them
the Vall Around the Wirld, which was, as far as she knew from traveller's
tal es, inpassable; at |east no one she had ever known had gone beyond it, and
on every map she had ever seen, it delinmted the very edge of known country.
Once she had asked her governess what |ay beyond it.

"The frozen waste," her governess told her, "No man knows. . . ." The
thought had intrigued RomIly, then. Now she had had enough of wandering in
unknown country, and felt that sone human conpany woul d be wel cone.

Al t hough what she had seen already did not make her feel very hopeful about
what she would nmeet with frommen on the roads.

Well, she had been unlucky, that was all. She sighed, and pulled her belt
tighter. It would not hurt her to go on fasting another day, though tonight
she nust find sonme food, whatever happened. She | ooked around again, carefully
taking the bearings of the great peak - it seened to her that there was
sonet hing near the top, a white building, some kind of nmannade structure; she
wondered if it was castle, Geat House or, perhaps, one of the Towers.
Nort hwest; she nmust be careful to keep track of the angle of the sun and the
passage of tinme so that she would not begin walking in circles. But if she
foll owed where the road | ed, she would be unlikely to do that.

She should get back to her horse. She glanced up again. Strange. The hawk
still hovered. She wondered, on wild surmse, if it could be the sane hawk ..
no. It was just that hawks were plentiful in these hills and wherever you cast
your eyes on the sky, there was sure to be some kind of bird of prey within
sight. For an instant it seened as if she hovered, seeing the white pinnacle
of the Tower and a faint blue lightning that struck fromwthin ... she felt
faint and dizzy, not knowi ng whether it was the hawk or herself that saw ...
she shook herself and pulled out of the rapport. It would be all too easy to
| ose herself in that conmunion with sky and wi nd and cl oud. ..

She went back to her horse and painstakingly saddl ed himagain. At |east the

animal was fed. She said aloud, "I alnost wish |I could eat grass as you do
old fellow, " and was startled at the sound of her own voice.
It was answered by another sound; the high, shrill crying of a striking hawk

- yes, the hawk had found sone prey, for she could feel, sonewhere in her
nm nd, the flow of warm bl ood, a sensation that made her nouth tickle and fl ood
wi th saliva, reawakening fierce hunger. The horse startled nervously away, and
she pulled on the reins, speaking softly - and then dark pinions swooped
across her vision. Wthout thought she thrust out her arm felt the cruel grip
of talons, and fell blindly into the fanmliar rapport.

"Preciosal" She was sobbing as she spoke the name. How, why the hawk had

foll owed her through her wandering, she would never know. The shrill cry and
the flapping wings roused her from her tears and she was aware that there was
a good-sized bird, still warm gripped in the bird' s claws. Wth one hand she
gripped the bird's legs, lifting the claw away from her wist - it was

bleeding a little where the claws had cut, it was her own fault, for she had
no proper glove. She set the bird on the saddle, her heart pounding, and
pul I ed out her dagger; gave head and wings to Preciosa, and while the hawk fed
- praise to the Bearer of Burdens, the horse knew enough to stand quietly when
his saddl e was made into an inpronptu perch - she plucked what was |eft of the



carcass, struck flint and steel and nade a snmall fire where she roasted the
carcass.
She came to nme when | was hungry. She knew. She brought ne food, giving up

her own freedom The jesses were still clinging to Preciosa's legs. Romlly
cut themfree with her dagger

If she wants to stay with nme now it shall be of her free will. Never again
will | bind her with any mark of ownership. She belongs to herself. But her
eyes were still flooding with tears. She met the hawk's eyes, and suddenly

awar eness | eaped between hawk and girl, a strange, fierce enotion flooding her
- not love as she knew it, but pure enotion, alnost jealousy. She is not ny
hawk. | am her girl, Romilly thought, she has adopted ne, not the other way
round!

The hawk did not stir when she noved toward it; balancing a little by
shifting her weight from foot to foot, she stared notionless into Romlly's
eyes; then gave a little upward hop and alighted on her shoulder. Romlly
caught her breath with the pain as the talons tightened on her flesh, even
through tunic and cloak, and inmediately the grip slackened, so that Preciosa
was hol ding her just tightly enough to keep her bal ance.

"You beauty, you wonder, you marvel," Romilly whispered, while the hawk
craned her neck and preened the set of her feathers.

Never have | known of such a thing as this, that a hawk once set free should
return. . . . and Romlly supposed it was the mark of her laran which had
brought her close to the hawk.

She stayed quiet, in that wordl ess conmunion, for what seemed a |long tine,
while Romlly finished the roasted neat, covered the fire and resaddled the
horse; her hands noved automatically about her tasks, but her eyes kept com ng
back and her nind dropping into silent closeness to the bird.

WIl she stay with me now? O fly away again? It no longer matters. W are
t oget her.

At last she cut a branch and trinmed it, fastening it to her saddl e behind,
as a perch for Preciosa if she chose to stay there, and nounted, setting
Preciosa on the inprovised perch. Preciosa stayed quiet for a nonent, then
flapped her wings and rose high, wheeling just at the height of the treetop
hovering near. Romlly drew a long breath. Preciosa would not |eave her

entirely.

Then she drew on the horse's reins, for she heard voices; a rough man's
voice proclaimng, "I tell you, it was smoke | saw," and another one
protesting sonmething. There were horse's hooves, too, and sonewhere a sharp
bar ki ng.

Rom|Ily was off her horse, sliding down, leading himinto the thickest part
of the trees at the edge of the road. She had no wish to neet with any
travellers before she could get a |Iook at them and see what they were up to
and what they |ooked Iike.

Anot her voice spoke, rough and male, but this time in the cultivated accents
of an educated nman - a |lowl ander, Romilly thought; he spoke like A deric. "If
anyone else travels on this road, Orain, he is no doubt in our own case, and
will be as glad as we are to see another human face." The riders cane into
sight now, a tall man with flane-red hair, wearing ragged clothing but with a
certain look of elegance - this one was no yokel Ilike Rory. Sonehow he
rem nded her of Lord Storn, or the elderly Lord Scathfell, though his dress
was as rough as her own, his beard and hair untrinmed. The man at his side was
tall too, alnmost gaunt, wearing a shirtcloak of antique fashion and boots that
| ooked hand-botched together from untanned |leather. On a block before him on
his saddl e, a huge hooded bird, which did not |look like any hawk Rom |ly had
ever seen before, noved uneasily fromfoot to foot, and Romilly, still partly
in rapport with Preciosa at treetop-height, felt a little shudder of anger and
sonething like fear. She did not know what sort of bird it was, but she knew
instinctively that she did not Iike to be around it.

Behind the two nen in the lead, five or six others rode. Only the two in the
vanguard had horses; the others rode an assortment of chervines, none of them

very large or very good, their coats ill-cared-for and their horns ragged and
rough; one or two of the stag-beasts had been crudely dehorned with a lack of
skill that nmade Romilly wi nce. Her father would have turned away any hired man

who kept his riding-animals in any such condition, and as for the dehorning,



she coul d al nost have done better herself! She liked the |Iook of the two nen
who rode ahead, but she thought she had never seen such ruffians as the nen
behi nd t hen

The gaunt, bearded nman in the lead, riding at the side of the red-haired
aristocrat (so she immediately styled himin her nmnd) got off his horse and
said, "Here's trace of fire; and horse-droppings, too; there's been a rider
here. "

"And with a horse, in the wild?" the red-haired man inquired with a lift of
his eyebrows. He glanced around, but it was the gaunt, crudely dressed man
whose eyes lighted on Romilly where she stood by the horse in the thickest
part of the trees.

"Come out, boy. W nean ye' no harm" he said, beckoning, and the red-haired
man slid from his horse and stood by the remains of her fire. He poked about
the carefully covered coal s-l1i ke everyone brought up in the Hellers, Romlly
was over-cautious about fire in the woods-and finally extracted a few live
sparks; threwin a twig or two.

"You have saved us the trouble of making fire," he said in his quiet,
educated voice, "Cone and share it with us, no one will hurt you."

And indeed Ronmilly felt no sense of nenace from any of them She led the
horse fromthe conceal ed thicket and stood with her hand on the bridle.

