The ar was warm, the summer day flawless, and Darian Firkin was galing, trying to delay the
inevitable, and he knew it. He had hopesthat if hejust lingered enough on thistask of wood gathering, his
Master might forget about him - or something more urgent than the next lesson might come up before
Wizard Justyn got himself organized. It was worth atry anyway, sncethe very last thing Darian wanted
on thisfine sunny day was to be cooped up in that musty old cottage. It was worth any amount of
physical work to be saved from that fate.

Hetook adeep breath of the bamy air, laden with the scent of curing hay, damp earth, and
growing things, and added another cut quarter-log to his burden of three, the bark and rough wood
catching on his shirt and leaving bits of dirt and moss smeared on the deeve. Would four be enough to
qualify asaload? Probably. He headed for the cottage.

Justyn’ s cottage decayed on the edge of the village, on the side farthest from the bridge and the
road, closest to the Forest. Thevillageitself wasatight little square of cottages with three finer houses, al
arranged in neat rows around the village square; the fields farmed by the inhabitants of Errold’ s Grove
stretched out on either side dong the riverbank, but on the back side there was nothing but asinglefield
of corn and asmal meadow where goats and sheep were kept in the winter. Behind all of that wasthe
forest. If he paused for amoment and listened, it was't at dl difficult to hear the voice of the woods
from where Darian stood - al the little rustling and murmurings, the birdsong and anima cals. Sometimes
that was atorment, on days when Justyn set him some fool task that kept him pent in the cottage from
dawn to dusk.

He put down his burden on the pile at the side of the dilapidated cottage and returned for more.

He carefully selected three small pieces of chopped wood from the large commund pile; the
woodpilelay at the back of the right-hand side of the village of Errold’ s Grove. He tucked them under his
arm and carried them toward the rick-holder at the side of Wizard Justyn’ stiny cottage. Every day that it
was possible, the village woodcutter went out with ateam of oxen to find and bring back deadfal from
the Pelagiris Forest. He never went far, but then, he never had to; the treesin the Pelagiris were
enormous, with trunks so big that Sx men could stretch their arms around one and not have thelir fingers
touch, and one fallen tree would supply enough wood for the whole village for amonth. Every timethere
was astorm, at least onetree or several huge branches would come crashing down. The woodcutter did
nothing at dl but cut wood; no farmwork, no herding. The villagers supplied him in turn with anything he
needed, and since he had no wife nor apprentice, the women took it in turn to cook for him, clean his
little hut, and saw, wash, and mend his clothing. The woodcutter was not a bright man, nor one given at
al to much thought, so he found the arrangement entirely to his satisfaction - and snce the villagers never
went into the Forest anymoreif they didn’t haveto, it was entirely to theirsas well.

Darian wished they had gpprenticed him to the woodcutter instead of the wizard, but he hadn’t
had any say in the matter. After dl, as an orphan who had been | &ft to the village to care for, he should be
grateful that they gave him any sort of careat al. At least that was what they dl told him, loudly and
often.

The cottage was hardly longer than the wood-rick, built strongly & onetime, of westhered, gray
river rock with athatched roof of broomstraw in which birdstwittered al spring and summer long. That
twittering was the first thing Darian heard every morning when he woke up. 1t was an adequate enough -
little cottage by the standards of the village, but it seemed badly cramped to Darian, and always smelled
dightly musty, with an undertone of bitter herbs and dust. No one ever cleaned it but Darian, so perhaps
that was the reason for the aroma. He didn’t redlly despise the place, since after dl, it was shelter, but it
didn't redly fed like the home the other villagers and his Master tried to convince him it was.

When he reached the cottage and the upright supports that would hold exactly one measured rick
of wood between them, he set each piece down on the half-rick aready piled there with exacting care,
digtributing them with al the concentration of afine lady making aflower arrangement. Only when they
were balanced precisdly to hisliking did he return for another threelogs. He listened carefully for any
sound of lifeinside the cottage, for after Justyn had told him to replenish their fudl, Darian had left his
Master muttering over abook, and Darian had hopes that Justyn might get so involved that he wouldn’t
notice that Darian was taking avery long time to fetch wood from afew yards away.



There was no sound from inside the cottage, and Darian ambled off dowly, making aslittle noise
aspossbleuntil hewas out of easy hearing distance. The village wasfairly quiet at thistime of day, with
most people working in thefields. Only afew crafters had work to keep them in their workshops &t this
time of year; most of the things that people needed they had to make for themsalves these days, or hope
that someone elsein the village had the skills they lacked. Lesther and fur were available in abundance,
but the tanner worked hides mostly in the fall, and there was no official cobbler since Old Man Makus
died. The blacksmith did al metal work needed, and with forty-odd familiesto provide for, he generaly
had enough work to keep him busy all of the time. The miller was a so the baker, keeping flour and bread
under the same roof, so to speak. He baked amost all of the bread and occasional sweetsfor the village,
s0 that only one person would have to fire up and tend an oven. Women would often put together a
stewpot or amest pie or set of pastiesfor the evening dinner, and takeit to him to put just insdethe
oven in the morning. Then they could go out to work the fields, and fetch the cooked meal back when the
family returned for dinner. The womenfolk of Errold’s Grove did their own spinning, weaving, and
sewing, mostly during the long, dark hours of winter, which was when the men made crude shoesand
boots, mended or made new harnesses and belts, and carved wooden implements. Once every three or
four months, everyone would take aday off work to make pots, plates, storagejars, and cups of clay
from the banks of the Londell River, and in afew dayswhen those articles were dry, the baker and the
woodcutter would firethem dl at once. Those went into acommon store from which folk could draw
whatever they needed until it wastime to replenish the crockery again. The only thingsthat had to be
brought in from outs de were objects of metd that required more skill than the blacksmith had, such as
needles and pins, and bar-stock for the smith. Virtually everything else could be and was made by the
people living here. The village was mostly salf-sufficient, which was a source of bitter pride, for no one
wanted to come here anymore. Errold’ s Grove could have dropped off the face of the world and no one
would missit.

| certainly wouldn’t, Darian thought with bitterness of hisown.

He had to pass through one of the busier corners of the village to reach the woodpile, going
around both the smithy and the baker. The savory scent of bread coming from the door of the bakery
told the boy that Leander was removing loaves from the big brick oven that took up al of the back half
of hisshop. Asfor the samith, he was obvioudy hard at work, asthe smithy rang with the blows of
hammer on anvil, there was a scent of hot metal and steam on the breeze, and smoke coming from the
smokeholein the roof. Leander wouldn’t pay any attention to Darian as he passed, but therewas a
chancethat the smith might.

The smithy was athree-sided shed, the forge in the middie, the anvil toward the front. There was
afat old gray plowhorse waiting patiently for hisfeet to be attended to, tied to the post outside the
smithy, and its owner, aman called Backet, watched as the smith hammered out anew shoefor it.
Blacksmith Jakem, a huge, balding man with an incongruous paunch beneath hisleather apron, paused in
hiswork to watch Darian pass by, his eyes narrowed. Darian ignored him, as he usually ignored the
adults of the village when he thought he could get away with it. Jakem didn’t think much of Darian, but
that was hardly out of the ordinary. Darian didn’t think much of Jakem either. Ashe madethe return trip
with histhree small logs, the smith hawked and spat into thefire.

“Ain’'t nobody worksashard asalazy ‘un,” he said loudly to the farmer sitting on astump beside
theforge.

“That’' sthe plain truth,” Old Man Backet agreed, taking off his hat to scratch hishead. “Lazy ‘un
will work twice shard as anybody else, tryin’ to avoid working a al.” He cast ady look at Darian ashe
replied, to seeif hiswords had struck anerve.

Darian continued to ignore them; so long asthe adults didn’t address him directly, therewasa
certain amount of immunity that being only thirteen gave him. He d learned some time ago that aretort
would only earn him trouble with his Master. Not that Wizard Justyn had ever laid ahand on him - but
the reproachful lectures on how much he owed the villagers of Errold’ s Grove and how little he repaid
their care were worse than a beating.

Nobody ever asked me what | wanted, not once. Nobody gave me achoice. If I'd had achoice,



| wouldn’t be here now - and no one would have had to think about “taking care of me.” I'd have
offered to work just enough to get atent and some supplies, and I’ d have been off to try on my own.
Now I’'m stuck here enduring usdless blathering from a senile Master and carrying firewood like adog in
harness.

He made three more such trips - ignoring the adults a the forge each time, dthough it certainly it
did not escape his notice that the force and frequency of the smith’ s blows increased each time he
passed. If Jakem wanted to wear out his arm trying to impress upon Darian what so-called “industrious
labor” looked and sounded like, it wasn't going to bother Darian any.

Besdes, if hetold the smith why he was making such a production out of the smple task of
fetching wood, he' d only get another tongue-lashing, and maybe a cuff on the Side of the head into the
bargain. The smith had anotorioudy heavy hand with his own offspring, and if provoked he might well
useit on Darian.

As Darian put his scant armload of wood down at the end of the third trip, the voice of doom
emerged from theinterior of the cottage.

“Darian, leave that for now and get in here. It'stimefor your lesson.”

It was actudly afairly pleasant, masculine voice, abit tired-sounding and querulous, but not too
irritated or scolding. Nevertheless, if Darian had been adog, he would have dropped his head and ears
and tucked histail down. “But the firewood - “ he protested, knowing that the protest would do him no
good, but making it anyway.

“The wood can wait; | can’t. Comein now, Darian.”

Darian drew his brows together in asullen scowl, but obeyed the summons, leaving the sunshine
and the fresh air for the closed-in gloom of the cottage. He tried to leave the door open to admit alittle
breeze, but Justyn frowned and motioned to him to shut it behind him.

Hewaited with resgnation for hiseyesto adjust to the dimness. The only light in the cottage
camefrom atrio of very smal windowsin three of the four walls, even though the shutters ssood wide
open, they ill didn’t admit much light. Wizard Justyn waited for him at one end of the scarred and
battered table taking up most of the right side of the room, which served askitchen, dining room,
workroom, and study, dl in one. At the rear of the room was a set of rungs hammered into the stone of
thewall that served as aladder to the loft where Darian and his Master dept. Most of the rest of the
wallspace was taken up with shelves, badly-made bookcases that |eaned periloudy toward each other,
like drunks propping one another up, and several appaling pictures of famous mages. Darian’ sfather,
who' d dabbled in painting, had once said that agood engraving or print was worth twenty bad paintings,
and Darian could certainly see why. They made his eyeshurt just to look at them, but unfortunately, there
was no way that he could avoid looking at them.

Most prominent was the best of thelot, a heroic portrait of a person not even aterrible painter
could ruin entirely. His noble features and intelligent eyes made up to asmall extent for the stiff daubs of
his costume. Shown seated at atable from about the waist up, the great Wizard Kyllian, aFireflower
Mage, looked every inch the powerful sorcerer, right down to hisfamiliar, adeek and smug-looking
striped cresture at his elbow that might have been acat, or might not have been. It was difficult to tell if
Grimkin was something other than an ordinary feline, or if the painter had taken the same libertieswith cat
anatomy that he had with human. Arranged on either sde of this portrait were the pictures of
Herad-Mage Elspeth, Darkwind Hawkbrother, Quenten of White Winds and the powerful Adept
Firesong, dl of whom Wizard Justyn had alegedly seen and spoken with before he arrived here to serve
Errold’ s Grove. Darian was more than alittle dubious about that claim. For one thing, how could a
broken-down fake like old Justyn have ever gotten near enough to the legendary Elspeth and Darkwind
to have seen them at close range, much less spoken to them? And if he had, how could he ever have
thought that the horrible daubs on hiswall in any way resembled them? They hardly even resembled
portraits of human beings! The picture of Elspeth showed her atop her Companion, in an unreasonably
heroic pose, both hands uprai sed with what were supposed to be bolts of lightning coming from her
hands. But the “lightning bolts’ looked more like Sckly pae-green snakes, the Companion looked like a
lumpy cow, the face of the Herald-Mage like ablob of dough with two currants stuck infor eyesand a



dash of orange carrot for amouth. She apparently had twisted legs, no neck, and enormous, pillowlike
breasts. The Herad' s uniform and her Companion weren't even white, they were adisgusting
muddy-yellow sort of color, asif the painter hadn't been able to afford a pure white pigment. Or maybe
he' d used a cheap varnish that had yellowed as it aged. Darkwind at least looked human, but the bird on
his shoulder had more in common with afat chicken ready for the pot than any hawk that Darian had
ever seen. Therest of the portraits were pretty much on the samelevel of skill - or lack of it - thefirebird
posing with the Adept was so ineptly done that most of the villagers thought it was supposed to represent
agoose and had wondered aoud out of Justyn’ s hearing why amage would have such asilly familiar. As
for Firesong’s mask - the Adept was never seen without one - it looked like a child’ sdrawing of a
sunflower, and if everyone didn’t dready know that it was amask, a reasonable person could have
thought the painting was of some fabulous mongter.

It was painfully obvious that no woman had ever touched this cottage since the day Justyn moved
in. Darian had gotten used to it over the last sx months, but there was no doubt that it was a
worse-than-typical aged bachelor’s studly. Littering the leaning and badly-made bookcases were an
assortment of cheap and flashy “magica” implements, afew tattered old books, alot of unrecognizable
but definitely dead animaswhich were alegedly “ preserved” in some way, severd spider webs, acouple
of cracked mugs, the upper haf of the skull of some largish anima, an apple core, and agreat dedl of
dust. Darian had tried to clean the place up when he' d first been sent here, out of pure self-interest, but
being told sharply to leave things done on numerous occasions, he' d lost interest in cleaning up anything
but hisown little corner around his pallet in the loft.

Sitting right in front of Wizard Kyllian' s portrait on the top of atipsy-looking bookcasewasa
best-up and scruffy old black tomcat currently engaged in cleaning hishind leg, which stuck siffly straight
up into the air asthe cat’ stongue rasped a the thin fur. Thiswas Justyn’ sfamiliar, or so he claimed. It
certainly matched its Master, for aless-graceful cat Darian had never seen. It seemed to sharethe
villagers contempt for its Master and his gpprentice, ignoring both of them with adisdain morein
keeping with the pampered pet of a princess than of a patchy-furred mongrd of indeterminate age, with a
broken tail and chewed-up ears.

Carefully placed in arack on thewal was arather plain looking, partialy split walking stick with
abit of crystd embedded in the top which Justyn said was his“wizard' s staff.” That, dong with four
chairs (none matching) and the thick, warped oak table with abook under oneleg keeping it straight,
comprised dl of the furnishings of the room.

The table was covered with jars and bottles, the remains of last night’ s dinner in stacked-up
plates that had been shoved out of the way, bits of scribbled-on paper, burned-out ends of candles, and
one empty wine bottle. Darian glanced with guilt at the stack of dirty dishes; he was supposed to have
cleaned them up this morning, but he had been in such ahurry to get up and out before Justyn thought of
giving him alesson that he had neglected that duty entirely. Now he’ d have to scrub them with sand to
get dl the dried-on gravy off them, and he' d have to do so before they could eat or they wouldn't have
anything to eat tonight’ sdinner on. At least he’ d remembered to take the turnip pasties over to the baker
intime for them to go into the oven. It wouldn’t have been the first time he' d forgotten and they’ d had to
make do with bread, raw turnips, onions, and sometimes alittle cheese.

But the mess evidently didn’t bother Justyn at dl; when Darian had first been apprenticed to him,
the place had looked much the same. The day he'd moved histhingsin, Darian had been strictly
forbidden to touch anything on any of the bookshelves without specific permission, which frankly led
Darian to bdieve that old Justyn wasn't certain what was on those shelves himself. It had occurred to him
that Justyn was afraid that if Darian cleaned and organized things, the boy would ruin the wizard' s best
excuse for not getting magics done immediately when people asked him for them. Hunting for this or that
ingredient or piece of apparatus was agood excuse for galing, and as Darian knew from hisown
experience, if you stalled long enough, people sometimes forgot their requests.

“Sit,” Justyn ordered. Darian dumped into aseat across from Justyn, taking the chair that
wobbled the least. There was a plate with an gpple on it right in front of his chair, and stting where he
could watch both the gpple and Darian was Justyn. With aresigned ssigh, Darian stared at the apple while



Justyn stared just asintently at Darian.

He looks like a real rag-bag today, Darian thought criticaly, looking down at the wrinkled,
winter-stored apple. He looks as if birds were nesting in his beard. Isthis pan of hisact, or ishe
getting even more senile? Justyn was about the mogt ill-kempt maein thevillage, hisonly wedth that of
his untidy beard. He had three or four shabby and patched robes, all pretty much dike, with badly-made,
lopsided, Esoteric Symbols sewn on them by Justyn himsdlf. If you looked closely, you could seelittle
rusty spots where Justyn had stabbed his thumb with the needle and bled on biswork. He kept them
clean, Darian had to give the old man that much credit, although he was aways spilling things on them
that made stains that never would come out, rendering the garmentsinto amaosaic of blotches of various
faint colors. It was difficult to tell how old the mage was; his hair and beard were gray rather than white,
with afew streaks of darker color inthem, and his brownish eyes, very sad and tired, were sunken so
deeply beneath his shaggy eyebrowsthat it was difficult to see the wrinkles at the corners. He could have
been any age from forty to ninety, and since no onein the village knew anything of his history before he
cameto Errold’ s Grove in the company of aHerald on circuit, histrue age was anyon€e' s guess.

“Wdl?" Justyn said, showing abit of impatience. “ Are you going to just St there wasting time, or
areyou going to actualy do something?’

With another reluctant sigh, Darian stopped merdly staring at the apple and began concentrating.

He narrowed hisfocus until the gpplefilled hisvison and hismind, smultaneoudy reaxing and
tensing. He concentrated on the apple being above the plate, asif aninvisble hand held it there. Ashe
concentrated, the apple began to wobble alittle. The movement was so dight that it could have been
caused by someone bumping the table itsaf, except that neither he nor Justyn had moved.

After along moment of tenson, he felt something ingde himsdif relax.

Sowly, agonizingly, the apple rose, ill wobbling, but now doing so in midair. It hovered about
the width of hisfinger above the plate surface. Sweat broke out al over hisforehead in beads, and he felt
the pinch of a headache starting just between his eyes. And behind the concentration, he seethed with
annoyance and impatience. Thiswas a stupid waste of time; he knew it, and Justyn knew it, but Justyn
was never going to admit it, because that would be admitting that he had been wrong about Darian, and
Justyn would die before he admitted that. What on earth good would floating an apple about do? Would
it bring in more crops? Chase away sckness? Bring prosperity back to the village?

The answer, clearly, was*“no” to al three questions.

Behind Justyn, the cat finished his grooming and began coughing, making gagging and strangling
sounds. Darian struggled to maintain his concentration, but the wretched cresture’ s noise was more than
he could ignore.

The apple wobbled and dipped, as Darian’ s control over it began to unravel. The cat hacked
again, more violently than before, until Darian was certain it was going to cough up alung thistime and
not just another wad of hair.

It was too much digtraction, and he lost the “ spell” completely. The cat spit up a massive, moist
hairbal with asound that made Darian’s scomach turn, just as the apple thumped down on the plate.

Darian swore furioudy under his breath at the cat, the apple, and afate that conspired to make a
mess even of things he despised. The cat sniffed, coughed once more, jumped down, and limped over to
the fireplace where it curled up on the ash-strewn hearth.

Darian gavethe cat alook that should have set itsfur on fireif there had been any justicein the
universe, and glowered at the apple. If he'd had haf the power Justyn swore he had, the apple should
have exploded from the strength of that glare. The fact that it didn’t only proved to him that his Master
was afraud and was trying to make him into another fraud. What is the use of this? he asked himsdlf
angrily. What' s the point? If a stupid cat can break a spell, how is anyone supposed to get anything
done by magic? It's stupid, that’s all it is, it’sjust as pointless as everything else in this village!

“Try again,” Justyn ordered him, with akind of weary disgust that angered Darian even further.
Whet right did that old fake have to be disgusted with him? It wasn't his fault that he had no magic! And
asfar asthat was concerned, Justyn had no room to find fault with Darian on that score!

How long has it been since he did anything with real magic? | bet he couldn’t have kept



that applein the air any longer than | did!

Anger and frustration rose to the boiling point, and instead of doing as he wastold, he swept his
arm acrossthe table in front of him, knocking apple, plate, and anything el sein the path of that angry
sweep off the table and onto the floor with acrash. The plate didn’t shatter, sSince it was made of pewter,
but it made alot of noise and acquired yet another dent. As Justyn opened his mouth to scold, Darian
shoved his chair away from thetable, Stting there with hisarmsfolded over his chest, glowering, slently
daring Justyn to do hisworgt.

Justyn visibly pushed down hisown temper. “Darian, | want you to try again,” the wizard
repested, with mounting impatience. “And since you won't do it properly, you can pick that apple up off
the floor and put it back on the table with your mind - yes, and the plate aswell! A bit more hard work
will teach you to control your temper. A mage can’'t ever lose histemper, or - “

“Why?" Darian snarled defiantly, interrupting the lecture on sdf-control that he had heard a
hundred times already. “Why should | use my mind to float fruit around? There sno reason to! It' sfaster
and easier to grab it like any norma person would!” And just to prove his point, he bent down and
seized apple and plate and banged both down on the wooden tabletop. “ There! Now that’swhat a
person with plain common sense does! Y ou don't have to muck around with these stupid tricks to get
thingsdone!”

Now, of course, was the moment when Justyn would launch into alecture on how in magic one
must practice on small things before one could expect to succeed in the larger, how hewas being
immature and childish, and how very ungrateful he was. Next would follow how it was crimind that he
refused to obey, that he had such awonderful gift and was apprenticed to awizard who would teach him
skills, and didn't gppreciate his easy circumstances when instead he could have been bound out to a
farmer or the blacksmith -

Darian knew it dl by heart and could have recited it in hisdeep. And it wouldn’t make any
differenceif he protested that he didn’t want to be awizard, that he hadn’t asked for this so-called
“wonderful gift,” and that he didn’t see what was so wonderful about it. Justyn would ignore his protests,
just as everyone e se had, and did, and aways would. For some reason that he did not fathom, every
other person in the village was astonished that he didn’t appreciate being farmed out to the old fake.

But just at that point, there were sounds of thumping and agrunt of pain outsde. Harrisand Vere
Neshem, apair of the locd farmers, staggered in through the door with Kyle Osterham the woodcutter
supported between them, his leg wrapped in rags stained with fresh, red blood. Darian jumped
immediately out of hischair and moved aside for them, shoving the chair in their direction.

“He was chopping up astump and hisfooting dipped,” Vere said, asthey lowered Kyle down
into the seat Darian had just vacated. “Bit of amess. Good thing we were close by.”

Since Justyn served Errold' s Grove in the capacity of aHealer far more often than that of a
wizard, Darian had seen men who were worse wounded stagger in through the door, but Kyl€ sleg was
abit of amess. Surface cut, he noted critically. Ax blade probably hit the shin bone and skinned
along the top of it. That’d peel back a lot of skin, but it'll heal quickly as soon asit’s stitched, and
it won't leave much of a scar. Lucky if he didn’t break the shin, though. It would bleed alot, and
hurt agreat ded, but it was hardly life-threatening. He edged out of the way alittle more and got nearer
the door.

Justyn rummaged through the shelves behind him, grabbing rags, herbs, aneedle and fine silk
thread, amortar and pestle.

“Darian, boil somewater,” he ordered, his back to the room as he hunted for something he
needed.

But now Darian wasin no mood to comply. Thislittleincident only confirmed what he had been
thinking. The people of Errold’s Grove didn’t need some fool who could suspend applesin the air, they
needed aHealer, sometimes a Finder, sometimes a Weather-watcher, but not awizard, and they never
had needed awizard in dl the time Darian had been here. Most especialy, they didn’t need him. It
would make more sense for one of the girlsto learn everything Justyn could teach about herbs and
amples, distilling and potions, setting bones and stitching skin. So Darian just stood there, ignoring



Justyn’ s order, radiating rebellion and waiting for their reaction.

One of the farmers glanced at him with censure written clearly on hisface. “ Justyn,” hesadinan
overly loud voice, “isthere any help you need?”

Justyn, who had been muittering to himself as he mixed herbsin the mortar, got flustered and
distracted at the interruption. He had to dump the lot of what he was grinding out into thetiny fire, and
gart again. Thefireflared up with aroar and a shower of multicolored sparks, and both farmers
exclamed in gartled surprise, taking everyone' s atention off Darian.

That was al he needed. For once, Darian was not going to stand around and wait for people to
give him stupid orders. Taking advantage of the distraction, the boy edged around behind Vere and made
good his escape, diding quickly out of the door before anyone noticed he was gone.

That'Il show him! That’ Il show al of them that I’'m not going to betreated like | have no mind of
my own! I’'m not adave, and | never agreed to any of the things they* ve doneto me! They don’t give me
the regard they‘ d give arooster; why should | stay and be insulted and made to do things | hate?

He didn’t want to be caught, though, so he moved around to the back of the cottage, plastering
himsdf againgt thewall and ducking under the windows until he reached the side that faced the forest. He
was just undernesth the open window when he heard Justyn say in an exasperated tone of voice from
which dl patience had vanished, “Will you please boil that water, Darian? Now, not two weeks from
now - “

But Darian was out of reach of further orders, and as he paused to listen to find out if either of
the farmerswas inclined to volunteer to go look for him, evidently Justyn looked around and saw that for
himsdf, for there was amuffled curse.

“Usdesshrat,” thefirst farmer muttered. “We should have ‘ prenticed him as awoodcutter to
you, Kyle”

Vere gave asnort. “He d bejust as usdessthere. Lazy iswhat heis. Y ou oughta beat him now
and again, Justyn. Y ou'retoo soft on him. Them parents of his spoiled him, and you ain’t helping by bein’
soft on him.” There was a clatter of meta as someone put the kettle on the hook over thefire.

Vere s brother seconded that opinion. “Them two was usalessto us and dangerous, Justyn. It's
inhisblood, an’ you oughtabest it out of him, ese he'll bring somethin’ out of the woods that none of
us |l like” Darian, lurking right beneath the window, heard every word too clearly to mistake any of it,
and his ssomach seized up inside of him as both fists clenched in an unconscious echo of the knotsin his
qut.

They wereat it again. In front of him, or behind his back, they never let up, not for aminute! He
fet hisanger bailing up again, felt hisface getting hot and his eyes sarting to burn with the misery of loss
he had vowed never, ever to show. He wanted to storm right back insde and confront both of those
miserable old beasts, but what good would it possibly do? They’d only say to hisface what they’ d just
sad to Justyn.

With a strangled sob, he wrenched himself around and ran off - not into the village, but into the
woods beyond, where the villagers were too cowardly - unlike hisMum and Dad - to go.

Hisfeet knew the path, so he didn’t need to be able to see to find hisway to one of his many
hiding places. That wasjust aswell, snce unshed tears of anger and grief kept him from seeing very
clearly. Darian wasn't old enough to remember atime when things had been other than hard here at
Errold’ s Grove, but until last year, he had been happy enough. He hadn’t spent much timein the village
itself, and athough he hadn’t had any playmeates, he hadn’t felt the need of them. Solitary by nature, he
enjoyed the mogtly-silent companionship of his parents.

Errold’ s Grove lay on the very far western edge of Vademar; nomindly it was part of Vademar,
but the people here seldom saw a Herald more than once ayear, and of late it had been longer than that
between vigits. Not that aHerald would do Darian any good, but the Heralds' absence made the
villagersfed neglected and forgotten, and that made them even harder on anyone who didn’t conform.

And Darian would never conform. He hated the village, he hated the people who saw no farther
than the edges of thelr fields and wanted nothing more. He wanted more; he was tifling for want of
freedom, and felt asif he were starving on adiet of confinement and mediocrity. He d been out there



where these villagersfeared, and he remembered it far more vividly than anything that had happened to
himin thisdull little huddle of huts. Once he d traveled the deep Forest he was never the same again, and
he didn’t want to be part of thisinsular flock of humanity.

Heran like a hare through the field of corn behind the cottage, bare callused feet making little
noise on the soft, cultivated earth. Nobody stopped him; the tall green corn hid him from view, and if they
heard his running feet, they probably thought it was one of their own children coming back from an
errand. A moment later, Darian burst into the shadows of the Forest at the edge of the fields and dowed
once he wasin the shdlter of the undergrowth. He took amoment to orient himself, then twisted hisway
through the brush and sought refuge in hisfavorite tree, one of the enormous Forest giantsthat ringed the
village and kept it in shade for most of the day. He climbed as swiftly asasquirrel or atree-hare and as
surely; even blinded by tears he had no trouble finding his hiding place where the greet trunk split in two,
forming a cup that aboy could easily curl up in and sill have room for afew possessions. Beneath him
lay thevillage, acluster of about fifty buildings on the forested side of abridged ford on the River Londdll
right on the edge of the Pelagiris Forest.

It went on forever in three directions, climbing hills, plunging into valleys, and crowning the huge
bluff that rose above the river downstream of the village, with only the Londell hdting its march toward
the heart of Vademar. The hard-won fields carved out of the forest were tended and fertilized with the
greatest and tenderest of care, for it took terrible effort to gain afoot of clear ground from the trees, and
there was always the chance (so it was said) that the Forest would decide to take revenge for trees that
were cut down rather than falling down naturdly. The Forest had aways been afairly uncanny place
according to the old granthers and grammers of the village, but since the start of the mage-stormsit had
gotten very much stranger and far more dangerous.

A Herad had come - the first he had seen - three months after his unwanted apprenticeship to
Justyn had been decided for him. The Herald had been light-skinned, with along blond braid of hair, and
looked all the paer because of the white outfit and matching riding coat. With him, of course, had been
his Companion, awhite horse that was more than ahorse - it was more like adreamer’ sided of
everything a horse could be, with lambent blue eyes, along mane and hide that stayed impossibly clean,
and dlvery hooves. The Herald had explained that the strange things that were happening were called
“mage-storms,” and they were caused by the magic of the world being disturbed a very long time ago.
They had been told that the greatest mages of the world had united under VVa demaran |leadership, and
were working to prevent any magjor catastrophes. The Herald had answered the few questions posed by
the villagers, looking to the white horse and then back. Darian had wondered at the timeif he wasthe
only one of the group, Justyn included, who felt like the white horse and the Herald were communicating
with each other through then-looks and subtle gestures. The Herad would have gone on, but severd of
the older folk of the village hauled him away to explain more, out of Darian’ s earshot. Since that took
Justyn away aswell, he was perfectly happy with that, and went off then to spend time donein thisvery
place of refuge. By the time he' d emerged, the Heradld and his Companion had gone, and there hadn’t
been one through here since.

According to Justyn, the fact that Errold’ s Grove was rdatively near Lake Evendim meant that
they got the worst of the mage-storms. Huge circles of land and the creaturesin them either changed
completely or warped and twisted out of al recognition. Monsters appeared, things worse than the worst
nightmare or legend, and unfortunately there were no friendly Hawkbrothers nearby to chase away or kill
them - not that the people of Errold’ s Grove particularly trusted the Hawkbrothers. At one time these
people had made agood living out of going into the Pelagiris Forest and collecting some of the strange
plants and fungi that grew there for use as dye-stuffs, and that business had occasiondly brought them
into conflict with the Hawkbrothers. Traders had come far out of their way for those dyes, and that had
encouraged some peopleto go in deegper, in search of any other thingsthat traders might find valugble.
Of course, the deeper in they went, and the more they looked for ancient treasures instead of mosses and
fungi, the morelikely it was that they would wander into Hawkbrother lands and be warned off, often at
the point of adrawn weapon. Once or twice, outsiders had come hunting treasure aswell - and their
bound bodies would later be found negtly arranged on the Forest edge, without asingle copper piece or



trinket missing, awaiting discovery and burid. Each such discovery would discourage degper incursons
for afew months, but there were aways greedy outsiders ready to dare the Hawkbrothers for the sake
of treasures, and their fates were awarning to the dye-tradersto stick to their business and leave
whatever “treasure” was out there alone.

Neverthe ess, there was enough and more than enough of legitimate “ quarry” to tempt the people
of Errold’ s Grove out into the Pelagiris until things started getting out of hand. The village had been quite
prosperous, with visits from Heral ds twice and three times a year, afine wooden bridge over the Londell
built by the order of the Crown, and even apair of Vademaran Guards stationed to watch the bridge
and keep the peace on theroad. There were still two sturdily built guardposts here, one on either side of
the bridge, to prove that Errold’ s Grove had once been considered an important border town.

But war had come, war with Hardorn, and the Guards had been taken away to serve e sawhere,
never to return. Now the only way that the people of Errold’s Grove could keep the road open wasto
run their own volunteer patrols over it. Then things had somehow gotten mixed up with magic aswell,
and so far as the people of Errold’s Grove were concerned, order and their old way of life had all but
disappeared.

First had come the physical storms, worse than anyone had ever seen before, that washed out
the road in places, flooded the village twice, and buried it in yards of snow for most of the last severd
winters. Then had come the mage-stormsto batter them al along with the physica storms, and al anyone
from Vademar could do after the Herdd' sinitial warning was to send amessenger with amap that
showed what places were going to change, and when. That was no great help, when dl the places were
out in thewild Forest and no one could get out there to chase large animas awvay from the danger zone.
So the animal s became mongters, or maybe the monsters were brought in by the magic; no onewas
redly certain. The only thing that everyonein Errold’s Grove could agree on was that now it was far too
dangerousto leave the village and itsfields. Y ou never knew if or when you might disturb something that
was canny enough to follow you back home. People stopped going into the Forest, and the dye-traders
stopped coming, since there was no longer anything hereto trade for, or even worth the peril to
investigate.

Cowards! Darian thought, angrily scrubbing the tears from his eyeswith hisknuckles. Other
people kept going in! Other people weren ‘t so scared of their shadows that they gave up!

People like his parents, for ingtance. . . .

Darian’ s parents had been trappers, as had many generations of his ancestors on either side. But
when it became too dangerous to actudly live in the Forest, they had made Errold’ s Grove the base of
their operation, carefully working aterritory with cautious respect for the Hawkbrothers' claims and the
new strangeness that the mage-storms brought with them. Some of the creaturesthat arrived on the wings
of the mage-storms had handsome pelts of unusua colors, and traders would pay alot for them. Other
changes had occurred in the normal species of the Pelagiris that had made improvementsin color or
texture of the furs of animals native to the Forest, and for these, too, traders would come. Then, dthough
they were not as expert asthe villagers had been, they would look for the dye-fungi when time permitted,
thus bringing back abit of the prosperity that had left on the ssorm-winds.

They were careful! Darian Slently told the village. They knew how to be careful! They would
never, ever have let anything follow them here, no matter what you think! They aways made
certain to usetrgpsthat any truly intelligent specieswould spot, just to keep their consciences clean, but
even with that caution they had brought in someincredible prizes. Darian had often gone with them, for
during the winter they would both be out together for weeks at atime. He loved the Forest, and even at
its most dangerous, he had never been asterrified of it asthe villagers were now. It wasright to be
cautious around the Forest, but it was stupid to be afraid of it - after dl, it wasn't the Forest that was so
dangerous, it wasthethingsliving init, and aslong as you were careful, there was nothing to worry
about! Any fool could see that!

And how could anyonelet fear blind him to so much of wonder and beauty?

“Dari, listen,” his mother would whisper, and he would cock his head to listen for the new
sound that had caught her attention - perhapsthe liquid trill of a new bird (or wasit a tervardi?) -



or the bell-like tone of a hammer-jay. Whatever it was, once he caught it, he would look to her,
and see the pleasure shining in her eyes as she listened, too. Then she would tell himwhat it was
they had just heard, and spin himtales of the little lives of the creatures of the forest, tales far
more wonderful than anything in those dusty books the villagers thought so important.

“ Dari, look,” his father would say, pointing to something wonderful - a soaring hawk, the
sunset light glowing red and orange on a towering cloud, a doe with a fawn only minutes old. And
then his father would show him how to follow the hawk and watch it stooping to a kill, what the
fiery sunset portended in the way of weather, and how to find the fawn when she hid in the
grasses to doze while her mother went off to drink or graze. He would stand an excited witness to
the hawk’ s victory, sit in quiet contentment until the last red rays of the sunset faded into blue
dusk, or creep up to whisper to the fearless fawn, being careful not to touch it lest its mother scent
him and regject it, even though his hands itched to stroke its soft pelt.

He still loved the Forest, loved the green silences, the huge trees, the sounds of it. He couldn’t
get anyone e sein the village to see what drew him there; when hetried, they looked at him with
suspicion and even alittlefear, just asthey had looked at his parents.

But he could have borne even that, if he till had them. Dad - Mum - why didn’t you come
back? Why did you leave me alone? Why did you let the Forest take you away from me?

The pain returned, greater for having been bottled away benegath his anger and rebellion. Hiseyes
flooded with tears, histhroat knotted, and he pounded his hand against the bark of the tree until his
knuckles were raw and scraped. Londinessfilled him until there was no room for anything else, except
for anger at theinsular villagers who hadn’t even bothered to mount a search party when his parents
didn’t return. It didn’t matter to these fools that the exotic furs his Mum and Dad brought back had been
the only thing that kept traders coming to the village! Oh, no - because they went out into the Forest,
everyone was just certain that something would follow them back into the village, something too big and
monstrous to get rid of! There hadn’t been a particle of evidence that something like that had any chance
of happening, but it didn’'t matter; his Mum and Dad had been watched like criminads every time they
came back from atrapping run. And they’ d fdlt it; how could they not have? So they would go back out
more and more often, spending less and lesstimein the village. And maybe that was taking on too much
risk in the middle of the mage-storms. Maybe that was why, after an agony of waiting, he knew that they
wouldn’'t come homethistime.

They’ d left him behind because there was going to be another mage-storm coming, and Justyn
and some of the others had persuaded them not to risk his safety aong with their own. He' d protested,
but they’ d dipped off during the night, leaving him with the innkeeper asthey usudly did. By thetime he
woke up the next morning, they were gone, and the wind and snow had obliterated their trail. He' d tried
to follow, but had been forced to turn back.

Hewaited and waited, going out every day to watch for them, sure each dawn that he would see
them coming in laden with their prizes.

But thistime he had watched in vain, for they didn’t return.

Darian was l€ft to the village to care for, and it hadn’t taken them long to figure out how to
dispose of him. Within aday or two of being certain that Darian’ s parents were never returning, the
village eders had quickly apprenticed him to Justyn. Justyn had long been after his parentsto bind Darian
over to him as an apprentice; Justyn had told them that he had the Mage-Gift, and that it had to be
trained or it would be dangerous. Mum and Dad only laughed at him and told himhe was a silly old
fool if he thought a boy could be dangerous to anything or anybody. But the villagers had been only
too ready to believein the danger, and only too happy to get him disposed of - and more than once
there' d been intimations that “ disposed of” is exactly what he' d beif they detected any connection
between him and these weird times. They told him then, and they continued to tell him frequently, that he
should be grateful to them for seeing to his care, and for persuading his parentsto leave him behind on
that last trapping run. They never stopped telling him how grateful he should be, in fact. Therewaseven a
hint behind it dl that it was agood thing that his parents had been lost - because now he, Darian, would
no longer find hisown lifeat risk in the Forest.



Thetearswelled up again.

Needlessto say, hewasn't grateful.

| helped them! They said | did! When they set the traps, | wasthe oneup in atree,
watching and listening for danger - when they needed an extra set of hands, | wasright there, and
when they weretired, | was the one who was still fresh enough to tend to dinner or build thefire
up. Maybe that hadn’t been true back when hewas just alittle boy, but it had been the past couple of
years, and there was no denying it. They’ d been able to concentrate on the work at hand instead of
having to keep one eye on the work and one watching for peril or approaching westher.

And - maybe - that was why they hadn’t come back.

That wasthe uff his nightmares had been made of for the last year. He kept thinking of times
when he d been there when they’ d needed him - when they needed athird set of handson theropeina
blizzard, when he’ d spotted large carnivores stalking the camp - even when he’ d been up atree and had
seen the sgns of abad storm coming up without warning. Had a pack of some magic-twisted horrors
ambushed them, attacking them until findly their defenseswere dl gone? Had aterrible storm
overwhelmed them? Had it been smply accident, the faling branch, the hidden crevice, thedip inthe
dark that left one or both of them crippled and helpless? Was that why they didn’t return? Because
they’ d counted on his eyes and earsto warn them, his extra hands on aknife or abow to help fight off
danger, and he hadn’t been there? He' d never been bad with aknife, and he was even good with ashort
bow . . . could it have made the crucid difference?

Or wasit something else? Had they been caught by bandits, eager to stedl their precious furs?
Had there been an avaanche, or had one or both of them fallen through the ice while crossing ariver?
Horror of horrors - had they been caught in a Change-Circle and Changed themselves? Were they out
there even now, rooted to the spot as haf-human trees, or wandering in some shape not even he would
recognize?

He couldn’t shake the conviction that if he had been along, they would have al come back to the
village as usud. Somehow, some way, his mere presence would have made the difference. He knew
better than to try and tell thisto anyonein the village; he' d tried once to tell Justyn, and the old wizard
had told him that he was overreacting, that whatever had happened to his parents had nothing to do with
him. After that, he had kept hisguilt and fearsto himsdlf.

But he couldn’t help but think that if he had been aong, his parents would have had that extra set
of hands and eyes that would have kept them safe, and brought them through whatever it was that took
them away.

And that waswhat madeit dl the more horrible,

Here, inthisrefuge, avay from the foolswho didn’t understand, he could let hisred fedings out.

Why? he cried in silent anguish, face turned up to the canopy of leaves, both fists grinding against
the back of thetree, Why did you leave me? Why didn’t you take me with you? Why did you leave
meall done?

His body shook with silent sobs, and tears coursed down his cheeks, soaking his patched and
much-mended shirt. It wastoo small in the armsfor him by far, but he wouldn't let anyonetakeit from
him, nor would he give up the leather vest that went with it. She had made him the shirt, and he had cut
and stitched the vest, and those two articles of clothing were al he had lft of them.

Why? he asked them again and again, until there was nothing left in the world but sorrow and
guilt. Why did you |leave me alone?

Finaly, hisbody trembling in every fiber, he collgpsed in on himsdf, curled into aball, and
sobbed, muffling the sound of hisweeping in hisarms and the bark of the tree. He wept himself dry and
exhaugted, until there was no more strength left, even for asingle tear.

Before Justyn was satified that Kyl€e sinjury was no longer life-threatening and was as clean as
one herbalist could makeit, there was a great deal of blood spilled on the stone floor of his cottage. It
was't the worst wound he' d ever tended, but it was definitely one of the messiest. Justyn had findly
stopped the bleeding with acompression bandage, and after liberaly dosing the woodcutter with brandy
and poppy-powder, began stitching the wound closed with a curved needle and fine silk thread. Kyle



wasasgtolid enough fellow, and in away it was ablessing for both of them that he was so very insengtive
(and, one might aswell say it, stupid), for he didn’t seem to mind the ugly wound and the stitching haf so
much as the two farmers who' d brought him in. Vere and Harris grimaced every time Justyn put agtitch
in, and Harris, who had no livestock at al but afew chickens, relying on theloan of hisbrother’s oxento
plow hisown land, was looking abit green about the face. Kyle had just sat quietly, asif he were agood
plowhorse waiting for anew shoe to be fitted. The brandy and poppy concoction made the muscles of
his face go dack and relaxed, and he leaned back in his chair, propped up by Harrisand Vere, blinking
deepily whenever the needlewent in.

| could be generous, Justynthought. | could suppose that he’ sin shock by now. Except that
he hasn’t any of the symptoms of being in shock.

Such stolidity in theface of seriousinjury had been the halmark of some of the mercenary
soldiers Justyn had tended in the past - the long gone past, so removed from what he was now thet it
might be the past of another person dtogether. There were just some men who never felt much of
anything, ether physical or emotiond. In generd, they got dong well with their fellows, and they made
good enough soldiers, for athough they never displayed the least bit of incentive, they dways obeyed
orderswithout question. And, if awoman didn’t mind being the one to make al the decisions, they made
perfectly amiable husbands and fathers. Certainly their phlegmatic temperament never led to bestings or
other abuse. There had been times when he envied them that easy acceptance.

Virtualy everyonein the village was cast from the same mold, and it wasn't at al difficult to tell
that Vere and Harriswere Kyle s cousins. All three of them were husky, light-haired, and brown-eyed,
but Harrisand Vere were darker than Kyle, and Kyle had features that were much more square. Justyn
sometimes wondered if the reason he and Darian had never quite been accepted by the villagerswas a
smple matter of appearance; both he and Darian were thin and dark, in stark contrast to everyone ese
here. Or at least, heamended mentally, | was dark until my hair started going gray.

“He sgonnabelaid up acouple of days,” Vere said with irritation, histhick brows furrowingina
decided frown. “That meanswe |l have to spare someone from field work to keep an eye on him so he
doesn't get into trouble, al juiced up with that poppy like heis. Can’'t you magic him, * stead of sewing
him up likeusud?’

“I’vetold you before,” Justyn said patiently, manipulating the needle through a particularly tough
patch of skin, “I'm not aHedler, I'm an herbaist, a surgeon, and a bone-setter. | would haveto use a
complicated magic spell to do what you suggest. Whatever it was that the Heralds did to end the
mage-storms fractured all the magic, and left it scattered around like abroken mirror. It takesalong time
to gather up enough shards of power to work any spells. It svery tiring, it exhaugts al the magic that’s
nearby, and then, if you redly needed some magic to be donein the case of an emergency, | wouldn’t be
ableto doit. What if something bad came out of the Pelagiris, and | couldn’t protect the village? Y ou
wouldn't want that now, would you?’

The farmers both shook their square, shaggy heads, but they also looked skeptica and cynicd,
and Justyn could hardly blame them. After dl, no onein Errold’ s Grove had ever seen him work anything
involving powerful magic, and they had no reason to think he could do anything much.

And they have every reason to doubt me, he admitted to himsdf, taking another careful, tiny
ditch and tying it off.

“Beddes,” he added as an afterthought, “you can get Widow Clay to watch him. She can’'t work
inthe fields with that bad leg, but she can still weave baskets, or knit and sew while she kegps an eye on
him, and who knows? She might decide that he' s better than no husband at dl, and then your wives
won't have to cook and clean for him anymore.”

Justyn felt abit badly that he was talking about Kyle asif the woodcutter wasn't there, but ina
sense he wasn't. He' d had enough poppy and brandy that he wouldn't recall athing that had been said
once the drugswore off. And even if hedid, Justyn rather doubted that he’ d take offense at any of it,
since worse things had been said in his presence that he never took offenseto. He felt no guilt
whatsoever about setting up Widow Clay, however. The good Widow had been setting her cap at him
of late, and that was something he wanted to put an end to by whatever meansit took! The last thing he



needed was some meddling woman coming in here and “ setting hislifeto rights.”

Both the farmers brightened at that idea, and they didn’t say anything more about magic. Instead,
they exchanged the kind of cryptic sentencesthat almost amount to acode among close kin, and Justyn
gathered that their conversation had something to do with a plan to persuade the Widow Clay that her
best interestslay in dragging Kyle over the broom. Justyn rather doubted that Kyle would mind if she did;
he' d probably accept being married with the good - natured calm with which he accepted having hisleg
stitched up. Asfor the Widow-well, sheld have nothing to com-plain about in Kyle.

