Stol en Silver

Silver stanped restively as another horse on the picket-line shifted and

bl undered into his hindquarters. Al berich clucked to quiet himand patted the
stallion's neck; the beast swung his head about to blow softly into the young
Captain's hair. Alberich sniled a little, thinking wistfully that the stallion
was perhaps the only creature in the entire canp that felt anything Iike
friendship for him

And possibly the only creature that isn't waiting for ne to fail.

Amazingly gentle, for a stallion, Silver had caused no problens either in
conbat or here, on the picket-line. Wiich was just as well, for if he had,
Al berich woul d have had himgelded or traded off for a nore tractable nount,
gift of the Voice of Vkandis Sunlord or no. Alberich had enough troubles

wi t hout worryi ng about the behavior of his beast.

He wasn't sure where the graceful creature had come from Shin'a'in-bred,
they'd told him Chosen for himout of a string of animals "liberated fromthe
eneny. " Wi ch nmeant war-booty, fromone of the constant conflicts al ong the
borders. Silver hadn't cone fromone of the bandit-nests, that was sure—the
only beasts the bandits owned were as disreputable as their owners. Horses
"l'iberated" fromthe bandits usually weren't worth keeping. Silver probably
canme from Mennellith via Rethwellan; the King was runored to have sone kind of
connection with the horse-breeding, blood-thirsty Shin'a' in nomads.

VWhat ever; when Al berich lost his faithful old Shroke a few weeks ago he hadn't
expected to get anything better than the obstinate, intractable gelding he'd
taken fromits bandit-owner

But fate ruled otherw se; the Voice chose to "honor" himw th a superior

repl acenent along with his conm ssion, the letter that acconpani ed the paper
pointing out that Silver was the perfect nmount for a Captain of |ight cavalry.
It was al so another evidence of favoritismfromabove, with the inplication
that he had earned that favoritismoutside of perfornmance in the field. Not a
gift that was likely to increase his popularity with sone of the nmen under his
conmand, and a beast that was going to nake him pretty damed conspi cuous in
any encounter with the eneny.

Plus one that's an unlucky col or. Those witchy-Heral ds of Val demar ride white
horses, and the bl ue-eyed beasts may be witches too, for all | know.

The horse nuzzl ed hi magain, show ng as sweet a tenper as any lady's mare. He
scratched its nose, and it sighed with content; he w shed he could be as
contented. Things had been bad enough before getting this commi ssion. Now—

There was an uneasy, prickly sensation between his shoul der-bl ades as he went
back to brushing his new nmount down. He gl anced over his shoul der, to
intercept the glare of Leftenant Herdahl; the man dropped his gaze and brushed
his horse's flank vigorously, but not quickly enough to prevent Al berich from
seeing the hate and anger in the hot blue eyes.

The Voi ce had done Al berich no favors in rewarding himw th the Captaincy and
this prize nount, passing over Herdahl and Klaus, both his seniors in years of
service, if not in experience. Neither of them had expected that he woul d be
promot ed over their heads; during the week's wait for word to cone from
Headquarters, they had saved their rivalry for each other

Too bad they didn't nurder each other, he thought resentfully, then suppressed



the rest of the thought. It was said that sonme of the priests of Vkandis could
pl uck the thoughts froma man's head. It could have been thoughts |ike that
one that had led to Herdahl's being passed over for pronotion. But it could

al so be that this was a test, a way of flinging the anbitious young Leftenant
Al berich into deep water, to see if he would survive the experience. If he
did, well and good; he was of suitable naterial to continue to advance,

per haps even to the rank of Commander. If he did not—aell, that was too bad.

If his anbition undid him then he wasn't fit enough for the post.

That was the way of things, in the armes of Karse. You rose by watching your
back, and (if the occasion arose) sticking careful knives into the backs of
your | ess-cautious fellows, and insuring other enem es took the punishnent.

Al the while, the priests of the Sunlord, who were the ones who were truly in
charge, watched and smled and di spensed favors and puni shnents with the sane
di spassi onat e al oof ness di spl ayed by the One God.