"Well, lad, who are ye' and whereaway bound?" asked the gaunt nan, and his
voi ce was kind. He was, she thought, not quite as old as her father, but ol der
than any of her brothers. She repeated the tale she had t hought of.

"I am a hawkmaster's apprentice - | was brought up in a Geat House, but ny
nother was too proud to claim ne a nobleman's son, and | thought | could
better nyself in Nevarsin; so | took the road there, but I amlost."

"But you have horse and cloak, dagger and - if | make no mstake - a hawk

too," said the redhead, his grey eyes lighting on the inprovised perch, to
which Romilly had tied the cut-away jesses- her whole training had taught her
never to throw away a scrap of leather, it could always be used for sonething.
"Did you steal the hawk? O what is an apprentice doing with a bird - and
where i s she?"

Rom | ly raised her arm Preciosa swoped down and caught her lifted forearm

She said fiercely, "She is mne; no other can claim her, for | trained her
with ny own hand."
"I doubt you not," said the aristocrat, "for in this wld, wthout even

jesses, she could fly away if she would, and in that sense at |east, you own
her as nuch as anyt hing hunan can own a wild thing."

He understands that! Ronmilly felt a sudden extreme sense of kinship wth
this man, as if he were a brother, a kinsman. She smiled up at him and he
returned the smle. Then he |ooked around at the nen ringing the grove, and
said, "W too are on our way to Nevarsin, though the route we travel is
sonewhat circuitous - for reasons of caution. Ride with us, if you will."

"VWhat Dom Carl o neans," said the gaunt man at his side, "is that if we rode
the main roads, there are those who'd have the hangnman on us, quick!"
Were they outlaws, bandits? Romilly wondered whether she had not, in

escapi ng Rory and taking up with these rough-1ooking nmen, wal ked fromthe trap
to the cookpot! But the redhead snmiled, a |ook of pure affection and |ove, at
the other man and said, "You make us sound like a crew of nurderers, Orain. W
are | andless nen who |ost the estates of our fathers, and some of us |ost our
kin, too, because we supported the rightful king instead of yonder rascal who
thinks to claimthe throne of the Hasturs. He assured he woul d have supporters
enough by poison, rope or knife for all those who would not support him and
had enough lands to reward his followers, by nurdering, or sending into exile,
anyone who | ooked at him cross-eyed and did not bend the knee fast enough. So
we are bound for Nevarsin, to raise an arny there - Rakhal shall not have the
Crystal Palace unchallenged! Hm a Hastur?' The man |aughed shortly. "I'l|
shall his head rest in that crown while any of us are alivel! | am Carlo of
Bl ue Lake; and this is nmy paxman and friend Orain.”

The word he had used for "friend" was one which could also nmean cousin or
foster-brother; and Romlly saw that the gaunt Orain | ooked on Dom Carlo with
a devotion like that of a good hound for his master.

"But if the lad is a hawk-trainer," Orain said, "I doubt not he could tel
ye what ails our sentry-birds, Dom Carlo."



Carlo | ooked sharply at Romlly. "Wat's your nanme, boy?"

"Rumal . "

"And fromyour accent | can tell you were reared north of the Kadarin," said
he. "Well, Rumal, have you know edge of hawks?"

Romi ||y nodded. "I have, sir."

"Show himthe birds, Orain."

Orain went to his horse, and took the great bird from the saddle. He
beckoned to two of the other nen, who were carrying simlar birds on their
saddl es; warily, Orain drew the hood fromthe head of the bird, being carefu
to stay out of reach; it jerked its head around, maki ng pecki ng novenents, but
was too listless to peck. There was a long feathered crest over the eye-
sockets, but the head was naked and ugly, the feathers unkenpt and unpreened,
even the creature's talons scaly and dirty-1ooking. She thought she had never
seen such ugly fierce-looking birds; but if in good health they night have had
the beauty of any wild creature. Now they just |ooked hunched and mi serable.
One of them cocked its neck and let out a long scream then drooped its head
between its wings and | ooked di sreputabl e again.

Romilly said, "I have never seen birds of this kind." Though she thought
they | ooked nore like kyorebni, the savage scavenger-birds of the high hills,
than any proper hunting-bird of prey.

"Still, a birdis a bird," said Carlo, "W got these froma well-w sher and
we would take them as a gift to Carolin's armies, in Nevarsin, but they are
failing fast and may not live till we get there - we cannot nmake out what ails
them though some of us have trained and fl own hawks - but none of us know how
to treat them when they ail. Have you know edge of their ills, Master Runal ?"

"Alittle," Romlly said, trying desperately to nuster her snall know edge
of curing sick animals. These were sick indeed; any bird, from cagebird to
verrin hawk, who will not preen its feathers and keep its feet in trimis a
sick bird. She had been taught to nend a broken flight feather, but she knew
little of medicining sick birds, and if they had nolt-rot or sonething of the
sort, she had not the faintest idea what to do about it.

Nevert hel ess she went up to the strange, fierce-looking birds, and held out
her hand to the one Orain held, looking it into the eye and reaching out with
that instinctive rapport. A dullness spread through her, a sickness and pain
that made her want to retch. She pulled out of the rapport, feeling nauseated,
and said, "What have you been feeding then?"

That was a good guess; she renmenbered Preciosa, sickened by insufficiently
fresh food

"Only the best and freshest food," said one of the nmen behind Oain
defensively, "I lived in a Geat House where there were hawks kept, and knew
t hem neat - eaters; when our hunting was poor, all of us went short to give the
dammed birds fresh neat, for all the good it did us," he added, |[ooking
di stressedly at the drooping bird on his saddl ebl ock

"Only fresh neat?" said Romilly, "There is your trouble, sir. Look at their
beak and claws, and then look at ny hawk's. That's a scavenger-bird, sir; she
should be freed to hunt food for herself. She can't tear apart fresh neat, her
beak's not strong enough, and if you' ve been carrying her on your saddle and
not let her free, she's not been able to peck gravel and stones for her crop.
She feeds on half-rotted neat, and she nust have fur or feathers too - the

nuscl e neat al one, and skinned as well - wasn't it?"
"W thought that was the way to do it," said Orain, and Ronm|lly shook her
head. "If you must feed themon killed nmeat, |eave feather and fur on it, and

make sure she gets a chance to peck up stones and twigs and even a bit of
green stuff now and then. These birds, though | am sure you've tried to feed
them on the best, are starving because they can't digest what you've given
them They should be allowed to hunt for thenselves, even if you have to fly
themon a lure-line."

"Zandru's hells, it makes good sense, Orain," said Dom Carlo, blinking, "
shoul d have seen it ... well, now we know. \Wat can we do?"

Romi I |y thought about it, quickly. Preciosa had wheeled up into the sky, and
hovered there; Rom|ly went quickly into rapport with the bird, seeing for a
nmonent through her eyes; then said, "There is sonething dead in the thicket
over there. I'mnot famliar with your - what do you call them - sentry-birds;
are they territorial, or will they feed together?"



"W daren't let themtoo near each other," said Orain, "for they fight; this
one | carry near pecked out the eyes of that one on Gawin's saddl e there."

Romilly said, "Then there's no help for it; you'll have to feed them
separately. There-" she pointed, "is something dead for at |east a couple of
days - you'll have to fetch it and cut it up for them"™

The men hesitated.

"Wll," said Dom Carlo sharply, "What are you waiting for? Carolin needs
these birds, and no doubt at Tranontana they' |l have a leronis who can fly
them but we've got to get themthere alive!"

"Ye squeam sh, lily-gutted, cack-handed inconpetents,” Orain swore, "Afraid

to get yer hands dirty, are ye? |I'll set an exanple, then! Were's this dead
thing ye spied, |ad?"

Romilly began to walk toward the thicket; Orain followed and Dom Carlo said
with asperity, "Go and help him you nen, as nany as he needs! WII| you |et
one nman and a child drag carrion for three birds?"

Reluctantly, a couple of the men followed. Watever animal lay dead in the
thicket - she suspected it was one of the small nulticol ored woods chervines -

it announced its presence very soon by the snell, and Romlly winkled her
nose.