Justyn continued to sew the two sticky flaps of skin together with tiny, delicate stitches awoman
would have envied, but the meticulous work was not engrossing enough to keep his mind off the past.

The irony was, at one time he would have been able to mend a minor wound like this
with magic, using magic to bind the layers of skin and muscle together, leaving the leg as
sound as it had been before the injury. Granted, his grasp of power had been minor
compared to the great mages like Kyllian and Quenten, but at least it had worked reliably-
and what was more, it probably would be working better after the end of the Storms than the
magics of those who were his superiors in power. He had never used ley-line magic, much
less node-magic, and the loss of the ley-lines would have made little difference to him. He
had been a hedge-wizard, one of those who practiced earth-magics, with a little touch of
mind-magic thrown in for good measure, and he had served in the ranks of Wolfstone's
Pack, a mer-cenary company recruited by Herald-Captain Kerowyn to aid Valdemar and
Rethwellan in the war against Hardorn. His had been a minor role in that Company; using
the earth-magics to tell him where the enemy was and how many his numbers were, helping
patch up the wounded, helping conceal their own men from the enemy and his mages.
Kerowyn's Skybolts had worked with the Pack in the past, and they were one of the few
mercenary Companies she felt sure enough of to trust in the treacherous times when Ancar
still ruled Hardorn. All that had been explained very care-fully to the members of the Pack, as
had the risks and pos-sible rewards, and the Company had voted unanimously to take the
contract. After all, it was Captain Kero they were talking about; no one who took the same
side as she did ever found himself working for people he would really rather have lost down
a mine shaft. And usually no one found himself facing a situation where foreign commanders
were spending mere lives like base coin that they couldn’t get rid of fast enough.

Justyn had only just hired on with the Pack, and he’ d been eager to see someredl fighting, to get
right into the thick of things. But he had quickly discovered that the place of ajunior mage, amere
hedge-wizard, was going to be back with the support-troops.

And foolish me, that wasn't enough excitement for me.

Hetried to volunteer every timethey called for able bodies, but wisdly the commanders kept
passing him right over - until they came to the desperate running battleswith Ancar’ stroops that
decimated their own ranks and | eft the commandersilittle choice but to put awegpon into the hands of
anyone they could spare and hope for the best.

Justyn had been agood enough archer, but his mind-magic had given him an edge; aslong ashe
got hisarrow going in theright direction, he could think it into atarget. With abow in his hands, he
impressed even the archery-sergeant, and so they kept him with the archers, and he got more than his
share of excitement. Unitil hisfirst battle, he'd thought that actually killing someone might be avery
difficult thing, for he would be thinking his arrow into the body of a man, not astraw target - but then
when he saw what he faced, there was actually agrim and melancholy sort of pleasureinit.
“Héll-puppets’ were what the other fighters called Ancar’ sline-troopers; conscripted and controlled
entirely by blood-magic, Ancar had depleted the countryside for fighters, and had raised the power for
the spdllsthat controlled them by killing their familiesin cold blood. When Justyn killed one of the
troopers, it was actually alonged-for release for the poor clod.

Soell-bound and spell-ridden, for most of them that arrow came as a blessing, taking them
out of Ancar’s hands and on to a place where their loved ones were probably already waiting.
Ancar had not used his people well, to say the least, and Justyn found himsdlf sending prayers dong with
each arrow.



And asfor the officers and mages commanding Ancar’ stroops - there was great pleasurein
ridding the world of creatures so depraved and sadistic. And perhapsit waswrong for him to fedl
pleasurein killing even something as vile as Ancar’ stoadies, but he couldn’t find it in his heart to regret
taking even one of them out of the world.

And fighting was agreat ded more exciting than grinding herbs, lighting campfires, and seding
wounds. When the archery-sergeant had halfheartedly given him the option to go back with hisold
group, he' d declined.

And, to be honest, | felt more like a man. | was actually doing something, and other men,
other fighters, praised me for it. How could I go back to work among the cooks and the
mule-drivers?

It was't only the members of the Pack who praised him, either. He'd met severd of the
Vademaransin the form of some of the Guard when they’ d picked up a stray squad or two along the
way, the sadly-depleted remnants of aVValdemaran Company that had been holding the line before the
Pack cameto reinforce them. They thought he was afine soldier, and said as much asthey al shared
exhaugtion and the rare hot meal between engagements.

Heady stuff for ayoung fool, | suppose.

“Wonder where the boy went?” Harris said idly, interrupting Justyn’ s thoughts. Justyn had the
needle clamped between histeeth and couldn’t answer, but the question was rhetorica, for the man
answered it himsdlf. * Probably ran off into the woods. My boy’ s seen him running off there before. I'm
telling you, Justyn, there' s bad blood there, and you' d better do something about it before he gets more
than himsdlf into trouble.”

Justyn redlly wasn't paying much atention, lost in his own thoughts as he was, and the
half-conscious grunt he made in reply seemed to satisfy the man. At the moment, heredly didn’t want to
think about young Darian, though he was getting an increasing number of complaintsfrom thevillagers
that he was't keeping the boy under firm enough discipline.

No, histhoughts werein the past, at the moment, drawn there by the task of stitching up
something that could have been awound made on purpose, rather than accidentally.

If I hadn’t been so young, | would have redlized from the state of the Vaddemaran Guard and the
fact that my own commanders were willing to risk amagein the front linesthat something was very, very
wrong.

What had gone wrong was that they were al trapped on the wrong side of the enemy lines, and
only thefact that they had good commanders had gotten them asfar as they had gone. He had learned
later that the Guard and Pack Captains had agreed on alast-ditch dash for the Border at aweak spot in
the enemy lines, hoping for acombination of surprise and overconfidence to bring them dl through. And
the ploy worked -

Except that for it to work, someone had to hold the rearguard, and the most logical group was
the mixed archery squad guarded by a handful of swordsmen.

They fought their way back toward VVademar, step by step, until the only barrier between them
and safety was ariver with a single wooden bridge. One man with abow could hold the enemy off long
enough for everyone else to get across - and by that time, he was considered the best shot in the group.

So, of course, like ayoung hero who hasn't quite grasped his own mortality, | volunteered.

That was when he learned the great and vitd truth about being abowman.

When you run out of arrows, you can do virtualy nothing against aman with an ax.

He had fended off atacksfor afew momentswith hisbow and knife, getting some painful
woundsin the process, and the last thing that he remembered was watching the flat of the ax blade
descending in strangely-dowed time toward his head.

He had awakened in the infirmary tent; after his heroic efforts, there hadn’t been amanin the
decimated rankswilling to alow him to go down without trying to rescue him.

But his skull had been cracked like a boiled egg, and it had only been good fortune and the fact
that Wizard Kyllian was present at that very ste that had kept him dive to thank hisrescuers.

Kyllian himsalf wastoo old by then to take part in any battle-magics; he had confined himsdf to



ingtructing the new Herad-Mages and to helping the Hedlers when their own ranks grew too thin, for
Fireflower was a Schoal that produced mages who were equaly versed in Heding and mage-craft.
Reputed to be agresat friend of Quenten, the head of the White Winds School at Bolthaven, Justyn really
didn’t know why he’ d chosen to come North when the VVa demarans sent out a call for mages through
Quenten. Perhapsit was some need of his own that drew him there, or some urge to leave the sheltered
confines of the Fireflower Retreat. He didn’t confide his reasonsto Justyn, who was just one among
many of the patientsthat he pulled back from the soon-to-be-dead and into the land of the living.

It was obvious amost a once that Justyn was not going to be any good for fighting anymore; the
blow to hishead addled his vision enough that he would never be able to accurately sight an arrow again,
and he smply had never had the strength of body to be a swordsman. Nor did he ride well enough for
the cavalry.

But there was till magic - the magic he' d despised, that suddenly seemed desirable again.

But like alover scorned, his magic had left him aswell. Much of what he had learned, the blow
to hishead had driven from his memory; he had trouble Seeing mage-energies with any reiability, and the
mind-magic he had was so serioudy weakened he could no longer lift anything larger than aneedle for
more than afew moments.

He had gonein asingleingtant from hero to adiscard. And what would he do with himself
outsde of the mercenary Companies? He had no skills, no abilities, outsde of those of the magic that
was now mosily gonefrom him.

When he was able to get out of bed and care for himsdlf, the Healersturned him loose to
complete hisrecovery on hisown, and the Pack gave him his mustering-out pay and their good wishes.
The Captain expressed hisregret, but pointed out that the Pack couldn’t afford anyone who couldn’t pull
his own weight, and suggested that he might find employment somewhere asaserver inaninn, or the
like

A sarver inaninn?Was that what he had come to? All a once, he couldn’t bear the ideathat he
must give up al of his once-promising future to become amenid, adrudge, another cipher with no future
and no prospects. That was when he had approached the great wizard, hat in hand, like abeggar, and
asked for advice.

He must havefairly radiated despair, for Kyllian had sent away the people he was talking with
and took him into his own tent, Sitting him down and presenting him with a.cup of very strong brandy.

“| suppose you think that your lifeisover,” the great wizard had said, wearily but kindly. “And
from your perspective, that’ s an appropriate response. | understand you put on afairly brave show out
there”

He had flushed. “Brave, but stupid, | suppose - “

“Depends on who you would ask. Y our fellow mages, now, they would say it was Stupid, I'm
aure, risking your Giftsaswell asyour lifein physica combat - but the fellows you shot covering fire for
would have adifferent opinion.”

He had been rather surprised that Kyllian remembered the details of how he had been injured,
but there were more surprisesin store for him.

“So, you're brave enough to die,” Kyllian had continued, watching him closdly. “But areyou
brave enough to live? Are you brave enough to learn skillsthat will get you little gratitude, brave enough
to practice them among people who will probably despise you and certainly won't believe your tales of
battle heroics, but who neverthelesswill need what you can do?’

What could he answer, except to nod mutely, having no notion of what that nod was going to get
himinto?

“It wasn't magic that saved you, boy,” the old man had told him bluntly. “1t was smpler stuff than
even you are used to practicing. Bonesetting and flesh-gtitching, herbs and body-knowledge, patience
and persistence and your own damned refusal to be a proper hero and die glorioudy. Do you know
what’ s happened, out there in the hinterlands of Vaddemar?’

He had shaken his head; obvioudy, how could he have known? Hewasn't anative of the place



“Wall, | do, because the Hedlers come and wail on my shoulder about it at least threetimesa
day. There are no Heders out there now; they’ ve dl been pulled east to take care of this mess. Eventhe
old wisewomen, the herbalists, and the beast-Hed ers have turned up here; anyone that could travel has
come here, where the need is greatest. That leaves vast stretches of territory without anyone that a sick
or injured farmer can turn to - not an earth-witch, not a hedge-wizard, not even ahorse-leech. No one.
And people are going to die of stupid things like coughs and festered wounds unless people like you take
the time to acquire afew more skills and go out there to help them.” Kyllian had eyed Justyn shrewdly.
“And | canvirtualy guaranteeit will be athankless proposition - but you' Il be doing aworld of good,
evenif no oneiswilling to acknowledgeit.”

“Why do you care what happensto the people of Valdemar?’ he' d asked, with equa bluntness.
“And why should 17"

The old wizard had smiled, an unexpectedly sweet smile that charmed Justyn in spite of himsdif.
“| care - because | don't care what land people own allegiance to, so long asthey are good people. And
| suppose | care because of the philosophies that made me choose the School | chose. Ask any Hedler
of whatever nation how he feds about Healing aman from another land, even one that is hisenemy, and
hewill look at you asif you were demented for even asking such afoolish question. Healersdon't see
nations, boy. They see need, and they act on that need. That iswhy | care.”

“And why should |7’ Justyn had repeated.

“Why did you volunteer to hold the bridge?” was al Kyllian asked, and athough Justyn had not
quite understood the question then, discovering the answer had formed alarge part of hislifefrom then
on.

But at thetime, given his utter lack of anything €l se he thought he could do, and the fact that the
great Wizard Kyllian certainly seemed to want him to volunteer, that was what he had done.

Firgt, though, he needed to begin anew course of learning. He had apprenticed himself to the
leeches and herbalists and wisewomen on the battlefield, absorbing their knowledge of matters other than
theinjuries of combat when they weren't al up to their ebowsin blood and body parts. He acquired
herbals and other books, brought what was |eft of hismagic up asfar as he could, and when
Herald-Mage Elspeth and Hawkbrother Darkwind and Adept Firesong did whatever it wasthey did to
end the war with Hardorn, he was there for the celebration of victory, then volunteered his servicesto
both the Hedlers and the Heralds. After dll, hewas at least alittle bit of amage, aswell asacertified
bonesetter and herb-Healer, and Selenay of Vademar had decreed that Vademar till needed mages.
Kyllian had been right, and he was assured that Vademar could use anyone with either of those ills,
and desperately. Ancar’ s mages hadn’t confined their attentionsto killing Vademaran fighters; they’d
made a point of going after the tents of the Healers and other noncombatants, contrary to every accepted
convention of war. Far too many of the Hedlers and leeches who had volunteered were not going back
to their homes again.

Those servicesthat he offered were gratefully accepted, and the Healers sent him off so far into
the West that he wasn't certain he was till on amap of Vademar. A whole string of folk went, most
with about as much magica power as he had, and somewith less; aHeder and aHerald went with them
and found them towns and villages who wanted and would support folk like himself. Thelast village on
thelist was Errold’ s Grove, and it was here that he found that Kyllian had been only too right. People
had dready died needlesdy of stupid things - a compound fracture gone septic, awinter epidemic of
fever, an infected foot. The people here needed him and wanted him, and the Healer and Herald went
back to Haven to look for more volunteersto fill al those empty places where Healers had once been.

At firg, things hadn’t been as bad for the village and the villagers as they were now. Traders il
camefor the dye-stuffs, and there was both ready money and the goods coming in from outside to spend
it on. The villagers had seemed impressed by thelittle magics he could il do, such asfinding lost objects
and predicting the weether. He had been given a house and was promised that, like the woodcutter, all
his needs would be taken care of. A strange and scruffy black cat had ssmply appeared one day, a cat
that seemed unnaturaly intelligent, and he took it as agood omen, that he had gotten himself a proper
familiar, that his magic might once again amount to more than the wherewitha for afew parlor games. He



set about looking for an apprentice to teach, and saw the light of magery dancing in the eyes of ayoung
child, the son of apair of fur trappers. He had every confidence that he would one day be ableto
persuade them that their boy should have a chance at a better life than they held, and get young Darian
for hisgpprentice. It seemed asiif the gods were findly smiling on him again, and he rechanneled his
ambitionsinto another path. If he could not become agreat mage, he could train one. It didn't take
having the Talent and the Gift to be able to train the person who did. He transmuted his dream into the
dream of being the mentor to a powerful magician, and thought that he would be content.

But then the mage-storms began, and his fortune dropped along with that of hisvillage. When
one or two monstrous creatures invaded the village, no one wanted to go out into the Pelagiris Forest and
encounter more - and since the dye fungus wouldn't grow outside of the Forest, that pretty much put an
end to the dye-trade. With no money and no traders coming in, the villagers were forced to become
sdf-aufficient, but self-sufficiency had its cogt, in time and hard physical |abor. The narrower thelives of
hisvillagers became, the lessthey in their turn were willing to forgive. The demands on him became
greater, and he was less able to meet them. And when Darian was orphaned and was bound over to him
by the villagers, the boy reacted in exactly the opposite way he would have expected - not with gratitude,
but with rebdlion.

That, perhaps, was the worst blow of al. The boy had seemed so tractable with his parents, so
bright, and so eager to learn! And with bis parents gone and no relatives to teach him atrade or care for
him, he should have been relieved and grateful to get so gentle amaster as Justyn, who never best him,
never sarved him into submission, never redly scolded him.

Justyn was nearly finished with Kyle' swound, but the problem presented to him in the shape of
young Darian was nowhere near as easy to ded with.

Wasit only that the villagers were right, that the boy had bad blood in him? Just how “bad” was
the “bad blood,” if there was such athing? Wasit insurmountable? Should he give up, and see the boy
bound over to the smith, perhaps? Certainly the smith would not tolerate the kind of behavior Darian
exhibited now - but how could that befair to the boy?

Wasit only that he was strong-willed and stubborn, unwilling to turn bis hand to another path
when the one he had been on was closed to him? It would have been natura enough for himto planto
follow in hisfather’ sfootsteps, and certainly there was every indication that he knew quite abit about the
business of trapping and preparing furs. If it was only that, could his stubborn nature be overcome?
Surely Justyn could make him see reason - the Forest was too dangerous to go out in, now, and the
deaths of his parents should prove that to him, if only he could be made to acknowledge the fact. If two
peoplewith al the experience and caution they displayed could not survive there, Darian had no chance
of prospering, and surdy Justyn could make him understand that.

Wasit that he wanted everything to cometo him easily, as magic cameto thosein children’s
tales? Was hetoo lazy to work? If that was the case, Justyn wasn't sure how to remedy it, but that didn’t
seem right either. The boy was't actudly lazy, but look at what he' d said this afternoon: that he didn’t
See any reason to expend a great ded of effort to do something much more easily accomplished with
norma means, and perhapsit was only that Justyn hadn’t been able to persuade him that those little
exercisesswerethe only way of building his ability and control to handle anything bigger.

Or was there something € se going on, something that Justyn didn’t understand?

Justyn could see some things for himsdlf - the boy didn’t like being madeto fed that he was
somehow “different” from the other childrenin the village. Perhaps part of hisrebellion semmed from the
fact that his Talent for mage-craft was bound to set him farther gpart from the others. Given the contempt
with which the villagers regarded Justyn, he had no reason to assume that they would give him any more
respect if and when he became amage.

And he certainly reacted badly whenever his parents were mentioned. But his parents, too, had
been “different,” very much so. The entire village had regarded them with suspicion and displeasure,
anticipating that they would only bring more trouble than they were worth with them eventualy. Some of
the villagers had not been entirely certain that Ddian’ s parents were human - the argument was that no
human would ever choose to go out into the Pelagiris when there were safer ways of making a



livelihood. A fdlacious argument, to be sure, but thefolk of Errold’s Grove seemed to have agrasp on
logic that was tenuous at best. But wasiit that Darian wished his parents had been the same as everyone
else, and he was angry that they had been “different” and had made him “different” by default? Or was
there some other thought going through his mind?

“Bad blood, and reckless, that’ swhat’sin that boy,” he heard with half an ear, and it occurred to
him at that moment that every time anyone in the village so much as mentioned Darian’ s parents and
lineage, it was with scorn and derision, and the certainty that “no good would ever come of those folks.”
Why, no wonder the boy reacted poorly! Every time the boy heard himsdlf talked about, it was with the
amost gleeful certainty that he would cometo abad end, or be nothing but trouble. As reluctant to show
any sort of feeling ashe was, dill, for Darian those words must seem like a blow to the face, or moreto
the point, to the heart.

Still, onewould think that the boy would fed alittle proper gratitude. Justyn certainly treated him
wdl. Hewas hardly overworked, he had plenty of free time to himself, enough to eat, proper clothing to
wear, and acomfortable place to deep. Therewas no telling if he' d had dl those things with his parents,
but one would think he would be happy enough to have them now.

Wait, think a moment. It is one thing to feel gratitude, it is another to be told over and
over again just how grateful you should be, if only you weren’t too much of a little beast to be
appreciative. He' sonly a child, he can’t understand how much of a burden one extra mouth to
feed isfor the people here. Folks with children would have to work that much harder to feed and
clothe him, folks whose children are grown expect to be taken care of in their old age, not become
caregiversall over again. He hadn't any skills that were useful to the folk here when he was left in
their hands, so he wouldn‘t contribute anything toward his own keep for months or even years -
but how is a child supposed to under stand that?

And asachild, his parentswere naturdly everything to him, the center of hisyoung life, and being
told they were idiots and deserved to get swallowed up by the Forest must surely make his blood bail.
He must fed impelled to defend them, and yet since he was amere child, he would be considered
impudent and disrespectful if hedid.

Another thing that Justyn had noticed about him wasthat he had agreat ded of difficulty in
remaining still and concentrating. Perhaps that was characteristic of al young boys, but most were
gpprenticed to learn skillsthat involved physical work, not mental work. The boy had arestless heart,
and the truth of it was that he was not well-suited to insular village life. He spent most of hisfreetime, not
with the three or four boys near his own age, but out in the “forbidden” Forest; whether he was just
wandering, or exploring with a purpose, Justyn didn’t know, but he certainly seemed to prefer the
company of treesand birdsto that of hisown kind.

And there are certainly timeswhen | don’t blame him for that.

Justyn tied off the last of the stitches, and clipped al the threads as short as possible so that they
wouldn't catch on something.

“Now,” hesaid to al three of them, athough hewasn't at al sanguine about Kyle understanding
anything he said. “1 know you'’ ve heard this before, but it bears repeating. Y ou all three know what
happens when awound goes septic. Kyle, pleaseredize that if you let thiswound sour, at best, you
would be very, very sick and | would have to open up the wound, drain it, and cut or burn out part of the
infected tissue. It would hurt avery great dedl, both while | was doing it and afterward. Y ou’ d have much
worse than ascar, then, and it would take much longer to hedl. Y ou would probably end up with alimp,
or even lame, if the infection grew bad enough.”

Kyle grunted and nodded his agreement, his brown hair flopping into his vacant brown eyes. He
brushed it away, and although the motion was dow, his hand was steady, arguing for acertain leve of
sobriety.

“Now pay attention to what | haveto tell you,” heinsisted. “Y ou may have heard this before
when someone el se was hurt, but chances are you don't remember it aswell asyou think you do. Harris,
Vere, | am counting on you to remind Kyle of dl of this”

“All right,” Vere agreed, looking asif hefdt put upon. Harrisjust grunted, clearly bored with the



entire procedure. Knowing the two as he did, Justyn figured that Vere would try to remember to tell Kyle
everything, and Harriswould do so only if he happened to think about it.

Justyn sighed, and hoped they wouldn’t forget what he was about to tell them. At least Kyl€'s
congtitution was s0 robust that he could take alittle neglect. “ Once aday, the wound isto be washed in
wine, just as| did before | closed it, and dlowed to dry intheair.”

“Right,” Kyle said vaguely. “Wash, and air-dry. Don’'t bandageit wet.”

“After itisdry, then put the sdvel have given you onit, and put a dressing made of fresh, clean
cloth over it. Don’t put bear fat, or goose grease, or tallow, or river-weed, or anything €' se your granny
used to use for wounds on it. Do you understand that? Forget your granny’ s and your mother’ sfamous
remedies, and stick with mine. Trust me on this, and remember that the Heralds sent me herefor just this
reason. |’ ve seen and treated more wounds like thisthan there are peoplein the village.”

“Just the sdlve you give him,” Vere sighed, as Kyle nodded so earnestly that Justyn had some
hope that the man might actualy remember what he' d been told.

“At night, before you deep, | want you to change the dressing again, with fresh, clean cloth. |
want you to have dl the rags you use for dressings washed thoroughly in boiling water and hung to dry in
the sun.” Sometimes he wondered if they’ d pay more attention to the things he told them to do if he gave
them some kind of nonsense to say over each task, asakind of charm againgt sickness. But no, he was
afrad that if hedid that, they would trust in the charm and forget cleanliness. How could he get them to
believe that there wereinvisble animalsliving in filth that made wounds fester, if he couldn’t get them to
bdieveinhim?

Thank the godsthey at least knew the signs of infection and gangrene. “ Examine the wound
carefully each time you change the dressing, and if you see anything wrong, come to me at once.
Remember, you' re watching for infection, and that can include swelling, red streaks coming up or down
your leg from the wound, skin that’s hot to touch and more sore than it should be. Understand?’

“Cometo you a once,” Kyle repeated, nodding vigoroudly.

“All right,” Justyn said, and sagged back in his chair. He waved ahand at them. “You can dl go

Harrisand Vere each took one of Kyle' sarms and heaved him up out of his chair. Justyn didn’t
offer him any more of the precious poppy-powder; he didn’t have much, and he had to saveit. There
was no telling when the next trader would come with the powder he' d ordered almost ayear ago.

Rather surprisingly, Kyle madeit erect without too much in the way of awaobble, and he didn’t
lean on the two farmers nearly as much as Justyn thought he would.

The benefits of an iron constitution and a head like a granite boulder, | suppose, hethought
digpassonately. He' d probably have healed up all right without me, which is likely what Vere and
Harriswill be telling each other.

Heleaned back in his chair and massaged the bridge of his nose between his thumb and
forefinger. Kyllian had been right; this was a place where he - and a successor - were desperately
needed, and it was a place where they would get little thanks and no credit for what they did. People
honored the spectacular, not the everyday. Rai se adead man and bring him back to life, and they would
hold you in awe. Keep him from dying in thefirst place with alittle smple hygiene, and they ignored you.

What was he to do? He had known what he was up againgt when he arrived here. And what was
he going to do about a successor? If he couldn’t somehow bring the boy around, he would have to find
someone willing to do the hard work without any magic a al.

Women tended-to be more community minded than men, and in thisvillage a least, they were
used to taking on the more objectionable of community tasks; perhaps he ought to check among the girls
and seeif any of them werewilling to learn dl he could teach them about bonesetting and herbs and the
like. It wouldn't hurt Darian to see that he had ariva for Justyn’ stutelage. That might get him interested
again when nothing else seemed to.

The only problem with that ideawas that it would be hard for ayoung girl to get amature man to
listen and obey her when it cameto following ingtructions. That had been the idea behind sending aman
hereinthefirst place.



If only I could regain my magic! If | could impressthe people here, that might bring Darian
around. If he just thought that he had a chance of being seen with respect aslong as he learned what |
have to teach, that might change his attitude.

Heturned his attention to the gpple sitting on the plate on the end of the table where Harris had
put it. He narrowed his focus and concentrated on the fruit, as he had so often and so easily, feding a
now-familiar headache arc across hishead, just behind hisright eyebrow. He didn’t remember the blow
that had felled him, but hefancied that it had felt alot like that stabbing pain.

Hewilled the gppletorise. Thistime! Surely thistimel

It wobbled abit on the plate, but did not move.

Still, he continued to concentrate on it, and it rocked faster and faster but till refused torise,
until” the pain behind hisright eye was enough to blind him. With asigh, he dropped the gpple with his
mind, and it stopped moving.

“I'man old fraud,” he said out loud. “I’m afailure and an old fraud, my apprentice hates me and
hates magic, and you - “ helooked at his cat, which waslicking itsdf again “ - probably aren’t even a
familiar. And even if you are, you're afailure, too. If awhirlwind came out of the sky and swallowed us
al up, no one would ever notice, that’s how unimportant we are. What do you think of that?’

The cat went on cleaning itsdlf, sicking ascraggly, flea-gnawed leg straight up inthe air, arse
toward Justyn. He chuckled bitterly, for the cat’ s sllence seemed the only fitting comment.

Two

Even grief as profound as Darian’ s could not be sustained for too long, and after lying exhausted
in hishiding place for atime, other fedlings began to penetrate his sorrow, al of them maddeningly
persstent, and utterly ordinary. It wasirritating - which in itself wasirritating - to have stupid thingslike a
nose that was sore and stuffed up from crying, and an ant crawling up hisleg inside his breeches, intrude
on something as profound as his grief. But that didn’t stop them from intruding. Hisarms and legs felt
cramped, his hands stung where he' d pounded them against the bark and scraped them, and one hip
hurt, jammed as it was againgt the hard bark of the tree. Finally he decided it wastimeto leave. He sat
up, hiseyes sore and dry, and peered down through the branches to seeif there was anyone about to
catch him when he climbed down.

There was no one working in thefield below, and from the fact that the long shadows of the trees
had crept over the village, he’ d been up here awhile. He guessed that the women who usudly worked in
the bean field had probably left their work to go prepare dinner for the men and children. The wind was
in thewrong direction for him to catch aromas coming from the village, but it was agood bet thet if he
could smdl anything, it would be the mingled aromas of stews, soups, pies and pasties, same as aways.

| wonder why they bother making individual dinners.

Surely it would make more sense just to make one big pot of stew for the whole village, he
thought, with atouch of contempt. After all, everyone in the village uses the same half-dozen recipes.
| don’t think anyone has ever tried to make anything new since I’ ve been here.

Perhaps it was that, as difficult asthings were, there were still some who were more prosperous
than the rest, who could afford alittle more meat and spicesin their food, and who made sure to enjoy
that distinction from everyone €l se whenever the opportunity presented itsdlf.

Asif by sharing a bit of spice with everyone else they' d lose the chance to lord it over their
neighbors, he thought sourly. The haf-dozen “well-to-do” families were the ones who seemed to go out
of their way to complain about his behavior. Asif they didn’t already have the best houses in town,
and can even pay somebody else to cook and clean for them!

Stll, if it was medltime, he' d probably better be getting back to Justyn. There were dtill dishesto
scrub, and the pasties to fetch from the baker, or the old wretch would probably forget to eat, and then
Darian would get the blame if Justyn got sick. Sometimes he wondered how Justyn had gotten aong
before he came - but then he redlized that the women had taken care of him, the same way they cared for
Kyle. So the villagers had gotten something out of apprenticing him to Justyn; they’ d been able to stop



cleaning up after and cooking for the Wizard. No wonder they’ d been in such ahurry to get him bound
over!

I’ll have to clean up after Kyle, too, if | don’t want to have to eat dinner in a room that
looks like someone had butchered a pig there. Justyn is such a slob! How can he be so concerned
with keeping wounds clean, and live the way he does? Wrinkling hislip alittlewith disgus, he
stretched hisarms and legs until the cramps went away, then climbed dowly down the sde of thetree
oppositethe village. He didn’t want anyoneto catch sight of him if he could helpit; he d dready lost a
couple of hiding placesby being cardess.

Here on the edge of thefidlds, where there was more sunlight, growth of bushes and vines was
especidly heavy, giving him cover that dlowed him to get into the field without being seen. Already theair
was hot and drowsy with midday hest, and hidden insects buzzed and droned on dl sides of him. The
ground here smelled damp; someone must have opened up theirrigation pipe for thisfield. He pushed
through the dense underbrush until he cameto afield of pole beans, and made hisway through the rows
of tdl, tent-like arrangements of poles covered with climbing bean vines. They made ajagged hedge that
was difficult to see through, and extended well over the top of his head. Eventudly the field ended, and
he reached the outskirts of the village on the northern side. He reentered Errold’ s Grove near the firing pit
for pottery and the storage shed where the finished pieces were kept. He didn’t see anyone, athough the
sounds of dinner being served and eaten were coming from every open window.

It must be later than | thought. Hedlill didn't fed much like hurrying, though; his bout of grief
had pretty much killed his appetite, and with a bit of pique, he decided that Justyn could wait. If his
Master was hungry, his Master could go fetch his own dinner from the baker, and clean aplate or two
himsdlf for achange.

He made hisway dowly aong the paths between the houses, kicking around rock through the
dust, nursing his grievances. The ordinary sounds of peoplewho liked each other eating together only
made him feel more abused and put upon, because he knew what those people must be thinking and
saying about him. Vere and Harris had certainly recounted the tale of his defection to their families by
now, and their wives had probably shared the story with others as they brought water from the well, or
went to fetch dinner from the baker. So now everyone knew that Darian had shown his*“trueface” again,
and they would be feding very smug indeed. By suppertime tonight, he' d be the main topic of evening
lecturesto the family.

They'll belooking at their children, and telling each other, “ Thank the gods heisn't like Darian!”
or “My boy would never act like Darian.” Huh. Asif they redly had any idea hdf of what their precious
children get into when they aren’t watching.

And the very next person he encountered would probably stop him in order to remind him of
how ungrateful and unnatural he was. Every time he got into trouble - and “trouble’ seemed to have a
wide definition for these people - people would go out of their way to give him their own version of the
lecture he’ d dready heard a thousand times or more - the sermon on how kind Justyn wasfor taking him
in and gpprenticing him without an gpprenticing fee or any kind of familia rdaionship. Again. And again.

At least Justyn himself usually |left that part out, perhaps because he remembered only too well
how he had pestered Darian’ s parents every time they cameinto Errold’ s Grove. Darian could recal at
least adozen times that Justyn had come to his Mum and Dad, separately or together, to urge onthem a
plan of gpprenticing him into Justyn’s service. There had been agreet ded of fuss made about how
dangerousit was for someone with Darian’s“potentid” to remain untrained in hismagic. Darian
remembered his Dad once telling his Mum that Justyn was trying to frighten them into giving Darian over
to him, and that she shouldn'’t let the old man darm her.

If Darian could not get away from whoever had decided to ddliver the usud lecture, the
haranguer would then go through the litany of Darian’s many character flaws and deficiencies, and the
only variation wasin how much emphasisan individua placed on aparticular flaw. This part was actudly
useful; Darian had noticed over the course of severa of these lectures that people tended to stressthe
flaw that they were most prone to themsalves. For instance, the rudest man in the village, Old Man
Gulian, tended to harp on how rude Darian was, and Erna Dele, who never spoke or showed athank



you for any favor and aways expected more than she got, would go on at great length on how hedidn’t
appreciate what he was given. Helearned alot by listening to what people thought they saw as
deficenciesinhim.

Regardless of who was giving the lecture, it aways ended with ahomily on gratitude, obedience,
and humility. That is, how he should daily demongtrate how grateful he wasto everyonein Errold's
Grove by thanking al and sundry on every occasion for their generosity toward him - how he should
show that gratitude by instant obedience to anything anyone wanted of him - and how he should be
properly humble and prove that he knew his place in the scheme of things by groveling before everyone
he came across.

How | should be so happy to have been permitted to become a bound-over dave that | should
demondtrate that gratitude with humble servitude to anyone over the age of fifteen.

“It takesavillageto raise achild,” wasthe old proverb, often quoted to Justyn when someone
cameto complain about Darian, and it certainly seemed asif everyonein the village had hisor her own
ideas of the proper way for Darian to behave!

Each time he heard the lecture, he was sorely tempted to kick the orator in the shins. He never
did, though, because there was dways that doubt that they might al be right and that he was inthe
wrong. After dl, everyone here seemed to be in agreement on his behavior and worth except he himsdif,
and after dl, hewasonly aboy. What if hewas entirely in thewrong? What if he was a bad person?
What if he did deserve to be punished - what if Justyn wastoo tolerant of his behavior and heredly
deserved to be disciplined?

Wheat if the reason his parents got swallowed up by the Forest was because he was a bad
person, and this was how the gods had chosen to punish them for how he turned out?

That was the possibility that gave him acold lump in the bottom of his stomach, and made him
squirm with distiress whenever he thought of it.

And that, of course, just made him want to be loud and wild and try some of the magicsthat
Justyn talked about, just to show them dl that he was not to be trodden underfoot like aweed and he
was not going to teke al their lectures and disapproval lying down.

Which, of course, aways got him into moretrouble. In fact, it seemed asif ever sncehe'd
arrived in this place, he was in trouble to one degree or another - or thought to bein trouble.

And it wasn't fair! The other boys pulled as many pranks as he did, or more - they were just dier
about it, and they didn’t get caught becauise no one wastrying to catch them the way everyone seemed
to betrying to catch him.

Hdllfires! hethought rebellioudy. When everyone’ s watching you all the time to catch you
doing something wrong, they're going to get you, no matter how hard you' re trying to do right!

And meanwhile, just because everyonein the whole town expected Darian to be the onewho
made trouble, that meant they weren't going to catch their own boys at it, and Darian would get the
blamefor things they did. It happened dl the time, and even when he could prove he hadn’t had anything
to do with the mischief, no one ever gpologized to him or made things up to him. They just said that he
deserved to get into trouble for al the things he did that he hadn’t gotten caught at! Now, therewasa
primebit of logic!

And just suppose the beans got pecked a bit by birds, or a deer wandered in and ate some of
the young corn, things that he couldn’t possibly have any control over - why, that wasdl thefault of his
Dad and Mum. It was the Pel agiris-beasts come to take revenge on the village for the terrible trappers
who had invaded the Forest. Even the most normal of beast depredations was aways blamed on some
mongter from the Pelagiristhat had followed Dalian’ s parents back to Errold’ s Grove. Though what
self-respecting monster would pull up carrots and eat them, or trample down ahill of beans, or pick at
ripe strawberries - well, that was beyond him. Must have been amonster with asingularly vegetarian
appetite.

Funny how they all forget those coats and rugs and bedcoverings they all have that Dad
and Mum traded for food and supplies, he thought sourly, looking up from hisrock and noting one of
those bedcoverings hanging out on alineto air. A soft shade of subtle cream it was, too, with markings



and mottlings of adarker shade of pale brown. Quite a handsome fur, thick and warm, and probably a
fine thing to have on the bed in the dead of winter. Darian even remembered what the beast had |ooked
like when they’ d caught it - aterribly dangerous beast, it was, completely unable to defend itself, much
less attack anyone. It had looked like ahuge hassock; with four tiny little legs and ahead the size of an
apple all stuck on abody easily the size of afat cow, and certainly much wider. If anything had been born
to become atanned hide, that thing surely had been. It was awonder it had survived long enough to be
trapped in thefirst place.

Poor Justyn hadn'’t even gotten the benefit of having furstraded to him in return for taking Darian
as an gpprentice. He didn't get anything at al, not even other peoples’ cast-offs, and he was the one who
probably deserved some kind of repayment the most. Widow Clay of the bad leg that kept her from hard
physical |abor had been appointed to make him bedcoverings, which she knitted from odds and ends of
yarn that she unraveled from worn-out sweaters or scrounged from |eftovers or other projects. Shedso
made quilts of scraps that no one el se wanted because they were stained, or faded and threadbare, or
too drab to be desirable, even as a patch for aquilt. Poor Justyn! He aways got the tag-ends of
everything. Hewasthe last person in the village to get ashare of meat, of clothing, of anything.
Who-ever’ sturn it was to supply him aways gave him what they didn’t want. Take now, for instance;
there was an abundance of turnips, beans, and peas, so their meals featured either turnips, beans, or
peas, depending on how the donor hersdlf felt about those vegetables. Mostly, they got turnips, and he
was not looking forward to the time when the squash ripened.

Now hismood turned to guilt, asit dways did at this point, for the worst part of it wasthat in his
heart he knew he was being treated fairly; well-housed and well-fed, and Justyn, though short-tempered
and appdlingly doppy, was fundamentaly kind.

He kicked his stone back and forth, from hiseft foot to his right, making dow progressin the
direction of Justyn’s cottage. He kept his eyes down on the path and his stone, for it was just possible
that if any adult saw him doing this, they would think it was someridiculous exercise that Justyn had set
him, asit certainly would look too tedious to be agame. Justyn had set him tasks that looked sllier in the
past, and the one thing they al had in common was that they were tedious.

It's not so bad with Justyn, and | wouldn‘t mind so much if I was learning something
useful. It'sjust that he keeps insisting that this magic stuff is good for something. I’ ve heard the
storiesand I’ ve seen the bad art on hiswalls. He' s talked about great mages and even one or two
Hawkbrothers, and told me about their great spells and “ weaings.” But so far | haven’t seen him
do anything that couldn’t be done easier by plain old ordinary hands. For that matter, alot of what
Justyn did was accomplished by mundane means, and old Justyn sure didn’t get alot of respect, wedlth,
or even gppreciation. So why would anyone want to be a wizard in the first place? What' s the point
of being a wizard if you get taken for granted and paid only in what no one else wants? If | was
learning something like being a fighter, a warrior - something that was useful and got respect -
well, things would be different.

The old man was good at smal spells and minor hedlings, smple magics that made life better and
safer for the villagers. But nobody really seemed to notice just how much he did for them; they acted asiif
he was supposed to be a their beck and cdl for the most minor of trividities, and on the whole they
treated him very little better than Lilly, the barmaid at the inn. Justyn just accepted that treatment, asif it
was what he expected and deserved.

That isn’t doing either of us any good, if it comes right down to it. He doesn't get respect,
so | never will either - but he also doesn’'t ever do anything to make people think he was
important. And any old wisewoman knows almost as much as he does about healing and
medicines.

Everything Justyn did or wanted him to do seemed to involve agreat dedl of stupid, plodding,
repetitive work. So what good was magic, when all it did was make for more hard, tedious work? He
knew why the villagers didn’t respect Justyn’ s magic - wasn't magic supposed to be spectacular,
instantaneous, and take one' s breath away? Wasn't that the way magic happened in the tales? When the
village was buried in snow, shouldn’t Justyn have been able to clear the snow away from the paths and



the doorswith asnap of hisfingers? Shouldn’t he be able to hold back floodwaters with hiswill, or make
awdl by wishing it there?

Shouldn’t he have been able to keep peopl e safe when they went into the Forest to make a
living? After dl, that was how the people of Errold’ s Grove were supposed to make aliving - shouldn’'t a
proper wizard be able to make sure they could still do it, no matter what those mage-storms brought?
That may have been what earned their scorn - when the monsters came, Justyn wasn't able to do things
that | et the village prosper despite their presence.

If they' d thought that he was going to be able to get rid of any monsters that came in from
the Forest, people wouldn’t have been half as hard on Dad and Mum . . . in fact, they might have
helped them out a bit that last winter, when running the traplines was so hard.

And if people had been pleasant to him and his parents, if they’ d been able to prosper on their
own, maybe his Dad and Mum wouldn’t have fdt asif they had to go out into the Forest as often or for
aslong. They might till have been here, if they hadn’t felt so unwelcomein Errold’ s Grove.

He shook his head angrily to keep from crying al over again. He had to think hard to be ableto
get abreath; hefdt asif he werein acongriction trap, and the trap kept getting smaller every day. |
don’t think I can bear too much more of this, he thought, but thistime the thought had more of a
fedling of desperation behind it. I’ ve got to get away; I’ ve got to figure out how | can take care of
myself, and get away from here. This place, these people - they’re trying to make me just like
them, and | don’t want to be like them! Wanting everything just alike iswhat’s killing them all,
they just don’t realize it.

There had to be moreto life than the kind of life the villagerswereliving - adull, pedestrian,
day-to-day existence. When he wasn't being badgered, he was being bored to death.

Every day isexactly like every other day. Only the weather and the seasons change, and even
they don’t make that much difference, unlessthere’ s something like aflood or ablizzard. Or amonster or
something they think isamonster. Or maybe aHerald comes along once ayear & modt. It' sawaysthe
same food, the same gossip, the same things going wrong or right. Nobody ever does anything just for
the sake of doing it, and nobody ever darestry anything new.

There were times when he thought that even the gppearance of amonster from the Pelagiris
Forest would be preferable to the day-in, day-out sameness. It might wake up some of these people,
show them that there were more important things than complaining about one small boy.

No one ever makes songs or tales about people plowing their bean fields. What'’ s the point
of living on the edge of a perilous and magical place like the Forest if you don’t go looking for
adventureinit? Or if not adventure, why not just - life? People used to go looking for adventure - or
for mosses and other dye-stuffs, anyway - but now they would rather hide in the village and pretend the
Forest wasn't just beyond their carefully cultivated fields. They’ d rather do without prosperity than tekea
chance againgt danger, and Darian could not understand that.

My folks went out looking for adventure; maybe there is something in my blood. Only it
isn't bad blood, it’sjust - | don’t know. | just know if | don’t do something different soon, I'm
going to burst. I don’t know how these folks stand living like this. Maybe they don’t burst because
they're hollow.

Helooked back over his shoulder at the Forest with longing. He dways felt more contented
when hewasin there, and the temptation to keep going, to keep on looking to see what was beyond the
next stand of trees, behind the next patch of undergrowth, was often overwheming. It dwaysfet asif
there was something exciting out there waiting for him, if he just went far enoughiin.

And maybe Dad and Mum are il dlivein there, somewhere. . . .

His belly wrenched. He was thinking that again, as he had for ages, and he still could not let that
hope go. Until someone found proof otherwise, he would aways be certain that they weren’t dead, that
they were trapped or imprisoned somewhere, waiting for someoneto find them. Aslong as he could
believe that, he couldn’t give up, and he had something to hold onto in the middle of the night, when he
woke up and found himsalf beneath a thick, thatched roof instead of the open sky, or tent canvas, or
forest canopy.



That hope faded a little more with each passing day, though. It got harder to believe they were
il dive somewhere, when there was never any trace, either of what became of them, or of aforce or
person that could have imprisoned them.

Maybe when a trader comes, | can get him to take me with him. | could work for him until
we get somewhere where there are more people, then | could join the Guard. | bet I’d be a great
fighter - infact, | bet I’d be one of the best fighters there ever was! He was easily one of the best
bowmen in the village; more than half the time he’ d been apprenticed it was his skill that put meat in
Justyn’ s stew, and not the “gratitude’ of the villagers.

Then again, al the wars were supposed to be over now, and maybe they wouldn’t need fighters.
Widll, that wasdl right. | could remind people about the furs and the dyes that used to come from
here - | could get them to put together an expedition to explore the Forest, that’s what | could do!
| know all Dad’ strapping trails; | could be famous for opening up the Forest!

Or maybe he could just work for the trader until he had enough put by to buy his own supplies
and traps. He could go out into the Forest himself, and become as good atrapper as his Dad was. He
remembered his Dad saying more than once that he was doing the villagers afavor by trading those furs
for “kind” instead of “cash” and that the traders never gave but afraction of the worth of the fur. I | took
my fursto a big city myself, | could get a lot of money for them. | could get rich - and I’d probably
be famous, too.

Asfor the people of Errold’s Grove, well, when they saw how he was prospering, maybe they
would stop cowering in their houses like rabbitsin aburrow, and dare the Forest themsdlves again.

| haven’t seen that many monsters, and most of them weren‘t dangerous if you kept your
wits about you. I’ ve never seen any “ forest spirits’ or “ vapor demons’ or anything you could
even mistake for something like that. Hellfires, | haven’t even seen Hawkbrothers, and | know
they’ re supposed to be out there somewhere - so how dangerous could it be now that the
mage-storms are over really? |’ ve probably spent as much timein the Forest as anyone here, and
| just don’t think that hiding in your house and pretending that the Forest isn’'t there is going to
do anyone any good.

Helooked up dyly for amoment, and realized that he had managed to kick his stone up to the
back of theinn - or what served asan inn herein the village. It realy wasn't much more than another
cottage with two rooms, one large room full of benches and tables, one akitchen, and aloft above the
kitchen where the owner dept - it was owned by Hanbil Brason, who brewed the beer and dispensed it
to the men who gathered here of an evening, and in earlier years besides selling beer and food, he at
times had sold floor space at night to passing traders. Nowadays, when there wasn’t much in the way of
coined money in the village, Hanbil sold hisbrew by tdly - you brought in abushd of barley, abunch of
hops, a dozen eggs, some pork or chicken, and he would reckon up how much in“rea” money that
represented and put it on atally-stick for you.

Then you drank and ate until you used up the tally. Hanbil was the only man with whosetallies no
one argued, because he was the only source of beer, and hiswas the only place in the village where men
could gather to complain about their wivesin relative peace.

