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Beginning

When Alma created the world, most of it she made into the Great Grass Plain, which was not a
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flat place, but rolling like a mare’ s back and covered all over with the greencorn and the haycorn
and the wild oats, knee high, so that when the wind stirred it, billowing, it looked like a mare’'s
winter coat blowing. And that is why some called the grasslands Alma’ s back. It was not the truth,
for the Mother-of-all was not the world, but the Maker of the world.

With the stamp of one hoof, she made the Summer Sea, running shallow and warmevenin
wintertime. And with a little dig of her other heel, she raised the Gryphon Mountains upon its
northern shore. Ranging north from there spread the dark Pan Woods, tangled and close, where
only the blue-bodied goatlings roamed. Somewher e to the eastern north lay the Smoking Hills,
where the red dragons denned, and due north across the Plain lay the Hallow Hills, a sacred place
to the children-of-the-moon.

And that was all that was known of the world to the people | shall tell of in thistale. They lived
in a great valley on the northern verges of the Woods. To the gryphons, they had always been
a’itichi, the enemy, and the pans murmured and gestured among themsel ves of the ufputlak,
four-footed walkers. The plains dwellers, being near cousins to those of whom | speak, called
them simply southlanders. But they named themsel ves the unicorns, which means the “ one-horned
ones,” for each bore upon the brow a single spiral shaft as sharp asriver ice and harder than
hoof-breaking stone.

I am one of the fellows of this tale— will not tell you which | am, though | promise that by the
end of the running you will know me. My tale touches how the Firebringer came to be born
among the unicorns, and what his coming meant to Aljan, son of Korr. But to start my tale, | must
begin a little before the Firebringer, on a day near winter’s end when Jan was six years old,
nearly half-grown, though still counted among the colts. It had been a long, cold, dull winter, and
the prince’ s son longed fiercely for the fiery storms of spring.

Stormwind

Stormclouds wererolling in out of the south-east. They darkened half the sky. It had been storming all
day over the Gryphon Mountains, far on the horizon’ s edge. He had been watching the lightning there of f
and on since midmorning, flickering like greet, violent fireflies, and he wondered whether the rain would
spend itsdlf before reaching the Vae of the Unicorns.

Jan paused on thetrall heading up dope through the trees. Helifted his muzzle, hisnogtrilsflared. The
savor of moist earth and evergreensfilled him. Winter was done, the snow gone from the ground, but it
was not yet equinox. No new shoots sprouted on the dope, no new grass yet scattered among the
subblein the valey below. The year wasjust now struggling into birth, il inits ssorming month, thetime
of cold gales and showers before spring.

Jan lowered his head and shook himsdlf, fedling his mane settle along his neck. He pawed the leaf mold
with one cloven hedl, swatted apair of stinging gnats from hisflank with his tassel-ended tail, and
wondered where Dagg was. He and his friend had astanding agreement to meet on the hillside whenever
astorm wasin the wind. Jan nibbled at afly bite on one shoulder, fidgeted. Then the sound of hoofbests
made himwhed.

Pdeyelow and dappled with gray, Dagg was like most unicorn colts, the color of hissre. Jan was
not—the prince sline never ran true, not since the days of Hala, four hundred summers gone. It was
their mark, and set them off from dl the herd, that no prince’ sheir might ever be amatch for him, so
while Korr was as black asthe well of aweasdl’ s eye, Jan, his son, was only sable, arich dark brown
likethe color of earth. He spotted Dagg coming toward him through the trees.

Dagg neared and nipped at Jan, shouldering him, and the prince’ s son shied, kicking. They chased each
other off the narrow trail, nickering and fencing with colts' long, unsharpened hornsthat clashed and
clatered in the heavy, storm-awaiting stillness. Then Jan broke off, dodging back to the path, and
sprinted toward the hillcrest.

“Higt, comeon,” he cried over one shoulder. “ The sorm’ s nearly here.”

They sped up dope then through the patches of sunlight and shadows of the trees. Jan threw up his



head, letting hislong legs stretch. The wind fingered his mane and played through the shag of hiswinter
coat. Hefdt young and strong and full of his power. Therush of air laid back his ears. In another
moment—in another moment, hewould fly. Then hefelt Dagg pulling up dongside him from behind and
dropped back to atrot. They had nearly reached the top of the dope.

“Your father’ [| dance thunder if hefindsout,” Dagg said after amoment, “that we' ve come up thishigh,
and with sormwind from the eest.”

Jan shook the forelock out of his eyes and nickered. Colts were forbidden to stray from the valley
floor, away from the ready shelter of the grottoes there. The Gryphon Mountainsrose barely aday’s
flight to the eastern south, and a gryphon could fly far with sormwind at its back. The unicornslost fods
every oring when the gryphon formels, the femaes, were hatching their ravenous young. Jan shrugged
and laughed again. “We |l be back long before we' re missed.”

“Aye, and what if we meet someone up here?’ Dagg asked him. “ Then we'll catch astorm for sure.”

“Wewon't,” Jantold him. “With the rain so near, they’ Il dl be under hill.”

A great thorn thicket sprawled acrosstheir path. They began skirting it.

“But what about gryphons?’ Dagg added uneasily. “They’ re bigger than unicorns.” The yellow colt had
dropped hisvoice. He crowded up against Jan’ s flank.

Jan shook him off. “Wingcats only hunt the east Sde of the Vde. We' rein thewest. And my father the
prince lives here—they’ d never dare.”

Dagg looked dubious.

Jan snorted and sprang away. “Know what I'd do if | ever saw agryphon?’ The prince’ s son reared,
pawing theair. “I’d giveit such ablow, it d never risesagain! I'd...”

Then al a once he caught sight of something: motion, ashape. Choking off hiswords, he dropped to
al fours and gazed ahead through the thick of the trees. The hillcrest lay not far up dope. They had nearly
rounded the thorns. When Dagg started to speak, Jan shushed him with ahiss,

“What isit?’ breathed Dagg.

Jan shook his head. He edged forward, peering. All he could discern through the undergrowth was a
vague form, some animd. It was large and stood in shadow among the trees. A cold sensation touched
Jan’ s breast. Neither he nor any colt he knew had ever seen agryphon, but the singers spoke of great
hawk beaks and wings, talons, cat’ s eyes, and hind limbs like those of the sabertoothed pards that
roamed the Plain.

Dagg pressed againgt him, making him jump. “Can you makeit out?’

Jan shook his head again and crept closer, putting his hooves down soundlessly. With so many trees
blocking hisview, he dill could not determine any outline he recognized, and strained insteed for a
glimpse of vivid green and gold—the colors of atercel, agryphon male—or of blue and tavny—a
formd.

The creature on the hillside shifted its stance. Jan froze and felt Dagg beside him flinch. Jan felt the
stinging gnats at hisflank again and did not swat. They waited long seconds. He edged his eye dowly
around atreebole and caught a clear view of the hillcrest at last through agap in the trees.

It was...another unicorn. Only that. Another unicorn. Jan snapped his teeth together and could have
kicked. Of courseit would be one of his own people. Of course! He had forgotten the lookouts. This
crest commanded aview of the east. The prince must have ordered watches to scan the ssormwind,
because it was spring now. Gryphons never came in winter. He should have remembered that. Jan stood
absolutdy ill.

Dagg nudged him urgently. “What’ sthere?’ he whispered. “Can you seeit now?’

“Oneof ours,” Jan muttered. “My father’s...oh, it s Tek.”

He stopped again, recognizing the other suddenly, for the lookout had stepped from the shadows into
the sun. She was not the solid or dapple or roan of other unicorns, but paint: pale rose splashed with
gredt, irregular blots of black.

“What, the healer’ s daughter?” Dagg was asking, his voice beginning to rise as though he no longer
cared whether they were discovered or not. “We re done for storming then.”

“Higt,” Jan told him, eyeing the lookout till. She was a strange one, o he had heard. He hardly knew



her. A finewarrior, adl agreed, but very aloof and aways aone—just like her mother, Jah-lila, who was
the heder’ smate but did not live among the herd. The wild marewho lived apart, outsdethe Vae.
Jah-lilathe midwife, the magicker.

Jan eyed the young paint warrior Tek through the trees; and as he did so, apart of hismind that he
usudly kegpt tightly guarded, opened—and aplan cameto him, ingnuating itself into histhought like swift,
smooth coils. Jan felt his pulse quicken and his dark eyes spark.

“Higt,” hesaid againto Dagg. “ L et’ stest thislookout’ s skill.” He shouldered the other back into the
shadow of thetrees. “I have agame.”

Jan kept his voice beneath a murmur and whispered the whole of his plan in two sentences. Then he
and Dagg parted, and Jan lost Sght of the dapple colt among the firs. Quickly, quietly, he himsdlf circled
back to the lookout knoll. Peering from behind a bit of ledge and scrub, he caught sight of Tek again. She
stood facing away from him, her head turning dowly as she scanned the wall of cloud rolling in from the
southeast. Jan waited.

And presently he heard a noise downdope. Tek’s ears swiveled, pricked, but she did not turn. Jan
watched intently, but asthe sound died Tek’ s ears turned forward again. She scanned the sky. Jan
breathed lightly, one breath, two; he held his breath. Then the noise came again, closer, clearer thistime.
Tek' s ears snapped around. Jan champed histeeth. But again the sound ceased and quiet followed. The
prince’ s son settled himsdlf to wait.

The sound came for athird time, suddenly, much nearer, alow, throaty mewling such asthe storytdlers
sad gryphon hatchlings made. Jan found himself tense and shivering; his skin twitched. How red it
sounded—Dagg was the best mimic of dl the uninitiated foas. Tek’s head now had whipped around, her
frame gonerigid. A rustling started in the thorn thicket. Jan had to duck his chin to keep from nickering.
The haf-grown mare on the lookout knoll stood head up, legs stiff.

Silence. Jan saw Tek’ s green eyes searching the brush. She touched the ground, pawing it gently, her
eyes narrowed and her nogtrils flared. Jan heard more gryphon cries downd ope—just exactly asthey
sounded in the lays. Tek’ sforehoof dug into the earth. He edged closer, keeping himself concealed. The
young warrior' s movements fascinated him.

He heard Dagg rustling in the thickets again, and saw Tek bowing her head to polish thetip of her
skewer-sharp horn deftly against one forehoof. He had seen haf-growns as well asthe full-grown
warriors doing that before battle. Then suddenly a sharp yell, like that of awounded wingcat, rang o,
and the sound of bushes crashing. Jan could almost believeit wasarea gryphon blundering downs ope.
Tek sprang away, into the trees, o swift Jan amost lost her in ablink, for she ran silent, and gave no
warning cry.

Jan shook himself He felt elated—it had worked! Satisfaction dithered through him as he emerged from
the trees and mounted the lookout knoll. He heard Dagg circling the crest of theridge, giving cries now
likean injured tercel, now like an angry formel. No sound came from Tek, and the prince’ sson
wondered if hisfriend was even aware yet of her pursuit. He hoped so. He needed the lookout kept
away long enough for him to watch the storm.

Jan stood on the crest of the knoll. The clouds before him were sweeping in fast. He felt the cool,
muggy air beginning to lift, afaint breeze teasing dong hisback. It grew stronger suddenly, blew, smdling
of rain. The thunderheadsrolled, black foaming waves that scudded toward the sun. Unseen lightning
illumined them in glimmers, like mosdight glimpsed beyond cavern bends.

Thunder sounded in alow growling that crashed dl a oncelike ahillsde faling. Jan felt the concussions
againgt hisbody, and threw back his head to let the thick, cold, wet wind buffet him. He watched the
shadow of the storm travel over the Pan Woods below him till abank of cloud extinguished the sun. The
world went gray. Bird-foot lightning gripped the sky.

The clouds loomed high, amost above him, over the Vae. Ashe gazed up into their wild, dark roiling,
it seemed to Jan he could see—almost see—something. The sweep of them waslike starsturning, like
billowing grass, like mighty flocks of birdswhedling, like unicornsdancing, like...like.... He could not
say what it was like. He only knew that when he gazed at the storm and lost himself, feding the whirling



turbulence of its power, hisheart rose, carried away, soaring, and al the world rode on his brow.

Below him, afew lengths down the dope, Jan heard awhinny from Dagg suddenly and knew that his
friend was caught. Above the muting of the wind, Jan heard Dagg’ s shouts of laughter, his protestations,
and now Tek’ svoice, stinging with anger. Jan snorted and shook hishead, only hdf listening. A dark
exhilaration still fired his blood as he watched the dance of storm clouds swallow up the sky.

A pair of hunting eagles, huge ones, dipped out of the clouds far in the distance over the Pan Woods.
They werein hissight for only amoment, stooping swiftly into the cover of the trees. He caught only the
poise of their wings crooked for the dive and their Size, great enough to carry off ayoung pan between
them.

Just before they reached the trees, ablaze of lightning flashed. The deep green of the foliage reflected
off their tawny bodiesfor an ingtant, turning the near one greenish, the far one amost blue. They plunged
into the forest then. Jan lost them amid the canopy of trees.

Almogt a the same moment, the sound of breaking brush distracted him. He turned in timeto see Tek
shoving Dagg out of the treesinto the clearing of the knoll. Dagg waslaughing so hard he staggered. The
half-grown mare clamped the nape of his neck in her teeth and hauled him back as he made halfheartedly
to bolt. She stood taller than either he or Jan, and had been initiated afull two years ago. Her young
beard was dready slky on her chin.

“Gryphons—save me!” shouted Dagg, struggling some, but laughing harder. “1 told you it wasn't my
game. Ouch! Not so hard—it was Jan’s. Thewhole of it was Jan's.”

“I know that very well, Dagg son-of-Tas,” replied his captor through clenched teeth. She released him,
and Dagg collapsed to the carpet of fir needles at the wood' s edge. He rolled there, hooting. “I have
heard of the games you two are so fond of.” She turned now toward Jan. “And you, prince-son. By
Korr, you at least should know better.”

Jan tossed his head, laughing in histeeth, and shrugged. His father—no, he would not think of Korr.
The prince was far below, seeking shelter in the Vae from the coming rain, and Jan wasfree of him for a
litlewhile at least. Free. He sorang down from the lookout knoll and trotted to Dagg, eyeing the hairless
patches on hisfriend’ s neck and flank.

“Areyou hurt?’

Dagg groaned, laughing till. “Hae enough. She champs hard. By the Beard, Jan, you should have
seen her when sheredlized | wasn't some storm-riding gryphon.”

Dagg rolled his eyes, ears akimbo, nostrils flared, and tossed his head like one who had just trod upon
asnake. Jan put his head down, helplesswith mirth. Helaughed until hislegsfelt week.

“Both of you have borne yoursalveslike brainlessfoals,” the young mare snapped. “Y ou, Jan
son-of-Korr, haven’t you grace enough to speak when you' re spoken to?” Jan ignored her. Her tone
crackled. “1 am talking to you.”

She marked that, when the prince' s son neither answered nor turned, by nipping him smartly on the
shoulder. Jan jumped and whedled. Disbelief, and a sudden odd heedlessness uncoiled in him. No one
had ever set teeth to him, not in earnest, but hisfather. No one had ever dared. He felt the blood surging
in hishead. Hisears grew hot.

“Y ou champed me!” he cried.

Dagg on the ground had swallowed hisgrin.

“You st teeth to me.”

“Aye, and I'll do so again the next time you ignore me. What have you to say for yoursaf?’

Jan stared at her. Not even aword of regret—the arrogance! The astonishment in him turned to rage.
He' d let no one, not even the healer’ s daughter, treat him like afoal. He plunged at her, his head down,
before he was even aware what he was doing—perhaps a dash across the flank would teach this
half-grown better manners. Tek countered with her own horn, fencing him expertly, and threw him off
with asharp rap on the head.

Jan staggered, startled. He had always been the victor, the easy best in the mock battles among the
uninitiated colts. Now—firgt bitten, then baited, then parried in three blows. Jan regained hisfooting and
stood stunned, humiliated. A cold little voice in the back of his mind teased and taunted him, but he



shoved it away, shoved everything away. His breath was coming hard between clenched teeth. Tek had
not fallen back even astep.

Dimly, he came aware that Dagg beside him was spesking. “Jan. Hear me. She' s half-grown.”

Hisfriend gtarted to rise. “ Colts don’t spar with warriors. List, comeon, let’s....”

Jan ignored him, flattening his ears. He was not a colt, not just any colt. He was the son of the prince of
the unicorns, and he would not be beaten off a second time. Tek snorted, shifting her stance. She
squared to meet him. Helowered his head, gathering hislegs.

“ Enough!”

The word rolled hard and deep above the rising wind. Jan pulled up, Sartled, spinning around. Tek
glanced past him, and he glimpsed her faling back now in surprise. The prince of the unicorns stood
before them on the lookout knoll, black against the grayness of the storm. Lightning clashed, throwing a
blue sheen across him. Jan flinched at the suddenness, fedling his rash temper abruptly vanish, likea
snakeinto ahole. He gazed uneadily into hisfather’ sdark and angry eyes.

“Leave off thesefoas games,” ordered the prince. “Y ou, Dagg, son of my shoulder-friend, off home
with you—at once.”

Jan felt hisfriend beside him scrambling to hisfeet. Dagg bowed hagtily to the prince, then wheeled and
was gone. His hoofbesats on the dope grew faint.

“You, Tek, heder’ sdaughter, begone aswell.”

“Prince,” Tek started, but he shook his head.

“Rest sure, young mare, | put no blame onyou in this.”

“Korr, prince,” shesad, “I am onlook-out....”

He tossed his head then. “Never mind. No gryphonswill be flying once the rain comes. Now off, or
you will be soaked.”

Tek bowed her long neck to the prince, then wheeled and bounded away like alithe deer through the
trees. Korr waited until the gusting wind had swept the sound of her heels away.

“Fod!” he burst out then, and Jan flinched beneath hisfather’ s rebuff. “Witlessthing! Have | not
expresdy forbidden any colts o high on the dopes, and warned dl againgt interfering with the lookouts?’

Jan eyed his hooves and mumbled assent.

“Can you not understand gryphons may dip into these woods under cover of cloud in two bats of an
eye? A moment’ sdigtraction...” He broke off with astrangled snort.

Jan hung his head. Hisfather spoke the truth; he remembered the hunting eagles, how swiftly they had
fallen from cloudbottom to treetops while Dagg had been baiting Tek. What if, rather than hawks, there
had come wingcatsinstead? Jan picked at the turf with his hoof.

“Itwasjust agame,” he murmured, more to himsdlf than to Korr. “We meant no harm.”

“Your games,” muittered Korr. “But enough.”

The black prince launched down from the lookout knoll and gave his son ashoveto turn him.

“Begraeful thisstorm’s brought no gryphons, young princeling, or you might well have made
feast-flesh for some forme’ s hatchlings—or Tek might, or Dagg. Hie now! Get you home.”

Gryphons

Jan sprang down the dope, his pace abruptly quickened by afew hard nips on the flank from hisfather.
He gdloped blindly, careless of the hillsde’ s stegpness, reckless where he set his hooves. The princeran
beside him, herding him away from the sheer drops, the loose rock shelves.

Jan ducked, dodging through the trees. He wished he could fly, fly away and outpace hisfather. His
breast wastight, hiseyes stinging. All he had wanted to do was watch the storm. Nothing, no ill would
have comeof it if it had not been for Tek. Arrogant half-grown! Jan wished the pied mare bad footing.

How he hated the young warriors, half-grown, ready initiated—hated, yet in the same breath envied
them. He was weary to death of colts gamesand fods playing, and longed to the center of hisbonesto
be allowed to sharpen his hooves and horn and join the Ring of Warriors. Why had Korr held him back
from Filgrimage |last year, despite his pleading?



Deep down, he knew. And thinking of it brought abitter taste into his mouth. Therewasin hisnaturea
grievousfault. He could never do as he wastold, as others did. He dways plunged ahead without
thinking, forgetting the Law—or ddliberately bresking it. He was avexation to everyone, abitter
disappointment to Korr, and secretly he wondered if he would ever learn to bear himself as befitted the
prince' s son.

Jan plunged down the steep hillside. A stitch had grown between hisribs. It ached like awound. He
and hisfather left the wooded dope for the rolling meadow of the valley floor. The sky above waswhally
dark. Jan felt agreat drop splash againgt his back, soaking into the long hairs of hiswinter coat. Another
drop struck him, and then two more. The air was thick suddenly with falling water. He heard Korr
snorting in disgudt.

They headed across the open meadow toward their cave hafway up the near dope of the Vae. Korr
gprang onto the rock ledge before the cave mouth, Jan scrambling up behind. The entrance to the grotto
was narrow. In the gloom beyond, Jan saw his mother, Ses, cream colored with amane as amber as
autumn grass. Shewas heavy infodl.

Korr moved two stepsinto the cave, tossing his head, and the water dung from hislong, jet mane. Jan
crowded in behind, out of the rain, though he knew by hisfather’ s abrupt, forceful movementsthat he
was angry sill. The prince of the unicorns shook himself, and Jan ducked, but he could not avoid the
Spray short of retreating into the rain again. His mother stood back out of range.

“A wet day for bathing,” she laughed when Korr was done. “How clement of the weather to soak you
both so handsomely.” Her light, sure tone seemed to mallify her mate alittle. “ Jan, come out of the door
now; you're wet enough. Korr, let him by.”

Jan saw hisfather glance over one shoulder a him. The prince advanced a pace, no more, cleaning the
muck from between the toes of his hooves with hishorn. “I found him up on the high dopesagain,” he
sad shortly, “near thelookout knoll.”

Jan saw his mother’ s eye grow rueful for amoment, but then she smiled. “ But he dways goes up there.
Y ou know that. He lways has.”

“It'sforbidden,” hisfather snapped. “And not just to Jan—to al the colts. It’ stoo dangerous,
especidly when the storm’ s from the southeast.” Korr gave asnort. “He had Dagg with him. Bringing
othersinto his Ringbresking.”

Hisfather started on another hoof. Jan had to shrink past him along thewall. He saw his mother glance
at him, then felt afew strokes of her rough, dry tongue againgt his neck, pressing out the damp. He hadn’t
dared to shake off yet, and now his mother’ s gentle tolerance was suddenly more than he could bear. He
broke from her, from Korr, and clattered away from both of them, deeper into the cave.

Around the bend at the back of the hollow, alittle pool of earthwater lay, ill as stone, reflecting the
dim light rounding the corner. Pale toadstools and lichens scattered the walls and shore, casting faint
illuminations. Jan threw himself down on the pebbly bank and lay there wet and miserable. Staring at
nothing, he listened to the voices of hissire and dam.

“If that were dl,” hisfather’sdeep voice sad, “if that weredl, | might let it pass. But Ses, the colt has
no sense. He and Dagg weren't on the ridge just to watch the storm.”

Jan heard asigh. “More games?’

Silence amoment. Korr must have nodded. “ They were baiting the lookout, drawing her away with
gryphon cries. What am | to do with him? That’ swillful trepass....”

“Be patient with him,” the prince’ s mate was saying. Then, softer, “He was born under adark moon.”

Jan dropped his head to the bank and felt his heart clench shut like teeth. He wished she wouldn’t
defend him—he wished there weren’t the need. There was the sound of someone shifting. Jan imagined
his mother lying down beside her mate, helping to sponge the rest of the moisture from his coat.

“He' smoody, high-spirited.”

“Unruly,” the prince returned. “ A hothead.”

“Likeyou.”

“Love, he'snot acolt anymore!l” Jan flinched at the force of hisfather’ sanger.

“Heisuntil you let him join theinitiates.” His mother’ s sudden vehemence surprised him. “How often



has he begged you to let him go on Filgrimage?’

Jan heard hisfather’ s snort. “How can |, now? Do you think he'd make awarrior? He' s nearly
haf-grown, and still he acts like aspoiled weanling. That wildness...” Jan hardly caught the last. What
had hisfather said: “ frightens me” ? No, he could not have heard it right.

“Jugt let him prove himsdlf,” his mother murmured. “More than anything, he wantsto prove himself.”

Their voices grew Softer, dropping into quiet unintelligibility beneath the drumming of therain. Jan
gretched hisfordegsin front of him, laying his head aong their length. Born under adark moon. Dark
moon, she'd said. He stared off into the darkness, with its wan lichenlight, brooding.

He must have dozed, for the next thing he knew was that the grotto had grown alittle lighter, and the
sound of therain had stopped. He lifted his head from his knees, blinking and fedling stiff from deep. He
had dreamed something—he was aware of that, but could not remember what. He never remembered
his dreams. Jan plucked a pae toadstool from the shore and ground its musty, woody flesh acrosshis
teeth, trying to remember. From the light reaching him around the bend, he guessed it must be
midafternoon.

The dream had been something about the Water, or something in the water. Something swvimming in the
lichenlight, like alongfish, or an edl. Had it stood up before him, the white thing in the water? Swaying
and flickering like....like...he could not say what. The image faded from him even as he Srained for it.
But he remembered he had shuddered, squirming as he looked at it, unable to turn away. And it had
spoken histruename: Aljan, dark moon.

When he had been very young, scarcely weaned, he had begun to have such dreams: dreams of snakes
and ginging worms that woke him struggling, screaming night after night, till others of the herd began to
mutter that the prince’ s son must be accursed. Korr, in desperation, had sent for the hedlers mate, Tek’s
mother, Jah-lila, to come and stedl away Jan’s dreams.

He had been so little then, it had been so long ago, and he had not seen the wild mare since. Sherarely
ever cameinto the Vae, and then dways secretly, slently, like ashadow barely glimpsed; and shewas
gone again in an hour, about whatever business amagicker’ s business might be, of which she never
spoke. He remembered only dimly that time she had come to him, while his parents had stood back
dlent, troubled, out of the way. Dark rosein color, Jah-lilahad knelt, lying down beside him gazing into
and through him with her black-green eyes.

“Ho, little hotblood,” she had murmured. “ Such afighter, such adreamer! Eat this now, and breathein
this. Sleep...dreamless...deep.”

She had given him bitter herbsto eat and chewed sweet herbs herself, breathed upon him and let him
breathe her breath. He had dept then, at once, deep and restfully. And since that time he had never been
ableto remember hisdreams.

Jan finished the last of the woody toadstool and sipped from the dark cave pool beside him. The water
was cool, tasteless. He watched the ripples widen and till. When the surface grew eye-smooth again, the
lichensreflected there like a scatter of rose and pale blue stars. From the outer chamber, he heard his
mother murmuring, as she had used to do for him, alullaby to her unborn fod:

“ Hist, my lambling, quiet now,

Lest a waiting wingcat hear

With ears up-pricked and eyes aglow—
Hush! Let him not find you, little pan.
Sill your cry, lie soft, and sleep.”

Jan felt himsdlf just dipping into deep again. He dlicked histeeth, stifling ayawn, when al a once
something caught hiseye. He blinked. The surface of the cave pool beside him was dancing. Theimages
of the lichenstrembled there. Sounds like something scraping, then diding reached his ears. The pebbles
beneath him shifted and seethed. There came a sudden rumbling roar in which the whole cave shuddered.
Chipsof gonefromtheceiling fell. Dugt rosein theair like winter fog.



He heard his mother whinnying, hisfather snorting, choking on dust. Jan scrambled to hislegsand
dashed into the forepart of the grotto. A great rock shard from overhead smashed to the floor barely a
pace from him. He shied and, as he did so, glimpsed Ses dodging out the cave' s entrance into the light.

He sprang to follow, then stopped himsalf in a sudden panic. Where was Korr? Jan whedled, casting
about him through the dimness, through the dark, crying hisfather’ s name. Then he heard the prince's
deep voice, “Goon!” and felt Korr' s massive frame shouldering him through the cave mouth into the
outsdear.

Jan plunged through arain of earth. Stones, some large as skulls, crashed with the rest. The rock ledge
ahead was nearly buried. He saw his mother moving heavily down the muddy, diding dopeto solid
ground on thevaley floor below.

Jan felt agreat concussion and wheeled to see Korr shying from aboulder’ s path. It smashed to
fragments. Jan fdt agplinter dig into the flesh of histhigh. He sumbled, the soft earth diding beneath his
hooves. Muddy soil and pebbles pelted him as he struggled to rise—then hisfather’ steeth closed over
the ngpe of hisneck, haf dragging, haf hauling him out of the muck.

Jan’ slegs gave beneath him as he reached the valley floor. The painin hisinjured leg wasfierce. Ses
was standing well back, out of the path of the dide, and he was aware, dimly, of other unicorns dashing
from their caves, crying out in consternation, galloping toward them over meadow and dope. Jantore his
gaze back to the grotto.

He saw the last of the rain-softened earth cascading down the dope, the broken stone and fragments of
the great, smashed boulder...and then, above that, aflash of green, dusty blue, and gold. Two gryphons,
amated pair, perched on an outcropping above the cave. With an uprooted sapling, they levered root
and soil, sending it surging down the hillside.

Gryphons. Jan fdt cold talons seize his heart. He remembered the flash of color, the two winged forms
he had glimpsed from the lookout. Not eagles, gryphons—who had dipped into the Pan Woods benegth
hisvery gaze.

Jan heard hisfather trumpeting awar cry. Then a second cry sounded, joining Korr’s. Turning, Jan saw
Dagg’ sfather, Tas. Other battle yelsrose on the air: stalions trumpeting full and degp and wild, high
clarionsfrom the mares. Jan saw the wingcats dropping their lever, beginning to scramble up the hillsde
as Korr and a haf-dozen others charged the dope.

Jan staggered to hisfeet, moving to join them, but Ses swung in front of him, barring his path. “No,
Jan,” shetold him. “Let the warriors haveit.”

Hetried to dodge her, but his bad leg made him dow. She caught him by the nape of the neck.

“Let go,” hecried. “They madeto trgp us. They wanted to kill Korr!”

He struggled furioudy. His mother’ s strong, square teeth only clasped tighter. “No,” she panted.
“You'renot awarrior.”

“But | will be,” Jan shouted, fighting harder. “Thisspring I'll beinitiated....”

“Not yet,” Sesanswered. His bad leg gave as she forced him to the ground and stood over him. Jan
clenched histeeth, his ears burning with wrath. There was nothing he could do.

He watched the hillside. The two gryphons had reached the crest of the unwooded sope. Now they
reared Upon their hind limbs, besting their wings, but the draggled pinions seemed unableto get a
purchase on the air. Jan felt his blood quicken as he redized the warriors would catch them.

Thelarger gryphon, the formel, launched into the air and hovered unsteedily, her blue wingslaboring.
Her mate’ swings, still streaked with mud, seemed as yet too heavy to fly. With ashout, the prince of the
unicorns charged and drove his horn into the tercel’ sside.

Cat snarl rising to afacon’ s scream, the wingcat lashed back. Jan heard his mother’ slittle snort of
breath as the prince of the unicorns went down—but then he rolled and was up again in amoment,
hammering the gryphon with his hooves.

The unicorn warriors ringed the tercel. Tas seized one talon; others stabbed at his grest, green wings.
The gryphon fought, raged, broke free of their circle at last and retreated, one pinion dragging. The
formel stooped and feinted in the air above.

Jan saw the wounded tercel rise, hiswingbeats ragged. He hovered, struggling, above the Warriors



heads. Jan saw hisfather backing, his hindgquarters bunched. Korr legpt, catching the wingcat in the belly.
Thetercd shrieked, wrenching avay. Theformd clutched himin her claws.

The unicorns watched their uneven flight, the gryphons staggering through the air toward the south.
They trailed low over the ridges ringing the Vae. Theterce’ s wingbeats d owed suddenly, grew more
erdic. Theformd labored to bear him up. They barely cleared the lookout knoll.

Then the wounded wingcat stiffened. His green-gold pinions thrashed, stretched taut. His body sagged
inthe forme’ s grasp and along, hoarse scream rose from his mate; her wings beat strong and franticaly.
Jan could not discern whether she would not release him even then, or whether histalons still clutched her
so tightly she could not pull free. Together they plunged into the trees beyond theridge.

The unicorns were coming down the dope. Korr leaned against Tas, blood running down the prince's
neck. He bled from a gash above one eye. Jan realized Ses no longer stood above him. He rose with
difficulty and stood, three-legged, putting no weight on hisinjured leg.

“Where sthe hedler?’ Jan heard Tas calling, as he and the prince reached the bottom of the hill. Ses
went to Korr. Other unicorns were moving forward. They drifted around him. Jan alone stood fill.

“No, it'sascratch,” hisfather was saying, but the prince’ s voice was breathless, al thunder gone.
Someone brushed past him, and Jan caught a glimpse of Teki, the healer, moving toward Korr.

Fear, likeaseajel, lay cold on Jan’ s breast. He felt someone else dip up beside him. “Are you hale,
Jan?Y our leg' sbleeding.”

Jan shook his head, blinking hard, and did not turn.

Dagg seemed to take no notice. “ By the Circle, | never thought I'd see ared one, agryphon! | never
thought they’ d dare come here. And after the prince...!”

Jan drew in his bresth and held it then, for he felt somehow he might begin to shake, or fdl, if he so
much as breathed. Ses and Tas were supporting Korr back up dope alittle way, toward better light.
Teki followed them, his digtinctive white and black coloring catching the sun. Thevalley floor was dipping
into shede.

“...you go with them?’ he heard Dagg saying. “ The hedler should look at you, too.”

And suddenly Jan did not think he could bear to be near another living cregture, even Dagg. He
whedled, bolting away from hisfriend, and struck out across the meadow toward the near wooded
dope. He had no earthly notion of where he was going, but he had to be alone.

Outcast

Jan sprinted toward the wooded dopes, histhoughtsin aroil. He felt the others were looking at him, as
though his guilt somehow blazed visble. But more than that, he feared Korr knew. It was his fault
gryphons had dipped into the Ve, hisfault hisfather had been wounded.

How badly? Jan shoved the thought away and galloped harder as the floor of the valey turned upward.
The splinter of stonein histhigh muscle gouged him, but the shame he felt stung him more. Hewas
unworthy—he had aways known. Unworthy of Korr or to be caled the prince' s heir. Why was he so
different from others? He clenched histeeth againgt the tightnessin histhroat, and fled into the trees.

It was | ate afternoon. The clouds above had spent themsalves and were pulling apart like wet seed
tufts. Swatches of the yellow sky shone through. Jan climbed alittle way, then rested, surveying the wood
about him bleakly. Droplets glistened on the fir needles, the cedar bark was damp. The sun hung
westering, and everything smelled clean.