But Al berich had given a good account of hinself along the border, at the
corner where Karse net Mennellith and the witch-nation Valdemar, in the
canpai gn against the bandits there. He'd earned his rank, he told hinself once
again, as Silver stanped and shifted his weight beneath the strokes of

Al berich's brush. The spring sun burned down on his head, hotter than he
expected without the breeze to cool him

There was no reason to feel as if he'd cheated to get where he was. He'd | ed
nore successful sorties against the bandits in his first year in the field
than the other two had achieved in their entire careers together. He'd cleared
nore territory than anyone of Leftenant rank ever had in that space of

ti m—and when Captain Anberg had net with one too many arrows, the nmen had
seened willing that the Voice chose himover the other two candi dates.

It had been the policy of late to permt the brigands to flourish, provided
they confined their attentions to Valdemar and the Mennellith peasantry and
left the inhabitants of Karse unnol ested. A stupid policy, in Al berich's

opi nion; you couldn't trust bandits, that was the whol e reason why they becane
bandits in the first place. If they could be trusted, they'd be in the arny

t hensel ves, or in the Tenple Guard, or even have turned mercenary. He'd seen

t he danger back when he was a youngster in the Acadeny, in his first tactics
cl asses. He'd even said as much to one of his teachers—phrased as a question
of course—and had been ignored.

But as Al berich had predicted, there had been trouble fromthe brigands, once
they began to nultiply; problens that escal ated past the point where they were
useful. Wth conplete disregard for the unwitten agreenments between them and
Karse, they struck everyone, and when they finally began attacking vill ages,
the authorities deemed it tine they were disposed of.

Al berich had just finished cavalry training as an officer when the troubles
broke out; he'd spent nost of his young life in the Karsite mlitary school s.
The ultimate authority was in the hands of the Voices, of course; the highest
anyone not of the priesthood could expect to rise was to Comrander. But

of ficers were never taken fromthe ranks; many of the rank-and-file were
conscripts, and although it was never openly stated, the Voices did not trust
their continued loyalty if they were given power.

Al berich, and many others like him had been selected at the age of thirteen
by a Voice sent every year to search out young mal e-children, strong of body
and quick of mnd, to school into officers.

Al berich had both those qualities, devel oping expertise in many weapons with
an ease that was the envy of his classmates, picking up his lessons in



academ c subjects with what seened to be equal ease.

It wasn't ease; it was the fact that Al berich studied | ong and hard, know ng
that there was no way for the bastard son of a tavern whore to advance in
Karse except in the arny. There was no place for himto go, no way to get into
a trade, no hope for any but the nost nmenial of jobs. The Voices didn't care
about a man's parentage once he was chosen as an officer, they cared only
about his abilities and whether or not he would use themin service to his God
and country. It was a lonely life, though—his nother had | oved and cared for
himto the best of her abilities, and he'd had friends anbng the ot her
children of simlar circumstances. Wien he cane to the Acadeny, he had no
friends, and his nother was not permtted to contact him |est she "distract
him" or "contaminate his purity of purpose.” Al berich had never seen her
agai n, but both of them had known this was the only way for himto live a
better |ife than she had.

Al berich had no illusions about the purity of the One God's priesthood. There
were as nmany corrupt and venal priests as there were upright, and nore fanatic
than there were forgiving. He had seen plenty of the venal kind in the tavern
had hi dden fromone or two that had come seeking pleasures strictly forbidden
by the One CGod's edicts. He had known they were com ng, |ooking for him and
had managed to make hinself scarce |ong before they arrived. Just as, sonehow,
he had known when the Voice was comng to | ook for young male children for the
Acadeny, and had made certain he was noticed and questi oned—

And that he had known which customers it was safe to cadge for a penny in
return for running errands—

O that he had known that drunk was going to try to set the stable afire.

Sonehow. That was Al berich's secret. He knew t hings were going to happen. That
was a w tch-power, and forbidden by the Voices of the One God. |If anyone knew
he had it—

But he had al so known, as surely as he had known all the rest, that he had to
conceal the fact that he had this power, even before he knew t he | aw agai nst
it.