Hewas aided in hisendeavors by Lilly, who served beer and meat pasties, cleaned and washed
up, and dispensed some other unspecified services that caused the good wives of Errold’ s Grove to
frown and pronounce her “no better than she should be.” Whatever that meant. It might have had
something to do with the fact that she wore skirts kilted up above her knee, extremely tight bodices, and
blousesthat continualy fell off one shoulder, showing agreet ded more of her than the wivesliked. Lilly
was no girl; shewas older than some of those wives, and redly no prettier. The women had no causeto
fed any jedousy about her looks. But they did, and they took some pleasure in snubbing her at every
opportunity. However, like poor old Kyle, folks said she was not especiadly bright, so she didn’'t seemto
take any notice of being dighted. Or if she noticed, she didn’t care; maybe having the approva of the
husbands was worth the snubs of the wives.

Darian had some doubts about that; he didn’t think it wasthat Lilly was stupid at dl. He thought
it was probably more the case that she was so resigned to her lot and position that she just didn’t think



about it anymore.

The boys said she was d so not quite bright enough to count past ten - anything more than ten
wassmply “alot” - and asevery child in the village knew, if there were more than ten pasties or fruit
pockets cooling on the windowsll, Lilly would never notice one missing. Once again, Darian had doubts,
for he' d seen her taking in the plates of cooled baking with adight smile when one or more was missing.
He had the fedling that she knew very well that the baked goods were gone, and that she rather enjoyed
the fact that bold children were snitching Hanbil’ s goods.

And since Hanbil was notorioudy parsmonious when it came to his share of the support for
Justyn, Darian dways conddered it his duty to filch something to eat from the inn when he got the chance.

Thiswas hisday of golden opportunity. Lilly must have been out berrying on the old road this
morning, for there was aline of fine, golden-brown berry-pockets cooling in pans on the windowsi Il and
just beneath it, Sitting on upturned buckets so she could reach them from the window. Juice oozed from
them enticingly, and there were at least two dozen of them.

Darian sdled up to the window and took a quick glance around to see if anyone was watching,
but the areawas deserted, and he could hear Lilly talking to Hanbil up in the loft. He snatched, and ran,
juggling the pocket from hand to hand to keep from getting burned, while his mouth watered with
anticipation.

A moment later he was safe in aspot he often used for strictly temporary hiding, the hollow
behind some juniper bushes under the window of what passed for ashop in Errold’s Grove. Nandy
Lutter and her husband used to buy their goods from traders, but with fewer and fewer coming through,
they had to go fetch their own goods. They were the only people in the village who ever went up the road
to the outside world. Once every three months, Derrel Lutter would hitch up his horse to hiswagon and
drive off across the bridge with awagon full of whatever he and Nandy had traded for over the previous
three months. When he came back, he would have the things that the village could not make for itsdlf,
and he and Nandy would set them up in the shop, and make trades over the next few months. They
brought in things like needles and pins, ribbons and colored thread, sugar-loaves, spices, and sdt. They
were two of the Errold’s Grove dite, and as aresult, Nandy had gone to the effort of planting things
around their house that were pretty, but impractica, asameans of displaying their wedth. She had beds
of spring bulbs, flowering treesthat had no redl fruit, rose vines, and evergreen-holly and juniper. The
latter were planted against the side of the house, and the hollows against the wall where the branches had
died back for lack of sunlight made agood hiding place. That was where Darian went when he d filched
apie; better to get under cover, eat it quickly, and dispose of the evidence a once. They couldn’t accuse
you for having a blue tongue; you could claim you’ d been berrying yoursdlf.

Hewriggled into place just below awindow, and proceeded to nibble delicately at histreat so as
not to waste a single crumb. For such apoorly regarded woman, Lilly was aremarkably good baker,
and her efforts certainly surpassed anything Darian could produce. The pastry was flaky and light,
perfectly browned and crunchy, the filling sweet and juicy without being too runny. Hetook a great dedl
of satisfaction, not only in the fact that he' d cheated Hanbil out of something, but out of the fact that
taking it by deight-of-hand had been a great ded more efficient than trying to get it by levitation or some
other daft method Justyn might have suggested. | don’t need his stupid magic to get what | need. |
can do anything | have to do with my two hands and my wits.

The more he thought about it, the more discontented he became. Thiswas no life for anyone with
any courage or ideas! Thiswas no place for anyone who wanted something besides a place to deep and
steady meals and - predictability! Errold’ s Grove was dying, or dead, and no one had noticed it but him.
And he had to escape before he died, too.

Nandy and another woman were talking inside, but he didn’t pay any heed to them until the
tag-end of a sentence caught hisattention. “ - that old fraud who cals himself awizard.”

“I don't know why we give over anything to support him,” the other woman replied queruloudly.
“It'snot asif hewaslike Kyle, and useful.”

“I’ve said as much to my husband,” Nandy replied with an air of triumph. “I’ ve said to him that
there’ s nothing that man could do that one of the girls couldn’t learn. Take Ida’s Saffy - * she chuckled



cruely, “ - and the gods know thereisn’t aboy in Errold’ s Grove who would.”

“Nandy!” her vistor exclamed in mock shock. “Now how could you say athing like that?’

“Twenty years old and not married, aface like ahorse and abody like awashboard? It's only
plain spesking,” Nandy retorted, with obvious pleasure. “Now ook, my man could take her up when he
next goes off to the city and leave her at the Hedler there. HE Il train her for nothing, we' ve aready
asked. In ayear she comes back, and we can send that good-for-nothing fraud off to swindle some other
village. Saffy could go back to living with her parents, just like before, but then she’ d go from being a
burden to ablessing. The rest of us could pay for her services as we need them, not before, and there
won't bethat drain on everyone, whichis purely cruel. And now there' s two to feed, him and that
usdless, feckless, hit of bad blood that he calls an apprentice.”

“Wadll, itisn't fair,” the other agreed. “If you' re never sick, it doesn't seem fair to have to keep
giving over food and clothing and al. Of course, he does do Finding, and Weather-watching -

“And acareful person don’t need aFinder, and as for Weather-watching, we got dong well
enough without it before.” Nandy pronounced that as the end of the argument. “ Asfor the boy, well, |
don’t doubt that if he doesn’t manage to bring the Forest down on usdl as hisrootless parentstried to
do, he certainly won't amount to anything. He hasn't the intelligence of Kyle and he' sas shiftlessasLLilly,
and the sooner we' rerid of both of them, the better off thisvillage will be.”

Nandy and her customer moved away from the window at that point, and Darian couldn’t hear
anything but the murmur of voices.

He sat where he was, not out of shock, but suddenly struck by a sense of hopel essness so deep
he couldn’t have moved if hislife had depended on it. Now they grudged even the scant food they
provided him - they were going to turn him out to fend for himself as soon asthey could get avay withiit.
And they were going to do the same to Justyn, too - but of course, Justyn would have ayear or soto try
to find anew place to go, because they couldn’t do without him until Saffy wastrained. It sounded asif -
supposing Nandy had her way - they were going to just throw Darian out as soon as Nandy could get
enough people to agree with her. And Justyn at least had some skills he could barter for anew place
somewhere. Darian had nothing except the clothing he' d brought with him, the ability to shoot abow, and
whatever he could convince folks he could do.

So what am | supposed to do? Go live off the Forest, with no supplies and no weapons but
my bow and few arrows? It was one thing to plan to become agreat hunter and trapper when he was
older, and had built up al the things he needed to properly livein the wilds - it was quite another to know
that he was going to be cast out to make shift for himsalf with nothing whatsoever to help him. No point
in asking Justyn for help ether - the old wizard would have ahard enough time finding anew place for
himsdlf.

Maybe | should just run away now, and get it over with. If | go now, maybe| could steal enough
to keep me dive until | get to the next town. That's Kelmskeep, | think. Isn't it?

Assuming he could find the next town; he' d never been there, and he didn’t know how far it was,
or if he could get there afoot. People said it was downriver, but how far wasit? Could he get there on his
own? And if he could, would anyone want him when he got there? Assuming he didn’t run into something
esefird, like maybe Hawkbrothers. It used to be that you wouldn’t run into them unless you trespassed
intheir territory, but that wasn't the case anymore, or so their yearly Herald had said. Now they could
be anywhere in the Forest according to the Herdd; they were supposed to be much better at doing the
new kinds of magic than anyone else was, and the Herald had been rather vague about just what these
bands of roaming Hawkbrothers were supposed to be doing. Nor had he been ableto tell the villagers
how the Hawkbrothers would react to any strangers they met in the Forest.

Of course, aslong as he stayed on the road, he would probably be dl right, but what if he
couldn’'t? He' d haveto eat and drink, and that would mean going into the Forest to hunt for food and
water.

Wi, he had warning now. If atrader came by before Nandy got enough people together to
agree to throw him out, maybe he could get the man to take him adong. Or maybe the Herad would
come soon, and he could beg help there - and hopefully, the Herald wouldn’t decide that the best “help”



would be to persuade the villagersto give Darian “one more chance.” That “chance” would last only as
long asit took for them to get rid of Justyn, and then he' d be out on his ear, too.

Now s0 thoroughly depressed that the filched sweet lay like aleaden lump in his stomach, seeing
no future now but a choice between uncertainty and endless drudgery, Darian crawled out of hishiding
place and dunk like a beaten dog back to the dubious protection of his Magter.

The short distance to the other end of the village seemed shorter than usua - and Justyn was
waiting for him outside the cottage when he cameinto view of the building.

Darian knew by the set of Justyn’s chin and thelook in hiseyethat it would do him no good to
tell hisMagter what he had overheard. At best, Justyn would dismissit dl asidle gossip, betray hishiding
place to Nandy, and hand him over to her for punishment. At worst, Justyn would assume he was
making it al up in an effort to avoid punishment.

In either case, nothing would happen until it wastoo late for Darian.

Justyn had evidently pondered Darian’ s punishment for some time, and had come up with
something both appropriate and suitably quelling.

“It’ sabout time you decided to show yoursdlf,” he said, hisface set in afearsome scowl. “1 used
the last of my mycofoetida oh Kyle, asyou would know, if you had been here, as you ought to have
been. | had to clean up his mess, and then clean up the dishes from last night that you were supposed to
have attended to.”

Darian just hung his head and looked at hisfeet, saying nothing. There was nothing much he
could say, after al. Justyn was right; he should have been there. If he had been there, Nandy would have
lessammunition to use againgt him. There was little doubt that he had caused al of hismisfortunesal by
himsdlf.

“So, since you happen to like roaming around in the Forest so much, you can just go out there
and collect enough mycofoetidato fill this basket.” Justyn dropped the basket contemptuoudly at hisfeet,
without waiting for him to reech for it.

Darian winced, and picked the basket up without aword. Mycofoetidawas afungus, a
particularly noxious shelf-fungus with a perfectly nausesting aromawhen fresh-picked. The aromafaded
to nothing within afew candlemarks of being gathered, and when dried and packed in awound, it wasa
powerful preventive againg infection. But for those few hours, it was best that both fungi and picker
stayed away from anyone else. It grew best on live tree trunks where there was afair amount of indirect
light, which meant that you didn’t have to go far into the Forest to find it. Only Justyn knew how to dry it,
prepareit, and useit properly, so only Justyn ever went after it.

It was not a choice task, to say the least. Justyn knew how to gather it without osing the contents
of hisstomach, but Darian didn’t, and he doubted that Justyn was going to impart that informationin his
current mood.

Hewas right. Justyn aso dropped his bow and quiver of arrows at hisfeet. “ Since you' re going
to be out therefor sometime,” the wizard continued, “you might aswell hunt. Bring back something for
our dinner tomorrow. If | haveto look at another turnip, | may start bresking plates.”

Darian stooped again, gathered up the bow and arrows, and turned, till without saying anything.
As he douched away, he thought he heard Justyn mutter under his breath, “ And it would serve you
right if the Hawkbrothers got you.”

That last dmost made Darian break into hystericd laughter, it was so incongruous after the things
he' d just overheard, for it was athreat that was aways being given to naughty children: “Y ou' d better be
good, or the Hawkbrothers will get you!” Even Darian’s Mum had said it playfully, now and again, when
he d been into harmless mischief. Of al the thingsto tell him now!

As he trudged openly between the rows of corn, heading for the Forest, he sighed and dung his
quiver over his shoulder. People dways taked about Hawkbrothers, asif they weredl mae, and no
one had ever said anything about seeing awoman of fheir kind. Was that why mothers said that
Hawkbrotherswould get a naughty child? Were there no women, and did they kidnap children to
replace their numbers?

No, that didn’t make any sense - they were supposed to be allies of Vademar, and your dlies



didn’'t go about snatching toddlers. Maybe they might ask the Heralds for orphans to adopt; that would
be perfectly dl right, since the Hawkbrothers were certainly capable of protecting children and caring for
them, but it wouldn’t make sense for them to out-and-out kidnap little ones. Not that you could convince
anyone here of that. After al, the Hawkbrothers were foreign, and as everyone here knew, you couldn’t
trust foreigners.

Stll, given how no one here wanted him, maybe it wouldn't be so bad if the Hawkbrothers did
carry him off. At least it would be an adventure. Maybe they would know something about what had
happened to hisMum and Dad - or they would be willing to help him try and find out. After dl, they
were supposed to know everything there was to know about the Pelagiris, and they actudly lived inand
off of the Forest itsdlf, never needing any kind of supplies or help from outside. Not even hisMum and
Dad had been able to do that. Maybe his best bet would beto try and find Hawkbrothers, instead of
trying to avoid them.

But given the way my luck has been running, if | run away and try to find them, there
won’'t be any of them for leagues around, hethought dispiritedly while he shuffled toward a copse of
trees. Everything | touch falls apart. Even Justyn would have been better off if he’d never seen
me. Hellfires, | bet he really doesn’t want me around anymore. He' d probably be grateful if | just
disappeared.

He hunted for the fungusin arather halfhearted fashion as he tried to formulate plansthat didn’t
fal gpart the moment he considered what oppaosition to them he might encounter. One thing he knew;
evenif nobody in the village wanted him around, the moment hetried to run off, they’ d go after him. It
was't logicd, but it was the way they did things. It didn’t matter if the outcome was what they wanted,
whatever happened had to be accomplished under their contral.

Take the case of Ananda sroogter, for instance. Ananda Pellard had an old rooster that wasthe
most evil-minded, aggressive bird Darian had ever seen. She couldn’t catch it to trim off its spurs, and it
would attack anything, even grown people, inflicting some painful punctures on children. Anandaaways
said that she ought to put it down, but it was obvious shewas afraid to try and catch it to kill it. One night
something plucked it out of thetreeit roosted in - Ananda said she heard it squawk, and in the morning
there was only apile of loose feathers with blood on them. Probably it had been an owl, and you would
have thought that everyone would be glad that the nasty old bird had been taken care of.

But no. Nothing would do but that the men sat up for the next severa nightsto try and kill
whatever had come in to get the rooster. Darian wouldn't have been surprised if it had only been Ananda
who was upset - after dl, it was her bird, and even atough old rooster made perfectly good soup - but it
seemed asif haf the village was annoyed, and al because what had happened hadn’t been under their
control.

Soif heran away, even though none of them wanted him there anymore, they would be angry
and upset and sure to send someone after him to catch him and bring him back. So whatever course he
took, he had to be somehow certain of being able to elude pursuit.

None of thismade any sense, of course, but nothing was making any sense anymore.

He honestly, truly, tried to keep from going too far away, but he couldn’t find any of the
shelf-fungus growing near a hand, and hereally hadn’t expected to. The last time he' d hunted for the
stuff, he' d had to climb so far up tree trunks that Justyn had been darmed, and he knew that it wouldn’t
grow farther up than he' d gone, since there wastoo much light. So, since it needed agreat ded of
indirect light, and that meant the edge of the Forest, hefinaly decided to work hisway aong the
riverbank.

It was adow process, he hunted tree by tree, looking for fungus at ground leve, then peering up
aong thetrunk to seeif there was any higher growth, then finally climbing to seeif what he had spotted
was the kind of fungus he wanted, or something else. And that was probably exactly as Justyn had
planned, too, for Justyn knew more about where things grew on the edge of the Forest than Darian did.
He must have climbed twenty trees before he found asingle growth.

By that time, at least, he had worked out something to try to keep the fetid-smelling juice off his
hands when he broke the piece off. He wrapped severd layers of leaves over the place where he held



the fungusto breek it off, and immediately discarded them once the fungus was safely in the basket.
Although it gill smelled terrible, he managed not to get any of the smdl on himsdif.

Hewas up athird tree, when he gradually became aware of agreat dedl of noise and shouting
from the direction of the village. He craned his head asfar as he could around the tree trunk, and nearly
fdl off thelimb hewas stting on.

There was smoke rising from the village, and from the road beyond it - he saw people, made
small by the distance, trying franticaly to catch loose horses, or heading toward the river with bundles on
their backs and children stumbling along behind, moving as quickly asthey could.

A moment more, and he saw thered of flameflickering on the other side of theriver, light
glancing off something very bright and metalic, and the shouts turned to screams.

A single thought formed through the shock. Something was happening. Thevillageof Errold’'s
Grove - somehow, for some reason - was under attack!

What am | going to do with this boy? Justyn thought, as he watched Darian douch hisway
through the corn, heading to the edge of the woods. The boy vanished from sight within moments - and
he wasn't trying to hide, thistime. No wonder he could evade virtualy any watcher! Why, hedidn’t even
make the stalks move as he passed through them - if you didn’t know hewasin thefield, you' d think it
was empty.

Justyn sighed heavily, went back into the cottage, shut the door firmly behind him to discourage
vigitors, and sank into hischair. He didn’'t want to see anyone else today, unlessit was atearing
emergency. All morning he had been receiving visitors eager to give him their own idea of what he should
do about Darian’ s latest infraction, and some of the speskers had voiced something stronger than mere
opinion. It was clear that if he couldn’t get Darian turned around, there were those who would take care
of the Situation for him.

Most of them wanted him to dismissthe boy, and didn’t redlly care what happened to him after
he was dismissed. He wouldn't be dlowed to stay here, that was certain. Thevillagersdidn’t like the way
their children were reacting to his presence - or, more specificaly, hisactions. “He sadisruptive
influence,” was how Derrel Luitter, the shopkeeper, put it. “He doesn't fit, an’ evgly part of avillage has
tofit.”

Widow Clay had dropped by on the pretext of having her bad knee looked at, and had been
more to the point. “The other children think he’s somekind of hero. Or at least, they think he's
somebody to look up to. If he’ salowed to sass his elders and get away with it, every young' unin
Errold’ s Groveisgonna start doin’ the same,” she' d pointed out. “ So unless you want to be the reason
for alot of spanked bottoms and soapy mouths, you' d better get that boy to act like something other
than asavage. Folks have given him a certain amount of room, on account of losing his parentsand dll,
but they’ re out of patience.”

And the woman was perfectly right. Although he held himsdf aoof from the other childreninthe
village, Darian was a profound influence on them and even Justyn had noticed it. They envied his
freedom, freedom to run off and do what he wanted, and freedom to speak his mind even to an adullt.
They al wished that their parents had been as adventurous as his, and when he was willing to talk about it
(which was not often) they hung on every word of his stories abouit living in the Forest. Any one of them
would happily have traded places with him, even though life with Justyn was hardly one of exdted satus.
And when they could get away with it, they flat-out imitated him. The most coveted item among the
village children at the moment was atooled leather vest like Darian wore; that was whet virtualy al of
them, of both sexes, had requested as birthing-day presents. Justyn had actually considered that attitude
ahedthy one, and he had secretly hoped some of it might rub off on the parents. It had been something
of ahdf daydream of his. If their elders got some spine back, and decided to stop fearing the Forest and
go back out to do what had brought prosperity to the village in the first place, then the place would stop
stagnating. It might even prosper again, and they would discover that there was nothing so terrible in the
Pdagiris after dl. They would stop denigrating Darian’ s parents, and might even stoop to consulting him
about the Forest, which would raise both his status and Justyn’ sin the eyes of the village.

Evenif Darian’ sinfluence had only been on the children, they looked likely to go out and do what



their parents feared to. Errold’ s Grove would prosper again; perhaps not this year, or the next, but in the
future.

That was the good influence; in the meantime, the children were as proneto imitate Darian’ sSns
as hisvirtues. So Darian was likely to cause another uproar when word of this day leaked out to the
children. Without a doubt, there would be a brief plague of children sneaking out on their appointed tasks
to play truant, and defying their parents when taken to task.

That had not beenin any of Justyn’s haf-formed plans.

He sighed, then rested his aching head on his hand. It seemed that nothing he had thought of for
Darian wasworking out in the way he had hoped.

Perhapsif | proved to himwhat his behavior is doing in setting an example, and a bad
one, among the other children ? He' s not an unreasonable child, and he wouldn *t want to get the
othersin trouble. That might do thetrick; perhaps Justyn had been going about thisal wrong. Darian
had been treated as a sort of miniature adult by his parents; he'd had a grest deal of independence with
them. He was used to relative freedom and the responsibility of deciding what he wasto do for himself,
but Justyn had been treating him as a directionless child.

Justyn tapped alittle marching rhythm on the arm of his chair with hisfree hand, and frowned as
hethought. | should sit down with him, | think. Instead of lecturing him, or going on about how
much he owes us, | should point out to him - no, that’s wrong. That would be treating himas a
child again, and although what he is doing is childish, | am no longer certain hismotives are
entirely those of a child. Instead of tdling him anything, perhaps | should begin by listening to him.
If I can get himto tell me what has been going through his mind these many months, perhaps we
can work out the best way to proceed together. And - perhaps | should tell him my own story, and
let him see why | am teaching him the way | am. That might be the way to get through to him.

Lost in these thoughts, and unexpectedly wearied from the stress of dealing with al those
unhappy visitors, Justyn closed his eyes. Just for amoment - just to ease them. One moment turned to
two, and two to many, and without intending to permit himself the luxury, he dozed off, dreaming of a
repentant apprentice, now willing to be taught and to take on the responsibilities of aproper student . . .
then he reached the point in deep where his dreams themsalves faded away.

Justyn was so deep in dumber that it took several moments for the sound of thealarm bell inthe
village square to penetrate his consciousness. When it did Sift through, it brought him awake with a start.
It took another few moments for him to collect histhoughts and redize what it was that had awakened
him, it had been so long since that particular bell had been rung. The last time had been due to aflood -
but what could possibly be amissthistime? A quick glance out the window showed that there was no
sgn of astorm, and the village had been so quiet that Dalian’ s peccadillo was the worst thing to disturb
the dull routine of the day. What had happened to change that?

His heart pounded uncomfortably at the sudden awakening. He struggled up out of his chair,
every joint protesting violently at such sudden movement, and got hiswalking stick down off thewal. He
opened hisdoor on pandemonium. Outside beyond the nearest housesin the village square, therewas a
babble of voices, the noise of many people running to and fro. He heard many people shouting, and there
was panic in their tones; he hobbled out his door to see folk streaming toward the center of town from
the fields. He joined them, darm giving him more energy than he' d had for many aday. By thetime he
reached the square, most of them had beaten him there. Some had already heard the news, which must
be terrible indeed to judge from the way they were pelting back to their houses, faces pale and eyes gone
panicky and full of fear. Others had dready been to their houses and were returning, with hunting bows,
boar-spears, and rusty old antique weaponsin their hands.

A monster? Bandits? Surely not war - who would we be fighting? The Hawkbr others? No,
that’s not possible. Surely there is some other explanation -

Derrd Lutter stood beside Nandy, who was il ringing the bell with wide-eyed determination.
Her hair had come undone and flew in wild tendrils al about her face. Beside Derrel was a stranger
holding the reins of atired horse, whose clothing showed the effects of ahard ride, and whose face was
pinched with terror he wastrying not to let [oose.



“Don't try to fight, you fools,” the man shouted over the bell and the shouting, hisvoice cracking
with grain. “Run, | tdl you, run! | tried to tell you before, and you didn’t believe me! Thisisn’t some
band of brigands, thisisan army, and you haven’t achance againgt it!”

Bewildered, Justyn looked around and saw Vere coming back to the square with adetermined
scowl on hisface and a boar-spear in hishands, and seized hisarm. “What in the name of heavenis
going on?’ he shouted.

Verethrugt hischin a the stranger. “ That there’ safdler from Riverford Farm, big estate upwater
where Derrel does sometrading,” he shouted back. “Derrel vouchesfor him. Cameriding in ‘bout
mid-dinner. Says a gang of men and mongters came storming in and massacred everybody in sight; says
he was out with the herds and managed to get away on his horse and make arun for it. He wasn't too
clear on what he’ d seen, not then anyway, so we figured it was bandits, and Tom Kalley rounded up the
militia” The man paused when he saw thelook of honcomprehension on Justyn’ s face. “He mounted up,
and led ‘em out, just like aways. Wasn't nothing to frighten the women about, he thought, so nobody
told ‘em except for the ones whose men hadda go; men’d just go out, turn *em away from the village,
and send amessenger over to Lord Breon. You know we ain’t never had no trouble before. Wefiggered
Riverford just been caught out, that’sal. Too bad for them, but we were ready, see?’

Justyn shook his head, not yet understanding the cause for such ahigh level of panic. The
Errold’ s Grove militianever had experienced any trouble discouraging bandits from coming after the
town. It didn’t make any sensel

Verewasn't through yet. “ One of them - just one - came back a short bit ago; his horse was
foundering, and it dropped and died right after he tumbled off. The rest - they’ re gone.”

Justyn gaped at him. Themilitia- twenty menin al - werewdl armed and quite adequately
trained, and their ability to fight on horseback had given them a considerable edge over bandits, who
were generaly afoot and even when horsed did not know how to fight as agroup. When the Guard had
been forced to leave to go to the front, the Queen had no intention of |leaving them defenseless; she had
sent spare horses and arms, and someoneto train volunteers from the village in fighting. Their Herald had
supervised the training, and had seen to it that the trainer |eft instructions on drilling and practices, which
the militiaundertook with religious regularity. One of the duties of their Herald was to make sure that
they stayed in training, and the occasiond bandits only gave them incentive to continue that way. Justyn
had watched them, and they weren't bad - and the level of their expertise was obviousin the fact that
they had handled every bandit group that they had come up againgt. How could they have been wiped
out S0 eesily?

The stranger grabbed Nandy and took the bell-rope out of her hands by force, so that the
clangor findly stopped. “Listen to me- Listen to me!” he shouted, and the cries and screams stopped as
abruptly asthe cessation of the bell pedls. Hiswords fell into the sudden silence like cold, round stones
into apool.

“Y ou heard the boy - your men are dead,” he said forcefully, and awoman’s hysterica sob
pierced the quiet, only to be muffled by her neighbor pulling her head into the shelter of her shoulder. The
stranger ignored her. “Y ou can't do anything for them; you can only save yoursalves, and ther€’ s not
much time to do that. Send someone downriver to Kelmskeep and Lord Breon, someone on afast horse
or inaswift boat and do it now. Therest of you, grab what you can, and run, asfast and asfar asyou
can. Thisisno bandit horde, I'm telling you, | know because | saw them. Thisisan army; it smen and
mongters, and it looks like ademon isleading them. They killed everyone at Riverford that resisted, and
they’ll do the same here.”

Now Justyn saw that young Ado Larsh, bardly seventeen and the youngest member of the militia,
was Sitting on the platform beside the stranger; there was abloody rag acting as abandage around his
head and one eye, and another binding his arm. He looked white, in deep shock, but nodded in
confirmation of everything the man said.

“What about those who didn’t resist?” Widow Clay called out sharply. “What happened to
them?’

Someone el se growled, and afew of her neighbors cast her angry looks, but she gave them back



look for look. “There are some of us,” she pointed out, “who can’t run. Mysdf and Kyle, for two. What
happened to those who didn’'t resst?”’

The stranger shook hishead. “1 don’t know. | didn’t wait around to see. But | can tell you that
from the smoke that rose up behind me, it looked to me like they put every building on the estate to the
torch, and | can only hope there wasn't anyone in those buildings when they went up.”

“Th-th-they’ rem-m-moving f-f-fast,” Ado stammered. “C-c-can’t b-be f-far b-b-behind.”

There was silence then, nothing but silence. Clearly, no one knew what to do next, and if no one
took charge, in amoment, there would be nothing but blind panic. People would be caught between
trying to hide and trying to escape, torn between saving possessions and getting away quickly, and
managing only to confuse mattersfurther. If someone didn’t tell them what to do, nothing would be done
at dl, and they would al die stupidly and usdesdy.

“Right. I'll take over from here,” Justyn heard himself say into the deathly hush. Peopleturned to
see who had spoken, asif they didn’t recognize hisvoice. Maybethey didn't; thiswasthefirst time he
had spoken with redl authority inyears.

He pulled himsdf up astal as he could, and pushed through the crowd with the aid of his Saff
until he got himsalf up on the platform. Their faces turned up to meet his, al of them white and shocked,
al of them looking for an answer from anyone - even him. Well, asit happened, he had one for them. A
bit of murmuring started, and he quelled it with three sharp raps of the end of his staff on the boards
benesth hisfeet.

“Thisiswar, and war iswhat | came out of.” He looked around to seeif there was any
disagreement. “ Some of you may not have believed my ‘war tales,” asyou caled them, but they were as
true asthe fact that I ve seen how armies operate. | know what’'s coming and | know what I'm talking
about. The stranger isright - you aren’t fighters, anyone who had any red training hereis dead. Y ou have
no experience of anything but dedling with afew bandits, and | tell you now thereisno way you can
defend yoursdlves, |et donethe village, against an army of trained and organized fighters.”

He had their full attention now, and since the mgority of those below him were women and
children, not men, there were fewer who were disposed to argue with that assessment.

Whichisjust aswell, sinceit’s an honest one.

“Your best bet isto try to escape, or try to hide. Anyone who wants to take a chance on staying
- I'd suggest you go to theriverbank asfar from the village as you can and stay together,” he said briskly.
“Don't take anything of value with you; armieslikethisare paid in loot, and if you stand between them
and their loot, they’ll kill you. If you have vauableswith you, they' Il kill you to get at them. Let them have
what they want - if you al survivethis, you can petition the Crown for relief and get it. If you go hide
yoursalves beside the river, have nothing they want, and look as harmless as possible, once they’ re done
working out their battle-lust in looting, they’ Il get around to finding you and they probably won't kill you.
Probably. That'sdl | can promise you out of my military experience - they might just want loot, and
they’ll leave you completely alone, never looking for you; or they might decide to make daves- or
something - out of you. If you have young children, take toys and sweets to keep them quiet. When the
enemy soldiersfind you, grove, beg, bow your heads to the ground and plead with them and don’t stand
up until they tell you to. With luck, they won't find you at dl, with alittleless, they’ll Iet you go, and with
abit lessthan that, you'll end up serving them.”

Hedidn't say what else might happen; thiswas not the time to turn the women hystericd. If they
hadn’t aready thought of it themsdves, there was no point in bringing the subject up.

“But at leest we'll bedive,” Widow Clay declared, and began to hobble determinedly toward
theriver. Justyn gave her credit for good sense; she didn’t even look back at her cottage, much lessgo
back to try and save anything. She smply set her sights on theriver and in putting as much distance
between herself and the approaching trouble as possible.

“Therest of you do as you weretold - take boats or horsesif you have them, go afoot if you
don’t, and run, now. Don't Stop to take anything with you; every moment you waste packing vauablesis
amoment when you could be putting as much distance between you and here as possible. Don't let your
jewdry cost you your life. Go to Kelmskeep; it’ sfortified, and should be able to hold off asiege.”



A few moved to follow the widow, and before anyone else could start, he rapped his saff on the
platform again. “Asfor me” hetrumpeted, in apretty fair imitation of hisold sergeant’ s parade-ground
voice, “I’ll hold the bridge against them. I’ ve held bridges before, and this one only needs one warrior -
or wizard - to hold it long enough for a considerable delay. The rest of you take thetime | buy for you
and run for Kelmskeep or put some furlongs between you and here. Lord Breon has ared garrison of
veteran fighters, and he also has ways of getting word out in afew hoursto the Guard. He can protect
those of you who reach him long enough for the Guard and the Heralds to get here, relieve asiege, and
drive the enemy out of Errold’s Grove. If you can spare amoment, set fire to your hay and your
outbuildings as you run - the smoke will help hide you and might aert others out there thet there's
trouble. The firewill confuse the enemy and keep them occupied alittle longer. They might stop long
enough to try and put it out, or they might run into burning buildings thinking there’ sloot and get
themselves crisped. Whatever you do, if you get caught, don’t fight back. Fal to the ground and beg for
mercy. They'retrained, you're not - and there will be many of them for every one of you. Now move!”
he finished, in abellow that startled them all out of their poses of shock. “ You haven’t much time! Save
your lives! Now! “

As he had expected, they were al so happy that there was someone who could take charge of
the situation and tell them clearly what to do that no one argued with him. They smply scattered - some
to follow Widow Clay, someto their boats or for their horses, some headed straight for the woods on
foot, perhaps planning to take cover there and follow the river road to Lord Breon' s estate. He walked
dowly and camly toward the bridge, and as he passed the inn, he saw with amingled sense of admiration
and irony that Lilly had her own Strategy for surviving. She had loaded awhed barrow with asmall keg
that could only be brandywine, some mugs, and a mattress, and she was headed obliquely toward the
river on the upstream side of the village. It wasfairly obviousto Justyn thet in thisSituation at leest, Lilly
was not as supid as everyone had thought shewas. She had afair ideawhat an invading army would do
with awoman, and she was going to see that the oneswho found her had areason to protect her and
keep her out of the hands of their fellows. Able-bodied and used to hard work, she would probably go
far enough away from the others that when soldiers found her, there would only be afew of them, and
someone who acted like a cooperative, would-be camp follower had good odds of surviving this
encounter. She might even find one man strong enough to hold off the others, and willing to act as her
protector, which was the best any woman could hope for in a case like this one. He wished her good
luck, slently.

Asif she had somehow heard hiswish, she turned and looked back at him. He couldn’t hear her
completely over the noise of the fleeing villagers, but he read the words on her lips.

“1 know what you mean to do. Gods bless and keep you, Wizard Justyn.”

Sheturned away, but before her face was completely averted, he saw tears starting up in her
eyes. Tears? For me? With astonishment, hefdt akind of weight lift away from his shouldersand anew
strength and dignity enter him; he drew himself up and continued his stately progressto the bridge.

No one else paid him any attention - but no one e se even thought to question his plan, to recall
that only afew hours before, he had been the unregarded, scorned old fool who couldn’t even manageto
discipline ayoung boy. That wasjust aswell, because he did have aplan, and he knew it would work.
He might not have much magic left, but he had enough for onelast trick, and it would delay pursuit long
enough . . . long enough.

Long enough for Dorian to get deep into the Forest. Thanksto the godsthat | sent him of f
candlemarks ago! He' Il see the commoation, and he'll run, like asensblelad. There s nothing holding him
here, after adl, and | suspect that he' s been tempted to run awvay more than once. Thiswill just give him
the excuse he needs. He has his bow; he knows the woods, it's summer, and he has enough control of
magic that his power can help him alittle. He knows where Kelmskeep is, if not how to get there. | think
he'll bedl right.

He went to the middie of the bridge - if the people behind him knew it, agood magic place,
suspended among three of the four eements:. air, water, and the earth that the wood of the bridge had
grown out of and was rooted in. He grounded his staff on the wood of the bridge, and began drawing



power out of the world around himself. It was adow process, but he had time - and besides, dl that he
gathered was only intended to add to the power within himself. Normally, he would not be able to tap
into much of thet -

Wel, thissituation is not exactly “normd.”

As he began, the old black tomcat ambled up, and sat down nestly at hisfeet, just ascamly asif
he were stting down at the hearth, waiting for dinner.

Justyn looked down at the cat, bemusedly. “1 wish | knew what you redly were,” hetold the cat.
“I wish | knew if you were just an opportunist, or areal Pelagir familiar. It might not make much of a
difference to this Situation, but - well, it would to me.”

Hafheartedly, hetried to shoo the cat away, but it refused to leave his sde, and he gave up.
Small, aged animasfared poorly in stuationslike this one; it would be better off with him. The cat ooked
up at him with one eye, truly ajaundiced look if there ever was one, yawned hugely, and turned his
attention toward the road.

Justyn took his cue from the cat, and saw a plume of dust rising above the treetops. The enemy
was coming - whoever the enemy was. And as had been warned, it was coming swiftly.

Justyn took a deep breath and closed his eyesfor amoment, reaching insde himsdlf for calm and
certainty. When he opened them again, a heartbest |ater, he was ready.

Thiswill beavery short confrontation.

Darian was out of breath by the time he reached the village; Justyn wasn't in the cottage, the
flames he had seen were from haystacks and sheds, and when he saw Vere throw aflaming brand into
the thatch of his own cottage, he redized that the villagers themselves had set their property aflame.
Everywhere, people werefleeing asif for ther lives; in the confusion it seemed asif there were hundreds
morefolk than actudly lived in the village, and he wondered if they had dl gone suddenly mad. He
coughed in the acrid smoke, and stood poised in the midst of the chaos, searching for someoneto tell him
what was going on.

Someone saized hisarm; he automaticaly started to wrench away, when as he turned, he saw it
was Kyle, the woodcutter. “Y ou gotta run and hide in the woods, boy!” the man shouted over the noise
of fireand fleeing people, shaking hisarm for emphasis. “ There strouble on the way, big trouble -
fighters, an army, more’ n we can handle!”

He dropped Darian’ s arm and hobbled off toward theriver, using astick asacrutch, leaving the
boy garing after him, blankly.

Trouble? More than they can handle? What was that supposed to mean?

AsKylehad hdd him, thelast of the villagers had | eft the confines of the town; nothing impeded
him but the refuse of what they’ d left behind in their wake, and the fires and smoke. Pigs, goats,
chickens, geese, and even cattle milled in the Street, evidently turned loose by their owners. Heran up the
path toward the bridge, jumping over dropped bundles and dodging the confused and panicky livestock
and fowl, certain only that whatever was coming, it would be coming from that direction, Snceit was
away from that direction that everyone was running.

It never occurred to him that Justyn might not have run away with the rest of them until he got
around a house and could see the bridge - and Justyn was standing, straight as apogt, in the middle of it.

Theold cat sat cdmly at hisside, and Justyn had grounded his“wizard' s staff” on the wood of
the bridge, for al theworld asif it wasared magica staff and not just aglorified walking stick. His back
wasto thevillage; dl his attention was on the road on the other side of the bridge.

Something was making avery large dust cloud on the road, a dust cloud that approached the
river - and it was coming on uncomfortably fast.

Darian stood stock still, and stared. He felt like afly in amber - feet frozen where he had
stopped, able to observe, but unable to move or speak.

The dust cloud neared, approached the bridge; now he saw what madeit.

People. People carrying weapons. And Things, aso with glittering wegponsin their hands. A
great many of both.

They were arrayed in evenly spaced ranks, armed and armored identically and heavily - or at



least, more heavily than anyonein the village militia.or the Guard that Darian had ever seen had been. The
sun reflected brightly off shiny pike-heads and helms, off shidds and axes, al very strong and
new-looking. They wereled by something much larger than Kyle, and quite clearly not human, who was
gtting on an animd that was clearly not ahorse. The differences between the humans and the Things
weren't subtle; if someone had taken abear and given it the tusks of aboar, that was what the
human-sized Things|ooked like. They didn't wear much in theway of ahelm, but it didn’t look asif they
redly needed ahdm, which wasfrightening in and of itsdlf. They had small, red eyes, hairy muzzles, and
low brows underneath their helmets. The humanslooked - like humans. Only mean, and cold, asif they
didn’t much care about anything.

Thelarge Thing was something of adifferent order dtogether. Where skin showed under armor,
it wasasort of flat, dead, greenish color, like mud with river-algae mixed in. Itsface wasflat, with awide
nosethat had ditsinstead of nogtrils. Its mouth was another dit, lipless, and when it opened its mouth,
Darian saw that dl of itsteeth were pointed. Its eyeswere aflat, dull gray, with tiny pinprick pupils, asif
it preferred darknessto light. The cresture it rode resembled nothing so much as ahuge lizard with fat,
knedesslegsand along, fat tail. The mount didn’t need armor; it hadvgrown its own.

The leading Thing halted, and the entire army behind it came to adead stop asit held up its hand.
It looked at Justyn, at the cat, and back to Justyn. Darian expected it to laugh at the temerity of onesilly
old man trying to stop them al from coming acrossthat bridge, but it didn’t laugh. Instead, it narrowed its
eyesand glared at Justyn, without saying aword.

Justyn smply stood there, calmly, asif he saw such things every day, asif keeping them from
crossing the bridge was no great matter.

Darian’s heart raced; therewas aroaring in his ears, and he had broken into a cold swest. His
stomach was doing flips, histhroat was knotted, and he shivered like an aspen leaf. He wanted to run to
help Justyn, to drag him away, to shout at least - but he couldn’t do anything. Nothing in his body would
answer to hiswill; he could only stand and watch, numb with fear.

Justyn seemed to grow taller for amoment; and his ragged robes gathered around him of
themsdlveslike aroya garment. Helooked, at that moment, just like areal wizard, the kind they made
songs about and painted portraits of. He looked like Wizard Kyllian.

Likeahero -

The Thing lifted the reins of its mount, and the lizard put one ponderous foot after the other onto
the bridge, its head swinging from side to side with each pace, and the first lot of bear-things followed
until it and the entire first rank of creatures was crowded six-deep behind it on the bridge. Justyn smply
stood there, unmoving, until the muzzle of the lizard was barely the length of his staff away from hisface.

Justyn bowed his head in amomentary nod.

Then, with no warning, the entire bridge and everything on it vanished into a sheet of flame,

Darian screamed, but his cry of horror and dismay was logt in the sound of the explosion. The
concussion of the blast knocked Darian off hisfeet and stunned him for amoment; when he scrambled
back up, there was no sign of Justyn or even of the bridge, just aroaring torrent of fire stretching over the
river that reached from one bank to the other.

Darian didn’t think, couldn’t think - but his body wanted to live, and knew that the only way to
make sure that he lived wasto run. Soit did, and it carried Darian aong with it, even though his heart
cried tojoin Justyn in the flames.

He jumped a hedge-row and before he' d hit the ground, the hedge disintegrated and blew past
him in pieces. He tumbled onto hisleft sde and cried out, but he couldn’t hear himself. Darian’ svision
narrowed to what was before him, losing his periphera awareness, his mind obsessed only with being on
hisfeet again and running for al he could gain.

He ran as he had never run before, hardly conscious of anything but picking the path in front of
him. Bits of flaming debris from the bridge flew through the air and landed in his path, in the thatch of
intact cottages, setting them afire. He scattered aflock of chickens before him, astongues of flame licked
a him and smoke blew into his eyes confusing him and making it hard to see as he choked and coughed.
Hedidn't rightly seem to bein control of hisbody at al; he was carried along, a stunned passenger ina



vehiclethat had its own ideas about what it was going to do. It wasn't as easy running through the village
asit usualy was - there werefires everywhere now, and debris and more of the things that the villagers
had dropped as they escaped littering the usually orderly pathways. He had to double back and circle
around obstacles, so that his path through the village to the safety of the forest took on the twisted quality
of anightmare.

Therewas alot of noise behind him, shouting and splashing, and as soon as he broke free of the
houses, he turned for an instant and discovered that the enemy had found the ford that the bridge had
replaced. They had come up aong ether side of the burning bridge, flanking the village, and were dready
running up the riverbank, cutting him off from the woods.

But there weren't many of them yet, they were al human, and they were spaced quite far gpart.
He was most of the way across afield of waist-high wheat when the first one spotted him and shouted.

The shout acted as an added incentive, not that he had needed one. But somehow he managed to
put on another burst of speed and shot past the two men nearest him, bursting through the underbrush
and into the woods.

Here he was at an advantage, for he knew the paths, and they did not. It wasn't possible to
shoot at anything moving asfast as he was, for the paths twisted and turned, with foliage making it
difficult to get off aclear shot. He heard men floundering through the undergrowth for awhile, but after a
bit, they gave up their pursuit of him.

He continued to run through the thick green Forest, pelting headlong down the path, hisfeet
thudding in the dirt. By now hisinitia burst of energy had worn off; hislungs and legs burned, and he had
no choice but to dow hismindless dash. Once he lost his momentum, he woke out of histrance. Strength
just ran out of him, he had to dow, and then, findly, to stop.

He bent over double in the middle of the path, hands braced on both his kneesto keep them
from collapsing, panting and sobbing at one and the same time. He wanted to scream, to weep and never
stop, to run until he came to the edge of the world, to run back to the village and fling himsdf against the
entirearmy.

He hadn’t the strength to do anything but take huge, gasping breaths that burned hislungs and
brought adtitch to hisside.

He could not believe what he had just seen, and yet the scene was etched into his memory as
inddibly asif the fires Justyn had called up had scorched the image there.

He dtill couldn’t think clearly; conflicting emotionswarred in hismind for the upper hand. Rage
grappled with heart-shattering grief and kept him from breaking into helplesstears. Fearswarred with
confusion and kept him from going on, despair battled with determination and urged him to crawl into the
nearest hole to hide. Where was he to go? What was he to do? How was he to get away from these
madmen? For madmen they must be; why would anyonein hisright mind want to attack an
impoverished, dying backwater like Errold’ s Grove, a place where so few people had even asingle
copper coin to their names that most of the village transactions were run on barter and tally-sticks?

A single small, sane voice spoke up amidst the confused babble of thoughtsin his head. Get off
the path, stupid! If they're still following you, that’s how they’ Il come!

He dtraightened up with difficulty, trotted afew, stiff pacesfarther dong thewal of underbrush,
and wriggled through aset of vines whose springy tendrils would snap back behind him, rather than
breaking, leaving no trace of his passage.

Unless, of course, they have some sort of tracking beast, the voice reminded him. Thisisno
place to hide. Collect your thoughts, and think of something better.

He wriggled underneath some bushes and huddled there, breathing hard, each breath stabbing
the bottom of hislungslike ared-hot poker, and listening. There was plenty of noise behind him, but
nothing immediately around him.

Wheredid | get into the woods? Through the wheat-field; that was on the back side of the
village, next to the corn and away from the bluff. So | won’t be striking the river if | keep on this
way, but | also won't have to climb. Will these people have a tracking-beast? Do armies have
such things with them? He hadn’t seen any dogs, but that didn’t meant they weren’t there. Hetried to



remember what, if anything, Justyn had said about the armies he had been with, but he couldn’t recollect
enough. Now he regretted not listening to the old man’s stories; they’ d seemed so irrlevant at the time,
but now - !

Now | only hope | have moretimeto regret not listening to him!

His next thought wasto climb atree, but he dismissed it immediately asabad idea. If the enemy
had atracker, he'd be trapped. No, he had to get as far away from the village as possible,

And then what?

Onething at atime; get away first, worry about what comes next after you' ve gotten away.

He stayed where he was until his sides and legs didn’t hurt as much, listening cautioudy for
sounds that meant pursuit. That didn’t just mean the sounds of someone coming down the path behind
him; it meant the lack of norma sounds from the smdl birds and animas nearby, and the warning calls of
birds that had been disturbed by intruders, criesthat would come from higher up in the trees.

There was nothing immediately around him but silence broken only by afew faint rustlesand
muitters, and he decided with some reluctance that he ought to go back to the path. It was true that
anyone hunting him would have to useit, but it was equaly true that he would make much better timeiif
he didn’t have to fight hisway through the undergrowth. His passage would be quieter, too.

| can wait until I’m deeper into the Forest before | get off the path. A bit farther on, the
undergrowth thins, and | can move through the trees a great deal easier.