Hisinjured leg had begun to ache in earnest now. The thigh muscle felt strained. Jan nibbled at the
wound, working the splinter free, then spat it out, tasting blood: It had cut histongue. He climbed on.
When he reached the lookout knoll, he found Tek standing there and hated, startled. She whedled.

“You,” shecried, her eyesbright, throat tense. “ And what brings you back, prince s son—cometo
gaze on the sunset after the scorm?”’

Jan stood, hardly knowing what to say. “1 cameto be alone,” he managed.

She studied him. “1 saw what befell,” she said. Her voice was husky. “From across the meadow—the
gryphons. I'd just emerged; the otherswere al till under hill. | saw aform of green and gold, then one of



tawny blue come down the far hillside, dragging agreet tree limb. They began to lever up therock and
earth above your grotto. | gave acry—I don't think anyone heard—but | wastoo far away to join the
warriors.”

Jan gazed at her, but could think of nothing. “My father’ s wounded.”

Tek nodded. “My father was sent for.”

Jan eyed hishooves. The bresth caught in histhroat. “It'smy doing,” he mumbled.

Tek threw up her head, eyes flashing. He thought at first it was with anger. “You?’ she cried, and he
redlized then it was with astonishment. “ 1 was the one posted lookout.” Her voice grew tighter, almost
choking. She gasped between clenched teeth. “But | let myself betricked away...oh! Just like afod not
yet awarrior. Just like an uninitiated fod.”

Jan started to interrupt. “No. | saw them from afar. | thought...” But then he choked himself off,
redlizing what she had said. Initiation. The spring rite of Filgrimage lay lessthan amonth off.

Each new year, as soon as the forage had sprung upon the Great Grass Plain, the prince of the unicorns
led a chosen band to the sacred well of their race. A few of the band were warriors, acting as escorts,
thereg, initiates, thosefillies and fod s adjudged worthy of drinking from the wdll. In doing so, they
would cast off their childhood and join the Ring of Warriors.

Jan and Dagg had hoped to join the Circle this season, together, though Dagg was younger than the
prince s son. Jan' s parents had held him back from Filgrimage the spring before—it was not uncommon.
His mother had said gently that he needed another year of colt’ s play. Korr had told him more curtly that
his hot head needed to cool.

Jan fet asinking in his chest. Korr would hold him back again—the thought stung him more sharply
than shame. He would be scorned, thought of forever not asthe prince' s son, but as the young firebrand
who had et the gryphons in and was not fit to be made awarrior. And he knew what became of those
who never drank of the well in the sacred rite of passage. He had heard the fate of Renegadesin sngers
taes.

They ceased to be unicorns. Banned from the herd, they saw their hornsrot to the skull bone and fall
away, their hedslosether fringe of feathery hair and their earsther tufted tassels. No fine, soft beards
ever sprouted aong their chins. Their cloven hooves grew together, each into asingle toe: strange solid
hooves that |eft round imprintsin the dust. Renegades grew old before their time, and died young.

Jan started suddenly, coming back to himsalf. He saw Tek’ s green eyes on him from the lookout knoll.

“He Il hold meback,” he blurted out. “ My father will keegp me from therite again.”

Tek’ sgaze had lost its hardness. She nodded a bare trace and said quietly, “Aye, princeling. | think he

Anguish welled in Jan. What could he do? Despair envel oped him and he fdt himself diding down its
dark throat toward nothing. The prince would make no announcement. Nothing would be said at
large—he would not be publicly disgraced.

But everyone would hear of it. His unworthinesswould bereveded at last. It would be known—it
would be known! Panic gripped him. Jan whedled, clenching histeeth to keep from crying out, and
bolted away into the trees. Tek called after him, but did not follow. Her shouts soon faded.

He found himself running along the ridge and plunged over the hillcrest down the wooded Sope. He
was on the far side now, the side that faced the Pan Woods. Thiswas forbidden territory, even to
warriors—but no matter. Better to wander the rest of his daysin the goatling woods than to go back
disgraced and face another year denied the Ring.

He halted suddenly and bowed his head, running the tip of his horn aong the outer edge of each
forehoof once, twice, ahalf dozen timesin short, unpracticed strokes. This, too, was forbidden. Colts
were banned from sharpening their hooves and horns. By Law, only the warriors were alowed.

But he was an outcast now, a Renegade, and must be hisown Law. And if the pans came upon himin
the woods, he meant to draw their blood before they dragged him down. He ran on then, blindly, fleeing
agreat, looming fear he could not name. He wished the earth might open and swallow him.

Without warning the ground beneath him shifted, gave way suddenly, and he was plunging.
Rain-soaked soil crumbled about his legs and he did headlong, dropping abruptly, and landed with ajolt



that knocked the bresth from him. Something tumbled past his head, struck him aglancing blow behind
the ear, then thudded softly to the dirt beside him. A stone.

The place was very dim; he could scarcely see. Straining for breath, he shook his head. It was
exceedingly quiet. Thefal of earth and rock had made amost no sound. Helay afew moments, hislegs
folded awkwardly beneath him, alittle stunned, and not at al certain what had just happened.

Hishead cleared. His breath came back, and Jan was able to take in his surroundings. He lay on a
heap of earth in the narrow opening of a cave, amere crack in the hillsde, very close and dark. Glancing
up, he saw some of the roof overhanging the grotto’s mouth must have collapsed when he stumbled
acrossit. And agood thing, too, he redlized with agtart, or esein hisblind galop he might have run right
off the diff.

He picked himsdf up warily, still giddy with relief. None of his bones seemed to be broken. Only his
bad leg hurt. He stood now half in, haf out of the cave, and the sky behind him was brightening to flame.
Wheat rags of cloud were |eft wereinfused with red. A little of that light reflected off thelip of the
entryway.

Jan peered ahead of him into the dimness, but could make out nothing. He listened, hearing nothing.
The narrow space smelled old and goaty. But presently, his nostrils quivered as anew scent reached him,
strange and musky—not one he recognized. Jan frowned, breathing deeper, and limped forward afew
pacesinto the earthy darkness of the cave.

His eyes had grown accustomed now, and he discerned the uneven wall opposite the one near which
he stood, the continuation of the grotto’ s crevice back into the rock. He started forward agai n—but
halted suddenly. A large mound lay &t the back of the cave, just before where the chamber narrowed to
acrack too close and dark to see beyond.

The half-light from the outside had grown warmer, redder as the unseen sun dropped lower in the sky.
Jan’ svison improved: tawny fur and azure feathers. The musky odor swam in his head. At the back of
the grotto, not five pacesfrom him, lay someanimd....

His heart contracted, jerking him back. Jan recognized a gryphon curled upon its Sde, wings folded,
limbs drawn against its body. Its head was turned to one side, beak tucked beneath one wing. Its eyes
were closed.

Itsfurred and feathered side rose, fell softly with each breath. There was blood upon itsfeathers, its
talons rust colored with blood. I1tswingslooked battered, its fur muddy and wet. It lay till and
bedraggled, like anewly pipped hatchling, asthough the earth itsdlf had just givenit birth.

The formel. Jan started backward again as he redized. Thiswasthe formel of the pair that had
attacked them—but she was dead! She must be. He himsalf—they had al seen her plunge out of the sky
beyond the lookout knoll, surely to her desth? He wondered now, his thoughts spinning. Perhaps she had
struggled free of her dead mate at the last moment. Perhaps the drop had not been so grest asit had
Seemed.

All a once anew thought brought him up short: Even hisfather had been deceived. If Korr had so
much as suspected one of the pair had survived, he would have sent warriors to comb the woods and
hunt it down. Once again Jan’s mind sprinted. If thiswingcat were alowed to escape safe home, next
storm she might return, bringing others of her kind, well assured how eadly they might strike against the
prince of the unicornsand live.

Jan eyed the deeping formel. All thoughts of his saf-made exile vanished; his coltish boaststo Dagg
vanished aswdl. Thewingcat wasthreetimes his size. Alone againgt her, he had no chance; but if heran
likewildfire, he might just have timeto raise the darm in the Vae and summon the warriors before dusk.
Jan backed dowly toward the egress of the cave.

The sun must have moved very dightly in the Sky. Thelight on the cave wall shifted. A ray of red
sunlight eased across the gryphon’ seye, and Jan felt himsalf go rigid. Theformd stirred, sighing heavily,
then coiled hersdf tighter in her napping ball. Jan in midstep waited, waited, waited. The wingcat did not
dtir again. Jan put his hoof down very carefully and raised the next.

“ )"



He started. The voice echoed so loud in the close, oppressive stillness that for amoment he could have
sworn it had sounded just beside him.

“ Jn)”

Heredlized then it was along shout, coming from the outside. Someone was caling him from up the
dope. Thecall came again, nearer thistime: Dagg. Dagg had comelooking for him. Jan stood frozen in
the dusky dimness barely ten paces from the deegping wingcat. He wished feverishly that hisfriend would
hurry and pass on, give up the search, or e se be dill.

“ Jon)”

Thislast shout was closer, louder, more ingstent. He saw the forme’ s ears twitch once. Her cat’seye
opened dowly, fixing on him—then sngpped wide. Hefdt asif the air had vanished from histhroat.

“ Jon)l”

Dagg’ s voice had grown impatient, anxious now. Thewingcat started up. Jan shied and scrambled
back from her, feding his hindquarters come up hard against thewall. He stared at the gryphon. The
gryphon stared a him.

“Come hunting, little princeling?’ the gryphon said. “Found me out in my cave just aswe found you out
inyours, my mateand 1.”

Theforme moved, leaning forward into the sunlight. Her pupils congtricted into dits. Jan felt his heart
gdlopingingdehisribs.

“Y our father killed my mate not thishour past,” shetold him quietly, tentetively, cat-and-mouse. “Y our
father isamighty warrior, is he not? Kilked ahr was amighty warrior aswell among my people, was my
mete.”

Jan was aware of the hard ssonewall pressing hisflank and side, of the sweat beneath the long hairs of
his coat. Cold fear had begun to numb him.

“But hefdl out of favor with the high dans” theforme murmured, sngsong, seductively. “Fell out of
favor, did my mate. But | dreamed adream. A white salamander spoketo me. So | proposed thisforay,
to kill the black prince of the unicorns, and buy our way back into power with glory.”

Thelight of dusk played acrossthe colors of her eyes as she spoke, poured in and among them like
water, making them gleam. Gazing into those eyes, Jan felt hismind dacken. It seemed he could see
mountains, canyons, many gryphonsin theformel’seye. Her voice took on acutting edge. He hardly
noticed.

“Why ever did you itichi come here? Northern plainsdwellers, asking no one' sleave to settle. Our
leaders have had enough of you; it will not be many years before dl the clans are united and I1sha grants
our prayersfor fair winds. Then wewill comein abody and harry you out.”

Thelight in the formd’ s eye shifted and spangled. Jan saw flocks of gryphons swooping and fighting,
tearing each other’ s nests, pashing each other’ s eggs and carrying off one another’ s young—things such
as he had never seen or heard in ballad or lay.

“Why do you trouble the demesnes of the gryphons? Thiswas our land before you stoleit.”

Around theiris of each of her eyescircled anarrow band of gold: athin, bright ring that went round
and over, over and round. Jan fdlt hislimbs melting away. There was a serpent in the gryphon’seye, he
reglized dowly, asnake and a hawk that danced and circled one another. Theforme’ s voicelilted,
drifting in and out of histhoughts.

“Y our father escaped our plans and cut down my mate. This night the panswill feast on him—on me as
well, they would have, had | not torn mysdlf free among thetrees..... But do not think you will escape
me, little princding.”

The hawk snatched the snakein itstalons. The serpent coiled about the falcon’ sfeet and stung it in the
throat. The falcon screamed, clutched at its prize and rosein the air, to carry the serpent, still writhing and
dinging, away.

“I have anest of hungry hatchlings. Do not think you will escape me....”

“ Jn)l”

That other voice cut across his senseslike adap of cold seawater. Jan started, coming to himsdlf. The
cave siood narrow and solid about him. The wingcat crouched, eyeing him, and Dagg was caling him



from somewhere up the dope.

He heard the formd clucking in frustration as she saw him wake. Only then did he redize what she had
been doing—mesmerizing him while she crept close enough to spring. The distance between them had
halved. Jan saw the formd’s pupils dilate, ruby colored in the flame-colored sunset. She sprang.

Jan dodged, hisbad leg giving under him, and his knees struck the stone floor of the cave. The gryphon
ghrilled as she missed her strike, coming up hard against the wall. The narrow grotto echoed with her cry.
The lunge had taken her past him. Jan skittered to his feet and spun around, vaulting over the staggered
gryphon. With asurge of speed he never knew he had, Jan sprinted for the egress of the cave.

Battle

Jan bolted for the mouth of the cave, clambering over the heap of fallen earth, and suddenly stopped
short. There was nowhere to flee. The ground a pace ahead of him dropped away in a sheer precipice.
He caught aflash of green and gold among the tops of the trees below: the dead tercdl.

Then he heard arush in the cave behind him and sprang hard to one side just asthe beak of the formel
snapped empty air. A narrow goat trail appeared from nowhere, threading the cliff sde before him. Jan
dashed dong it. The gryphon shrieked, scrambling after him, her wings thrashing. He heard her talons
scathing the soft, wet rock.

“ )"

The cry rang out from the dope above. He saw Dagg standing near the lookout knoll.

“Hy!” Jan shouted. “ Dagg, fly!”

Behind him the gryphon screamed and rose into the air. Dagg stood staring, too astonished to move.
The goat trail had vanished. Jan threw himsdf up the steep, rocky dope, the ground crumbling and diding
beneath his hooves. Hisinjured leg wobbled like adead tree limb.

“Shy!” shouted Dagg.

Jan shied, sumbled, and fell to one sde, too late. The forme’ stalons dug into his shoulders. Jan
thrashed wildly. He heard Dagg crying out—alarm or battle ydl, he could not tell—as the wingcat hoisted
Jan doft. They hovered just below the hillcrest, dmost eye to eye with Dagg.

Jan kicked and twisted, and felt one hed strike home. He kicked again, harder—again. The formel
shrieked and snarled, holding him away from her. Then Dagg was charging, rearing, lashing out with his
forehooves. Theformd pulled back from the hillade, strainingtorise.

Jan fdlt dizzied, asthough he had been dancing in circles. Hisvitals turned. The world below him was
snking, sinking by hoofspans away. Benegth, Dagg yelled, flailing desperately, but the formel had
managed to rise beyond hisrange. Her wings heaved and struggled. Jan's senses swam. He knew
beyond al hopethat he waslost.

Then another unicorn burst from the trees. She sprang past Dagg, her wild, ringing battle yell snapping
Jan back to himself. Tek lunged at the gryphon with head down, her horn aimed. Jan felt the formel tense
and twist away asthe skewer grazed her sde. She writhed.

Tek cameto earth. Shelost her footing and went down. Dagg charged and leapt, missed, legpt again.
Jan glimpsed hisfriend' s unsharpened colt’ s horn draw blood from the formel’ s flank. She stamped him
hard across the forehead with her lion’ s paw. Dagg fell to earth, rolling, then staggered to his feet,
shaking his head.

Jan twisted in the gryphon’ s grasp, throwing his head back, trying to bring his own horn into play. He
fdt it glance across her throat. She screamed again, grappling with hishorn, holding him with only one
claw now. Her taons grated againgt his shoulder blades.

Jan felt his head wrenched painfully, and at that moment nearly dipped from her grasp. They fell afew
feet intheair, the gryphon trying again to seize him. Jan felt his hedls brush the crest of the hill. Tek came
charging up the dope and wounded the formel in the shoulder, from behind.

Thewingcat staggered in the air, whirling to bat Tek’ s horn away. Jan pitched forward. His knees
struck earth. The gryphon’ sweight came down and knocked the breath from him. He could not gather
hislegsbenesth him.



“Run!” shouted Tek. At first Jan thought she was talking to him. Then he saw Dagg before him on the
hillcret, blinking at the blood from along scratch on hisforehead. “ Away. Givethedarm,” Tek was
cdling. “Go!”

She reared and brought her forehooves down on the fallen gryphon, but was driven back by the grest,
thrashing wings.

“You'retoo small to aid me here. Fetch help!” cried Tek. She whirled on Dagg and struck him across
the flank with theflat of her horn. “Haste, awvay!”

Dagg bounded over the hillcrest, shouting the dlarm.

Thewingcat roseto her hind legs and scrambled to turn. Jan felt himsdlf clutched again; she dragged
him with her. As she and Tek faced each other now, the formel began backing away. Tek pursued her,
dowly, over the brow of the hill. The young warrior’s head was down, her horn ready. The gryphon held
Jan between hersalf and Tek.

Theforme edged backward through the trees. Jan caught a glimpse of open space behind. TheVde
spread out below them. Dagg’ s distant criestold him hisfriend had nearly reached the valey floor. Asthe
gryphon edged toward the end of the trees, Tek feinted and sidled, seeking to drive her back into the
wood. But the wingcat screamed, snapping and holding her ground.

The dope opened tred ess behind them. Jan felt the formel spring backward once, twice. He was
dragged dong—and they were airborne again. Jan struggled furioudy, for if she got him away from the
ground thistime, he knew hewas|ogt.

The forme’ swings caught an updraft, beeting hard. Tek sprang from the hillside, seeming to fly herself
for amoment. Jan still thrashed in the gryphon’ s grasp, but could not break loose. Tek passed benegth
them—too low, and cold anguish filled Jan as he realized she had missed her lunge.

Then the wingcat lurched downward suddenly, losing her hold. Her talons tore across his shoulders. He
did free and dropped to the rocky dope. Jan bolted to hisfeet, wheeling about, and saw Tek skidding
downhill with the gryphon’ stail caught fast in her teeth.

Tek scrambled to brace hersdf. She turned, her forelegs splayed, weight thrown back on her
hindquarterslike awolf cub playing tug-at-bone. Jan saw her head shaken from side to side, the Snews
of her long neck gtraining, her forehooves lifted from the mountainsde as the wingcat fought to flee,

Abruptly, the formel faced about, tearing herself loose. The haf-grown mare ducked and dodged. The
gryphon struck at her with beak and talons. Eyes half shut againgt the buffeting of those massive,
blue-gold wings, Tek feinted clumsily twice, three timeswith her horn, but missed each time. Jan saw
lines of blood against the pale rose of her neck and shoulders.

He yelled, bounding downdope, and sprang between them. Rearing, he struck the gryphon with hoof
and horn. Anger welled in him. Why wouldn’t Tek fight? She merely stood, her head bowed, backing
dowly downd ope while the relentless formel boxed and buffeted her. Jan drove the gryphon back.

“No!” Tek shouted furioudy, and shouldered him roughly aside. She snatched the formel in her teeth
again, by thewing thistime, dragging her forward, past Jan and farther downdope. Below, behind them
inthe Vae, Jan heard Dagg’ sadarm cry taken up by other voices.

And he understood then, suddenly. It was atrap, agame. Tek was baiting the gryphon, holding her
until the warriors arrived. Jan bounded after the pair of them. If Tek would drag, then he would drive.

Hereared and fell on the forme’ sfurred and feathered shoulders. She whedled, freeing herself from
Tek, and struck at him with her great, hooked beak. Jan fell back, feinting at her. He had seen young
warriors do that when they sparred.

“Stay back!” Tek shouted. Jan circled downdope, drawing the gryphon after him, toward Tek.

“You'retoo small. You'renot awarrior,” shecried.

“Get behind me. Get back!”

She interposed herself between him and the gryphon. Her backward stepping forced him farther
downhill. Too enraged to think of escape, the wingcat lunged after them, screaming and snapping. Inthe
distance behind, he was aware of war cries, the drumming of hooves upon the dope.

“Let meby; let mefight,” Jan yelled at Tek. He dodged, trying to dip past her. Tek sdled and kicked
at him one-footed to keep him behind.



“You haven't the kill,” she snagpped, parrying afeint from theformel’s claw. She kept herself squarely
between the gryphon and Jan. “If she catches you again, she'll carry you off. She can't lift me—stand
back! You'rein my way. Keepb....”

Her words bit off suddenly. Jan saw a stone skid from under the young mare' s hedl. She sprawled
sideways, head up, her throat exposed. The formd’s beak darted, and Jan cried out, vaulting forward
before he could even think. He was aware of ydlling, keening someterrible war chant.

And suddenly, unicorns, others of his people were surging around him. He glimpsed Tas snorting and
plunging, and Leerah hismate. Tek had found her feet again and wasfighting like ahillcat. Theformel
wasafury of screamsand talons. Jan saw Dagg charging amid the fray, tearing at the gryphon’ swings.

Then someone was rearing, fighting besi de him—massy and powerful, blacker than storm. His mighty
voice thundered, “Alma, great Almal Stand at my shoulder, O Mother-of-al!” Other warriorstook up
the cry. Theformd shrilled. The sky above spanned amber and amethyst. The sun in the west wasfire.

Jan saw hisfather rise to stand againgt the sky, a poultice of chewed medicine wort above his eye now
beginning to flake and fal away. A gash. It was only agash! Jan fdt rdief flooding hislimbs. Korr
glanced at him, and Jan saw agleam he had never seen there before.

His heart lifted, soaring. His aching limbsfelt suddenly wondroudly strong. Pride, pridelit hissre' seyel
Helet go awar chant, sang wild and high. He was redeemed. It made him giddy. A deeper trumpet
sounded from the prince of the unicorns.

Thenit wasover, dl at once, too suddenly. Jan realized dizzily the fight was done. He cameto a halt,
and let the careening world around him steedy. Unicorns ringed the fallen formel. Fur and featherslay on
the ground.

Dagg stood across from Jan, panting and grinning. Hisfather nearby him pawed the earth gently with
one forehoof. Beside him Leerah, pale with dark red dapples, nudged the dead forme with her horn. Tas
bent to clean the blood from anick in his mate’ s neck.

Jan shook his head and snorted. The firein his blood had not yet tilled. Tek stood two pacesfrom
him, putting no weight on her near foreleg. On the others, Jan saw only afew feather cuts and bruises, a
dash or two. He was astonished how unscathed they all were. He ached to the very bone.

Jan turned then to look at hisfather. Thelook of approva had not faded from Korr’'seye. “Have |l not
awayssad,” the prince was saying at large, “what aclever colt | Sred—to spot the gryphon that got
away when none of the rest of us saw? A fighter, too.”

The warriors snorted, slamping their assent. Jan’s ears burned. Korr was deceived. The prince knew
only half thetruth. But a that moment, Jan would not have enlightened hissirefor al the world. He shook
himsdf And, if he had not entirely earned hisfather’ s goodwill, he was resolved to do so faithfully from
thisday forward. No more Lawbreaking. He sworeiit.

More quietly, hisfather was asking him now, “ Areyou hale?’

Jan nodded. “Aye.” His voice was hoarse from ydling. “And you?’

The prince nodded. “I’ll mend. Come, then.” He turned, and Jan went beside him. “Teki the healer
should seeto those cuts”

Jan felt athrobbing in his wounded shoulders then. His side felt bruised. His hurt leg bore hisweight
only unsteadily. Sowly, he and hisfather started down the dope. Below them, on the valley floor, Jan
saw otherswaiting. His pale dam, Ses, her round belly heavy and ripe, sood among them.

Glancing back over his shoulder once—he redized then how much his shoulders hurt at the dightest
move—Jan saw Tek coming carefully, three-footed, down the dope, flanked by Tas and Dagg. Up
dope, he caught sight of Leerah and the rest of the warriorslifting the dead forme onto their shouldersto
bear up the hillsde and cast over the cliff.

The Lay of the Unicorns

Each month the unicorns gathered at dusk to dance in a Circle under the full, dusky moon. They were
the only race they knew of that did so. For when Almamade the world, she fashioned al the other
cresturesfirgt, out of earth, wind, water, and air—then invited them to dance. But the pans turned



wordless away from her, and the gryphons flew to find mountainsto nest in, and the red dragons
burrowed deep into the Smoking Hills, and the wyvernslaughed.

So Alma crested the unicorns after her own shape: deek-bodied and long-limbed for swift running,
wild-hearted and hot-blooded to make them brave warriors. Then she took from the cycling moon some
of its shining stuff to fashion their hooves and horns and make them dancers. So the last-born and
best-beloved of Almacalled themselves dso the moon's children, and each month danced the ringdance
under the round, rising moon.

Equinox fell on the night of the full moon that spring. Jan stretched out benesth its pae, smoke light
fdling from among ariver of stars. The ground beneath him was springy soft and thawing with the yeer.
His shaggy winter coat, not yet begun to shed, kept out the coolness. He stretched his limbs among the
fine shoots of new grass that threaded amid the old.

Lifting his head from hisknees, he gazed at the other unicorns assembled in the wide, rough Circle on
the valley floor. Some were standing lazily, three-footed, regaining their breath. Others bowed their heads
to nibble the new grass. Murmurs of talk and nickers of laughter drifted on the till night air. The moon
had risen a quarter of the way toward its zenith, and the dancing was over now.

Jan lay insdethe Circle with the other initiates. He gave Dagg beside him anudge with hishind hed,
murmuring, “Wake,” for on thelow risejutting near them at the Circle s heart, Khraa the king had gotten
to hisfeet. The taleswere about to Start.

Jan’ sgrandsire was old and did not seem it. Strong-built like his heir, but leaner, Khraa stood upon the
ledge, pae gray as cloudcover, with a cod-dark mane and hooves. He was the king, and would have
ruled the unicornsin atime of peace. Even now heretained his place as high justice, head of dl
ceremonies save those of battle, and would rule as regent during the coming absence of his son.

But Korr the prince led the unicorns now, for the children-of-the-moon were at war, and had been at
war for four hundred years.

“Ounicorns,” cried Khraathe king, “here we stand under the risng moon, midwiving in the birth of the
new year with our dances and our songs. The dancing, it isdone, and the singing isto come. On the
morrow’ smorn, our young fillies, our young coltswill dip away unseen upon their Filgrimage through the
dark Pan Woods, over the Great Grass Plain, and across the crumbling shelfland of the deeping
wyverns—Iet them not wake—until they come upon the Mirror of the Moon, our sacred well, thereto
perform their rite of passage.”

The gray king paused, drawing breath. All the unicorns had lain down now. Night stretched dark and
bright around them. Jan listened to the king.

“Thetimehascome,” hesaid, “for singing the Lay of the Unicorns, which tells of the beginning of this
war and how our race was driven from its territories by treachery and forced to abandon the Moon's
Mere—long, it was along time past. Singer, come forth! Let the story be sung.”

Khraadipped silently from the ledge then and lay down beside his mate. Jan spotted the hedler lying
within the Circle. Even by moonlight he could make out the great black patches patterning the other’s
white coat, the dark spot encircling each eye so they stood out huge and seemed never to blink. But the
one who rose from the grass at the king’ s nod was not Teki, but another lying beside him.

“Whoisit?" whispered Dagg.

The young mare mounted therise, her black and rose coloring pale ghostly under the moon. Jan hardly
recognized her at firgt. It had been nearly a haf-month since the battle of the gryphons—his shoulders
were healed—and he had not seen Tek, savein far glimpses, since then. He had not redlized before this
that the hedler’ s daughter was asinger of tales.

“Hail,” she cried out, her voice low, harsh-sweet, “I’ll ang you atae of when Hallawas princess of the
unicorns, and arare princess was she. Thiswaswhile her father Jared was yet dive and king, and in the
time when queen or king till ruled the unicorns.

“And thiswas long after the great Serpent-clouds had scoured the Plain. And thiswas some after the
war with the haunts had been fought and won. And thiswas just after the spring fevers had carried off
Hdla sfirst mate, and her two younglings, atwin filly and fod—but before she had taken Zod the Singer
to husband as her second mate, while the unicorns still lived in the Hallow Hills by the sacred well, in and



around the milkwood groves that now are called the Wyvern Wood. Because of thethings| shdl tell of
inthistale. Because of the coming of the wyrms.”

“What's milkwood?" murmured Jan to himsalf. He had never wondered it before.

“Higt,” Dagg told him. “1 want to hear.”

Tek changed her stlance alittle on the rocky platform, facing now adightly different quarter of the
Circle.

“It was summer, midsummer, the soltice,” she sang, “and winter along time gone. But winter touched
the hearts of the unicorns ill, for the herd was shrunk and saddened at the death of so many fine
warriors and weanlings, the young with the old, from a spring plague that year, the princess sown
nursdings among them. Zod the singer wasjust coming into the full glory of hisvoice, and aging Jared,
Halla sfather, wasking.

“Then Halla, dawn-colored like fire, stood beside the moon’ s pool, sad in contemplation, asking Alma
why That One had seen fit to stedl away the flower of the unicorns.”

Jan felt another wondering. “What' sfire?” he said adoud.

“I don't know,” hissed Dagg. “It comesfrom lightning, or maybe the sun.”

Tek had paused a moment in her song.

“Hot,” murmured Jan, “so the ballads say. It dances and darts.” He had heard of fire every now and
again, in story and song. Fire dwelled in dragons mouths. Thisor that hero was color-of-fire. But Jan
had never seen any, and no unicorn he knew had ever seen any. “What isit, | wonder. Isit dive?’

“Bedill now,” Dagg inasted. “I want to listen.”

Above them on the rise, under the moon, Tek had changed her stance again, turned just alittle. Such
was the Singing of the unicorns. Jan knew that by the time the tale was done, she would have turned full
Circle and taken in the whole Ring of ligteners.

“Hallathe princess stood at the wellside, when of a sudden she glimpsed movement across the weter,
some creature emerging from the green, cool woods bordering the Mere. It was apalething, like agreat
snake or asdamander, and came diding out of the forest, lean and wrinkled as adying toad. Watching,
shesaw it dip itslong neck to the water to drink.

“ *Stop,” Hallacried, before its narrow snout could touch the surface and disturb the stillness of that
hallowed poal.

“The creature looked up across the water with its clear, uncolored eyes. It seemed unable to see her
well.

“*Thisisasacred place’ Halainformed it. ‘ Only we, the children-of-the-moon, may drink here’

“Then the thing flicked its thin, forked tongue very fast between its needle teeth, asin anger. Butina
moment, eyeing the dawn-colored princess of the unicorns, it grew softer, sseming to reconsider. It
gpoketo her in astirange diding voice that hissed and lilted, hollow and velvety sharp. ‘Oh, please, a
drink. Onedrink. | perish!’

“‘Not of thislake,” the king'sdaughter replied. ‘But if you thirst, | will tell you where lies another pool
whereof you may drink.” ”

Again Tek turned away from him and Dagg, more toward the side as she gazed over the Circle.

“And at those words,” the hedler’ s daughter sang, “at Halla swords, the creature at the wellside
crumpled, seeming too weak to rise. So Hallawalked aong the curve of the shore until she cameto it
and badeit follow. It roused itsdf with difficulty and came dithering dongside her downd ope through the
woods.

“She gtudied it asthey went, long and pale asafish’ sbelly, cold-looking likeice. It seemed smdler in
body than aunicorn, with along, scaed tail that had a sting-barb at its end. It kept two stubby forelegs
folded againgt its body asit dithered. High onits neck, behind the head, aruff of gillsfanned and gaped
when it opened its mouth. Itsteeth were long, back-curving fangs.

“*What areyou? Halaaskedit.

“*Oh, please,” it panted. ‘Water firdst. A little water.’

“They reached the second pool. Near the top of afal of sone shelves, alittle spring welled and
cascaded forming apool at the base of the rocks. As soon as the pale creature saw this, it darted past



Hallaquick asagrass-flick and dropped itslong neck to the water, lapping &t it and laving it over its
head.

“And asit drank, it seemed to grow, itswithered sides swelling like atoad that isfat with poison. Then
it dipped into the water and writhed about, bathing and whining a high, thin pleasure-song—until it caught
sght of Halla on the bank and crept out of the poal, cringing again.

“ “You must forgiveme,” it moaned. * It has been monthssince | last tasted water.” 1t was now nearly
twice the Szeit had been before.

“ “What areyou? Hallaasked again.

“ ‘1?7 itsad, initsstrange, diding voice, preening itswet, gleaming skin. ‘1 am Lynex, and awyvern.” ”

Jan listened to the Singer’ s voice, clear and dusky under the smoke moonlight. The wyvernswerea
noxious breed, sprung from the stink of quagmires at the beginning of the world. That waswhy the
unicorns had cometo cal them ‘wyrms': dithery, dippery things. Tek sang:

“But just at that moment, as he was speaking, the wyrm caught sight of the caves and rock shelves
beyond the pool, spreading away to the southeast. Streams threaded across those rocks, welling and
fdling, pdeascloud. And seeing these, the wyvern gave out little sharp barks of glee, diding here and
there over the shelves, muttering.

“*Ah, but these are just the thing. They would suit perfectly! Not as vast asthe denswe left, but we
could dig more at need. Perhaps....” Then he turned on the princess of the unicorns, demanding, ‘Who
dwedlshere?

“*Noone,’ replied Hala, mildly.

“*Ah.” Thewyvern sat, consdering.

“ ‘But these lands fal within our territory,” the princess said, ‘the unicorns'.’

“The creature glanced at her. ‘Quite so,’ it answered, more softly now. ‘Quite so. I...we...that is, my
people....

“ Y our people? Hdlainquired.

“ *There are more—avery few. A very few more of us. We have been lost, wandering acrossthe
Pan. Wewishto settle’

“ “You seek the unicorns' leave to settle here?

“The wyvern bowed stiffly down to the dust. *'Y ou would know our gratitude.’

“*I have not theright either to grant you or to turn you away,” Hallareplied. ‘ My father Jared isking.
Tell your leaders to assemble here tomorrow. Bathe and drink. | will bid the elders of the unicorns come
to you. Thenwewill decide’

“So Halaleft the wyrm beside the shelves and pools, and sprang off through the milkwood trees,
traverang meadow and dde and grove to gather the unicornsto come parley with the wyrms.”

Tek fell slent in her singing, bowing her head. She changed her stance again, turning more and more
away from Jan, taking in others of the Circle. He was aware of Dagg beside him in the dark.

“I wonder...” hebegan, but hisfriend’ s sigh cut him short.

“That’ syour trouble,” Dagg whispered. “Y ou’ re dways wondering. Now quiet. She' s starting the
second cant.”

Tek lifted her head. “ And next day beside the shelves and poals, parley was held between the sinuous
leader of the wyverns and Jared the old king, with Halla his daughter and Zod the singer and agreat
many others, both wyverns and unicorns, present aswell.

“ *“How many have you in your band? inquired Jared of the wyrms.