He' d succeeded fairly well over the years, though it was getting harder and
harder all the time. The power struggled inside him wanting to break free,
once or twi ce overwhelmng himw th visions so intense that for a nonment he
was blind and deaf to everything else. It was getting harder to concoct

reasons for know ng things he had no business know ng, |ike the hiding places
of the bandits they were chasing, the bolt-holes and escape routes. But it was
harder still to ignore them especially when subsequent visions showed him

i nnocent people suffering because he didn't act on what he knew

He brushed Silver's neck vigorously, the dust tickling his nose and maki ng him
want to sneeze—

—and between one brush-stroke and the next, he lost his sense of bal ance, went
i ght-headed, and the dazzle that heral ded a vision-to-come sparkl ed between
his eyes and Silver's neck

Not here! he thought desperately, clinging to Silver's mane and trying to
pretend there was nothing wong. Not now, not w th Herdahl watching—

But the witch-power would not obey him not this tine.

A flash of blue light, blinding him The bandits he'd thought were south had



slipped behind him into the north, joining with two nore packs of the curs,
becom ng a group | arge enough to take on his troops and give them an even
fight. But first, they wanted a secure base. They were going to make Al berich
nmeet them on ground of their choosing. Fortified ground.

That this ground was al ready occupi ed was only a nminor inconvenience . . . one
that woul d soon be dealt with.

He fought free of the vision for a noment, clinging to Silver's shoulder I|ike
a drowning man, both hands full of the beast's silky nmane, while the horse
curved his head back and | ooked at him curiously. The big brown eyes flickered
blue, briefly, like a half-hidden flash of Iightning, reflecting—

—anot her burst of sapphire. The bandits' target was a fortified village, a
small one, built on the top of a hill, above the farmfields. Ordinarily,

t hese people would have no difficulty in holding off a score of bandits. But
there were three tinmes that nunber ranged agai nst them and a recent edict
fromthe H gh Tenple decreed that no one but the Tenple Guard and the Arny
coul d possess anything but the sinplest of weapons. Not three weeks ago, a

det achment of priests and a Voice had conme through here, divesting them of
everything but knives, farminplenents, and such sinple bows and arrows as
were suitable for waterfow and small gane. And while they were at it, a third
of the abl e-bodi ed men had been conscripted for the regular Arny.

These people didn't have a chance.
The bandits drew cl oser, under the cover of a brush-filled ravine.

Al berich found hinmself on Silver's back, w thout knowi ng how he'd gotten
there, w thout renenbering that he'd flung saddl e and bridl e back on the
beast —

No, not bridle; Silver still wore the hackanore he'd had on the picket-1ine.
Al berich's bugle was in his hand; presumably he'd blown the nuster, for his
men were running towards him buckling on swords and slinging quivers over

t hei r shoul ders.

Bl inding flash of cerul ean—

The bandits attacked the village walls, overpowering the poor man who was
trying to bar the gate against them and swarm ng inside

It hadn't happened yet, he knew that with the surety with which he knew his
own name. It wasn't even going to happen in the next few nmoments. But it was
goi ng to happen soon—

They poured inside, cutting down anyone who resisted them then throw ng off
what little restraint they had shown and | aunching into an orgy of |ooting and
rapi ne. Al berich gagged as one of them grabbed a pregnant worman and with a
single slash of his sword, murdered the child that ran to try and protect her
foll owed through to her—

The vision released him and he found hinsel f surrounded by dust and thunder
still on Silver's back—

—but | eaning over the stallion's neck as now he led his troops up the road to
the village of Sunsdale at full gallop. Hooves pounded the packed-earth of the
road, meking it inpossible to hear or speak; the vibration thrumed into his
bones as he shifted his weight with the stallion's turns. Silver ran easily,
with no sign of distress, though all around himand behind himthe other



horses streaned saliva fromthe corners of their nouths, and their flanks ran
with sweat and foam as they strained to keep up.

The lack of a bit didn't seemto nake any difference to the stallion; he
answered to neck-rein and knee so readily he night have been anticipating
Al berich's thoughts.

Al berich dismssed the uneasy feelings that pronpted. Better not to think that
he m ght have a second witch-power along with the first. He'd never shown any
ability to control beasts by thought before. There was no reason to think he
could now. The stallion was just superbly trained, that was all. And he had
nore important things to worry about.

They topped the crest of a hill; Sunsdale |lay atop the next one, just as he
had seen in his vision, and the brush-filled ravine beyond it.

There was no sign of trouble.