Orain said incredulously, "W're to feed that to those fine birds?" He bent
down and haul ed gingerly at the snelly carcass; a streamof snmall insects were

parading in and out of the enpty eye-holes, but it was not yet disintegrated
enough to conme apart in their hands, and Ronmilly took one end of the carcass
and hoisted, trying to breathe through her muth so she would not have to
breat he in nuch of the foul snell

"A kyarebni would think it fine fare," Romilly said, "I have never kept a
scavenger-bird, but their bellies are not |ike those of hawks, and how would
you like to be fed on grass?”

"I doubt not that y're right," said Oain glumy, "But | never thought to be
handling stinking carrion even for the king's nen!" The other nen cane and
lent a hand in the hauling; Romilly was glad when it was over, but sonme of the
men gagged and retched as they handled the stuff. Orain, however, drew a
form dable knife and began hacking it into three parts; even before he was
finished the hooded bird on his saddle set up a screaming. Romlly drew a | ong
breath of relief. She did not like to think what would have happened if she
had been wong, but evidently she had been right. She took up a small handfu
of fine pebbly dirt and strewed it over the cut hunk of the carcass, then,
hesitating - but renenbering the nmonment of rapport with the sick bird - went
and unfastened t he hood.

Orain shouted, "Hey! Look out there, lad, she'll pick out yer eyes-"

But the bird, under her light hands, seenmed gentle and subm ssive. Poor
hungry thing, Romilly thought, and lifted the heavy weight - it took all her
strength to set it on the ground beside the hacked carcass. Wth a scream the
bird plunged its beak into the carcass and tore hard, gulping down fur,
pebbl es, the snelly hal f-deconposed neat.

"You see?" said Romilly sinmply, and went to |lift down the other bird. Orain
came to help her, but the strange bird thrust angry beak at him and he drew
back, letting Romlly handle it.

When all of the birds had fed and were preening their feathers, nmaking
little croaking sounds of satisfaction, DomCarlo lifted his eyebrow at O ain,
and Orain said, "Ride with us to Nevarsin, lad, and then to Tranmontana to
deliver these birds to Carolin's men; and keep them healthy on the way. W'l
feed you and your horse, and give you three silver bits for every tenday ye're
with us while the birds stay healthy. Your hawk," he added with a droll grin,
"Can no doubt hunt for hinself."

"Herself," Romilly corrected, and Orain chuckl ed.

"Be a bird nale or fenmale, none cares except another bird of its own kind,"
he said. "Qtherwise with humanki nd, aye, Dom Carlo0?" And he |aughed, though
RomiIly could not quite see the joke. "Well, what about it, boy, will ye' have
al ong of us and the sentry-birds?"

Romilly had already made up her nmind. She herself was bound, first to
Nevarsin and then to Tranontana to seek her brother or news of him This would
give her protection and keep her fed. She said, "G adly, Dom Carlo and Master
Oain."



"Bargain, then," said Orain, and stuck out his calloused hand with a grin.
"Now the birds have fed, shall we nove out of range of the snmell of their
feedi ng, and have a bait of vittles for ourselves?"

"Sounds good," Ronilly said, and went to unsaddl e her horse.

The food was heavy dough, baked by the sinple nethod of thrusting tw sts of
the dough on to sticks and baking over the fire; and a few thick tubers
roasted in the ashes. Ronilly sat beside Orain, who offered her salt from a
little pouch drawn from his pocket. \Wen the nmeal was done, the birds hooded
and taken on their saddles again - Orain asked Romlly for help with getting
t he hoods back on the birds - she heard one or two of the nen grunbling.

"That lad rides a horse when we make do wi' a stag-pony each? Wat about it
- shall we have it from hin"

"Try it," said Orain, turning, "and ye can ride alone in these woods, Alaric
- there are no thieves and bandits in our conpany, and if ye' lay one finger

on the boy's horse, it'll be for DomCarlo to deal with ye'!"

Romilly felt a surge of gratitude; it seened she had found a protector in
Oain, and for the nonment, facing the ragged crew, she was a little
frightened.

Soon or late, though, she might have to face them on her own, wthout a
protector....

"What are the birds' nanes?" she asked Orain. He grinned at her. "Does
anyone nane uglies like these, as if they were a child' s cagebird or the old
wife's pet cow?"

"I do," Romlly said, "You nust give any aninmal with which you wish to work

closely, a nanme, so that he will read it in your mnd and know it is of him-
or her - that you speak, and to her you are directing your attention."

"I's it so?" Orain asked, chuckling, "I suppose you could call them Ugly-nmug
One, Wgly-mug Two, and Ugly-nug Three!"

"By no neans," said Romilly wth indignation. The bird on her first

fluttered restlessly, and she added, "Birds are very sensitivel If you are
ever to work with them you nust love them" before the open derision in the
men's eyes she knew she was blushing, but went on neverthel ess, "You nust
respect them and care for them and feel a real kindness for them Do you
think they do not know that you dislike themand are afraid of thenf"

"And you don't?" Dom Carl o asked. He sounded genuinely interested, and she
turned to himwth relief. She said, "Wuld you nock your best hunting-dog if
you wanted to have a good hunt, with him working to your word or gesture?
Don't you think he woul d know?"

"I have not hunted since | was a young lad," Dom Carlo said, "but certainly
I would not treat any beast | sought to tame to ny service, wth anything but
respect. Listen to what the |ad says, nen; he's got the right of it. | heard
the sane from nmy own hawknmaster once. And surely-" he patted the neck of the
superb bl ack mare he rode, "we all have love and respect for our beasts, horse
or chervine, who carry us so faithfully."

"Well," said Orain, again with that droll curl of his lip, |ooking down at
the great gross body of the sentry-bird, "W could call this one Beauty, that
one Lovely, and that one over there we mght call Gorgeous. | doubt not
they're beautiful enough to one another - |ovesone's as |ovesone does, or so
my old Ma used to say."

Romilly giggled. "I think that would be overdoing," she said. "Beauty they
may not have, but - let ne think-1 shall call them after the Virtues," she

added after a monent. "This one-" she lifted the heavy bird on to its block on
Oain's saddle, "Shall be Prudence. This one-" she went, frowned at the dirty
perch and thrust the hooded bird on to Orain's gloved fist while she dug out
her knife and scraped off a disgusting accumulation of filth and droppings.
"This one shall be Tenperance, and this one-" turning to the third,
"Diligence."

"How are we to tell them apart?" denanded one of the nen, and she said
seriously, "Wy, they are nothing alike. Diligence is the big one with the
blue tips on her wings - see? And Temperance - you can't see it now, it's
under the hood, but her crest is big and white-speckled. And Prudence is the
little one with the extra toe on her feet - see?" She pointed out the features
one by one, and Orain stared in anmazenent.

"Why, so they are different - | never thought to notice."



Romilly clinbed into her saddle. She said seriously, "The first thing you
have to learn about birds is to think of each one as an individual. In their
manners and their habits, too, they are no nore alike than you and Dom Carlo."
She turned in her saddle to the redhaired man and said, "Forgive ne, sir,
perhaps | should have consul ted you before nam ng your birds-"

He shook his head. "I never thought of it. They seem good nanes, indeed .
are you a cristoforo, ny |ad?"
She nodded. "I was reared as one. And you, sir?"

"I serve the Lord of Light," he said briefly. Romlly said nothing, but was
a little startled - the Hali'inyn did not cone all that often into these
hills. But of course, if they were Carolin's nmen in exile, they would serve
the Gods of the Hastur-kindred. And if Carolin's armes were nassing at

Nevarsin - excitement caught in her throat. No doubt this was the reason
Alderic was in these hills, to join the king when the tinme was ripe. She
specul ated again, briefly, about Alderic's real identity. If these were

Carolin's nen, perhaps they knew him and were his friends. But that was not
her business and the last thing she should do was to entangle herself in any
man's cause. Her father had said it, and it was true, why should it matter
which rascal sat on the throne, so long as they left honest folk alone to do
their own busi ness?

She rode in the line of nen, keeping rather nervously close to Orain and Dom
Carlo - she did not like the way the man Alaric stared at her, and, no doubt,
like the villainous Rory, he coveted her horse. At |east he did not know she
was a female and so he did not covet her body; and she could protect her
horse, at |east while she had Dom Carl o's protection.

Cone to think of it, she hadn't done such a bad job of protecting her body,
at that.