““Not many,” Lynex replied, hollow-voiced and diding. ‘ Only avery few. Not nearly enough tofill
these burrows.’

“‘Heislying,” murmured Halla between her teeth, closeto her fathersear. ‘| sent scoutsto spy them
out. They reported more than just afew. Y et mogt, they said, were torpid, near death. They look a
livelier lot thisday. Well-watered.’

“ *Wedo not wish to intrude,” the wyvern leader continued, ‘ only leave to stay here alittle and rest
from our arduousjourney.’



“ “When first you spoke with me,” said Halla, stepping forward, ‘ you said you desired to settle’

“*Only for aseason or two,” Lynex replied, ‘to breed. We must have hatching grounds to brood our
eggs’

“ “Well enough,” said Jared, seemingly very littleintent upon the parley. He had dept but fitfully the
night before, strange troubles diding through his dreams, and he was old, grown old before his
time—sometimes his mind wandered; no one could say why.

“ ‘| sseawyvern breeding in aunicorn’sbelly,” said Zod then softly, an evening-blue unicorn all
gpattered with milk, ‘ eating up the children that were there’

“But the princessignored hiswords, for he spoke but softly, near her ear. Zod was a seer of visions
and adreamer of dreams, and often spoke riddles that meant nothing.

“ *“How long will it take your eggsto hatch, and how long thereafter before your young may travel?
sad Halato thewyrm.

““Not long,” said Lynex, preening his supple skin with athin, forked tongue.

“ “Wel enough,” the king replied.

“ “Not wdl enough,” the princess cried. ‘How long?

“*Oh, aseason,” said Lynex, smiling. ‘No more than that. Our young thrive fast.’

“ “How many eggs do your kind lay in aclutch?

“*Oh, two—three? thewyrm replied, asif he did not know. Asif he were asking her.

“*No snake | know lays so few little death-beads at one squat,” muttered Zod the singer, more loudly.

“ *Weare not snakes,” the wyvern snapped, fanning hishood. A double tongue flicked angrily between
his needle teeth. *We are wyverns.’

““Wyrms.’

“ ‘Peace, Zod,” said Jared the king; then, to the creatures: ‘ Pay him no heed. We do not. Heisa
gpesker of foolish nothing.’

“ *Wisefoolish nothing,” the seer replied beneath his breeth.”

“Why don't they believe him?’ muttered Jan under his own breath now. He could never lie till during
the second cant. “Why doesn't the princess heed him? Can't she seethewyvernsare lying?’

“Thisisatae,” Dagg hissed at him. “Of course we cantdl.”

“Halaspoke,” said Tek. “ “Wherewill you go when your younglings are ready? the princess of the
unicornsinquired.

“The wyrm hung its head. ‘ We do not know. We will move on, acrossthe Great Grass Plain, hoping to
stumble upon some place hospitable to our kind, where we might live peaceably, disturbing no one.” ”

“Liar,” muttered Jan.

“Be ill,” hissed Dagg.

“ *“Whence do you come? said Hdlato the wyverns. ‘“Why have you journeyed across the Plain?

“*Ah,’ cried Lynex, ‘we come from the north, the north and east where once we dwelled in harmony
with our cousins, the red dragons. But our cousins cast us off—for envy, we think. We are too beautiful
for their liking, though that is not the reason they would give’

“Thewyvern's eyes reddened with rancor.

“ *They said we were too many; they said....” He stopped himsdlf suddenly. * Ah, but...asyou see, we
areonly avery few.’

“Halastood gazing out over the backs of the wyverns. She swatted a deerfly on her haunch and
picked testily at the ground with one forehoof. Now that she scanned, she saw the white wyrms matched
the diminished herd of the unicorns nearly beast for beast. ‘Not so few,” she muttered to hersdlf.

“ *Morethan that,” her scout beside her murmured. * Our lookouts spotted many more than that.’

“*Areadl your people here assembled? Halla asked doud.

“‘All that yet areleft to usdive,” Lynex replied.

“ “Well enough,” Jared replied. Then turning to Hallaand her advisors, he said—seemingly to them, but
loud enough for the wyrmsto hear—' Harmless enough, they seem. | say we should succor them.’

“* A moment, father,” the princess cried. ‘ They appear to me less harmless than you think.” She turned
again to the drove of wyverns. *‘What do you eat?



“And at this, for thefirgt time, the wyverns did not answer at once, but turned to consult among
themsdalvesin their soft, diding whispers.

“ ‘Figh,” said Lynex, turning, ‘when we can get them, small lizards, birds eggs. But when those cannot
be found, we may subsist on grassfor alittle, as we have done these past months—that same sweet
grasswhich you yourselves eat.’

“Hallaeyed their needle teeth.

“ *Aye, fine sharp cuspsthey have,” murmured Zod the singer, ‘for the grinding of grass’

“ Y ou have poison stingson your tails’ said Halla

“Then thewyvernsflicked their tailsand hissed till Lynex gtilled them. * Mere decoration only,” he
replied, brandishing the barbed tip of histall. ‘ And no defense againgt dragons, | fear.’

“*Thenwhy...” the princess began.

“ ‘Wl enough, well enough!’ her father cried. ‘ Let us put an end to this bickering. It growslate, and |
amweary.” Before his daughter could protest he continued: *Hear my judgment. L et the wyverns make
densin the rocks for one season. At the end of that time let us assemble again to parley their further
Say.’

“Then Lynex thewyvern king bellied down to the dugt. * Y ou will not regret thislargess, O king. We
are used to living inconspicuoudy; we will not disturb you—and we deep dl winter!

“Coming forward then, he and Jared sealed their bargain with the pledge-kiss rulers give one another.
But as her father turned away, Halla saw that the ear above the cheek where the wyvern king had kissed
him lay crumpled, stood upright no more.

“Then thewyverns gave agreat hissing shout and disappeared quick as atwitch into every burrow and
cranny and cave in therocks, so that at the end of ten heartbeats there was not tip nor tail to be seen of
them, nor hardly any sign that they had been there at all.

“*And now that they are dithered in,” said Zod to no one, softly, *however shall we get them out
agan?

“And Hdlasaid quietly to her scout beside her, ‘L et us send runners over Alma’s back to north and
eadt to find the red dragons. | would know what reason they give for the casting out of these dithery
cousinsof thers” ”

Shadow Under the Moon

Tek paused again and bowed her head. The second cant was done. She stood facing wholly away
from Jan and Dagg now, gazing out over the far haf of the Circle. The moon had floated well up into the
sky, itscoal light spilling as pae aswater.

“So the runnerswere sent,” chanted Tek from her ledge. Jan heard the faintest echo of her words
bounding back from thefar hillside. “...at Halla s behest and without the king' s knowing. Summer paled
dowly into autumn, and hardly ascale was seen of the wyverns. They kept to their rock shelves, to
themsdlves, until the unicorns nearly forgot their presence with the feasting and the dancing and the
gathering of fdl.

“But Hallawas troubled. Her messengers did not return, and it seemed that her father made merrier
than the rest, strange merriment. His thoughts strayed and rambled. And the ear where the wyvern had
kissed him till drooped, so that now he was alittle deaf. It uneased her.

“Zod, too, seemed uneasy. Haunting were the lays, al danger and betrayal, that fell from histongue,
mostly for her ears, though the princess did not know him well. And when on cold autumn nights from
beneath some spreading fir Halla awoke to adistant, mournful cry, sheknew it wasthe singer at his
dreams.

“Winter came, and with it, snow. The well-springs froze, and then no sight or sound of the wyverns
came. They lay curled tight in deeping knots below ground, so the unicorns supposed—though
sometimeswisps of acrid mist rose from the airholesto their dens. It was apuzzle passing strange. No
one could make it out.

“Then the unicorns ate of their stores, pawing through the snow to find forage, and chewed the leaves



of spruce and fir, warm in their winter shag, thinking nothing of the wyrms—while Zod sang songs of
doom al winter and Hallawaited for her runnersto return.”

Tek had turned just past halfway around in her circling. Jan began to be able to see her face again,
though she faced il toward the far Sde of the Circle. Thelightest of echoes sang back from the distant
dope as she chanted, shadowing her words. The moon hung two-thirds of the way to its zenith. Jan
listened to Tek’ s Singing under the moon.

“Spring came. The snows dissolved. Ice that had locked the pools melted, and the new grass sprang
upon the Plain. Then two young colts disappeared within aday of one another and were not seen again.
Searchers combed diligently, but no trace could be found.

“Companions said they had last seen them in the south and east, near the wyvern dliffs, but no sign of
wyverns either could be found, and no answer came when the searchers shouted down into their caves.
Jared the king said the year was early yet for wyrmsto be abroad. No more was said. No more could
be done.

Then ayoung mare heavy infoa went up to the Mirror of the Moon to bear, but returned not, nor her
companion the midwife. They were not seen again. Thistime the searchers found wyvern tracks and belly
marks about the poolside and crystallized droppings under the trees. But still no answer came from
benesth the shelves when the searchers called, and no wyverns emerged.

“Jared the king said till the white wyrms were adeep, fast dumbering, and the searchers must have
mistook the signs, that the tracks must be those of banded pards, or other grasscats wandered in from
the Plain. But when urged by his advisors, he would post no lookouts. So scouts were posted at Halla's
word, againgt the orders of the king.

“Soon some of them said they had seen wyverns moving about the shelves at night. Others spoke of
wyverns bathing in the sacred Mirror of the Moon before dawn. Hearing this, the princess grew aarmed,
and ordered mineral st thrown down about the Mere to keep them off.

“But when clear traces were found at last that the wyverns had visited the sdt-clay cliffswhere the
dead arelaid beneath the stars and had carried off the bodies of warriors put to rest there, Hallawent
with thisknowledge to her father and confronted him before his counsdors.”

Tek had turned more around now. Thefaint, silvery echo still repesated her words.

“At first Jared laughed at his daughter’ s charges againgt the wyrms. Then he grew angry when shetold
him of the watchers she had posted againgt hisword. And suddenly, without warning, he cried out in a
voicetha seemed unlike his own:

“ “Traitor, traitor, thrice atraitor! My own daughter, my heir, has betrayed me!’

“He got no further, for by thistime agreat assembly had gathered, and hearing that Halla had set
sentries upon the white wyrms, most of the people cried out in her favor, for there was much murmuring
now againgt the wyverns, and much fear.

“But even as they were speaking, amessenger came galloping, tangle-hooved and exhausted. He
pitched to ahat before Halla, bowing low.

“ *Hail, princess. | have returned from the red dragons. All summer it took usto find their country
acrossthe Plain, and al autumn to persuade them we were not spies. Over the winter, one of our number
died, and two are till held hostage. But the dragons have dlowed meto return to you, and hereisthe
answer to the question we carried:

“ *Thered dragons cast out the wyverns from the Smoking Hillsin wintertime and drove them away
acrossthe Great Grass Plain, hoping to spell their death. The wyrms had been let live among their hosts
as scavengers and carrion clearers. The dragons claim no kinship to them.

“ *But when the wyverns began to breed out of hand and grow past a moderate Size, and carry off
dragon pups to devour, and rob the earthen tombs—the firedrakes bury their dead in the earth—then the
dragons set snares and caught them at their plunder, fell on them and drove them from their burrows with
fire

“ *But Lynex, thewyrms' |eader, and some others escaped them. The dragons let them go, thinking
surely upon the Great Grass Plain they would die. But Mélintélinas, who is queen of the red dragons,
warnsyou, Halla, princess of the moon’ s children, that this Lynex is as subtle as craft and she believes,



though she cannot be certain, that he has stolen from their godstone a golden carrying bowl, and in it, the
secret of their fire” ”

A bowl. Jan wondered what a carrying bowl could be. He had never wondered it before. He drew
breath to speak then, but Dagg beside him in the darkness murmured, “Ligt.”

The hedler’ s daughter had turned in her Circle under the moon. The soft songshadow still repeated her
words.

“Hearing these things of the wyverns, the unicorns cried out in consternation, but Jared shouted them
down. ‘Let be! Let them be. Why should we trouble the wyrms? They have done us no harm, caused us
nodam....

“ *They have stolen our children,” cried Halla, * both the born and the unborn, and our people, and our
dead. They have drunk of thewell of the unicorns, and hidein their holeswhen we call them to task.’

“‘Lies,’ criedtheking, ‘al lies by your followersto unseat me. | know who the true friends of the
unicornsare. Y ou have defied me! Y ou have moved in secret against me. Now this messenger of yours
bringsmorelies’

“‘Thereisawormin hisbrain,” chanted Zod, low like adirge. ‘| have seenitin adream, and it eats
away hisreason.’

“*Youtraitor, Jared cried, broken-eared, deaf—and his words still tumbled out in that strange hollow
voice unlike hisown. *Usurper. No longer my daughter. Death for what you have doneto me! You shall
die’

“ And before another unicorn could utter aword or draw a breath, Jared the king reared with hooves
and horn poised to strike down the princess of the unicorns. But Hallafended him off, though all
unwillingly. She smote him agreat blow to the breast with her forehooves and struck him with theflat of
her horn to the skull.

“Then the king went down, unexpectedly, to everyone s surprise. Hefell like one shot through with
poison, and lay at the unicorns’ feet, stone dead. Those assembled watch hiswilted ear twitch once,
twice, and atiny wyvern crawled forth, long as aforeshank and fat with its feasting. Its forked tongue
flickered between needle tegth.

“Hallacried out and rose up to smash the murdering thing with her hooves, but Zod the singer sprang
between them, crying, ‘ Beware, princess. Even newborn, it carriesdeath initstail. Its spittle is sweet
poison on teeth sharp as fishbones, and its bregth isa bringer of nightmares. | know; | have seen it, | who
dream dreams.’

“But even as he was speaking, acry went up in the south and east, from scouts flying to bring the
dam:

“ *Thewyverns, thewyverns—towar!’ ”

Abovethe Ve, the full moon floated, serenely bright, nearing its zenith. Tek stood in perfect profile
now, her voice pitched to carry; she sang out like abell:

“All about the gathered unicorns, the wyverns now came streaming, dithering like flood rain—many
more than there had been at midsummer, many more than the unicorns were. Most of them werelittle
things, no bigger than hatchlings. Quick askestrdls, lithe as edls, they darted about the hedls of the
unicorns, singing.

“And snaking at the head of them, Lynex shouted, ‘ Ah-hal Ah-ha! Did | not say our younglingsthrive
fast? Come, prit; come, pet.’

“Then the wyrmlet that had crawled from the ear flashed to the wyvern king and twined about his neck.
And seeing this, Hallarose up, shouting awar cry. Her warriorsralied. The unicorns charged. All day
thefighting lasted. Many wyvernswere dain, the gresat ones pierced through the vitals, the little ones
trampled underfoot.

“But the warriors were scattered and few. Some were yet heavy in fod or only recently delivered.
Many shattered their horns against the wyverns' breagts, for the wyrms were made with abony plate
under the skin and above the heart that could not be pierced. And those that had been stung felt a
languor overtaking them, till they sank to the ground, unableto rise.”



Jan squirmed in the dark in his place beside Dagg. He champed histeeth, hardly able to bear that Alma
should grant dl thingsin season—even defeat for the unicorns. The singer sang:

“Sow and by little, the unicornsfel back, and the wyverns poured after them in fierce hordes until the
westering sun hung like agryphon’ s eye, and the unicorns fought upon the last dope of the Hallow Hills,
upon the verges of the Plain.

“Hallacried out then, *Isdl lost? Hoof and horn prove no match to the barbs of the wyrms. So many
liedain. Another hour and we shdl al of us be dead. Isno hope left?

“ ‘Onehope,” answered Zod, the singer of dreams, for still he fought alongside her, protecting her
flank. * Fly—away acrossthe Great Grass Plain. These wyrmswill gorge themselves upon our dead and
theirs, and will not follow.’

“*Run? Halacried, staring at him. ‘ Leave the Mirror of the Moon for them to |ap and paddle in?

“*The Moon's Mereisnow bitter sat,” the seer said, ‘ and poison to them. Y ou have said yoursdlf, O
princess, another hour’ sfight will see us dead. Better for usto fly now and live, to grow many and strong
again, one day to return and reclaim our land—than to die to the last here and now, giving it up to them
forever.””

Jan kicked oneleg in silent protest. Hisyoung heart cried out, No. Better to die, die fighting to the
last, than to live with the shame. But that was foal’ stalk, and he knew it, that no warrior would
countenance. The heder’ s daughter turned some and spoke, soft echoes shadowing her speech:

“ ‘But how may we ever reclamiit? cried Hdla, like onedying for grief. ‘How long must we wait?

“Then her companion’s eyes grew far and strange. ‘| have heard in dreams,” so the seer said, ‘that it
will not comein our lifetime. Our sonswill not seeit, nor our sons' daughters. But when at last the
night-dark one shdl be born among the unicorns, then the Mirror of the Moon will grow sweet again, and
the wyverns shdl perishiin fire. Our people shdl cal him the Firebringer: agreat warrior asareyou, O
princess, and a seer of dreamsasam|.””

“How does he know that?” muttered Jan, hardly redizing he spoke.

“Seersknow things,” whispered Dagg. “ Almatellsthem, and they know.”

Tek stood now as she had &t the tal€' s beginning, and the moon hung above her at zenith in the sky.
And it seemed to Jan, as helay listening, that that soft songshadow, faint on the very verge of his hearing,
ill sounded from before him, from the far hillside, though the heder’ s daughter now faced wholly away
from that dope as she sang.

“So Halla, hearing the dreamer’ swords, ate at last the bitter root of defeat, bowing to the wisdom of
the moon, which saysthat al things wax and wane, even the grestness of the unicorns. She bade her
warriors escape and save themsdves, flee away into the dusk while the wyvernsin the foothills sat
howling their glee.

“But glancing back, Halla—the very last to leave the field—saw Lynex holding aloft in histeeth the
bough of atree dl ablaze with amber flowers. Beside him upon the ground rested a golden bowl of
glowing Stones.

“ “What, fly, will you? cried the wyrm king through histeeth. ‘ Then let this pursue you in our stead.
Never think to trouble us again, vile unicorng!’

“Then he cast the scarlet brand upon the Plain, and where it came to earth, suddenly the stubgrass
bloomed aswell with wisps of light that danced and ran before the wind. Clouds of choking dust arose
benesth the fury of their passing, and they |eft the grass behind them blackened in curling crisps.

“Those whom the hot, darting dancers touched screamed wild in pain. Not horn nor hoof availed
againg them, and any who fled dow or wounded, the flames ran down like pards upon the Plain. The
unicorns fled rampant then, terrified, for two whole nights and aday, till spring storms trampled out the
deadly flares, and the children-of-the-moon dropped where they stood, to deep like dead thingsin the
ran.”

The hedler’ sdaughter fell silent then, and her echo fell ingantly slent aswell. Very like her own voiceit
was, only alittle deeper. Jan Sghed heavily, studying the ground. The story dways ended the same, with
the rout of the unicorns. If only.... He screwed hiskneestighter into the turf. If only, if only—heknew



not what. Tek made an ending to the tae:

“I have sung you the Lay of the Unicorns, how we were cast from our lands by wyverns and wandered
many seasons, south over the Plain, till at last we came upon aVae. And here, by Alma sgrace, we
have begun to grow strong again.

“But we have never forgotten that these are not our own true lands. One day we shall regain the
Hallow Hills. Each year some of us must return: quiet, careful, on dangerous Pilgrimage, to drink that
drink which makes uswhat we are, unicorns, warriors, children-of-the-moon.

“The sacred well, the Hallow Hills, are not yet ours again. The Firebringer isnot among usyet, but heis
coming. Heis coming—soon.”

Tek stood amoment on the ledge and then descended. Those in the Circle began to tir. Dagg in the
moonlit dark beside Jan whispered, “ She changed that last.”

Jan was gtill gazing after Tek as shelay down beside her father now.

“Shedidn’t just say the Firebringer was coming. She said he was coming soon.”

Jan nodded absently, thinking of something ese. “1 wonder,” he murmured. “Did thisvalley belong to
anyone before we came here?’

Dagg eyed him with afrown. “It was empty. Everyone knows that.”

“I wonder,” murmured Jan. “ Someone told me once...it seems....”

This valley was ours before you stole it. Ever since the day of the gryphons, those words had beenin
his mind. Who wasit that had told him that? Every time he strove to picture the spesker, theimage
dipped from him. It was like adream he had awakened from and now could not recall.

Khraa upon the ledge had begun to speak, but Jan hardly listened, still trying to puzzle out those
grange, haf-remembered words: Thisvalley was ours....

Dagg was nudging him. “Do you think she' sadreamer? Tek, | mean. Maybe she’ sforeseen the
Firebringer.”

Jan felt his skin prickle. For amoment the thought quickened his blood: that the Firebringer might be
more than just an old legend, that the prophecy might one day come to pass.

“But do you think,” whispered Dagg, bending closer, “ she could have meant Korr?’

Jan started and stared at hisfriend. Thefedling of exhilaration passed. The prince' s son snorted and
shook his head. “Zod foretold ‘aseer of dreams.” ”

“Y es, but the dreaming sight doesn’t dways come early,” said Dagg. “ And your father’scoat is
color-of-night.”

Jan looked away. Could that be—his Sire, the Firebringer? The idea unsettled him somehow. True,
Korr was black and agreat warrior, thefirst black princein dl the history of the unicorns. But hisfather
had no use for dreamers and their dreams. He would have no truck with them at all—except that once
with Jah-lila, the healer’ smate, who lived outsidethe Vade.

Jan snorted again. No, it could never be Korr. Impossible! He rolled onto his back and scrubbed
himsdlf againgt the soft, grass-grown dirt. Hiswinter coat was till long and shaggy from the cold months,
and he wished it would shed. Spring was early thisyear, and it itched.

He shook himself then, and settled himself. Dagg beside him had closed his eyes. The gray king had
quit the ledge, and dl around, Jan heard other unicorns preparing for deep. Helet his breath out dowly;
his eyelids drooped.

Above him the moon, mottled and bright, fissured down its middle like aripe eggshell. Out of it
crawled awinged serpent that hung above him in the starry sky, breathing a sour bresth upon him and
gpeaking words he could not understand.

Jan’ slimbs twitched in his deep; hisnogtrilsflared. Breath caught and shuddered in histhroat. Dagg
jostled beside him in the dark. Jan rolled onto his other side and bresthed more deeply then. Hiseyelids
ceased to flutter. The snake in the heavens flew away.

It was very late. He realized he must have dept, but he could not remember having closed hiseyes. The
unbroken moon, whole and undamaged, had tilted alittle way down from its zenith. Jan saw afigure
standing among the deeping unicorns. It turned away, waking toward the Circle s edge, then it sprang
lightly over adeeper and cantered noisdesdy toward the far hillside. Jan felt the drumming of hedls



through the ground and lay wondering. By Law, no one was alowed to break the Circle until the moon
was down.

Asthefigure disappeared up dope into the trees, Jan realized suddenly that it seemed to be heading
toward that point whence the echo had come while Tek had been singing. He frowned, shaking his head.
The valey sood empty now, the Circle around him still and undisturbed.

It'srestlessness, hetold himsdf. | imagined it. Hefelt no drum of hedlsin the soft earth now. He shut
his eyes, shivering with fatigue. And as he dipped again into that country between waking and deep, it
seemed the night air brought to him, just for amoment, addicious odor like rosesin summer. He dept
deep without dreams then, till morning.

The Pan Woods

Thetrees|eaned close around them as they walked, and bird cries haunted through the gloom. The air
was cool, with gray jays and redwings flashing through the wells of light. As Jan watched, golden foxes
dunk through the bracken. There a hare crouched, its eyes as black asriver stones, beside a skeletal
thicket al budded in yellow-green. Deer browsed among the shadows, raising their heads asthe unicorns
passed, gazing after the newcomerswith great, uncurious eyes.

The pilgrims dipped through the still Pan Woods that forested the folded hillsasfar asthe Plain, a
day’ sjourney to the west. They had risen at dawn, al those within the Circle, sorung up and shaken the
deep from them, while those forming the Ring around them had lain deeping ill. At anod from the
prince, the initiates had turned, lept over the deepers, and stolen from the valley—silently, lest any | eft
behind awaken, breaking the Circle before the pilgrims were away.

They moved in singlefile now, the colts and fillies behind the prince and flanked by warriors here and
there. Over thelong train of backswending before him, Jan caught glimpses of rose and black, the
heder’ s daughter, and sometimes white and black, her sire. Others he remembered from the battle of the
gryphons, for Korr chose only the worthiest warriors to accompany the initiates over the Plain.

TheHalow Hillslay far to northward, ahaf month’s running. By then the full moon that had set over
the Vae ahaf hour gone would be dwindled to nothing. By the moon’s dark, then, while the wyverns
dept, the unicorns would keep Vigil beside the sacred Mere; and at daybreak they would dip their
hooves and horns and drink asingle sip of its bitter waters.

So much Jan knew of the ceremony at their journey’ s end. So much and no more. He and Dagg filed
on through the trees of the Pan Woods, near thetail of the line. And the morning passed. They hdted
near noon to lie up beside atangle of berry brush. Splendid curtains of sun streamed into asmall clearing
nearby. Jan and Dagg threw themselves down upon the soft brown carpet of bracken leef, near the
clearing’ s edge but out of the light, and lay there, not talking. The morning'slong walk had tired them.

When Almafirgt had made the world, so the singers said, she had offered her children the gift of
gpeech. The unicornstook it gladly, and sang their thanksto her. The gryphonstook it, and the dragons,
even thewyrms. But the goatling pans ran away into the woods, hiding themsdvesfrom the
Mother-of-dl, refusing her gift. And for that, the unicorns despised them.

Jan and Dagg had even seen one once, apan—asmal, cowardly thing. The previous summer they had
stolen high upon the dopes, looking for red rueberriesto roll in so that, returning to their companions
below, they might game them into believing they had been sprung upon by bobtailed hillcats.

But unexpectedly, they had come upon a strange beast: round-headed, flat-faced, and horned like a
goat. Its hairless chest was broad and shalow, with abluish hide, itsfordlimbs fingered like birds' fedt,
and the hind limbs shaggy brown with cloven hedls. A dight figure, it would have stood only shoulder high
toKorr.

It had been crouching when they had come upon it, plucking ripe berries from the ruebush with the long
toes of itsforeegs, but it had sprung up and dashed away when it saw them, upon itshind limbs aone,
likeawingless bird. He and Dagg had chased it, but it had disappeared over the hillcrest and down into
the Pan Woods quick as cunning. What an odd, ungainly looking creature. Ugly as old bones.

Remembering, Jan smiled with the easy arrogance of unicorns and nibbled the young buds from the



briar beside him. It was Alma’ s frown upon the goatlings that made them so. Only her favored ones, the
moon’ s children, walked truly in beauty. He swatted at a deerfly that lighted on his rump. The shoots of
the bush tasted tender and green.

The handful of warriors stood guard about the dozing initiates, or moved silently among the trees,
scouting for pans. Jan watched them idly, and presently he heard a strange sound far in the distance,
drawn out and windy, like the whooping of herons. It died down after afew moments, then began again,
nearer. And as he listened, it seemed to Jan he could discern a pattern in the cries, calling and replying to
one another through the trees.

Dagg was just turning to him, drawing breath to speak, when al at once Jan cut him off with ahiss. He
nodded. Teki and another warrior had emerged from the trees a dozen paces from them and stood
conferring with the prince.

“Something’ safoot,” murmured Jan, fedling his blood quickening. “Maybe they’ ve spotted pans.”

All morning since they had left the Ve, he had been haf hoping they might stcumble upon the pans.
They were not colts anymore, after al. They had nothing to fear. Indeed, it would be afine game, putting
afew of thosetimid little blueskinsto flight. The Woods had been so quiet, the morning so monotonous,
with only bird criesfor distraction. Boredom nibbled at Jan with tiny, needle tegth.

“It is pans,” whispered Dagg. “It must be.”

The two warriors had broken off from Korr now and were whistling the initiates to be up and off. Jan
gporang to hisfeet and shook himsdif, laughing with Dagg &t the prospect of diverson. Thefileforming
behind Teki was dready trotting away into the trees.

“Step brisk,” Jan heard Korr cdling, “and lessnoise.”

Jan champed histongue and hurried into line. Dagg behind him was doing the same. Since the day of
the gryphons, Jan had kept his vow, following the prince’ sword aways, at once, without questions. His
father’ s goodwill was too precious, had come too dearly bought to part with now. Jan swalowed hishigh
spirits and stepped brisk.

The gloom of the Pan Woods enfolded them. Behind them, Korr was bringing up the rear of thetrain.
Jan pricked his ears, scanning the trees. Nothing. The Woods were empty, still. He lifted his heed,
catching the scent of trees and earth, of shady air. No whiff of pans—not yet. But it hardly mattered; they
could not befar.

He wrinkled his nose, trotting, fegling the waves of anticipation in him rise. A sense of reckless abandon
seethed in him. They were warriors, dangerous and fierce, and on their way into askirmish. Ears pricked,
nostrilswide, his eyes scanning ahead, Jan listened to the crying of heronsfaling away into the distance
behind.

They kept at ajogtrot into the middle afternoon. The whooping voices of the herons had long since
faded. Jan snorted, frowning. His anticipation waned; hislimbsfelt sore. Korr had trotted toward the fore
of theline ahalf hour gone. Now, as Tek strayed near, Jan could bear it no more.

“Higt, Tek,” he whispered, and the young mare turned. “When will we come upon the pans?’

She blinked. “Never, Almabekind, and if we go carefully.”

Jan shook his head, not understanding. Dagg had come up alongside him now. “But,” he started,
“wasn't it because of pansthat we broke camp so suddenly?’

Tek glanced a him. “Aye. But no fear, they’ rewell behind us now.”

Jan snorted, and astonishment went through him like abarb. “We ve been going awvay from them?”

A smile sparked the young mare’ s eye. “What, did you think we d sprung up to go seek them?” She
brokeinto low laughter then. “By Alma s Beard, princeling. | never yet met a colt who could so not let
troublelie, but dways must be up and hunting it.”

Jan felt his ears burning. He wanted to bite something. He wanted to kick. “ Trouble?’ he cried.
“They’reonly pans....”

“Hark you,” said Tek then, and her tone had lost its laughter suddenly, become that of awarrior to a
foal. “We are not eaters of flesh like the gryphons, nor lovers of degth like the wyrms. Nor do we bloody
our hooves and our horns save at need.” She eyed him hard amoment more, then broke off and loped



toward the head of the line. They had come to a stream. Jan kept his tongue and snatched adrink asthey
waded across. Fiercely cold, the water ran likeice dong hisribs. Helashed furioudy at the swarm of tiny
waterwings that settled to Sp his sweat.

His blood was burning till. Tek’ s mocking had made him fed like afool. He was only grateful Korr
had not overheard. How could he ever hope to become prince among the unicornsif he could not even
remember the smplest rule of Law—one he had been hearing since birth? Warriors were sworn not to
battle without cause. His flash of anger cooling now, Jan’s whole frame drooped in despair.

Asthey emerged from the stream, the band sowed to awalk. Jan guessed the watercourse must have
marked some boundary. The pans were a scattered people, divided and weak. They raninlittle herds
called tribes that fought for territory. Hisfather’ s band must have crossed now into another tribe's
demesne.

They waked in silence through the budding Woods. The sun, unseen, sank lower in the branch-woven
sky, and the gnats subsided asthe air began to cool. The shadows grew long. Jan tried to imagine arace
that would make war upon its own kind, and could not. His own people were single, of the Circle. The
unicorns were one.

The Woods around them had grown very till. Jan came out of hisreverie and lifted hishead as he
realized he had not heard abird’ s cry in aquarter of an hour. He scented the air, and an odor cameto
him, goatlike and sdty. He had smelled it only once before. Ahead, two warriors stood halted in their
tracks, staring off into the trees.

“Dagg....” Jan Sarted.

But the splinter of falling wood cut him short. A dead cedar toppled groaning acrosstheir path. Its
tangled roots, still clotted with earth, were stubby, as though they had been bitten through. Initiates
whinnied, scattering in confusion. Something struck Jan on the shoulder.

Hefelt another sting againgt hisfetlock—stones. The air was thick suddenly with flying stones. A sound
like the voices of herons again filled the Woods, and pans poured from behind the trees. Some held what
looked likerams' hornsto their mouths, their cheeks puffed. Thelong, wavering cries were coming from
the horns. Jan stared. He had never seen such atthing before.

“Don’'t scatter,” Korr was thundering now above the commotion of horns. “Keep close—we'll soon
outrun them. Follow the hedler!”

Jan saw Teki rearing, his hide aflash of white and black. He whinnied sharply, then whedled and
charged the fallen cedar. Othersflew to follow him. The goatlings, taken by surprise, fell back asthe
healer cleared the tree and was away.

Dagg bolted then, shouldering past Jan. The pans had ceased their standing volley and begun to charge.
Jan rose, ready to strike at them, but Korr sprang to send him after Dagg with sharp nips and a curt
command. Only then did Jan redlize he and Dagg had stood staring when they should have been flying.
The otherswere dl over the tree and gone.

Jan heard acry from Dagg, wheeled to see a goatling springing from behind atree. She wrapped her
forelimbs about Dagg’ s neck. He reared, writhing and thrashing, then kicked at another one rushing his
flank. Jan yelled, charging, heard the prince’ swar cry behind him and the thunder of Korr’s hedls.
Blue-bodied goatlings scattered for thelr lives.

Dagg freed himself and fled for the cedar, soaring over at abound. Gathering hislegs, Jan sprang after.
Pans were standing on the other side. Some brandished pieces of pointed wood, strangely blackened
and sharp astusks. Dagg reared again, striking wildly at them. Jan cast about desperately for some sign
of the band.

He could not spot them. They had vanished. The Woods stood so close and tangled here they could
have been but twenty paces off and he would not have seen them. The clamor of horns deafened him. He
could not think, and Korr was still behind them on the other side of the tree.

Jan dashed at agoatling that lunged at him, and suddenly caught sight of something in the gloom—a
unicorn. It reared among the trees not ten paces from them, crying, “Follow!” and sprang away. Jan bit
Dagg on the shoulder and shouted, “Thisway!”

He plunged after the other unicorn through a maze of shadows and trees, and heard the sound of



Dagg’ s hedl's coming behind. Dense thickets closed about them. Jan caught only glimpses of their rescuer,
could not even tell the color of the one who ran before. He had no ideawho it was.