This time it's been a wild hare, he thought, disgusted at hinself for allow ng
blind panic to overcone him And for what? A daytine-nightmare? Next tinme |']l
probably see trolls under ny bed, he thought, just about to pull Silver up and
bring the rest of his nen to a halt—

When a flash of sunlight on netal betrayed the bandits' |ocation

He grabbed for the bugle dangling fromhis left wist instead, and pulled his
blade with the right; sounded the charge, and led the entire troop down the
hill, an unstoppable torrent of hooves and steel, hitting the brigands' hidden
line Iike an aval anche.

Sword in hand, Alberich |linped wearily to another body spraw ed am d the rocks
and tranpl ed weeds of the ravine, and thrust it through to make death certain.
Hs sword felt heavy and unw el dy, his stomach churned, and there was a sour
taste in his nmouth. He didn't think he was going to | ose control of hinself,
but he was gl ad he was alnost at the end of the battle-line. He hated this
part of the fighting—wahich wasn't fighting at all; it was nothing nore than
but chery.

But it was necessary. This scumwas just as likely to be feigning death as to
actually be dead. Other officers hadn't been that thorough—and hadn't |ived
| ong enough to regret it.

Silver was being fed and watered along with the rest of the nmounts by the
youngst ers of Sunsdal e; the finest fodder and cl earest spring water, and a
round dozen young boys to brush and curry themclean. And the men were being
fed and made rmuch of by the older villagers. Gatitude had made them forgetful
of the loss of their weapons and many of their nen. Suddenly the arny that had
conscripted their relatives was no longer their adversary. O else, since the
troops had arrived out of nowhere |ike Vengeance of the Sunlord Hi nself, they
assuned the One God had a hand in it, and it would be prudent to resign
thenmselves to the sacrifice. And neanwhile, the instrument of their rescue
probably ought to be well treated.

Except for the Captain, who was doing a dirty job he refused to assign to
anyone el se.

Al berich made certain of two nore corpses and | ooked dully around for nore.

There weren't any, and he saw to his surprise that the sun was hardly nore



than a finger-breadth fromthe horizon. Shadows already filled the ravine, the
eveni ng breeze had picked up, and it was getting chilly. Last year's weeds
tossed in the freshening wi nd as he gazed around at the | ong shadows cast by
the scrubby trees. Mire tinme had passed than he thought—and if he didn't

hurry, he was going to be late for SunDescendi ng.

He scranbl ed over the slippery rocks of the ravine, cursing under his breath
as his boots (meant for riding) skidded on the snmooth, rounded boul ders. The

| ast thing he needed now was to be late for a Holy Service, especially this
one. The priest here was bound to ask himfor a Thanks-Prayer for the victory.
If he was late, it would ook as if he was arrogantly attributing the victory
to his own abilities, and not the Hand of the Sunlord. And with an accusation
i ke that hangi ng over his head, he'd be in danger not only of being deprived
of his current rank, but of being denoted into the ranks, with no chance of
promotion, a step up from stabl e-hand, but not a big one.

He fought his way over the edge, and half-ran, half-linped to the village
gates, reaching them just as the sun touched the horizon. He put a little nore
speed into his weary, aching legs, and got to the edge of the crowd in the
vill age square a scant breath before the priest began the First Chant.

He bowed his head with the others, and not until he raised his head at the end
of it did he realize that the robes the priest wore were not bl ack, but red.
This was no nere village priest—this was a Voice!

He suppressed his start of surprise, and the shiver of fear that followed it.
He didn't know what this village neant, or what had happened to require
posting a Voice here, but there was little wonder now why they had subnmitted
so tanmely to the taking of their nen and the confiscation of their weapons. No
one sane woul d contradi ct a Voice.

The Voice held up his hand, and got instant silence; a silence so profound

that the sounds of the horses on the picket-line cane clearly over the walls.
Hor ses stanmped and whickered a little, and in the distance, a few lonely birds
called, and the breeze rustled through the new | eaves of the trees in the

ravi ne. Al berich |longed suddenly to be able to mount Silver and ride away from
here, far away fromthe machi nati ons of Voices and the omnipresent snell of
death and bl ood. He yearned for sonewhere cl ean, somewhere that he woul dn't
have to guard his back fromthose he should be able to trust.