That would make for another danger, though. Thinner undergrowth would mean a better chance
of being spotted if the enemy had also gone off the path. Just because he knew the Forest, it didn't follow
that the enemy wasignorant of it.

Neverthdess, stting here only made being caught more likely. He shook off his doubts, wriggled
out of his cover as branches and twigs caught at hishair and clothing, and found hisway back to the path
he had abandoned, trying to make aminimum of disturbance to the underbrush.

Histough, bare feet made no more sound on the path than the falling of aleaf, and hetrotted
along with an arrow nocked to his bow, al sensesdert, for what seemed like an eternity. His nerves
strained to the breaking point, so much that he shivered, like anervous hare, and tarted each timea
birdcall broke the silence. Every deeper shadow seemed to hide an enemy, and every cracking twig
might be the sound of aheavy foot.

What' s ahead of mein this direction? He thought about the path for awhile, and decided that
one of hisstorm-shelterswas - a pile of rock dabsin the middle of arock-strewn clearing, with enough
room under three of them piled together for him to squeeze himsdlf and asmall fire benegth. According to
the villagers, a some point - farther than any of them had ever cared to go and farther than he had been
able to penetrate - it became Hawkbrother territory. Well, weren't they supposed to be Vademar’'s
dlies? Shouldn't they do something about these invaders? If he could get avay, maybe he ought to try to
find them.

If he could get away from the invadersin thefirgt place. A posthumous revenge was not going to
be very satisfactory from hispoint of view.

The undergrowth thinned, as he knew from past explorations that it would, and he put hisarrow
back in the quiver, fastened the cover over it, and unstrung his bow, dinging it over his shoulder. Now
that he could see for some distance, he knew that he no longer had much of an advantage with his bow -
if he saw an enemy now, it would not be a case of surprise at short range, and the enemies were
armored. He might be the best shot in the village, but a small-game bow had no chance against armor.
Hisonly chance of felling one of these men would liein alucky shot through the hem-dit, and today did
not seem agood day to trust hisluck.

He picked up his pace into the lope hisfather had taught him for covering the grestest amount of
ground with the least effort. Now it was possible to see for some distance under the trees; what growth
there was here was composed of thin, delicate bushes with dender leaves, afew sparsaly-leaved vines
with sems asthick as hisleg, and some pa e-green weeds liberaly festooned with prickles. There wasn't
agreat ded of cover, and it was the huge tree trunks themsel ves that blocked vison. He got off the path,
and under the trees, hoping that he would be able to see trouble before it saw him.



A few furlongsfarther on, he ran into the enemy’ s second line. Heliterdly ran into it; apatrol of
three mounted men - he rounded a huge tree trunk and suddenly there they were, their horses shying
away from the unexpected intruder.

That was all that allowed him to escape them. Asthey fought their startled horses, he dodged
between two of them, and ran, darting in and around the trees, feeling the place between his shoulder
blades crawl as he expected an arrow to hit there at any moment.

After theinitid surprise, they seemed to treat his appearance as something of ajoke. He couldn’t
understand their language, but their laughter was plain enough - cruel though it sounded. Evidently they
thought that hunting him was going to be an entertaining way to passthe time. As he ran and dodged,
hoping to get to hisrockpile and hide, they pursued him without putting their horsesinto alather, and
before too many moments had passed, it was obvious to him that they were making agame out of
herding him before them.

He glanced back once or twice and saw that they’ d taken off their helms and gorgets and both
were dangling from the pommels of their saddles by the sirgps. That only alowed him to see their faces
more clearly, and what he saw in those brief glances chilled him. These were cold and hardened men,
who were getting agreat ded of crue amusement from playing with him asacat playswith aterrified
mouse. They clearly thought he was as soft as one of the villagers and wouldn't last long beforetiring -
and they had every reason to believe that. He was skinny and looked younger than he was, and they
were on horseback. If they could get him running in astraight line, they could easily tire him out and run
him down.

So hewouldn’'t run in astraight line, and he would try to get to hisrock pile, where horses
couldn’t go without bresking an ankle. Once he got wedged into his hole, he could draw hisknife and
keep them at bay.

And then what?

Well, maybe they’ d get tired of trying to pry him out. At the moment, thiswas his only hope, faint
though it was.

He dodged around atree, waited until they thundered past him with his back pressed against the
bark, and then made a dash for another temporary obstacle in the form of a patch of vines. He dove into
those, rolled beneath them and came out the other Sde while they were till hacking their way through the
stems with their swords. Now he saw the sign that he was nearer hisgoal than he' d thought - atall,
standing stone, shaped like afinger pointing straight upward. He dashed for that, ducked around it, dove
and scrambled benegath a bush as one of the men charged him with an incomprehensible shout. He made
it through to the other side of the bush, and scrabbled to hisfeet again to make the last dash for the rock
pile

The men bellowed laughter asthey chased him; he threw himsdif flat asthey charged down at
him, then picked himsdf up and made a scramble over the last couple of furlongs. They overshot him and
had to pull their horses around in awide circle to avoid riding them into the treacherous footing of the
rocks. His heart was pounding so hard it rivaled the sound of the horses' hooves, and al he could think
about was that narrow triangle of dark that meant his hiding place. If he could get in there, he'd be hard
to get out -

He scuttled over the rocks, the stones shifting under hisfeet and making him dip and fall, bruising
pams and knees. The crevice was close, almost within reach -

A shadow fell over him as his hand actualy touched thefirst of the great stone dabsthat formed
his shelter. He flinched away, tried to throw himself to the Side, but it wastoo late.

His heart literally stopped, and adark film passed over hisvison.

A hand saized the collar of hisshirt and hauled him upright, dangling himin theair infront of the
crudest face he had ever seenin hislife. The man’'s greasy hair was braided back in atail and bound
around the forehead with adirty, red scarf. He had cold, flat brown eyes, like dead pebbles, hisright
eyebrow was split by a scar that continued on down his cheek. His teeth were broken and discolored,
his beard untrimmed and full of tiny bits of straw. He held Darian up and shook him, roaring laughter.

Darian stopped breathing.



He was the biggest man Darian had ever seen, bigger than Kyle, and every muscle of hisarms
and legs under the sweat-damp, dirty skin wasrock hard. And agreat dedl of those arms and legs
showed benesth the metal corselet and thigh guards - the armor was very nearly too small to protect him
adequately. He said something to histwo companions, and chortled, shaking Darian again. He smelled,
too; bad breath and rank swest, and rancid grease adl combined to make him stink likeasick and
uncleananimdl.

Darian’ smind went blank. He hung limply in the man’ s grasp, waiting for whatever the men was
going to do to him. Whatever it was, it would probably be very bad.

The other two remained on the horses at the edge of the rockfield, shouting encouragement to
their fellow. Whatever he planned to do, they obvioudy approved of.

Darian wondered if it would hurt for very long.

Please, he pleaded slently, hoping some god would listen. Let it be over quickly.

At that ingtant, the shaft of awhite-feathered arrow gppeared in the man’ sthroat, asif conjured
up by his prayer. The man’s eyes bulged, blood sputtered from hislips, and hishand came up to claw at
the arrow that Darian hadn’t even heard pass over his own shoulder.

Three

Snowfirek’Vala, aHawkbrother of the k’Vaaclan, had only twice or three times before this
mission ever been indde the border of theland called Vademar. He consdered himself only passably,
and imperfectly, acquainted with the customs of these Vademarans. He thought of himsdlf asagood
scout, an excedllent hunter, and an indifferent mage of no better than Master level, but not any kind of an
expert onthelr affableforeign dlies.

But he did know this much: law-abiding mounted VVademaran fighters of whatever ilk did not
chase young boys afoot without avery good reason. They certainly did not chase such boysin the
manner of acruel game, taking pleasure from the child's obvious fear, nor would they do so with clear
intent to harm him.

Therefore, when Hwed, his bondbird, came flying silently out of the treetops, projecting urgent
images of just that into his mind, Snowfire did not need to ponder diplomatic contingenciesto makea
decison.

Hwed made one of hisrare cdls, warning him that he was coming down. Thebird’ scal wasa
long, profound bass note like athunderous breath, deeper by far than that of a more common hoot of an
owl of normd size and breeding. Snowfire held up hisarm with the heavy, wrist-to-shoul der leather
gauntlet onit, and prepared for Hwed'’ slanding. As Hwed dropped out of the canopy with hiswings
spread wide to dow hisglide, Snowfire braced himself. He had to; Hwed was easily three or four times
the 9ze and mass of most bondbirds, and twice the size and mass of anorma eagle-owl. Even with no
intent to harm, smply landing came as something of ashock to the one Hwed waslanding on.

Feet the size of Snowfire shand closed relatively gently on hisarm upon impact, and through a
triple-thickness of |eather, he ill felt their potentialy-lethal strength. Snowfire endured the buffeting of
Hwed’ swingsfor amoment asthe bird steedied himself; then Hwed folded his massive pinionsand
settled on Snowfire' sarm. Snowfire stared into the round, golden eyes and opened hismind fully to his
bondbird.

Hwed showed him images from above, of course, but every detail was unnervingly sharp. There
were three well-armed but ill-kempt fighters on horseback, apparently patrolling through the tall trees.
Through Hwed’ s memory, Snowfire saw athin boy with abow, and not much else, suddenly blunder in
among them. The boy ran, the fighters followed, making agame of letting him stay just far enough in front
to make him think he might escape, taking pleasure in herding him.

:Guide me,: hetold hishbird, and with an effort that drove a short grunt from him, he cast Hwesdl
up into theair. The bird spread hiswings, and with powerful downstrokes, drove himsalf upward.

:What passes?: hismount asked, tossing hislong, curved horns and tilting his head so that the
intelligent eyesfaced Snowfire.

:Nothing good,: Snowfirereplied, dismounting. He told the dyheli stag who was his partner to
go back to the others with amessage that he had been detained and why, then got his bow and quiver



down from theroll tied to the dyheli’ s cream-colored saddle pad that nearly matched the stag’' s creamy
coat.

:Are you certain you wish to do this afoot?: the stag asked, flicking his earswith aoof interest.

:No point in making it obvious that I’m not of k' Valdemar,: hereplied, stringing hisbow with
alittleeffort. : Besides, if these ruffians see you, they' |1 probably shoot you for meat.:

The stag snorted with affront and disgust. : Barbarians, then, and ignorant,: the stag replied. |
will tell the others.: And with that, the stag legped easily and gracefully away, heading unerringly for the
encampment. He made scarcely a sound as heran; the dyheli were masters of their environment, the
deep Forest.

Snowfire followed Hwedl, nocking an arrow to his bow, making even less sound than the stag.
Likethe dyheli, the Tayledras were masters of the Forest.

The others were expecting him to return to their base camp with game soon; dedling with this
Stuation would probably not take long to resolve. But having sent the dyheli Sifyraback with word of
what hewas doing, if he did not return within areasonable time, some of the otherswould come after
him, and Sifyra could lead them to theright place.

Half of being clever is making certain you are not being stupid. That wasaShin'ain
proverb, and one of hisfavorites. He might not be one for swift thinking, but he seldom put afoot wrong.
Perhaps Nightwind, hislady love, preferred Most battle plans do not survive the initial encounter
with the enemy, but she had associated with the gryphonsfor too long for some of their cavaier and
devil-may-care attitude not to have rubbed off.

Snowfire kept every sense dert, now that he was afoot and aone on the ground. He noted every
deeper shadow beneath the canopy of the enormous trees here, notedathe tenor of birdsong up in the
canopy itsdf, drank in the scents of forest litter, searching for the aroma of newly-bruised greenery.
Hwed did not see everything; it was perfectly possible that there was an ambush waiting here
somewhere.

Hwed flew slently up through the lower branches of the canopy; Hwed could fly glently,
because he, unlike every other bondbird in the ye' dorkandan k' shulah was a short-eared eagle-owl.
Owilsflew with no betraying sound at dl unlessvery close, thanksto their soft-edged feathers. And unlike
most owls, the eagle-owlswere equaly adept at day or night flying, making them ided bondbirdsfor a
scout or hunter who might find himself moving by day or night. Y et there were few of them among the
Tayledras of k' Vaa, for there were only four breeding pairsin the entire Vae a the moment. Snowfire
consdered himsdlf incredibly fortunate that Hwed had chosen him as his bondmate.

In such acircumstance asthis, he felt even greater gratitude. No one would see Hwed unless
Hwed choseit to be so - and that would be abad thing for the one making the sighting, asit would
probably be the last thing he saw. Thetalons of a Tayledras-bred eagle-owl could pierce the skull of a
goat, so great was the pressure behind them, and what they could do to agoat, could easily be doneto a
man. Unlike hislesser kindred, Hwed wasintelligent enough to pick distinct targets for histalons - such
as vulnerable eye sockets. Although Snowfire had not yet needed to put such killing power to the test
againg aman, Hwed had aready proven himself valiant and valuable againgt the Changebeasts |oosed
by the mage-storms.

:Hurry!: Hwed Sent urgently, and filled Snowfire s mind with theimage of abrute of aman
pursuing the boy across a pile of rocks, laughing. The man was afoot now, having left hishorse at the
edge of therockfield.

Snowfire broke into a swift but cautious run. He did not want to betray his presence by either
noise or movement, so he dashed from the cover of one giant tree trunk to the next, keegping himself well
out of sght.

He reached the edge of the clearing just in time to see the man in question catch the boy and haul
him up by the collar. Howling with laughter, he held the boy limply from his hand; he was big enough that
the boy’ s feet dangled some distance off the ground. The boy was as pale asice, clearly terror-stricken.
There were two other men very nearby, mounted on horses, also laughing. Even from here, Snowfire
caught an unpleasant scent of rancid grease and stale swest.



Snowfire eased into the cover of abrush-covered boulder held in place by the massive roots of a
nearby tree. Between the mottled shadows at the edge of the clearing and the camouflaging effect of his
scout gear, that was quite enough cover to keep himinvisible.

One of the mounted men called to the one with the boy; they did not speak Vademaran, but one
of the mountain didects of the north.

“Y ou caught your rabhbit, Cor, now what are you going to do with him?’ called the first one.

Snowfire held down his anger; the boy wasn't hurt yet, athough he clearly expected something
terrible to happen to him. A mountain barbarian doesn’t normally kill an unarmed captive; they do
take slaves, though.

“He stoo smdll for awork-dave, but he' s pretty enough,” said the other mounted man. “Y ou
gonnakeep him for abody-dave?’

A body-dave? Do they mean what | think they mean?

“Maybe, if there ain’'t enough women to go around - * the one holding the boy called back,
laughing even harder.

That was dl he ever said again; filled with fury at hiswords, Snowfire acted on impulse as he
rarely did, rose out of the shadow of the trunk he hid behind, and fired. The arrow, fletched with owl
feathers, flew asslently asHwed, and as surdly, burying itsef in the soft tissue of the man’ sthroat.

Even asit was il intheair, Snowfire had pulled a second arrow from the quiver at hisbet and
was sghting it. The man made agurgling sound, and reached frantically up, pawing a histhroat with his
free hand, as the second arrow sped to join the firgt.

A second arrow appeared beside the first one, and the enemy fighter lost al interest in Darian,
letting him go to claw at histhroat with both hands. Fortunately, when his captor dropped Darian and
began staggering back alittle, making hideous noises, Darian was till limp.

The boy made a*“soft” fall on the hard dabs of rock and somehow his body acted for him again,
and he quickly rolled out of the way of the toppling soldier.

Get up! he screamed a himsdf. Get up and run, while you have the chance!

As Darian scrambled to hisfeet, scraping himsaf on the rough surface of the rocks, he
ingtinctively turned to ook in the direction from which the arrows had come.

For just an ingtant, and no longer, he saw a strange-looking man in the shadows of the forest on
the other ssde of the rock pile. He was dressed in mottled green-and-brown clothing, and although he
didn’'t look old, and certainly didn’t act old, hislong, oddly-cut hair that was braided in afew places and
dyed, had stark silver-white roots.

He had an arrow nocked at full draw on hisbow, and heloosed it, just as Darian heard
something whistle past his ear from somewhere behind him. He ducked to the Sde, ingtinctively. One of
his tormentors had returned an attack to the bowman from the woods.

The granger uttered abrief exclamation asafighting knife buried itsdf to the hiltin hisarm. He
dropped out of sght; vanishing, so far as Darian saw, and behind him Darian heard aharsh cry, astartled
snort, and the sound of something heavy fdling.

Heturned again to see that the second enemy fighter, who had till been mounted, had falen off
his horse, an arrow through one eye. The soldier lay on the ground twitching his hands. His head jerked
once as he died, then the body was till. The horse shied, but moved only far enough to join the other
dead fighter’ s horse. Both of them paused a moment, then started cropping the thin grass, asif therewas
nothing whatsoever the maiter.

What are you doing, standing in the open? Hide, stupid, hide!

Darian scuttled into hiding, behind aboulder, in shock at the sudden reversal of hisfortunes.
Where had this strange man come from? Who was he? And why was he heping him? Thiswas all
happening much too fast -

Never mind that, scolded that sensible voicein the back of hishead. There werethree, there's
still at least one alive. Where there were three of those brutes, there are probably more. Do
something!

Prodded into action, Darian picked up his dropped bow - by some miracle it hadn’t been broken



indl of thetumbling and rolling - and quickly strung it. Opening his quiver and getting an arrow of his
own nocked, he peered cautioudy around the boulder.

From where he was, he could see two more of the enemy coming cautioudy on foot aong the
side of the rockpile. Where had the second one come from? He took a quick glance around the other
side of his boulder toward the last place where he had seen the stranger, and making aquick estimate,
figured that hisrescuer could not see these two new foes from where he was now. Injured as he was, he
might not be able to defend himsdlf.

So | guessit’'supto me.

Suddenly, hefdt strangely calm. His stomach stopped flipping about, his hands stopped
trembling, and everything took on a crystaline clarity around him, the colors deep, the edges sharp and
defined.

Taking adeep breath, he stepped around the side of the boulder, and pulled hisarrow back as
far ashe could, sighting carefully on the head of the manin the lead.

Snowfire cursed aloud with sudden pain asaflat knife, thrown by one of the two still mounted,
buried itsdlf in his biceps. He dropped, glad he had aready |oosed the arrow.

The blade had penetrated deep, but by luck had gonein more or lesswith the grain of the
muscle. As he pulled the knife from hisarm and discarded it, he was rewarded by the sound of theman’s
body hitting the ground.

So much for being able to pull my bow for awhile. I’ d better get the boy and myself out of here
before it comes to hand-to-hand. My climbing stick is till with Sifyra, and amatch between awar ax or
sword and a hunting knifeis usudly ashort one.

He pulled a pressure bandage from the emergency pouch at his belt and wrapped it tightly
around hisarm, temporarily seding theinjury. A brief caress of power melded the end of the bandage
into the wrap; the large magics were difficult these days, but the very smallest ill worked reliably,
making him often glad that he was of no higher power than aMaster. He had dways depended on the
use of smal magics, not large, and the loss of the ley-lines and the nodes was of no great import to him.

But he didn’t have much time. Therewas at least onefighter still dert and active out there,
perhaps more, and he himsalf was now wounded and not capable of drawing abow without breaking the
wound open and making it more serious than it dready was. And, also to the point, he had just
dispatched two of the enemy with arrows that shouted Tayledras, as clear to read asif he had branded
the corpses with the Sigil of k' Vaa.

S0 he had three things to do now. Rescue the boy, take care of the betraying arrows, and get
both himself and the boy out of there before any more enemies appeared.

: Two come,: Hwed said, showing him where and how fast they were moving. Both had
abandoned their horses, and were creeping toward him, afoot, and separated. : Two more, but from
farther. They heard the pursuit of the boy, maybe. They do not hurry, but will come soon.:

:Can you protect me while | move toward the boy?: Snowfire asked in return.

Thereply was not so much in words asin feglings, a sense of contempt that he had asked so
smple athing. Content in knowing that Hwed would stoop on anyone who got within striking distance of
his bondmate, while hein turn worked hisway toward the boy, Snowfire began easing hisway to the
other side of the rockpile. Hiswounded arm kept sending lances of fire up his shoulder, but he had
hunted and fought with worse, and since it wasn't bleeding badly now, he knew he could afford to ignore
it until hewasin asafer pogtion.

He kept himsdlf as much under cover as he could, but through Hwed’ s eyes he saw that the boy
had gotten himsalf under the concealment of aboulder and wasin the process of stringing and readying
his own bow.

Good, hethought with some satisfaction. So he' s not helpless, and he' s no coward - and he
can think and plan for himself. He isn't counting on me to come to his rescue beyond what 1’ ve
already done.

Nevertheess, he couldn’t be dlowed to take ashot. At the moment he was being ignored as
inggnificant while the fighters concentrated on Snowfire asthe red enemy. That puny little smal-game



bow didn’t have enough power behind it to do much damage, unlessthe boy got alucky eye shot. All
that would happen wasthat the two fighters ill within striking distance would stop ignoring him and
count him as an enemy, and there was no doubt that they would not hesitate for amoment to kill him.
While he was unarmed and only trying to flee, their customs counted him a noncombatant. The moment
he raised an arm againgt them, he was a fighter, since their own boys entered a warrior-society when no
older than this boy.

Snowfire got to the boy just as he stepped out of cover and prepared to fire. He reached out and
grabbed the boy by the collar with his good hand and yanked him down into cover.

Again, poor lad - he must feel like a kitten being mauled by now.

Quick as athought, before the boy could cry out, he muffled the boy’ s mouth with his other hand
for amoment, and put hisfinger to hislips, miming amessage of “slence’ theway Vademaransdid. The
boy’ s eyes were aswide and round as apair of fat plums, and for amoment, as blank as mirrorswith the
shock of so rude an “introduction.” But he recovered quickly, obviously guessed at what Snowfire
wanted, and nodded vigoroudy. Satisfied, Snowfire let him go, and he quickly got hisfeet and hands
beneath him, and backed into hiding beside the Tayledras.

:Hweel, where are they?: heslently asked hisbird.

The owl showed him; the two nearest enemy were crouched under cover of abush, a nearly the
opposite side of thisrocky clearing. The other two had Ieft their horses - which pleased Snowfire - and
were making their way on their belliesto join the first two. None of them had bows, which pleased
Snowfire even more.

They must be planning to jump on me all at once, he decided. The only problem for them
is, I'm not where they think | am.

He thought for amoment, measured distancesin hismind, and formulated a plan.

:When we run, spook the farther horses,: hetold the owl, and motioned to the boy to stay
where hewas. Hetook three arrows from the boy’ s quiver and wriggled hisway to thefirst body, where
he replaced the two Tayledras arrows with the boy’s.

Then he worked backward to the second body, and did the same with the last arrow.

It was agood thing that he’ d picked barbless game-arrows when he blindly drew in the heat of
the moment; they had broad heads, but tapered back to the shaft and werein fact meant to be easy to
draw out. Barbed, man-killing arrows, on the other hand, were meant to be difficult to remove from a
wound. His hunting arrows came out with very little trouble, and he inserted the boy’ s arrows with no
problem. With such optimal targets, someone with hisleve of skill would have been just aslethd with the
light Vademaran arrows as his own. The fact that the boy’ s bow wasn't heavy enough to have given the
arrows the power to penetrate asfar asthey did was of no sgnificance, for the enemy had seen him and
knew that he had made the shots, not the boy. He only wanted them to think that he was Vademaran,
not Tayledras.

The closer view confirmed his guess that these were northern barbarians, wearing bear-tokens,
and surely smelling much worse than even thefilthiest of animas. You would think that they would
emulate the cleanliness of their totems - but no.

Satisfied now that he had removed al the traces of Tayledras activity that alikely-uneducated
soldier would recognize, he carefully worked hisway to within sprinting distance of the horses belonging
to the two men he' d killed, and took a deep breath.

Thiswould be their only chance of getting out of there without having to get into hand-to-hand
combat with at least one of the enemy. He would have one opportunity for surprise, so his plan had
better work right the first time. He made another survey of the areathrough Hwed’ s eyes, waited for his
moment - and sprang.

Darian had been so taken by surprise by the stranger’ s appearance that for amoment he had just
dared blankly at his rescuer while the man held one hand firmly over his mouth. The man held afinger
againg hisown lipswhile staring penetratingly into Darian’ s eyes. Darian had never seen eyes quite so
intensaly blue before. Meeting their gaze waslike faling into anicy pool, and it took his bresth away just
assurely. After amoment, Darian redlized that he was miming for Darian to be quiet.



He nodded vigoroudy; after al, the last thing he wanted was to draw attention to both of them!
Satisfied, the man rdleased him, and Darian got hisarms and legs underneath him and scuttled hisway
back into deeper cover, with the stranger between him and the enemy.

The stranger had aready bandaged his knife wound, which astonished Darian. But after a
moment, it was obvious why he had done so; he hadn’t wanted to |eave ablood-trail, and the binding
would make hisarm at least partidly usablefor awnhile.

Now what? he wondered, as the stranger mimed for him to stay where he was, and keep very
gill.

He nodded again to show that he understood, and to his continued surprise, the stranger took
three of hisarrows out of Darian’s quiver, and began working hisway, very flat to the ground and
snakelike, through the rocks. He kept going until he came to the body of the man who'd first grabbed
Daian.

Darian couldn’t see what he did there, but afew moments | ater, he came back into view and
dithered hisway to the body of the man who' d thrown the knife at him. Now Darian had the advantage
of elevation, for the rocks where he was hiding were a bit taler than the Forest verge where the man had
falen from his horse, and he was able to see what the stranger did. Fortunately, those same rocks
blocked the view of the enemy acrossthe clearing.

To his puzzlement, Darian saw him carefully work his own arrow out of the wound that had killed
the enemy, and insart Darian’ sarrow inits place.

Now - why is he doing that?

Hedidn't have long to puzzle over the question, for as soon asthe stranger had finished his odd
task, he tucked his own bloodied arrows sdewaysinto his belt, gathered himself, and leaped like some
great cat for the reins of the nearest horse.

The second horse shied and bolted, pounding off into the forest, but the stranger had the first one
caught by the reins. The horse reared and danced, but the stranger held him firmly, and as soon asthe
beast had all four hooves on the ground, he swung himsalf up into the saddle before Darian could blink.

Without thinking, Darian stood up as the stranger wheeled the horse around on its hindquarters
and dug his hedsinto its sdes. It surged forward toward Darian, and the stranger leaned over its neck,
sretching ahand out for him. Darian ingtinctively reached toward the stranger, who grabbed hisarm,
hand firmly around Darian’s elbow, asthey plunged past. With agrunt and agasp of pain, the man pulled
Darian over the front of his saddle, and sent the horse racing off into the deeper Forest. Thiswas by far
the least comfortable way to ride that ever existed. The saddle-bow drove into his ssomach, pounding
breath out of him in grunting gasps, and Darian could not see much, but he glimpsed enough between
bruis-irigsto know that he was heading deeper into the Pelagiris than he had ever dared go done.

The boy had good ingtincts; he could not have reacted better if Snowfire had outlined the planin
advance for him. He stood up automatically when Snowfire legped for the horse; Snowfire managed to
get thereinsin his good hand, not his bad one, so when the horse reared and tried to bolt likeits mate, he
was able to hold onto it. The moment the horse had al four hooves back down on the ground, Snowfire
flung himsdf into the saddle.

Since the boy was perfectly positioned for a pickup, even to the point of having onearm
extended, Snowfire dug his hedlsinto the horse’s sde and urged it into aleaping run. The boy was close
enough that the horse had not gotten any kind of speed up before it reached the lad; Snowfire leaned
down from the saddle, seized the extended arm, caught the boy’ s arm &t the elbow (ignoring the pain
from his wounded arm) and hauled him up over the front of the saddle like a sack of medl. It was agood
thing that the boy was so small and thin, or Snowfire wouldn’t have been able to manage the feat; asit
was, he felt hiswound break open under the bandage and tear, and a surge of warm wetness saturated
the bandage just after the searing of renewed pain.

Two more strides, and the horse wasin full gallop; meanwhile the pounding of hoovestold
Snowfire that Hwee had managed to spook the other two horsesinto panicked flight, hopefully without
being seen by the distracted soldiers. That should delay pursuit nicely.

Good. By the time those brutes manage to catch their mounts, we' Il be long gone and the other



horseswill be too lathered to follow at any kind of pace.

Nevertheless, Snowfire was not about to dacken his pace, especialy not here, where the ground
cover was S0 thin and sparse that the horse could gallop safely through it. Snowfire guided the running
horsein among the trees, dlowing it to set its own speed. At the moment, it was so spooked by his
appearance and his cavdier handling, that it just wanted to run, and he was disposed to let it. He Ssmply
used reins and weight to control where it was going, weaving hisway in and out anong the massive,
columnar trunks, his main effort bent toward herding it in the direction of the stream he and Sifyrahad
passed on hisway here. As soon as he thought they were well out of reach, he planned to dow the beast
and take it into the streambed to bresk their trail.

Gradudly, at about the moment when he was ready to dacken their pace, and he was quite
certain the boy was long past ready, the horse dowed of its own will. Hwed had been trailing behind
them, keeping watch on their backtrail, and had reported no followers. Now he sent the owl back to see
if the barbarians had managed to organize themselves. He hoped not; he hoped they’ d cut their losses
and report to whoever wasin charge of them that ahuge force of Vademaran warriors had used a child
to lure them into an ambush. He rather doubted that they’ d tell the truth, not with two dead and
then-horses run to exhaustion and nothing to show for their efforts.

By the time they reached the stream, the energy and excitement that had sustained him had worn
off, and hiswound was bleeding fredly. It had soaked right through the bandage and was going to make a
right mess of histunic if he didn’t do something about it soon. Hwed reported no pursuit at al - the
horses were evidently not at dl fond of their masters, and were nicely evading capture. The men didn’t
have anything with them to tempt the horsesinto alowing them near enough to grab the reins either,
which was certainly amistake on their part.

That argued further for their being barbarians out of the northern mountains. They weren't used
to horses or riding up there, and wouldn’t have figured out that if your horse didn’t like you, hewasn't
disposed to coming back to you once he' d gotten rid of you, and if that happened, your only chance of
catching him was to have something the horse wanted on your person.

The horse he was on didn’t much want to wade into the dippery streambed, but Snowfire used a
little Mindtouch to persuade it, muttering to it absently, reminding it with images and fedlings how good
the cool water would fed onitshot legs. Findly, it stepped gingerly down into the water, and Snowfire
alowed it to pick itsway carefully among the rocks.

Interestingly, the boy hadn’t so much as uttered asound in dl that time, and he didn’t squirm or
show any sign of discomfort, though he had to have been beaten raw by now. Snowfire hoped that his
Vademaran was equd to dedling with the child; he had picked it up mind-to-mind from one of the
Guards at the next-to-last site his group had worked, but until he tried to talk to the boy, he wouldn’t
know if it was equal to communicating with apossibly terrified child.

Of coursg, if the boy alowed, he could rectify that quickly enough with another mind-magic
session. That was how he knew some of the dialects of the northern barbarians; he' d picked them up
from abold fellow who actudly went up there to trade for furs. Snowfire had gotten agreet ded of
information from that hardy soul; he’ d learned, for one thing, that once the barbarians accepted a person
as a bona fide trader, he had near-immunity among them. “1t'san extension of therr traditional immunity
granted to tale-spinners and history-singers,” Shan had told him, and laughed. “But | suspect that it stlems
more from their greed for pretty baubles and fine fabrics than it does from any red interest in news of the
outsde world. At least they’ re bright enough to know that if they kill the trader who brought the goods,
there won’t be any moreto follow him.”

The question in Snowfire smind was, what brought northern barbarians down into VVademar?
He hoped that there were only afew of them, and not an army. There had been trouble on the northern
borders before, and that was when they knew that it was guarded by the Forest of Sorrows. If they had
learned that Sorrows was no longer tenanted. . ..

Wéll, hewould concentrate for now on the immediate problem; what to do with the boy,
stopping his bleeding, and getting back safdly to his base camp.

Snowfire pulled the horse to ahdt after they had ridden for severa furlongs through the



streambed itself. By now the horse was cool enough that he could alow it to drink, and he really needed
to rebandage that wound before the blood loss became a serious impediment to his performance. He got
them all over to the stream bank, coaxed the horse up onto solid ground, et the boy get off, then
dropped off the horse' s back himsdlf.

What he really wanted to do wasto lie down, but he wouldn't be able to do that for awhile. His
arm hurt like fury, and besides needing to get the bleeding stopped, he wanted to get some cool water on
it to ease some of the pain. There was only so much pain-dampening he could do, after dl, on limited
endurance. Tayledras scouts were durable, but he had just been through afight, and the aftermath of a
fight could leave anyone feding asif they’ d run thelength of the Pelagirs,

Helooped the horse' s reins around a branch with his good hand, and tied them off, giving the
beast just enough dack that it could get adrink and snatch at afew bites of grass. Poor thing - it |looked
at him with astonishment (perhaps because he' d given it that freedom, or perhaps only because he hadn’t
beaten it yet) and then buried its nose deep in the cool water. Then he knelt beside the streambed and
carefully unwrapped the bandage from around his upper arm.

He let the wound bleed alittle more while he put one end of the bandage under arock in the
gparkling clear stream, letting the swiftly-flowing, chill water wash it out for him. Then he splashed water
on thewound, giving it alittle rudimentary cleaning, and made certain that it wasn't any more serious than
he had thought.

It wasn't; it was just avery ssimple penetration wound, and not a nasty-looking one as deep
wounds go. There didn’t seem to be anything left in it, no signs of poisons visible, and as he had recdlled,
the knife had not seemed dirty or rusty. He reached into the water for the bandage to redo thejob
one-handed. It never even occurred to him to ask the boy to help.

Before he could do anything else, the boy was dready at his elbow and had taken the bandage
out of hishands. In amoment, he had wrung it as dry as possible and seized hisarm.

“Pleaseto hold ill, good gr,” the boy said, carefully forming the Vademaran words ashe
looked directly into Snowfire seyes, asif he thought he could give the sense of what he said if he smply
gpoke dowly and clearly, and locked gazes with hisrescuer. Then again, if he had atouch of mind-magic,
that might work; Snowfire had not lowered his own shields, so he couldn’t have told whether the boy
possessed such athing.

“Yes. Surely - “ Snowfire said, too much taken aback to argue. Wasthe boy in training to be a
Heder? It certainly seemed asif he might be. But if that were the case, why was he not in the pale green
of aHeder-student?

Using some clean, dry moss picked from arock beside the stream as a pad, the boy rewrapped
the bandage with the deft hands of an expert, putting exactly the right kind of pressure at the proper
angles on the wound to hold it closed again. When he came to the end of the bandage and looked at it
for amoment in puzzlement, Snowfire took over, and seded the end of the bandage down again with
magic.

And to hissurprise, hefdt the boy following what he had done with his own mind.

“Oh!” the lad said, sounding surprised. The next words were blurted, asif he spoke before he
thought. “ So magic is good for something - *

Then he clapped his hand over his mouth, hisface, acomic mask of dismay.

“Thelittlest magics are usudly the most practica,” Snowfire said mildly, in accented Vademaran.
He cleared histhroat carefully. “1 am Snowfire k' Vaa, Scout of the Tayledras - or asyou say,
Hawkbrothers. | return now to my own people, in aplace we have made for ourselves.”

The boy ducked his head awvkwardly, but his eyeswere aive with mingled curiosity and
apprehension. “My nameisDarian,” he said smply. “Darian Firkin. And - ah - thank you. | thought they
were going to - kill me.”

“I do not think that what they had in mind for you would have been pleasant,” Snowfire said
carefully, unsure of how much or little to tell the lad. He might well be much older than he looked; he had
very old eyesfor such ayoung face, and the face itself was amask of politeness behind which something
else was hidden. “Have you any place you need to go, or aplace of safety that | may take you to? Or



would you care to come with meto asafe haven?’

The boy held his breath, and dowly the polite mask shattered and fell. He crumpled, sobbing,
gpparently completely overcome by sudden, overwhelming grief.

Snowfire did not need to be an Empath to read that there was something dreadfully wrong,
something triggered by mention of safety, or a safe place to go. He decided on his own that the best
place for both of them was back with hislittle band. Whatever had gone wrong had evidently been
horrible, terrifying; it likely had agreat dedl to do with those barbarians, and was probably something that
he and his people urgently needed to know about.

But there was amore immediate need: to soothe the child enough so that he could ride without
faling apart. The sooner he got back to camp, the better.

Snowfire had never had alittle brother, but he had played the role of confidante and helper atime
or two in the past, to warriors, mages, and younger scouts. “Hush, now,” he soothed, putting his good,
though leather layered, arm about the boy’ s shoulder - close enough to give emotiond support, not so
close asto beintrusive. He knew before the boy did, by the imperceptible tensing of the lad’s muscles,
when he was coming too close, and backed off a bit. “ Here, you may come with me, and we will go to
my people. | promise, you will be quite safe enough with us. Eh? Then, when you are rested, you will talk
to us, tel uswhat happened. Perhaps we can help. Even if we cannot, we will seeto it that you are safe.
Warm and safe and well-fed.”

The boy only nodded, and Snowfire mounted, lending the boy ahand so that he could swing up
to st behind the saddle instead of being carried like so much baggage. The boy must have ridden this
way before; he put hisfoot carefully on top of Snowfire's, trusted hisweight to Snowfire’ sarm, and got
himself up behind the Tayledras with aminimum of avkwardness. And there he sat, hisarms around
Snowfire swaist to hold him in place. His sobs had ended, but as he held tightly to Snowfire swaig, the
Tayledras felt him shivering, and not with cold, but with suppressed emotion and shock. He was very
near abreaking point, and Snowfire wanted him to be safely in the hands of someone who could dedl
with histrauma before he came to that breaking point.

Nightwind was an Empath aswell asatrondi’irn, and she would be the best person for the child
at thismoment.

Snowfire clucked to the horse, which lengthened its stride readily into adow canter. Evidently it
aready preferred Snowfire over its previous masters.

It seemed asif thiswas something more serious than a single boy and afew sadistic barbarians.
Perhaps this situation was more than hislittle group could dedl with; after al, they dready had quite abit
ontheir plate.

After the danger from the mage-storms had ended, magic had been shattered like abroken
crystal; the matrixed pattern of ley-lines and nodes was gone asif it had never been, and the energiesthat
had once flowed in them were spread evenly across the face of the land. This had |eft the more powerful
mages at something of aloss, but the Tayledras dready had aplan in place to ded with such a
contingency. They were along-sghted and patient people when it came to making and fulfilling plans.
They would move with urgency when speed was called for, or could wait for generationsto lay
something in place.

Magic flowed, like water, and like water it would not remain spread out over the land for long. If
left toitsdlf, it would form its own rivers and pools - or ley-lines and nodes - or it could be guided into
paths that could be carved for it. The sooner those paths were established, the sooner it could be
persuaded to follow those paths, and would flow asit had before - and the less likely it would be that
stagnant poolswould form, warping creatures and plants as had happened before, in the Pelagirs, after
the Mage Wars were ended. There were many more Tayledras now than there had been then, with a
great deal more experience, and now that there was no geas laid upon them by the Star-Eyed to cleanse
theland, they were freeto go out into it and rectify the Situation before it became necessary to do those
cleansngs.

Moreto the point, Since no creature ever acts againgt its own best interest (even though they may
act in enlightened self-interest) if it was the Tayledras mages who reestablished the ley-lines and nodesin



amatrix, they would be able to arrange and key them so that it did themselves and their dlies the most
good. But, conversdly, if they left an area unmanaged, it would be dtogether likely for other magesto
comein and arrange thingsto their liking.

Thiswas the reason for the groups of Tayledras traveling about now, dealing with Changebeadts,
working to link the local magics up with the greater systems aready established. The Crown of Vademar
had not only given its blessing to the massive venture, but had funded their needs and ordered support to
be given by Guard, Herald, and citizen, with free passage papers and more. That the now-legendary
Tayledras Adept Darkwind had the ear of the Queen in the matter had not hurt a bit. Altruisticaly, the
Hawkbrothers and their chosen allies were able to rid the land of some very unpleasant creatures.
Redigticaly, they were creating a matrix that better supported their own Heartstones than even the
origina had. In the future, it would assure them of more than adequate power for virtudly anything they
wished to do.

Could it be that some other, rival mages had decided on the same plan?

Of courseit could, hetold himsdf. In this case, it wouldn’t take an Adept to see what the
advantage in it would be. It would only take a perceptive Master, in fact, or someone very
educated in the nature of types of magical energy and its tendencies, to plan out a local scale
version of - gahhh. Showfire, you need help, your mind iswandering. Deal with the situation in the
here and now, and discuss the implications of your speculations over a good meal by the fire later
on.

Wéll, the best thing he could do now would be to get the boy to a place where he could fed safe.
Perhaps after some food and calming, thisyoung Darian could bring himsdlf to reved what had
happened. Surdly in Nightwind' s hands that would not be long in coming.

Whatever it was, Snowfire was certain, there was going to be agreat deal moreto it than
appeared on the surface.

Snowfire was so deep in his own thoughts that it startled him when the boy spoke. “Who are
you? What are you doing here?’ came the muffled voice from behind his back.

He consdered the language carefully before he replied. He did not want to answer the wrong
guestion and give the boy the impression that he was being uncooperative. “Mysdf, specificaly?’ he
asked. “Or my people? There are more of us here, not far from here, as| told you.”

“Y our people,” Darian answered, and Snowfire felt him take one hand off of Snowfire swaist;
he sniffed, and Snowfire fished in a pouch at hisbelt to give thelad a bit of unused bandage to wipe his
nose with. “Th-thank you,” the boy said carefully.

Interesting that his own thoughts had just been on that very subject, of why the Tayledras were
here.

“We are avery specia group of Tayledras - your people cal us Hawkbrothers, usualy - and we
are here for anumber of reasonswhich al mesh together. What know you of the mage-storms?’ he
asked. | ask this, becauseit isrelevant to why we are here.”

Hefelt the boy shrug. “Not much,” Darian admitted. “ They upset the weather a bunch, made
things bad around here, turned monstersloose. | guess they made it hard for magesto work.”

Snowfire thought for amoment, and decided that the most complete, if abbreviated, explanation
would certainly not be amiss, and would fill up the time until the moment they arrived at the camp. And
besdes, it might help keep his mind off how hisarm hurt. “1 will go back to the very beginning, then - to
the cause of it al. Once, so many hundreds of years ago that most of that timeislost even asalegend,
there were many of what we know as the Great Mages. These were Adepts so powerful that they had
the ability to actually create new creaturesthat had never existed before, to change the westher, or to
make the rocks run like water.”

“Was that where the monsters came from?’ Darian asked, as Snowfire paused.

“Some of them created creatures that you would take to be monsters, | am sure,” Snowfiretold
him, craning his head around to smile at the boy with encouragement. “But | think that the monsters you
speak of were dl created later - and | am coming to that. One of these Great Mages was very evil, and
he made war on therest. In the end, there was only one l&ft to oppose him. That one invented akind of



weapon that was 0 terrible that he swore hewould only useit if he himself were dying. He made two of
these - and when the time came that he was, indeed, dying, killed by adow poison delivered by an
assassin loyd to the evil mage, he sent oneinto the hands of the evil mage himsalf, and triggered the other
inhisown place”

“Why?’ Darian asked. Snowfire suppressed asmile at that oldest of childrens’ questions.

“Because,” he said patiently, “the way that this weapon worked wasto release all of themeagic
contained within every object within acertain area. It released dl of the magic in the good mage' s Tower,
at the sametime asthe other released dl of the magic in the evil mage' s stronghold. Now, think for a
moment about how powerful these two men were, and think how much magic must have been rel eased.
Why, in the case of the good mage, his very Tower had been built with and relied upon thousands of
magic devices. Then think what must have been contained in that Tower, and around it.”

The boy pondered that for amoment, then shuddered convulsively. “ That - must have been big.
And awful,” he said, in asubdued voice. “Worse than aforest fire.”

“Muchworse,” Snowfire assured him. “Where the good mage once lived is now the Dhorisha
Plains, wherethe evil onelived isnow Lake Evendim; since both those places were strongholds among
hills, that should give you an idea how dreadful it was. | assure you, nothing that was caught insde
where the bounds of the Plains and the L ake are now survived. That Cataclysm completely reshaped the
world, it was so powerful. And the effects of two of the wegpons being triggered smultaneoudy were
worse and more complicated than the good mage had ever dreamed possible. Having two of them go off
created theirs? mage-storms, and those, in their turn, created the Pelagir Hills and the Pelagiris Forest.”

“Huh.” The boy digested that. “1 thought they - just were. | thought the Forest had always been
likethat.”

“They were created by the cataclysm and the mage-storms that followed,” Snowfire replied.
“And it waslonger ago than | think you would dream possible, and the Pelagirs extended far out beyond
what isnow Vademar. Now, the Tayledras were given aduty, and that wasto set thingsto rightsin the
Pelagirs, and in return were given the secrets of how to control and confine very powerful magic. And the
odd thing isthat we were very nearly done with that task, when the mage-storms returned, and they
returned because not only did they reshape the world, they made an echo of themselves back across
time, exactly like the waves of a stone tossed into aquiet pool will reach the shore and reflect back
again.” He paused. “Do you seewhat | am saying?’

Thousands of years of history compressed into afew sentences, but if heisredly interested,
there are plenty who will teech him thetdeinitsfullest.

“Not redlly, atogether,” Darian admitted honestly, “but enough so | think I’m following the story
right. So the mage-storms we had werethe. . . echoes of the ancient ones? That would be why they
made mongterslike thefirst onesdid?’

“Exactly,” Snowfire said with encouragement in hisvoice, thinking as he did so, thet thiswasa
good thing to betalking of, for it gave the boy something to engrass his mind. Snowfire had agrowing
suspicion that the barbarians had attacked his home, and that he was the only one to escape, if not
indeed the only oneto survive. He would figure that out as soon as he had time to think about the attack
at adl, and hewould need to grieve eventualy, but it would be better if he did so in a safe place.

For now, | will keep his mind on the strange Hawkbrother, so that he does not think too much
about what has happened to him. | cannot afford to cope with ahysterical child right now.

“The new Stormswere bad in effect, but worse in potentia,” he continued. “ And they were
building up to a second Cataclysm, because they were a reflection of the originds, which waswhy they
grew stronger ingtead of weaker. We are not precisaly certain what that new Cataclysm would have
done, but severa folk determined to prevent it, and succeeded.”

“That would be Herald-Mage Elspeth, Adept Darkwind, and Adept Firesong, right?’ the boy
asked, asif he had suddenly made a connection for himself.

“Yes Yes, and some othersaswell.” Not all of them human, or even by common standards,
alive, hethought with alittle amusement. But he can learn that for himself later. No point in piling
strangeness upon strangeness. | am impressed, that he would know those names. “I must continue



to shorten the story agreat deal more, but if you wish to know al of it, you have only to ask. | will say
only now that they did prevent it, they did stop the Storms and have made it so that they will not reecho
at somelater time, and that the result of thiswasto change dl the magic aswe knew it.”