The land beneath his hooves fell suddenly away, and Jan ssumbled into agully between two hills. He
redlized he had lost sight of the one ahead of them then, and panic gripped him. He sprinted down the dry
gravel wash. Dagg behind him was shouting something, but Jan ignored him, ignored everything, galloping
harder. The others could not be far ahead.

“Jan!” Dagg behind him was crying. “Jan, stop. Stand!” All a once, hisfriend charged past him,
veering across his path.

Jan ducked, trying to dodge, but the twisting river course was narrow. He plunged to ahdt. “ Dagg,
we' |l losethem!” he cried.

Dagg shook his head, nearly winded, blowing hard. “Wrong way,” he gasped. “We ve run wrong.
Can’'t you hear them? They’re behind.”

Jan stopped shouldering, staring a him, then lifted his head and listened. Above the pounding of blood
in histhroat and the harshness of his own breathing, of Dagg’ s, he caught sound—far in the distance, just
for amoment—aof the whinny of unicornsin flight and theloonlike sounding of the horns.

“But how...?" Jan whedled, beside himsdlf, till panting. Hislimbs twitched with fatigue. “1 was
following....” Thefaint, far soundswere fading now into the utter tillness of the Woods.

Dagg shook his head. “ Come, haste. We'll have to go back.” He started past Jan.

“No. Hold,” cried Jan suddenly. “We mustn't. The pans are between us and them now.”

Dagg halted in midstep. They stood looking at each other. Above them, the sky was the color of
rueberry stains, and the Woods al around had grown dusky, the silence deep. Jan shook his head and
tried to think. Hisblood had quieted at last; his breathing stilled, and so, too, the sense of panic that had
gripped him. He turned and climbed the sandy bank of the wash.

“Well gowest,” hesaid. “The Plain liesthat way, and it can't befar.”

He glanced back over one shoulder at Dagg. Hisfriend sidled, uncertain, gazing at the dark Woods
before them with wide, nervous eyes. Jan turned at once and began shouldering hisway through the
undergrowth that bordered the wash, giving the other no timeto reply. Dagg had to follow to keep himin
Sght.

“Let’sbeoff, then,” Jan told him. “The sun’slow.”

Lost

They came upon aglade just asthe Woods grew too dim for them to make their way. Pans had been
there, agreat many of them, but the scent was old. Another scent lingered in the air as well—pungent,
like cedar, and somehow dry. Jan had never met that odor before. He and Dagg emerged into the open.
The sky above was purpling. Dagg turned to him.

“What now?’

“Wewait,” Jan told him. “The moon should be up soon. Onceit gets high enough, it'll cast good light.”

Dagg fell slent. They gazed about them. In the last moments of twilight, Jan sudied the glade.
Something about it struck him as strange; he could not quite get histeeth onit. Then he had it. The glade
was round. The trees bordering the open space made a perfect Ring, and all the ground cover had been
cleared from the interior. He and Dagg stood on brown, bare soil.

Inthe middle of the clearing lay aCircle of stone. A grayish powder lay in little hegpswithin, along with
afew leaflesstwigs, oddly blackened. It was from these that the pungent aroma arose. Jan approached
the Circle of stones. He stepped inside.

The dust felt soft beneath hishedls, incredibly fine. The branches, puzzlingly brittle, crunched and
compressed as he stepped on them. Dagg set one hoof insde the Ring as Jan bent to sniff the powdery
gray stuff, savoring its acrid, aromatic scent. Dagg fidgeted suddenly and stepped back outside the
stones.

“What' swrong?’ Jan asked him.

“Don’t stand there,” Dagg told him. “1t’ s hot.”



Jan lifted his head and redized that hisfriend spoke true. The dust was warm beneath his hooves. But
the heat felt good againgt the night air’ schill. “I wonder what makesit 0?7’

“Thisis some sort of pan place,” muttered Dagg. “Let’ swait at the glade' sedge.”

Jan nodded over one shoulder toward the edge of the clearing. “You go,” he murmured. “1’ [l keep
watch.”

So they waited, Jan within the Circle of stones, Dagg amid the darkness at the verge of the wood. And
while the two of them kept watch, another watched them, unseen, from across the glade—one who had
led them there, though they did not know it, for private ends: that the prince’ s son might see athing no
unicorn within the Ring had ever seen before.

The sky darkened through deep blue to black, then turned adark silver. The moon rose, huge and
brilliant, throwing black shadows through the trees. By itslight, Jan saw countless pan tracks
criscrossing the soft earth of the glade—but his and Dagg’ s were the only hoof prints within the Circle of
stones.

Just then, very faintly, Jan caught sound of something, alittle run of diding notes. He started, straining
his eyes againgt the shadows beyond the glade. His heart had gone tight. He could make out nothing
through the trees. Stepping from between the stones, he backed toward the wood' s edge.

“Dagg,” he breathed. “Ligt.”

Dagg lifted hishead. “What isit?’ hesad lowly. “It isn’'t unicorns.”

Jan and Dagg melted out of the moon’ slight into the Woods. Among the shadows now, Jan craned his
neck; but gill nothing met his gaze across the glade but moonlit trees. The notes came again then, just a
snatch. They fluted through the dark.

“It'ssinging,” murmured Jan, suddenly sure, “but no wordstoit. Like bird’s song.”

The sound grew clear now, continuous, one clear voice piping wordlesdy up and down. Jan and Dagg
stood perfectly still. Asthey listened, it wasjoined by another voice, and then athird. Three soft, Sweet
grainstrilled in the fillness, drawing near.

Dagg sdled. “It'sanight bird. It must be.”

Jan shook his head. Hefelt no fear, only fascination now. “No bird”, he breathed. “Higt, | want to
listen. | want to know what creature Sngs so swest.”

Besde him, Dagg went rigid, hisnostrilswide. “It's pans,” he whispered, strangled. “I can smell them.
Hy!”

Jan felt the muscles of hisfriend beside him bunch. “ Stand ill,” he hissed, “or they’ll seeyou.”

Dagg hesitated. But Jan felt strangely, perfectly at ease. He wanted to see—he had to see—what
would happen next, and he would not have Dagg bolting and spoiling it. The pans were coming into the
glade.

They moved in along file, awhole band of them, and made themsdvesinto a Circle. Crouching and
lounging, they faced inward. Jan saw small ones, weanlingsthe size of hares, and old ones, gaunt and
gray-flanked among the rest, not just the dim, strong half-growns and warriors that had attacked them
earlier. And then, within the Circle under the moon, three pans began to dance. Goat-footed,
high-stepping, they moved and swayed.

“They dance,” Jan murmured, with alittle start of surprise.

Dagg shook his head. “ Only the unicorns dance.”

But it was 0. The goatlings were dancing there, each dancer holding aflat bundle of marshreeds bound
with grass. The reeds were bitten off in uneven lengths and, held to the pursed lips of the dancers, they
produced the high, sweet singing. Those watching from the Circle nodded as the dancers passed,
glancing a one another, snuffling and making smal gestures. Jan fdt atremor down hisspine.

“They' retaking to each other,” he breathed.

Dagg, pressing againgt him, muttered doggedly, “Panscan’t talk.”

Jan shook hishead. “With the pipes,” he whispered. “With their fordlimbs.” A flash of insgght went
through him then, hot and sharp. “ And they were talking to each other earlier, with their rams’ hornsin
the Woods.”

Dagg stood silent a moment, watching the glade. The dancers piped and turned. The watchers



murmured, nodding. Dagg shrugged. “Not talking—they can’'t be. It sjust chatter.”

Jan shook his head again, but kept histongue. It was speech, he was sure of it. Then that legend of the
pansin theold lays must befalse. The goatlings were not speechless, had not turned away the Mother’s
gift. The discovery astonished him. He strained his earsto the pipes, his eyesto the intricate movements
of those strangely jointed fordimbs, and fdlt the uncanny certainty that if only he could watch long
enough, listen deeply enough, he could come to understand.

Dagg beside him shifted suddenly. “What' s happening?’

Jan came back to himself. He redlized the snuffling murmur was dying now. A hush followed. One by
one the dancers handed their pipesto members of the Ring, and for three momentsin turn one strain of
the music paused, and then resumed.

The dancers caught up blackened stakes, the male brandishing one in each forelimb like long, straight
hooves. Each female held one stake to her forehead like ahorn. They snorted, tossing their heads, and
pawed at the earth. Jan felt arush of recognition.

“It sagnger'stae” hehissed. “They'reteling it—but without words.”

Thetwo femdescircled lazily within the goatlings Ring, ssemingly unaware of the male staking them.
The music of the flutes grew soft and secretive. Suddenly, the mae caught up abranch and threw it down
before his quarry. The femaeswhirled, legping back asif surprised asthe other sprang up, brandishing
his stakes. The panpipes shrilled.

The mock unicorns lowered their heads and charged, the pointed stakes at their foreheads aimed—but
the male batted them lightly away. Once more the femal es charged and again were puit to flight. Thistime
the male pursued them, round the inside of the Ring, until his quarry at last outdistanced him.

The mae pan halted, raisng hisforeimbs, his head thrown back in triumph. The fluting of the panpipes
swelled. The mock unicorns straggled away in defeat. The dancers|eft theingde of the Ring, rgjoining
their fellows at therim.

“The ambuscade,” murmured Jan. He was shaking, but from astonishment, not fear. “They were tdling
the others how they put usto flight.”

“But,” Dagg hissed through clamped teeth, “that isn't how it happened at dl!” Theinterior of the pans
Ring lay empty now. The fluting continued, very soft. “They didn’'t rout us,” Dagg indsted. “Wedidn't
deign tofight....”

He had no timeto finish, for Jan beside him had caught in his bresth.

“Oh,” the prince-son breethed, brushing his shoulder againgt his companion to gtill him. “ Oh, Dagg.
What' sthat?’

A pan had risen from the Ring and now was kneeling beside the Circle of stones. With a sheaf of
reeds, she brushed aside the gray powder. A second pan came to the stones and threw down a heap of
dead branches. Small lights, like red stars, legpt upward through the twigs.

Then something flickered upon the branches, something bright. Jan stared, overtaken with wonder. The
stuff upon the twigs—it moved, it danced. It wasthe color of his mother’s coat, of a setting sun. It flowed
like aunicorn’smane, like grassinthewind, like....like.... He could not say. The branches beneath it
blackened and curled. And some began to glow, orange red, then broke at last and fell into afine, gray
dust.

It cast afleeting light upon the bodies of the pans. They crowded closer, holding their forelimbsto it.
Jan saw thelr bluish hidestrickling swest, evenin the chill night air. Migt rose from the flaring stuff, tendrils
that to Jan seemed black againgt the hoary moon, and pale against the sky.

“Prince-son,” avoice behind him breathed, “ and Dagg. Stand <till and do not spesk. Itisl.”

Jan started and whedled, then felt sudden relief flooding through him as he recognized the hedler’s
daughter. She had dipped up between them in the dark.

“Come away, softly now,” shesaid. “I'll take you to the others. They are not far.”

Dagg turned hurriedly to follow her. Jan heard him sighing with relief. But the prince’ s son had to force
himsdlf to go. He wanted to stand watching forever under the moon and the stars. He fell in dowly behind
Dagg and the hedler’ s daughter. They skirted the glade. Then without a backward glance, Tek struck out
into the dark. Jan sghed, following her. He caught alast glimpse of the pansin their Ring through the



trees. A handful of them had begun once more to dance.

“They danced,” said Jan, after atime.

Tek looked at him. “The pans? | saw none dancing, young prince.”

“Beforeyou came,” he answered, “and just now, aswe left. They were beautiful.”

He stopped short, saying it—for only now as he spoke did he redlize that it was so. There had been a
strange grace in those upright, two-footed forms, alithenessin those odd fordlimbs unlike any grace a
unicorn could ever have. Jan saw Dagg eyeing him over the back of the healer’ s daughter.

“Pans?’ he cried. “Those twigted little haunts fell on usthis day, without cause.”

“We rein their land without their leave,” answered Jan, but so softly he was speaking to himself. That
thought, too, was new—it had just come to him. Dagg paid no heed. Jan saw him screwing shut his eyes.

“They'relike hillcats. They clutched our manes and tried to pull usdown....” Jan saw him shudder.

“Peace,” murmured Tek.

Jan turned to her. “Wasit you,” he asked her, “who led us off? Y ou’ ve been ahead of usal thistime?’

The young mare looked at him. “Led you off? 1 only came upon you afew moments gone, out scouting
for stragglers”

“There was another then,” Jantold her. “1 heard...l saw....”

The heder’ s daughter laughed, but gently. “ Thought you heard or saw, perhaps? Come, it' seasy to
imagine haunts and followersin adark wood at night.”

Jan shook his head; he had not meant that at all—but they had reached the others now. Jan spotted
them through the trees ahead, in aglade dmost at the wood' s edge. He saw the moon shining white upon
the Plain not twenty paces farther on. Korr stood with Teki across the open space. The prince shifted
impatiently, staring back toward the Woods. He seemed to be attending to the hedler’ swords with only
haf an ear.

Jan followed Tek and Dagg past the sentriesinto the glade. Spotting them, the prince broke off from
Teki and came forward. Those not standing guard had aready lain down among the bracken. Korr
nodded Dagg away to join the others. Jan halted and gazed at the dark figure standing before him.

“Struck off to delve the Pan Woods on your own?” the prince said curtly. He stood against the moon,
ablack shadow againgt itslight. Jan could not see hisface. “Did you not hear my order to keep
together?”’

Hisfather’ srebuke felt like the dash of hooves. Jan flinched. “Welost Sight of the others,” he started.

“Dawdling when | told you to fly.” Jan dropped his head. “Weranwrong,” he mumbled, picking at the
turf with one forehoof. “But we knew if we went westward we' d reach the Plain.”

He heard hisfather sigh. “Wdll, | suppose that was clever enough,” he conceded at last. “If only you
were haf so clever at staying clear of trouble asyou seemto beat finding it.” He snorted again. “Heed
what | tell youin future,” he added. “ And stay with the band. Now find you forage, and rest. The Plainis
harder going than the Woods.”

Korr turned away then, lashing histail, though there were no flies now, only night millers and moths. Jan
gazed after the prince as he went to stand staring out over the moonlit Plain. His heart felt hollow, filled
with an ache too keen to bear. He had lost hisfather’ s praise.

“You areadlent onefor thought,” Tek said to him. With a start, he redlized the healer’ s daughter had
not left hissde. He said thefirgt thing that cameinto his head.

“I...wasthinking of the pans.” And saying 0, he did think of them. The memory of their beauty eased
his heart alittle. He turned to her. Her eyeswere clear, green stoneslit by moonlight. “Wasit fire?”

She shook her head, clearly puzzled. “ A huddle of pans under the moonwasall | saw.”

“But...,” he started. Then he felt deep catching at his mane and had to swalow ayawn.

“Enough,” the young mare said. “The moon’s hafway up into the Sky. Time enough for talk tomorrow,
on the Plain. Good rest.”

She bowed to him, going to seek her place among the sentries. Jan bowed in return and, finding where
Dagg had lain, he lay down beside him. Hislimbsfelt loose and empty with fatigue. Histhoughts were
growing woolly, dow. Even the ting of hisfather’ sire was numbing. Nothing seemed to matter now but

deep.



He closed his eyes, imagesflaring before hisinner gaze like flame. By morning, he could not recall, but
that night he dreamed of goatlings dancing under the bright egg of the moon.

ThePlain

When Alma made the world, she made the heart of the world first, which wasfire, and then the air
above the world, and then the seathat girdlesthe world, and lastly the land. Woods, mountains, and
valeys she made, each where each wasfitting. But most of the land she shaped into the Plain—not leve,
but rolling, avast expanse of gentle risesand wrinklesand rolls.

Korr kept them moving al day their first day upon Alma s back, loping in long easy strideswherethe
ground was smooth or downdoping, checking to atrot where it steepened or grew rough. The moon,
huge and yellow, floated beside them on the horizon’ s edge in the hour after dawn before it .

They lay up a noon for an hour’ srest in ashalow hollow between two rills. Jan threw himself down
beside Dagg, panting. His muscles ached and trembled as they cooled. Then before he had even haf
caught his breath it seemed, they were off again.

Just before dusk, Korr brought them to a hdt. Jan’slegsfolded under him, his eydids diding shut of
their own accord. He was adegp before he knew. Later, Dagg roused him, and in the dark after
sundown they tasted their first grass since they had |eft the Vae—tender, green, and marvelously sweet.

Theland remained hilly asthey moved northward. The Pan Woods and the Gryphon Mountains
beyond dwindled in the distance, becoming adark line on the horizon behind them, then vanished at last.
Jan felt his muscles hardening, hisflanks growing leaner and his stride rangier as each day rolled on.

It wastheir third morning out of the Woods. The dew was still thick upon the grass, the sunin the east
barely risen over theflat rim of theworld. Jan’slimbs, still siff from deep, were beginning to limber. The
band had not yet broken camp.

“Well,” Jan was saying as hislong, dim horn clattered against Dagg's, “what do you think?’

Dagg parried him.

“Keep your guard up,” he heard Tek saying.

Jan countered Dagg'’ s sudden thrust and threw him off. They reared together, shoulder-wrestling for a
moment.

“Think of what?" Dagg asked him, struggling.

“About the Firebringer,” Jan panted, shifting hisweight. “ That he'll be the color-of-night, and a great
warior....”

He braced himsalf and Dagg dipped from him. The two of them rolled, then scrabbled to their feet and
fenced alittle, tentetively.

“Moreforce, Jan,” he heard Tek telling him. *'Y ou foot as though this were adance.”

But it was, in away, he thought as Dagg and he dodged, paused, parried, measured, each advancing
and giving ground by turns. But he kept histongue. Dagg was lunging at him.

“The Firebringer? But that’ s history. Zod the singer saw him.”

Jan fended hisfriend’sdow, hard jabs with a haf-dozen light taps.

“Moreforce!” called Tek.

Jan parried harder. “But only in adream.”

“A seer’sdream.”

“Ligt, faster, Dagg,” the young mareinstructed. Jan glimpsed her sidling for a better view. Dagg
pivoted, grazing him. The sudden sting surprised him. Jan knocked hisfriend' s horn away.

“I know,” he breathed, throwing himself after Dagg. “But do seers dreams aways come to pass?’
Taking advantage of hisfriend’ s misstep, Jan rained avolley of feints and thrusts. Dagg wastoo hard
pressed to answer. “Tek?’ panted Jan. “Doesit?’

“Waél enough, let be,” he heard the hedler’ s daughter laughing. “ Enough hornplay for now. We'vea
day’ srunning ahead of usyet.”

Jan and Dagg fel apart, catching their breath. As Tek turned away, they followed her to the edge of the
loose Ring of resting unicorns, away from the clash of other pilgrims, early risen, il learning battlecraft.



The hedler’ s daughter turned to Jan.

“Until he come, little prince,” she said, “al we may know of the Firebringer iswhat Zod and other
dreamers said of him: that he shall come on hooves so hard and sharp they will strike sparks upon the
stone. That hisblood shdl be of burning, and histongue aflit of flame. That he may not come until the
Circle has been broken. And his birth shal mark both the beginning and the ending of an age.”

Jan shook his head, frowning at her words. Dawn wind wasrising now. “| thought only Zod had
foretold the Firebringer.”

The hedler’ s daughter shook her shoulders. “ Others have seen him. Caroc foretold he would be born
out of awyvern'sbdly, and Ellioc that he would not come from within the Ring at dl, but outsde it—a
Renegade....”

“But Caroc and Ellioc were fal se prophetesses,” Dagg said impatiently. “Nothing either of them
foretold has ever cometo pass....”

“Yet,” murmured Tek. Dagg snorted.

“How could aunicorn be born out of awyvern’sbely?’ He swatted a blackfly from his haunch. “ The
only one who ever truly saw the Firebringer was Zod.”

Tek stood three-legged, cocking her head to scratch her cheek with one hedl. “Oh, truly?” she
murmured. “Then | suppose | have not seen him.”

Jan looked at her. “You saw...” he began.

“Where, when?’

The young mare straightened, shaking hersdf. “Not in flesh. In adream.”

Dagg came forward. “Isthat why you changed the ending of the lay, the one you sang at M oondance?’

Tek glanced at him, and let go anickering laugh. “ So far, you seem to be the only oneto have
remarked it.” She laughed again, half a hersdf. “ Perhapsthe otherswere al dready adeep.”

“The Beard,” Jan heard Dagg breathe. “I told you she was a dreamer.”

The young mare sighed. “No dreamer. Only alittle of asinger, and awarrior. | saw the Firebringer on
the night dl unicorns are dreamers. a my initiation, two yearsgone.”

Jan snorted. “What do you mean?’

Tek looked at him. “Y ou have not heard? | thought all coltsfound out before the time, though they are
not meant to.”

Jan studied her, and shewas laughing at him with her green, green eyes—taunting him, daring him. But
he refused to be baited. He only said, softly, “Will youtdl usof it, of initiation?’

She nodded then, shrugging. “I suppose. You'll find out soon enough in any case” And she made her
voicelow, likeasinger's cant. Both colts had to lean closer to hear. “ Those who have come far over
Alma s back, kept Ring and borne themsel ves bravely—those whom the Mother finds worthy—will at
dawn behold atrue vison of their destinies upon the Mirror of the Moon.”

Jan’ sheart missed astep. “ Their destinies,” he whispered, gazing a Tek. She sighed, her eyesfixed,
unfocused now.

“Only aglimpse. A glimpse”

“And you saw the Firebringer.”

She had turned alittle away from him. “I saw the moon crack like abird’ segg and fall out of the sky,
and from the broken shell stepped forth ayoung unicorn, long limbed and lithe, arunner, adancer, and
black asthewdl of aweasd’ s eye. Helooked exactly asthe old song says.

“The silver moon rode on his brow,
And a white star on his hedl.”

“But,” said Jan; he had to force himsalf to speak dowly, “if you saw him born....” Excitement flared in
him. “Then that can only mean the Firebringer will come among usin your lifetime.”

Tek glanced at Jan, then Dagg. She laughed, casting aglance at Korr. “Perhaps. Or perhapsheis
aready among us, only waiting to be known.”

Jan turned to gaze after hisfather, who stood alittle gpart from the band, watching the fiery dish of the



sun pull free of the horizon. Korr was amighty prince, afleet runner, afine dancer. And he was black,
black asa starless night. Did Tek think Korr might be the one—did othersthink it? Dagg had hinted as
much at Moondance, days ago.

Jan felt arush of longing then. Was there nothing he could do to win back hisfather’ s esteem? And
though the prince had not amark of white or sllver on him, odd spots, gppearing suddenly, were not
unknown among the unicorns. One never knew what lay beneath until spring shed.

Tek started away from him, murmuring, “We I be breaking camp soon.”

Jan et go his daydreaming and yawned, shaking himself. Dagg shouldered againgt him. The grass
before them billowed and stirred. As Dagg lowered his head to nibble the tender green shoots, Jan
turned to follow Tek. There had been something more he had wanted to ask her. The sun was up, the
waning moon in the western sky well past its zenith. Tek was rousing those who were dozing ill.

“Higt, Tek,” said Jan lowly. The hedler’ s daughter turned. “Where were you off to, night past?’

The young mare frowned and shook her head. “I stood sentry before dawn, if that’swhat you mean.”

She turned and woke another pilgrim. Jan waited till they were out of others earshot again.
“Earlie—before moonrise.”

Tek hated and studied him keenly. “Breaking the Ring isforbidden,” shetold him. “ And straying avay
would be madness a night. There are grass pardson thisPlain.”

Jan shook hishead. “1 saw you.”

Teki had sung them alay after dusk, how Almacreated her own being from adance of light in the
Great Darkness before time, and the world was but a droplet shaken from her as ayoung mare shakes
bright water from her coat. Afterward, asthe others around him had drifted into deep, Jan had lain
restless, gazing off into the dark.

The sentries, at last getting their turn to eat, had torn at the young grass too greedily to keep good
watch. Then Jan had caught a hint of motion from the corner of hiseye and turned to see aunicorn
dipping away from camp, half hidden by the folds and rills of land, then striking out at afast, Slent lopein
the direction whence they had come.

He stood gazing at Tek as she eyed him now in the light of broken day. “I have gone nowhere, young
princeling,” she answered, suddenly formal, then turned to rouse another initiate. “Y ou must have
dreamed it.”

Jan watched her go. It had been no dream. Tek’ s own mother, Jah-lila, had banished his dreamswhen
he was small. Surely the pied mare could not have forgotten that. He had not been able to seethe other’s
color, night past, by the dim starlight, but the form and the gait had reminded him strongly of Tek.

She moved away from Jan, stepping among the Circle of pilgrims, murmuring for themtorise. Jan
gazed after her, feding oddly unsettled and at aloss. Slegpily, thelast of the initiates rose and Stretched.
Korr’ swhistle to the band amoment later cut across Jan’ sthoughts, and they were off once more across
the Plain.

Jan and Dagg ran with Tek, as had become their custom. Other initiates had singled out warriorsto be
their mentors aswell. Jan said nothing more of having seen Tek dip away, and the morning drifted on. As
the unicornsloped over the rolling grassdand, the sun pulled higher. White clouds began to stray across
the wide, blue sky.

After atime, he came aware that Dagg had drifted from them, and now was running alittle gpart from
the band, his gaze fixed intently away. Jan followed his stare, fixing his own eyes on the far horizon and
the miles of openness between. What lay beyond there? he wondered, the question stirring and
murmuring in the back of hismind. What lay beyond?

Jan came back to himsdlf with a start, as Dagg before him suddenly stumbled, missing hisstride. They
both had drifted even farther from the herd. How long had he been running, lost in thought? Jan
wondered. The sun seemed higher. Before him Dagg snorted and tossed his head. Jan drew adongside.

“What isit?’

“Look there.”

Jan scanned to westward, straining his eyes. Then he saw, suddenly, two figures very far away upon



the crest of aroll. They stood splay-legged, heads high asif surprised, watching the herd loping by. They
were unicorns.

“Tek!” cried Jan, veering back with Dagg toward their mentor. “ Do you see them? What are they?”’

He saw the hedler’ s daughter turn and her green eyes narrow as she spotted the figures on the distant
rise. She glanced at Jan. “ Renegades.”

Jan wrenched his gaze back to the pair. They had passed the midpoint of his gaze, and he had to turn
to keep them in view. Renegades—those who had deserted the Vde, forsaken Almaand broken the
Ring of Law. Outcadts, criminds, infidels. And | almost became one of them, hefound himsdlf thinking,
his mind going back to the day of the gryphons. Jan stared at the figures on the hill.

“Watch,” Tek wastelling him.

Shelet loose along, loud warrior’ s cry. The pair upon the hillside started and wheeled, vanishing over
the crest of the rise. Jan thought he could hear their wild, high whinnies very faintly on the breeze. He saw
hisfather snorting, refusing to acknowledge the Ringbreakers presence by so much asaglance. The
band galloped on.

Time passed. Hours, and then days, amost a dozen of them. Sunrises and moonsetsfell behind them as
they ran, and theland seemed to roll away under their hooves. For Jan, their daysweredl loping,
snatched rest, and sparring. The warriors taught them battlecraft, how to stalk, how to follow atrail. The
hedler told them the properties of herbs and where to find water on the Great Grass Plain.

Their nightswere al greedy feeding and singers tales and deep. Korr showed them how to find their
way using the gars. The whole sky had become strangely tilted now; new starshapes looming before
them asthey traveled north, the old ones dipping beyond the world' s rim behind.

Sometimes a night now, gazing into the pattern of Alma' s eyes, Jan fet himsdf taken from himsdlf,
made hollow. If only he gazed long enough, deeply enough, it seemed he might begin to read some great
mystery in thelr turning, something deeper than smply where on theworld he stood. Asif the stars might,
very gently, bear him away.

But despite the unceasing cycle of busyness and rest, busyness and rest, Jan felt arestlessnesswithin
him growing. Though he guarded himsdlf very close now, keeping himself wayswithin the band ashis
father had commanded, more and more he found himself gazing off acrossthe Plain. That strangelittle
voice he could not quite hear whispered in hismind till: What lies beyond your band, beyond the
vastness of the Plain? Come, come away. Come see.

Sometimes, in the distance behind, he glimpsed afigure that did not stop and stare at them, as
Renegades did. And sometimes he caught the far, faint drum of heels after the band had dready cometo
ahalt. Only Tek seemed restless, too, though she said no word. Twice more he glimpsed her dipping off
into the dark.

Something moved out there, just beyond hisrange. He fdlt it to the marrow of hisbones. Not dl its
cunning could keep him from beginning to suspect that something watched him, or awaited him, or both.
Its hold on him that had blocked hisvison for so long, at last was growing tenuous.

So it kept itself nearby, but circumspect. And the prince' s son stayed baffled till, for it dared not risk
letting him—letting any of them—learn who it wasthat ran behind.

Renegade

The twelfth day of their travel upon the Mare’ s back was stretching on toward noon. Jan and Dagg ran
with Tek near the middle of the band. A light rain must have fallen the night before, for the ground over
which they ran was damp. They had seen no hard rains yet upon the Plain.

The prince before them crested arise, and Jan saw hisfather come suddenly to astandstill. At his
whigtle, the pilgrims plunged to a hdt. Jan sood a moment, puzzled; the day was eaxrly yet for hdting. The
sun had not yet topped the sky.

Jan trotted forward, and afew othersfollowed. He halted near his father, who stood gazing down the
dope. Then Jan started and cavaed as he saw what had caught the prince’ seye. Below them lay a
unicorn, pale blue and bloodied, her horn stained red. The great vein of her throat had been torn; talons



had scored her flank and neck. Nearby lay abanded pard, gored through one shoulder and the ribs of
one battered sde staved in from amighty kick.

No spotted kites yet circled the sky. The blood upon the grass was wet. Jan stared, redlizing: 1t could
not have happened an hour gone. He heard his father give agreat snort, then, as though he had
unwittingly smelled fetor.

“Pard,” Korr muttered, starting downdope at an angle, away from the dead. “ Renegade.”

“See the mistake she made,” Jan heard Tek telling Dagg. “ She let it clasp her by thethroat.” Her
warrior’ svoice wasflat, dispassonate. Jan wheeled to stare. “If ever one of those springs on you,
buck—roll. Don't gore. Use your hedls—and run.”

Jan turned back to the falen mare, pity mingling with his horror. She was so young; she could not have
been much older than Tek. And she had died bravely, fighting for her life—as | once fought for my life,
Jan found himsdf thinking, not so long ago.

Others of the band, he redlized, were aready following the prince. Though some of the initiates ill
sood gtaring, the warriors turned them, hurrying them off, themsalvestrotting by the dead with hardly a
glance.

“But,” Jan started, “ shouldn’t we bury her?’

The prince broke into alope at the bottom of the hill, whistling the othersto follow him.

“But,” cried Jan, “she' sdead. Shouldn’t there berites?’

Hisfather wheded. “Lessnoise,” he caled. “Wemove on.”

Jan stared in disbelief. They could not smply abandon the dead. It was againgt Alma'sLaw. It was
shameful. “We can't go yet,” he burst out. “A warrior deserves....”

At that, Korr wheeled and smote the ground with his forehooves. “Hold your tongue,” he thundered. “
That isnowarrior.” He tossed his head toward the fallen mare. “ She was a Renegade, and died asdl
outs de the Circle must—unmarked and unmourned. The Law is not for her. Now come.”

Others of the band had strayed to a stop, stood watching the prince of the unicorns and his son. Korr
wheeled away. Jan stood confounded. A Renegade? But she bore a horn upon her brow. Her hooves
were cloven ill, not solid round and single-toed. And even if she were a Renegade, what could that
matter now? She was a unicorn, and she was dead.

Hisfather gave no backward glance. Jan found himself shouting, “ Thisisn’t right!”

But asharp nip on the flank cut him short. He spun around. Tek shouldered againgt him, shoving him
after the herd.

“Enough,” she whispered. “ Don't contest with your father.”

“No, it'swrong,” cried Jan, “leaving her.” He threw hisweight back, ressting. He felt hot and rash.

Tek bullied him forward, nearly knocking him down.

“Bedill, Jan. Just come!” he heard Dagg call.

The prince and the others were cantering away. Dagg lingered, but Teki shouldered againgt him, turning
him. Dagg tried to duck around, dodge back to Jan, but the hedler herded him away after the rest. Dagg
gazed back over his shoulder helplessly. Jan stared. The others' dust clouded the air. Another sharp nip
on theflank brought him back to himself.

“Hiel” Tek shouted. “ Now, or we Il not catch them till noon.”

Jan kicked into a gallop, seething with rage. He and Tek breathed dust, running hard for amile until
they caught the herd. Korr cdled ahdt not long after. Jan threw himsdlf down at the edge of the Ring. At
the prince’ snod, Teki kept Dagg with him across the Ring, away from Jan. The healer beganto sng
themalay.

“I'll tell you now of the Renegades, how each was a unicorn once, but failed initiation, or else was
banished for murder or some other crime, or elsefaithlessy broke Ring and ran away to live wild,
godless, Lawless, hated of Almauponthe Plain....”

Jan could not listen. Histhoughts werein asnarl. Fury made hisjaw ache, his ears burn. Hisblood felt
feverish. After amoment, he pitched to hisfeet and I eft the Ring. Tek beside him showed no interest at
hisgoing. The otherswere dl ether absorbed in the tale or intentiondly ignoring him, as Korr was. Jan
trotted around alow rise, out of sight of the camp. He had to get away.



The sentry eyed him indifferently, then turned his attention back to the camp. Jan pawed the turf,
frudtration biting a him. He did not careif the mare had been a Renegade. What they had done was
dishonorable, smply leaving her, asif she had been no more than a dead gryphon or pan. No! Jan shook
his head. She was aunicorn. She had killed apard at the cost of her life and deserved ahero’s death
rites

Something occurred to him then, a possibility he had not considered before. He hdted, turning it over in
hismind. Did hereally need anybody’ sleave? Anyone might perform therites. And if he ran quick and
light, keeping low behind the brow of the swells before striking out across the Plain, he could be halfway
back to the mare before he was spotted—if he was spotted. It was dmogt like agame.

Jan glanced at the sentry on the hill. Thewarrior’ s earswere still pricked to the sound of Teki’ svoice,
his gaze inward turned, not scanning the Plain asit should have been. Jan made up hismind in arush and
plunged into the dry gully across from him, putting another rise between himsdlf and the camp.

He followed the streambed back the way they had come, then clambered up the short, steep bank
onto the grass again. Behind him, the sentry wasasmdll, gray figure againgt the sky, and thefalen
Renegade lay only acouple of miles hard gallop off. Jan sprinted acrossthe Plain.