"Today this village was saved fromcertain destruction," the Voice said, his
words ringing out, but w thout passion, w thout any inflection whatsoever.
"And for that, we offer Thanks-giving to Vkandis Sunlord, Mst H gh, One CGod,
to whom all things are known. The instrunment of that salvation was Captain

Al berich, who nustered his nen in time to catch our attackers in the very act.
It seens a miracle—=

During the speech, sone of the men had been nmoving closer to Al berich
groupi ng thensel ves around himto bask in the admration of the villagers.

O so he thought. Until the Voice's tone hardened, and his next words proved
their real intent.

"It seens a mracle—but it was not!" he thundered. "You were saved by the
power of the One God, whose wath destroyed the bandits, but Al berich betrayed
the Sunl ord by using the unholy powers of wtchcraft! Seize him"

The nmen grabbed himas he turned to run, throwing himto the ground and
pinning himw th superior nunmbers. He fought them anyway, struggling
furiously, until soneone brought the hilt of a knife down on the back of his



head.

He didn't black out altogether, but he couldn't nove or see; his eyes woul dn't
focus, and a gray filmobscured everything. He felt hinself being dragged off
by the arnms—heaved into darkness—felt hinself hitting a hard surface—heard the
sl ammi ng of a door.

Then heard only confused nurnmurs as he lay in shadows, trying to regain his
senses and his strength. Gradually his sight cleared, and he nmade out walls on
all sides of him close enough to touch. He raised his aching head cautiously,
and nmade out the dimoutline of an ill-fitting door. The floor, clearly, was
dirt. And snelled unm stakably of birds.

They rmust have thrown himinto sone kind of shed, sonething that had once held
chi ckens or pigeons. He was under no illusions that this meant his prison
woul d be easy to escape; out here, the chicken-sheds were frequently built
better than the houses, for chickens were nore valuable than children

Still, once darkness descended, it mght be possible to get away. If he could
over power whatever guards that the Voice had placed around him If he could
find a way out of the shed.

If he could get past the Voice hinself. There were stories that the Voices had
ot her powers than plucking the thoughts froma nman's head—-stories that they
conmanded t he services of denons tamed by the Sunl ord—

While he lay there gathering his wits, another smell invaded the shed,
over powering even the stench of old bird-droppings. A sharp, thick snell
it took a nonment for himto recognize it.

But when he did, he clawed his way up the wall he'd been thrown against, to
stand wi de-eyed in the darkness, nails digging into the wood behind him heart
pounding with stark terror.

G l. They had poured oil around the foundations, splashed it up against the
sides of the shed. And now he heard them out there, bringing piles of dry
brush and wood to stack against the walls. The puni shnent for w tchery was
burni ng, and they were taking no chances; they were going to burn hi m now.

The noi ses outside stopped; the murmur of voices faded as his captors noved
away—

Then the Voice called out, once—a set of three sharp, angry words—

And every crack and crevice in the building was outlined in yellow and red, as
the entire shed was engulfed in flames from outsi de.

Al berich cried out, and staggered away fromthe wall he'd been | eaning

agai nst. The shed was bigger than he'd thought—ut not big enough to protect
him The oil they'd spread so profligately made the flames burn hotter, and

t he wood of the shed was ol d, weathered, probably dry. Wthin nonments, the
very air scorched him he hid his mouth in a fold of his shirt, but his |ungs
burned with every breath. Hi s eyes streaned tears of pain as he turned,

st aggeri ng, searching for an escape that didn't exist.

One of the walls burned through, showi ng the flames |eaping fromthe wood and
brush piled beyond it. He couldn't hear anything but the roar of the flanes.
At any nmoment now, the roof would cave in, burying himin burning debris—

:Look out!:



How he heard the warni ng—er how he knew to stagger back as far as he could

wi t hout being incinerated on the spot—-he did not know. But a heartbeat after
that warning shout in his mnd, a huge, silver-white shadow | ofted through the
hole in the burning wall, and | anded beside him It was still wearing his
saddl e and hackanore—

And it turned huge, inpossibly blue eyes on himas he stood there gaping at
it. 1t? No. Hm

:On!': the stallion snapped at him :The roof's about to go!

What ever fear he had of the beast, he was nore afraid of a death by burning.
Wth hands that screanmed with pain, he grabbed the saddl e-bow and t hrew
hinself onto it. He hadn't even found the stirrups when the stallion turned on
his hind feet.