They rode all day, stopping at noon for sone porridge nmade by stirring cold
wel |l -water into finely-ground porridge powder. This, with a handful of nuts,
made a hearty neal. After the neal they rested for a tine, but Rom|ly busied
herself with her knife, trinmming and bal ancing proper perches - the sentry-
birds were, she could see, in considerable distress from the poorly-bal anced
saddl e- bl ocks. She checked the knots in the jesses, too, and found that one of
the birds had a festered place in its leg from top-tight knots, which she
treated with cold water and a poultice of healing |eaves. The other nen were
lying around in the clearing, enjoying the sun, but when Ronm|lly came back
from checking the birds, she saw that Dom Carl o was awake and watching her.
Neverthel ess she went on with her work. One of the nen's stag-ponies was
poorly dehorned and the horn-bud trickling blood at the base; she trimed it
and scraped it clean, drying it with a bit of rag and packing it wth
absorbent nobss, then went from stag-pony to stag-pony, checking one which had
been linping, and picking, with her knife-point, a little stone from between
t he hoof - segnent s.

"So," said Dom Carlo at last, lazily, opening his eyes, "You go about your
sel f-appointed tasks well - you are not lazy, Rumal. Were got you your
know edge of beasts? You have the skill of a MacAran with them" and he sat up
and | ooked at her, "and | would say you had a touch of their laran as well.
And now | think of it, you' ve a look of that clan, too." H's grey eyes net
hers, and Romlly felt a curious sense that he |ooked at her inside and out,
and she quailed - could he tell, if he was one of the G fted Hastur-KkinfolKk,
that she was a girl? But he seemed not to be aware of her dismay, only went on
| ooking at her - it was, she thought, as if it never occurred to him that
anyone woul d refuse to answer hi mwhen he asked.

She said, her words stunbling over thenselves, "I was-| said-brought up-I
know sone of them"

"Born the wong side of the bed? Aye, it's an old enough story in these
hills, and el sewhere too," said Dom Carlo, "Wich is why that ruffian Rakhal
sits on the throne and Carolin awaits us in Nevarsin."

"You know the king well, sir? You seemone of the Hali'inyn."

"Wy, so | am" Dom Carlo said easily, "No, Orain, don't |look like that, the
word's not the insult in these nmountains that it would be South of the
Kadarin. The boy neans no harm Know the king? | have not seen himoften," Dom
Carlo said, "but he is kin to ne, and I hold by him As | said, a few too nmany
bastards with anbitions put Carolin in this difficulty - his father was too



tender-hearted with his anbitious kinsnmen, and only a tyrant assures his
throne by murdering all others with the shadow of a claimto it. So |I have
synpathy with your plight, boy - if the usurper Rakhal laid hands on ne, for
i nstance, or any of Carolin's sons, their heads would soon be decorating the

wal I's of his castle. | suppose you have sone of the MacAran donas, though, or
you could not handle beasts as you do. There is a MicAran laranzu in
Tranontana - it is to himand his fellow wrkers that we nean these birds to

go, in the end. Know you anything of sentry-birds, then, my boy?"

Romi ||y shook her head. "Not until today did | ever set eyes on one, though
| have heard they are used for spying."

"True," said Dom Carlo, "One who has the laran of your family or sonething
like to it, must work with them stay in rapport as they fly where you wish to
see. If there is an arny on the road, you can spy out their nunbers and report
their novenents. The side with the best-trained spy-birds is often the side
that wins the battle, for they can take the other by surprise.”

"And these are to be trained for this?"

"They nust be trained so that they can be handled easily," said Carlo. "A
royal gift this was, fromone of Carolin's supporters in these hills; but ny
men knew little of them which is why it is as if the very Gods sent you to
us, who can keep themin health and perhaps gentle thema little to working."

"The one who will fly them at last should do that," Romlly said, "but I
will try hard to accustom them to hunan hands and hunan voices, and keep them
healthy and properly fed." And she wondered; for Ruyven was at Tranontana, SO
she had heard, and perhaps he was the | aranzu for whose hands these birds were

destined. How strangely Fate turned . . . perhaps, if she could nake her way
to Tranontana, her gifts could be trained to the handling of such birds. "If
your nmen have any hunting skills, it would be well if they could bring down

some nmediumsmall game and feed it to the birds, but not too fresh, unless
they can cut it up very fine and feed them skin and feathers with it..."

"I''ll leave their diet to you," DomCarlo said, "And if you have any trouble
with them tell me. These are valuable creatures and |'Il not have them
m shandl ed.” He |ooked up into the sky, crimsoning as the great sun began to
decline sonmewhat from noon, where, just at the very edge of sight, Romlly
could see Preciosa, a tiny dark speck hovering near. "Your hawk stays near
even when she flies free? How did you train her to that? Wiat is her nane?"

"Preciosa, sir."

"Preciosa," jeered the man Alaric, comng to saddle Dom Carl o's horse, "Like
a wee girl namng her doll!"’

"Don't nmock the lad," Dom Carlo said gently, "Till you can better his way
with the birds, we need his skills. And you should take better care of your
own beast - a chervine can be well-kept, even if he is not a horse. You should
thank Rumal for finding the stone in G eywal ker's hoof!"

"Ch, an' indeed | do," said Alaric with a surly scow, and turned away
Romilly watched with a faint frown of distaste. It seened she already had an
eneny anong these nmen, which she had done nothing to deserve. But perhaps she
had been tactless in caring for the chervine's hoof - perhaps she should
sinply have warned Alaric that his beast was going lanme. But couldn't he see,
or feel the poor thing linping? She supposed that was what it was to be head-
blind. He could not communicate with any dunmb brute. And with the intol erance
of the very young, she thought, if he does not understand aninmals better than
that, he should not try to ride one!

Soon after, they mounted and rode on through the afternoon. The trails were
steeper now, and Ronilly began to |lag behind sonewhat - on these paths and
roads, a nountain-bred chervine was better than a horse, and there were pl aces
on the nparrow nountain paths where Ronilly, Oain and Dom Carlo had to
di smount and lead their horses by the bridle while the men on the sure-footed
stag-like riding-beasts stayed in their saddles, secure as ever. She had |ived
in the hills all her Iife and was in general not afraid of anything, but sone
of the steep edges and sheer cliffs over abysses of enpty space and clouds
made her gasp and catch her breath, biting her |ip against showi ng her fear.
Up they went, and upward still, clinbing through cold layers of mst and
cloud, and her ears began to ache and her breath grew shorter while her heart
pounded so loudly in her ears that she could hardly hear the hooves of the
horses and stag-ponies on the rocky path. Once she dislodged a stone with her



foot and saw it bouncing down the cliffside, rebounding every ten or fifteen

feet until it disappeared into the clouds bel ow.
They paused and drew close together in the throat of the pass, and Oain
pointed to a cluster of lights against the dusk of the next nountain. H's

voice was very low, but Romilly lagging with the other horses, heard him

"There it lies. Nevarsin, The Gty of Snows, vai dom Two or at the nost,
three nore days on the road, and you will be safe behind the walls of St.-
Val enti ne- of -t he- Snows. "

"And your faithful heart can rest without fear, bredu? But all these nen are
| oyal, and even if they knew"

"Don't even whisper it aloud, ny lord-Dom Carlo," Orain said urgently.

Dom Carl o reached out and gave the other man's thin shoul der an affectionate
t ouch.

"You have sheltered ne with your care since we were children - who but you
shoul d be at ny side then, foster-brother?"

"Ah, you'll have dozens and hundreds then to care for you, ny-" again he
paused, "vai dom"
"But none with your faithfulness," said Dom Carlo gently. "You'll have all

the rewards | can give."

"Reward enough to see you where you belong again - Carlo," said Orain, and
turned back to oversee the descent of the others down through the narrow
defile which led away toward the bottom of the ravine.

They canmped in the open that night, under a crude tent pitched beneath a
tree, just a slanting sheet to keep the worst of the rain from them As
befitted a paxman, Orain kept close to Dom Carlo, but as they were spreading
their blankets, and Romlly checking the birds and feeding them the |ast of
the carrion - the nmen grunmbled and snarled about the snell, but no one would
gainsay Dom Carlo. Orain said briefly, "Rumal, vyou'd better spread your
bl ankets near to us - you haven't much in the way of blankets and even w'
your cloak you'll freeze, lad."