The Renegade was not difficult to find. Spotted kites had begun to circle now. At home, inthe Ve,
Jan had seen theritesfor the dead, how the fallen were laid upon the outer cliffs with forelegs extended,
their heads thrown back, manes streaming and their hind legs kicked out behind. Nearing the spot where
the dark birds circled, he told himself hewould lay out the fallen mare and be back to noon camp before
he could be missed.

Jan topped the gentle rise before the dope on which the Renegade and the pard that had felled her
lay—then pitched to a halt, snorting, staring. Someone had been there before him, and whoever it was
had been laying out the grasscat as well. The pard lay stretched now, pawsfolded, aCircletrampled in
the grass al around—just asfor awarrior.

Jan glanced about him, puzzled, and suddenly uneasy, wondering whom he had interrupted at therites.
He gave awhinny, then another, and listened. No answer came. The legs of the mare had been laid, but
her head was not yet lifted. The Circle about her was only half complete. The shadows of the dark birds
whedled and floated over the grass.

He had no time to waste on wondering. Jan descended the dope. He took the young mare’ shornin his
teeth—carefully, lest it prove brittle. To his surprise, it was strong and hard. Horn in teeth, he lifted her
head and laid it so her silvery mane streamed long and knotted on the grass. He had to work quickly.
The kiteswere dropping lower in the sky.

He had just finished the slamping of the Circle about her when he caught the sound of hoofbeets. He
whirled, fearing for amoment that it was members of his own band, before redlizing that the sound came
from the wrong quarter, from the west.

A unicorn topped the rise. He was young, no older than Dagg’ s young mother, Leerah, and
color-of-evening-sky. His mane was long, with featherstangled in it. He bore ahorn upon his brow. A
pale orange mare joined him in amoment, then a crimson filly amost haf-grown. They stared at Jan. Jan
dtared a them. They al had horns. The evening blue came afew steps down the dope.

“What do you here?’ Hiswords were quiet, odd. A moment passed before Jan understood him.

“1 was burying them,” he answered. “Weren't you here before?’

The other shook his head.

“We saw thekites,” the pale mare said.

The bluewas eyeing him more closdy now. *Y ou have not the look of onefrom the Plain,” he said.
“Nor the speech of one, either. Whence come you?’

Jan gazed at them, artled. “1 come from the Vae of the Unicorns. On Pilgrimage.”

All three of the strangers started.

“He'saMoondancer,” the pale mare muttered. “ One of those who drink of the wyvern pool.”

Jan glanced at the dead mare, then turned to the one who stood before him. “I didn’t start to bury her,”
hesad. “I only finished therite. Wasit none of you?’



The dark blue unicorn shook hishead. “Nay. And | know of no one else who runsin these partsthis
moon. It must have been the Far One.”

“The Fair One,” the pale mare said, and the filly echoed, “The Red One, the Rare One.”

“Sheisoften on the Plainin spring,” the blue unicorn added, and Jan redlized he must have |ooked
confounded. “ Sheisastrange, dark malow color, without any yellow or amber init. Sheisholy, and
very wise. Her hooves are oddly made, for she comes from afar place. And once, it is said, she was not
aunicorn.”

Jan had to listen very hard to be able to follow. Their speech was strange, like asinger’ s cant—and
much of it he did not understand at dl.

“Sheis known and welcomed everywhere among the Free People,” the crimson filly said.

Jan shook his head; he had never heard of such aone. “Y ou have seen her?” he asked.

Now thefilly shook her head.

“They say ayoung prince of the southlands found her, years ago, lost and wandering,” the orange mare
said. She came afew steps downd ope to stand beside the blue. “Hetold her of the wyvern country far
acrossthe Plain, that she might go there in summer, and drink of amiraculous spring that would make her
aunicorn.”

“What prince wasthat?’ cried Jan. He had never heard of such adeedin song or lay.

“The one whose name means ‘ thunder,” “ the blue one said. “The black one....” He glanced at the
mare beside him.

Shetold him, “Korr.”

Jan started like adeer. “My fa....” He caught himsdlf. “A prince of the unicornswould never do such a
thing—Iet drink of the scared pool one who was not of the Circle.”

“Circle? thered filly asked.

Jan stared at them. “Don’t you know? Y ou’ re Renegades.”

“Renegades,” the evening blue murmured, tasting the word as though it were strange upon histongue.

“Weren't you born of the Circle, inthe Vae of the Unicorns?’

The blue shook hishead. “I was born here, on the Plain.”

Jan breathed out hard, fegling asif his ribs had been kicked. They were not of the Circle, had never
been of the Circle. They were not runaways from his people a dl. They were, instead, of another clan,
another—he searched for the word—tribe atogether, like the gryphons, like the pans. Then hisskin
grew cold. For they were unicorns. They had never sipped of the Mirror of the Moon, yet their horns
had not falen, nor their cloven hooves grown single and round. Wispy tassdlstipped their ears, and their
hedls were fringed with silky hair. They were bearded. He could not seem to catch his bregth.

The blue unicorn shrugged. “I have dwayslived here”

“1 have heard of this Circle of the southerners,” the pale mare said, coming forward now again, “this
Ring of War, this Circle of the Moon—and your Vae. My mother fled them when she was no more than
afilly.” Her words were sharp. “ She said you southlanders think much of your Ring, and bind yourselves
toit until you cannot see or say or think or do athing that isnot withiniit.”

She tossed her head and snorted.

“WEell, we are not bound to your Circle. We come and think and say aswe please. We are the Free
People.”

Jan blinked and stared at her. He had never been so spokento in dl hislife. And what was thisthey
said of Korr—that he had broken the Circle, broken the Law, to tell the secret way to the Mirror of the
Moon to one who was hot even aunicorn. Or what had they said? Who had once not been aunicorn?
He saw the blue unicorn eyeing the sky. The shadows of the kites had grown sharper, their spirastighter.
They circled lower to the ground.

“Thetime turns short that it would be proper to remain here,” the blue unicorn said. “ Soon it will bethe
kites time”

Jan’ s gaze went once more to the falen mare, pale middle blue against the dark earth of the Plain. Her
blood on the grasswas dry. Shelooked as though she were springing free of the Ring that encircled her.
He glanced at the dark blue unicorn with festhersin his hair.



“Did you know her?” Jan asked him. The other shook his head. Jan turned back to the fallen one. “We
have a song for the dead,” he said, “when we lay them out to greet the sky:

“ Fate has unspoken
one of the Circle,

Pride of companions,
wonted of fame.

Vouch for her valor,
her heart of a hero,

Fellow of warriors,
fallen in battle:

Rally, remember her name.”

He was no singer, but his voice was young and strong. Jan stopped himself at the last word.

“I don’t know her name,” he said.

“The Mother knows,” said the blue unicorn beside him.

Thefilly told him, “Alm’ harat knows.”

Jan turned, drawn up short again with wonder—though he was dready so stunned it amost seemed
nothing should surprise him anymore—that any dared speak the truename of Almahere, so openly. He
had aways been taught that those outside the Ring had cast off the M other-of-al, had forgotten her.

The plainsdwellers joined him at the Circle' s edge. He saw them dip their heads, going down on one
kneefirst to the fallen mare, then to the pard. Jan blinked, frowning. It was no gesture he had ever seen
before. He bowed his own head to the mare, then after a pause, to the grasscat aswell. The
plainsdwellersrose,

Then the pa e orange mare turned to him and went down again on one knee for amoment before him.
Jan drew back, not knowing what to make of it.

“My words were harsh to you before, young stranger,” she said, rising. “ For that, | ask your pardon.
Y ou have honored our dead in accordance with your custom, and thet is unlike any southlander | have
ever heard of

“And you have honored her dain enemy aswell, asisfitting,” the blue unicorn said. “ That, too, isunlike
what we have heard of southlanders.”

“I didn’'t,” Jan started. “Wedon't....” He stopped and gazed at the three plains dwellers before him.
Then he blurted out, “ A gryphon came, amonth ago....”

“Gryphon?’ thered filly said.

“It'slikeapard,” cried Jan, “but winged.” He caught himsalf. Why wasit so urgent he give these
grangersonly the truth?

“ *Wingcats, my mother called them,” the pae mare murmured. “They don’'t come here.”

Jan drew breath and made his voice as steady as he could. “Wekilled it—it had attacked us—but we
didn't bury it. We cast it over the cliff.”

The dark blue unicorn frowned. “That is strange.”

“Why do you dishonor your enemies?’ the red filly asked. “Wasthiswingcat not brave?’

“Isdl that istrueto its own nature not worthy of honor,” the evening blue said, “being part of the

Cyde?



A kite passed very close overhead. Jan felt thewind of its passing againgt his brow. He flinched,
frowning. “I thought you said you disdained our Circle....”

The Plainsdweller shook hishead. “Nay. That is not the Cycle of which | spoke...hist. Come away.”

A kite had alighted on the grass, across the Circle from them. Jan came with them, following the
plainsdwellers up the dope. The sky in the south was dark with cloud. More kites were settling on the
grass below. The blue unicorn raised his head, his nostrils wide.

“A storm’sinthewind,” he said.

Jan glanced at the sun. “1 have to go back,” he told them. “Noon’samost done.”

“Farewell, then, young stranger,” the evening blue said.

“Swift running,” said the pade mare, “and no pards behind you.”

“Light deeping,” thefilly bade him. “Far seeing.”

“Almakeep you,” Jan found himself saying. He was bowing—he dmost wished he could stay. They
were S0 srange—unicorns, yet not like his own people a al. He wished he could understand them,
grasp more of what they had said to him, but he dared not linger. The band would be bresking camp
before long. He could not stay.

The plainsdwellers dipped to their kneesin leave-taking, then whed ed, whinnying and tossing their
heads, and galloped off across the Plain to the west. Jan shook himself, then turned at last. The tormin
the south had drawn nearer. He sprinted northward. Behind him, the spotted kites were dropping from

the ky.

He found the gully he had followed before and dipped into its shelter long before the gray speck of a
sentry could take note of him. He sprinted along the dry channdl’ sflat, even bed until he was amost to
camp. Thelookout on the hill above was till atending to Teki’ slay. Jan crept past, around therise. The
unicorns yet rested in their Ring, al eyes upon the hedler reciting histde:

“Sothat isthe lay of Aras, the first Renegade, false Ring breaker, who spurned Halathe princess's
rule and forsook the herd....”

Jan spotted Dagg across the Ring, staring off miserably at nothing. Korr’ s gaze was turned pointedly
away from Jan's empty spot. As Jan dipped into place beside the hedler’ s daughter, Tek hardly glanced
a him. Teki wassSnging:

“ S0 he perished horribly, as1 havetold, for Alma swrath. And all of thistook place after the unicorns
had been cast out of the Hallow Hills, but before they came upon the Vaethat isnow our home. My tale
isdone”

Jan lay at the Ring' s edge, catching his breath. No one even seemed to have noticed he had been gone.

The Hallow Hills

Teki finished histae, and the unicorns broke camp. They trotted at first to loosen their limbs. Jan felt
wobbly, short of breath—he had spent none of the noon halt resting—and Korr sill kept Dagg between
him and the heder, gpart from Jan. A line of tall, dark thunderheads crowded the distance behind.

By midafternoon they had swallowed the sun, bringing in their shadow arush of cool, southern air. Jan
fdt hisold wildness a thunderstorms rising. Stormwind riffled hiswinter coat, lifting the dust, bowing the
grass. Thesmel of water hung in the wind. Then the gusts grew stronger suddenly, buffeting, the dust
rignginwhirlwinds

Korr whistled the band to afaster lope, and Jan wondered if he hoped to outrun the storm. If so, it was
to no avall, for within minutes rain began to lash at them. The stormshadow around them had grown very
dark. Grest bolts of blue lightning vaulted overhead.

And then Jan caught sound of something, another sound abovetherain. It was arushing as of many
gryphons wings, aroar like hillsides bresking and plunging away. One moment it sounded faint and far,
the next dmost upon them, coming and going in the gusts of storm. Ahead of him, Jan saw hisfather’s
head come up.

“Gallop!” thundered the prince. “Full gdlop, dl!”



The band sprang into arun.

“What isit?’ cried Jan, drawing alongside Tek.

“ Serpent-cloud,” she shouted at him. “ A great destroyer!”

Jan felt hislegstangle, his bresth grow short. The old lays sang of Serpent-clouds, great tunnels of
storm that ran down Ring breakers and Renegades. He cast awild glance over one shoulder, but could
see nothing for the blinding, choking rain.

“Whereisit?’ he shouted at Tek. “How if it catches us?’

“Fling usto bits” the young mare answered. “ So fly!”

They ran. The ground over which they galloped was dick, treacherous with mud. Thunder snorted and
stamped. Jan felt the herd around him growing ragged. The eyes of some had begun to rall. Lightning fell
to theright and left of them, the band flinching and veering at every crash.

“Shelter!” he heard someoneto the fore of them crying. “ Shelter ahead!”

Jan felt the pitch of the ground rise under hisfeet, then curve and fall abruptly away. He vaulted into a
gully and then flung himsdlf backward, folding hislegs. Tek was scrambling into place beside him. They
lay, shouldered into the steep curve of the bank, sheltered somewhat from the driving rain. But above the
fury of thunder and wind, he still heard the wild crooning of the Serpent-cloud.

“Where' sDagg?’ Jan said suddenly, and flung aglance over his shoulder. “ Dagg?’

He searched the downpour, up and down the line of other unicorns crowding the gully. He did not see
him. Where was he—had he falen?Was he still out upon the Plain? Jan bolted to hisfeet and struggled
up over the bank again, shouting hisfriend’ s name. Tek scrambled after him.

“What isit?’ shecried. “What are you doing?’

The stormrain whipped at hisface, hiseyes. “1t'sDagg!” he flung back. “I don't seehim. Da...” But
then he saw another thing that drove even the thought of Dagg from hismind.

It seemed that for amoment alull descended on him. Despite the wind and dark, hisvision cleared.
The slamp of thunder, the lightning’ sflare, and the wet pummeing of rain faded from him. To southward
he could see along flail of cloud spinning down out of the thunderheads. It waswhally black, writhing
and dancing like awhip snake upon itstail. Where it touched the Plain, great gouts of earth sorang up
and whirled away.

But before Jan, between him and the storm, stood a unicorn, far away on the crest of the long gentle
dope down which the band had just run. He could make out nothing more about it, neither its color nor
its gender nor its age. The sormwind seemed to make its short, thick mane stream upright adong its neck.

The unicorn was singing. Jan was certain of that. His body heard it through the air; it reached his
hooves asakind of trembling in the ground. It made his eyeswater, his breast burn—and he wanted to
follow, follow without thought, that music, wherever the snger might lead.

The unicorn turned then, westward, trotting away in adancing stride. Thelow, magica singing floated
back, sweeter, immeasurably sweeter than panpipesto his ears. The Serpent-cloud veered duggishly. It
seemed to heditate, and then drifted after the retreating unicorn, docilely asanursding after its dam.

Jan cried out as he redlized they were going. He staggered after them afew paces—and thevison
ended. The rush of sormwind returned, and the lightning’ s clash. Fedling the wet hooves of rain upon his
back, he blinked and snorted. The water stung in his nogtrils, splashing his eyes.

“He'swell,” he heard Tek shouting beside him. “1 saw him take shelter.” Thunder swallowed her
words. “...down the bank by Teki! He' ssafe.”

Jan redized dimly shewastelling him of Dagg, and felt her shouldering him back toward the gully.

“Who wasit?’ cried Jan over his shoulder, once he and Tek were again safely dug into the bank.

“Who?’ shecried back. “| saw no one.”

“Theunicorn,” he shouted, “at the top of therise.”

“I couldn’t seethetop,” Tek called back a him. “You did,” cried Jan, suddenly desperate. “Y ou must
have”

Thewind lashed furioudy above them now. Tek bent to hisear. “What are you talking of 7’ she
exclamed. “I don't follow.”

“Youdo,” Janydlled. “I1t wasin the Vae a Moondance; it sang then, too. And in the Pan Woods—it



cried out to Dagg and me and led us astray.” The angry timbre of his own voice surprised him. He could
not stop. “And it’ s been behind us, onthe Plain,” he cried. “Y ou know it has. Y ou keep dipping away
from camp to look for it, or talk to it, or....”

Tek did not reply.

“Now it's called away the storm.” Jan demanded, “What isit? Who isit?’

“I don’t know!” Tek shouted at him. “I don’t know what you mean—uwhat you' ve dreamed here, in
theran....”

Thewind tore thelast of her words away. The storm had grown too wild to let them talk. Shedid
know. She knew something and was not teling him. Frustration burned in him. He turned furioudy away
from Tek and settled himself to ride out the storm.

Eventually the gae lessened, the rolling thunder receding to north and west. Jan laid his head against the
wet bank, awarefor thefirst time how weary he was. Around him, the unicornslay ill. Gradualy, the
light rain subsided, and at last the sun broke through the parting clouds.

Jan stumbled to hisfeet, hisfury spent. He heard others around him doing the same. He clambered
from the gully and up the far bank, shaking off and struggling to the top of the next gentle rise. Dagg
stood there. Jan went to him, and no one parted them. The storm seemed to have washed away all
memory of the Renegade and Jan’ s disgrace.

Dagg shouldered him companionably, and the two of them stood gazing toward the west. The
thunderheads hung there, smal and distant now, edged red-golden by the sun.

“Look,” Dagg said.

And when Jan turned, he redlized for the first time that they stood in sight of the Hallow Hills.

The prince s son and the dapple colt stood watching the dusk stream over the far line of hills asthe sky
behind them deepened past violet to black. The band spent nearly the whole night feasting then, waiting
for the ground to grow dry enough to lie upon, and eating dl they could; for there would be no feasting
on the morrow, the night of the nothing-moon.

Jan dternately browsed and dozed, toying with what Tek had told him during the storm. Perhaps panic
had mided hiseyes, and he had imagined it al—for he had half believed, while they had fled, that Alma
had sent her Serpent-cloud for him, to strike him down for having broken the Ring and consorted with
Renegades. Jan snorted then. But that was nonsense, surely, and the unicorn leading away the sorm, a
dream.

He dipped into genuine deep near the end of the night, and ascant dip of waning moon appeared
barely an hour before dawn. Korr roused them. They broke camp before sunup, and day broke over the
Halow Hills asthe unicorns|oped toward them under the horns of the moon.

Korr called ahalt again, till early in the day, not ahaf hour’ s distance from the dopes. Jan watched his
father scanning, testing the wind. He had ordered scouts ahead to comb for wyverns, for spring was
coming in gpace that year. Who knew when the wyrms might wake? The initiates he bade rest while they
might, for there would be no deep that night asthey kept vigil beside the poal.

When by midafternoon the last of the prince’ s scouts were safely returned, having found no sign of
wyverns, Korr whistled the pilgrimsinto line, and they entered the Hallow Hills. Their pace, atrot,
seemed |leisurely after so many days of hard running.

Jan found himsdlf traveraing gentle, rounded dopes newly in grass, small groves, and wide, sprouting
meadows. The groves of hardwood and evergreen that they skirted looked cool and dense. After atime,
Jan noticed that the hills had begun thrusting up in short cliffs. Beneeth the dark topsoil, patches of pae
chak showed through.

In the late afternoon, they reached the base of a steep hillside with anarrow trail wending itsface. Korr
ordered them to climb. The stone proved very soft and crumbling; Jan and Dagg had to struggle to keep
their footing while showers of scree from pilgrims above skidded about their hooves.

The last dozen paces of the dope were the steepest. Jan braced himself, shouldering Dagg up over the
rim of the dliff, then scrambled up himself. They hated amoment, catching their breath, and Jan found
they stood in agrove of hardwood trees with pale, rutted bark on twisted trunks. They were still in ledf,



and their foliage had asilver cadt. Jan lifted his head with nostrils wide; the scent of the treeswaslike
mare’ smilk and honey.

Asthey moved away from the cliff’ s edge, deeper into the grove, Jan scented water under the
fragrance of the trees and peered ahead of him. Then he caught his breath, for it lay before him, through
the treeboles: the sacred pool of the unicorns, the Mirror of the Moon.

And it was round, perfectly round, twenty paces across and shallow near the banks. But it degpened a
the heart, faling away in ablue cavern that went down, down it seemed into the heart of theworld. No
plant, no fish blotted the whiteness of its bottom or banks. No ripple marred the eye-smooth surface of
the poal.

Only theflat, flaked sand at the cavern’ s edge fluttered in its depths like flurried snow. Jan gazed,
unaware how near he had drawn. That flickering reminded him of something: birds flocking, a dance of
unicorns seen from a high dope, strange stars. They seemed to form a pattern he ought to study, read.
But as he started forward again, Tek moved

suddenly across his path.

“Hoald, prince-son,” she said. “It’snot yet dusk. Let the warriors prepare.”

Dimly, Jan redlized he had come to the grove' s edge, and Dagg was no longer at his side. Jan shook
his head to clear it now, and glanced about him. Warriors were stepping onto the flat, sandy bank and
approaching the Mere. Initiates hung back among the trees. Jan’ s eyes returned to the water.

“Nothing growsthere,” he heard himsdlf saying.

“Too sdt,” the heder’ sdaughter said. “ But with the coming of the Firebringer , they say it will grow
Sweset again.”

Jan glanced &t her.

“Come,” shetold him, moving away among thetrees. “I’ll show you the grove.”

It was |ate afternoon as they walked among the trees. Jan gazed more closely now at their papery
leaves. rounds and hearts and dender crescents, with pale undersides that reflected the light. Tek moved
before him through the dim, twisted trunks and Jan followed, leisurely. The sun ran in dapples over her
odd, pied coat.

“They are caled milkwood,” Tek wastelling him, “because the sap isthick and white, swest to the
taste. The rosehips—thefruit of their flowers—drip it when ripe.”

Jan was only half listening. He felt very calm, suspended amogt, neither hungry nor tired now. A thick
carpet of pae, wispy leaves rustled about his pasterns as he walked. Therr light, rich scent hung inthe air.

“It isgood against toothache, pain in the bones, and some poisons.”

Jan halted amoment. “They’ re dropping their leaves.”

Tek nodded. “They do that in spring. To bloom.”

Jan drew nearer to one of the trees and saw green buds upon the limbs. A breeze lifted, then fell. The
dender, knotted branches shivered, and aflock of bright leaves shimmered down. The scent of resin
underlay thewaft of honey intheair.

“What will they look like, the flowers?” Jan asked her, trying to see past the green in the buds.

“Deeprose,” the young mare answered, “or pale, with five petals, yellow at the heart.”

The light wind breathed again, and the whole wood sighed. More leavesflickered, silvery inthe
sunlight. Jan lifted his head suddenly from the low bough he studied.

“How do you know that,” he asked her, “their color and shape? Y ou’ ve only been here once before,
and that was at first spring, too.”

The young mare smiled, to herself, looking off. “My mother told me.”

Jan glanced up. “How does she know?’

Tek’ sexpression never changed. “My mother isamagicker, and knows many things.”

“Like how to sng away my dreams,” murmured Jan.

“Yes”

The heder’ sdaughter still looked away. He could not see her face now, but suddenly her stance
seemed very sad.



“Y ou do not see her much, do you?’ Jan ventured, trying to remember the last time he himsalf had seen
Jahlila. It was only that once, when hewasyoung. “ Sheishardly ever intheVae.”

Since then, he had only heard of her, in whispers. Tek seemed to be looking down.

“My mother isin and out of the VVale more often than you think,” she said quietly. Then, dmost sharply,
“But you areright. She does not cometo vist me.” Abruptly, she began to move away. Jan sprang to
follow. Tek snorted. “Well, no matter. | do not miss her anymore.”

Jan gtared at her, not understanding. How could she say that? If his dam had chosen to live apart from
him, he would have missed her terribly. “Why isthat?’ he asked of Tek.

The heder’ s daughter stopped then, with asigh, asif realizing that she had said too much, and turned to
face him. “Because | am not like her, little prince. When | wasyoung, | used to tel mysdlf, ‘When | am
grown, | will go to my mother and live as she lives, gpart from &l others, done. But no more. | know
myself better now. | am only asinger, and awarrior. Nothing will ever make me adreamer or a
magicker.”

Then she moved on again, and Jan with her. They waked alittle while through the trees.

“Why...why does shelive apart?’ Jan tried again. It was a question he had been wondering dl hislife,
though he had never been able to get from anyone any answer longer than “It isher way.” But Tek’s
reply was equaly short; she did not want to talk.

“That isthe prince’ sdoing.”

Jan halted, staring at her.

“Korr’'s...what do you mean?’

Tek glanced a him. “ Some old falling-out between the two of them. | know nothing of it. It was before
| was born. But | do know that some of it—mogt of it, much of it—is because my mother dreams
dreams, and the prince will have no truck with dreamers....”

Shebroke off dl at once, with obviousrelief, for they had come through the grove at last to the dliff's
edge. The trees ended as the land doped steeply away, then leveled off in along, descending array of
shdlfland below. Sparse, stunted brushwood stood in thickets, and rivulets snaked duggishly over the
brittle white rock. Hollows of darkness showed here and there benesth the jutting shelves.

“Thewyvern steps?’ asked Jan, keeping hisvoice low. He held himsdlf to the shadow of the trees.

Tek nodded. Her voice, too, when she spoke, was low. “ Their dens extend—probably under these
diffsaswdl.”

Jan’ sglancefel to the limechak he was standing upon. The toes of hishooves fet strange. “But they're
degping dill,” hesaid. “Thewyrms”

The hedler’ s daughter shrugged. “We found no sign of them.”

Jan gazed out over the wyvern steps. The stretch of them, away to the southeast, was vast. Ashe
watched, thetint of sky changed, grew yellow, casting asdlow light upon the land. Jan felt atwinge
between his shoulder blades. The country before him seemed unearthly till. Nothing moved among the
scrub or within the dark mouths of the caves.

“Did you bury her?’ Tek beside him said. Her voice was very low. Jan turned to look at her, not
following. Hismentor’ seyes met his. “The mare,” she said. “The Renegade.”

Jan’ sforehooves dipped. He scrambled back. A little shower of stones tumbled down the white
diffade

“I heard your hoofbeats when you dipped away,” Tek was saying. “Isthat where you went, back to
bury her?’

A cold sensation of betrayal did between Jan’sribs. She had known! He clamped histeeth, saring
ahead as bitternesswelled in his throat. Now she would give him over to Korr. Herefused to care. In his
father’ s eyes he was dready hopelesdy fallen.

“Aye” Jan answered defiantly. “Andif | did?’

“Good,” muttered the hedler’ s daughter, looking off now. 1’ d have gone with you, but you made such
anoise when first we came upon her, | feared notice if we both dipped off.”

It took amoment to regain his breath. Jan gazed a Tek. The young mare glanced at him.

“Y ou are not the only one, prince-son, who breaks the Ring and follows his own heart now and again.”



Jan could not recover from staring a her. He felt hisjaw might brush the ground if he gaped any more.
The heder’ sdaughter turned to face him more squarely.

“Little prince,” shetold him, “I became awarrior asyoung as| could so that | might be out from under
my elders eyesand run where | willed and do as | pleased. But even before that, whenever my father
caught me stepping outside the Ring, he never scolded, but only told me, * Y ou’ll make awarrior soon
enough, filly, if you say at thisdip.” *

And she laughed then suddenly, amost lightheartedly. It sounded strangein the ftillnessto Jan’' sears.
And shewaslaughing a him alittle, it ssemed, baiting him, daring him with her green, green eyes. His
limbsfelt weak. Abruptly, Jan felt his bravado vanishing.

“Pledge meyou won't tel Korr,” he whispered, for all a once hope sparked in him again. Perhaps he
was not logt, after al. Perhgpsin time he could win back hisfather’ sgrace, if only the prince never
learned of this.

The hedler’ s daughter laughed again, more gently. “No fear. | hadn’t planned to.”

Jan studied her dubioudy. Shelooked at him. “Will you have my word onit? Here: |, Telkélla, swear.”

Jan felt a sudden rush of gratitude then, and just atrace of shame. Among the unicorns of the Ve,
on€e' struename was a secret, given at birth and known only to onesdlf and one's dam. Not even Korr
knew Jan’ struename. Y et Tek had trusted him with hers as readily as the Renegades had spoken the
name of the Mother. Hefelt he must repay her somehow.

But Tek was already speaking. “Unless you spesk of it, no onewill ever know. But by the Beard, little
prince, you were in such afroth during the storm, | thought you might babble the whole thing afterward.”
She snorted, picking at the soft chalk underfoot with one hoof. Jan felt his ears burning, abashed, not
quite sure whether Tek wasright in thinking he had amost confessed, or because she had mistaken his

desperation for terror. She gave another snort, haf alaugh.

“Y ou' ve been keeping yoursalf so docile of late—save getting yoursdf lost in the Pan Woods—until
you spoke your father back upon the Plain, | was hdf afraid you' d lost your fire.”

And two emotionsroiled up in Jan suddenly, like wellsprings rising, overwhelming and obliterating the
tranquility that hed filled him since he had entered the grove. Thefirst wasfury, fury a Korr for al the
helpless frustration he, Jan, had felt during the ssorm—and before that, beside the fallen Renegade when
hisfather had smply loped away, ignoring him, asthough he were nothing.

And the second emotion, which wasfor Tek, he could not even name.

“Aljan,” hetold her. “My truename s Aljan.”

“Dark moon?’ the hedler’ s daughter said. “It suits”

Hefound himsalf gazing at her—he had been gazing a her for some time now, he redlized, and could
not stop—caught unexpectedly by the way the patches of black and rosein her coat mingled and
interlocked. Not odd, beautiful. The suddenness of his seeing it surprised him. Why had he never noticed
it before?

The color of the sky above had grown warmer, redder, and the cast of the wyvern shelves below
amost coppery. Tek stood eyeing him with her green, green eyesthat caught the light like gryphons
eyes, and dl at once Jan felt himsdlf flushing scarlet beneath the skin.

She tossed her head, shaking hersdlf. “Come,” the healer’ s daughter said. “We should go back. It's
dusk.”

Vigil
Jan followed Tek back through the milkwood grove. The shadows of the trees danted long around
them, and their shadows trailed dark over the falen leaves. Then the soil changed from grayish brown at
thewood' s edge to the white lime sand surrounding the pool. Dagg, aready standing before the water,
was glancing about anxioudy. They dipped up beside him.
Jan saw other pilgrims stepping into the place about the Mere, dl facing inward, ringing it round—no

outward-facing sentries this night. Almamust keep them while they kept their vigil (might the wyverns not
wake). The sky above, fire-streaked with gold, was mirrored in the pool.



Across the water, Korr began to speak. He told of Halla, how she had formed the Circle of Warriors
inthefirst years after the unicorns defedt at the teeth of the wyverns. She had made the Ring that the
herd might not scatter, each running his or her own way acrossthe Plain. It was Halla swish that the
unicorns remain asingle people, whole and strong, so that one day—at the coming of the
Firebringer—they might return and cast the wyvernsfrom these hills.

But Jan found he could hardly listen. His thoughts wandered along their own path. Tek’ swordsin the
grove troubled him. Was she not, asawarrior of the Ring, bound to report him?'Y et she had pledged not
to. Was her breach then not as great as his?

Only the worthy, the prince was saying, only those who had kept themsdlves true, did Alma permit to
jointhe Ring. Asfor therest, the Ring-breakers, they were lost. As Renegades, they perished on the
Man. Am | worthy? Jan asked himsdf. | have not been true. Once he became awarrior, he would no
longer have acolt’ s excuse.

He watched the sunset in the water, the gold in the sky turning to amber, then degpening to red.
Stresks of shadow shaded from mauve into purple, then dusky taupe. The dusk wind lifted, stirring the
grove, then soughing, died. Jan began to be able to see stars though the dim glow of sky reflected in the
pool.

Teki chanted them the lay of Wenfedh, ayoung warrior newly returned from Pilgrimage, who had died
at thetalons of gryphon captors rather than forswear the Ring and betray the unicorns. The twilight turned
into evening, the sky becoming deep blue and then &t |ast true black between the stars. Silence settled;
the unicorns grew till. Strange congtellations lay like bright dust upon the surface of the Mere, and Jan
watched them.

No moon arose. It was the night of the nothing-moon, when the moon ran mated with the sun under
and around the other side of the world. On the morrow’ s eve, a new moon would arise, newborn, athin
crescent dip. Jan gazed intently at the ill, dark water, and histangled thoughts quieted. The night rolled
by, the sky overhead whedling dowly, ever so dowly, like alazily circling kite.

The hour swung past midnight. Jan felt no uneasiness, no urge to deep. Hislegs held firm, without
dtiffness, and he measured the dark, surrounding space by the little noises: arestless murmur, the scuff of
hooves as someone shifted, a soft snort, aswishing of tail. Each sound fanned out, thinning, filling the
night until it rebounded on the dark.

Night waned. The young hours after midnight loomed and passed. Jan found his gaze on the pool had
grown deeper. Perfectly steady, he no longer needed to glance away to keep his balance or his bearings.
His hooves seemed rooted to the soil, growing downward like the boles of the milkwood trees. Their
savor hung on him, pervading the air.

His gaze was fixed upon the Mere, moving steadily farther into that clear degpness. He felt the woods,
the others around him al faling away, and knew that he had been searching for athing that lay hidden just
beyond his gaze for avery long time. He came aware of alight, adim glow dowly brightening that dark
infinity of night. And he had existed for an age, an endless universe of time, in darkness, with only the
glimmer of garsfor aguide.

But now the light was coming. He fdt hisheart lifting, his breath quickening. The others around
him—he could neither see nor hear them anymore, but he felt their kindred anticipation, scented it, tasted
it dmogt, like the dying of the dark. The starsfaded. Dawn sky blended from black to indigo, fromwine
to rose and apricot, then gold.

He saw something, adark figure, but could not quite make it out. The grove around him il lay in
smoky shadow, the reflected sky casting only the subtlest of light. He moved forward without thinking,
nearer the water—and the vison moved. He hung over it, staring at it, holding his breath as the dawn
grew gradudly brighter. Then in the next moment, the vision crystdlized, darified, became—only himsdif,
his own image reflected back a him from the surface of the Mere.

No foreseeings. No degtiny. Jan felt his chest tightening until he thought his ribs would fold. Hiseydids
were stinging, but he refused to blink. His breath had grown ragged. He understood. He had broken
from the Ring in the Pan Woods, on thefirst day of their journey. He had dmost forgotten that. Almahad
not.