“They - brokeit, didn’'t they?’ the boy responded, surprising him. “They broke magic like
breaking a plate, so it shattered into pieces.”

“Inasense” Hetried to think of another water andogy. “1f you could imagine magic asdl the
streams, and rivers, and lakes in the world, and suddenly al the water has been sucked out of them, and
has rained down evenly everywhere. Y ou could walk on what used to be the bottom of alake that would
have drowned you, just after it happens, or you can divert the rainwater to anew place you warnt filled,
but the rain continuesto fal. That iswhat has happened, and that is one of the two thingsthat brings us
here at thistime. We are cutting new rivers, if you will, and making new lakes. And we are once again
putting thingsto rights, getting rid of the Changebeasts that the Storms created.”

“And when you' re done - magic will be where you want it to be, and work the way you warnt it
to, won'tit?’ the boy asked shrewdly. “That’ swhat you get out of it. Y our specia magic will work

agan.

Such an unexpectedly clever observation startled alaugh out of Snowfire. “I must admit,” he
replied, with reluctant admiration, “you are quite correct. Not that thisis a secret, you understand. And
not that this meansthat no other mages will be able to use their powers. Thingswill smply work the way
that everyone was used to them working, and everyone who hasthe ability will be able to use them as of
old. Except, some people theorize, more efficiently.”

The horse had dowed to abrisk walk, but Snowfire could tell that it wastired, and its pace was
quick enough to suit him. Helet it set its own speed without correcting it, poor thing. It was probably
used to being ridden to within a breath of foundering, and alittle decent treatment would work wonders
withit.

“Sowhy are you doing this - the Hawkbrothers, | mean,” Darian asked. “Couldn’'t anybody do
this- like the Herald-Mages or the Fireflower mages or something?’

“They could,” Snowfire admitted. “ And in some places, they probably are. We are doing it here
because we know how, because there are very few Herad-Mages and even fewer who are at all
powerful enough to do these things, and because there are d so Changebeasts and other Changesin these
same areas that need attending to. So we are paid by you, our alies of Vademar, to do work that we
are used to doing, and we are serving our own purposes a the sametime. We, inour turn, are getting
much-needed goods and foodstuffs for our people for our payment, so we are well content.”

No point in explaining too much more. That there were still Vaeswas something of amiracle,
and was due entirdly to the superhuman efforts of Tayledras magesto shield their Heartstones during
those find Storms. But without the ley-lines to feed the Heartstones, there was much less power coming
in than going out, and the Tayledras back in the Vaes were having to be very conservative, even frugd,
about what they did and did not do with the power contained in the Stones.

That was the main reason why these parties had been sent out; to make certain that as many of
the“old” ley-lines as possible were reestablished - and to seeto it that an “adequate” amount of power
was sent back to the Stones. That was the request of the First Council of Elders- that it be “ adequate.”
Just what “adequate’ meant was being left up to the discretion of the Adepts leading each team.

It means, “don’'t be sdlfish,” | suppose. And if thereredly aren't that many magesin the areawho
would need node-energy, then what’ sthe point of allowing it to pool in nodes for Adepts who don't
exig?

“I suppose abad mage could divert alot of that power away for himself right now, couldn’t he?’
the boy asked doud. “Like a selfish farmer damming a stream so that only he can use the water for his
crops.”

“I must say, Darian - | am impressed. Y ou are very perceptive. Yes. That's another reason why
we are here,” Snowfire conceded. “If we establish the ley-lines - the rivers - we can make sure that it will
be available to anyone who needsto useit. But if a sdlfish or bad mage got to aplacefirst, he could lock
all that power away for al time. So we aren’t just working for our own sake.” He chuckled gently. “ After



al, eventudly there will be magesin Vademar who will need to use that power, and they would be
rightfully annoyed if we had arranged things so that they could not get at it.”

“I *spose they would,” the boy acknowledged. “Would things have gone back to the way they
had been if you left them adone?’

“That, we don't know,” Snowfire admitted.

“But they went that way thefirgt time, so why wouldn't they go back?” Darian perssted. “I
mean, it's really hard to change the course of ariver; | heard of people who tried, and each timeit went
right back the way it had been, initsold bed. So, wouldn't things be the sameif you left them aone?’

“Evenif they would, there are ill the Changebeasts that need dealing with,” Snowfire reminded
him. “And the one thing that till could happen if we don't interfereis that a bad mage could lock the
power away from everyone else. We can't leave that to chance.”

“| *spose not.” Darian sighed, and didn’t ask any more questions.

Snowfire made anoteto tell Adept Starfall what the boy had said about it being difficult to
changethe natura course of ariver, and how that might gpply to the ley-lines. It was something he
doubted that the Adept had wanted to consider deeply, and it could spell trouble at some point in the
future.

:Any problems?: he asked Hwedl, who was still wafting dong in their wake, branch to branch
every thirty or so horse-lengths, keeping awary eye on things behind them.

:All quiet,: thebird replied. :Hungry.:

He considered how far they were from the clearing, how many times he had undertaken to break
thetrail, and how long it might take the barbarians to catch their horses. He concluded it was safe enough
for Hwed to take the time to go catch something.

:Hunt,: he suggested to the bondbird, who needed no second invitation. Hweel had heard the
cal of acovey of quail some little distance back, and was eager to see what he could do about helping to
control the population.

Owils often seemed more purposeful about their hunting than hawks, or more especidly, the
falcons. It was no great amount of time later that Snowfire sensed the burst of viscera bloodlust that
meant Hwed had gonein for akill, followed swiftly by triumph and accomplishment. A littlelonger, and
Hwed was back in the air and catching up, now with afull somach, radiating satisfaction. For abird
Hwed’ssize, asingle quail was areasonable meal, but not afull day’ sration; the owl would probably go
out again a night to hunt if Snowfire didn’t provide him with something.

The horse was not nearly as swift asa dyheli, especialy not with a double burden, and the light
coming through the trees had taken on a distinctly red hue when Snowfire reached the outskirts of the
encampment. He whistled the recognition cal for the outermost sentry, and amoment later, spotted the
flash of asuntail hawk-eagl€' s creamy breast in the branches above him. Three of the scoutswere
bonded to suntails, so it could have been any one of the three who were standing watch, but he thought it
was Eere, Skyshadow’ s second-year bird.

:Goin ahead,: hetold Hwed, wearily glad that it was asuntail and not one of the forestgyres,
who werefond of teasing the big owl. Not that they would ever harm Hwedl, nor would Hwed ever
retdiate with anything more than an irritated beak snap, but Hwed was a ponderoudly seriousbirdin
many ways, and being teased put him in abad mood. Just a the moment, having his bondbird grumbling
and hunched in atree was a Situation Snowfire didn’'t want to be forced to endure on top of his other
pans

His arm hurt more and more as they rode, and given achoice, he wanted most to see Nightwind
and have it tended to, then drink hisweight in pain-killing teaand deep for about aday. Thelast of his
energy ran out shortly before they reached camp. Fortunately, the boy had been cooperative and quiet
during mogt of that time, and his questions and conversation had been palite and subdued the rest of the
time. Perhaps he had sensed that Snowfire was not feging up to conversation.

The horse took them through some truly spectacular territory, and he wished vaguely that he was
feding good enough to gppreciate it. Ancient trees with trunks the size of entire houses stretched toward
the sky, their roots firmly embedded in the sides of steep, boulder-strewn hills; rocks thrust themselves



out of the soil in fantastic and baroque formations. Tiny, threadlike streams sparkled and danced over
rocksin the valeys, or threw themsdves headlong down the rocky cliffsand hillsdesin exuberant
waterfals that were more spray than stream. Anywhere that the dense foliage overhead alowed aray of
sunlight to penetrate to the ground, other plants flourished - a patch of luxuriant grass studded with
flowers, agnarled bush with glossy leaves, or agraceful young scion of one of the giantsthat loomed
overhead. Thiswas the season of birdsong, and their calls fluted through the shadows from every
direction. A fresh, warm breeze carried the faint scent of forest flowers and evergreen on itswings. The
only problem, so far as Snowfire was concerned, was that his throbbing arm got in theway of being able
to enjoy his surroundings. At the moment, they were something to be endured rather than enjoyed, until
landmarkswould tdl him that he was nearing the camp.

Findly, with grateful rdlief, he saw just the landmarks he was |ooking for, and soon hewasriding
down along rift that would open up into the valley that his group had turned into as near aVae aswas
possible for so temporary an encampment. Nature had provided afinelittle valey with tiny springs
trickling out of the hillside at the back, which the current dwellers had diverted into aseries of three
pools; what nature had not provided, the Tayledras had fashioned, constructing temporary, ground-built
ekeles with stone, spools of cord, windfalen tree trunks, carefully tended vines, and the canvas of thelir
tents asroofs. When Adept Starfall found this place to be nearly ided for his purposes, abit of extra
work made the camp into a place of more comfort and more security than mere tentswould have
permitted. It made more sense that way; with strong, secure walls about them and afew cresture
comforts, they dl rested better, had more privacy, and felt hedthier and happier for both, which alowed
them to do their work without missing the comforts of the Vae too much. The spring-fed pools gave
them one for drinking water, one for washing, and one that could be heated with dozens of fire-warmed
stones (or, for those with the Gift, with magic) for soaking weary bodies. They would be here for aslong
asit took Starfal to impose hiswill on the newly forming magic-matrices, and for aslong asit took to
find and dedl with any Changebeasts that were till in the area - probably into fall.

Snowfirewas very glad for those creature comforts waiting for him, especidly the hot pool. He
certainly felt that he had earned them.

A fdlow called Sunleaf, who was bonded to aforestgyre, had an interesting sort of magic with
plantsthat allowed him to bend them to his purposes and accelerate their growth in away that was quite
remarkable. Outside the encampment, he had coaxed bushes and vinesinto athickness and luxuriance
that hid the camp from sight, and within it, he had made vines grow in screensthat divided the areaup
and gave aremarkable amount of privacy, and got vinesto grow over each ekele, shrouding themin cool
green that hid the structures beneath an avalanche of leaves. It looked, in fact, asif they had moved into a
place that had been abandoned to the forest for decades, instead of one that they had just built.

Snowfire sensed the boy’ sinterest asthey rodeinto the valey and toward the little welcoming
party of three that awaited them. It was a small welcoming party, and Snowfire blessed the Adept’s
good sense, asit was composed of only Tayledras who would not darm the boy - the Adept himsdlf, the
gentle trondi’ im Nightwind, and the youngest of the scouts, Wintersky, who was something of a protege
of Snowfire's, and shared his ekele. Of course, Wintersky mostly had the ekele to himself, snce
Snowfire spent agreat ded of time with Nightwind. None of the three could possibly frighten the boy,
who' d had enough fright for one day, though Starfall looked very imposing, and probably morelike the
boy had imagined a Tayledras to |ook than Snowfire did. Wintersky wore the same scouting-garb that
Snowfiredid, but Nightwind and Starfall showed the other faces of Tayledraslifein ther dress. Starfdll
wore thetrailing robes, jewelry, and embroideries of someone who does not expect to be covering a
great ded of territory in wild forest, and Nightwind the comfortable, colorful, loose garments of someone
who does expect to be doing agreat deal of physical and practical labor, but who does not have to
worry about fading into the landscape. Starfal’ swaist-length hair hung loose, with aminimum of
ornaments braided into it, Wintersky’shair was dyed in leaf patterns and confined in asingletail, and
Nightwind’ swas gill dark, for she practiced little magic and had never lived in aVVaewith aHeartstone
to bleach her hair. Shewas, infact, not k' Vaaat dl, but k' Leshya, the“Lost Clan” of the ancient days,
come up out of the farthest West.



But at the moment, al Snowfire could think of was how glad he wasto seethem dl. He did
down off the horse and found hislegs unexpectedly wobbly; he managed to save himself from
embarrassment by holding for amoment to the pomme of the saddle, and offered the boy his good hand
asan aid to get down.

Darian smiled a him wanly. “Y ou don’t look so good,” he said, with that blunt frankness of a
child who hasn't yet figured out that one does’t aways have to voice what one observes. “I can manage
to get down mysdf.”

And hedid, but hislegs were just aswobbly as Snowfire swhen he did off the horse' sramp and
landed on the ground - though in his casg, it was probably from amixture of fatigue and unaccustomed
riding than from pain.

“ThisisDarian k' Vademar,” Snowfiretold the others, in Vademaran. “He snever seen
Tayledras before, and he knows nothing of us. Darian, thisis Adept Starfall, who is our Elder and the
leader of thisgroup. Thisis trondi’im Nightwind, who is going to patch up the tearsin your hide as she
doesfor therest of uswho have the misfortune to ran through brambles.”

Darian rubbed some of his scratches with abit of salf-conscious embarrassment, even though
some of them were deep and he had many braises as well.

“And thisisWintersky - “ He looked askance at the younger man, who grinned a Darian and
finished the sentence.

“Wintersky, who will share his quarters with you and Snowfire, unless you prefer to camp alone
inatent, or have us make some other arrangements.” The young man winked. “1 pledge you | do not
snore. My Vddemaran isthe best of dl of us save the mighty hunter Snowfire, so | thought I’ d volunteer
our ekele. It'saways better to have people about who know your tongue fairly well. Snowfire does
snore, though.”

Darian was clearly getting overwhelmed, his eyeslooked atrifle glazed, hisface was pae, and his
expression bewildered. “1 don't mind, | mean, that would be good - whatever you like -

“Whatever itisthat | likeisthat you are to come and be tended, and be eating and drinking, and
be then degping,” Nightwind said firmly, taking the boy in charge with maternd authority. The boy
yielded to her with relief and gratitude, and she ushered him off.

“I'll report in brief, and then | need to be tended, eating, drinking, and then deeping after you' ve
gotten the full report,” Snowfire told the Adept, as Wintersky took the horse and led it away to be
watched by the dyheli herd. “Hwed saw the boy being chased by northern barbarians. Bearclan would
be my guess, but they were dl wearing identical armor, and | don’t much care for what that implies.”

“Neither do|,” Starfdl said, his browsfurrowing.

“Their tattoos would have told me more, but things were rather impolite at thetime, and | didn’t
stay around to request aviewing from those remaining.” Snowfire noted Starfdl’ slips twitch as hetried
not to smile at the understated and offhand manner Snowfire was taking with thetale.

“How impolite?” Starfall asked.

“Only two casudties. Not even aminor quarrel by Bearclan standards. Hardly more than an
ordinary drunken brawl-though | did make sure to subgtitute the boy’ s arrows for mine; | didn’t want to
aert them to our presence. Still - one of them had caught the boy by thetime | got there, and he and his
colleagues were exchanging pleasantries that implied they had been . . . improving some Vademaran
settlements.” He dropped histone of levity. “1 think that the boy belonged to the latest one, though | have
not yet questioned him at dl. | wished an Empath to be present when | did.”

Starfdl logt al trace of humor at that. “ So, you have barbariansin identical armor, what amounts
to something more serious than alittle banditry, and dl thisagood bit farther south than we should expect
to see mountain tribes. | shall check my maps, but. . . .” Starfal shook hishead. “I do not likethis,
Showfire”

“Neither do I, since the barbarians don’t move in groups larger than a dozen without having a
shaman-mage aong with them.” Snowfire had been | etting what he knew about the northern tribes dig
itsdf out of his memories during the last part of the journey; he was better at recollection when he
alowed the memoriesto surface on their own. “And they don't use horsesasarule, yet dl of the



barbarians| saw were mounted.”

“Thisisn't sounding very promising.” Starfal bit hislip for amoment. “Well, the best thing that |
can do isto move the progress | was making on ahead. It won't take more than aday or so, and I'll
have the matrices set up and completely in my contral; I d like to see the mage that can get it out of my
hands then.”

“I wouldn’t,” Snowfirereplied. “But if there was someone able to do that, he'd have chalenged
you aready, so the worst we' |l have to dedl with is someone your equal. | think we can do that.”

“And | think you d better have someone [ook at that arm while you get some hot food inside
you,” Starfal pointed out. “Y our stoicism isrespected, but not required. Go, you can make amore
detailed report after you' ve rested and gotten properly patched up - and by then, the boy will be rested,
too, and we can find out why barbarians on horses were chasing him.”

Now that hisinitia report had been made, he had the rdlief of the discharge of duty, and agreat
weariness descended on him. He decided that the best place for him wasin his shared ekele.
Fortunately, it was one of the nearer structures; he rounded two vine screens, and there it was, looking
like nothing so much as aleafy hummock. He parted the vines with his good hand, and found that
Nightwind had aready preceded him there.

He had taken weather-felled limbs and congtructed a fine log home, octagonal in shape, with a
roof of sod held up by logs and willow withes woven into fine mats. The snug dwelling would probably
serve aswdll in winter asin summer, except that he would have to fill in the bottom rank with sod; he had
left off the bottom rank of logs on four of the eight Sides so asto dlow the movement of air through the
place. A cool breeze camein at the leve of the floor and went out at the smoke holein the middle. It had
been agreat deal of extrawork to make this ekele, but he reckoned it had been worth the work. A
lantern with amage-light in it hung from one of the celling logs. His deeping place and Hwed’ s perch
were on the far right as one camein the door, and Wintersky’ s deeping pad and Tiec's perch were on
the left. That left acooking placein the middle, and any gear they shared near the door. Now therewas a
third deeping place at the rear, with the boy sitting deepily on it and Nightwind besde him.

Snowfire saw at once that someone had left ayoung rabbit on Hwed’ s perch, which meant
Hwed would not have to hunt tonight. Pleased by the courtesy, he dipped back out before Nightwind
noticed he was there and called Hwed to thefigt.

The owl dropped down on hisarm with customary aplomb, and ducked his head as Snowfire
brought him in. Thistime, the boy, who did not seem to be noticing much, reacted very strongly and
positively to Hwed.

His mouth formed asilent “Oh!” and his eyeswent round, but there was no sign of fear in him.
Nightwind noticed the lad’ sreaction, and smiled over her shoulder at Snowfire.

Snowfiretook that as an invitation to come closer. Darian stared at the huge owl with intense
interest. “Isthat your bird?” he whispered, asif he was afraid that he might startle the owl. “I heard
Hawkbrothers had birds, but | didn’t know they werethat big! HE' s- he samazing!”

Snowfire flushed alittle with plessure; he was not proud of much, but he did take acertain
pleasure in having so magnificent apartner asHwed. “Yes, heis, isvt he?’ he agreed. “Hisnameis
Hwed, and he was watching out for us, flying behind usin thetrees, dl the way back. Would you liketo
touchhim?’

“Can 1?Hewon't mind?’ Darian looked quite asif Snowfire had given him permission to shake
the Queen of Vademar’ s hand.

“Hwed isexcessvey vain, and extremely fond of scratches, and if you are going to offer him
plenty of admiration and caressing, hewill be your friend for life,” Night-wind said with mock severity.

Hwed clacked hisbesk at her, then softened the rebuke with the soft “ huuur” an adult would
giveanedling.

“Go ahead,” Snowfire urged.

Darian reached hesitantly to touch Hwedl’ s breast-feathers, but the owl had other ideas. Quick
asthought, he leaned down and butted his head against the outstretched hand, and before he knew it,
Darian was scratching the top of the owl’ s round, densely-feathered head.



“He sso soft!” the boy exclaimed with ddlight.

“Don’'t be afraid to give him agood scratching,” Snowfire told him, as Hwed stepped down off
the gauntlet to the floor, and made his odd little Sdeways sidle up to the boy. “Y ou’ll have to work to get
through al the feathers on hishead.”

The owl closed his huge eyesin bliss as Darian scratched with more vigor, and shoved his head
practicaly into Darian’s chest. Snowfire was ddlighted, both with the boy’ s reaction and with Hwed’s,
and for thefirgt time he entertained the thought that if the boy had nowhere eseto go, he might wish to
joink'vVda

Wéll, it isenough for now that heis not terrified of the bondbirds, and that the bondbirds take to
him. Either would be amazing enough, but having both iswonderful. We can worry abolit what isto
become of him when we have a better idea of what he hasinvolved usin.

Nightwind allowed the boy sometimeto caress Hwedl, and before either of them tired of the
sport, she Mindspoke to the bird, : Enough. He will still be here in the morning, and so will you.
Right now, he needs to sleep.:

AsHwed heaved agreat Sgh of regret, she said virtually the same thing to the boy. “ Seep, itis
timefor; you and Hwedl will be here both when sun rises.”

Reluctantly, the owl raised his head and the boy took his hand away, but before he could take it
entirely out of range, the owl reached out with his powerful beak and gently nibbled Darian’ sfingertips.

“That isahigh compliment,” Snowfiretold him, asthe boy glanced at the Tayledrasfor an
explanation. “He does't offer that particular sort of ‘thank you' to just anyone.”

Darian looked dazzled, and as Hwed waddled toward his perch with an owl’ s awkward and
ungainly ground gait, Snowfire got one of the larger body-feathers, about the size of the boy’ s hand, from
alittle basket he had woven of pine needles and tacked to the logs on his side to hold molted feathers.
He lifted Hwed up to the perch - given the owl’ s huge wingspan, he preferred that Hweel not use his
wingsingdethe ekele - then gave the feather to Darian. The boy took it with shy thanks, and occupied
himsdlf with stroking and examiningit.

“That was nestly done,” Nightwind complimented him. “I was having trouble getting him to relax
enough for the drug | gave himin histeato work. | want him to be drowsy when you and Starfall
question him.”

“Thank Hweel for cooperating so nicely,” Snowfire replied, as she pushed him over to hisown
deeping pad and began unwrapping the bandage on hisarm.

“| dready have,” came the cam reply, and then Snowfire endured afew bad moments as she
examined the wound and gave it athorough cleansing. Onceit was clean, however, she was quick to put
anumbing salve onit, so that when she stitched it up for him, he scarcely felt the prick of the needle. The
boy watched them intently, but with a detachment that Snowfire thought was probably thanks to the drug.

“| am very concerned by thelittle | have sensed from thisboy,” Nightwind told him. “Heis quite
traumatized, and on the whole, | am concerned about what will happen to him when he dlows himsdlf to
fed theemotionsheisholdinginsde”

“| got theimpression that he doesn’'t show half of what heisfeding,” Snowfire confirmed, as
Starfdl tapped the doorframelightly, then entered.

“He keepsthingsto himsdf, | think,” shetold Snowfire. “His griefs are many, and not all
concerned with whatever led him to us; once he dlows one to be free, the others may come flying out.
That will be good for him, but it will be ahard time aswell.” Shelooked troubled. “1 cannot tell you if
your questionswill trigger thisrelease. They may, or they may not.”

“Whether they do or not, we need to know why Snowfire found him in the predicament that he
wasin,” Starfal pointed out. “ And the sooner we know, the better.”

“Darian, now that you have eaten and rested, we would like you to tell uswhat happened to
you,” Snowfiresaid in hisbest Vademaran.

The boy nodded; he looked awake, but not entirely dert. “ Those men that were chasing me -
there were fighterslike them that attacked Errold’ s Grove,” he said plaintively. “| guessthe militiawent to
stop them, but they probably didn’'t have achance.”



“How many men?’ Starfal asked quickly. “What werethey like?’

“It wasn't just men, it was some kind of mongter, too, and - | didn’t actually count how many
there were, but they werein ranks of five, and | saw ten timesfiveranksand | know | didn't seedl of
them,” Darian said, growing agitated, as Nightwind put a steadying hand on hisarm. “ There werejust a
lot - an awful lot. | was out in the woods, getting some tree-fungus that Juh - that we needed, and | saw
smoke and fire and came running back. When | got there, everybody was running away, and thiswhole
army was on the road to the bridge. They had lots of armor, and al kinds of pikes and swords and
things, and not dl of them were men, they were kind of half bear and haf man! And there was another
thing, amonster or ademon or something, that wasn't anything likeaman at dl, and it wasleading them -
itwasriding onthisbiglizard. J- “ A spasm of pain swept over the boy’ sface, and Snowfire made a
mental note to find out who or what began with “J’ that the boy avoided talking about so carefully. That
might be the key to releasing some of that pent-up grief. “ The bridge got - destroyed - set afire to keep
them off, but they came acrossthe river anyway. That'swhen | ran, and | got away from thefirst lot, but
those others were deegper in the forest and came after me when they saw me.”

Starfdl and Snowfire exchanged looks. Thisdid not sound very good.

“Did the others of your village get away from thisarmy?’ Snowfire asked. “Did they have
somewhereto go for help?’

The boy frowned for amoment, then shrugged. “1 didn’t see anybody get caught,” he said findly.
“And | guessthey must have run to Kelmskeep. Lord Breon has got awhole garrison of his own, and
Kemskeep' sfortified, they say. He has messengers and things he could send for the Guard, so that’s
probably where everybody went.”

“Now, what about the men who chased you?” Snowfire asked. “How did that happen?’

The boy winced with chagrin. “I raninto them,” he admitted. “|1 didn’t think there was any way
they could have got ahead of me, and | ran into them, *cause | wasn't looking for anyone. They came
after me, and | headed for that clearing * cause there' s placesin there| could ve hid, and they couldn’t
have brought their horses over those loose rocks. But one of them caught me, and that’ s where you
showed up, and that'sdl.”

“That will do; I’'ll have the others gather, and we can discuss thiswhen you areready,” Starfall
said, ashe got to hisfeet and headed for the door of the ekele.

“I'll be there as soon asthe boy isadeep,” Snowfire promised, and turned his attention back to
Daian.

“Hwed won't have to hunt for himself tonight, so even though Wintersky and | will be gonefor a
little, Hwed will bewith you,” Snowfire told him, then asked the one question that was il puzzling him.
“Darian, did you redly intend to go after those two barbarians with your rabbit-bow?’

“I had to,” Darian replied deepily. “1 knew you were hurt, and | didn’t think you' d seen them. |
knew | couldn’t do much unless| got alucky shot, but maybe I’ d distract them, and for surethey’d
make anoise, so you would know that they were there.”

“Well, that was good planning,” Snowfire told him, and was rewarded with adeepy smilethat
faded into drugged dumber. He waited until he was certain that Darian’ s degp was too deep to be easily
broken, then got up to go outside, leaving Hwed to keep avigilant eye on the boy.

:Watch and guard,: hetold the bondhbird, keeping things smple. People had been known to
have odd reactionsto drugs, and children in particular were prone to deegpwalking after asevere trauma.
Snowfire was not in the least deceived by the boy’ s apparent calm; Nightwind said that there was great
emotion ready to burst out a any moment, and he believed her. :Find me if something happens.:

Hwed roused hisfeathers and huured his agreement. Now that he wasfull of rabbit, hewas
quite content to stay in one place with afoot tucked up benegth his breast-feathers.

Snowfirejoined the rest of the group around the small fire that Nightwind kept feeding with herbs
to keep the insects away. He accepted amug of cool water from the spring from Wintersky with anod
of thanks, and took his place in the council session that had formed.

“I’vetold the others what the boy told us,” Starfal explained, asfirdight flickered and cast odd
shadows on hisface. “ And the very first question | can think of iswhether we should involve oursdves at



al”

“I don't think we can, to tdl you the truth,” replied Wintersky regretfully. “1 mean, this sounds
likean army! And we have how many? Not quite twenty humans, twice that in the dyheli herd, a couple
of hertas and agryphon. We aren’t exactly equipped to befighting battles either.”

Thefire popped and hissed, blending with the sound of movement of something large, likethe
sussuration of canvas across canvas.

“I would sssay that one grrryphon isssworrrth an arrrmy, but | rrreluctantly concurrr,” adeep
voice rumbled from the shadows behind Nightwind. “It only takesssa sssngle arrrow.”

“Itisn't just an army of men, but of Changechildren aswell, and that meansamageisdegpinit
somewhere,” Starfdl put in. “Unless what the boy saw were just costumes or disguises, and | can't
imagine why barbarians would bother wearing disguises.”

“It soundsto me asif someone managed to reconcile agreat many Bearclan septs,” Snowfire
mused. “Maybe - well, thisisawild surmise, but fromwhat | know about the northern tribes, they attach
heavy rdligious and emotiona significanceto ther totems, and alot of emphasisis put on taking on the
attributes of those totems. Now, what would happen if amage came adong, perhapsintheguise of a
shaman, who could give them physical attributes of their totems?’

“He d own the clan to the point of being ableto reconcile all the feuds between the septs,”
Safdl sadflatly. “ And there was someone who managed that, once.”

“Yesssss.” The shadow behind Nightwind rose, and loomed up over her head. “Y essss, therrre
wassss. And we al know hisss currrsssed name.” The shadow resolved itself into ashape, and the shape
into a creature, a creature with the mantling wings and head of araptor, but araptor of enormous size,
and with four limbsinstead of two. “Hewassscalled Ma arrrrr.”

“| don't think we' rein any danger of seeing another Ma ar, Kelvren,” Nightwind soothed. “It's
dl rignt”

But Starfal frowned. “ Perhaps. And perhaps not. | can’t help but think that thisis arather nasty
coincidence, these barbarians, presumably led or backed by amage, suddenly moving into territory
where no one has yet established a matrix for magic. The difference between aMa ar and a petty tyrant
islargely amatter of power.”

“All the more reason for you to form and hold the matrix,” Snowfirereplied firmly. “That will
have to be our first priority, it s;emsto me. If the boy is correct, most - if not dl - of his people escaped.
Surely onewill reach Lord Breon, and he can take care of the military problem from there.”

“That would be best,” Starfal replied, but with alittle reluctance. “We are hardly the group best
suited to taking on an army.”

“But think of what it would have meant if sssomeone had ssstopped Ma arrr when he wasss
gatherrring thetrrribesss” Kevren urged, hiseyes glinting in thefirdight. “Would it not have been worrrth
everrry sssacrrrificssse to do sssso0?’

“We can stop any mage just as easily by holding the magic energy of thisareaaway from him,”
Snowfirereplied. “I think we should concentrate on getting that donefirst. By then, we should know if
the Vddemarans have taken care of the military Stuation themsdlves.”

“And if they have not?” Kelvren persisted.

“WEe |l ded with that when we cometoit,” Starfal said firmly, ending the debeate.

The gryphon folded hiswings, feathers making a cloth-on-cloth sound asthey did across each
other intq precise order. “Verrry well. | will be- rrready. And if they do rrre-memberrr Ma arrr and
hissswaysss- “ Kelvren reached for alog of firewood and purposefully splintered it into severa pieces
merely by squeezing it. * - then | will ensurrre that they rrrememberrr grrryphonsss assswell.”

Four

Darian woke in the morning fegling asif his head weren’t working quite right. It was difficult to
put his thoughts together; he seemed to be taking a very long timeto get even asingle thought to form.
He stared for along time at the wall that was a hand’ s breadith or two past his nose, and wondered why



the rough texture didn’t look the way it should. Why did each rough-sawn plank look rounded? And why
wasn't thewall itsdlf danting toward him asit formed the pesk of the roof? His mind moved dowly and
his thoughts felt fuzzy around the edges. And what was wrong with thelight? It was greenish, and it was
much darker in the loft than it should have been.

It couldn’t be just turning dawn, because he never woke up that early. Maybe it’s going to
rain? Justyn hadn’t Fore-Seen any rains, though, and that was one thing that he could doright; his
weather-watching was always accurate.

He' d had the strangest dream, too - that the village had been attacked by awhole army. There
wasfire, alot of firein the dream, the whole town had been on fire. It had been more of anightmare.
Darian shivered and tried to remember more. Therewasalot of him running, and monsters chasing him,
then more running through the forest, then horrible men on horseback chasing him - getting rescued by a
Hawkbrother and an owl, ahuge owl -

A pretty strange dream, too. When would | ever see a Hawkbrother? Never in a thousand
years. And who would ever bother to attack Errold’ s Grove with an army? What could they
possibly want? Beans and turnips? Or maybe chickens - He had to shake his head at the way he was
trying to make sense of adream. Anything can happen in a dream, of course - one of Widow Clay's
chickens must have started laying silver eggs with golden yolks. Or maybe Justyn ‘s spellsfinally
wor ked and everyone was suddenly rich, and that was why an army came.

Then herolled over, and saw that he wasn't in the loft, but in a strange, octagonal hut made of
rough logs - windowless, and with vines over the door. There was a huge owl, the same one he thought
he' d only “dreamed” about, blinking deepily on aperch to one side. At that moment, he redized with a
plummeting heart that it hadn’t been adream at dl. It had dl been red, horribly redl. Errold’ s Grove was
gone- or if not gone, it wasin the hands of an army of violent strangers, and everyone he knew had fled
infear of loang thair lives

In one moment, he went from deepy and laughing at himself to despair. Hisinsdes became cold,;
alump rosein histhroat that was hdf grief and haf fear, and his thoughts spun dizzily with nowhereto go.
He il couldn’t quite remember | that had happened, and the way his thoughts kept spinning didn't
help. There was something about Justyn - and his mind shied away from the thought, asif he didn’t want
to remember, asif remembering would be the most horrible thing that had happened to him.

The village had been taken - but why? What could anyone possibly want with alittle town that
was on the verge of drying up and blowing away? If there were asingle gold coin in the place, he would
be surprised. A few of the women had jewdry, silver and slver-gilt, but he was sure there was not
enough in thewhole villagetofill ahat. The women depended on their needlework to brighten their
apparel.

Most ornaments were made of carved and painted wood, plaited straw, beads and beadwork,
copper, and bronze, and not asingle precious stonein thelot, just turquoise, agate, and colored quartz.
There smply was nothing worth looting - and even if you cleaned out every bit of beer and liquor inthe
place, by the time you parceled it out among al the soldiers, there wouldn’t even be enough to get them
mildly intoxicated!

Thisisinsane; nothing is making any sense. | should be home, | should bein theloft, not here.
Wherever “here’ is. . . .

But if hewasn't intheloft in Justyn’ s house, where was he?

I’mwith the Hawkbrothers - he remembered. This house belonged to them. What were they
going to do with him now? He remembered, with adreamlike vagueness, that they had asked him
questions about what had happened, but they hadn’t given him any ideawhat they planned to do. Where
was he going to go if they didn’t want him to stay? Could he get them to take him to Kelmskeep? But
then what would he do?

Thoughts of Kelmskeep led him back to the village. Kelmskeep must have been where dll the
villagers were trying to escape to, and that was why they were running without trying to take anything.
They could make Lord Breon'slandsin afew days or aweek or so - it would be a hardship, but this
was summer, and no one would die of exposure or thirst. But what had actually happened to the rest of



the villagers? How well-planned had that attack been? Had those horrible fighters caught anyone else?
How could they not have? If there had been four men on horseback ranging out that far from the village
to catch those who tried to escape, mightn’'t there be more?

No matter what the town did to me - they never hurt me on purpose, they just wanted meto be
like them. They never did anything to anybody, they don’t deserve to have those awful men get hold of
them!

What would happen to them? The man who caught him hadn't killed him right off, but what
would he have done when he learned that Darian didn’t have any money and didn’t know where any
was? Darian had only vague notions of what enemy soldiers wanted, based on what bandits wanted. If
you didn’t have money for them, what would soldiers do? How could you satisfy them if you didn’t have
what they had comefor?

Now Darian’svivid imagination portrayed al manner of terrible thingsthat could have befdlen
thefolk of Errold’s Grove, and he grew more and more agitated as he thought about their possible fates.

The owl turned his head then, asif it sensed something was wrong. It opened apair of enormous
eyes completely and fastened its gaze on him. He found himself locking eyeswithit. It clearly was not
afraid of him, and strangdly enough, he was not afraid of it, dthough it was easily large enough to hurt him
quite serioudy, if not kill him, if it took the notion to attack him. In fact, the more helooked into its huge,
golden eyes, the cdmer and quieter hefdt. It was so strange, and warm-fedling, and it made every
thought seem to dow down. It wasamost asif the owl was putting itswing over him and sheltering him,
and teling him that everything would bedl right. . . .

Then the owl blinked, and the spell was broken. The bird yawned hugely, snapping his beak shut
with aloud click. Darian yawned adong with the owl, then watched as the bird shook its tufted head so
fast it blurred, and fdlt asif he had to laugh alittle at the Sght.

The curtain of vines over the door to the hut parted, and a shadow blocked out the light for a
moment. By thelong, braided hair and the odd clothing, the newcomer had to be a Hawkbrother. Asthe
Hawkbrother cameinto the light, he saw that it was the one who had rescued him yesterday. He was
very tal, with long hair that had white roots, and was dyed dl over in patterns of pale and dark brown,
golden brown, and bark-gray. His square, chisdled face was very friendly, with many smile-creases at the
corners of his mouth. His blue eyes contrasted oddly with his weathered, golden skin. He wore clothing
in many shades of brown leather and closaly-woven fabric, and hisleft arm and shoulder were
completely encased in adeeve of padded leather.

Snowfire. Hisnameis Snowfire. And hisowl is Hwesdl.

That was when Darian remembered acalm and friendly voicetdling him that this hut was
Snowfire' s, and someone e se' stoo, and as he took another quick glance around he saw two degping
pads like the one he was till on, and a scattering of other belongings. There was a second perch on the
other side of the room across from Hwed!’ s - athough no one had actualy said anything about a second
bird - but there wasn’t abird on it. From the size of the perch, the bird must be half the size of Hwesdl,
and he wondered what kind it was.

“Wel and good,” said the Hawkbrother, standing just ingde the door and looking at him in the
friendliest possible fashion. “It seemsthat you are awake at last, though | am certain you needed to deep.
Itisdifficult totell what timeitisinthis ekele, 1 know. Y ou have dept entirely through breskfast, and it is
now timefor lunch. Would you care to eet anything?’

The Hawkbrother had avery odd accent and his phrasing was alittle strange, but Darian had no
trouble undergtanding him. | thought they had their own language; didn‘t Justyn tell me that?
Somehow Snowfire must have learned Vaddemaran from someone, but Darian thought he remembered
him talking with - awoman? - in some other tongue.

“Thank you. I'm - not sureif I’'m hungry,” he replied vagudy, knowing he should say something
inreply, but unable to come up with anything appropriate. What did you say to someone who'd saved
your life? How many times were you supposed to thank them for it? Did the Hawkbrothers have some
specid sgnificance atached to saving someon€ slife? It wasn't the sort of thing covered in The Booke
of Manners that Widow Clay inssted he read -



For that matter, The Booke of Manners seemed to give the impression that everyonein the
world was Vademaran.

The Hawkbrother - Snowfire, yes, that was right, he was sure now - came up and sat down
beside him on afolded-up blanket. Snowfire' sarm was bandaged, and obvioudy stiff and sore from the
way he heldit, and Darian felt very guilty dl a once. After al, if he hadn’t gotten into trouble, Snowfire
wouldn't have gotten hurt rescuing him. “1’'m sorry about your arm,” he said awkwardly, blushing. Should
he beg Snowfire sforgivenessfor getting himinto difficulties?

“My arm?" Snowfire looked surprised, then shrugged, asif it meant nothing to him. “I wouldn'’t
worry about it if | wereyou. It' s hardly aseriousinjury.”

“It doesn't look good,” he perssted. “I mean, it must hurt an awful lot, and you won't be ableto
use abow until it healsup some.”

“Oh, | have had worseinsect bites,” Snowfire said nonchdantly. “Truly, it is nothing for you to
concern yourself about. It does give me an excuse to laze about the camp while others go out and do my
hunting for me!”

“It'sjugt, if | hadn’t been there, you wouldn't have gotten hurt rescuing me - “ he began. “Buit |
was S0 scared, | couldn’t think, and after Justyn -

And then, asif those words had been atrigger, he suddenly remembered everything that had
happened yesterday - the fight with Justyn, running off, returning and being sent out as punishment -
coming back in time to see Justyn - see Justyn on the bridge -

- see Justyn sacrifice himsdf - one moment, standing there, facing down that Thing, the next
moment, seeing nothing of the bridge except a sheet of flame.

Some barrier he had not even been aware of let go at that moment, and there was nothing he
could do to stop what happened next. Darian felt dl the blood draining from hisface, leaving him cold
and empty; he trembled, then smply fell gpart. A thousand unformed regretstriggered the avaanche, and
they tumbled together with sdf-recrimination, smple grief, guilt, and mourning. They held him so
parayzed that he could not even move, he could only shake and stare at Snowfire with a sea of
unbearable sorrow flooding him and choking histhroat -

Snowfire somehow saw it, or part of it, for he murmured, “ Ah, poor fledgling! Let it go, let it out
- * and put hisarm around Darian’ s shouldersin agesture completely natura and fraterna. And that was
enough, just enough, to release the flood entirely.

He flung himsdf into Snowfire s shoulder, and howled. And Snowfire held him, firmly and
comfortingly, and let him cry himsdlf out. There was nothing awkward and sdlf-conscious about it; the
Hawkbrother just let him cry until he had no moretearsleft, asif helet total strangers cry on his shoulder
al thetime. For the firgt time since his parents disagppeared, Darian had someone to cry with, someone
to share his grief with. It helped. It was amazing how much it hel ped.

Findly, after what seemed like days, the torrent of tearsturned to a stream, the tream to a
trickle, and the tears at last stopped atogether. It left him with an ache il in hisheart, aburden of guilt
pressing down his soul, and avoid of loss he could never have expressed in words, but he was too tired
for the moment to continue his mourning.

“So, who was Justyn?” Snowfire asked with careful gentleness. “Besides the one who held the
bridge so your people could escape.”

“Justyn was - was the wizard,” Darian managed, as Snowfirelet him st up and handed him ared
handkerchief. “I was - he was my Master, and he was teaching me, or he was supposed to be.” He
flushed apainful crimson, evento thetip of hisears, which burned asif he had gotten frogthite. “I wasn't
agood apprentice,” he admitted with profound shame and grief. “I kept running off, and | didn’t want to
practice the way he wanted meto.” But there was atinge of resentment, too, and he couldn’t help
voicing it in hisown defense. “ But, Snowfire, no one ever asked me if | wanted to be awizard! They just
said | had the Gift, so | had to be one! | wanted to be ahunter and atrapper, like - like my parents- “
Hewould have said more, but histhroat closed again.

Snowfirewas slent for amoment. “I do not know you well, Darian,” he said after amoment.
“But | think that you must have had areason for running off and not practicing those magics.”



Darian shook his head, till flushing, and took refuge in one of the phrases the adults of Errold’s
Grove had dways seemed to hate. “1 dunno,” he mumbled. Every time he said that, the adult he was
talking to always replied with, “What do you mean, you don’t know? How can you not know why
you' ve done something? You did it, didn’t you? Then why did you do it?” Thereply of “I dunno,” dways
seemed to trigger an angry interrogation which only got angrier as he retreated farther into himsdf.

Snowfire, however, did not chalenge that phrase. * Perhaps someday you will know how to say
what you felt, what your reasonswere,” he murmured encouragingly. “I would like to know, when you
cantdl me. Itisjust hard to say with words. Sometimes, one can feel a reason without being able to say
what thereason is. We dl fed that.” He sighed. “ So - Wizard Justyn is the one who blocked the bridge
againg the army. Then he set the bridge &fire, and perished in the flame?’

“I think - * Darian began, then stared at Snowfire with his mouth dropping open. “I didn’t say
anything! How did you know what happened to Justyn?’ For amoment, wild tales of how Hawkbrothers
could read one' s thoughts swept through his mind.

“I am amage, too,” Snowfire reminded him. “If | had been in his place, and brave enough, and
desperate enough, it is something that | would have done. It is something that all those who have that Gift
know that they may someday need to do, if the Situation is hopeless and the need great enough. And
those who have given of themsalvesin that way - are much honored for their bravery and nobility of
Soirit.”

Darian swallowed and took a deep breath, while Snowfire nodded, to reinforce hiswords.
Someone as strong and exotic as a Hawkbrother, honoring Justyn? If only Justyn could have heard it
when hewas dive. “Hewastrying to keep those fighters back,” Darian said, grief clenching his ssomach
as he once again found himsdlf holding back tears. Justyn - this Hawkbrother was saying that Justyn had
been brave and noble! “| think he must’ ve told everybody to run while he held them back. | think that’s
why no-onewasfighting. | think he told them not to fight, becauise he knew they couldn’t fight an army,
and he was buying time for them to get away.”

“He probably was, and that was the wisest course for everyone.” Snowfire put afinger under
Darian’schin and lifted it, o that Darian was looking straight into hiseyes. “1 want you to listen to me
and believe me, Darian. What you described to uslast night was definitely avery large and organized
group, and perhaps as you thought, an entire army, of wdl-trained fighters. If Justyn determined that the
best course was for peopleto run, hewasright. Thereis absolutely nothing your people could have done
againgt them, except bekilled. That istheway armies are. It iswhat they do, it iswhy they are armies.
They aremade so that dl that can stand against them is another army. Running was not only the best
option for your people, it wasthe only option for them. They were not being cowardly; they were
accepting the gift that Justyn offered to them. And | will tell you something ese; | think that if they had
known in advance that the gift included hislife, they would not have accepted it, and they would have
ingsted that he escgpe with them.”

“But - I’'m supposed to be amage - | should have been there, helping him - “ Darian was
overwhelmed with shame and guilt, so much so that he was not certain he had spoken aoud until
Snowfire shook his head.

“Darian, you will not comeinto thefull potentia of your ability for at least another two, perhaps
threeyears,” the Hawkbrother replied. “Maybe more. And even then, you could not use that potential
without severd years of training, study, and practice. Even if you had begun training serioudy three years
ago, you would not have been ready to help Justyn now. Y ou would have been of no more useto him
than - than if you were going to be afighter, and he was an older warrior. Y our Strength asamageis
something that you must grow into, as you would grow into your strength asafighter. Thereisaperfectly
good reason why armies do not field ranks full of younglings your age - and it is the same reason why you
would have been of little help to Justyn even if you had been training to your utmost.”

“Yes, but - “ Darian began, then stopped, unable to articulate why he was so certain that if he
had been there hel ping Justyn, the old wizard would till be dive, only surethat it was so.

“Youfed differently, and | cannot convince you otherwise.” Snowfire shrugged alittle. “Thereis
no arguing with afedling; | wish that there was. But Darian, you cannot take on guilt for every bad thing



that has happened! Put the guilt whereit rightly belongs, a least - for if someone had not decided that it
iseaser to sted from innocentsinstead of earning their desires, that army would not have appeared on
theroad to Errold’ s Grove in thefirst place! If thereis blame to be placed, then placeit squarely onthe
back of the aggressor who isleading these fighters, whoever heidl It is he who deservesto be punished,
not your people, and not you!”

Darian was struck by the good common sense of that, and felt alittle of the burden hewas
carryinginsddeease. “I - | guessyou'reright.”

“I' know | am,” Snowfiresaid firmly. “And | know that you are feding very strange and worn.
But now, | have something difficult that | must ask of you. Adept Starfall and | asked questions of you
last night, when you were very tired, but we need to ask more of you now that you are well awake and
thinking. And the sooner we can ask you these things, the fresher they will bein your mind. Do you think
that you can manage such athing for us, when you are clean and fed?’

Darian’s heart sank. He really did not want to go over dl of yesterday’ s horrible events, but he
knew that, hereally needed to say “Yes.”

“I - yes” hereplied, inasmdl voice.