Romi | ly thanked them neekly and crawed in between the two nmen. She had
taken off only her boots - she did not want to be seen in fewer clothes than
this - but even with cloak and bl anket she felt chilled, and was grateful for
shared bl ankets and warnth. She was vaguely aware, at the edge of sleep, when
Preci osa swooped down and roosted within the circle of the fires; and beyond
that, sonething else ... a faint awareness, the touch of laran - Dom Carlo's
t houghts, stirring, circling about the canp to nmake sure that all was well
wi th nen, riding-beasts and birds.

Then she sl ept.



CHAPTER THREE

In the clear dawnlight, noving around the clearing to fetch water for the

birds, and taking stock - one of the men should hunt today, to kill sonething
for the sentry-birds, although already they |ooked better and were preening
their feathers and cleaning their feet - Ronmilly could see the walls of

Nevarsin, clear in the light as if they were nmade of snow or salt. An ancient
city, built into the side of the mountain, just below the level of the eterna
snow, and above them |ike the very bones of the nountain projecting through
the never-ending snow, the grey walls of the nonastery, carved from living
rock.

One of the nen whose nanme she did not know was fetching water for porridge;
another was doling out grain for the horses and chervines. The one called
Alaric, a heavy glowering man, roughly clad, was the one she feared nobst, but
she coul d not avoid himconpletely, and in any case, he nust have sone feeling
for the sentry-birds, he had carried one of them on that crude perch before
hi s saddl e.

"Excuse ne," said Romilly politely, "but you nust go out and kill sonething
for the sentry-birds; if it is killed this nmorning, by night it wll be
begi nning to decay, and be right for themto eat."

"Ch, so," snarled the man, "So after one night with our good | eader you now
think yourself free to give orders to nmen who've been with him this whole
hungry year? Wich of them had you, or did they take turns at you, little
catam te?"

Shocked by the crudeness of the insult, Romlly recoiled, her face flamng
"You've no right to say that to ne; Dom Carlo put nme in charge of the birds

and bade ne see they were properly fed, and | obey the vai dom as you do
yoursel f1"
"Aye, | may say so," the man sneered, "Maybe you'd like to put that pretty

girl-face and those little ladylike hands to-" and the rest of the words were
so foul that Romilly literally did not understand what he nmeant by them and
was perfectly sure she did not want to know dinging to what dignity she
could - she honestly did not know how one of her brothers would have reacted
to such foul ness except, perhaps, by drawing a knife, and she was not big
enough to fight on even terms with the giant Alaric - she said, "Perhaps if
the vai dom hinself gives you his orders you will take them" and noved away,
clenching her teeth and her whole face tightly against the tears that
threatened to explode through her taut mouth and eyes. Damm him Damm hinl |
must not cry, | nust not....

"Here, here, what a face like a thundercloud, ny |lad?" said Orain, his |ean
face twisted with anusenent, "Hurt? What ails ye-"

She clutched at the remants of self-possession and said the first thing
that canme into her head.

"Have you a spare glove | can borrow, Uncle?" She used the informal termfor

any friend of a father's generation. "I cannot handle the sentry-birds with ny
bare fist, though |I can nmanage a hawk; their talons are too |long, and ny hand
is bleeding still fromyesterday. | think | nust fly themon a line to try and

l et themhunt for small animals or find carrion.”

"A glove you shall have," said Dom Carlo behind them "G ve him your old
one, Orain; shabby it nmay be, but it will protect his hand. There are bits of
| eather in the baggage, you can fashion one for yourself tonight. But why nust
you fly then? Why not give orders to one of the men to catch fresh food for
then? W have hunting-snares enough, and we need neat for ourselves too. Send
any of the nmen to fetch fresh food-" and as he | ooked on Romilly, his reddish
eyebrows went up.

"Ch, is that the way of it?" he asked softly, "Wich of themwas it Rumal ?"

Romilly |ooked at the ground. She said alnost inaudibly "I don't wish to
make trouble, vai dom Indeed, | can fly them and they should have exercise
in any case."

"No doubt they should,” Carlo said, "So fly them for exercise, if you wll.

But I'll not have ny orders disobeyed, either. Gve her a glove, Oain, and
then I'Il have a word with Alaric."”
Romilly saw the flash of his eyes, like greyish steel striking fire from

flint; she took the glove and, head down, went to take down Tenperance from



her block, attach the lure-lines and set them up to fly. She found a cast
feather and used it to stroke the bird' s breast, at which the great wi cked
head bent and dipped with sonething |ike pleasure; she was making a good
begi nning at accustoming the |large, savage birds to human touch and presence.
When she had flown Tenperance and watched her pounce on sone snall dead thing
in the grass, she stood and watched the sentry-bird feed; standing on one
foot, tearing with beak and claw. Later she flew Diligence in the sane way;

then - with relief, for her arm was growing tired - the snaller, gentler
Prudence

They are ugly birds, | suppose. But they are beautiful in their own way;
strength, power, keen sight . . . and the world would be a fouler place

without birds like this, to clear away what is dead and rotting. She was
amazed at the way in which the birds had found, even on lines like the |ure-
lines, their own food, snall carcasses in the grass, which she herself had not
seen or even smnelled. How had the nen managed to ignore their real needs, when
it was so clear to her what they wanted and needed?

| suppose that is what it means to have laran, Romlly thought, suddenly
hunbl ed. A gift which had been born in her famly, for which she could claim
no credit because it was inborn, she had done nothing to deserve it. Yet even
Dom Carl o, who had the precious |laran too - everything about the man spoke of
easy, accustonmed power - could not communicate with the birds, though he
seemed able to know anything about nen. The gift of a MacAran. OCh, but her
father was so wong, then, so wong, and she had been right, to insist on this
preci ous and wonderful Gft with which she had been dowered; to ignore it, to
msuse it, to play at it, untrained - oh, that was wong, wong!

And her brother Ruyven had been right, to |eave Fal consward and insist on
the training of his natural Gfts. In the Tower he had found his proper place
| aranzu for the handling of sentry-birds. One day that would be her place
too. ..

Prudence's scream of anger roused Romilly from her daydream and she realized
that the sentry-bird had finished feeding and was tugging again at the lure-
line. Romlly let her fly in circles on the Iine for a few nmonents, then nade
contact with the bird and urged her gently back to the ground; she hooded her
lifted her (grateful for the glove Orain had given her, for even through the
gl ove she could feel the fierce grip of the huge talons) and set her back on
t he bl ock.

As she nmde ready to ride, she thought soberly of the distance still ahead
of them She would keep as close to Orain as she could; if Alaric should find
her alone. . . . and she thought, with terror, of the vast and enpty chasns
over which they had conme the day before. A false step there, a slight nudge,
and she would have followed that stone down over the cliff, rebounding again
and again, broken |ong before she reached the final inpact at the bottom She
felt faint nausea rising in her throat. Wuld his malice carry him so far as
that ? She had done himno harm...

She had betrayed his inconpetence before Dom Carlo, whom he evidently held
in the highest respect. Renenbering Rory, Ronmilly wondered if there were any
men anywhere, alive, who were notivated by anything other than nmalice and | ust
and hatred. She had thought, in boy's clothing, she would be safe at |east
fromlust; but even here, anong nmen, she found its ugly face. Her father? Her
brothers? Alderic? Wll, her father would have sold her to Dom Garris for his
own convenience. Alderic and her brothers? She really did not know them at
all, for they would not have shown their real face to a girl whom they
considered a child. No doubt they too were all evil within. Setting her teeth
grimy, Romilly put the saddle on her horse, and went about saddling the other
horses for Orain and Dom Carlo. Her prescribed duties denanded only that she
care for the birds, but as things were now, she preferred the conpany of
horses to the conpany of hunanki nd!

Dom Carlo's kindly voice interrupted her reverie.

"So you have saddl ed Longl egs for nme? Thank you, ny lad."

"She is a beautiful animal,” Romlly said, giving the mare a pat.