He had consorted with Renegades, buried a Renegade. The Serpent-cloud had been awarning. He
should have heeded it, confessed to Korr. If only Tek—but it was too late now. He was unworthy, not fit
to be the prince’ s son, no better than a Renegade himself. The Mother-of-all had cursed him, showed
him no fate upon the pool because no destiny could lie before him among the children-of-the-moon.

All around him he heard the pilgrims’ voices: gasps of wonder from theinitiates, Sghs and murmurs as
their mentors once again beheld their fates. Jan’ s nogtrilsflared. He had been holding his bresth. Swiftly
and without aword, he broke from the Circle and fled silently away into the trees.

Not then, but only much later—after the pilgrims had finished their beholdings and spoken their oath of
fedty to the prince, heard more of Teki’ slays, sharpened their hooves and horns and dipped them in the
Mere, then chanted and danced to declare themsalves half-grown, warriors—only then, about
midmorning, did the unicorns discover one of their band was not among them.

The heady scent of the milkwood, which they had been breething dl night, had lulled them, and the
languor which dways follows visioning had made them dow. Dagg and Tek stared at one another and
shook their heads like beasts amazed that they had not noticed him gone before. No one had seen him
dip away, nor could tracks be found, for the sand of the bank was al tossed and trampled from the
dance.

Korr ordered the clifftop combed, but leaves had aready falen to cover Jan’' stracks. They searched
and called the long hours before noon, but found no trace. Then, asthey met back at the pool at midday,
the whole band, Teki took the prince aside and argued with him.

The heder said, hark to the hour. By custom the band should have been back on the Plain by now.
Nor might they tarry, for the pilgrims must be returned to the Vae by full moon’ stime, aswasthe Law.

And Korr, hdf wild, said trample the custom and the Law.

And the hedler said, was the prince gone mad? Could he not fed the sun, hot as agryphon’seye
overhead? Spring came in gpace this year, the grove was nearly in bloom; and it had aways been held,
for generations on end, that the wyverns awoke when the milkwood flowers. Who knew whether dl this
gtirring and caling had not aready wakened them?

And Korr, in apasson, answvered him, let the wyverns dl perish.

Then Teki said no word, but only nodded over one shoulder toward the initiates, so that Korr might
take note of how huddled they stood, scanning the wood, how their skin twitched and their eyesrolled,
and they gtarted at nothing. It wasthe age-old terror of the wyverns, kept aive by the singersfor four
hundred years, that set them quailing so. Even the prince, despite histhunder, fdt it.

Then the hedler said, they are frightened, my prince. They fear your son has been stolen by the wyrms
and that if welinger, wetoo shal meet the same. | fear it. Janisaclever colt, and if he has but wandered
off, logt in dreams, then surely he will find hisway back to the Plain. But if he has been taken, then heis
dready logt, and our remaining cannot save him.

And at that, Korr bit down his anger and hisfear, and bowed his head. Then he whistled the band into
line once more, and they began to depart. But it was a semblance only, this seeming surrender by the
prince. He meant but to see them safely to the Plain and then return, for he had vowed to himsdif,
secretly, that he would not leave the Hallow Hills without his son.

But what no one had noticed—not he, not Teki, nor any other of the band—as they began their dow
descent down the precarious cliff face, then filed at last out of sight beyond the canyon’ s bend, was that
two of their number still searched among the milkwood trees, never having returned to the Mirror of the
Moon.

No one guessed that Tek and Dagg had glanced into each others eyes, each swearing slently to the
other to find their friend despite the hour, despite the prince, despite the fear of wyvernsthat crawled in
their breasts. Wise fear. Rash foals, they had no inkling of the prince’ s plan, nor had he any notion that a
haf-grown colt and so young amare would dare anything so heedless or so brave.

Jan wandered through the milkwood trees. The scent of honey thickened the air. The buds upon the
boughs had swelled. More leaves had fadlen. He noted it dl without interest. He had only avague plan, to



remain hidden in the grovetill afternoon when the otherswould belong gone. At nightfall he would make
hisway back to the Plain.

He told himsalf he would become a Renegade. There was grassin plenty upon the Plain, and safety in
hislong legsif he kept his ears pricked for pards. In winter he could rove southward to the warm
Summer Sea, in summer strive eastward or west to places and parts no unicorn had ever seen.

But such thoughts were no comfort to him, for he would be alone, with not even Dagg to sharein the
game. Always before when he had stepped outside the Ring, it had been but for amoment, an hour. And
each time he had been able to return, either nipped and jaded if he had been caught, or flushed with
secret triumph if the game had worked. But there would be no returning thistime, for Almahad not made
him like other unicorns. He saw that now.

Time passed. The sky overhead lightened past dawn into daybreak. He hurried deeper into the trees,
fearing lest someone should follow him, try to force him to return. And then he came aware, presently, of
another scent edging in among the honey of bursting buds and the subtle resin of bark and leaves. It was
faint but pungent, likefir cones, like bitter herbs. He sniffed, trying to locate it, but the odor vanished.

Jan hdted, frowning. It seemed he had smelled such a scent somewhere before—not quite the same,
but smilar. Somewhere. He raised his muzzle and wandered through the trees, until after atime he caught
awhiff of it again. Thistimeit held, and hefollowed it.

The stretch of the grove was greater than he had imagined, tending to downdope, with odd cracks here
and there in the earth and little caves tunneling down. There were more of them the farther he went, and
the pungent scent had grown stronger now. From severa of the crannies, he noticed mist rising. It hungin
the boughs of the milkwood trees.

And then he remembered the bregth of fire. He and Dagg had seen it, scented it rising into the night sky
in the Pan Woods, while the blue-bodied goatlings piped and danced. He halted before a crevice and
leaned over, but he could see nothing past thefirst length of shaft. Bits of gray soil clung to the pitted
sone.

But the strange mist, oddly warm and dry, made his eyes smart and histhroat fed dusty. So he drew
away. And then he knew nothing for alittle time. He had no memory of walking; it was asif someone or
something familiar bore him aong without hisknowing.

The next thing he was aware of was that he sood before a cave. It tunneled gradualy downward into
the hillside, disappearing around the bend. Wisps of scented smoke trailed upward along the celling like a
dow, misty stream. Jan, peering into the cave' s dimness, breathing its earthy air, entered its coolness asin
adream.

Pdelimerock wals reflected the daylight streaming in behind. The floor looked worn, asthough
smoothed by water, its surface rosy crystalline, or green, or amethyst. The color changed as Jan entered
deeper, asthe angle of thelight striking his eye atered. The floor seemed duller, somehow, softer than
stone. It clicked like the substance of horn beneath his hedls.

Jan picked hisway down and around the turns. Every dozen paces or so, some cranny burrowed
down from the surface. Wan patches of light lay on the limewalls, glimmered on the crystd floor. The
meandering ramp leveled out at last into abroad, straight hall. The light was dimmer here, thewalls
tunneling farther from the surface overhead.

Jan moved forward, gazing dreamily about. Smaller corridors angled off on either sde. All around him
lay drowsy till, but even so far down, so degp in the earth, the air was not stale. A faint breezetrickled
inwith the light. Jan scented the air, il following the smoke tumbling languidly overheed.

He came aware of afaded odor now—it smelled bardly, hauntingly sweet. Y et underneath ran adight
stench, like moldering flowers, or damp rotted leaves. The scent itself was not faint, he realized, but
subtle. It had taken him along time to discover it under the keener, more pungent odor of smoke. But it
had aways been there. And the scent was old, very old, though lingering.

The smoke overhead had begun to grow thicker, wider in its stream. Jan spotted whereit bled into the
main hall from aside corridor. He followed it. The way was narrow, very dark, and doubling back upon
itsdf. Jan had to pick his path by fed. Then the alleyway doped suddenly, steeply down, and angled into
alarger hdl.



High, shallow tunnel windows provided light, while the smoke pooled and tumbled overhead. Jan set
off down the broad, well-lighted corridor till in adream, but beginning to come to himself now, alittle.
The hall came shortly to an end. Jan saw ahead of him anatura doorway, and aglimpse of chamber
behind.

Warm, changing light played on that snatch of wall, the white smoke spilling through the door’ s
archway. Jan approached without volition, unaware of his own motion, as though he himsalf were smoke,
only spilling toward the chamber, not away. He heard some dight movement beyond the door, just at the
threshold of his hearing. The scent of rotting flowers had grown stronger. He reached the doorway and
gazed through.

Fire lay in agolden bowl, which rested on aledge of rock beside the far wall. The dishwascircular, a
pace across, and shalow like ashdll. Withinit, curling branches of milkwood lay upon abed of fine gray
dust. Those underneath were red and glowing, the ones on top blackened and covered with flickering
tongues of flame.

At thefoot of the dtar lay aheap of dead milkwood branches, and upon the dtar faceitself, besdethe
bowl, alittle pile of withered herbs. Thewall just behind was abroad column of stone, grooved and
water-stained.

Water had worn adepression in thewall overhanging the fire. The stone was eaten very thin there,
tranducent: Jan could see the water through the stone. Thelittle crescent-shaped cistern wasfull to the
brim. As hewatched, a clear droplet condensed through acrack in therim and fell into the flameswith a
hiss

He had no idea how long he stood there. Time had become suspended, asit doesin dreams. It seemed
along time. The room waswarm, Jan realized suddenly, warmer than the cool, shaded corridors down
which he had just come, warm dmost asthe air outside. The air above the firebowl shimmered with hest.

He watched the smoke arise and swirl about the ceiling, some of it escaping through the light well
illuminating the chamber’ s center. It was then Jan realized that he had entered the room, skirting the sun
curtain asif by ingtinct, staying in shadow. He stood now only afew paces from the firebowl, and felt the
last of whatever influence had brought him there dissolve. Hewas himsdlf again, fully avare. And thena
cold, diding voice behind him said:

“When you have had done admiring my fire, little dark thing, turn around, that | may look you in the
eye”

Mistress of Mysteries

Jan spun around. The wyvern lay on a bed of great, round stones, a sort of ground, he guessed, for
deeping. Larger than himslf, larger even than Korr, the white wyrm reclined, itstail coiled languoroudy
about itsdlf, and forked at the end into three arrowhead stings.

Pearly, like the insde of a seashell, the creature stared at him. Its dender torso was propped on stubby
forelegs, broad and clawed like abadger’ s, but hairless, white-skinned, and tranducent in the firdight.
Jan could see the fingerbones through the flesh.

The wyvern had three heads. Jan felt a shudder run through him as heredized it. Thelong, snuous
neck was divided near the base, with the lowest head being aso the smallest. On the other side, ahigher,
thicker branch bore alarger head. But only the tallest, central head had spoken. The other two hissed
softly, shifting and swaying. All three werelooking a him.

“| said come away from my fire,” it told him again, and the second added, its voice lighter than the
primary’s, somehow younger, “Stand in the sunlight.” And when Jan hesitated an instant’ s breadth, the
third head snapped, “Can you not understand a civilized tongue? Be quick.”

The creature lay between him and the door. Jan' s heart beat hard and dow inside hisribs, and his
throat was desperately dry. But strangely, curiosity very nearly overrode hisfear. It scarcely resembled
anything he had imagined of wyvernsfrom thesingers tales: white and sinuous, yes, but not noxious, not
hideous. Very lithe and supple, rather—amogt...amost beautiful. Jan stepped forward into the light.

“What isit?’ he heard the two heads whispering. The primary head poised, eyeing him.



“What manner of creature...?’ the second head began, but the tallest laughed.

“A unicorn! | have not seen one dive since my babyhood four hundred summers gone. Speak, unicorn.
Tdl usyour busness and your name.”

Jan felt his blood quicken. The white wyrms were sorcerersthat could fell kingswith akiss. To give
one hisname, even his usename, would be adangerous thing.

“Speak,” thethird, smallest head hissed a him. *Y our name.”

Sunlight was dazzling him; he could scarcely seefor the glare. He shifted his stancetill one eye moved
into shadow.

“Do not approach,” the second head started, but the great one snapped at it.

“Oh, peace,” it ordered, languidly. “A little Slence.”

The wyvern reared up, flexing and extending both powerful, stunted forepaws so that only atoe or two
remained in contact with the ground. It was, it seemed, lesslooking at him now than scenting him. Jan
noted the sickle-shaped nogtrils, the catfish whiskers, and wondered how well thiswyvern could see him
out of strong light. He took another sidelong step, getting his other eye out of the glare.

“I have heard,” it began, dmost companionably, “that the unicorns now livein avaley far to the south.
They areruled by aprince, are they not, ablack prince?’

It settled back upon its bed of stones. Its three heads tilted and bobbed. Jan gazed at it and racked his
brains. How to get past? He needed a stratagem, for it was huge. He could never hopeto bestitina
fight.

Thewyvern did not seem to mind hissilence. “ Y ou, too, are dark, little unicorn,” it resumed presently.
“Y ou would not by chance be some relation of his—his nephew, perhaps? Perhaps his son.”

If that last word was accented, ever so dightly, Jan hardly heard. His gaze had fixed on the wyvern's
tall. Itstriple-barbed tip twitched and lashed as it spoke, sometimes coiling and knotting back on itsdlf.
Above, itsthree heads|azily bobbed and swayed. He found their ceasel ess weaving fascinating.

“Y ou are admiring my three heads,” it said suddenly. Theflanking two hissed and intertwined,
whispering to each other now. The centra one continued mildly. “Y ou know something of wyverns?Itis
unusud, yes. But | am very old. Only the very old among us grow more than one head.”

Its voice was strange, hollow, oddly modulated. It shifted up and down scalesweirdly, invitingly.
Abruptly, Jan shook himsdlf, on guard againgt its spdlls.

“Yes, | anold,” thewyvern sghed,” and only the king has seen more years. Lynex haslived to seven
heads.”

Lynex. Jan felt abolt go through him. Surdly not that same Lynex from the old lays? The wyvern
paused, surveying him, he guessed, to see whether its wordspell was having an effect—and felt asmall
triumph to seeitsflash of disgppointment. But the wyvern hid it swiftly, and resumed.

“I was not deeping, just now when you entered. Oh, no. | do not deep much in winter, as others do.
Do you know why we deep the winters by, most of us? Too cold.” It shimmered, shrugging. “And not
enough food in the cold season, too.”

It nodded past him toward the golden carrying bowl. There was no wind in the still chamber, but Jan
could fed thefire' sheat dong his coat in gusts.

“But | am migtress of thewyverns fire. The king granted me this honor when | was no more than adlip,
barely hatched, not long after we won these shelves for our own from you unicorns.”

Jan ft agpark of anger then. Almogt, it overrode hisfear. The other’ s eyes darted wickedly, asif
expecting him to understand something that he did not. Thefirdight glinted in them, and ran over thewalls
inwatery streams.

“Lynex’ sreward for my part in the battle.”

The wyvern laughed suddenly, throwing back al her heads, her mouths gaping wide, and Jan caught a
glimpse of her teeth for thefirgt time: likeice-splinters, or fishes spines, rows of them.

“There, my little cloven-footed visitor. Now do you understand who it iswho commands you to
speak—or does my greatness overawe you?’

Jan found hisvoice.

“You are awyvern, hatched just before your people drove mine from our homeland through trickery



and deceit. That isdl I know of you.”

He saw the other’ s eyes flash then. Shereared again.

“Oh, you arefull of contempt, areyou, little four-foot, for me and my kind? Because we use Stratagems
to gain our endswhen it suitsus.”

“Proud beasts!” the second head spat. “ Do you think that you yourselves are above such games—that
none of you ever harken to the whispers of power?”

The littlest head spoke now in a voice gone suddenly quiet, amost sweet. “Did your own princess not
cut down her father, seizing his place four hundred years past, just before we took possession of these
hills?”

Jan stared at her, and felt his blood burning. That she could even speak of such athing! But he had no
timeto makereply.

“Has your own father not held you back from initiation because he fears you? Y ou are cleverer than he,
and see much he cannot or will not see”

Jan clenched histeeth. Lies, all of it.

“And does the prince' s mate not scheme againgt him by urging you to follow your own heart, not his
commands...?’

“Not s0!” cried Jan. “Hallawas a brave princess and atrue warrior who struck in her own defense
agang the king, who was mad with awyvern in hisear and fell dead when the thing had eaten out his
reason.” He drew breath, shaking with rage. “And asfor Ses, and Korr my father....”

“Ah.” Thewyvern smiled. Very white she looked suddenly, very cool and deadly. Her teeth snapped,
dill amiling. “So you are the prince’ s son.”

Jan choked to a hdlt, sartled, staring. The wyvern’ s gaze had grown keen now, her eyeslike polished
stone. The flanking heads growled, deep in their throats, but the main one snaked closer to him.

“Listen to me, Aljan son-of-Korr, did you think | would not know you? That | had drawn you down
into my den with aspell of fireto no purpose?’

Her whiskers bristled. The ruff of gillson her three heads spread. Jan felt astonishment flood him. She
knew his name, his own truename, and had known it al along. Fear sprang into hismind again, cold as
river ice. A wyvern magicker held himin her power.

“I am the mistress of mysteries,” shewhispered. “1 gazeinto fire and much | seethere. | know your
people dream of agreat hero, one who would make war on the wyverns and drive us from our dens....”

“The Firebringer,” breathed Jan.

“Y our namefor himisunimportant,” the wyvern sngpped. “1 care only that heisto be
color-of-night—a black warrior such asthis Korr who rules you now.”

“My father,” murmured Jan. Did she know, did she spesk the truth? Was Korr to be the Firebringer?

“Itishe; it must be” her third heed was muttering. “What other unicorn is color-of-night?”

“And yet, for along time, | was not sure.” The second head mused now, seemingly moreto itsalf than
to him. “Though | watched him—and lately | have been at great painsto thwart him—for the patternsin
the sky have told methis hero’ stimeis coming, very soon.”

The central head waslooking a him. “Yes, | can read the stars,” she said, “though their meaning is
often veiled. And there are other powers within my skill. When upon my firel lay certain herbs, | can
walk in others dreams.”

“Dreams,” murmured Jan, and just for an instant her voice became so familiar, eerily so, he could have
sworn he had heard it somewhere, somehow before. “1 dreamed once, in agryphon’seye....”

He remembered now, with perfect clarity, that dreamlike trance.

“Dreamed | saw afair serpent charming ahawk. Wasit you?’ He turned to the white wyrm again
suddenly. “Y ou who spoke in the gryphon’s dream?’

Thewyvern laughed. 1 have seen many things gazing into my fire. One of themishow closethe
Gryphon Mountainslieto your Vae. And the gryphons are jedlous. Shredl, the blue femae—I spokein
her dream of the glory to be had if she and her mate destroyed the black prince of the unicorns.”

Jan felt himsdlf shivering, with revulsion, not fear. “We defeated your wingcats,” hetold her. “Killed



them both.”

The wyvern shrugged.

“And the pans?’ Jan demanded suddenly, remembering now the sting of stones, the whistles of
warriors, branches whipping, and horns crying in pursuit.

“I told the goatlings when your pilgrimage would pass.” She smiled. “But my powerslienot only inthe
reading of starsand the directing of dreams. | can cal things and conjure things, given time: raiseswind
and bring wegather....” Her long, sinuous necks shifted, swaying. She hummed alittle, amost crooning.

“The Serpent-cloud,” cried Jan, softly. Hislimbs prickled, momentarily wesk. “Y ou called the storm
uponthePan.”

Thewyvern’s middle head chuckled. “ Clever. No. | did not make it—but | did coax one wheeling
funne of darknessto dance your way.”

“Weoutran it,” Jan answered, defiant. “It passed usby.”

“Well,” thewyvern said. “1 am dmost glad, for that has enabled you to cometo me.”

She shifted position, coiling herself moretightly about her deeping-stones.

“Smug unicorns,” her third head muttered, “thinking yourselves so secret and so safe. Did you think we
do not know what you unicorns do, that you come each year at borning spring into our hills?’

Our hills, our hills, she cdled them.

“Come for your rites by the poison pool,” the second head added. “We find your marks, your hoof
prints above the banks, traces of your passage a ong the paths.”

The main head rested now upon the stones, seemingly unconcerned, letting the otherstalk.

“We know about your Circle,” thelittle head murmured, the last word hissed. “How you, al of you,
pledge yoursalvesto it and serveit. And | know the reason you are with me now, young hothead, isthat
you are outcast.”

That last she spat, crackling with contempt. Jan felt his bravado vanish ingtantly. Shame scathed him
like ascourge. It was the truth. She spoke the truth. Her words needed no spell now to catch himin their
teeth. Thewyvern laughed.

“Yes, little mud-prince, no more your father’ s heir. That, too, has been my doing, in away. Y our hasty
temper hardly needs much prodding, but | have teased it when | willed.”

He dtared at her, and felt again dl at once that wild hotheadedness coiled insde him like asnake.

“Oh, yes, Aljan. | have been watching you for avery long time. Did you think | would not keep one
trick in the back of my teeth in case dl my others againgt your father failed?’

She had raised her centra head again, and turned it dightly, eyeing him. Benesth that maevolent gaze,
Jan fdt hisresstance vanishing. The two flanking heads chuttered and hissed.

“Do you not remember dl the dreamsthat | have sent you?’

And the memories came then, unclouded, unimpeded &t last, and terrifying: alongfish svimminginthe
water, awinged serpent that hatched out of the moon, salamandersthat burst bright into flame—and a
dozen others such as he had had before the coming of Jah-lila. But now the passage of time and the white
wyrm’'swords, her burning smoke and Jan’s own effortsto recall had &t last swept dl the wild mare's
protections away.

Thewyvern'seyes blazed into his.

“Dreams, Aljan, to wean you away from the unicorns and win you to my cause, though you did not
until thismoment know it. The length of your lifel have prepared for your coming. And now, at last, a
long last, my unicorn, you are here.”

Jan forced himself to speak, forced hislips and teeth and tongue to move, for he felt paralyzed, exactly
as he had in the gryphon’ s cave, as he had in the first moments of the pans’ attack. He knew even now
that he must fight, fight the urge to surrender to her spells. He could not take his eyes from the white
wyrm before him.

“What do you want of me?’ he managed.

“Ah,” thewyvern said, and her other heads echoed, “Ah.” She amiled. All three of her faces smiled. “I
know your heart, Aljan the dark moon. And in your heart you are atrickster. Not so?’



Hefound himsdlf nodding, just barely nodding before he was even aware, and he redlized, dimly, he
must dready have dipped alittle under her spell. She settled hersdlf.

“Well, soam | atrickster, aplotter....”

“A betrayer,” added Jan—magicker, liar, dreamstalker —forcing himsdlf desperately to spesk, act,
think of hisown voalition, not hers.

“Yes. | tried to reach your father once, before your birth, Aljan, when Korr was young and not yet
prince, and | had perceived only the vaguest of forebodings among the stars.”

Thewyvern' s gaze turned inward now, her necks, her tail knotting and unknotting.

“| tried to send him adream to ruin him, send him running wild Renegade acrossthe Plain, thet this
hero-to-be might never come and trouble my people with war; but | could not reach him. Hismind was
closed to me, safewithin your Ring of Law.”

Her eyes came back to Jan, ahunter’ s eyes.

“Y our father is no dreamer, Aljan. And so for years | wasfrustrated, uncertain whether this young
black prince was to be our starspoken enemy. And | was unable to strike a him, ether, even when his
yearly Pilgrimage brought him so close.”

Her eyesflashed and her three jaws snapped. Jan shivered.

“For the winters here have been freezing chill these last ten years, soring’swarmth not in till long after
equinox. And though each time he has come | have been awake, here below, | dared not leave my fire
untended, nor could | rouse my people from their winter deep.”

Again that flash of eyes, thet triple snap.

“But then....” Her tone was slken, and suddenly the scent of woodsmoke in the air seemed sharper,
the room closer, the light dimmer and the white wyrm herself even paler and more opalescent. “Then |
saw, not many seasons past, amare in labor under adark moon: the prince smate. And | knew this
prince would haveason....”

“ A dreamer born,” the third head hissed.

The second laughed. “ One whose mind was not closed to me.”

“One who would not keegp himsaf safewithin the Ring of Law.”

She dithered toward him suddenly, rearing up, her cut-jewel eyes measuring him and al her heads
weaving upon their dender staks. Jan sumbled back. Therays of the light well glided over him and
glanced in hiseyes.

“I want you to play another trick, Aljan. For me—alittletrick. Only that.”

Jan stared at her. Her shimmer dazzled him. “What manner...of trick?’ The words seemed to drag
from histeeth, so dowly. The effort of speech had become amost pain. Histhoughts had blurred, and
her voices seemed to wash over him in waves. He listened, only haf understanding what she said.

“Our king isold, Aljan, and has no heirs. No need, he says, for hewill live another hundred years at
least. But | am not content. Lynex lets our people languish. Too much deep has made them dothful. The
poison intheir tailsiswesker....”

“Some...” the second head broke in. The wyvern shifted on her spot. “ Some even hatch with no stings
onther tailsat dl—blunt tips, nothing!”

Her central head champed its teeth, the little one muttering. “ Such freaks would have been eaten at
birth when | was young. But the king grows lax. A weak people are easier for him to managein hisage.
Wdl.”

Once more she shifted.

“I would make my people great again. | would share fire among al the dens as when first we came
here. The wyverns must breed in winter as we once did, and the weak be eaten, if our lineisto regainits
vigor. Now only the piddling summer eggs hatch, and no fruit comes of an autumn tryst....”

“But only because of the cold,” the second head hissed. “With fire, | could....” She broke off. “Ah, but
the king will not ligento me.”

“I want you to return to your father, Aljan,” the white wyrm said suddenly. Her eyes had come back
from their distance now. The central head spoke. “ Explain your absence somehow. Tell them you have
seen amarvel, our dens deserted, or al thewyverns dead of plague. Tell them anything, but make them



follow.”

Jan watched her, helpless now to move or speak. He wanted to run, turn away, shake hishead in flat
refusdl, but his body would not obey. And he was outcast. Outcast. He could never go back. She
laughed softly.

“Itisour king's custom to befirst out of the densin spring, to go hunting and bring back the season’s
first catch: red meet for his people upon their awakening. But how if | were to seizethat right? The
people love me, support me. They would proclaim me his heir. Then he must ligen.”

Again her eyesfound him.

“Y ou must lead your people away from the poison pool, Aljan. My people still fear that
place—superstitiousfools! Lead your father and his band into the canyon below the dliff. It isadead
end, with sidestoo steep for your kind to scale.”

She preened herself amoment, fretfully.

“I, meanwhile, will rouse my people. They deep lightly thisyear, with the spring comein so early and
s0 mild.” Shelaughed, al three heads shaking, their diding notes hollow and strange. “To kill the black
prince of the unicorns and outstrip my own king in asingle stroke. Will that not be, little trickster after my
own heart, thefinest game of dl?’

Jan stared at her acrossthewdl of sunlight. Firelight played over the minute scales of her ddlicately
tinted skin. They flaked off aong her underside as she did dong thefloor. It must be these, he found
himsdlf thinking suddenly, irrdlevantly, packed down and hardened for centuries, that formed the
crysdline surface of the tunne floors.

His captor grew impatient for hisreply. She spat, “ Surely you can fed no loyaty to them, pompous
unicorns, the very onesthat cast you out?’

The truth in her words mocked a him. No, he was not like other unicorns, could not keep to the old
ways, to Hdla s Circle, though hisfather’ s pride and the love of Alma depended on it. The white wyrm
coiled about her bed of stones, looking at him, laughing at him with her three pairs of cut-jewd eyes.

Jan could not recall ever seeing a creature more beautiful, though there nagged somewhere at the back
of his mind the notion that she ought to have seemed hideous. Why? For she was pure, admirably pure,
without atwinge of conscience or shame.

“Serveme, Aljan,” her little head hissed. “Once we have destroyed the unicorns, | will let you go—off
acrossthe Plain to run wild Renegade if you will. Or even,” her voice grew dy, “back to your Vae. Who
would know, with al the others dead, that anything you choseto tell them was not the truth? You would
be prince, then, little darkling. You would rulethe unicorns....”

Something struck him then, dimly, through the fog. Why was she so importunate? And then thet, too,
cameto him—because time is slipping away. It must be noon by now, or past, and the unicorns
preparing to quit the pool. Because | am the last trick she has against my father. Without me she
will never get himinto that dead-end canyon. Her people are afraid to go near the poison pool.

And without me to lead the unicornsinto her trap, she will never have her bold stroke to
outshine the king, to seize his place in her peopl€’ s hearts and come to power. | am the spark to
all her kindling. Without me, her great scheme becomes only ashes and dust. | have only to refuse
her, and she shall be undone. | have only to refuse.

But he could not refuse. For she held his name, like amouse struggling in her teeth. Aljan,
Aljan—every time she said the word, hefelt himself snk deeper in her power. He was tangled, frozen; he
could not get free. Her spells had knotted round him like a snake. But she seemed oddly unaware how
nearly he was hers—and then he redlized he stood in shadow now. She could hardly see him.

“How may you deny me?’ her central head grated. Her tone had grown darker. She hissed with
frustration. “Look what | have offered you: power, freedom, the death of your enemies. Unicorng! |
know your kind to the marrow of the bone. When | was barely hatched, | fed upon the wit of one
mightier than you, fod princeling. Do not tell me | do not know the things that tempt aunicorn.”

Her words, like athunderclap, brought Jan sharp awake. The cold coilsthat had trammeled hismind
fell away. He stared. Thisone, this greeat three-headed thing, had been the little dip to gnaw away the



mind of Jared the king haf a hundred generations gone? She. She had done?

A blazing anger rosein Jan, and the last of the white wyrm’s spdll dissolved in its heet. Hisjaw
tightened; his body tensed. He tossed his head, his nogtrils flaring. He was Jan, the son of hispeople's
prince, and not some wyvern's gamepiece. Eyeing her ice-white, reptilian form, he fet himsalf growing
dangerous.

Fire

What will you giveme?’ said Jan suddenly. “What will you give mein exchange for the unicorns?’ He
picked up his hooves and set them down again, restlessly, for a sense of power had flowed into him. He
could not keep till. The wyvern cocked her heads, clearly surprised.

“What | have said...” she began.

“No,” Jan told her. “My freedom? The leadership of the unicorns? Those things | will have anyway, if |
do asyou say.” He sdled, dancing. *'Y ou must give me another thing—to make thisworth my game.
Another thing, mistress of myseries”

Thewhitewyrm lay slent, eyeing him suspicioudy. Jan knew it must be plain to her that he no longer
lay beneath her spell; but it did not matter. He had her. She needed him. She must agree.

Andif he could gtdl her, dicker with her long enough to let the unicorns depart the Hallow Hills, if he
could keep her from rousing her people for only so long—aweary sense of findity overcame him
now—then it did not matter what happened to him after she found out he had been gaming her.

The wyvern shrugged after amoment, her smallest head snapping itsteeth. “Oh, very well, little
unicorn,” she muttered. “What will you have? 1 will giveit to you if | must—only becauseit pleases me.”
Her centra head added sharply, “But be brief. Our timeisshort.”

Time, time, thought Jan, what thing might he ask her for that would take the most time? A mystery. One
of her mysteries—but which? How to read the stars? Only there were no stars, for it was still broad day.
How to raise wind and bring weather? But here below, out of sight of the sky ...

His gaze strayed to the firebowl, burning red flagsin agolden shell. The air rippled and distorted above
it, threads of black smoke rising and twining, then thinning out into agray haze near the chamber’ s celling.
Thewet pillar of stone gleamed behind the heat shimmer. Jan returned his gaze to the wyvern.

“Tdl meof fire”

“Ah.” Thewyvern forced aamile. “ Y ou are ambitious, little darkling, and far more clever than |
thought. Knowledgeisagrester tool than mereglory. Very well. | will begin to show you. Then you will
run my errand for me. But we can sart the lesson now.”

Her flanking heads hissed, asif to make some protest, but the great head warned them both to silence
with aglare. Sheleft her bed of deeping-stones and dithered past Jan to the dab of rock where the
firebowl rested. Jan redlized with agtart that his path to the doorway now lay clear. The wyvern’s back
wasturned to him.

But he dared not fleg, for even if he were able to outrun her, much lessfind hisway to the surface
again, her clamor would doubtless rouse her people, and that he could not afford. The wyverns must
continue to deep until the unicornswere clear of the hills.

He heard asound in the passageway suddenly, just asmall, soft sound: a scrape, a scuff, far down the
corridor outside. Hefroze, listening, his skin gone cold, but no further noise cameto hisears. The chill
faded. It must have been nothing, abit of earth shifting. He turned back toward the white wyrm and her
fire

But then, just as he was turning, another thing caught his attention. His gaze fdl on thewyvern's
deeping ground, and for thefirst time he redlized what it was. Not stones, not great round stones, but
eggs, adouble-dozen of them, meon-szed. They shone with the same milky tranducence asthe wyvern
hersdlf, as the chamber’ sfloors, as the passageways. Each globe was mottled like amoon, and within
each Jan saw atiny wyrmlet coiled.

The wyvern had haf turned to look at him. Thistime her smilewasred. “Yes, eggs.” She crooned
now, al three heads at once. “Winter eggs—the first such our warren has seen in amost four hundred



years. And ready to hatch now, soon. Soon. Theking'sand mine.”

Her smiles deegpened. Her teeth glistened.

“I am theking' s concubine—though adways he has visited me only in autumn, thinking to avoid heirs
that way.” Her whiskerstwitched. “But | am the mistress of the wyverns fire, and | have not been cold
thiswinter. Now my people will see for themsalves how our breed may be improved.”

She chuckled, hissed; but her smile spoiled after amoment, her tone growing impatient. Jan tore his
gaze away from the tranducent eggsto look at her.

“But come now. Enough. | will show you thefire.”

Jan turned and went to join the white wyrm at the bowl.

“This, then, isflame,” shetold him, tossng adry branch onto the twigs. They no longer burned now,
only glowed. Jan drew up beside her, watching close. The new wood smoked, then white flames licked
at it, the branch curling and blackening as the fire caught. “Y ou must feed it wood,” the wyvern said.
“Dry wood isbest.”

Jan nodded. He had seen fire in the Pan Woods. He dready knew it ate wood, and dry grass as well.
The sorceress shifted impatiently. Her words were quick, half whispered. He watched the twigs she
scattered crackle and burn.