“Good, and you are being quite brave to face what you will have to remember,” Snowfiretold
him, so earnestly that he did not doubt that Snowfire actually meant the words, and wondered at
Showfirecdling him brave. “Now, | will explain to you why we are going to need to know very many
tiny details. My people are dlies of your people, and we have taken on certain respongbilities. We are,
al of us, mages - some with less power than you have at this moment, and some, like Starfal, with a
very, very great deal more - but all of usare mages. That makes my people very different, and it makes
usvery desirable to other mages.” Snowfire bit hislip ashelooked down at Darian for amoment, asif he
were debating something, and then his expression settled, asif he had decided to let Darian hear more
confidences. “ There are - ways - that amage can use another mage, even if that other isan unwilling
prisoner. That iswhy we must be careful that we do not fal into the hands of mages who are working
evil.”

Darian shivered dl over. Was that why that huge fighter who'd caught him hadn’t killed him?
Vague and ill-defined picturesflitted through hismind, al of them ugly.

“Weareonly avery small party of Tayledras” Snowfire continued. “We must know as much
about this enemy as possible. We need to know if we can and should attack him oursdlves, if we should
merdly interfere with him but let your Vademaran fighters ded with him, or if we should actudly hide
from him. Do you see why we must do that?”

Perhaps one of the other boys from Errold’ s Grove would not have, but Darian did. He nodded.
“I can see it wouldn’t make any differenceif you waited, so long as everybody got awvay,” hereplied. “I
mesan, what’ sthe point of risking yoursdlf for abunch of old houses? Right? It isn't asif the people
couldn’t rebuild, or even move.” Hebit hislip. “Maybe now they’ll be willing to settle somewhere ese.
They surely weren't prospering there.”

“That iscorrect,” Snowfire said, looking relieved. “Y our Queen once said something both wise
and profound when she ordered the evacuation of the Eastern Border - that it was not the land that was
Vademar, it wasthe people. It isnot the houses that were your village, it was your people. If the people
have survived, then the village has, regardless of whether or not the houses are il there.”

Darian nodded solemnly. “They could even Hill cdl themsdves‘ Errold’ s Grove' if they wanted
to.” Hetoyed with ahbit of fringe on the blanket that had covered him last night. “1 would understand if
you decided not to fight - them - right away. | mean, aslong as everybody got away dl right. And if
there’ samage with these fighters, you probably shouldn't let him know that there are more mages here -

“Thereis certainly amage behind them somewhere,” Snowfire interrupted. “Perhaps more than
one. Those bear-men you saw could not have been made that way without amage. And Darian, quite
frankly, if there are no people who arein need of rescue, the very best thing that we can do isto stay
away from thosefighters”

“Why?" Darian asked, alittle surprised at his vehemence.



“Do you recal what | told you about whét the Tayledras are doing in your land? How we are
making the channdsfor magic to flow in?’” Snowfire waited expectantly, his head tilted alittle to one side.

Darian closed his eyesfor amoment, then nodded as memory-fog cleared. “And . . . you said
that you were doing that so that abad mage couldn’t get the magic locked away from everybody else
and. ...” Hesuddenly felt anumber of thingsfal into placein hismind. “Oh! Since there’ samagethere,
he might try and lock the magic away!”

“I anamog postivethat is exactly why heishere” Snowfiresaid grimly. “| frankly cannot
imagine why the enemy would attack your little village except for that purpose; if aspecid place for
gathering magic is nearby, he would have a ready-built headquarters from which to work, and afood
supply aready gathered. And that iswhy it isour first and best duty to prevent him from accomplishing
that task.”

Darian sghed. He could certainly see Snowfire s point, and aslong as everyone was safe, what
would the Hawkbrothers accomplish by fighting? Hadn't he just been thinking that there wasn't anything
worth bothering about in Errold’ s Grove? Hadn't he just told Snowfire that it might even be better if the
people went somewhere better to resettle?

Stll, theideaof abunch of fur-covered bulliesjust coming in and taking everything and not being
made to pay for it made him angry. And after what Justyn did -

No, Justyn couldn‘t have thought he was saving the village, just the people. He must have known
that there wasn't achance of saving anything else. So | shouldn‘t get all worked up over them taking the
village

“Darian, are you ready to help us?’ Snowfire asked, interrupting him midway through his attempt
to sort out hisfedings.

“I guess s0,” he began vagudly, and before he could have second thoughts, Snowfire had gotten
him out of the hut, through alittle maze of vine-covered barriers, and he was suddenly confronting, not
one or two, but ten or twelve of the Hawkbrothers, each of them with his or her own bird perched on a
shoulder or arm. They sat together in asunny, circular clearing with atiny stream running aong one side.
They’ d taken their seats either on the ground, or on natural objects such as boulders or pieces of log. All
of them were clearly waiting for him, and as Snowfire sat him down in the middle of thishaf-circle of
people, and stood discreetly asde, Darian felt himsdlf to be the uncomfortable focus of their interest.

Although dl of the people here had the same sort of green-and-brown clothing that Snowfire
wore, no two costumes were aike, and although many had heavy leather gloves on one or both hands,
none of them wore the same shoulder-to-wrist gauntlet that he did. All of the birds were enormous, and
of the breeds that Darian recognized, these individuas were twice and three times bigger than the ones
Darian knew. There were three people with large hawks with vivid rusty-orange and golden-yellow talls,
two with thin and nervous hawks with yellow-orange eyes and pale, amost pinkish breasts, three with
falconsthat looked just like forestgyres, two with onesthat looked like peregrines, one with adate-gray
bird with aggressive, reddish eyesthat must have been a goshawk of some sort, and one with ahuge,
clever-looking crow. No one else had an owl of any kind. The birds al watched Darian with interest and
intelligence, and Darian had the peculiar feding that they heard and understood every word that was
being said.

Another person came around a screen of vines, amost impressive and exotically-dressed man
with waigt-length white hair, who had awhite falcon with pae brown markings perched on apad on his
shoulder. This person’s robes were so e aborately cut and layered that it was obvious he could never
have gone scouting about through the forest as the others did - so this must be the Adept that Snowfire
had been talking about. Something about him seemed very familiar, and as the Adept spoke quietly with
Snowfire and one or two of the others, Darian finally remembered why. He' d met this man last night, and
the man had questioned him with Snowfire' s assistance, because his Vademaran hadn’t been anywhere
near as good as Snowfire' s. Thiswas Starfdl, who must be avery powerful mage indeed, if the
deference the other Hawkbrothers showed him was any indication.

As Darian found himsdlf to be the focus of dl those eyes, avian aswell as human, he began to
recall how often he managed to get himsdlf into trouble - and that was with people he knew! How could



he hope to do anything other than get himsdlf into worse trouble with these folk? And what must they
think of him for running away the way he had? Surdly they must think he was a dreadful coward at best,
and at worst -

At worst, they must think he was good for nothing except to get them into moretrouble. His
heart sank, and he began to fedl utterly worthless. What good was he? What good had he ever been?
Surely these people could only wish him gone out of their lives.

He began to be alittle bit afraid of them, too. Oh, Snow-fire seemed approachable and normal
enough, but the rest of these folk - well, they were the mysterious and dangerous guardians of the Forest.
Who knew what strange customs they had? What if they decided to make him disappear? After dl, if he
disappeared, there would be lesstrouble dl the way around.

Snowfire and the Adept finished their conversation and came over to Darian, and took sests
beside him with him placed between the two of them. That took him aback; he' d expected to be sitting
aone, surrounded by strangers, dl of them interrogating him. But it seemed asif Starfdl and Snowfire
had made themsealves his advocates, of asort.

“We d liketo begin now, if you are ready?’ Snowfire said, phrasing the words as a question.

“I guess| am,” Darian replied, abit shaken.

“Some of our scouts do not know your tongue at al, and most do not know it aswell as| do,”
Snowfiretold him, by way of explanation. “ So. They will ask the question, and | will act astrandator - or
| will clarify what they are asking. | would like you to think back to just before you saw the signs of the
attack. Had you seen or heard anything in the past few weeks to make you think that there might be
such an attack?’

Darian shook hishead. “No,” he said truthfully, then added, “ but the people don't go out of the
village much, and especialy not into the Forest. So they might not see anything. Justyn - “ hisvoice
quavered, “ - Justyn was't much good at ForeSight. He could see the weather al right, but never
anything on the ground. That was how we got caught by aflood last fal - the rain that caused it wasway
up north, he didn’t ForeSee it, and of course he didn’t ForeSee the way it would maketheriver rise” He
shook his head. * Everybody was so afraid of the Forest that they wouldn't tir past the fields if they
could help it, and nobody was due to go over to one of the other towns for trading for awhile.”

Snowfire trandated, and some of the scouts discussed what he had said among themselves. “Are
townsthere, to your north?’ called out one.

Darian had to think hard about that one - Justyn had been making him memorize maps, but he
had a poor head for it. He had much better uck in remembering things by means of landmarks than by
arbitrary marks on a piece of paper. “I don't think so,” he said, trying to be honest. “ That is, | think that
the ones north of usare dl alot farther east aswell. | think - “ He closed his eyes, and tried to visudize
the map he' d been studying. “I think that the border here kind of sticks out in abump pointing west, and
we're é thetip of the bump.”

There was more discussion, and some sketching in the sand. “ L et us go forward then, to the time
of theattack,” Starfall said carefully. “When did you first know that there was something wrong?”

“| wasup in atree, looking for mycofoetida fungus,” hereplied. “I was pretty high, because
we' d kind of harvested everything that was near the ground and near the town. So thefirst thing | saw
wasthat there were big firesin town.”

One of the Hawkbrothers with aforestgyre said something to Snowfire, who relayed the
question. “ So the attack had aready begun?’

Darian shook hishead. “No - no, not yet. | didn’t know what was happening, but | knew
something had to be wrong, so | left the basket and ran back to town, and what was burning, mostly,
was haystacks and sheds, and just afew of them. And | saw Vere - that was one of the farmers - setting
afirehimsdf. | guessthey were burning thingsto keep the bad people from getting them.”

Now discussion among the scouts lasted for some time, before another called out a question that
Snowfire trandated. “What did the army ook like? Exactly? Can you remember any numbers?’

He shuddered at that one, but he had expected that it would be coming, and he closed his eyes
and tried to picture the scene at the bridge. “ There was Justyn on the bridge,” he said dowly. “Then there



was the big mongter with the little monster riding on it. Then there were some of the bear-men - they
werefive acrosstheroad, and | think four lines of five - then behind them was abunch of human people
with tall spears-* Hetried so hard to visuaize the scene that he began to get aheadache. “I couldn’t see
behind them very far, but there were alot of them. They werelined up on the road five across, and - |
remember so many spears sticking up in the air that it looked like aburned forest was on the road, for as
far back as| could see.”

He opened his eyes at the murmur of surprise, but now attention was completely off him for the
moment, as the Hawkbrothers discussed possible numbers represented by what he remembered. From
their worried faces, he gathered that the implications weren't good.

“Were dl the bear-men on the bridge?’ Starfdl asked him quietly.

“I think s0,” he said, just as quietly. “But | don’t know for sure, because | ran. Some of them
might have jumped into the river, and some of them might have gotten out of the way.”

“ And some might have been farther back in the ranks,” Snowfire pointed out.

Starfal sghed and nodded agreement. “ Did you see anyone thet - “ He groped for wordsfor a
moment, then said something incomprehensible to Snowfire.

“Did you see anyone who looked like amage?’ Snowfire asked, then raised one eyebrow asif
aware of the usaless-ness of such aquestion.

“I didn’t see anyone wearing fancy robes, or who looked like he was doing any magic,” Darian
replied, trying to be as exact as possible. “The thing on the lizard acted more like - like - somebody who
wasin charge of things, but not redlly in charge of everything, if you get my meaning. He acted like
somebody who had to answer to somebody ese. And when he got caught in thefire, therest of ‘em
acted like it was no great thing that he wasn't there. Like maybe they were getting orders from somebody
behind them.”

Darian was doing his best to answer the questions to the fullest, but the more he had to think
about Justyn, to see the scenein his mind, the worse he felt. He was doing his best to hold back tears,
but it wasn't easy.

Andit didn't get any easer. “Where were the rest of your people at the time the bridge was
destroyed?’ Starfall asked.

“Gone,” Darian told him glumly. “They were dl running away from the village when | was running
toward it.”

“And you turned to run when the bridge was destroyed?’ That was one of the scouts, avery
young man whaose face Darian remembered from last night.

He hung hishead, not liking to think what they must believe of him for running. “Yes,” he
admitted, flushing hotly, from the top of his head on down.

“And where were the enemy then?’ the young man persisted. “ Still on the other side of the
river?’

Darian looked up, surprised to see that there was no open scorn in their faces. “No - “ hetold
them. “No, some of them were on the other side when | got out to thefields. | guessthey must have
forded theriver, or something, but they were working their way through the fields, | guessto keep people
from escaping.”

“And you e uded them?’ came the question.

“Well,” he admitted, “there weren't many of them. And | - ran away.” Admitting that to dl of
those people was one of the most difficult things he' d ever had to do, and he felt tension build up
suddenly insdehim. “1 had to!” he cried out, the words forced out by thetension, “1 had to! | couldn’t
help Justyn. | didn’t know what €lseto do!”

And then, unexpectedly, helost control of himself and burst into tears again, and felt another
overwheming wave of shamefor losing control of himself, which ironicaly only made him cry harder.

Starfdl patted his shoulder sympatheticaly, but evidently was not prepared to leave him done. “I
am sorry that we must ask these questions, Darian, but we need the answers. Now, do you remember
how many men you saw on your sde of theriver, and if they were entirdly human? An accurate
number?’



The questioning went on despite his distress, becoming more and more detailed. Severa timeshe
lost control again and began to cry; each time the Hawkbrothers waited politely for him to regain control
of himsdlf, then continued from where they had lft off.

Finaly, though, they had exhausted everything he could tell them about the enemy army - for
such, they were dl agreed, it was. The questioning turned to another subject, one even more trying for
him to face, because the subject was himself. Some of the scouts had gone off, leaving only Starfall,
Snowfire, Wintersky, and two others, but thefive of them wereinexorablein their questions. If al the
villagers were afraid to go into the Forest, why was he out there? Why was he not afraid of the Forest?
What had happened to his parents? Why had he been signed over to Justyn’s care by the rest of the
villagers? Why did the villagers have any say in what was to happen to Darian? Why didn’t Darian want
to beamage? Did he think there was something wrong with being amage? Did he often run off? What
did Justyn do when he disobeyed? Was he thinking of running away at the time of the attack”? How did
he fed about what Justyn did on the bridge?

It wasthe last question that undid him. It was bad enough having to admit how often he had
gotten into trouble, and worse admitting that the reason he’ d been sent out of the village was as a
punishment for running away from aduty, but to be asked how he felt about seeing Justyn sacrifice
himsdif -

Again, he garted to cry, but thistime he couldn’t get control of himsdlf once he sarted. Snowfire
even tried to soothe him, saying that hewas't at fault - but he knew that he was, and he was certain
that, in some strange way, he should have been able to do something. But al he had donewasto run
away, like the coward hewas.

“Youweren't there, you don’'t know, you didn't ssewhat | did!” hewailed, hisvoice bresking
with hysteria. “ Y ou don’'t understand! I’'m acoward, I’m arotten, lying coward, and it’sal my fault!”

And with that, he ran, sumbling and haf blinded with tears, out of the clearing, in thedirection
he' d been led from.

He couldn’t think of what to do, but when he found himsalf back in front of Snowfire' s hut, the
darknessinside seemed agood place to hide himself in, and he blundered in. The owl was gone, it was
very quiet, and he crumpled into amiserable hegp on the deegping pallet, crying so hard that he thought he
would never be able to stop.

“Now | fed guilty,” Starfall murmured to Snowfire, asthe child sumbled out of the gathering
gpace, choking on his sobs.

Snowfire sghed. Nightwind had warned him last night that scenes like thiswould occur, and
probably savera times. “Nightwind thinks there are emotiond hurtsthat he has not dedlt with, except by
avoiding them,” hetold the Adept. “ She said last night that he was suffering from other troubles, things
that perhaps occurred some time ago. She was quite sure he would not even mention them unless he was
prodded into it.”

“Well, it seemsthat one of those hurtswastheloss of his parents,” Starfdl said, and ran hishand
through hisslver hair. “Poor child. | would fed terribleif something happened to mine - he must fed
dreedful.”

“It seems obvious to me that he has not been allowed to properly mourn for them,” Snowfire
pointed out. “ These people who took him in seemed to want to make him ashamed of them. Children
may bereslient, but - “

“But not that redilient,” Starfdl interrupted, his mouth set grimly. “ And dthough these
Vademarans may have meant well, it issaid by our cousinsthat ‘ The road to disaster is ordered by the
righteous, planned by the well-meaning, and paved with their good intentions.” | think that, although
Dar’ian has many faults, as do most younglings, they were viewed in an exaggerated manner. On the
whole, they werein afair way to ruining afundamentaly good child.”

Snowfire could only nod, for he wasin perfect agreement. How can good people manage to so
mishandle a boy? he wondered. Was it only that they refused to see he did not fit in their
constrained lives? Or were they only trying to be “ cruel to be kind,” never realizing they were
only being cruel, and their kindness missed the mark altogether? “I will seeif Nightwind thinksshe



should come help with thislatest outbreak,” he sighed. “1 hate to press the boy, but even if we are going
to do nothing more than avoid any contact with these barbarians, we sill need his knowledge of the area,
and we need to know everything he has seen.”

Stafdl frowned a that; Snowfire reflected that in many ways, he was made of sterner stuff than
the Adept. Well, Starfall might be the heart of the expedition, but Snowfirewasits hands - and it was his
job to keep the heart safe. Finally Starfall could contain himself no more.

“| don’t want to destroy the child just to extract information!” Starfall protested, then colored.
“He- | gpologize; | know you would never countenance any such thing. It isjust that | am not used to
having children flee my presencein tears”

Snowfire smiled wanly. “Darian’ sfragility has an unnerving effect on dl of us, and that effect is
redoubled by the burden of what he hastold us. Two days ago, we were engaged in Ssmple duty;
something routine, not unmixed with pleasure, | think, and aduty we were completely prepared to
handle. Now, suddenly we have amysterious enemy of unknown ability appearing to threaten us, without
prior warning of any sort. It is quite enough to make anyone fed tempted to indulgein afit of strong
hysterics. | know | am tempted.”

Starfall stood up, shook out his robes, and tossed back hishair. “1 hope you will not think badly
of meif | leave the boy in the hands of you and Nightwind - “ he ventured. “I fed asif | am playing the
coward mysdlf by doing o, but - “

“But you have other things to do that involve the welfare of more than one boy,” Snowfire
reminded him. “ And you may think me ruthlessin someways, but if it meant preventing the rise of
another Md ar, or even another Falconsbane, | would not hesitate to sacrifice myself, the boy, and
anyoneelsel could get to volunteer.”

“I think you would have a surprisng number of volunteers,” Starfal replied. “ And you areright; |
do have atask to complete that cannot wait, regardless of my persond fedlings. | am going to leave
thingsin your hands, as usua. Now, more than ever, | need to get those matrices established.”

“Y ou might consider locking the power to yoursdlf,” Snowfire suggested, and as Starfall looked
surprised, even shocked, he added, “There are no other Alliance magesliving hereto require accessto it,
you can key therest of usintoit if you redly think it is necessary. Thismay prevent trouble. What can be
locked securely can adways be unlocked - but it cannot be stolen. That is one way to make sure thisnew
mage cannot get at it, and one way to make sure that, if worst comesto worst, he must keep you dive.
That would givetime for help to come, should disaster befall and you come into captivity.”

“You have apoint,” Starfal acknowledged, looking troubled and just alittle queasy. Starfdl had
never had to face astuation like this before, and Snowfirefdt very sorry for him. For al that Tayledras
were sturdy folk, not al had grown up prepared to face an enemy in life-or-death struggle, and Adepts
especidly tended to stay toward the power management side of magic. “I’ll consider it. | would not have
thought it possible for amage to work Changes on humans under our current conditions; if he can do
that, he may be able to do other unpleasant and unexpected things. That being so - he may be ableto
bypass anything but atrue persona lock.”

As Starfal walked off in the direction of his“workplace,” Snowfire waseft to contemplate the
gamaller problem of Darian.

He' s going to have to cry himself out again, and he hasn’t yet gotten to the point where
he' s going to consider my failure to appear at his side as an act of desertion. In fact, he may just
be grateful to be |eft alone. Better to consult with Nightwind first - and possbly with Kelvren. The
gryphon had managed to get himsdlf wrought up to a high pitch of excitement at the notion that he might
be the one to confront asecond Ma ar - asunlikely asthat was - and it might do Kel some good to have
something else to think about. Something like one smdl boy, parentless and friendless, with an apparent
affinity for winged things.

S0, the next obvious place to go wastherock at the rear of the valley where the gryphon liked to
sun himsdlf between scouting forays. And since hel d aready been out once this morning, making certain
that the barbarians had not gotten too closeto the Tayledras' perimeter, he would definitely be there.

The spring that watered this valley had been made to serve many crestive purposes; its water had



been divided into several channelsthat gave everyone accessto athread of stream at the very least.
Tayledrasliked the sound of running or faling water, and preferred to livein the midst of it. Lacking the
lovely, secluded spaces of aVae, everyonein the team had made up for - or hertasi had made up for -
that lack by creating a scrap of water garden for him- or hersdf. Some had constructed tiny poolswith a
snglewater lily or astand of reeds and atiny snging-frog, some preferred miniature waterfals and
gurgling brooks filled with stones, and Nightwind had made a clever little aqueduct and water whed! that
powered an ever-changing series of frivolous and colorful whirligigs. But the greater part of the water
could be diverted to fill two pools, oneto be used only for washing, the other for svimming. The former
was emptied when the water was dirty into a sand-filter so that the water that sank into the earth was
cleansed. Since there was no natura hot spring here, the Tayledras were making do with a steambath.
Kelvren, being afagtidious, gryphon, made use of the swimming or washing pool on adaily basis, but
could not be persuaded into the steam-huit.

Kelvren'sdaily bath was an occasion of much splashing and generaly emptied the pool. When
every feather on his body was soaked, he would shake himsdlf out, thus ensuring that anyone and
anything near by that was not aready drenched would receive afair share of the spray. Then hewould
flap laborioudy to asmooth rock high above the pool, one of the few placesin the valey that received
sun for most of the day. There he would sit and preen until he considered every feather to be perfectly
groomed, at least in a serviceable manner; after that his trondl’irn could do decorative and restorative
tendingsin the evening.

By checking the angle of the sun, Snowfire reckoned that Kelvren would be about halfway
through the grooming process and damp, but not wet. Gryphons, being more complicated and imperfect
creatures than the bondbirds, occasionaly suffered some deficiencies, and one of the more common was
atail gland that produced an insufficient quantity of oil to keep the feathers hedlthy and weatherproof.
That was Kelvren's problem, and it was one of Nightwind’ sduties as his trondl’irn to make up for that
lack. So she would be with him, adding touches of very light, fragrant oil to the shafts of hislarger
featherswith asmal artist’ s paintbrush. After that, it was hisjob to preen it into the barbs. An odd task,
but then, caring for gryphons evidently involved agreat many odd tasks.

Snowfire walked down the winding paths that threaded the encampment with alengthened stride
that alowed him to move quickly without gppearing to hurry. He soon reached the end of the valley and
as he came around the last vine curtain and out into the full sunlight beyond the trees, he saw Nightwind
sitting beside Kelvren on the gryphon’ sfavored perch. She was the only person in the entire group who
hed the same raven-wing-black hair astheir Shin'a in cousins, dong with the golden complexion and
intense blue eyes. Shewas not tall, but she held herself so well that she gave the impression of being taller
than she was. Her findy-sculptured face reminded him alittle of avixen. She did indeed have atiny
paintbrush in one hand, and a pot in the other, al her attention concentrated on the primaries and
secondaries of the wings he had stretched out over her lap like agreat, feathered blanket. It looked for
al theworld asif sheweregilding or painting the greet bird.

Infact, she could have been painting him; for specia occasions, besideswearing body- and
leg-jewdry, the gryphons often had their feathers bleached, then dyed or painted, and sometimes strings
of beads or bells were attached to the base of the tail-covert feathers or aong the shafts of the
crest-feathers or primaries. She had told Snowfire that this, too, was one of her skills - an uncommon
oneamong trondl’irn. Kelvren was excessively proud of the fact that his attendant was so skillful a
feather-painter. Snowfire himsaf had never seen agryphon so decorated, and frankly, could not imagine
it. The wholeidea seemed very bizarreto him, asif Hwed should suddenly expressadesireto be
transformed with colors, like afirebird or ascarlet jay. But gryphons, being highly intelligent, had an
gppreciation for artistry and a particular eye for ornament. Since they werein avery real senseliving
sculptures by along-lost master artist, Urtho, they felt rightly that they were canvasses for beauty to be
worked upon. Snowfire wondered wryly if Urtho had bred them for vanity, or if thistrait had been an
“accidental” feature of these created crestures.

He hailed them both; Nightwind responded with awave of her brush, and Kd with fanning the
opposite wing from the one being tended to. He rounded the pool - as he had expected, Kel had pretty



much emptied it, and it was now refilling from the spring - and climbed up the path to their rock.

“| takeit from your expression that the Stuation is not exactly agood one?’ Nightwind asked, as
he sat down beside her with his back to the sun.

“Inaword, correct,” he said, as Kel cocked an ear-tuft at him. He quickly summed up the most
sdient points of the questioning, and Kel snapped his beak and flattened his head-feathers.

“Not good,” the gryphon surmised. “It appearrsssthat thistrrruly isssan arrrmy, and not jussst a
child' sssexagerrration. An arrrmy of rrreasssonable qudity, assswdl. Well arrnned, well trrrained.”

“And thereisahigh probability of amage among them or leading them,” he reminded the
gryphon. “My guess would be that he isleading them. And to be honest, we don’t have the strength to
risk adirect or even indirect confrontation.”

Kelvren growled, but nodded reluctantly. “1 do not likeit, but you arrre, unforrrtunately, corrrect.
But | sssshould like to venturrre asorrrtie orrr two, ssstrrrictly ssspy missss-Sonsss. At night,
perrrrhapsss? With Hwed to guide, | am agood night-flyerrr.”

Snowfire gazed at the gryphon with surprise and admiration. “Now that isone of the better ideas
| have heard today,” he replied, very pleased with the idea. “Hwed needs a certain amount of mental
guidance, and you should have abackup, so that could be my role. | think I could manage that without
needing to use awespon.”

“That’ sgood, because until that wound is hedled, you won't be doing anything like shooting a
bow,” Nightwind said, rather pointedly.

“I think,” Snowfire replied, with abit of impatience, “that | am perfectly capable of figuring that
out for mysdf.”

“And what about the time you went climbing right after aconcussion, last year?” she asked.

Heignored her, which appeared to cause her agreat deal of amusement. “Hwed and | could go
in together asfar asthat clearing where | rescued the boy,” he said to Kelvren. “Then you and Hwed
could go on adone. We can get some ideafrom the boy how near the trees grow to the village, but my
impression wasthat you could easily use them as cover quite closein.”

Ke nodded, clearly satisfied by having something constructive to do.

“Now that you mention the boy,” Nightwind put in, “how badly did he taketo being
questioned?’

Snowfirewinced. “Wéll, heleft the meeting in tears, if that tellsyou anything.”

“No morethan | expected,” she replied with ashrug. “Did he happen to let anything out that
would give you ahint to those other emotiona burdens he' s carrying?’

“Some of his background. His parents were trappers, and apparently disappeared ayear or so
ago. The people of hisvillage were afraid of the Forest and have been since the mage-storms brewed up
some nasty cregtures out there. Evidently the encounters they had with the monsters gave them some
severe shocks. So the villagers disapproved of anyone who would go into the Forest on aregular basis,
claming that the Storm-Changed monsters would track such people back to the village to attack them.”

“So what happened when the parents didn’t come back?” Nightwind asked. “What made the
villagerstake himin?’

“Guilt, maybe,” Snowfire hazarded. “ He was gpprenticed to the village mage, who evidently was
not very good, and didn’t get much respect. Dar’ian did not redly want to be amage himsdf. And the
villagersdid their best to persuade him that his parents brought their fate on themselves.” He assumed
that Nightwind could make her own assessment from those rather bald facts, probably much more
accurately than he could.

“Oh, no-* shesad, looking a him with al traces of amusement gone. “No wonder he'satangle
of unhappinessinsde! | hardly darethink of what he must be going through.”

“| do need your indght,” hereminded her. “Y ou are the only Empath among us, you know.”

“I'm not trained in sorting out human emotions,” she protested, then made aface. “I know, I'm
making excuses. Emotions are emotions.”

“But among my peoplesss, ourrr emotiona sssolutionsss arrre much morrre dirrrect,” Kel pointed
out with achuckle.



“And your emotions were modeled on your maker’ s, which were quite human. Point taken.
Now, let methink amoment.” She pressed her fingersto her temples. “I’m going to assume that he had a
strong and positive bond with his parents, so we have the obvious trauma of losing them, and the
not-so-obvious trauma of not knowing what really happened to them. He could even be coping with the
loss by inventing reasons why they might still be dive, which isonly delaying the mourning period.”

“That sounds reasonable,” he agreed. “ The people of hisvillage sirongly disapproved of his
parentsthemselves aswell astheir profession. | don’t imagine too many days went by without Dar’ian
hearing how reckless and dangerous his parents were.”

“Which made it imperative to him to defend them, except that defending them would be
disrespectful of the adultsin the village, who would in turn punish him in someway, never thinking that
thiswastelling him that he either had to disassociate himsdf from his patents - ©

“Not likely. Hrrrr,” Kel rumbled.

“Or take on the same disapproval. It also told him that it was inappropriate to mourn them, since
presumably he was now in the care of much ‘worthier’ people.” She shook her head fretfully. “1 wish
people would think before they do thingslike thisto children! All right, so before he haslived asingle
day with these people, he has been given the message that they disapprove of him, it iswrong to care
deeply about the parents he loved because they didn’t deserveit, and he isto be grateful to people
whose ways are utterly at oddswith his. That’safineway to beginanew life, isn't it?’

Snowfire coughed, and scraiched his head. “ Thereisn't agrest deal | can add to that statement,”
he said awkwardly. “Nightwind, pardon me for saying this, but you seem very - direct - for an Empath.
The k’VVaa Empath was more - how should | put this? - diplomatic.”

“Thek'VdaEmpath isone of your Elders,” she chuckled. “Besdes, you aren’t the one whose
emotiona turmoil isunder discussion. | might be more diplomatic with you.”

“Get back to the sssubject,” Kel grumbled, “orrr the two of you will begin courrrting behaviorrr
again, and | will have to sssprrread thisss oil myssself while you ante posssturrring.”

“Oh, excuse me,” she mocked him, dabbing abit of oil on thetip of hisbeak in alightning-quick
stroke of her brush. “ Since you insst - now, you say he has Mage-Gift and was apprenticed to arather
ineffective village mage, but did not actualy want to be amage?’ At hisnod, she pursed her lips. “Again,
| am going to assumethat he liked hisMaster. So, hisMaster is of low status and meager ability. He has
been bound to this man, regardless of his own preferences. And he has, no doubt, been told how grateful
he should be for having been so bound. So - the message he has been given isthat heis so worthless he
isnow forcibly associated with alow-statusindividua . Because they believe he obvioudy isincapable of
making alogica decision, hisown preferences are of no bearing on the situation. Because they tell him he
istoo ignorant to make his own choices, his future has been determined for him whether or not helikesit,
and because he cannot understand why he should be pleased and gratified with the Situation, heis
obvioudy mordly and mentaly deficient.”

“Starfall quoted the Shin’a’in about the road to disaster,” he observed.

She massaged her temples with her fingers, looking pained. “1 know that one. Y ou know, itisa
very good thing that there are none of them available for meto strangle, for | would be very tempted to
do so0. | am also very tempted to suggest that what happened to that village seems very like a proper
retribution for what they loaded upon this poor child! But, of course, that would be making amoral
judgment based on limited information, about another culture.”

“And that would bewrrrrong,” Kel said, with anironic tilt to hishead. “ Ssso of courrrsseyou
could not possssibly do that, unlesssit werrre sufficiently enterrrtaining.” The gryphon haf-rumbled,
half-burbled alaugh, and received a poke in the sidein return.

“Well, now | have some clearer ideaof what | will probably bewaking into when 1 go root him
out of my ekele,” Snowfire Sghed. “Mind you, | have no doubt that the boy isasfull of mischief asa
gryphlet, is quite convinced that he knows better than any adult born, and is stubborn, willful, and
rebellious. Just exactly as any other boy his age would be. Nevertheless, it seemsto methat if these folk
intended to create a Stuation designed to bring out the worst in him, they could not have been more
effective”



“That would be my conclusion, Snowfire,” Nightwind agreed, and dropped athistledown-soft
kiss on hisforehead. “Now, go and see what you can do to turn the child around. Y ou have aknack for
that which astonishes me. For someone who claimsto have no ability as an Empath, you certainly handle
young creatureswell.”

“Let’'shopeit is aknack, and not just a streak of good luck,” he replied, and stood up. “And as
for you, old bird,” he continued, looking to the gryphon, “I should think adistraction would do him some
good, and you are the most distracting creature | can think of. Would you care to help me out with him?”’

“Why not?’ the gryphon agreed genidly. “But - not immediately. | think heissslikdly toindulgein
morrre weeping, and | have only now gotten my featherrrsssdrry.”

“Vanhird,” Snowfiretold him with mock severity, and took himself back down the path to his
ekele, leaving Night-wind and Kd together on the sunning rock.

He had no doubt that Kel waswaiting to get Nightwind' s advice about how the gryphon should
handle the boy, and not for any specious reason about drying feathers. That wasfine; they should, idedly,
have different approaches. After al, they couldn’t both play “elder brother.” Let me see; Sarfall
obvioudly is better suited to the role of “ respected elder” - and when Dar’ian seesthat a mageis
the highest statused person in our group, that might make him change his mind about magic.
Nightwind may be waiting to see if he accepts her as* mother surrogate” - it would be better if he
made that choice. | think heis a little too clever to accept her if she puts herself forward in that
role, and | know she knows it could be troubleif she tried to force it on him. The gryphon being
the gryphon, he will no doubt take the role of “ mysterious wonder” or “ entrancing enigma” and
play his appearance for all he can, to work in advice we could not give.

As he continued to plan out severa possible approachesto take, he reached the door of his hut
and carefully parted the curtain of vines. The boy was huddled up on his palet with hisfaceto thewall -
and somewhat to Snowfire' s surprise, the owl, who was normaly rather aloof, had come down off his
perch and was on the ground beside the boy with one wing stretched over him asif Hwed were
shdtering anestling.

The owl turned his head and fastened his great golden eyes on Snowfire asthe Tayledras
entered. Instead of words, Hweel Sent emotion, a complicated flavor of distress and protectiveness.

:Boy hurts. Inside, loss. Shelter lost, caring lost. Pain, but no blood.: Hwed findly
articulated.

:I know,: Snowfirereplied smply. :I'll do the best | can for him.:

Hwed relaxed immediatdly, asif certain, now that Snow-fire understood and had promised to
help, that Snowfire could solve al of the boy’ s complicated problems. Sometimes Hwed’ s absolute trust
in his bondmate' s ability to solve any problem was asirritating as it was touching, but Snowfire took
great care never to convey that irritation.

Hwed reinquished his place on the boy’ s pallet, waddling over to be lifted up to his perch, and
once the owl was back where he belonged, Snowfire took up the place Hwed had vacated. He touched
Darian’ sshoulder carefully.

“Dar’ian,” hesad, quitecamly. “I cameto seeif you werefeding any better.”

Hisimmediate answer was a sniff, but Darian at least sat up. “N-no,” the boy replied, hisvoice
hoarse.

Snowfire suppressed a chuckle, which would have been taken amiss. At least the lad is honest!
“I’'m sorry to hear that; no one wanted to upset you, least of dl Starfal. Heis quite personally distressed
that you were made so unhappy by our questions; hislast words to me were that he is not accustomed to
having children run from himintears”

Darian rubbed his reddened eyes and sniffed again, but looked up a Snowfire with mingled
surprise and disbdief. “Why should he care? It doesn’t matter how | fed - “

“But it does,” Snowfireinterrupted. “It mattersagreat ded. Adept Starfal isagreset favorite
among the children of our Vae; heis accustomed to being liked for his kindness as well as respected for
hiswisdom, and it makes him fed badly if someoneis hurt by his actions or words.”

“I"'m not worth worrying about,” Darian mumbled, looking down at the ground. “ Ther€ sno



reason why he should think about me. There' s no reason why any of you should think about me, you're
al important people. You're dl these amazing warriors and mages, you can do things that nobody back
in Errold’ s Grove would believe, and I'm - I’ m just the worthless troublemaker nobody el se wants.”

Snowfire nodded to himself mentally as the boy’ swords echoed what Nightwind had aready
surmised.

“I’'m sorry to hear you say that, sncel don't in the least agree with you. | truly hate to spoil a
friendship by beginning it with aquarrel,” hereplied lightly, and was rewarded once again with Darian’s
glance of dumbfounded astonishment.

“How can you say that?’ the boy asked, increduloudy. “ Thereisn’t anybody in Errold’ s Grove
who'd believe their earsif they heard you say that!”

“Why, what would they say?’ Snowfire asked, ingenuoudly.

“That - that I’'m ungrateful, disrespectful, and | don’'t know my place,” Darian said, in what was
very nearly agrowl, turning his gaze away from Snowfire sface and back down to the ground.

Snowfire made anoncommittal sound. “ And why would they say that you' re ungrateful

“Because after al the effort they’ ve goneto in order to make sure | had someone to take care of
me, and have food and shelter, and the trouble they’ ve goneto in order to seethat | wasgoingto learn a
useful trade, I'm not grateful, and | don’t know my place,” Darian muttered, hisvoice full of resentment.

Snowfire shifted hisweight, and took amore comfortable pose, giving himsef timeto think out
hisanswer. “1t ssemsto me,” he said carefully, “that you aready had the grounding in avery good trade,
that being the one that your parents followed. It seemsto methat - provided you liked that trade, of
course - you could, with alittle effort, have found someone elsein that trade to take you as half-trained
apprentice, and thus you would have supplied your own food, shelter, and Master. So | fail to seewhy
they should think you should consider yoursdlf beholden to them for what they did. After al, the choice of
caretaker, lodging, and trade was theirs, not yours, and you had never asked them to undertake it on
your behalf. If someone cooksfood | do not carefor and offersit to me when they know | am not
hungry, should | be grateful to them?’

“Some people would think so,” Darian replied, but his spirits seemed alittle higher.

He shrugged. “ Then some people are foolish, and that istheir problem, not mine, nor should it be
yours. However, there isthisto consder; would any of their children, at your age, have been ableto do
as you would have done had they waited to let you try?”

“No,” he admitted. “They’ d have been pretty helpless. They’ d have had to get arelative to take
care of ‘em and sort things out for them.”

“Thenwouldn't it be reasonable to say that they were taking care of thingsfor you astheir own
children would have needed care?” Snowfire waited for Darian to make the next leap of logic.

“I guess0.” Darian didn’'t say anything ese, but Snowfire could tell he was thinking about
something. | hope it’ s that he can see why they would expect him to be grateful, even though he
wasn'‘t obliged to feel gratitude. Poor lad. Hewas a tervardl being brought up by hertas, who didn’t
understand why he wanted to live at the tops of treesinstead of anice, safe burrow deep in the ground.
And he didn't understand why he should be grateful that they kept giving him the room farthest from the
exit!

“Wdl,” Snowfiresaid at last. “Why would they say you were disrespectful 7’

“Because | pretty much told them what you just did,” Darian said with some wonderment, so
surprised to hear his own thoughts echoing from Snowfire' s mouth that he was hard put to keep hiseyes
down on the ground.

“Wéll, if you told them in gpproximately the samewordsthat | used, | can understand being
caled disrespectful,” Snowfire chuckled. “Y ou might consider cultivating amore diplomatic approach to
avoid conflict in the future. But what isthis about ‘ knowing your place ?’

Darian looked up at him from beneath a pair of fiercely knitted eyebrows. “1 guess| wasn't
humble enough,” hereplied. “ Old Justyn, hejust let everybody treat him like the whole village' s servarnt,
and | guess | was supposed to act the same.”

“Redly?’ Snowfiredid not let hisexpresson of friendly interest dip. “ Perhaps, though, it wasn't



that they treated Justyn asif he were a servant, but asif they had become so accustomed to his services
that they took him for granted?’

“Maybe.” Darian’ sfierce expresson eased alittle. “| suppose that wasit. | guesswhen you do
things for people and they get used to you being there, it’ s natural to kind of get taken for granted.”

“Exactly true.” Snowfire nodded camly. “That iswhy, from timeto time, our Vae Heder goes
out into the deep Forest to meditate and refresh his spirit. When we have to do without him for awhile,
we notice again how much he does. Of course, if any of uswere to have a genuine emergency, hewould
return, but that rarely happens. When he comes back, heisinvigorated by hisrest, and we are properly
appreciative of al he does. Now, that your Master did not do thisis as much his own fault asthe
villagers. Our Shin'ain cousins have asaying, ‘ To treat a person like acarpet, it is necessary that one
do thewalking, and one alow himsdlf to bewaked on.” “

Darian actualy smiled alittle, and rubbed his reddened nose with the back of hishand. “ That'sa
funny saying. But | guess| seethe point.”

“It seemsto me,” Snowfire continued, with perfect cam, “that the people of your village could
have used a deal more exposure to the wider world, and were stubborn and loud in their refusal to
changether ways”

Now Darian laughed out loud. “ That’ safunny thing for aHawkbrother to say!” hereplied.
“Hdlfires, you people never even came out of the Forest till just alittle bit ago! Most people thought you
hed feathersinstead of hair!”

“That would bethe tervardi, not the Tayledras,” Snowfire chuckled. “And again, the cousins
say, ‘It takesamuleto repeat amul€e sbray,” which isto say, the one most likely to recognize afault is
the one who suffersfrom the same fault. Hmm?’

“I guess s0.” Darian grew quiet and thoughtful, and Snowfire wondered if he had caught the
second lesson - that agreat dedl of the trouble between himself and his guardianslay in the fact that
neither of them cared to compromise the vision they had for Darian’ sfuture. A cluethat he just might
have came amoment later, when he asked plaintively, “Do | have to be amage?’

“That isagood question, Dar’ian. Well, you have the Gift, and it ssemsreasonableto train it, so
that it isat least under your control,” Snowfire replied judicioudy. “Having aGift isabit like having avery
large and active dog. Think about the large dogs you have been around in your life, from pups to adults.
If you do not train adog to obey you - what happens?’

“Hejumpsall over people, sedswhat he wants, maybe bites someone.” Darian nodded, asif
the andlogy made senseto him.

“Butif heistrained, even if you do not go to the extent of training him for - say - pulling acart, or
searching for lost children, he will stay out of trouble. That iswhy you should at least train your Gift.
Otherwise, likethe dog, it islikely to break loose and do something unanticipated, usually at abad

Darian sghed and propped his chin on hishand. “It’ sjust that, before you did that stuff with the
bandage, | couldn’t see much you could do with magic that you couldn’t do with apair of hands.”

Snowfire stretched and thought quickly. He needed to find something that would convince Darian
to undertake real training, which would mean agrest dedl of hard work.

“Wadll, inthelong run, you are correct. If | wish to know something happening at adistance, |
could work the magic to find it out, or | could go there and find it out for mysdlf. If | needed to hide
mysdlf, | could work the magic to do so, or | could wear the correct clothing and learn to move without
making asound. Now - | could not cdl lightning by myself, for instance, but the Artificers of Vademar
have a powder that will certainly leave alarge hole and make one think that lightning was caled. So you
areintheright of it. But - the black powder does not work in the rain, sometimes the right clothing still
would not conceal awatcher, and it is not dways convenient to go off on ajourney to learn what isgoing
on somewhere.” He spread his handswide. *Y ou see? It is good to know how to do things without
magic, but it is good to know how to do them with magic aswell. It gives you more options than just one
or the other.”

“Justyn couldn’t do much,” Darian said meditatively. “Magic, | mean. Something waswrong with



his head, he said, and he couldn’t do magic like he used to. | don’t know.”

“That may have been as much the result of the mage-storms as anything else,” Snowfire replied.
“With the way that magic was scattered, he may not have had the power to do the things he used to -
and that may be why he lost some of the respect that he had in the past. And aso - we do not know
why, but asmal number of mages were affected by the Storms. Somelost ability, some gained it. He
may have been one of those who logt it, and that ishardly hisfault. Do you fault aman for no longer
chopping wood when he haslost ahand?’

“But hefigured out ways of doing things that needed getting done, without magic!” Darian
protested.

“And that is certainly to hisvast credit, | have no argument with you. It istoo bad that your
villagerswere so certain that something done by magical meansisintringcally more vauable than
something done any other way that they forgot that the vaue liesin the accomplishment, not how it was
done.” Snowfire decided enough had been said on that issue. “Wdll, that, after dl, ishow it issaid that
carniva sharpsters manage to separate the gullible from their earnings, by accomplishing the ordinary with
s0 much flash and tinsdl that their victims forget that they are seeing nothing but agaudy illuson overlad
on the absolutely commonplace.”

Darian looked so puzzled by that last remark that Snowfire reminded himsdlf sharply that hewas
only dedling with ayoung lad, no matter how clever the boy sounded.

“I don't know what that means,” the boy admitted honestly, impressing the Hawkbrother even
more.

“It matters not, Dar’ian, we can talk about it another time. We have time to be friends. But for
now - “ Heled Darian, gently and by careful questions, to talk about his parents.

He discovered that Nightwind had been correct about Darian’ s close and affectionate
relationship with his parents. He also learned that, as she had surmised, he still held to the hope that they
weredill dive somewhere.

He saw no reason to disabuse the boy of that hope. Certainly his guardians had made that
attempt, and failed, and after dl, what harm did it do him? That hope had probably sustained him, rather
than harming him in any way, and had helped him to keep his spirit intact. That was hardly a bad thing.

Findly he persuaded Darian to come out of the ekele, get something to eat, and continue
answering questions.

“You will fed better with amedl insdeyou,” Snowfire assured him, as he led Darian to the
central cooking area. “1 know that | ways do. | would aso like you to meet the rest of usone at atime,
rather than facing dl of usinagroup. That cannot have been comfortable.”

Darian averted hiseyesfor amoment. “It felt like - like | wasin trouble again, and you - you
people are pretty scary,” he murmured uncomfortably.

Snowfire mentally berated himsdlf for not seeing that beforehand. “| gpologize, Dar’ian, but that
is how we aways conduct our information-meetings. When people must know some crucid intelligence,
we al cometogether to hear it and ask questions, then folk go off to think about the Situation, then return
sometime later to discuss possible strategies. Y ou were not in trouble - but you were the focus and the
most important part of the meeting.”

Darian flushed, and Snowfire decided that the subject had better be changed. “Never mind,” he
sad. “Let’'sget food.” By that time they had reached the cook shelter, which had clay ovens constructed
on the spot for baking, open fireswith tripods for pots and spits for roasting small beasts and birds
whole, and grills over codsfor fish. Snowfire potted the hertasi Ayshen taking fresh, hot bread from
one of the ovens, and headed straight in that direction, for there was nothing he loved so much as hot
bread. It was only when he noticed that Darian was no longer beside him that he turned to see the boy
garing a thelittle hertasi with an expression of horrified surprise.