There was a crack of collapsing wod, as fire engulfed them Burning thatch
fell before and behind them sparks showering as the air was sucked into the
bl aze, hotter.

But, amazingly, no fire licked at his flesh once he had nount ed.

Al berich sobbed with relief as the cool air surged into his |ungs—the
stallion's hooves hit the ground beyond the flanmes, and he gasped with pain as
he was flung forward agai nst the saddl e- bow.

Then the real pain began, the torture of half-scorched skin, and the broken
bones of his capture, jarred into agony by the stallion's headlong gallop into
the night. The beast thundered towards the villagers, and they screaned and
parted before it; soldiers and Voice alike were caught unawares, and not one
of themraised a weapon in tinme to stop the flight.

:Stay on,: the stallion said grimy, into his nind, as the darkness was
shattered by the red lightning of his own pain. :Stay on, stay with ne; we
have a long way to go before we're safe. Stay with ne. :

Saf e where? he wanted to ask—but there was no way to ask around the pain. Al
he could do was to hang on, and hope he could do what the horse wanted.

An eternity later—as dawn rose as red as the flanes that had nearly killed

hi mthe stallion had slowed to a wal k. Dawn was on their right, which neant
that the stallion was headi ng north, across the border, into the w tch-ki ngdom
of Val demar. Wich only made sense, since what he'd thought was a horse had
turned out to be one of the blue-eyed witch-beasts.

None of it nmattered. Now that the stallion had slowed to a wal k, his pain had
dul l ed, but he was exhausted and out of any energy to think or even feel wth.
What could the witches do to him after all? Kill hin? At the nonent, that
woul d be a ki ndness.

The stallion stopped, and he | ooked up, trying to see through the filmthat
had come over his vision. At first he thought he was seeing double; two white
wi tch-beasts and two white-clad riders blocked the road. But then he realized
that there were two of them hastily disnmounting, reaching for him

He et himself slide down into their hands, hearing nothing he could
understand, only a babble of strange syll ables.

Then, in his m nd—



:Can you hear ne?:
:l—wahat?: he replied, w thout thinking.

: Taver says his name's Al berich,: came a second voice in his head. :Al berich?
Can you stay with us a little longer? W need to get you to a Healer. You're
going into shock; fight it for us. Your Conpanion will help you, if you let

hi m:

H s what? He shook his head; not in negation, in puzzlement. Were was he? Al
his life he'd heard that the witches of Val demar were evil —but—

:And all our lives we've heard that nothing cones out of Karse but brigands
and bad weather,: said the first voice, full of concern, but with an edge of
hunor to it. He shook his head again and peered up at the person supporting
himon his right. A woman, with many | augh-1ines etched around her generous
nmout h. She seenmed to fit that first voice in his head, sonehow.

:So, which are you, Al berich?: she asked, as he fought to stay awake, feeling
the presence of the stallion (his Conpanion?) |like a steady shoulder to |ean
agai nst, deep inside his soul. :Brigand, or bad weather?:

:Neither . . . | hope . . .: he replied, absently, as he clung to
consci ousness as she'd asked.

:Good. 1'd hate to think of a Conpani on Choosing a brigand to be a Herald,
she said, with her mouth twitching a little, as if she was hol ding back a
grin, :And a thunderstormin human gui se woul d make unconfortabl e conpany.:

: Choosi ng?: he asked. :Wat-what do you nmean?:

:1 nean that you're a Herald, ny friend,: she told him :Sonehow your
Conpani on managed to insinuate hinmself across the Border to get you, too.
That's how Heral ds of Val demar are made; Conpani ons Choose them— She | ooked
up and away fromhim and relief and satisfaction spread over her face at
what ever it was she saw. :—and the rest of it can wait. Aren's brought the
Heal er. Go ahead and let go, we'll take over from here.

He took her at her word, and |et the darkness take him But her |ast words
foll owed hi mdown into the shadows, and instead of bringing the fear they
shoul d have given him they brought himconfort, and a peace he never
expect ed.

:1t's a hell of a greeting, Herald Alberich, and a hell of a way to get
here—but wel come to Val demar, brother. Wl cone . :