“It must betended,” shetold him, “like ahatchling, or it dies”

Hatchlings, thought Jan, and stole another glance back over one shoulder &t the eggs. Another dight
sound from the hdl again—very faint, just on the edge of hishearing. Earth, earth shifting, and no
more, hetold himself. He knew in hisbonesit could not be wyverns. The wyverns dept. He turned back
to thewyrm.

She arranged the dry, burning twigs over the coals with amoldery wet one; he noticed that it did not
catch, only smoked alittle, thickly. Jan stood fascinated. Her third head took a sprig of leaves and
brushed the scattered ash back into the heart of the flame.

“A thick bed of ash will keep fire hot,” she continued. “ Sweep ash over the coals to keep them warm
overnight —but not too much, too long, or you will smother them. Fire must have air. It breathes. Itis
dive”

Alive? thought Jan. And alittle thought sorang into hismind, bright, burning like theflame. If fireis
alive, then it can be killed. He glanced sdelong at the white wyrm, but she was sudying thefire, its
dancing flickers and rising tendrils of smoke.

“What elsekillsit?" he asked, keeping hisvoice low and steady.

Thewyvern shrugged. “ Earth killsit. A sudden gust of wind can snuff it. Or rain.” Yes. Rain. He
remembered the rain in the Lay of the Unicorns. She glanced at him. “We keep it below, protected from
windandrain.”

Jan glanced at the crescent cistern above the bowl. “But near water.”

Thewyvern laughed. “Ah, clever, Aljan. And how if aspark overlegpt the bowl? The crystd floor of
our densisflammable, the oil of our skinsvolatile. Flame would run aong our caverns faster than we
could dither to escape.” A low laugh. “It happened once.”

Shegmiled dyly.

“In the beginning, when first we lived here, the king shared fireamong us dl. Every chamber had its
hearth. Eggs hatched in dl seasons, and no one dept. But dl the while, the trailswere building up—within
afew yearsall our passages were crystal-coated.

“Then one day atorch fell—some servant in the king’ s room—no one knows. That whole quarter of
the warren went up. The king escaped, but many did not. We tore down the ceilings of connecting
passagewaysto sed thewing. It smoldered for days.

“Afterward, Lynex ordered dl fire either killed or confiscated, and put it into my keeping as asacred
charge....”

Jan stared unseeing into the dancing flames, and it seemed he could dmost see what the wyvern
described to him, behold it happening that moment, vivid as a dream.

“But what isfire?” hefound himsalf demanding, interrupting the white wyrm. “Where does it come



from?’

The migtress of mysteries bent her head to hisear.

“Sunguff,” shewhispered. “ The uff of lightning flash in storms. Starstuff—our god. It cankill or
quicken eggsto life: aweapon or afriend. It isMagic. It is Power, the source of al our sorcery. We
worshipiit.”

Shewaslooking at him from the corners of her eyes.

“One can even seevisonsin thefire, if oneisadreamer or asorcerer. Look, look into thefire, little
unicorn. Look closer. Closer.”

Her voice had grown gy, but Jan hardly noticed. He leaned forward. The heat shimmer abovethe
flameswas like water rippling, like the stirring beneath the surface of the Mirror of the Moon. The
wyvern’smocking laughter haunted softly through the room. She lifted aclump of herbsfrom besidethe
firebowl. They were smdl, withered pods with wispy spires on the underside.

“What arethose?’ he asked.

“Rosehips,” thewyvern said, “the fruit of the milkwood tree. We gather them in autumn.” She tossed
them onto the fire. “They give asweet smoke to bring one dreams.”

Jan watched the round seed cases fall among the burning twigs. Soon they began to smolder, to send
up thick, twining tendrils of smoke, pearly white mixed with bluish gray. The pale smoke had the heavier,
milder fragrance, smooth and soothing; the darker, thinner threads had the keener scent. It stung his eyes.

Jan redlized he had leaned far forward over the rosehips even as the wyvern had moved back out of
their vapor. Hisface, histhroat and nogtrilstingled. A trembling began in the center of hislimbs, made
him fedl at once weak and utterly unbendable, rooted to the stone. The sensation spread to his chest and
ribs.

His senses were growing very acute suddenly. Before, he had not noticed the sound of fire. Now it
fascinated him—athick hissing, dmost athrum, like sea surf, adow, arresting roar. He began to
digtinguish licks of color in the flames, greens and reds, pae violets. They flickered and danced.

Behind him he heard the three heads of the wyverns arguing.

“Why have you told him our secrets, of fire?” That was the second head, impatient but controlled.

“No matter.” The centrd head, softly. “He s no more than a prit, achild. And he' [l have no timeto
make use of what we ve given him, even if he understood....”

“And why therosehips?’ thelittle head cut in. “Ther influenceis dways uncertain. They may put himin
such astupor he'll beno useto usat al.”

“What choice had we?’ the great head snapped. “We are out of time. And how was | to know he
would be strong enough to throw off awordspell? Only the fire seemsto have any power over him.”

“| say pounce on him now and be done,” the third head muttered.

“Patience. We ve other plansfor him.”

Jan did not mind their words. He knew he ought to, somehow, but he could not manage it. The
wyvern' svoices remained afantly distracting background noise.

“Higt, be dtill.” That was the second head again. “He s not quite under yet.”

Under what? Jan wondered briefly, and could not care. He had the fedling that he must watch, watch
very carefully now, asif thiswere the most important lesson of hislife and he must memorizeit dl thefirst
time, for it would not come again.

Y et a the same time he was vaguedly aware that presently he must act. Watching the fire wasimportant,
surpassingly important, but it would end soon. He mulled over what he might be expected to do then, and
had not aclue. No matter. A plan would cometo him, or not, just asit chose. Things were moving so
dowly now. There wastime enough.

“I say day him,” the third head hissed. Thethin, sharp sound of itsvoice fizzed on the air. “ Our eggs
are but aday or two from hatching; perhaps only hours. Red meat to nourish our little prits—and mesat
improveswith age.”

Jan admired the glow of the charring rosehips. They did not seem to burn. Winter eggs, he thought.
Little poison-prits. Heirsto the king that would have no heirs. What had Lynex done, dl these hundreds
of years? Pashed all the eggs of his mates to bits before their hatching.



“Fah.” Thewyvern's second head scoffed at the third. “If we killed this unicorn now, | can well guess
wherethe greater part of the flesh would go—down your greedy gullet.”

“Only alittle,” thelittle head sniffed. “What could be spared. The winter has been long. I’ m ravenous.”

The second head did not reply. Jan listened without interest. The fire was absorbing his whole attention.
But he had begun to fed that time was starting to dip away. He sought to rouse himself from the torpor
now cregping over hislimbs, tried to lift his head away from the heet, but the vapors were making him
dow. Hislimbs refused to move. He made to spesk—how dowly the words formed in his mind.

“Isthis....” He had to pause, draw abresth heavy with smoke. Histhroat burned. “Isthisthe only fire
the wyverns have?’ He could not seem to turn his head. The words did nothing to lift the spell.

“Yes” thewyvern's centra head replied, raising its voice, “save for theking's. He kegps hisown small
torch with him. The king, you see, must never degp.” Shelaughed, mocking. “And he thinksto keep
himsdlf safe from my magic that way. But his puny brand does not make hdf the flame my firebowl
does”

Jan felt himsdlf faling back into thefire, felt it consuming histhoughts. He had scarcely been ableto
drag hismind away to listen to the white wyrm’ sreply. Behind him, the heads were arguing, hissing and
sapping.

“Fool, would you undo all that we have worked for? Once we have taken the prince of the unicorns
and his band, there will be plenty of red meat—for our hatchlings and your greedy mouth aswell.” A
amper, asmile. “1 shdl seethat the king gives usthis one, though, thislittle dark one specificdly. Only the
best mesat for my prits.”

He knew then that histime truly was out. But his muscles were melting, his head drooping, chin bowed
to hischest. The heat grew fierce. Hisbody prickled with sweat. An updraft from the codslifted his
forelock, flinging it back gently from hisbrow. He closed hiseyes.

Even with hiseyes closed, it seemed he could still see the flames—see into them asin adream; looking
deeper and deeper, merging more and more into their changing dance. Searching for something.
Searching as others had been searching—for him.

He came aware then, in atwinge that was not sufficient to wake him, that others had been searching for
him, many others of hisband. But that was hours ago. Now there were only two. Two searching above
ground, below ground. It was dl the same.

“Jugt afew momentsmore,” the great head was murmuring, “and the rosehipswill make him adaveto
our command.”

Jan’ s nose was now well back from the lip of the bowl, below therising smoke. The air he breathed
felt cooler, more clean. His senses seemed to be clearing. The heat upon the rest of hisface intensified.
Helad hisearsback adong his skull.

Histhoughts had grown dim. Hefelt his horn’ stip touch the far rim of the bowl, and redlized distantly
that bright flame must belicking itslong, spird shaft. Hefdt no pain, only hest like the Sun. The white
wyrm' striple laugh echoed, sounding oddly faint and farther than it should have. Jan’ s consciousnesswas
ebbing, hisearsmuffled in wooal, hislimbs dipping awvay.

“Not long now,” the wyvern was murmuring. “ See how hefaints over the flame.”

Jan cameto himsalf suddenly at asoft, crackling hiss. The scent of singed hair filled his nogtrils. He felt
asharp pain across his brow and redlized as he started up that his forehead had touched the curved lip of
the bowl, his heated swest turning to sleam. The pain made him suddenly aware of himsdlf again, gave
him the use of hislimbs. He heard the wyvern diding toward him across the crystd floor.

It cameto him then, dl in abreath, what must happen now. The wet, stained wall above the firebowl
gleamed, the pearly, tranducent pocket in its stone catching thefirdight like agryphon’seye. It seemed
to glow. Beneeth the wyvern’ s subtle, pervasive sweetness, beneath the pungency of rosehips and flame,
the scent of water had grown suddenly strong.

Without another moment’ s thought, he sprang forward, rearing, bracing hisforehooveson thedtar’s
edge. The branchesin the bowl of fire had died again to coals, the blackened rosehips crumbled to ash.
Jan champed histeeth, clenching shut his eyes against the updrafts of heat, and brought hishorn downin



ahard blow againgt thewall abovethefire.

“Hold!” cried one of the wyvern’s heads. Another cried, “What does he do?’

Thethin stone shattered like an old seashell. Chipsof crysta flew. Jan felt bits striking againgt his
forehead, his closed eydids. The point of hishorn struck the hard stone at the back of the crescent poal.
“Stop!” the wyvern shouted. “ Are you mad?’ He heard the soft scratch of her belly scales upon the

floor.

Jan opened his eyes and shied to one side as water rushed from the breached cistern. The hot coals
below sizzled, overwhelmed. White licks of fire legpt roofward, vanishing, as bits of twig and dead
embers rode the surge, washing over the rim of the firedish and spilling to the floor. Therest swirled
duggishly about the bowl.

The chamber stood dl at oncein smoky dimness. The white wyrm gave atriple shriek. Jan turned his
head. She sat transfixed, her pale form indistinct in the sudden gloom. Her voices rang out again,
drangled.

“What have you done?’ cried the central head; and the second, “He haskilled the god! All our magic,
all our power—gone.” The third head shouted, “Murderer!”

Thewyvern lunged. Jan sprang away, hislimbs gtill giddy from therosehips' bregth. The wyvern
missed him by two paces—then heredized it was not he she had sprung at. She darted to the altar,
searching frantically among the sodden twigs. But the fire was dead past saving. Her three heads turned
on him like goshawks. He made out the glinting of her cut-jewel eyes.

Too late he redlized he had missed his chance—he should have fled while she had been distracted. Jan
found himsdlf in acorner, onewall crowding againgt hisflank. The white wyrm reared before him, her
whiskersbristled, her gill ruffs spread. Her necks stretched wide; her pale jaws gaped. Her teeth like
broken birds' bones gleamed. Jan squared himself to fight.

Poison

Jan faced the wyvern across the narrow space, her body poised, her eyes colorlessin the hazy
dimness. Hisblood felt dow and heavy from the rosehips’ breath. She snapped at him. He dodged, the
wall crowding hisflank. Thewyvern smiled, her rosy, double tongues darting among her needle teeth.
Thefingers of her foreclaws twitched.

“Oh, did you think to thwart me, Aljan?’ she whispered. The chamber echoed in the dark. “Then you
migudged. So my fireisgone, and my magic, too. But | am angry now, Aljan.” Her heads hissed,
szzling.” And there was dways more to me than magic.”

Hewaslost. He knew it. He had neither the size nor the strength to defeat her, and she had him
cornered. But he would fight. He was awarrior, the prince-son of the unicorns, and he meant to go down
fighting. There would be no songsto mark his death; and none of his people would even know. But he
had saved Korr and the others of the band. It was noon—they were safe out of the hills by now, and
none of the rest of it mattered.

Above him the wyvern loomed. She came toward him dowly. Then suddenly behind her, beyond the
entry to the chamber, Jan heard a scrabbling of earth and awild, high shrill. The note was echoed by
another—the battle whistle of awarrior. The white wyrm started, snapping around. Jan heard aclatter of
hooves on the crystd floor. The wyvern reared, recoiling, as aform—two forms—glanced through the
wdl of light.

He caught glimpses then of rose and black, of dusty yellow shading into gray. He heard the snort of
bresth and the sound of struggle. The mist of rosehipsrosein hismind, and hewasalong time
recognizing Tek and Dagg.

They werefighting in and out of the suncurtain now. He saw his shoulder-friend lunge, miss, and lunge
again. Thewyvern’slong, snewy necks darted, teasing them. Her jewel eyesglinted. Tek reared,
panting, but could not seem to land a blow. The wyvern dodged, her hide throwing off brilliant flashesin
the sunlight: blue-green, amber, ydlow, mauve.

“Thelight,” Jan heard himsdf crying, and hisvoice sounded different—deeper?—or asif therewere



another voicein it besdeshisown. “Drive her into the shade,” he cried. “ These wyverns have no eyesto
piercethe dark.”

One of thewyvern’ s heads turned, her whiskers bristling, her nogtrilsflared, and struck at him. Jan
shied, circling the shaft of light. He came around and faced the wyrm. Tek and Dagg had forced her out
of the sunlight. Her back now pressed thewall.

Dagg ssumbled. Jan saw him lose hisfooting on the crystd floor. The wyvern lunged, snarling, and
struck him aglancing blow with one badgerlike forepaw. Dagg rolled, scrambling to hisfeet, then
suddenly lunged and caught the wyrm' s smallest head by the throat. The wyvern shrieked. On the other
sde, Jan glimpsed Tek fastening into the second head’ sruff. The centra face rose over Jan.

“Well, little darkling.” She was hard-pressed, but she mocked him till. Her clawstook powerful
sweegpsat Tek and Dagg. “So itisonly you and | now, again.”

Her breath came short, though her eyes were jeering. The smalest head continued to shriek.

“Y our friendsfight well—but even if they kill both my little heads, you will till have me to ded with.”

Fromthetall of her eye, Jan glimpsed the whipping and coiling of the wyvern’s necks. Tek and Dagg
were being shaken, their forehooves lifted from the ground.

“Yield tome. You cannot win.” Thewyvern held her main head high, just out of reach. She laughed.
“Betray your friends—now, Aljan, before | shake them off.”

The smoke of rosehips till mingled in hisblood. Despite himsdlf, Jan felt her wordspell taking hold
again. Her cut-jewe eyeshad fixed on him. Pae, with an inner fire they shone, marveloudy, malevolently
inviting. And he knew that she waslying; yet it didn’t seem to matter. Jan felt himself growing lost.

“Yidd, little princding. Yidld,” she whispered, moving toward him. “Help meto day your friends. Even
these two will be of useto me against my king. And if the prince of the unicornsislost to methis
year—well, perhaps you will stay with me, and we will try another spring.”

Her hollow voice was sweet, soothing. Jan stumbled away from her, and she shook her heed.

“Do you think to fly?” She laughed. “Y ou cannot escape. Theworld sa Circle, Aljan. Y ou will dways
come back to mein the end. Come. Y ou know that in amoment you will come....”

Then something dipped undernesth Jan' shed. Hefdt it givelike rotten fruit. A sweet stench filled his
nose, and his hed felt suddenly wet and warm. Helogt hisfooting on the dickness, faling. More shdlls
gave under him, cutting hisflank. He had ssumbled amid the bed of eggs. The redlization cameto him as
he struggled up. Gray globes crowded about hislegs.

“My eggs!” thewyvern shrieked. “ Y ou fool. Come away. Y ou will breach them!”

She writhed then, fighting toward him. Tek and Dagg held on, bracing to hold her back. Jan kicked at
the eggs encircling him, tripping hislimbs—he could get no footing. He plunged, trampling, but could not
get free. The ground here was a shdlow dish, and new eggsrolled constantly about him.

“Stop!” cried thewyrm. *Y ou havekilled my fire. Leave memy eggs”

She shook hersdlf, furioudy. Tek lost her grip and was thrown. The white wyrm staggered Dagg with a
blow. He dropped her head; hislegsfolded. Jan hardly marked it. He stood astonished, the sick-sweet
savor choking him. All about him lay fragments of egg. Broken shdll ground underneath his hedls. Hislegs
were wet to hock and knee. Only one egg remained unbreached. The wyvern lunged for it. Jan sprang
between her and the egg.

“Let mehaveit,” screamed the wyrm. “What good isit to you?’

“Wyverng!” Jan thundered back at her, and it was his new voice again, resonant and strong. “1 know
your kind to the marrow of the bone—for you have been in my head for along time now, uninvited guest.
Did you think I would not know the things that tempt awyvern?’

Hefdt the egg againgt hisfetlock and kicked it very gently—not enough to breach it, only enough to
makeit roll. Hekicked it again, carefully, backing toward the near wall and keeping his eye on the white
wyrm the wholetime; for astratagem had cometo him.

Thewyvern dithered after him. Beyond her in the dimness he saw Tek getting unsteadily to her fest,
Dagg shaking his head as though stunned. Jan came up againgt the wall behind the wyvern’snest, and
held the egg between his hind hedl and the stone.

“Giveittome” thewyvern sad.



“What will it buy meif | do?’ Jan asked her, quietly. Hislimbs trembled and he was breathing hard; but
despiteit dl, hefdt strangdy lightheaded—for he had her, had her in histeeth now like a pard, and that
sure sense of his power made him flush. He met thewyvern'seye. “What will your last egg buy?’

The wyvern watched him, shifting uneasily. Her third head flopped weakly, whimpering. Her second
head gasped, bleeding from the gills.

“Name what you would have,” the wyrm queen spat. “ Y our freedom. Y our companions' lives—your
father’ slife. Give methe egg, and | will say nothing, will not raise the darm till you are clear of these
dens”

“I did not come here of my ownwill,” murmured Jan. A quiet rage wasfilling him. The egg fet smooth
and fragile beneath hished. “Y ou brought me here with aspdl|l of fire. All my life you have troubled me,
till thewild mare had to sng away my dreams, the good oneswith the bad....”

Thewyvern gtrained, writhing. Her fingers clawed her belly scales. *Y ou have had your vengeance, and
more,” shecried. “My fire, my golden god isgone. All my little prits but one. Leave methat. Only that.
Andgo.”

Jan shook hishead. He could not trust her. He felt the dight give of the shell beneath his hoof. The
wyvern's breath hissed, trembling. The prince’ s son snorted. “Theword of awyvernisasgood asalie”

“How might | pursue you or givetheadarm?’ the wyvern demanded. “1 must hide the egg before it
hatches. With only oneleft, | dare not risk discovery. The king must never....” She broke off angrily.
“Giveittome. You mud. Giveit to me now.”

Jan stood three-legged, eyeing her. Behind her, Dagg had gotten to hisfeet. Head up, Tek glanced at
him, at Jan, at the wyrm. Her hoof dug a shalow scratch on the crystaline floor. Jan motioned her back
from the wyvern queen.

“Y ou might have spared yoursdlf,” he said, “if only you had let me be. Y our eggs, your firewould il
beyours. | did not ask to come here.”

Thewyvern hissed. Behind, Tek was moving too dowly.

“Tek, Dagg, get to the entryway.”

Theyoung warrior glanced a Dagg. Still he stood, shaking his head.

“Now,” barked Jan.

Tek turned to Dagg and shouldered him. They circled toward the entry. The wyrm'’ s heads turned,
watching them, her eyes blazing. Jan took his hedl from the egg and moved aside. Tek and Dagg were at
the door.

“Theeggisyours” Jantold her, hdfway to the entry now himsdf. “ Takeit and useit asyou will against
your king. | am aunicorn. The games of wyrms are nothing to me.”

Thewyvern's heads snapped back around. Her main head’ s eyes bored into his. Those of her second
fixed on the egg. She drew bresth fiercely.

“Godkiller,” she muttered at him. “Hoofed monster. Murderer.”

He saw her body begin to shift, the hindgquarters bunching, and cavaed, nervoudy, aware that she was
planning something but not quite sure what. Though the wall till crowded him, he was out of reach of her
teeth now, even if shelunged. But he dared not take his eyes from hers. Her wounded head wailed
dhrilly. The othershissed and gargled.

“Thegtings,” he heard Tek cry out suddenly. “ Jan, the stings!”

Thewyvern twisted her lower half. He heard the sweep of scaes across the floor, glimpsed thelong tal
lashing. There was no retreat, no room to run—the wall was at his back. He sprang hard forward, the
only way she had left to him—and the sting-barbs whipped beneath his hooves.

He closed his eyes, ducking his head. His knees and forehead collided with the wyrm. She shrieked.
Hisbrow burned in athin arc of soreness where the firebowl had touched it. He did not redlize at first
that hisfire-tempered horn had pierced the bone of the wyvern’s breast.

The claws of the wyrm'’ sfingersraked his cheek. Jan struggled free; he ssumbled back. The white
wyrm reared up, up, looming above them dl like amassive white tree—and then she toppled, pitching
forward. The three of them shied and scattered. And as the dead wyvern came to earth, her third head
struck thelast egg, pashing it.



Jan found himself slanding panting by Dagg. The two of them Stared at the fallen wyrm. It lay quivering,
the neckstwigting and twining till while the tail thrashed madly, like amurdered snake. Jan turned away.
He shuddered. He felt battered, bruised to the bone. Beside him he saw Dagg champing histeeth as
though they ached.

“Areyou hae?’ he heard Tek asking them. Her voice waslow. The chamber was very till, save for
the dither of thewyrm.

“Hale enough,” Jan murmured. The sweet flush of power had faded from him.

Tek snorted. There was blood on her neck and shoulders where the wyvern had cuffed her. “We
heard your voice coming up from the ground, and the white wyrm baiting you,” she said. “Wefollowed it
down.”

“Aye” said Jan, “1 know it,” for he did know. He had seen it in thefire: companions searching for him,
aboveground, below. Tek glanced at him keenly, surprised. He turned to Dagg then, asheredlized his
friend had been eyeing him aswell.

“Why did you dip away?’ Dagg asked. “Wasit aspell she put on you?’

“Yes—no,” said Jan. How to explain it? He himsdlf scarcely understood. It had been half her spell, and
haf something within himself.

Dagg’ seyes had grown more puzzled ill. “If it wasn't,” hewhispered, “if it wasn't that....” He
glanced at Tek uncertainly, then back to Jan. “You'd only to ask me, and I’ d have gone, too.”

Jan felt histhroat tighten suddenly. He drew breath to speak, but Tek cut him off.

“Higt, come,” shesad. “ Another time. Let’s be gone from here. The others must be halfway out of the
hills by now, and who knows whether our noise may have wakened the wyrms?’

Jan felt his blood quicken then. She had given Dagg' s shoulder anip to turn him, and then sprung after
him hersdf. Jan followed. Beside the wall the dead wyrm lay twitching, itslong necks and tail knotting
and unknotting.

“Mind the sings,” he heard Tek murmur. “They’ re poison till.”

Dagg gained the hall, disappearing through the natural doorway, then Tek. But just as Jan reached the
threshold, he glanced back into the darkened chamber, at the white sunray and the trampled eggs, at the
drowned atar and the writhing wyrm.

And hefelt aprick in hisleft hind hee—anettle sting, no more. And looking down, he saw the longest,
middle point of thewyvern'stail just grazing hisfetlock. He stared at it, uncomprehending. Thewhite
wyrm shuddered and at last was till.

Jan’ slegs had carried him through the doorway’ s arch and out into the hall before he was aware—not
ahdf pace behind the others. He could hear them just ahead, but his gaze was fixed over one shoulder at
the chamber, ahollow of darkness behind.

Thedtinging in hisfetlock had begun to burn. Then panic surged in him, and disbelief. The wyrm was
dead—how could she strike? How could a dead wrym’ s sting be poison still? Perhaps—perhaps Tek
had been mistaken, and there was nothing to fear. But it was useless, trying to game himsdlf. For he had
begun to fed, unmistakably, the warmth of poison spreading upward from the wound.

They galloped up the curving corridor. Light wells cast wan illuminationsin the gloom. The crystd resin
underfoot muffled the clatter of their hooves. Jan's hed felt hot and weak, the smoke of rosehipsin his
blood bamy and cool. The corridor stretched on before him, and he redlized they had already passed the
doping side aley down which he had come. Tek and Dagg must have found their way in by another path.

Jan found himself hard-pressed to keep abreast of Tek. Their pace made it impossiblefor himto limp.
Hot pain crept upward into histhigh muscle. The cooling smoke in his blood seemed to mingle with the
venom, easing it alittle. Jan shook his head and tried desperately not to think of it. There was nothing to
be donefor it now.

The pathway over which they ran had leveled some. Fewer light wellsillumined the gloom. Dagg' sform
was a paenessin the dimness ahead. Thefire had reached Jan’ s hip joint now. Each stride was agony.
All around them was stillness and the dark. The harshness of their breeth, the muffled tatting of their
hooves only deepened the quiet.



Jan champed histeeth, too weak now to keep up with Tek. Hefdl back, his nogtrils straining. His
breath was coming very short. The venom burned dowly adong his back toward the shoulder blades. His
back legs were sstumbling. Up ahead, Dagg came abruptly to ahalt. Tek did the same. They moved
forward cautioudy then, heads lifted, nostrilswide. Jan sumbled after them.

They entered agreat hdl, with archways to many side chambers opening dong the far walsto left and
right, but few light wells pierced the high, dim celling. Their footfalls echoed in the vast, deserted dark.
Jan felt theimmense weight of earth pressing down from above, and his skin tremored and twitched.
After amoment, he redlized the subtle smdll of rotting flowers had grown much stronger here. Hiseyes
grew more accustomed to the gloom.

And he saw the wyverns then, vague glimpses through the dark doorways opening into the hal. They
lay in heaps, dozing, sharing their warmth. Coiled into weird shapes, pale pearl in color, they barely
seemed to breathe. The hall rustled with their soft sghing. Jan felt the poison in his breast dripping against
his heart, working down hisfordimbs, inching up his neck.

He stumbled into Tek and gasped in surprise. She shushed him. They had entered a narrow exit tunnel.
The floor here rose, veering, the dope growing steep. Jan stumbled again, the sound of it loud in hisown
ears. Leaning againgt Tek, he staggered upward along the rising tunndl.

“What isit? What' swrong?’

Jan heaved himsdf over another shalow ripplein the floor and struggled on. He saw Dagg glancing
back.

“I’ve been stung,” Jan panted, looking at neither of them. The panic had left him, and the disbelief. He
fet only despair. “ Thewyvern sung meonthe hed.”

He heard Dagg' s quick drawn breath, felt Tek’ steeth closing over the nape of his neck. His knees
were giving way.

“Dagg, help me” he heard Tek hissing through amouthful of hismane.

The two of them supported him between their shoulders, kept him from leaning, sinking. Jan sagged,
but still he fought to gather hislegs and make them obey. The poison had reached his head. His thoughts
were made of water now, shifting and spangling. He could not keep his head up, gazed dully &t the
ground. Hiseyesfdt glazed.

The tunnd canted upward, up, tipping crazily. More and more light poured into the passage. It hurt his
eyes, he had to squint. He heard Tek and Dagg laboring to bresthe, felt their sides pressing againgt his
own. Thetunnel’ s entrance passed overhead. He felt a sudden rush of light and air—it seemed to beat
about him likewings. They were outsde, and the daylight was blinding.

Hefdt Tek beside him shying suddenly, and felt her sharp hiss of surprise. Dagg sidled, whickering. Jan
dragged his head up and peered through the blaze before him. The sky was avault of blue flamedl
around. The edge of the milkwood grove twenty paces distant looked smoky and cool.

A figure stood before them at the wood' s edge, 1ooking shadow-colored against the bright glare of the
sky. Very graceful and long of limb—Jan knew thisunicorn. It was...it was. ..the poison eating up his
mind had burned the name away.

The figure was coming toward him now. He wanted to go to it, but hislimbs were made of shifting
earth, of wind, and refused to bear hisweight. He realized he wasfdling, dowly, and could not fed the
ground benegth him, so that even as he cameto rest upon hisside, it felt as though he werefdling till.
Theblood in hisbody danced with heeat, and he gazed with one eye at the fire-white sun, floating above
him on abluelake of sky.

Dreams

The grassy ground where he had fallen felt hard and somehow distant. Jan closed hiseyeto the
brightness of the sun and the shadows of unicorns standing above him. Darkness and fire, then, and for a
while he knew nothing but that his blood was burning and he was growing wesker, very wesk, likea
newborn fodl.

At last he began to see again, as through a haze, and hear muffled sounds; but till, therewas a



distance. A red mare—Jan recognized her somehow, but could not say from where. It was she, he
realized, who had stood at the wood' s edge. Her coat was deep rose, the color of milkwood flowers.
Her eyes, like Tek’s, were green.

Jan sensed the fear and tension in her. Her shoulder blades were tight with it, her mouth gone dry. He
had entered into her somehow, asin adream, and could fed her every sensation asif it were hisown.
She had | eft the others now and was descending into the wyverns' dens, through the hall of deepers,
through the tunndls and turns. She moved ddliberately, asif she knew the way.

Jan felt himsdlf returning to his companions then. Tek was standing over something that lay near the
cave' sentrance, shadowing it from the sun. She was trembling—strange, for the day was warm—and
her teeth were clenched. Dagg returned to her with abranch of rosebuds from the grove. He and she
chewed them urgently and crushed them benegth their heels. The taste upon their tongues was pungent
Sweet.

The red mare rgjoined them. Something huge and loose and pae shimmered asit trailed on the ground
behind her. She held afold of it in her teeth: the skin of the three-headed wyvern. Uponit lay agolden
bowl. Jan felt the wyrm’ s blood sting the red mare’ s skin, her own sweat smarting in her eyes. They were
dragging the skin behind them now, al three of them. It had become very heavy for some reason. They
swesated and struggled. Wyrm’ s blood tasted bitter in their mouths.

Then he glimpsed himsdf upon the wyrmskin, lying beside the golden bowl, and redized it was he they
bore through the milkwood grove. Even asthey worked, he was aware of animage of himsdlf in their
minds, dying. That puzzled him. He had forgotten al about the wyvern'ssting.

The hesat of hisblood rose, and he wished he could be cool again. His mind seemed to be floating still,
afew paces above his own body. The eyes of the dark colt below him rolled and fluttered benesth their
lids. His breath came short. His limbs twitched now and again as though he dreamed.

Jan felt his awareness lifted away then, from his body, from the milkwood grove. He glimpsed the rest
of the pilgrim band at the edge of the Hallow Hills, Korr arguing once more with Teki, then with others.
He watched the prince turn back toward the hills, the others going on reluctantly, to wait alittle distance
out on the Plain.

The grasdands fanned out before him in their vastness, and Jan felt himsalf skimming, asfrom agreat
height, like abird, southward toward the Summer Sea. The unicorn valley loomed suddenly before him,
and he saw hismother, heavy infod, trotting restlesdy about the verges of the birthing grove. Later, he
saw the unicornsin agreet Circle, wailing, “Heisdead, heisdead!” and dancing the funeral dance used
only for those of the prince’sline,

His thoughts shifted then, dtering entirely. For amoment, he became a gryphon, two gryphons, dipping
into the Pan Woods under cover of cloud. Then a pan crouched two-footed among the shadows, with
othersof hiskind. A band of ufputlak, four-foots, wasfiling by—unicorns, by the scent of them. The
pan fingered his fire-hardened stake. Trespassers. Then abanded pard sprang from the grass upon the
Plain. A blue mare shied and kicked her in the ribs. Jan watched, merging into them, sometimesthe mare
and sometimes the pard.

Jan’ sblood grew hotter then, writhing hot, and he felt his distant body twitch and moan. Thirst burned
inhim. He saw aswirl of many beasts, dust-blue herons enacting their courting rites beside the Summer
Sea. He saw creatures with stiff paddies for limbs and broad, flat tails, blow-holes on their brows, and
unicorns horns growing from their mouths.

He saw the sinuous red dragons tunneling their Smoking Hills; gryphons flocked on broken
mountainsides, screaming to drive out the hated unicorns. He saw the wyvern king drowsing deep in his
own chamber, guarding aflickering torch and brooding subtle, seven-stranded thoughts.

But the last beasts he saw were not wyverns, nor dragons, nor gryphons, nor pards. They stood upon
two legslike goatlings, but their lower limbs were straighter and less shaggy. Among them moved many
unicorns, but solid-hoofed and without horns. The two-foots bound them with cords and set them to
dragging great |oads on wooden discsthat rolled like eyes.

He caught sight of one of the hornless ones, ared roan mare, very long-limbed and clean-moving: a
young beauty. Her dark mane stood upright ong her neck. Her body was draped and tangled with



cords. She baked, snorting. The two-foots rushed and struck at her, shouting, dragging at the cords until
shereared up screaming and flailing.

The glimpse melted away. The whole world had begun to fill hiseye. He merged into forests, and the
wind riffled his branches. Trees rose and died; new seedlings grew. Then hewas grasdand, rolling and
measureless. Kites whedled above him, circling a dead Renegade.

He was sea, suddenly—green, surging, and salt—ariver of ocean that girdled the world. And then he
was earth, massive and gill, underlying the forests, the grasdands, even the sea. He wasfire, liquid stone,
moving under the earth and forcing the crack. Its heet felt like his own blood, smmering.

Then hewasair, aturbulent sky, heavy with clouds that blotted the sun. Great ssormcells roiled toward
the upper thinness, and then, blanching cold, spilled their moisturein torrents of wind-whipped rain. A
band of tiny, single-horned creatures fled before him.

Jan felt himsdf spinning, stretching down from the clouds. He whirled, skimming the Plain, dinging up
great gouts of earth and joying in the destruction. I, too, he heard the storm thunder. 1, too, am part of
the dance.