“Dar’ian?’ he asked, puzzled. “1s something wrong?’

Darian’sfacewasaspaeasacloud. “What - is- that?’ he whispered, asif hewas afraid to
make asound lest the hertas suddenly legp a him and rend him with claw and fang.

“That is Ayshen, agood friend of mine, and awonderful baker,” Snowfire said, deciding that the



best approach would be to be completely matter-of-fact about the hertasi. Did the Vademarans have
no hertas inthar land? Evidently not, judging by Darian’s pinched expression. “His mate Drus makesa
better stew, but no one can riva hisbread, and his mest pies are worth suffering any hardship to earn!
Come, I’ll introduce you.”

Darian could hardly hang back after that, and hetrailed along after Snowfire with wide eyes and
aset look of determination on hisface. “ Ayshen!” Snowfire hailed. “I am about to perish of famine, and
our young friend Dar’ian k' Vademar has not even had breakfast. Surely you can take pity on usand
feed ugl”

Darian obvioudy understood none of this - probably not even his name, given that Snowfire had
givenit the Tayledras pronunciation - but he could not misunderstand the tone of friend-to-friend that
Snowfire used. Nor could he misunderstand the smilar tone with which Ayshen replied to thissdlly.

“Shame on you, Snowfire. | thought the hatchling wasin your charge! Y ou are supposed to feed
hatchlings, don't you know that? Are you trying to stunt his growth through starvation so that you will no
longer bethe runt of this pack of humans?” Ayshen swiftly tore one of the sleaming loavesin haf, then
tore each hdf in haf, lengthwise. Onto two of the quartershelaid juicy dices of venison he carved froma
roast over one of thefires, knife flashing in his blinding speed. He topped the mest with some
mouth-watering concoction of his own, made of findy chopped herbs, wild garlic, and watercressfrom a
set of nested Ssmmering pots. Then he restored the top quarters of each, and handed one to each of
them. Darian took hisgingerly, unableto take his eyesfrom the hertas’ slizardlike face.

Ayshen wasak’ Leshya hertasi, and did not suffer from the painful shyness shared by al of the
Pdagirs hertasi, including his mate. So he was neither offended nor darmed by Darian’ sreaction.

“The boy has never seen one of us, eh?” Ayshen chuckled. “No worries. | mind methetime|
saw my first Haighle; | thought my eyeswould pop out of my head. To me, theideathat you humans had
hide colorsthat wildly different just set my brain afire.”” Heturned to Darian, and cleared histhroat.

“To hearth, bed, and bread, bewelcome,” he said in dow and uncertain Vademaran.

Darian jumped, but held onto his meal with both hands, and made an awkward little bow.
“Thanks be to the keeper of the house; my hand isat hisservice,” hereplied in the forma manner.

Ayshen chuckled. “Tdl him he shouldn’t have said that - | need adishwasher today! Y ou were
on theroster, but with that bad arm, you can’t lift pots. It’ s probably why you got the wound, asan
excuse”

Snowfire obediently trandated, and adow smile crept across Darian’ sface. “1 wouldn’t mind - if
he redlly needsthe help,” the boy said shyly. “1 used to do dl the dishwashing for Justyn - and - | could
pay you back alittle by taking your place.”

The glance he gave Snhowfire had more than ashadow of hero worship to it, but Snowfire knew
how to dedl with that. “If you have no problem in taking my place, | would be grateful,” he replied and
made aface. “ Onthewhole, | don’'t mind washing dishes; it’ s preferable to alot of other camp chores
that | won'’t escape because of my bad arm. And | will miss out on the special treats Ayshen keepsfor
hishdpers.”

The ploy worked; he not only established that he was grateful to Darian for volunteering, but that
the job of dishwasher brought with it some extrarewards.

It was arranged that Darian would report to Ayshen after the evening medl; with abit of trid, they
determined to both of their satisfaction that Ayshen could direct the boy with abit of mime and agreat
dedl of pointing.

That certainly went well, Snowfire thought with satisfaction, as heled Darian off in thedirection
of the dyheli grazing grounds. He isresilient, | must give him credit for that. Now that he has the
concept of nonhuman partners planted in his mind, I’ [l show him the next set.

* % %

Darian had hardly known whét to think when hefirst saw the hertas cook, Ayshen. The
creature had looked - at least at first - so very much like the horrible Thing that had been leading the
enemy fighterd

But Snowfire hadn’t been afraid of Ayshen, and the hertas himsdlf had been very kind - as



Ayshen had put together alunch for the two of them, and as Darian had gotten over hisfright enough to
look closdly at him, it was obvious that he wasn't very much like the enemy Thing a dl. Darian found
himsdlf volunteering to act as adishwasher, and even more surprising, found himself looking forward to
the task. At least now he would be able to accomplish something useful herel!

It was so odd, though - feeling an urgent need to be useful.

“So - what'sa hertasi, anyway?’ he asked Snowfire around amouthful of bread.

“They are, so we believe, one of the creations of that same great mage who ended the Mage
Wars,” Snowfirereplied. “Asyou saw, they are descended from lizards, and they share many
characterigtics with lizards. Cold sendsthem into a stupor, and extreme cold could kill or injure them very
badly. They act, more or less, as our helpers; they cook and clean for us, make clothing, act asthe
assgants for artisans - when they are not, themsalves, artisansaswell. In return, we give them the
protection of our Vaes and scouts and things that they need. They tend to live in colonies, athough they
take single mates. They are one of the five nonhuman races that we Tayledras associate and work with.”

“Five?’ Darian could hardly believeit. “ There arefive kinds of - of - things that you have around
your Vaes?’

“Asequd partners and helpers and not always in the Vaes. The tervardi, or Bird-people, the
kyree, or Fur-brothers, and the dyhdli, or Straight-horns, usudly live outside our Vaes. The hertasi and
the gryphonsin our Vdes entwinether liveswith ours; the otherslive entirely separate livesfrom ours,
and only become partners with us where there are specific tasks that are better done with al our
peoples.” Snowfire was so matter-of-fact about this - asif he were telling Darian how the Hawkbrothers
arranged to get things from traders, or worked with the Vademaran Guard! Darian found his head
svimming. Frst, two-legged, intelligent lizards, and now this!

“Infact,” Snowfire was continuing, “we have dyheli with usaswell as hertasi onthisjourney.
They have volunteered, in token of their separate aliance with Vademar, to act as our mounts and
burden bearers. Sdlenay has offered, in light of the fact that they are grazers and most of the Pelagirsare
forested, to sponsor colonies of dyheli into some of the unused grazing lands on the western border, and
our dyheli are aso dong as scoutsto investigate this possibility. We could say that, as grazers, they wish
tofind if thelands and available grasses and plants suit their tastes.”

Darian giggled at the word play. “What - what do these dyheli look like?’ Darian asked. “|
mesan, |’ ve heard stories, about some of the things in Hawkbrother lands, but I’ ve never seen any.”

Snowfire smiled. “That, my friend, you are about to see for yoursdlf. Look there - “

He pointed as they came around another of the ubiquitous vine curtains - and there, in asunny
meadow, was asmall herd of something vaguely like deer with ghostlike coloration of pale beige and
cream.

At least, they had four legs, hooves, and two ddicately curved, unbranching horns on their heeds.
But the heads themsalves were much larger than that of a deer, the enormous brown eyeslooked more
forward than adeer’ sdid. But the biggest difference wasin the shape of the skull; asmall and delicate
muzzle, comparatively spesking, but an elongated cranium, something that could eesily contain abrain the
sgzeof aman's.

Ashe and Snowfire stood at the edge of the clearing, every dyheli head came up, the humans
were examined closealy, but swiftly, and then every dyheli head came down again, back to the important
busness of grazing.

Darian blinked at them in awe; he was no stranger to the concept of an intelligent, four-legged
creature. After al, hewasanative of Vademar, and you’ d have to have the brains of awhed of cheese
not to know al about Companions. But these creatures were so - different.

“Dothey tak? he asked in awhisper.

“Not likethe hertasi do,” camethereply. “ The dyhdi speak mind-to-mind. Some of usfind it
difficult to speak to them, as some of us are better at Mindspeech with non-humans than others.”
Snowfire smiled down at him. “I happen to be one of the lucky ones; | find it as easy to speak with them
as| dowith you. Eager, infact, for | am not trandating into aforeign tongue.”

Darian turned his attention back to the dyheli. “I wonder if | could learn to talk to them,” he



mused out loud.

‘Why not amply try?.

“Because | don't know if | can - “ he began, then redlized that Snowfire had not spoken aoud.

In fact, the voice he had heard had been entirely in hismind - and had not been Snowfire's.

One of the dyheli had raised his head again, and was walking toward them, his eyes centered on
Darian. The ddlicate creature had no expression to read, but the voice in Darian’s head was warm and
amused. :It isa great advantage to speak this way, little brother,: the dyheli sagsadtohim. :It
requires no translators, and it is very, very difficult to lie or belied to. It tends to make all things
level, asit were.:

Darian gared up into the stag’ s huge, brown eyes, and didn’t redlize that he was holding his
breath until hislungs began to ache. Batedly, he took a gasping breeth of air, as Snowfire chuckled at
his expression.

“Tyrsdll tendsto be abit more direct than | do,” hetold Darian. “I would have waited to test you
for Mindspeech, but his approach isto smply try it and seeif you can Hear him. Wdll - | supposethis
meansthat now | shal haveto teach you to use thet Gift - “

:Oh, not immediately; his natural shields are good enough to hold for now,: the stag replied
lazly. :And if it comesto that, I’'m as good a teacher as you are. Better, maybe - I’ ve had more
practiceat it.:

“Areyou volunteering?’ Snowfire asked, as Darian felt hismind regling under this|atest
revelation.

:Why not? The boy could use a competent teacher,: the stag replied teasingly. : Actually, and
mor e honestly, young Darian, you need a teacher with a little less to attend to than our friend
Showfire. | have more time to spare than he.: The stag lifted his head to look up into Snowfire' sface.
:But, | think, Showfire, that it would be a good thing if you let me give Darian your language now.
It would be better for himif he did not require a trandlator.:

Then, for severd moments, the stag and Snowfire looked into each others eyes, and Darian
sensed that they were exchanging wordsthat he couldn't “hear.” Snowfire wasfrowning, asif hedidn’t
agree with what was being said. Findly, though, the Hawkbrother sighed and nodded.

“Dar'ian,” hesad carefully, “1 was going to work avery smdl magic that would allow you to
understand our tongue - but as my friend and herd leader hasjust reminded me, he can do the same thing
without magic, and with fewer problems. But - there are some things that will also happen that you might
consider problems.”

“Likewhat?" Darian asked immediately. Having peopletaking over his head and not being able
to understand them had been making him very frustrated, athough he had been too polite to say anything.

“It might hurt alittle. It will definitely be ashock to your system. Y ou might get some of his
memories aswell, or mine, snce hewill betaking the language of the Tayledras from my mind. They'd
probably crop up in your dreams, and they might be disturbing. Y ou dready know that | am used to
fighting. My friend isalso awarrior - he hasto be, or he couldn’t lead the herd - and he knows how to
use hiswegpons.” Snowfire glanced at the dyhelfs hornssignificantly.

“I don't care- | mean, I'd redly likeit if he could do that,” Darian said quickly. Just at the
moment, the ideathat he might finaly be able to understand all the people chattering around him made
him dmaog sck with longing.

: Then look into my eyes, young one,: the dyheli commanded, and without another thought,
Darian obeyed.

Time dowed, then stopped.

He cameto himsdlf lying flat on the grass, gazing up a the blue sky, feding very much asif
someone had kicked hisfeet out from underneath him.

“I did warn you,” Snowfire said, holding out ahand to help him up - and as Darian took it and
clambered clumsly to hisfest, lightning flashes and glitter dancing in his eyes, he suddenly redlized that the
language had not been Vademaran.

“Soyoudid,” he agreed, and to hisddight, he redized amoment later that he had replied in the



Hawkbrother tongue without thinking about it. He felt the back of hishead gingerly, but the ground had
been nicely cushioned with grass, and there was no knot on his skull, which was agood thing. He did
have a headache, though, which felt asif someone had taken the top off his skull, looked inside, stirred
the contents up a bit, and then replaced the skull top and left him lying in the grass.

“Areyou quitedl right?” Snowfire asked him, with concern.

“I think so, but I’ ve got a headache,” he admitted as he rubbed histemples. “It doesn’'t seemto
want to go away.” Then heredlized that he had not yet thanked Tyrsdll, and he flushed.

“Thank you very much, sr,” he said, turning hastily to the waiting dyheli, and bowing alittle. “I
hope | don’t sound asif I’'m complaining, because I’ m not! Being able to understand people- “ He
groped for words.

:Being able to understand people will prevent you from feeling like such an outsider,: the
stag said smoothly. : You have quite enough troubles without that added to your burden. Being able
to understand their words will help you to understand them. And you are quite welcome; be sure
to come to me when you have time for a lesson in Mindspeech. Until then, | hope you learn to
enjoy being among us. It isthe way of a herd to encompass and support.:

Darian said that he would, reflecting that at least a dyheli would not be able to smack hisfingers
with arod like the Widow Clay who had taught him his letters had. The stag nodded and moved back
toward his herd, flowing over the grassin away that hardly resembled walking.

Darian steadied himself against Snowfirefor afew long minutes. His head felt compressed,
twisted, and then expanded again to asize larger than his skin could hold. There were words for things he
had never seen ingde his mind now, and images associated with rituas and crafts, and trees and plants,
and women and men, and clothing and tools, and namesfor al of them. There were even someimages of
thingshedid not want to understand, and afew that he didn’t think he was quite old enough for. There
were even names for tastes he had never tasted, and feglings his body had never known. Darian would
have felt disassociated and frightened enough to scream, if it weren't for the effect of hopeful
wonderment these new words were having upon him. So many great things had now touched him, and
were apart of him, and there was a spark inside him - now that he had names, he wanted to learn the
meanings

“Wadll, if you have aheadache,” Snowfire said gently after afew minutes, “then thiswill be agood
excuse to go find Nightwind and introduce you to the third speciesthat iswith us on this expedition.”
Snowfire patted him on the shoulder and rubbed a Darian’ s back abit, companionably. “Nightwind can
get you a soothing-potion, and you can meet Kelvren.”

“Who'sKedvren?’ Darian asked, both curious and alittle apprehensive. His heedache had
subsided from the worst disorientation, and he tried to remember what the other non-human races were
that Snowfire had mentioned. Onewas kyree, and onewas tervardi -

“Oh, I think you'll like him agreet ded,” Snowfire said with achuckle. “Though you mustn't let
him intimidate you. Hewon't try to intimidate you, it isSmply that sometimes, his people do, just by
being themsalves. Kelvrenis- agryphon.”

Fve

Snowfire had been struck speechless when Tyrsdll offered to “ give’ Darian the Tayledras
language. Just whét is he planning, here? he asked himsdlf - not with any suspicion that Tyrsell intended
any kind of wrong, but because of what that “ gift” would entail. For one thing, Snowfire certainly hadn’t
expected the dyheli to make any such offer, and for another, it was definitely an offer of far more than
appeared on the surface.

:What do you think you’' re doing?: he asked the stag. :Not that thisisn't a great deal more
expedient, but the boy has no idea what thisis going to mean to him!:

:That is precisely why | suggested it,: Tyrsel replied camly, blinking aslazily asif he had
suggested achange of grazing spots. :In this case, it is quite true that although what he does not
know about what we’' |l have to do is not going to hurt him, what he doesn’t know about the



Mind-Gifts is and if by taking a few shortcuts we can keep his own budding abilities from
harming him - and, not so incidentally, us - where’s the wrong?:

: Thewrong isin the deception,: Snowfiretold him severdy. : You' re deceiving himinto
thinking this is something very simple.:

:What deception? He won’t care about what we have to do to put the knowledge in his
mind, he'sonly interested in the results.: Tyrsdll, aswasthe case with most of the dyheli, had a
dightly different perspective on morality than humansdid. To Snowfire smind, thiswas one of the
two-edged swords of being adlieswith nonhumans. Dyheli focused on expediency, hertas saw no harm
inmeddling in private affairs because hertasi had no such thing asa* private affair,” and gryphonswere
downright bloody-minded at times.

:And he isrightly concerned only with results, too,: Tyrsdl continued. :We know that the
fact isthat we'll have to establish links and shields in order to get that knowledge into him, but
that’s of no concern to him. He could care less, and since those links and shields are not only not
going to harm him, but are actually going to help him, I think that the fact that we'll have to put
themin place without his actual consent isirrelevant.:

Snowfire couldn’t put into words why he objected to the dyheli’ s high-handed assumption that
mucking about with someone el'se’smind didn’t matter aslong as the results were good - but he Sent his
fedingsabout it asforcefully as he could.

Tyrsdll remained calm, switching histail to ward off some troublesomeflies as he continued to
bombard Snowfire with impersonad logic, his eyes warm and serene above the dark cheek-stripesthat
made hisface look like a painted mask. : Let’slook at this from the position of efficiency. Can you
really afford the time, effort, and energy it would take to give him the language magically? Of
course not. Can you keep shepherding him around and translating for him? That’s equally absurd.
Can you explain to himwhat links and shields are in a way he'll understand right now, given that
you are not only working with someone who doesn’t have the under standing of Mind-Gifts, but
are having to trandlate from your language to his? Not a chance. So, by doing this, you free
yourself for other work, you give him some much-needed autonomy, and you keep him from being
overwhelmed if his Gift of Mindspeech suddenly decides to develop. What would you, what could
you do if it decided to flower overnight at a time when you were off on a scouting sortie or trying
to fend off those barbarians? Expect Wintersky to take care of it? He's barely into controlling his
own Mindspeech asit is! Leaveit to Sariall? And just how is he supposed to hold the matrices at
the same time? Nightwind’ s Mindspeech is rudimentary; she hasn’t the tools to teach a beginner.
And who elseisthere he will trust?:

Snowfire frowned, but he had to admit that Tyrsell wasright. : You come periloudy close to
amorality,: hetold the dyheli.

:Never. My morality isjust that of the herd, that the herd is more important than a single
member; and when it comesto it, your morals are the same. Didn‘t you just say that if it would
save the world from another Ma' ar, you wouldn’t hesitate to sacrifice yourself and the boy and
anyone else?: Tyrsdl held hishead up and looked Snowfireright in the eyes, chalenging him gtalionto
gdlion, daring him to deny what he had told Starfall not more than afew moments ago.

:| said, I’d sacrifice volunteers - : he replied weakly, but Tyrsell had him, and they both knew
it. :Youwin,: headmitted. : Thistime.:

:And next time, you may.: Now that the challenge was over, Tyrsdll was perfectly amiable
again. :Don’t worry so much about winning arguments, my friend. Concentrate on keeping the
herd intact and in good health.:

Darian was patheticaly eager to have the ability to understand those around him, and from the
little Snowfire could sense from him, he would have been willing to get it at dmost any cost. That soothed
hisraw conscience alittle. After he'd given hisimmediate consent, the boy waited expectantly, eyes
focused on Tyrsdll’s, for the magic to happen.

:Get ready to catch him,: the dyheli warned, and reached out to seize the boy’ s mind. Thiswas
the greatest Gift the herd |leaders had; the ability to overwhelm any mind not heavily shielded - and many



that were - without any damage to that mind whatsoever. Thiswas how aherd leader could guide his
frightened followersto safety when they were hysterica with terror and unable to think or reason. He
could seize as many as adozen minds at once or even more, and use those he controlled to guide the rest
of the herd behind him. Dyheli never seemed to resent this, perhaps because herd morality was as deeply
apart of them asindividudity wasfor Tayledras. Thiswas how the herd leaders were chosen. Instead of
grappling horn-to-horn astheir distant ancestors had, they fought mind-to-mind, and the strongest mind,
or the one with the most endurance, won the right to father the next generation and guide thisone.

A moment later, Snowfire caught the child as he collgpsed, dl hisjoints suddenly goneloose,
every muscle limp. Helaid Darian down carefully in aspot of sun onthe grass, and lowered dl hisown
shields, joining hismind asintimately to Tyrsell’ sas he ever had to Hwed’ s. More s0, perhaps, since that
melding was so naturdl apart of a dyheli’s mind.

With the two of them working as one, the speed with which they built temporary shields around
Darian’smind waslliterdly that of thought. Then Snowfire formed adeep link to Darian below the leve of
thought itsalf, so deep that the boy would never know it wasthere, and never detect any differencein the
way hefdt. While he held that link wide open, Tyrsdll went to work on Snowfire’'smemories. The herd
leader extracted, not only the language of the Tayledras, but the knowledge of the language, and placed
it carefully into the boy’ s own memories, building it up from the level just above ingtinct, theway that a
baby learns. Now Darian would not have to think to trandate - he would have the Tayledrastongue asiif
he had been bilingud from hisvery first word.

Inthisfashion, Tyrsdl’ sway wasinfinitely better than the spell and Mindtouch that Snowfire had
used to learn Vademaran. Snowfire made amenta note to one day ask Darian - once the boy redly
knew what he was consenting to - to alow Tyrsdll to reverse the process, and give Snowfire such asure
knowledge of the language of Vademar.

Tyrsdll was swift and certain; there was something about the way that a dyheli’s mind worked
that (when they had Tyrsdll’ s particular Gifts) made them indtinctive geniuses at laying in language-paths.
Inthetimeit took Snowfire' s heart to take three, dow besats, Tyrsell was done. He withdrew hismind
firg, leaving Snowfireto close dl but the deep-link path behind him, and setting the shieldshe had laid in
place to fade as the boy took over his own shielding needs. Darian would hear and understand any
ddiberate Mindtouch on the part of any dyheli or Tayledras, but no one could force his mind open, or
redlly do anything other than talk with him. And Darian would never hear unwanted thoughtsintruding on
himif hisability to Mindhear suddenly became more than the close-range, rudimentary ability he had
now.

As Snowfire withdrew and made some swift observations of the boy’ s potentid Gifts, he redlized
that such athing was far more likely than he had thought when Tyrsdll first proposed this operation.
Perhapsit was the sheer number of traumas that the boy had passed through, but - well, going abruptly
from “norma” to wide open wasavery red posshility.

And it was agood thing that Snowfire had the deep-link in place. At that level, he would not
eavesdrop on the boy’ s private thoughts, but he would know if Darian wasin distress, he would know if
any of the boy’ s potentials suddenly opened up, and he would be able to track Darian if he somehow got
separated from the Tayledras encampment.

Tyrsell had certainly noticed the same things, and very diplomatically did not say “I told you s0.”
:A neat piece of work,: wasdl he said, and about that moment, the boy awoke - probably with a
gplitting heedache. Still, Snowfire thought, not without sympethy, the spell would have given him as
bad a headache, and maybe worse.

Darian’ swords and actions confirmed that diagnosis, but he till remained polite enough despite
the pain to thank Tyrsdll for his efforts. Snowfire noted with pleasure that he spoke Tayledras with the
unconscious ease of anative.

Tyrsdl logt dl interest in the boy now that the work was complete; that, too, wastypical of
dyhdli, and because Snowfirewas used to it, he wasn't a al offended. Darian was too preoccupied with
his headache to notice what could have been considered very rude behavior, but was redly only more

dyheli “expediency.”



But the boy al but forgot the pounding in his skull when Snowfire told him that he was about to
meet agryphon.

“A gryphon?’ Darian asked increduloudy, hiseyeslighting up with absolute ddight. “ A redl
gryphon? Here?’

“A red gryphon,” Snowfiretold him, smiling alittle at hiswide eyes. “Nightwind isonly
incidentally acting as our Hedler; her main jobisto be Kevren'strondi’irn.” Since that word was not
Tayledras, but Kded' din, and not part of the language as Darian had “learned” it, Snowfire explainedit.
“A trondi’irn isaspecid atendant for nonhuman crestures, athough usudly it isonly the gryphonswho
need such help. They do dl the things that the gryphons cannot - it is very difficult for gryphonsto
manage fine manipulations with talons, for instance - and they take care of thelittle allmentsthat
nonhumansfal prey to. Because they understand these things so well, if they are attending to only one
nonhuman, they often double asthe Hedlersfor smal expeditions such as ours. Back in thetimes of long
ago, atrondi’irn would often manage the needs of avery large group of gryphons or other nonhumans,
but that isno longer the case.”

Darian nodded earnestly, but it was very obviousthat his mind was not on Nightwind and her
duties. “Isheredly ashig asthey say?’ he asked eagerly. “Isheredly ashig asahouse? Can heredly
fly? Does he eat whole horsesin abite?’

Snowfire chuckled. “Oh, gryphons are not aslarge as dl that, but if they spread their wings wide,
| think it issafeto say that their wingspan iseasily as big or bigger than ahouse. And athough they do
not eat whole horsesin one bite, they do eat quite alot. Kelvren hasto do agreat deal of hunting to keep
himsdf supplied with meet.”

“Can hetak?’ Darian asked next, practically skipping in eagernessto seethe marve. “Will |
hear him thinking at melike Tyrsdl?’

“No, he speaks Tayledras very well, although he tends to have what we cal a“ gryphonic
accent.” You'll seewhat that meansin alittle.” Snowfire patted the boy’s shoulder. “Hereally islooking
forward to meeting you.”

By thistime they had wound their way back to the clearing, and as Snowfire made that last
statement, a deep voice spoke from the shelter of ashadowy bower immediately ahead of them.

“Ah, but isss the young gentleman quite prrreparrred to meet me?’

A deeper shadow rose out of therest, and strolled forward into the sunlight, then posed perfectly
inthe best possible light. Kelvren looked truly magnificent, and knew it.

Darian’ s eyes widened, and he stared at Kelvren with al the fascination of aKded' ain
messenger-bird with ashiny new toy.

Darian had not yet gotten used to the wonder of being ableto talk to Snowfirein the
Hawkbrother tongue without having to think about it, when a deep, resonant voice speaking out of the
shadows just ahead of them captured al of his atention. He and Snowfire were standing in arare patch
of brilliant sun in the middle of the clearing that he had been taken to for the meeting; ahead of them, the
shadows were so deep and black by contrast that he might have been peering into awell. When hetried
to make out who or what was speaking, the contrast defeated him.

“Ah,” said the voice, arumbling bass with odd overtones, “ but isss the young gentleman quite
prrreparrred to meet me?”

A moment later, part of the darkest shadow detached itself from the rest, and moved forward
into the sun. And athough it was not as big asahousg, it was entirely large enough to satisfy Darian.

The creature that moved into the sunlight was a glistening golden brown with ahint of metdlic
gold at the edges of each of his perfectly-defined feathers. His head, broad and handsome, with jaunty
ear-tufts, had adefinite eagle look about it, and at a guess, the folded wings would easily span the length
of ahousg, if not more. Both front and rear feet ended in formidable talons, each aslong as Darian’s
hand. He sported awide leather collar adorned with ddlicate scrollwork attached to an equally handsome
body-harness with a chest-plague, the front yoke of which had amatching leather pouch attached. As he
stared down at Darian, looking every bit as haughty and regal as Darian could have wished, he took the
boy’ s bresth away. He was, in every way, awonder, and Darian could not have taken his eyes off of him



if the earth had fallen away beneath the boy’ sfeet.

Once he had come fully into the sun, the gryphon didn’t move, which was probably just aswell.
Darian’s heart was pounding with excitement, and he had a shivery fedling as he looked at that huge beak
and those cruel talonsthat his excitement could easily turnto fear.

“I think you' ve made a conquest, Kdl,” Snowfire laughed, his eyes crinkling at the cornerswith
merriment.

“Asssit ssshould be,” the gryphon replied, raising his head abit higher with such unconceaed
vanity that Darian, too, was startled into alaugh. And the gryphon joined in their laughter, proving that he
was not unaware of hisvanity and the absurdity of it.

“Darian, thisisKelvren Skothkae, who is an unranked gryphon-scout of thefull k'vVaa
gryphon-wing,” Snowfiretold him, hiseyes sparkling. “Kd, thisis Dar'ian Firkin k' Vademar.”

“Unranked?’ Kevren replied, cocking his head to one side speculatively. * Perrrhapsss now - but
| think ourrr wingleaderrr had bessst 100k to hisss posssition, or think about rrretirrring. | intend to make
agrrreat name forrr mysssalf on thisss expedition.”

“Y ou've certainly said so often enough,” Snowfire teased, and Kelvren snapped playfully in his
direction, then turned his head pointedly toward Darian, pretending to ignore Snowfire.

The boy found himsdlf the focus of those huge, piercing eyes, and suddenly understood why
rabbits froze when hawks caught sight of them.

“And what think you of ourrr little family?’ the gryphon asked. “ Arrrewe al you had thought we
would be, when you thought of Tayledrrrasss?’

“More,” Darian was able to say honestly, and with unfeigned enthusiasm. “I - | think that you're
al just - just - unbdlievable!” He shook his head carefully, to avoid making the headache any worse.
“Andyou, St, you're just like seeing an amazing tae comeright to lifein front of me! | never thought I'd
ever get to seeared gryphon in my wholelife, and | never, ever, thought agryphon would be as - as-
aswonderful asyou arel”

“Rrredly?’ the gryphon purred, and Darian could tell that he was very pleased. He even preened
alittle. “Wdl. Thank you! | hope can jussstify that impressssson.”

“Y ou could prove how great atracker you are by finding Nightwind,” Snowfire suggested, with a
twitch of his mouth that showed he wastrying hard to keep from laughing.

“Pah, that takesss no trrracking,” Kelvren replied dismissively. “You will find herrr at the pool,
wherrre | left herrr. | believe sssheiswaiting forrr you and wissshesss to sssee thisss obssserrrvant young
brrrancherrr.”

“And you? Are you coming with us?” Snowfire asked.

“l am ssstarrrved, and if we arrre to underrrtake that sor-rrtie tonight, | mussst eat now ssso | am
crrrop-light but enerrrgizsssed.” With that, the gryphon spread hiswings, which were even larger than
Darian had imagined; as Snowfire took Darian’s shoulder and pulled the boy back to the edge of the
clearing, Kelvren made one or two experimental wingbesats that sent wind whipping around both of them.

Then, legping grandly into the air with athrust of hiswingsthat was vastly more powerful than his
tria, the gryphon took off, creeting averitable whirlwind within the confines of the clearing, and sending
dust and stray leaves surging into the sky in hiswake.

Darian stared after him with his mouth dropping open in amazement. Wings pumping
rhythmicaly, the gryphon surged up above the treetops, then vanished above the foliage.

Snowfire laughed, then patted him on the shoulder. “He did that for your benefit, you know,” the
Hawkbrother said with amusement. “He could very easily have gone to the mouth of the valley and taken
off from there. Infact, it would have taken him alot less effort - but gryphons seem to love to impressan
audience, and you are the only one of uswho isn't used to seeing him take off and land. | wouldn’t be the
least bit surprised if hetriesto find out where you are before he comesin for alanding, and arrangesto
make adramatic entrance in front of you.”

“Aredl gryphonslikethat?’ Darian asked, till dazzled.

“Mog of them; endlesdy cheerful, considerably vain, but able to make fun of themselves. Oh,
and beautiful, of course, but we try not to say that too often in front of them; they’ re conceited enough as



itis,” Snowfire chuckled, his shoulders shaking alittle.

Darian’ s eyes began to water from staring so long into the bright blue of the sky, and hishead
throbbed in protest. He moved quickly back into the shadows, and Snowfire must have noticed the
grimace of pain he couldn’t repress, for the Hawkbrother gestured him to take a particular path leading
out of the clearing and st off down it himsalf. Darian followed him willingly now, recalling that Snowfire
had said something about Nightwind having someway of getting rid of that pounding ache.

The way that the paths here twisted and turned around little groves and vine-covered huts and
tiny water gardens made him very confused, and made this place seem much larger than it probably
actudly was. It was very bewildering, and Darian had quite lost hisway when they came out into sunlight
again, at the 9de of the smaller of two pools of water. Thiswas clearly the end of the valey; ashort, cliff
cut out of the rocks of the hills rose before them, with steep, tree-covered dopes on ether side. A spring
emerged from the rock at the base of the cliff, feeding the two pools and a stream which led from them
into the tangle of the Tayledras encampment. One of the poolswas considerably smdler than the other,
being just large enough for - say - agryphon to bathein.

“Thisiswhereyou will bathe,” Snowfire said, pointing to the smdler pool. “Y ou seethe duice
there? Lift the lever when you are done, and the dirty water will drain away - then drop it, and lift that
lever, and new water will flow into the pool from that larger one. Don’t worry about trying to find bathing
things. Just come here and start to undress; a hertas will see you and there will be soap and towels
besde you before you are finished disrobing. Y our clothing will disappear asif by magic, and clean
clothes will be waiting for you when you are done bathing.” Snowfire smiled at his expression of surprise.
“Now you see why we hate to travel without our hertasi friends”

“I dunno,” Darian said dubioudly, looking down at the pool and then out at the spring that fed it.
“It looks awfully cold.” Of al the things he hated most, he hated cold baths - which was mostly dl he got,
snce everybody esein the village had precedence over him at the bathhouse,

“Ah, | forget you cannot heat your water with magic - or can you?’ Snowfirelooked at him
quizzicdly.

He shook his head, and regretted doing so almost at once, as his head protested. “Not that
Justyn ever taught me,” hereplied.

“Wall, canyou cal fire?" the Hawkbrother perssted. At Darian’s cautious nod, he looked
satisfied. “It isthe same, only spread out over the water and not concentrated on the kindling. 1 would
ask youtotry it, but | think you had better wait until | find where Nightwind has gone.”

He peered around the clearing, and then left Darian to nurse his head beside the pool while he
went off to investigate some of the places at thisend of the valley that were not immediately visible.
Darian stared at the surface of the pool and wondered why on earth Justyn had never taught him how to
heat water. 1t would have made a great many winter baths more bearable.

But maybe he didn’t know how, Darian told himsdf, tryingto befar. | mean, it could be that
only the Hawkbrothers know about this sort of thing. It isn’'t all that logical to think you can use
the same magic that callsfire to heat up water - fire and water are opposites, right? So maybe it
wasn'‘t his fault he didn't know.

Just then, Snowfire gppeared, parting the trailing branches of ahuge willow, and holding them
asdeto let Nightwind pass through them. Of dl of the Hawkbrothersthat Darian had seen thusfar, she
was the only one who didn’t have snow-white hair, or hair dyed in patterns of pale cream and various
shades of brown. Her hair was as black as araven’sfeather, and sheworeit in aheavy knot at the nape
of her neck, with little wisps escaping from it. Her eyes, set under apair of brows as curved asafacon’'s
wings, were adarker blue than the others, and her skin was just afew shades duskier. Her clothing was
abit different, too; nothing he could put afinger on, since he hardly cared what he wore from one day to
the next, but something he definitely noticed - and on the breast of her tunic was apeculiar sllver badge,
rather like the wings and head of abird of prey. He thought perhaps he had seen it before, and then he
redlized that he had - in the center of the chest-piece of Kelvren's harness. Perhapsit signified that they
weren't actualy Hawkbrothers, but were - his new memories supplied theword - Kaled' &' in.

She had abasket over one arm, and afriendly smile on her lips, and held out one hand to him



which hetook in reflex. “I don’t know if you recal mefrom last night,” she said, her speech betraying a
faint accent, as opposed to the way his new memoriestold him that Tayledras should sound. “I'm
Nightwind, in case you' ve forgotten or this ruffian forgot to mention my name, and | understand you have
one demon-rending headache.”

“Wadl,” he said, feding suddenly shy. “It does hurt.”

“I can certainly understand that,” she replied, and put her basket down to take hisfacein both
hands, turning his eyesinto the light and examining them. “Y es, indeed, | can certainly understand that.
However, | think | have aremedy for you; it'll taste vile, but it will work.”

Shelet go of him to rummage in her basket, as he had to laugh alittle a her honest directness. “I
like your clam better than Justyn’'s; he dways said that his potions wouldn't taste that bad, and the more
he said that, the worse they’ d taste.”

“Y ou can do that to younglings afew times before they stop believing you, and then you'll never
get them to take their medicine,” she replied, holding up a stoppered clay bottle with alittle frown. “I
aways say thingswill taste worse than they do, and then they’ re dways surprised; follow that up with a
honey-candy or abit of other sweet, and they take their doses without much of afuss.” She paused to
uncork the bottle and sniff. “Thisiswhat | want.” Shelooked at him and smiled. “ Are you going to need
asweset after your dose?’

“Not unlessthat suff isgoing to linger inmy mouth dl day,” hereplied, as manfully as he could.

“Not after agood drink of cold water.” She handed him the bottle. “ Take agood stout mouthful
and swdlow it fast.”

He held his bregth, braced himself, and did as he wastold. The stuff wasn't as bad as some of
Justyn’s potions, many of which seemed to contain mycofoetida, but it was very strong-tasting, more
sour than bitter, with an astringent bite. He swallowed it before he had a chance to gag, and found she
was holding out acup full of water, ready to exchangeit for her bottle. He drained it, and passed it back
to her; shetucked it and her bottle back into her basket.

“Wel?’ she asked. “How bad wasit?’

“Not asbad as| thought, but - gleah! Nothing I’ d drink for pleasure.” He shuddered. “How did
you make that stuff, anyway? Justyn always brewed teas and tisanes.”

“Thisistea- concentrated, so one swig isasgood asacupful,” shetold him. “These
concentrated versions have to be pretty fresh, but things like the headache potion are needed often
enough that they’ re used up before they go weak. | aso make some preparations - didtillationsaswell as
decoctions - with spirits of wine asthe carrier, but those tend to be very powerful .”

“And,” Snowfire added helpfully, “they taste S0 much worse that none of us ever want to drink
them unless we absolutely haveto.”

“I - 1 think I’d like to learn how you make them,” Darian said, alittle surprised at himsdlf, and
feding his ears heat up as they reddened with embarrassment. “Maybe | can help.”

“Then I’d be happy to show you,” Nightwind promised, looking abit surprised at him hersdlf. “I
awayslike to have extramedicine on hand, and | never have enough timeto make dl that | want. Now, |
want you to st down for amoment until that medicine takes effect. | don’t think you'll have an unusud
reaction, but it’'s better to wait amoment and see”

Darian obeyed, athough he didn’t expect to fed anything more than he did with Justyn’s
medicines. He just hoped this potion would make some of the pain go away quickly, without dowing him
down too much. Justyn’ s potions generdly didn’t do too much unless he drank so much he went from
“dck” to“adegp” without much warning. At the moment, it felt asif someoneingde his skull wastrying to
pound hisway out.

“Look - * Snowfire said, pointing up at the sky. “ There sagyre; it must be one of ours, it' stoo
big to be one of the wild ones around here.”

Darian followed his pointing finger, squinting, until he made out the gray-and-white bird against
the gray-and-white clouds, adot moving so fast that Darian wondered how Snowfire could tell it wasa
forestgyre, much lessthat it was bigger than the wild ones. “ Are the wild ones around your Vae asbig as
the bondbirds?’ he asked with surprise.



“Mogt of them are bondbirds - or of bondbird stock, anyway,” Snowfire replied, till watching
the bird, shading his eyeswith hishand. “ There are usudly far more birds around the Vaesthan there are
people to bond with, because we need alarge breeding pool of each speciesto keep the stock hedlthy.
The adult birds are palite to us, though rather standoffish, unless as adults they decide that they want to
bond rather than continuing to be wild. Sometimes that happens, especidly in thelarger species, like
eagle-owls and hawk-eegles - “ Hewinced. “ And, Goddess help us, bondbird eagles themsalves. We
have two species of eaglesthat are bondbirds, the Black and the Golden, and a color-morph of the
Golden that looks red - they dmost never bleach out white, since I’ ve never known an Adept-class mage
to fly one. Not too many people of any sort fly eagles for that matter; not too many can carry one. They
aren't as greatly oversized, proportionately, asthe smaller species - bondbird merlins are about the size
of wild tiercel peregrines, just as an example - but they are very, very big and heavy. Thereis one, and |
mean one kK’ VaaTayledraswho fliesa Black eagle, and he' s the blacksmith. That should tell you
something.”

Darian thought about the shoulders on the smith at Errold’ s Grove, and how much he could carry
and lift, and nodded solemnly. He tried to picture carrying a bird bigger than Hwed, and couldn't. It
must be like carrying a barrel of flour on your shoulder, he thought. “How does someone get a
bondhbird, then?’ he asked curioudy. Not that he thought he' d ever get one, but it was more likely than
being Chosen by a Companion.

“Either an adult picks you out, or, more often, the adult parents pick you as the bondmate for
one of their offspring. If the adults are bonded to someone, they let that person know who the eyasis
going to, and if that person has experience with downy baby birds, very often they co-parent with the
eyas snew bondmate. If not, they wait until thelittle one isfledged, and lead him to you.” Snowfire
turned his attention from the sky to smile at Darian. “ That’s how | got Hwed; he blundered down out of
atree behind his parents, landed tail over head, fluffed dl hisfesthers, and told me with the solemnity of a
Ka’ enedra that he was ready for me.”

“Does anybody have more than one bondbird?’ Darian asked, wishing he could have seen that
moment.

“Sometimes. One of us has an owl and amerlinfor day and night scouting, | know of someone
with awhole flock of ravens, and there are others. And sometimes your bond-bird’ s mate may decide
she wants to bond with you, too.” Snowfire raised an eyebrow. “Hwed sayshismateis consderingit,
bonding with me, that is”

“Hwed hasamate?’ Darian replied, feding oddly excited at the idea, though he didn’t know
why. “Whereisshe?’

“Back at the VVde, teaching the youngster to hunt. | wouldn’t have left if there were till young in
the nest, but by the time we were ready to go, the young one was fledged. Eagle-owlslay their eggsin
deep winter; they’ re hatched and fledged by the time most birds are going to nest, and once they’re no
longer in the nest, they don't need their father unless there’ s more than one to teach to hunt.” Snowfire
crosed hisarms over his chest, and gave Darian ameasuring look. “Now, you' ve spent plenty of timein
the forest, can you guesswhy they’ d do thingsthat way?’

“Uh - “ Darian thought hard. “ They build up for egg-laying in fal, when there salot of dumb
young animason their own for the first time. Then they St the eggsin winter, when thereisn’t quite as
much to eat but they also aren’t going to have to eat as much, then they have babiesto feed in deep
winter when there starts to be winter-kills and cold-kills lying around?’

“Good!” Snowfire applauded. “ Then, obvioudy, it'sagood time to teach the youngsters to hunt
when there are litters of very young and extremely stupid young rats, rabbits and squirrels about - not to
mention the odd snake or duckling.”

“Do you have abondbird?’ Darian asked Nightwind, curioudly.

She brokeinto pedls of laughter. “Mercy, no!” she managed after amoment. “Trust me, the
gryphons are more than enough for any poor trondi’irn to keep up with! Besides, with my temperament,
I’d likely end up with something like araven or acrow, and abird with that much mischief in him would
never be ableto resist snatching at gryphon ear-tufts and jewelry, and there would never be any peace!



How isyour head?’

“It's- fine!” hesaid in surprise, redizing that his headache had vanished without his noticing.

“That' s good, because you promised to help Ayshen with washing-up, and he'll be expecting you
about now,” Snowfire reminded him. “Now you'll be ableto talk to him - you might just go up and
remind him of your promise and surprise him. Thereisn’t anything about the Tayledrasthat Ayshen
doesn’t know - “

“ - and thereisn’'t anything that heisn't dying to gossip about - “ Nightwind interjected wryly,
with atilt of her head.

“ - s0if thereisanything you want to know, and you fed awkward about asking one of us, go
ahead and ask him,” Snowfire concluded, with awink.

Darian gave asgh of relief at that; there were things he wanted to know, but he' d felt
uncomfortable about talking to Snowfire about them. It wasn't that Snowfire wasn't kind, and it wasn't
asif the things he wanted to know were at dl persond, it wasjust - well - they fdlt like stupid questions,
and he was embarrassed to ask them of Snowfire. | look bad enough, with him having to rescue me
and all, hethought. | don’t want him thinking I’m so dumb that I’ m going to be nothing but a
bother to him.

“If you want to get back to Ayshen right now, just follow the path and only take right-hand
turns,” Nightwind added hel pfully. “When you' re done, wdll - by then, the rest of the scoutswill have
thought over what you' ve aready told them, and | suspect someonewill come fetch you for another
round of questions. And this time, you won't fed asif they’ retalking over your head!”

Darian beamed at her. “Thank you!” hetold her, both for the directionsto Ayshen’ skitchen, and
for understanding how horrid it had been to hear al those people chattering away, being certain they
were talking about him, and not being able to understand aword of it. Suddenly eager to find the
gossp-hungry hertasi and barrage him with adeluge of questions, he shyly took hisleave of both the
adults. Feding asif he had been freed from aleash, he sped off down the path, dwaystaking the
right-hand turns, until he found himsdf at hisgod, only alittlewinded. The hertasi, whowasmixing
something in alarge bowl, looked up at him in some surprise - probably because very few people ever
ran anywherein thistranquil-seeming place.

“Hdlo, Ayshen!” he said cheerfully, taking great pleasurein the way the hertasi’ s eyes widened
with surprise at his perfect Tayledras. “Herel am, just like | promised!”

“You and Tyrsdll arein aconspiracy over the boy, | know it. The two of you agreed to do
something with him,” Snowfire said - trying not to sound too accusing - as soon as the boy had run off.
“Just what have you two done to him? And don't try to play the innocent with me; no child who'sjust
had histeacher go up in flames before his eyes and his entire village overrun by bloodthirsty barbarians
can go running happily off to wash dished”

Darian had become cheerful - too cheerful - right after Tyrsdll laid in the Tayledraslanguage on
his memory. Tyrsdll was quite good enough to have meddled further with the boy’ s memory without
Snowfire noticing. Snowfire had seen the change in the boy’ s behavior at once; helost the haunted look
that wasin his eyes and sarted acting like a child on an adventure.

“Tyrsdll has put alittle ‘forgetfulnessloop’ in hismind at my suggestion,” Nightwind told him with
her usud forth-rightness. “Whenever he sartsto get frightened, anxious or stressed, he will forget what
he was getting upset about. He' Il know that his mentor is dead, objectively, but when the memory of that
fact startsto make him upset, he'll get distracted and then temporarily forget the fact. It sdtrictly a
paliative, and it will go away in afew days, but we can’t have ahysterica boy upsetting Starfal, you, and
other key people while you' re deciding what to do about this situation. Furthermore, as an Empath and
the only Hedler you have, | can't devote dl my timeto him.” Shelooked him straight inthe eye, as
chdlenging asthe dyheli had been. “1 went to Tyrsell this morning before you saw him and suggested it.
That waswhy he was so eager to volunteer his services”

“I’d wondered,” Snowfire growled, not at al happy with the way his opinions had been
subverted.

“I didn’t seeachoice,” shetold him flatly, with what Wintersky caled her “take no prisoners’



expression. “My only other course of action was to keep him sedated, and that would be very bad for
him. Thisway, he has a chance to absorb the situation without thinking about it for afew days, then try
and cometo termswith it - gradudly, instead of dl at once. And by then, you all should know more
about what’ s going on; you' |l be ableto tell him where his people are and what Vaddemar isgoing to do
about the attack. He'll be able to make some choicesfor himself with areasonable amount of
information, and we' |l see how he' sfitting in and what we re going to do with him.”