"You have an eye for horses, | can see; not surprising, if you are of
MacAran bl ood. This one is from the high plateaus around Armida; they breed
finer horses there than anywhere in the nountains, though | think sonetines
they have not quite the stam na of the nountain-bred. Perhaps it does her no



ki ndness, to take Longlegs on these trails; | have often thought | should
return her to her native country and get nyself a nountain-bred horse, or even
a chervine for this wild hill country. Yet-" his hand lingered on the gl ossy
mane, "I flatter nyself that she would nmiss ne; and as an exile, | have not so
many friends that | would be willing to part with one, even if she is a dunb
beast. Tell ne, ny boy; you know horses, do you think this climte is too hard
on her?"

"I would not think so,”" Romilly said after a mnute, "Not if she is well fed
and well cared for; and you m ght consider wapping her legs for extra support
on these steep paths."

"A good thought," Dom Carlo agreed, and beckoned to Orain; they set about
bandaging the | egs of their | ow ands-bred horses. Romilly's own horse was bred
for the Hellers, shaggy-coated and shaggy-legged, with great tufts of coarse
hair around the fetlocks, and for the first time since she had fled from
Fal consward, she was glad that she had left her own horse. This one, stranger
as he was, had at |east borne her faithfully.

After a tinme they set off, winding dowmward into the valley, which they
reached in time for the mdday neal, and then along the gradually broadening,
well -travelled road which led into Nevarsin, the City of the Snows.

One nore night they canped before they came to the city, and this tine,
noting what Romi|lly had done the day before, Orain gave orders to the nen that
they should groom and properly care for their riding-chervines. They obeyed
sullenly, but they obeyed; Romilly heard one of them grunmble, "Wile we have
that dammed hawk-boy with us, why can't he care for the beasts? Qught to be
his work, not ours!"

"Not likely, when Oain's already made the brat his own pet," Aaric
grunbled. "Birds be dammed - the wetch is with us for Orain's convenience
not the birds! You think the Lord Carlo will deny his paxman and friend
anyt hi ng he want s?"

"Hush your nouth," said a third, "You've no call to go talking |like that
about your betters. Dom Carlo's a good lord to us all, and a faithful man to
Carolin, and as for Orain, he was the king's own foster-brother. Haven't you
noticed? He talks all rough and country, but when he wi shes, or when he
forgets, he can talk as fine and educated as Dom Carlo hinself, or any of the
great Hastur-lords thenselves! As for his private tastes, | care not whether
he wants women or boys or rabbithorns, so long as he doesn't cone after ny
wife."

Romi | ly, her face burning, noved away out of earshot. Reared in a cristoforo
famly, she had never heard such talk, and it confirmed her opinion that she
i ked the conpany of nen even |less than the conpany of women. She was too shy,
after what she had heard, to join Orain and Dom Carl o where they spread their
bl ankets, and spent that night shivering, crouched anong the drowsing stag-
ponies for their warnth. By norning she was blue with cold, and huddled as
Il ong as she dared near the fire kindled for breakfast, surreptitiously trying
to warm her hands against the sides of the porridge-pot. The hot food warned
her a little, but she was still shivering as she exercised and fed the birds -
Alaric, still grunbling, had snared a couple of rabbithorns, and they were
begi nning to snmell high; she had to overconme surges of nausea as she cut them
up, and afterward she found herself sneezing repeatedly. Dom Carlo cast her a
concerned glance as they saddled and clinbed on their horses for the |ast
stage of the ride

"I hope you have not taken cold, ny boy."

Romi|lly nuttered, eyes averted, that the vai dom should not concern hinself.

"Let us have one thing clearly understood," Dom Carlo said, frowning, "The
welfare of any of ny followers is as inportant to me as that of the birds to
you - ny men are in ny charge as the birds are in yours, and | neglect no nan
who follows ne! Cone here," he said, and laid a concerned hand against her
forehead. "You have fever; can you ride? | would not ask it of you, but
tonight you shall be warm in the nonastery guest-house, and if you are sick
the good brothers there will see to you."

"I amall right," Romlly protested, genuinely alarnmed now. She dared not be
sick! If she was taken to the nonks' infirmary, certainly, in caring for her
si ckness they woul d di scover that she was a girl



"'Have you warm clothing enough? Orain, you are nearer his size than | -
find the lad sonmething warm" said Dom Carlo, and then, as he stood stil
touching her forehead, his face changed; he |ooked down at Ronmilly sharply,
and for a nonent she was sure - she did not know how, |aran? - that he knew
She froze with dread, shivering; but he noved away and said quietly, "Orain

has brought you a warm vest and stockings - | saw your blistered feet in your
boots. Put them on at once; if you are too proud to take them we shall have
it fromyour wages, but I'll have noone riding with me who is not warm and dry

and confortable. Go round the fire and change into them this mnute."
Romi I ly bowed her head in acqui escence, went behind the |ine of horses and

stag-beasts, and pulled on the warm stockings - heavenly relief to her sore
feet - and the heavy undervest. They were sonewhat too big, but all the warnmer
for that. She sneezed again, and Orain gestured to the pot still hanging over

the fire, not yet enptied. He dipped up a ladleful of the hot brew and took
sone | eaves from his pouch

"An old wives' renedy for the cough that's better than any healer's brew
Drink it," he said, and watched while she gulped at the foul-tasting stuff.
"Aye, it's bitter as lost love, but it drives out the fever."

Romi|ly grimaced at the acrid, musty-tasting stuff; it made her flush with
inner heat, and left her mouth puckered with its intense astringency, but,
| ater that norning, she realized that she had not sneezed again, and that the
dri ppi ng of her nose had abated. Riding briefly at his side, she said, "That
renedy would nmake you a fortune in the cities, Master Orain."

He | aughed. "My nother was a leronis and studied healing,” he said, "and
went anong the country-folk to learn their knowl edge of herbs. But the healers
in the cities laugh at these country renedi es."

And, she thought, he had been the king's own foster-brother; and now served
the king's man in exile, Carlo of Blue Lake. Wat the nmen had said was true,
t hough she had not noticed it before; talking to the nmen, he spoke the dialect
of the countryside, while, speaking to Dom Carlo, and, increasingly, to her,
his accents were those of an educated nan. Contrasted to the other nen, she
felt as safe and confortable near himas if she were in the presence of her
own brothers or her father

After a tinme she asked him "The king -Carolin - he awaits us in Nevarsin? |
t hought the nonks were sworn to take no part in the strife of wordly nen? How
is it that they take King Carolin's side in this war? |I-1 know so little about
what is going on in the low ands." She renenbered what Darren and Al deric had
said; it only whetted her appetite to know nore.

Orain said, "The brothers of Nevarsin care nothing for the throne of the
Hasturs; nor should they. They give shelter to Carolin because, as they say,
he has harned none, and his cousin - the great bastard, Rakhal, who sits on

the throne - would kill himfor his own anbition. They will not join in his
cause, but they will not surrender himto his enem es while he shelters there
either."”

"If Carolin's claim to the throne is so just,”" Romlly asked, "Wy has

Rakhal won so much support?"

Orain shrugged. "Greed, no doubt. My lands are now in the hands of the chief
of Rakhal's councillors. Men support the man who enriches them and right has
little to do with it. Al these nen-" he gestured behind them at the
followers, "are small-hol ders whose | ands shoul d have been inviolate; they had
done nothing but hold loyal to their king, and they should not have been
i nvolved in the struggles of the highborn and powerful. Alaric is bitter, aye
- know you what was his crinme? The crime for which he lost his lands, and was
flung into Rakhal's prison under sentence of |osing a hand and his tongue?"

Romi | |y shuddered. "For such a sentence it nust have been a great crine
i ndeed!"

"Only before that cagavrezu Rakhal," said Oain grimy, "Hs crime? Hs
children shouted 'Long live King Carolin' as one of Rakhal's greatest
scoundrel s passed by their village. They nmeant no harm - | do not think the
poor brats knew one king from the other! So the great scoundrel, Lyondri
Hastur, said that he nust have taught his little children treason - he took
the children fromAlaric's house, saying they should be reared by a | oyal man
and sent themto serve in his Geat House, and flung Alaric into prison. One
of the children died, and Alaric's wife was so distraught with what had



befall en her man and her babies that she threw herself from a high w ndow and
died. Aye, Alaric is bitter, and thinks good of no one, lad; it is not you he
hates, but life itself."