Storm faded, dissipated. The sky cleared. The sun sank and stars appeared. Jan felt himself among the
gars, high over the earth. And the starswere moving, al things about him in the velvety blackness
moving. And someone was beside him. Though he could see nothing of it, he was aware of a presence
gretching away from him on dl sdes. It surrounded the stars, and was within the stars, and was the stars.

“What areyou?’ he heard himself asking. He was not afraid. “Who are you?’

“Your guide,” the presence answered, and her voice was so familiar to him, Jan felt unexpectedly weak
with relief. But he could not say from where or when he knew her.

“Whereareyou?’ he asked. “What are you caled?”’

A pausein which the whole universe seemed to wait.

“You nameme.” Theanswer came from everywhere, within him and without.

“Alma” he bresthed.

“Aye” the presence answered. “ Come. | will show you athing.”

At her words, hefet himself buoyed farther from the world, lifted higher among the stars. The air about
him thinned and vanished, but hefdt it go without distress—though wereit not for the venomin his
blood, he would have frozen. He gazed down and saw white mist enveloping the world.

“Tell me now,” the presence said, “what do you see?’

“I seetheworld,” Jan told her, “bright as seefire. It isround, aswirl of colors, turning upon itsdlf like
someone dancing.”

“And?’

“And,” answered Jan, “1 see the pitted moon before it, ghost-lit, dancing above the world.”

“And?’ With asmooth, windless mation, they drew back even farther from the planet and its moon.

“| seetheworld and the moon,” said Jan, “dancing around a pain-bright sun, with other worlds and
moons of amber, mauve, and lichen-green, both larger and smaler, some nearer and some farther away.”

“And now?’

They pulled back rapidly. The sun grew very smdl, ayedlow glint among the other, whiter stars. The
gulf between the pricks of light was black as nothing. The burning stars floated like firefish in the void.

“| seethe sun, small asa star anong other stars, some blue-white, some rosy, some red-yelow.”

“Your sun isagar,” the presencetold him. “And?’

They moved back now in a headlong rush.

“I see” said Jan, softly, “the starsin agreet swirl, dowly turning like some vast, spird flower; and inthe
distance, | see more starflowers, some blue, some red—many of them, and al turning.”

“So,” the presence told him, “now you have seen more than any living creature from your world has
ever seen”

Jan gazed at the fiery pinwheds arrayed around him, dl leisurely spinning. He watched what seemed a
long time, saying nothing, until a last he felt himsalf beginning to descend. The swirls of starsbeow grew
gregter, brighter, enveloping him. He struggled, usdesdly.



“But,” he cried out, “is there not more?’

The presence was till beside him, had never left him. “Infinitely more, Aljan,” shetold him. “And you
shall seeit dl, oneday. But now our timeis short.”

Jan cast along, longing glance after the bright, turning swirls, contracting to the size of starsamong the
other stars. They were nearing his own sun now, with its own little dance of worlds. The closeness of
their passing beside the yellow star made Jan’ sblood sizzle. He and his guide hovered above the swirling,
blue-white planet, its moon overlying it like adisc upon adisc.

“Why have you shown methisthing?’ he asked.

“What have | shown you?’ countered hisguide.

“You....” Hefdtered. *Y ou have shown methe great dance, the Cycle—the one the Renegade spoke
of, the one beyond even our own moon and sun. Y ou have shown methe stars' dance.”

“Aye,” the presence said. “ And what ismy Dance?’

“Itismoation,” Jan told her, “energy, turning.”

“Itisrest and Sillnessaso,” shereplied.

“Isit life, then?” Jan answered. “ All thingsthat live.”

“Life, aye,” the presence nodded. “And...."

“*And?’ Jan murmured.

“Thewyvernsadso are part of my Cycle, and murderous gryphons and whedling kites. Firewhich can
destroy and the Serpent-cloud which flings dl thingsto dust.”

“Desth, too,” ventured Jan, “isin the Dance.”

A little sllence then.

“Why have you brought me here?” Jan started. “No one of my people ever has had such avision as
this”

“Ah, s0 you seethisfor avison.” The presence smiled; hefdt her smile. “Well, you are adreamer,
well used to dreams.”

Hedenied it with histhoughts. “I never dream.”

The presence laughed. “ Jah-lilatook away the waking memory of your dreams. Thisday you havewon
them back again.”

Jan shook himsdf. “Tel mewhy....”

Again the presence squiet laugh. “ So importunate! But isthis not what you have always wanted, to
apprehend the workings of the Dance? Y ou have looked for it only half knowing, and found it only in
little bits: in theroiling of tormclouds and the workings of fire, in thefluting of pans dancing under the
moon—in the depths of danger in agryphon’seye. In therolling vastness of grasdandsthat cal out,
‘What lies beyond me? Come see!” “

Her voice had grown so familiar now, as though she knew him to the marrow of the bone. He had not
known even agod could read hisinmost heart.

“What areyou, then?’

“I an Mystery,” shetold him, “that goadsintelligent beingsto understanding. | am Curiogity. | am
Solution. | am what is, demanding to be known. Those things that you have dways been asking, | have
answered now, alittle”

“No!” cried Jan. “ Y ou have given me only questions, athousand more.”

“Good,” the presence laughed. “ Spend your energies seeking their answers, not on colts games and
trickstering.” Jan flinched alittle beneath her bluntness. “Understand things, Aljan,” hisguidetold him, “by
learning to think asthey do: enter in. Study the world and see how it works—make it work your own
ends, if you can.”

“But what are my endsto be?’ Jan burst out.

A long slence. At last she said, “| leave that to you.”

“Thenwhy was| aone chosen to see these things?’

“Many havel giventhisvisonto, Jan,” shesad. “ Though nonetill now havel let return.”

“But | will return.”

Hefet her nod of affirmation and fdll slent then. He could think of nothing. He understood nothing.



“Come now,” hisguide replied, alittle mocking. “Y ou cannot be so dumbstruck as dl that. Have | not
whispered dl your life that you were born to see great things?’

Jan felt hismind congtrict. “ Gresat things,” he murmured. “Will 1...will | see the coming of the
Firebringer?’

“You havedready,” hisguide returned. “ The Firebringer isamong you now.”

“Isit...?" Jan sumbled to astop. He hardly dared say it. “Will my father be the one?’

The presence seemed to turn away alittle then. “ Perhaps,” she said, indifferently. “Who knows?’

“Youdo!” cried Jan.

The goddess laughed. “Aye. | do that. But that is not yet yours to know.”

“My people need aFirebringer,” Jan inasted. “To rout thewyrms. The Vaeis growing too close for
us, and the gryphon sad....”

“I know what the gryphon said.”

A sudden urgency burned in Jan. “Her people hate us. They are planning to fly againgt usand drive us
fromtheVde....”

“Have you told your father that?’ the presence interrupted.

Jan shook his heed, startled. The gryphon had charmed him—he redlized that now—telling him while
he gazed into her eye asin adream. He had not remembered until this moment.

The goddess said, “But if you won back the Hallow Hills before that time, the gryphons could have
your Vae and welcome; there would be no need towar.” It was asif she had spoken his own thoughts
back at him. “Isthat what you were beginning to say?’

“My father isagreat warrior,” Jan answered her. “He could rout the wyverns from the Hallow Hills.
But the legend says he must have fire. Thewyverns denswould go up in ablazeif....”

“There are many kinds of fire, Aljan.”

Jan hardly heard. “ But my father knows nothing &t dl of fire. | am the only unicorn who knows—bui |
know nothing, hardly anything!”

“Then you' d best make astudy of it, hadn’t you?’ the presence remarked. “Y ou've only afew years
time before the gryphonsfly. List, now,” hisguide said suddenly. “ Thetime grows very short. Ask me
what question you will, and | will answer.”

“l...” started Jan. He could fed the vision’s end looming, and burst out with the first question that came
to him. “Why do the gryphons hate us?’

“Y ou dready know the beginning of that.”

“Why do the pans speak so differently from us, then?” He struggled. Time dipped from him. His body
burned.

“Again,” the goddesstold him, “you may find that for yourself. Higt, be quick.”

“Then, then...” stammered Jan. He racked histhoughts for some riddle worthy of agod. “Why must
we bind oursdvesto the Circle of Warriors?’

“Who tellsyou you must? Not |. | do not make kings, or Rings of Law. Those things are yoursto
make, or to unmake, just as you choose.”

“Why does my mother tell meto follow my own heart, not Korr’ s?’

“AsK her,” the goddess said.

“Who is the Red Mare the Renegades spoke of 7’

“Ask her.”

Jan felt himsalf beginning to fal. He struggled desperately to remain aoft. “But why doesyour voice
sound so familiar to me? | have never met you before in dreams.”

“Whom do | sound like?’ the presence demanded, bearing him up for amoment more.

“Like Jah-lila,” said Jan, “and like Korr. Like Sesmy dam and like Khraathe king. Like Tek and
Dagg—Tas, Teki, Leerah....”

“Who else?’

“Like the three-headed wyvern,” Jan replied.

“Likethe gryphonin the cave, like the fluting of pans, or Renegades crying, like....”

“Like?’



“Like seq, like earth shifting, likewind and likefire.”

“And?’

“Likemysdf,” said Jan, coming suddenly breathlessto ahat. He had quit struggling. “Like me.”

“I amyou,” the Mother-of-all replied, “and much, much more besides. | am everything you have ever
known and that has ever been. | surround you dl, and am within you, and am you. Y ou are my kindling; |
amtheFire. | amthe Circle. | am the Dance. Learn to know me. Come.” A moment passed. “Thetime's
a hand. Y ou must return.”

Then he felt what had been supporting him vanish. He was descending in arush toward the bright,
pale-blue world and the gray pitted moon beforeit. The world grew large, more varicolored. Itsgray
companion, withinitsdisc, dso increased. Jan felt himsdf faling toward the heart of the moon.

“Alma” he cried out. There was no need. The presence had not left him. * Did you not tell mel would
return to the world?’

The other nodded in hismind. “ Aye. Back to the Hallow Hills and your three companions.”

The moon loomed, burning silver in thewhite light of the sun. Perfectly round, it seemed to lie upon the
surface of theworld like alake of till, bright water.

“But Alma,” cried Jan, “themoon....”

“Nay, Jan,” the goddesstold him, departing now. “The Mirror of the Moon.”

Hefdlt asplash and heard the sound of it. Then he was aware of three unicorns: Tek, the red mare, and
Dagg. They had staggered from the woods, dragging the wyvern skin. Stumbling under itsweight in the
midafternoon sun, they waded out into the water.

He felt the wet dosh about their knees, and the strain againgt their teeth and jaws. The wyrmskin on
which helay touched the surface and buoyed up. Cool liquid spilled in at the dack places, bathing him.
Thefirein his blood swabbed ouit.

He heard the angry hiss of water mingling with the wyrm'’ s blood on the skin, and the air was suddenly
thick with acrid team. He heard whinnies of darm, then snorts and choking. Thewyvern skin fell
abruptly dack. It floated. The golden bowl did off and sank.

He could not get his eyes open, could not see what was happening. He struggled weskly to raise his
head. There was thrashing in the water nearby him: he heard gasps, and then two, three dull thuds upon
the sand. The acrid air around him hung suddenly, utterly silent, until the harsh vapor invaded his senses at
last. He knew nothing more.

Homecoming

Jan came again into awareness dowly. He felt himself floating, the coolness of water against one side,
and the soft, Snuous membrane bearing him up. The sun on his other side was warm and drying. He
opened hiseyes and blinked. Raising his head with difficulty againg theyielding surface of the skin, he
saw helay on the sacred pool, near shore. The sun overhead shone midafternoon.

He floundered off the floating hide and onto the white sand of the shallow bottom. Hislimbs no longer
burned with fire. The golden bowl lay submerged, sun-gleaming, ahaf pace from him. He got to hisfeet
and champed histeeth. His nose and hedl were plastered with chewed milkwood buds. The taste of
water in his mouth was sweet. He bent and took along drink from the pool.

Lifting his head, he spotted the others. They lay on the bank, falen in midstride. Jan felt hisheart go
cold amoment, but then he saw the rising and falling of their sides: they were dive. He waded toward
them, and halted in the shallows beside the red mare.

He recognized her now. She was Jah-lila, Tek’ s mother, the lone unicorn—she hisfather had cdled
once, long ago, to come sing away his dreams. Jan bent and nudged her with his nose. She stirred then,
snorting, and rolled to get her legs under her, but did not rise.

“Wel glad | am to seeyou dive, prince-son,” shetold him at last, then shook her head, asif groggy
gtill. She managed alaugh. “The Mirror of the Moon is strong proof against poison.”

Her voice wasvery like Tek’s, but fuller and alittle more deep. Jan nodded, eyeing her, fedling strange



and unsurprised.

“I heard you singing on the night of Moondance,” was dl he could think of to say.

Thewild mare nodded. “Aye. | was singing acharm on you, little prince, to keep you from seeing me.
But my power over you isal ashesnow.” She sighed, still smiling, and gazed away. “No ears but yours
were meant to hear that song, but | think Tek heard it, too, for she camelooking for me.” Jah-lilaglanced
ahim.

“Shelooked for you in the Pan Woods, too,” said Jan, “and again upon the Plain. But she never...”

The other laughed, gently. All her moves were careful and unhurried. “I did not mean for her to find
me—or for you. But of course it was mostly your father | meant to...” But Jan hardly heard.

“Y ou called out to me in the Pan Woods,” he said suddenly, “and led us away from the othersto the
goatling' sRing.” Theredization jarred him. “'Y ou began to bury the Renegade.”

The red mare nodded. “I did those things.”

Jan bit his bregth, stopping himsdlf. “The Serpent-cloud,” he said. “Y ou led the storm away.”

The heder’ s mate smiled. * So you saw methen, too?” She sighed, laughing. “ Already you were
stedling back your dreams.”

A littleslence then.

“Why did you come?’ he asked, at last.

“On account of you,” Tek’s mother said, Studying him now. The green in her eyeswas very dark. “I
meant to stand unseen among the milkwood at Vigil and sing back to you what | had taken once, a your
father’ s bidding—for none may behold hisfate upon the Mirror who cannot dream.”

She shook her head.

“I told your father that, when first | sang you, that you must have back your dreaming sight before you
got your beard. But he did not wish it, argued againgt it. He is very much afraid of dreams, ever since, a
very long time past, awyvern tried to spesk to himin one.”

Jan fet hisskin prickling.

Thered mare said, “He did not send word to me, as| had bidden him, when you wereto go on
Filgrimage. Y our mother did that.”

Jan gazed at nothing, striving desperately to remember what the wyvern had said: | tried to reach your
father once...when Korr was young and not yet prince...tried to send hima dreamto ruin him,
send him running wild Renegade across the Plain.... The red mare gazed back at Jan, her quiet tone
gone rueful now.

“But | could not be with you on thisnight just past. | had to run along way acrossthe Plain with that
gormin my teeth beforeit blew itself to nothing. It hastaken medl thistime returning.”

Jan shook his head. Hismind wasfull. He could not take in any more. “Y ou could have given me back
my dreamsin the Vae, at Moondance.”

Lying with folded legs beside the water there, | shook my head. “No. | took your dreams by the dark
of the moon, and so by the dark must they return.”

Would he understand that? | hoped s0. The ways of magic are limited, and strange. Then | told him a
little more of the truth, spesking dowly, that he might follow me,

“But there isanother reason | held back. On anight many years past before ever you were born,
prince-son, when first | felt the weight of ahorn upon my brow and my body becoming aunicorn’s, |
stood beside this Mere, beholding adream. It told me | must one day return to the Hallow Hills, and
deliver aunicorn safe out of awyvern’sbely.”

| stood up then, shaking the sand and damp from me, unsure how much of what | had said he had been
ableto grasp. The young prince continued to stare at me, and for the first time he seemed to redlize how
my black mane stood up in abrush along my neck and that my tail fell full and silky asamane. No beard
grew slken on my chin, no festhery fringe about my hedls. He saw my hooves then, which are round and
sngleastheday | wasfoaled, for dl that ahorn now sprouts on my brow.

For | was not born among the unicorns. In that, the Renegades wereright. | come from aplacefar to
the western south, beyond the shallows of the Summer Sea. But | fled away in time, and found the



unicornsintheir Vae. Their beauty, when first | saw them, was so greet | ached to join them. But | held
back, sick with longing, for | was not like them—until | learned of a sacred well acrossthe Plain that
makes the unicorns what they are, and ayoung prince told me the way.

But that isanother tale.

“What are you?" whispered the prince' s son, falling back a pace to gaze on my beardless chin and
sngle hooves.

| tossed my head. What could | tell him? Hewanted it dl inaword, and | mysdf only barely
understood what it was | had been, and was now, and was yet becoming. Still, | tried to answer him.

“I amthe midwife,” | told him, “who stands between the womb of Almaand theworld. | do not make,
but I help what has been made to be born.”

Did that make senseto him? | studied hisface, but what he made of my words| could not tell. | tried
agan.

“l am adreamer, and alittle of amagicker. Thereisarace of two-footed creatures, Aljan, great
movers and builders. They keep many burden-beasts to haul and carry for them.” | could not quite keep
the bitterness out of my voice as| said the last. “| was such a bearer once, until | came away.”

Then the young prince surprised me. “I saw you,” hetold me, soft, and did not draw away from me, as
othersdo. “1 saw you among the two-footsin my vison.” And | knew then, for him to have seen that, he
must be afar-dreaming seer indeed. He looked at me. “But your coat was another color, then. It was
roan.”

| smiled alittle. “ The blossoms of the milkwood which | ate made my coet this color, and the bitter
waters of the Mere gave me ahorn.”

“So you are the Red Mare the Renegades spoke of,” Jan answered quietly. “ They said my father
helped you somehow.”

| nodded, remembering. “He was very like you then—wild, hotheaded, and proud, though not so
clever or far-seeing by half. Though it was againgt al custom, he told me the way to the unicorn’sMere
and, in doing so, broke the Ring of Law and opened himsdlf to awyvern’s spells. | kept them at bay,
bardy.”

The young prince stood, not seeing me, looking inward then. | told him, “ And afterward, | sang much
of that memory out of your father’smind, just as| once sang away your dreams. One day perhaps | will
giveit back to him—if hewill haveit back. Heisnot a seer, Jan, and has no understanding of magic and
dreams.”

The other’ sdark eyes pierced me then, urgent and fire bright. “ Give me thetale,” he whispered. “I
must know. Sing methetde.”

“I will giveyouthetde” | replied, turning away. “But not just now. Another time.”

The prince' s son said nothing then, watching me.

“Areyou not cold, little prince, with your coat still full of water?’ | asked him. Behind me | could hear
Tek beginning to tir. “ Shake off,” | said, turning to rouse her. “ The afternoon grows late.”

Jan shook himself. He was cold. The water from his coat showered onto Dagg, who stirred and at last
got groggily to hisfeet. | roused my daughter. She stood up, draggled and chilled, and shook herself. Jan
came near us, and though from timeto time | caught his eyes darting guardedly a me, full of questions—a
thousand questions—he seemed willing to curb them, for now.

“Drink,” hetold us, bending again to the pool himsdlf. “ The water’ s sweet.”

“Sweet?’ | heard my daughter say as she waded out into the Mere. “| tasted it this dawn. It’ s bitter
«t”

Jan shook hishead, gazing at her again as he had gazed at her for the first timein the milkwood grove,
with new eyes. “ Sweet now. Tagteit.”

When firgt | had sipped of the Moon's Mere, years ago, it made meill. Then | could somach no more
than a haf-dozen swallows before | began to shiver and sweet, and stagger alittlein my walking, so
strange had been the taste, so minerd. But now as| bent my head with the othersto drink, the water was
cool and without taint. It washed the bitter taste of the wyrm’s blood from my mouth.

Jan fdlt his strength beginning to return. He no longer felt hollow, famished, though he had not eatenin



more than aday. The water done seemed to satisfy him. The rosebuds plastered to his nose and hedl had
long since duiced away. Hisfetlock till felt sore from the wyvern’s sting, his brow tender from the
firebowl’ s burning. But even those aches were beginning to fade. Hisforelock fell thickly into hiseyes.

“Itis” Dagg was saying, raising his mouth from the water. “It is sweet.”

| heard alittle noise behind us suddenly and turned, glimpsed something drawing near through the
milkwood trees. Then the prince of the unicorns emerged from the grove. | and two of the others started.
| had not been expecting him. Only Jan seemed unsurprised.

Hisfather stcood a moment, open-mouthed, and stared at us, seeming almost more astonished to see
me than he was to see his son. But it was Jan and the others he spoke to in the end, ignoring me as
though | were some haunt or dream.

“What gameisthis?’ he snorted, stamping his hooves as he dways did whenever he was baffled or
made uneasy. “Where have you been, the three of you? Traipsing these groves at some colts play while
your eders and companions ran themsalvesto rags hunting you.”

Hewasdll terrible thunder and princely affront. | started to speak, but the princeling stepped past me.
Hewould need no mediator ever again. Approaching, he stood before his father without flinching and
said, “No games. Tek, Dagg, and | have been killing that, lest she rouse the wyrmsto fal upon usall.”

He nodded toward the wyvern skin, which lay il floating on the pool. My daughter and Dagg dragged
it from the water and spread it out upon the sand. The prince fell sllent then, staring at it. Jan turned away,
and | stood off with Korr afew moments, telling him from my daughter’ s account what had befalen his
soninthewyvern'sden.

The young prince and histwo companions meanwhile had raised the skin and shaken off the sand.
They let thewind lift it streaming into the air and laid it upon the low branches of the near milkwood trees.
Like agreat pennant, abanner, it blazed and shimmered in the hot spring sun.

I left off with Korr, and he said no moreto Jan, either in praise or in rebuke. | think it puzzled him to
have suddenly a son who neither trembled at hisfrown nor needed his approval to fed proud. Instead the
prince of the unicorns gauged the sun.

“Come,” hesaid a last. “Wemust be off. The hour islate, and the otherswait for us upon the Plain.”

“I'll leave you then,” | said, shaking the silence from me.

Korr stared at me. “ Y ou'll not run the journey home with us?’ he began.

| shook my head. “ Someone must go before you, and sing thetale.” | gave him no timeto argue with
me. “Farewd|, my prince, my brave daughter, Dagg.”

And oh, the look Tek gave methen, asif to say, “Off again? Off again, Mother, and only just met.”
Would she ever guesswhy | had |eft her to beraised in the Vae by the one who cals himsaf my mate,
or ever trust that there are reasons for everything | do? | glanced from her to Jan—then shook such
thoughts from me. | could not stay.

To theyoung prince, | said, “I’ll leave you with your father now, prince-son, but one day, in ayear or
two year’ stime, you must come away with me. I'll teach you things a prince should know.”

He bardly understood me. | did not mean him to. That day was yet along way off. Then, giving to none
of them timeto stay me or make reply, | tossed my head and whedled away, galloping off through the
flowering milkwood trees, until their boles and the distance hid me from their view.

Nothing of note befel them in the Hills after | left them. | have never asked the prince’ s son how much
hetold hisfather of his game of witswith the wyvern queen or of hisvison in thewomb of Alma—little, |
think. Nor have | troubled to discover how they spent their half month returning over the Plain, save only
that it was agood running and swift, without mishap.

| reached the VVa e two days before them, and told the whole herd assembled how the prince’ s son had
saved the pilgrim band from wyvern’s jaws by battling their queen to the death below ground. Theold
king Khraawas much impressed, fairly burst with pride, calling his grandson aworthy heir.

But | noticed the gray king looked older than when | had seen him last, barely amonth ago. He moved
with adiffnessin hisbones. Almawas cdling him. Heand | both knew it, and nothing lay within my
power either to slem that cal or stay hisanswering.



When the prince-son, hisfather, and the others returned home, two hours before sunset on the day of
the full moon, that night each month which the unicorns of the Vde cal Moondance, | was dready ahdf
day gone. Many of the maresthe pilgrims had left in fod the month before now had new fodsor fillies at
their sdes, Jan's mother among them. And the king was dead.

So when the prince led his pilgrims home &t |ast, he found, not a gathering of welcome, but one of
mourning. Dagg’ sfather, Tas, took Korr apart to tell him of the gray king' s death. They had buried him
the day before, unable to wait upon his son’ sreturn, for the whed of the world must turn, and timewith
it.

Hearing of hisfather’ s death, Korr bowed his head and did not speak. Then he went off to the buria
cliffswithasmal circle of the highest elders to be made king before sunset, for the herd had been nearly
two dayswithout a king and were uneasy for want of one.

Jan stood amid the milling crowd, fedling lost and uncertain. Friends greeted the new-made warriors
with joyous shouts and jostling. Others stood off quietly, recounting the death of the king. But in al the
crush of kith and strangers, Jan caught no glimpse of his own dam, Ses. As he stood scanning for her,
Dagg' s mother came up beside him.

“Y ou mother bade metell you she would wait for you at the wood' s edge, there.”

L eerah tossed her head. Jan gave her anod of thanks, then sprang away acrossthe valley floor. He
mounted the dope, passing his own cave, and headed toward the line of trees. He saw his mother then,
waiting at the wood' s edge among the long, dusky shadows. Her form was the color of beeswax, of
flame. A filly not more than two weeks old stood pressed to her flank.

“What will you call her?” Jan found himsdlf saying. He had cometo ahat. Thefilly started at the sound
of hisvoice, pressing closer to the pae mare ssde. His mother smiled.

“Lel,” sheanswered. “We'll call her Lel.”

Jan came closer. Dark amber, the filly watched him. Her brushlike, newborn’s mane was blonde. Her
brow bore but the promise of ahorn, atiny bump benegath the skin.

“Wedl met,” he heard hismother saying, “my bearded boy. You'll have fine silk upon your chin by
summer’send.”

Jan felt arush of pride. Already, he knew, the feathery hairs were sprouting dong hisjaw.

Hismother said, “How was your pilgrimming?’

He shrugged, suddenly shy. “Y ou have heard it dl aready from Jah-lila.” She nodded and laughed. He
said nothing, looking off. “I had adream,” he said & last, “upon the Mirror of the Moon. | dreamed the
unicornsin mourning, crying, ‘Heisdead. He of the line of Halla, dead!” * Helooked a Ses. “I thought
they wept for me.”

His mother laughed again, but very softly now. “I knew you would return to me. Korr feared you
would fly off breakneck at the first opportunity—run wild Renegade acrossthe Plain. But | did not.”

Jan frowned. “Why would he think that? My place is here, among the Circle.” Already he had
forgotten ever dreaming himsdlf outcas.

Ses nodded, murmuring, “Y ou are prince now of the Ring.”

Jan gave alittle gart, then sighed. He had forgotten that. “Mother, | have seen other Ringsthan ours. |
have seen gryphons that were brave and loya after their own kind of honor, pans dancing to reed voices
under the moon, and Renegades who were not hornless, solid-hoofed or godless things.”

“Aye” shetold him. “That isan old mare stae, about the Renegades.”

“And | have seen aCyclethat iswider than al our smaler Rings,” said Jan, “and includes them, and
surpassesthem. A place waitsfor mein that wider Ring, too. | have seen it, and cannot wake or deep
dreamlessof it ever again.”

He saw adow smilelight hismother’ seye. “Then | an glad,” shesaid. “All that ever | havewished is
to see you follow your own heart, and no other.”

She cameforward and stood against him, laying her neck about his neck. Jan saw hissigter, Lell, begin



to suckle, butting his mother’ sside. He leaned againgt his dam, watching. After atime, hefelt her warm,
dry tongue stroking his shoulder. He drew back.

“What are you doing?’ he began.

“Getting the dust off you,” shereplied. “Truth, how did you get so much into your coat? Y ou look as
though you'veradlledinit.”

Jan stood off and shook himself. He had rolled in dust. Hiswinter coat had shed upon the Plain,
coming off dl inan evening in thick mats of hair. And the color beneath had been darker than the old, not
atrace of sableto it. For he was black as hisfather benegth the shed. The color at last ran true.

But he had felt strangein his deek new coat, like atrickster, somehow—Ilike athief. So he had rolled in
dust to hide the color from others eyes afew dayslonger. But there could be no more hiding now. He
was home. He shook himsdlf again. Dust rose like smoke from the glossy blackness of him, and hungin
the ill, sunlit air between the shadows.

His mother gave no indication of surprise. “And what is that upon your brow?’

He redlized then he had shaken hisforelock back aswell. He had not meant to. He had been letting it
fal thickly into hiseyesthislast haf month. But there could be no taking that back, either. He went to
stand before his dam.

She studied the new hairs, pae as hoarfrost, growing in athin crescent where the rim of the firebowl
had burned him. He had seen them for the first time only that morning, in apooal in the Pan Woods. But
he had felt them these last dozen days, growing.

“Show me the hedl where the wyvern stung you.”

Jan lifted his hoof and held it crooked that she might see the fetlock better. Since they had |eft the
Hallow Hills, he had kept the spot daubed with mud on the hedler’ s advice; but they had waded streams
in the Pan Woods that day, and he had forgotten to replace the mud. The new hair covering the little spot
waspaeaswell.

“I am the Firebringer,” he said. He had not redlized it until they werelong out of the Hallow Hills,
halfway home acrossthe Plain. He had said nothing to anyone, till now. “1...1 awaysthought it would be
Korr.”

Ses laughed then. “My son, | love your father well, but he is no seer of dreams.”

Jan gazed at her. He could not fathom her unsurprise. Again she laughed.

“On the night of my initiation, long ago, | saw mysdlf give birth to aflit of flame. And | have never
doubted for aday what that must mean.”

Then Jan said nothing for awhile, for he could think of nothing. Hissister Ll left off her suckling, and
crept around her mother’ ssideto look at him.

“Look,” heheard Sessaying. “I see Korr acrossthe Vale, coming back with the edersfrom the
kingmaking.” She looked at him amoment, and then off. “The sun’samost set. We should go down.”

She started forward, out of the trees’ shadows. He did not follow. She halted, glancing back at him.

“Do you come?’

He shook hishead. “You go,” hetold her. “In awhile.”

He watched his mother descend toward the valey floor, Lell sumbling after her on long, still-awkward
legs. They joined the crowd and made for the rise at the center, which Korr was now mounting. His
shoulders were daubed with the red and yellow mud of the grave dliffs, that marks the new-made kings
among the unicorns. Jan turned and headed up dope through the trees.

He made hisway to the lookout knoll and stood only paces from the wood' s edge there, from the
treeless swatch where he and Tek had fought the gryphon more than amonth past—it seemed avery
long time ago. Jan gazed down at the milling unicorns, deep blues and scarlets mostly, asmattering of
ambers, here and thereagold, agray.

“Thereyou are,” panted Dagg, coming up the dope. “I’ ve been looking—everyone has.”

Jan nodded, not turning. He scrubbed himsalf absently againgt the rough bark of afir. Hisnew coat
itched.

Dagg snorted and shouldered againgt him. “What are you doing up here?’



“It' sagood spot,” Jan answered. “I can watch the dance from here.”

“Watchit?’ cried Dagg. “Y ou' re dways watching things. Y ou never enter in.”

“I do,” said Jan. “I’m abetter dancer than you.”

“Youarenot.”

They fell on each other, nipping and shoulder-wrestling. They snorted, panting—and broke off abruptly
at the sound of alow, nickering laugh. Jan turned to see Tek watching from the trees.

“How did you find us?’ demanded Dagg.

Tek shrugged, emerging from the trees. She turned to gaze toward the unicorns below. “1 have long
known al your haunts and hollows. They were mine but two years gone.”

Jan and Dagg came to stand beside her. The dusk deegpened. None of them spoke. The evening sky
grew red.

“We should go,” Dagg said.

Jan caught him back. “Not yet.”

The sky above was hinting into violet. Tek turned to Jan. “ They want to make you prince before the
dance” shesad. “It waswhy | came.”

Jan looked at her. “Will it matter to you, when | am prince?’

He heard Dagg' slaugh. Hisfriend shouldered againgt him. “1 never cared when you were princeling,
did1?

Tek shrugged, eyeing him with half asmile. “Princes put no fear in me.”

Jan amogt laughed, then caught himsdlf. The mark of Almarode heavy on hisbrow. “But what if |
weremore?’ he said. “More than prince—would it matter?’

Dagg looked at him. “Korr’ s not dead yet,” he said.

Then Jan did laugh. He caught Tek studying him.

“What are you talking about, little prince?’ shesaid quietly. “Tell us”

The prince of the unicorns looked down, away. Hiswhite hed pricked him in the dark. He picked at
the fir needles underfoot with that hind, cloven hoof. “Tomorrow.”

Above them, the sky shaded from wineto indigo, lying smooth and cloudless as till, clear water. Night
stled. A line of silver peered over the dope across the valley from them, and the dark blue of the sky
grew suddenly smoky and more light. The few stars pricking the canopy above paed. Jan watched the
rim of brightness edging over the hills.

“Moon’sup,” he heard Dagg saying. “They’ll be starting the dance.”

Jan drew his breath. “ Full moon tonight,” he murmured. “1’d forgot.”

The herd below had begun to turn, dowly, arough, wide Ring drifting now deasi|, now widdershins
about therisein the valey floor where the new king stood. Tek whedled on Jan suddenly, gavehim a
smart nip on the shoulder, then bolted from beside him, tearing down the dope. Her light taunt drifted
back:

“First down shall have the center of the dance!”

Jan sprang after, and heard Dagg barely a half-pace behind. They galloped breakneck, shouldering and
kicking, as they raced to overtake her before she reached the bottom of the dope.

Full Circle

So it was not Jan, but | that night who watched the dancing from above. Though the others
thought me gone, | had kept myself hidden on the far wooded slope where | had stood the month
before. Thus | saw the pilgrims safely home, and the making of Korr into the king.

The circle on the valley floor below me grew gradually thinner, its members fanning outward to
forma greater, more circular Ring. The young prince, my daughter, and their shoulder-friend
rejoined the dance now moving deasil, steadily deasil, beneath the circling moon.

| departed, and left themto their dancing. And | have come among you these many years after,
you who dwell upon the Plain and call yourselves the Free People, you who know so little of your
southern cousins, the unicorns of the Vale.



I have told you this tale to remind you of them, for though you have forgotten it, all unicorns
were once a single tribe, just as—though you may doubt it—my people, who dwell beyond the
Summer Sea, were once like yours. But this tale marks only the first night of my telling. Come to
me tomorrow evening, and | will tell you the rest.