Romilly |ooked down toward her saddle, with a deep breath. She knew why

Orain had told her this, and it raised still further her admration of the
man; he had tol erance and synpathy even for the man who had spoken such ugly
things of him She said quietly, "I will try not to think half so evil of him
as he thinks of nme, then, Uncle."

But still she felt confused. Alderic had spoken of the Haste-kin as

descended from CGods, great and noble nmen, and Orain spoke as if the very word
"Hastur" were an insult.

"Are all the Hastur-kin evil men, then?"

"By no neans," Orain said vehenently, "A better nman than Carolin never trod
this earth; his only fault is that he thought no evil toward those of his kin
who were scoundrels, and was all too kind and forgiving toward-" his nputh
stretched in what should have been a snile, "bastards with anbition."

And then he fell silent, and Romlly, watching the lines in his face, knew
his thoughts were a thousand | eagues away from her, or his nmen, or Dom Carl o.
It seened that she could see in his nmnd pictures of a beautiful city built
between two nountain passes, but lying low, in a green valley, on the shores
of a | ake whose waves were like mist rolling up fromthe depths. A white tower
rose near the shores, and nmen and wonen passed through the gateways, tall and
elegant as if wapped in a silken glamur, too beautiful to be real . . . and
she coul d sense the great sorrowin him the sorrow of the exile, the homel ess
nman. . ..

I too am honeless, | have cast away all ny kin . .. but it may be that ny
brother Ruyven awaits me in Tranontana Tower. And Orain, too, is alone and
wi t hout kin...

They rode through the great, frowning gates of Nevarsin just as dusk was
falling and the swift night of this time of year had begun to blur the sky
with rain. Dom Carlo rode at their head, his cow ed hood drawn over his head
concealing his features; along the old cobbled streets of the city, and upward
al ong steep paths and narrow w nding | anes toward the snow covered paths that
led to the nonastery. Romilly thought she had never felt such intense chill;
the nonastery was situated anong the glacier ice, carved fromthe solid rock
of the nountain, and when they paused before the inner gates, under the great
statue of the Bearer of Burdens bowed beneath the world' s weight, and the
smal l er, but still larger-than-l1ife inage of Saint-Val entine-of-the-Snhows, she
was shivering again in spite of the extra warm cl ot hi ng.

A tall dignified man in the bulky brown robe and cow of a nonk gestured
theminside. Romlly hesitated; she had been brought up a cristoforo and knew
that no woman might enter into the nonastery, even in the guest-house. But she
had chosen this disguise and now could not repudiate it. She whispered a

prayer - "Bl essed Bearer of Burdens, Holy Saint Valentine, forgive ne, | nean
no intrusion into this world of nmen, and I swear | will do nothing to disgrace
you here."

It would create a greater scandal if she now reveal ed her real sex. And she
wondered why women were so strongly prohibited. Did the nonks fear that if
wonen were there they could not keep to their vows of renunciation? Wat good
were their vows, if they could not resist wonen unless they never saw any? And
why did they think women would care to tenpt them anyhow? Looking at the | unpy
little nonk in the cow, she thought, with sonething perilously near a giggle,
that it would take nore charity than even a saint, to overlook his ugliness
| ong enough to try and tenpt hin

There were confortable stables for all their riding-aninmals, and an encl osed
stone roomwhere Romi I ly found bl ocks and perches for her birds.

"You can go into the city and buy food for them" Oain said, and handed her
sonme copper rings, "But be back in good tine for supper in the guest-house;
and if you will, you may attend the night prayers - you might Iike to hear the
choir singing."

Romi | |y nodded obediently, inwardly delighted; Darren had spoken once of the
fine singing of the Nevarsin choir, which he had not, in his days as a
student, been nusical enough to join; but her father, too, had spoken of one
of the high points of his life, when he had attended a solemn service in the



nonastery and heard the singing of the nonks. She hurried out into the city,
excited and a little scared by the strange place; but she found a bird-seller
and when she made her wants known to him he knew at once the proper food for
the sentry-birds; she had half expected to have to carry a stinking, half-
rotted carcass back through the city, but instead the seller said that he
woul d be pleased to deliver the food to the guest-house stables. "You'll be
| odged in the nonastery, young man? If it is your will, | can have proper food
delivered every day for your birds."

"I shall ask ny naster," she said, "I do not know how |long they propose to
stay." And she thought this was a fine thing, that such services should be
provi ded; but when he told her the price she was a little troubled. Still,
there was no way she could go outside the walls and hunt for food for them
herself; so she arranged for the day and for tonorrow, and paid the nman what
he asked.

Returning through the city streets, grey and old, wth ancient houses
| eani ng over the streets and the walls closing around her, she felt a little
frightened. She realized that she had |ost contact with Preciosa before they
entered the gates of Nevarsin; the clinate here was too cold for a hawk . .
had Preciosa turned back to a nore welcoming climte? The hawk could find no

food in the city . . . there was carrion enough in the streets, she supposed
fromthe snell, but no fresh living food for a hawk. She hoped Preciosa was
safe...

But for now her charge was the sentry-birds; she saw to their feeding, and
there was a large cobbled court where she could exercise them and let them
fly. At the edge of the court while she was flying themin circles on the |ong
lines - they screaned less, now, and she realized they were becom ng
accustoned to her touch and her voice - she saw, crowded into the edges of the
court, an assenbly of small boys. They all wore the bulky cow ed robes of the
nonastery. But surely, Romlly thought, they were too young for nonks; they
must be students, sent as Ruyven, then Darren, had been sent. One day,
per haps, her brother Rael would be anbng them How | niss Rael

They were watching the birds with excited interest. One, bolder than the
rest, called out, "How do you handle the birds w thout getting hurt?" He cane
to Romilly, leaving the clustered children, and stretched out his hand to
Tenperance; Ronilly gestured hi mquickly back.

"These birds are fierce, and can peck hard; if she went for your eyes, she
could hurt you badly!"

"They don't hurt you," the child protested.

"That is because | am trained to handle them and they know me," Romlly
said, Obediently, the boy noved out of reach. He was not nuch ol der than Rael
she thought; ten or twelve. In the courtyard a bell rang, and the children
went, pushing and jostling, down the hallway; but the boy who was watching the
bi rds renmai ned.

"Shoul d you not answer that bell with your fellows?"

"I have no lesson at this hour,"” the boy said, "Not until the bell rings for
choir; then | nust go and sing, and afterward, | nust go to arns-practice."

"I'n a nonastery?"

"I am not to be a nonk," the boy said, "and so an arms-naster from the
village cones every other day to give lessons to nme and a few of the others.
But | have no duties now, and | would like to watch the birds, if you do not
mnd. Are you a leronis, vai donma, that you know their ways so wel | ?"

Romlly stared at him in shock. At last she asked, "Wy do you call me
doma?"

"But | can see what you are, certainly," the boy answered, "even though you
wear boy's clothes.” Romlly |ooked so dismayed that he |owered his voice and
said in a conspiratorial whisper, "Don't worry, | won't tell anyone. The
Fat her Master would be very cross, and | do not think you are harm ng anyone.
But why would you want to wear boy's clothes? Don't you like being a girl?"

Wul d anyone? Romilly wondered, and then asked herself why the cl ear eyes of
this child had seen what no one else could see. He answered the unspoken
t hought .

"I amtrained to that as you are trained to handl e hawks and other birds: So
that, one day, | may serve ny people in a Tower as a |aranzu."

"Achild like you?" Ronmilly asked.



"I amtwelve years old," he said with dignity, "and in only three years nore
| shall be a man. My father is Lyondri Hastur, who is a Councillor to the
king; the Gods have given nme noble blood and therefore |I nust be ready to
serve the people over whom | shall one day be placed to rule.”

Lyondri Hastur's son! She renenbered the story Orain had told her, of Alaric
and the deaths of his family. She pretended to be fussing over the bird's
line; she had never had to conceal her thoughts before, and knew only one way
to do it - with quick random speech

"Whuld you like to hold Prudence for a little while? She is the |ightest of

the birds and will not be too heavy for your arm | will keep her quiet for
you, if you like." He |ooked excited and pleased. Carefully hoodi ng Prudence,
and sending out soothing thoughts - this little one is a friend, he will not
harm you, be still - she slipped the glove over the boy's armwith her free

hand, set the bird on it. He held her, struggling to keep his small arm from
trenbling, and she handed him a feat her

"Stroke her breast with this. Never touch a bird with your hand; even if
your hands are clean, it will danmage the set of their feathers," she said, and
he stroked the bird's snoboth breast with the feather, crooning to it softly.

"I  have never been so close to a sentry-bird before,” he nmurnured,
delighted. "I heard they were fierce and not to be tamed - | suppose it is
| aran whi ch keeps her so calm doma?"

"You nmust not call nme domma here" she said, keeping her voice |low and calm
so as not to disturb the bird, "The nane | use is Rumal ."

"I's it laran, then, Rurmal ? Do you think | could learn to handle a bird |ike
t hi s?"

"If you were trained to it, certainly," said Romilly, "but you should begin
with a small hawk, a |adybird or sparrow hawk so that your armwll not tire
and your fatigue trouble the bird. | had better take Prudence now," she added,
for the small arm was trenbling with tension. She set the bird on a perch.
"And laran can do nothing but help you to nake your mind in tune with the
bird's mind. But the climate here is too cold for ordinary hawks; for that you
must wait till you return to the |low ands, | think."

The boy sighed, looking regretfully at the bird on the perch. "These are
hardi er than hawks, are they not? Are they akin to kyorebni ?"

"They are not dissimlar in form" Ronmilly agreed, "though they are nore
intelligent than kyorebni, or than any hawk." It seenmed disloyal to Preciosa
to admt it, but after the few days rapport with the sentry-birds, she knew
these were superior in intelligence.

"May | hel p you, dom Rumal ?"

"I have nostly finished,”" Romilly said, "but if you wish, you can mx this
green stuff and gravel with their food. But if you touch the carrion, your
hands will stink when you go to choir."

"I can wash ny hands at the well before | go to the choir, for Father Cantor
is very fat and always late to practice," said the boy solemly, and Romlly
smled as he began portioning the gany-snelling neat, sprinkling it with the
herbs and gravel. The smile slid off quickly; this child was a telepath and
the son of Lyondri Hastur, he could endanger themall.

"What is your name?" she asked

"I amcalled Caryl," the boy said. "I was nanmed for the man who was king
when | was born, only Father says that Carolin is not a good nane to have now.
Carolin was king, but he abused his power, they said, and was a bad king, so
his cousin Rakhal had to take the throne. But he was kind to ne."

Romilly told herself; the child was only repeating what he had heard his
father say. Caryl finished with the bird-food, and asked if he might give it
to one of the birds.

"Gve that dish to Prudence," said Ronmlly, "She is the gentlest, and
already, | can see, you have made friends."

He carried the dish to the bird, stood watching as she tore greedily into
it, while Ronmilly fed the other two. A bell rang in the outer court of the
nmonastery, muted softly by the intervening walls, and the boy started.

"I nmust go to choir,"” he said, "and then | nust have ny lesson. May | cone
toni ght and hel p you feed the birds, Runmal ?"

She hesitated, but he said earnestly, "I'Il keep your secret, | pronise."



At |ast she nodded. "Certainly, cone whenever you like," she said, and the
boy ran away. She noticed that he w ped his hands on the seat of his breeches,
i ke any active youngster, quite forgetting his promse to wash at the well.

But when he was out of sight, she sighed and stood notionless, ignoring the
birds for the nmonent.

Lyondri Hastur's own son, here in the nonastery - and it was here that Dom
Carlo was to neet with King Carolin, with his gift of valuable sentry-birds,
and to raise an arny in the city. It was not inpossible, she supposed, that he
m ght know the king by sight, so if Carolin was in the city in disguise and
canme near the nonastery, he night recognize him and then..

What do | care which rogue keeps the throne? Her father's words echoed in
her m nd. But Alderic, who seenmed quite the best young man she had ever known
besi de her own brothers, was Carolin's sworn nman, perhaps even his son. Carlo
and Orain, too, were loyal to the exiled king. And his councillor, Lyondri
Hast ur, whatever his son m ght say, seemed to be one of the worst tyrants she
had ever heard about - or so the story of what he had done to Alaric's
children seened to indicate.

And she was Dom Carlo's nman, at |east while she took noney in his service.
He should know of the danger to the man he called his rightful king. Perhaps
he could warn Carolin not to come near the nonastery, while there was a child
there who woul d recogni ze him and penetrate whatever disguise he mght wear.
Sharp indeed were the boy's eyes and his laran ... he had seen that Romlly
was a wonan.

Though | cannot tell Dom Carlo, nor his friend, how I know the child has
laran. ...

She went to the stables attached to the nonastery, finding the horses in
good hands; spoke briefly to the stablenen about care for their horses, and
ti pped them as was proper, with the generous anount of silver and copper
Orain had given her for their expenses. After the encounter with young Caryl,
she was on her guard, but none of the stablefolk paid any attention to her;
one and all they accepted her as what she was, just another apprentice in the
train of the young nobl eman staying in the nonastery. Then she went in search
of Dom Carlo, to deliver her warning. In the roonms assigned to them in the
guest - house, however, she found only Orain, nending his crudel y-sewn boots.

He | ooked up as she cane in.

"I's anything gone wong with birds or beasts, then, |ad?"

"No, they are all doing well," Romlly said, "Forgive me for intruding in
your |eisure, but | nust see Dom Carlo."

"You can't see him now, or for sone tinme," said Orain, "for he's closeted
with Father Abbot, and | don't think he's confessin' his sins - he's no
cristoforo. Can | do anything for ye', boy? There's no great urgency to work,
now the birds are cared for and in good health - take tine to see sone of the
city, and if ye need an excuse, |'Il send you out on an errand; you can take
these boots to be nended.” He held them out to her, saying with a droll grin,
"They're beyond ny skill."

"I' will do your errand gladly," Romlly said, "but indeed | have an
i mportant nmessage for Dom Carlo. He-you-you are Carolin's nen, and | have just
heard that - that soneone who knows the king by sight, and might also know
some of his Councillors, is here in the nonastery. Lyondri Hastur's son,
Caryl ."

Orain's face changed and his lips pursed in a soundless whistle. "Truly? The
whel p of that wolf is here, poisoning their mnds against nmy |ord?"

"The boy is but twelve," protested Romilly, "and seens a nice child; he
spoke well of the king, and said he had always been kind - but he m ght know
him"

"Aye," said Oain grimy, "No doubt; a new hatched serpent can sting |like an
old snake. Still, | know no evil of the child; but I'Il not let Al aric know he
is here, or he might let son pay for son - if he saw the Hastur-Lord' s son,
doubt he could keep his hands from his throat, and | know well how he feels.
My lord nust know of this, and quickly."

"Wul d Caryl recognize Dom Carlo, too? Was he around the court so nuch? Dom
Carlo is-" she hesitated, "lIs he not one of Carolin's kin?"

"He's of the Hastur-kin," said Oain, nodding. He sighed.



"Well, I'lIl keep an eye out for the child, and put a word in Dom Carlo's

ear. It was thoughtful of you to warn ne, Runmal, lad; | owe you one for that."
As if dismissing the thought deliberately, he bent and picked up the much-
pat ched boots. 'Take these into the city - and lest you get lost, I'Il cone

al ong and show you the way."

He linked his arm carelessly through Ronmilly's as they went out of the
nonastery guest-house and down through the streets of the old town. The
mountain air was biting and cold, and Romilly drew her cloak tighter about
her, but Orain, though he wore only a |ight jacket, seened confortable and at
ease.

"I like the mountain ah-," he said, "I was born in the shadow of Hi gh Ki nbi,
though | was fostered on the shores of Hali; and still | think nyself a
nmount ai n man. \What of you?"

"I Was born in the Kilghard Hlls, but north of the Kadarin," Ronilly said.

"The country around Storn? Aye, | know it well," Oain said, "No wonder you
have hawks in your blood; so have I." He |aughed, ruefully. "Though you're ny
master at that; | had never held a sentry-bird before, nor will | think nyself

ill-used if | never set hand on one again." They turned into the doorway of a
shop, snelling strongly of leather and tan-bark and rosin. The bootnaker
rai sed supercilious eyebrows at the patched old boots