Snowfire knew he was going to have to accept whatever she told him she’ d done - not only
because it was aready an accomplished fact, but because he was not aHea er and an Empath, and his
opinionsredly didn’t matter. However, having Nightwind make the decision was abit more paatable
than Tyrsdl; Nightwind might primarily treat non-humans, but she hersalf was human, and her reasoning
came out of her human experience.

“All right,” he said with resignation. “I can see why you decided the way you did, and this is
better than keeping him drugged. And | know why you didn’t ask mefirst, because | would have argued
withyou.”

“And last night, | wasin no mood to argue with you; my intentionswere in the other direction
entirdly.” Shegrinned at him and fluttered her eyelashes coyly in away that drew an unwilling laugh out of
him. “ Asfor the headache potion, that was all it was. Now, if you need to question him more about the
attack - “

Snowfireinterrupted her with a shake of hishead. “I don’t think so. What we'll need are
descriptions of the village, where things are, at least for now. Kel and Hwed and | are going to do alittle
scouting there tonight, just to see who and what' s il there.”

She nodded. “ Then there should be no problem; his memories of the village before the attack are
going to be perfectly clear, just don’t be surprised if he blanks out in describing the things he thinks are
damaged. He' |l probably completely forget the fact that the bridge was burned, for instance.” Shelicked
her lips and twisted a strand of hair around her index finger as she paused for athought. “In fact, he's
very likely to act and talk asif thewholetownis still intact, so don’t correct him.”

“I won't. You say in his deeper thoughts he' s ill going to be aware of what happened, though?’
At her nod, he sighed, and gazed out over the pool for amoment, collecting histhoughts. If he'sgot it in
his deeper memories, those are what usually come out in dreams. “Well, we could belooking a
some interrupted nights, if he starts having nightmares.”

“If he does, we' Il move him into the Bower, and I'll ded withit. He I very likely have them, and
in some ways that would be good; if he does, they will mean he' s absorbing and coming to termswith the
experience on the deeper level.” Shedidn’t seem at dll adverse to having the boy in the “Bower,” the
haf-cavein the rocky cliff where she had built isolated facilities for those who were sick or injured. Well,
if shedidn’'t mind having her deep disturbed, Snowfire was not going to try to argue her out of it.

So he shrugged. “Once again - you are the expert; | am not. And much as| enjoy your company,
| have ascout’s meeting to gather - “

“So go gather it.” She paused, resting a hand againgt the side of hisface and making him look
deeply into her eyes so he could not miss her sincerity and her regret. “ Kechara, if | didn’'t haveto
balance a potentialy dangerous, even explosive Situation againgt this boy’ s needs, | wouldn't have made
thedecisons| have. But if | didn’t dso have hiswelfarein mind, | would have told you to pack him up
and send him off with Wintersky and a couple of dyhdli to the nearest large settlement. | think that for
now at least, he will be better treated among us. Now, | must be off, too, so go find your scouts.”

They parted, with Snowfire feding alittle better about Darian’ swelfare than he had been. When
it cameright down to it, the boy could not be in better hands.

It's been a long day, Snowfirethought, as he laced up his climbing boots by the light of thefire.
And it’s going to be a long night.

Darian was safely adeegp, and so, most probably, were the current inhabitants of Errold’s Grove.
It wastimefor that little scouting run.

Little? Not so little. I’ ve never run a sortie against an army before. But it’snot asif | don’'t
have the experience to carry it off. Snowfire had been an active scout Since he was a mere fourteen



winters old, athough he hadn’t been permitted in the field againgt human intruders for the first four years.
So how much different can they be, | wonder, than a large bandit gang?

Acrossthefirefrom him, Nightwind was getting Kelvren ready. Kevren's eyes pinned with
excitement, the pupils contracting to a mere nothing, then widening until there was nothing showing but
pupil, then contracting again. In thefirdight, the effect was particularly striking; his eyeslooked asif they
were flashing with agilded light as his golden irises appeared and disappeared. Nightwind calmly
tightened his harness at dl points, checking his gear, making certain that the amplifying meta
lacework-headband of the teleson set was properly in place under the feathers on his head, and that it
wasn't going to distract himin any way. Kevren's Mindspeech was't particularly strong, and thislittle
bit of metd filigree that looked so much like one of hisfavorite ornaments would help him reach Snowfire
without effort.

Snowfire was aready outfitted for a nighttime sortie; his costume of soft blacks and grayswas
much like his daylight scouting gear except for color - or rather, lack of it. He had streaked hisface with
random stripes of black-and-gray paint, and before he braided it, he had dusted hishair with a
charcoal-colored powder that would cling until washed out. He wore black gloves and soft, black boots
meade for climbing; his climbing staff wasin its sheath on his back and histhrowing-dartsin abandoleer
across his chest. There was aknife at his belt and another in each boot, thin and incredibly strong rope
with agrappling hook coiled in one pouch at his Sde, a strangling-wire in another, and adarker verson
of hisleather arm-guard strapped in place over his clothing for Hwed to land on in case he needed to.
He probably wouldn’t; Snowfire intended to be up in the tree-tops, and there should be plenty of places
for Hwed to land without choosing hisarm.

A smdll herd of three dyheli waiting patiently at hiselbow would carry him asfar asthe clearing
where he' d discovered Darian, or farther if it seemed safe; that way he would leave no footprints. A herd
of animaswould leave tracks that were much less suspicious than asingle animal. The plan caled for the
dyheli towait for him at the clearing until he returned. Kd, of course, would fly, leaving no tracks at dl.

“Think you' re ready for this?’ Nightwind whispered as she passed him, crossing to Kd’sleft sde
to continue her checks. He winked; he knew what she meant. He had made night sorties as a scout
countlesstimes, but thiswas Kelvren' sfirst “offensive act of war.” That was why the young gryphon was
S0 excited; he was about to prove his mettle, and he could hardly wait to get into the air. Hwed, by
contrast, was so utterly calm he seemed bored.

Kd was aswell-trained as any Silver Gryphon ever turned out by the Kded' d in, and since
Nightwind seemed completely confident in his abilities, Snowfire was prepared to be just as confident.
After dl, she had been aSilver for severad years before Kel even began histraining; she' d seen agreat
many gryphonswear that stylized badge, and she had once said that the Silver Gryphons had ways of
weeding out the unsuitable along time before they ever put on the badge and harness of afull Siiver.

Neverthdess, Snowfire hoped that Kelvren wouldn't wear himsalf out with excitement before
they ever got to Errold’ s Grove.

Snowfire gave his own equipment one last check, swung himself up onto the back of Sifyra, and
turned to Kdl. “Ready, partner?’ he asked.

The gryphon gave aquick, eager nod. “Rrrready!” he replied. Waiting none too patiently for
Snowfire shand sgnd, he launched himself skyward, followed amoment later by Hwed. Snowfire slittle
group of Sifyraand two maresfollowed a a careful trot. Dyhdli had much better night-vison than
horses, but the dark shadows benegth the trees could easily hold unpleasant surprises; there was no point
inrisking broken legs or ankles.

There was another reason for amore leisurely pace - Snowfire rode bareback. Since Sifyraand
the mareswould pretend to be a set of wild grazers, it would not do to have something as obvioudy
unnatural as a saddlepad strapped to his back. Not for the first time, Snowfire wished silently that dyheli
could manage the same smooth gaits as Companions dlegedly could. Likeal dyhdi, Sifyrahad a
prominent spine, and Snowfire expected to know the position and size of every vertebrain intimate detail
before the ride was over. One of hisfellow scouts had once described the dyheli as “backbones covered
with hair, balanced on four springs,” which was about as succinct a description as Snowfire had ever



heard.

If they’ d been ableto travel at awak instead of atrot, and if they hadn’'t been going into
dangerousterritory, the ride would have been stunningly beautiful. Asimpressive as these woods were by
day, at night they werefar lovelier, at least in Snowfire s opinion. Of course, he could have been biased
inthat direction by flying an owl.

The moon was at itsfull and well up, so soft, slvery shafts of light pierced the canopy and
illuminated patches of ground al around him. The night was anything but till; insects and frogs called or
sang, and an occasiond bird pierced the forest with its call, harsh or sweet. Other birds high overhead
caled complainingly astheir deep was disturbed, and batsflitted like bits of the darknessitself in and out
of the shafts of moonlight, chasing the moths drawn to dance there.

Snowfire was also aware of two other minds linked with his own - the ever-present dignity of
Hwed, and the unfamiliar exuberance of Kdl.

:We're waiting for you at the clearing,: Kel Sent back, and Snowfire sensed that he and
Hwed were perched side by sidein the concealing boughs of a greet tree on the farther Sde. : There's
no sign of any trouble, or any guards.:

Hwed confirmed Kd’ s observation without words, turning his head and peering through the
darkness so that Snowfire could seefor himsdlf. It was very strange to look through the owl’ s eyes; from
Hwed’ s point of view the place was as brightly-lit as daylight, although the colors were very faded. The
bondbird’ s eyes were so much keener than a human’ sthat Hwed had no trouble focusing on tiny details
far below him on the ground. The barbarians had packed up their two dead and |eft no redl traces of the
fight behind, except for abit of disturbed rock and scuffed earth.

Hwed’ skeen sight and hearing derted him to the smalest movements and faintest of sounds,
even so small asarat or amouse would make, so if there had been anyone | eft as a sentry out here,
Hwed would have spotted him without any trouble. So, the barbarians had not posted watchers out this
far from thevillage. Did that mean they had smply looted it and €ft?

| don’t think so; there wasn't enough there to loot. | think they had some other purposein
coming there, and that Starfall is right about what that purposeis. They're here for power, and
perhaps to establish a stronghold here on the border of Valdemar.

Motive was irrelevant right now, though; he was out here to learn facts, not speculate on motive.
:Go farther in,: hetold Hwed. :Go in until you’ ve spotted a sentry, then come back.: Here was
another advantage of flying an owl; sentrieswould neither hear nor see him, and that meant Hwed was
never atarget in night-stalks. That gave him adegree of security that those who flew other birds didn’t
have.

Hwed took off obediently. Snowfire stopped Kel before he could follow. :Wait for Hweel to
come back; | want to get as near as | safely can before | take to the trees. It might be easy for you
two to flit about, but I’m going to have to work to get in as far asthe first sentry.:

Hwed returned in fairly short order, and as Sifyra paced swiftly through the trees, Snowfire let
the dyheli set their own path as he concentrated on what Hweel had seen.

Hedirected Hwed and Kel to move nearer to the village, and gave Sifyrathe landmarksto look
for just asthey cameto the edge of the rock-strewn clearing. It seemed to hisimpatient soul to take
forever to reach the tree where Hwed and Kel waited, and he knew it seemed like twice that to them.
They wereready to go, and Kel probably fet that they hardly needed him.

Wéll, that’ s where those who are inexperienced differ from old hands. I'm Kd’ s backup,
whether or not he thinks he needs one.

He pulled out his climbing staff as Sifyra gpproached the giant trunk, and swung the bark-hook at
the body of the trunk with hisleft hand as Sifyraactualy came aongside. The hook bit solidly into the
bark of the trunk, and he pulled himsdlf up and off Sifyra’ s back and onto the rough bark of the tree with
his one good arm. As hisfeet cleared Sifyra’ s back, he sank hisright palm-clesat into the bark and used
the rough soles of his climbing boots to further brace himself in place. As soon ashe had apam grip and
secure footing, he swung the bark-hook up for his next step, and worked hisway up the trunk likea
tree-hare, and nearly asfast. Because he had chosen atree with rough bark, he was able to keep most of



hisweight on hislegs rather than hisarms, but by the time he got to where the others were perched, his
hair was damp with sweet and his muscles burning with fatigue.

Kd and Hwed were apair of oddly-shaped shadows crouched together amid the warm
semidarkness here in the boughs. The other two were not too impatient when he reached their bough, a
branch as broad as a highway and as easy to walk on. By that time, Sifyraand the mares had found a
patch of grass and were pretending to graze on it, with one wary eye out for hunters. “ Take meto where
thefirg sentry is, and I'll stop there,” he told the other two. “ Then you can go on; if something goes
wrong for you and you can't fly, | can take out the sentry before he knows there’ s anything going on, and
leaveaholeintheline”

Kd nodded. “That isssagood plan,” he acknowledged, with alittle surprisein hisvoice. “I had
not thought of having to passs ssssentrrries sson the grrrround.” Hwed just roused hisfeathers, ready to
be off. Thistime Kel dropped off the bough first, but Hweel, being smdler and more maneuverable
among the branches, was leading the gryphon before the latter had taken more than two wingstrokes.

Hwed was actudly guiding his bondmate as much as the gryphon. Now Snowfire followed them
by “waking the tree-road,” balancing aong the branches, and moving from tree to tree by following
Hwed to the intersections of branches and jumping from one to the next with the aid of either his
grappling hook and rope, or his climbing staff. It was easy enough to follow the boughs, and when he
needed a better look at a crossing, he examined it through Hwed’ seyes. This, in many ways, wasthe
part of hisdutiesthat Snowfire lived for. There was something about doing dl thisin near-darkness, with
the scent of bark and leaves dl about him, the sounds of insects and frogs far below, that made dl of his
sensescome dive. Hefet asif he could see with his skin, and as he concentrated on the placement of
each footstep, it seemed asif he and the forest were asingle living entity.

He had been doing this since he was old enough to walk, as had most Tayledras, and he didn’t
even think about the risks anymore, though occasiondly Ke would pause and perch to watch him, the
gryphon’smind fairly radiating pleasure and surprise. Thiswasjust something Tayledras did, and it was
largely how they were able to travel undetected through the forest. It was hard work, certainly, and
required agrest dedl of planning and concentration, more so since he had only one “good” arm, but he
was never afraid, any more than he was when walking on the ground. At thislevel in the canopy,
branches tended to intersect when they were about as big around as hiswaist; they were till broad and
easy to wak on, with very little sway. Higher up - well, things would have been more of achalenge.

He was pleased that he detected the movement of a sentry on the ground below only alittle later
than Hwedl did; he dowed at that moment, and crept forward, making no noise at al, until he reached the
trunk of the tree he wasin. Then he settled down with his back to the trunk to wait, concealed from
detection from below by the bulk of the branch.

Not that any barbarian would think to watch the tree canopy, even if he heard anoise above him.

Now Hweed and Kel went on; as soon as Snowfire was settled in place, he closed hiseyes and
opened his sensesto the owl, concentrating most of his attention on what the bondbird heard and saw.

For alittle while, that consisted mostly of branches going past, with occasiona backward
glimpsesto make certain Kel wasfollowing. But then, the growth up ahead vanished, and Hwed
swooped up to land on a branch overhanging open fields. A moment later, Kel landed beside him, and
the two of them looked down at the village of Errold’s Grove.

There seemed to be very little damage; only asingle house, acouple of barns, and a handful of
sheds were burned, athough those had been alowed to burn to the ground and there was nothing | eft of
them but piles of blackened rubble with atimber or two sticking out of the ashes. The bridge, amazingly
enough, was till there - a asingle place in the middle, the timbers of the floor had been replaced with a
paich of newer wood, obvious because it shone whitely in the moonlight. Evidently the fire that Justyn
had called had been put out before the bridge suffered much permanent damage. There was no other sign
of conflict.

Hwed could not smell the remnants of smoke from the burned-out buildings, for owls had no
sense of smell, but he could tasteit in the back of histhroat, and he sneezed asit irritated his nogtrils.
Snowfirefdt hisown noseitch in sympathy.



Therewere alot of horsesin makeshift enclosures at one side of the town. The houseswere
dark, not asingle light showing anywhere, and from the chimneys, alittle smoke trailed out, showing that
the fireswere banked until morning. There were no tents, no deeping formsin bedrolls out in the open.
However, there were more of those makeshift enclosures everywhere, and they were full of livestock.
Evidently the barbarianswere dl degping in houses, barns, and sheds, displacing the animalsinto the
open. Obvioudy they didn't careif the livestock broke loose or strayed during the night, probably
because those animaswere al destined for the cookpot sooner or later. To the conquerers of Errold's
Grove, those animal s represented a resource for the present, not the future.

The house nearest them looked asif it might have been Justyn’s cottage. Unlike theret, it had no
cottage-garden, and it seemed to match what Darian had told them about the place.

:There' s something odd over there - : Kel swooped ahead of Hwed, intent on getting a closer
look at whatever it was that he' d spotted.

That was when the two - things - crawled out from an airspace beneath the very house at the
edge of the village that Snowfire had been examining through Hwed’ s eyes.

‘Wyrsal: Snowfirewarned Kel - but they weren’t wyrsa, or not exactly. They had asimilar look
to them - asif someone had crossed a dog with a serpent, getting something with a hound-shaped body,
scaed skin, with the head amelding of viper and canine with sulfur-yellow eyes and fangs. But the wyrsa
Snowfire knew had the look of emaciated greyhounds, whereas these two -

Well, the big one was the size of apony and had the blocky, muscular look of amadtiff, and the
little one was the size and general configuration of aterrier. Whatever they were, they didn’t match the
wyrsa that Snowfire was familiar with.

Furthermore, they seemed to know exactly where Kel was.

Thelittle one started to make akind of high-pitched keening sound asit followed Kd’ sflight,
eyesgazing intently. It trotted after the gryphon, the bigger creature trailing behind, the smaller continuing
to emit the whining keen. With every passing moment the sound grew louder, and it would not be too
long before the creature’ s masters heard it and came to see what the matter was.

Kd looked down at the two creatures with some alarm, and ducked into the forest canopy to try
and losethem. :If | hide from them, they' 11 probably lose interest in me and go away,: hetold
Snowfire, coming to a soft landing on amassive branch screened from view from below by foliage.
Hweed swerved to follow them, coming down from above Kd’s perch. : They can’t possibly smell me,
the wind’s not in their favor, it’sin mine. Can wyrsa follow a scent?:

Snowfirewatched them trotting along, with thelittle one still making that annoying, whiny noise.

: Evidently no one told them that they’ re not supposed to be able to find you,: he suggested, asthe
two creatures broke into alope and wound up directly beneath Kel, looking up a him. : And yes, wyrsa
can follow a scent trail very well indeed.:

Ke suddenly dammed his shields up, locking Snowfire out of his mind with no warning
whatsoever, and flung himself off the branch in asteep dive.

Snowfire dipped quickly into Hwedl’ s head, acutely aware of how hel pless he wasto stop the
gryphon - and he didn’t even know what Kel planned to do!

Assuming he even had aplan -

Through Hwed’ s eyes, he saw the gryphon burst through the foliage at an angle so steep it
looked asif Ke wasfaling. It took the two creatures below him completely by surprise, too - they both
froze where they were for an instant, and that was an instant too long.

At the last possible second, the little one broke and ran, leaving the bigger oneto stand its
ground. That was the worst thing it could have done; it gave Kd the chance for atail-chase, and the
gryphon snapped open hiswings so abruptly that Snowfire winced, knowing how much the move would
hurt. Kel had made the classic aerid maneuver of trading height for speed; fast asthe little monster was
(and it was greyhound-quick), Kel wasfaster.

Hehit it with outstretched talons and bound to it, bringing it to the ground and pulling it to his
beak; beforeit could turn its own teeth or claws on him, Ke had snapped its neck, and just to make sure
it was deed, gave it adoglike shake.



By now the bigger creature was charging Kel from behind, but thistime Snowfire could do
something; he had dready directed Hwed to attack the bigger creature s head and eyes. Even if those
scalesarmored it, the eyeswould still be vulnerable, and it would stop to protect them.

Hwed went into adive of hisown, intending to make araking pass from behind. He hit the
creature shead just asit had covered about haf the distance between the tree and Kel, Hwed’ stalons
scraped across the scales without penetrating, but the silent and unexpected attack from behind
disoriented the creature and it stopped, whirling, to face whatever had struck it.

But of course, Hwed was already out of reach, and his attack had given Kel achanceto
recover. The gryphon launched into the air, dangling the body of the smdler creature from hisforeclaws,
pumping hiswingslaborioudy for afew moments, then going into ardatively shalow glide beneeth the
branches.

The larger creature snarled with rage, and followed; Hwed followed it, flying just above the
lower branches.

Kel glanced back over his shoulder to make sure the monster was till following him. When it
began to lag alittle, he dropped lower and dowed a bit, dangling the body of the little creature tauntingly
just out of reach. That seemed to drive the big one insane with fury, and it would redouble its efforts to
reach him.

Now Kd opened hisshiddsjust alittle, and Snowfire seized the advantage. : Just what do you
think you' re doing?: he demanded, trying not to project the thought with the edge of incipient hysteria
that he certainly felt.

:Leading the Big Dog away so | can kill it quietly,: Kd replied, sounding amazingly cool.

:I don’'t suppose anyone told you that wyrsa have poisonous fangs and claws, did they?: he
asked, just before Kel dammed his shidds shut again, locking him out. He tried not to curse with
frugtration.

At least | got the warning in, he consoled himsdf, and continued to watch through Hwed's
eyes. Hefigured that Kel would repest the same dive and tail chase he'd used to kill the“Little Dog”; he
didn’t expect what Kel actualy did, and neither did the “Big Dog.”

Kd suddenly dowed and went for height again, but at the top of his upward-reaching arc, he
flung the body of the“Little Dog” at the“Big Dog” with al of hisstrength.

Snowfire had forgotten that the structure of the gryphon’ sforelegs actudly alowed him to throw
thingsif he chose, and certainly the“Big Dog” hadn’t anticipated any such thing. The carcass hit the larger
anima dead-on, and sent it tumbling end-over-end, and then Kel went into adive.

If he' d stayed on the ground to meet it, the fight would have been equd, with Kd having the
advantage of size, but the“Big Dog” having the advantage of speed and poison. But Kel had no intention
of getting within reach of those fangs and claws, he made dive after raking dive, pounding the thing with
fisted talons that sent its head into the forest floor, and raking it with open talons with enough speed
behind him to penetrate even the tough scales that protected it.

Dive after dive he made, choosing to rake or strike based on what the monster itself was doing
and how well it had recovered from the previous hit. Snowfire held his breath and even the normally stoic
Hwed was excited, gripping the bough he had chosen with enough power to drive the talons through the
bark and deep into the wood.

It began to seem asiif the thing was indestructible; it had taken a dozen blows that would have
shattered the skull of alesser creature, and as many raking strikes that left furrows aong its head and
back. Wyrsa were known to be tough, but this monster was tougher than any wyrsa that Snowfire had
ever fought. Now Snowfire saw the wisdom of leading it away; had this combat taken place anywhere
near the village, Kel would have had an unwelcome audience in very short order.

What'’s he doing? Snowfire wondered, fretting. It was obviousto him that Kel had a plan, but
what wasit? Surely the gryphon could see for himself that hisworst blowsjust weren't having the effect
he wanted!

In fact, the monster had worked itsdf into the partid shelter of abush, and in amoment, Kel
wouldn’'t be abletoreachit at all.



Abruptly Kel did awingover and another steep dive, heading ddliberately into the bush!
Snowfireflung out ahand and stifled acry of dismay.

K crashed into the bush - and brought it down on top of the creature, pinning it completely to
the ground with so many branchesthat it was unableto move et al!

Kd stood up, still atop the bush, holding it and the creature pinned beneath it to the ground.
Then, in amanner that was dmost insulting, it was so casud, he began breaking twigs and brancheswith
his beak until he exposed the nape of the creature’ s neck. He contemplated it for amoment, asif
choosing exactly the right place. Then his head darted forward savagely, and he bit through scales, hide,
and ultimatdly, spine, sawing with hisbeak until the spine was completdly severed.

He stood atop the beast ill, until itsfinal convulsons were over. It took avery long time.

Finally the body went flaccid, and Kel cautioudy opened his shields again.

:I'msorry,: hesaid apologetically, but behind the veneer of apology was a seething cauldron of
satisfied bloodlust, the euphoria of conquest, the thrill of victory. : Thereis an old lesson of Tadrith
Wyrsabane' s first combat with a litter of Changed wyrsa, that could sense and eat magic. When
these followed me, | suspected that they were following the “ scent” of magic, and | didn‘t want to
give them a chance to get any farther than just the scent.:

: Apology accepted,: Snowfirereplied immediately. : And congratulations; you were truly
magnificent!:

:I was, wasn't I?: The reply was made with as much wonder as pride, and Snowfire chuckled
under his breath. :Well, if Hweel could come help carry the body of the Little Dog, | can take the
Big Dog, and we can drop them somewhere that they’ |l never be found. Is wyrsa meat
[p0i SONOUS?” :

:Not that | know of,: Snowfiretold him after amoment of thought. :I never saw dead
scavengers around the carcasses, anyway.:

:Then we'll dump themin a crotch up in the canopy,: Kd decided immediately. : Their
masterswill never find even a bone, then, and it will give the scavenger-birds a good meal or
two.:

So that was what they did, he and Hwed laboring heavily up into the canopy until they were well
screened from the ground, leaving the two bodies wedged tightly into forksin neighboring trees. Perhaps
eventudly boneswould fall down, but not until every scrap of flesh had been picked away or esten by
insects and larvae, and by then the matter of their masters should have been settled.

Afterward, both owl and gryphon rested while they conferred with Snowfire.

‘I honestly didn’t see anything that would make me think there were still any villagers
there,: Ke told the Tayledras, as he cleaned the mongters  blood fastidioudy from besk and talons. :I
will grant you, we weren't overhead long, but | can’t imagine where they would put the villagers if
there were as many fighters as the boy thought.:

Snowfire thought back on the brief 1ook that he' d had through Hwed’ s eyes, and tended to
agree. :We know they* ve fixed the bridge, and that most of the buildings are still intact; we know
that the enemy is still in possession of the place because of all the horses we saw. That’sreally
what we came to find out. If you want to go back, I’ m certainly ready.:

Ke sighed, and spread wings which were probably starting to ache. He' d put hisflying muscles
through agreat dedl of abuse, and just about now was when they would start to complain. :I think we
ought,: hereplied, trying to sound reluctant. :I hate to admit it, but I’ m not good for much more.:

:Oh, | think you could rise to the occasion if you had to,: Snowfire said encouragingly. :But |
see no reason why you should have to. You were mighty enough tonight. Let’s go home.:

‘Very well,: Ke replied, and took off - carefully - gaining atitude until he was above the
treetops.

Snowfire began the dower process of making hisway toward the clearing where the dyheli
waited.

But Kelvren could not contain his pleasurein silence. : You know, | really was good tonight.
Wasn't [?2:



Snowfire sensed a certain wonder behind the boast, and smiled. : Definitely,: hereplied with
warmth, too busy picking hisway through the canopy to give amore e aborate reply.

But Kd didn’t seem to mind; he was still intoxicated with success - and mostly talking to himsdlf.
‘I was,: Kd sghed with content. :I reallywas. . . ..

Sx

Snowfire kept having to hide his smile the next day when he encountered Kéd; the young gryphon
was S0 pleased with himsdf - not in any truly vain way, but smply full of joy and astonishment at hisown
daring deeds. He had probably been agreat dedl less sure of himsdlf at the time than he had pretended.
Infact, he reminded Snowfire of acertain young Tayledras after hisfirst successful misson, somefew
years ago. It was odd how certain things transcended the boundaries of species.

Nightwind, of course, had made a greeat fuss over Kel; over both of them, actualy, but shewas
more demongtrative with Kel. So when, after greeting the gryphon, he' d gone to her to ask her to make
sure he hadn’t done any damage to himsalf, he a so asked her why she' d been so effusive.

“I was beginning to think you were being alittle too enthusiagtic,” hetold her. “Y ou know, the
way doting mothers make a great fuss over a child who' s done something perfectly ordinary? 1 don't
mean to try to teach you your job, but Kel’s old enough to see through that sort of thing.”

“Gryphons, especialy young oneslike Kd, are alot more fragile than you' d think,” shetold
Snowfire, as she checked hisarm wound and rewrapped it. “They need agreat ded of encouragement
before they become secure in making their own judgments. It' safledging sort of thing; they redly go
through several stages of fledging, and the mogt criticd isin learning to trust their training and make their
own decisonsingtead of waiting for orders from someone dse.” She sedled down the end of the
bandage with afirm finger. “Heredly was very clever to remember Tadrith Wyrsabane, and the
Changed creatures he encountered. | can promise you that not onein adozen of the gryphons|1’ve
tended would remember atdethat old. Tadrith isancient history, and the young onestend to dismiss
history out of hand.”

Snowfire thanked her with a smile, then stretched out along the rock rimming the larger pool to
soak up the sun. That was his prescription for muscles aching from his unbaanced climbing last night. “1
think he may betrying to modd himsdf off this Tadrith,” he suggested. “It’ sjust athought, but the way he
Mindspoke the name suggested something of the sort to melast night.”

Nightwind unwound her hair from the knot at the back of her head, and shook it free; it fell in
rippling wavesto her waist. “1 can certainly think of worse examples, and gryphonsthat havetried to
follow them. Wdll, for one thing, trying to modd himsalf off Skandranon would be avery bad thing to do.
We don't have any stories of Skandranon as ayoung, rash, and fallible gryphon, only thosein which
Skandranon succeeds beyond anyone swildest dreams and pulls off another miraculous, heroic coup. By
thistime there is so much myth associated with the Black Gryphon thet trying to emulate him would be
impossible, and failing would be devastating. No, he could do alot worse than try to copy Tadrith
Wyrsabane; by the time Tadrith was growing up, White Gryphon was well established, and we have
plenty of tales about how difficult it wasfor him to make aname for himsdf in hisfather’ s shadow.”

Snowfirerolled over on his ssomach, and she began working on his back muscleswithout his
having to ask. He sighed with content - and occasionaly grunted in pain - as her hands worked out knots
and sore spots. He decided to change the subject - he really wasn't in the mood to discuss gryphonic
myth. “ About those little mongters - “

“Yip Dog and Attack Dog?’ she said; the terms were so strange he wasn't certain he'd heard
her correctly, and craned his head around to give her apuzzled look. She giggled at his expression.
“That' swhat | thought of when Kel described them to me. Thelittle one was like the small dogs one of
the Haileigh peoples created. They’ ve made pampered, spoiled pets out of a breed that was supposed to
be darm-dogs, very smdl, very fast, very annoying. When they see astranger, they svarm him, yipping;
we call them Yip Dogs, and when | reminded Kd of them, he agreed that the smaller creature was
exactly likeaYip Dog.”



“Huh. Good enough namefor it,” hereplied. “ So you think this Yip Dog was meant to raise
dams?

“I'msureof it - and I'm sure Kel was right. From his description, it detected the aura of magic
that isapart of every gryphon.” She sounded quite positive, and after amoment of thought, Snowfire
wasinclined to agree tentatively with that concluson. He couldn’t think of any other reason why it would
have been ableto find Kel in the heavy cover of the forest canopy.

“Do you think, perhaps, that it was intended to raise an darm against people screening
themsalves magically, or using magic to disable sentries? Or was it set to catch magestrying to use magic
to get past magical darms?’ he asked curioudly.

“I can't think of a better reason to have them,” shetold him, as she bore down hard on the small
of hisback. “After dl, they don’t know that the mage-storms are over, and amage-storm could disable
amagica protection. Animalss, on the other hand, deep more lightly than humans, and they aren’t
disabled when mage-energy isdisrupted. Fortunatdly, Ke followed hisinitia impulse, which wasto go
away from the place the Yip Dog was guarding. Otherwise, | think the whining might have escalated to
something alot louder. That'swhat thereal Yip Dogsdo; if you stay near what they consider to be their
territory, or worse, try to approach it, they get positively hysterica.”

“And the other - obvioudy the term Attack Dog suitsit.” Snowfire rested hischin on hisfolded
handsto keep it off the hard rock beneath him. “In fact, that’ s probably why they were paired. I
whatever the Yip Dog was warning about kept coming, the Attack Dog wasto hold it where it was until
the masters came.” He grinned alittle. “I1t must have been awfully puzzled about how to get at Kel!”

“Fortunately for us, the mastersdidn’t consider asortie by air.” She kneaded his shoulders
vigoroudy and he grunted. “ Does that hurt?’

“Yes, but don't stop. No, you're right about that. They must not know there are Tayledras
anywhere about, and they’ ve never encountered Kaled' a in before. All | can say is, it' sagood thing we
didn’'t have any human scouts on thisone.” The more he thought about it, the more grateful he was.
Tayledras scouts would have sent birdsin, seen nothing to worry about, and might perhaps have been
tempted to come down out of the trees and go in afoot to recconoiter. They would never have been able
to escape the fast-moving monsters - and only an eye-shot would have killed the beasts, given the way
that Hwed’ stalons just skidded off the scales.

“The Yip Dog was probably alerted by physica attributes such as scent and sound aswell as by
magic,” she agreed. “It wouldn’t be very bright to have them sound darms only for the presence of
megic.”

I’mjust glad there were only two of them. “I saw them through Hwed’ s eyes, and the things
did look likewyrsa,” hetold her, wondering if she had any more insights gleaned out of Kaled' din
history for him. * Or rather, it looked asif their ancestors could have been wyrsa. Now, that triggered a
dream last night of all kinds of creaturesthat looked asif. they also could have been bred from wyrsa,
and that made me wonder when | woke up thismorning if the being that Darian described asa*demon’
and the creature it was riding could have had wyrsa ancestors.” He cocked an eye back at her.

“That must have been one hdll of adream,” she observed. “I'mglad | didn’t shareit. Still.” She
paused to work on a particularly bad knot in his neck, and he clenched his teeth to keep from ye ping.
“The story saysthat the wyrsa Tadrith fought were definitely intelligent. And thereisno reason
whatsoever that there couldn’t have been more of them created somewhere else. Or at least, more
wyrsa Changed in different ways. The beasts aren’t exactly stupid, so it’ snot that greet ajump to
sgnificant inteligence”

“Intelligence enough to redlize that it would be to the monster’ s advantage to cooperate with a
human?’ he hazarded. “ And given that we have a mage with these barbarians who, we assume, aready
knows how to make Changechildren - “ He took a deep breath as shelet up on his shouldersabit. “You
seewherethisisgoing.”

“Yes, and | don't likeit. But it does makeit all the more imperative that we concentrate on
keeping Starfdl safe rather than messing about with these people and derting them to the fact that we're
here” He felt her hands starting to tremble. Was the imperturbable Nightwind actudly afraid?



She should be. Intelligent, humanlike versions of wyrsal That is a truly frightening thought.

“How did Darian deep last night?’ she asked, abruptly changing the subject hersdlf.

“Wintersky says he had a couple of nightmares, but nothing that even woke him. That’ s enough,
thanks.” Herolled back over and let the sun work on his chest muscles. “1 don’'t know what tonight will
bring, but so far - I’'m going to assume that minor nightmares are good, but the ones that send him out of
deep screaming in hysterics are bad?’

“Asagenera rule; we don't want him assmilating too much, too fast.” She stretched hersdlf out
on therock beside him “Ah, that feds good. He Il probably have ahysterical onein afew nights, though.
That is, if what Tyrsell did fades out at therate | think it will. It might go more quickly; he saboy with a
srong will, and that’ slikely to make him fight what we put in place.”

Snowfire sghed. “Wonderful. Well, if he getstoo hysterica for meto handle, remember your
promise”

Shelaughed. “Big, brave Tayledras warrior worried about alittle boy’ s nightmares?’

“Big, brave Tayledraswarrior needs hisdeep, or. heisn't going to be much good at protecting
annoying litte Kded ain trondi’irn,” he growled, cracking open an eye to see which side of her was
uppermost, and smacking her on the rump when he had atarget.

That, of course, led to her rolling him into the water, and him pulling her in, and a conversation
that had nothing whatsoever to do with Darian, Kelvren, or wyrsa.

Darian woke screaming from anightmare of fire, to find adeepy, yawning Snowfire kneding at
his pallet, shaking him gently. “Easy, Dar’ian,” the Hawkbrother was saying, asif he had been saying the
words over and over for sometime. “It' sal right; you're just dreaming. Wake up, little brother - *

Therewasalot of light around; where wasit coming from?*“1’m - awake,” Darian said, fedling
dazed and confused, and il full of asourceless grief and fear. “I’'m awake - “

“Good.” Snowfire smiled, but he had to put up ahand to cover his mouth asit turned-into a
yawn. That was when Darian saw the source of the illumination, after Snowfire moved. There was avery
dim globe of light hovering just at Snowfire s shoulder, and Darian stared at it, distracted for amoment. It
gartled him, but Snowfire didn’t act asif it was something strange.

“What' sthat?’ he asked, pointing to it.

“My mage-light,” the Hawkbrother replied casudly, asif he conjured such thingsadl thetime.
Perhaps he did - and Darian just hadn’t been awake at the right time to see them. He had been so
exhausted these last couple of daysthat he went to degp almost as soon as the sun went down. “Would
you likeit alittle brighter?” A heartbeat later, the glow intensified a measurable degree.

“Y ou can makethose?’ he said, garing at it. “Redly? Justyn couldn’t -

Then dl a once, asthe sound of his own voice screaming Justyn’s name echoed in hismemory,
hisfear and grief had asource; histhroat closed up, and he fought back tears. A man shouldn’t cry; tears
were usaless. They hadn’t brought back his parents, had they?“ Justyn’ s dead, isn't he?” he whispered,
closng hiseyesto hidethe pain. “He sredly dead.”

“Yes, little brother, heis” Snowfirereplied quietly, with an odd inflection in hisvoice. Darian
opened his eyes, to see the Hawkbrother looking down at him with - what? Pity? Understanding? He
couldn’t tell; he hadn’t seen anyonein Errold’ s Grove wearing ether expression around him.

Just then, over on the other side of the hut, Wintersky snorted in his deep, turned over, and
mumbled. That seemed to make up Snowfire’ s mind about something.

“Here,” he said, getting to hisfeet, and holding out his hand. “We shouldn’t wake Wintersky, and
| don't think you' Il be getting back to deep soon, so let’sgo for awalk.”

Darian hestantly accepted the outstretched hand; Snowfire pulled him to hisfeet, then turned
toward Hwed’ s perch and held out hisarm to the huge owl. He wasn't wearing his arm-guard, and
Darian gasped and winced as Hwed stepped onto the bare flesh - but the owl barely closed hisfeet
around the arm and half-spread hiswings to keep his balance instead of maintaining it by gripping the
am.

Snowfireturned to give him areassuring smile. “Remember, Hwed isv't an ordinary owl; I'm
only going to take him outside to et him step up onto the roof. He can be very soft-footed when he



needsto be for me.”

Yes, but if he gets unbalanced and can’t save himself, he may forget what’ s under those
talons - Mindful of that possibility, Darian stepped in front of Snowfire and held the curtain of vinesaside
so that the Hawkbrother wouldn't have to juggle vines and owl at the sametime. With anod of thanks,
Snowfire stepped out into the night, with the mage-light trailing at his shoulder. Darian followed him.

Once outsde, Snowfireraised hisarm just enough that Hwedl could move onto the end of an
exposed roof-beam. Hwed stepped off hisarm carefully, settled his feathers, looked al around, in that
bizarre way only owls could. His head went nearly al the way around, then he settled on adirection,
crouched down, and pushed off, flapping hard, vanishing slently into the darkness. Snowfire turned, just
asdlently, and after abackward glance a Darian, waked dowly dong the path.

After abreath of hesitation, Darian caught up with him. Wintersky had given him what he called
“deeping clothes’ - that was anew ideato Darian, who generally dept in that day’ s shirt and put on a
clean onein the morning, but he’ d obediently changed into the odd garments every night. He saw now
that Snowfirewore very smilar clothing; adraped, pullover shut of some light, loosaly-woven, cool
materia, and drawstring trousers gathered at the ankle made of the same stuff. Darian fdt alittlelikea
ghost, walking barefoot through the deeping camp in the pale garments.

Ghosts. . . how many ghosts haunted Errold’ s Grove now? One, at least. Or would Justyn have
stayed to haunt the place?

“What are you thinking?” Snowfire asked quietly, hardly above awhisper.

“| wasthinking - about Justyn,” he replied, feeling sorrow again riseto close histhroat.

“I think that he must have been avery good and brave man,” camethe quiet reply. “People of his
sort do not need to linger, haunting their old homes; ghosts are those who | eft things undone, and | cannot
think heleft anything undone that truly needed doing.”

“Where - “ He couldn’t manage anything more.

But Snowfire must have guessed his question. “Having had no personal experience of one who
has gone, | cannot give you firsthand evidence,” he replied, as one hand somehow cameto rest on
Darian’s shoulder as acomforting weight. “But - well, | know enough folk who have, whoseword |
trust, to make me certain that we do not smply ceaseto be. But asfor the nature of the path he took, the
fath we Tayledras professtells usthat each path is different, according to the belief and the nature of the
onewho takesit.” He paused. “1 am not certain what your people believe, but would you care to hear
what one who had been aHerald supposedly told one of my people?’

“I - yes,” Darian said, after amoment. One who had been a Herald? But Heralds don’t quit
being Heralds, so -

“Hesad, or so 1 wastold,” Snowfirereplied, interrupting Darian’ s thoughts, “that when aHerad
dies, heisgiven three choices. Oneisthat he may return again as a Herad-to-be, the second that he
return as a Companion, and the third isthat he have sometimein aplacewhereal hisdesresare
granted. | suspect that your teacher has been given the same choices.”

Darian blinked as his eyes blurred, and felt tears coursing down his cheeks. “1 hope - | hope
whatever he picked, he got a lot of magic!” he choked.

Snowfire’ shand closed briefly on hisshoulder. “I think that he must,” the Hawkbrother replied.
“Infact, | cannot imagine anything else.”

That was too much for Darian, and he lost hislast shreds of control. He ssumbled, and started to
sob, and found Snowfire holding him just the same way as hisfather used to when some childish grief
overcame him. Darian forgot that he was supposed to be a man, forgot that men didn’t cry - forgot
everything except that he had failed to help Justyn, he had failed to help bis father and mother, and now
they were al dead and he was utterly done.

He cried slently as he had learned to do since his parents’ death, sobs shaking hisframe, leaning
on Snowfire, who smply held him and rocked alittle from Sdeto Sde, saying nothing. And only when
theworst of histerrible grief had passed, did it dawn dimly on him that he redlly wasn't done after dll. . . .

Findly, there were no more tears |l ft, and Snowfire let him go at the exact ingtant when he
thought of pulling away, more than alittle embarrassed.



“Don’'t be ashamed for dlowing yourself to fed, little brother,” came the quiet words. “Y ou
should rather fed sorry for those who do not. They are either cripples- or very sick in soul.”

As he stared at the Hawkbrother in astonishment, Snowfire patted his shoulder. 1 think that a
midnight swim might be agood thing for both of us” he said, and gave Darian agentle push to start him
moving agan.

Darian wasin abit of adaze, and it seemed asif they only took afew stepsfarther before they
cameto the two ponds, their water reflecting the stars and adiver of moon above them. Snowfire smply
gripped off his garments and plunged in; after amoment of hesitation, Darian copied his example.

He had expected the water to fed cold, but he had been standing in the night air long enough that
it was only pleasantly cool. He swam back and forth on hisback, staring up a the stars, letting hismind
empty of everything. He didn't stop until hisarms and legs were tired and he was beginning to fed alittle
waterlogged. Only then did he stop to tread water, and saw Snowfire was back on the bank, putting on
his clothing, the mage-light still hovering near him, but much brighter now.

He paddled back to the same place, and looked up at atowel being held out for him to take. He
dried himsdlf off, and started to look around for his discarded clothing, but it wasn't where he' d Ift it.
Quickly, he wrapped the towel around hiswaist, wondering what had happened to it, when Snowfire
noticed his confusion and pointed. There, neetly folded on arock, was afresh set of garments.

“Hertas,” wasdl Snowfire said, as heturned his atention to carefully braiding hislong hair.
Quickly, Darian dipped into the clean clothes, and used the towel on hisown hair to cover his uncertainty
about what to do or say next.

“The sense of loss never leaves, little brother,” Snowfire said in aperfectly norma tone of voice.
“But it does grow less over time, aslong asyou permit yourself to fed. If you bottleit insde, it only eats
at you, until you are hollow and full of nothing but grief - ”

“How do you know?’" Darian blurted, feeling unaccountably angry - then he could have beaten
his head against atree for snapping at Snowfire so.

But Snowfire didn’t snap back; hejust finished braiding his hair and looked at Darian quizzically.
“Who told you that Tayledrasareimmorta?’ he asked. “Whoever he was, he was misinformed.”

Darian hung his heed, his cheeksburning. “I’'m sorry,” he mumbled. “I didn't mean. ...

“Youdidn't think,” Snowfire corrected, with akindly tonein hisvoice. “And given the hour and
the circumstances, | can hardly fault you. Y ou aretired, in every way. Much longer, and | will be
snapping in an ill-tempered snarl mysdf,”

Darian flushed even hotter, if that was possible. “1 can’'t imagine you ever doing anything wrong!”
he sammered.

To hissurprise, Snowfire chuckled. “Oh, Dar’ian, do not ever dlow Nightwind to hear you, or
shewill fill your earswith the myriad ways and timesin which | havetransgressed!” Herolled hiseyes
skyward. “I cannot even tell you which isworse - that she never forgets, or that sheisright far too often -
or a least, thinksthat sheidl”

To hissurprise, Darian found himsalf smiling alittle, for he had certainly heard the men of Errold’'s
Grove making the same complaintsin the “tavern.” “| guessdl ladies arelike that. The onesat home- “

He stopped in midsentence. There wasn't any “home’ anymore. And asfor the men who
frequented the tavern, he had no idea where they were or what had happened to them. Were they even
ill dive? Shouldn't he be getting help for them? What was he thinking of, lolling about in pondslike this,
when he should be helping the people of Errold’s Grove? How had he managed to forget the rest of his
people?

“What' sthe matter?” Snowfire asked, breaking into hissllence.

“| should - what am | till doing here?” he asked, fedling afrantic urge to do something, and not
knowing what he could do. He shifted his weight from one foot to the other in anervous dance. “I’ ve got
to go somewhere, got to get help. Why am | still here? | should be out there, trying to get somebody to
help us, not here, enjoying mysdf!”

Before he could yield to that urge and just run off into the darkness, Snowfire seized his elbow,
and somehow the mere touch calmed him. “Dar’ian, listen to me, and please believe me,” the



Hawkbrother said urgently. “Hweel and Kd and | have been to your village, the second night after you
cameto us - we saw no signsthat your people had been killed, and none that they had been captured
either. We arefairly sure they must have escaped completely. Y ou can be at ease, for it seemslikely that
they have dready found help!”

“But you're not completely sure?” Darian asked, wanting to believe, and not sure that he dared
to. “You think they’'redl right, but you -

“I could not be compl etely sure without going into the village and looking into al the houses,”
Snowfireinterrupted, and added, “1 think you will agree that thiswould not be a very wise course of
action.”

“Uh - probably not,” Darian replied, trying to think where people could have escaped to.

“Wethink that they probably went down theriver,” Snowfire continued. “Thereisaplacethere
with fortifications - some great lord’ s holding, we think?”

“Kemskeep,” Darian replied automaticaly, “Lord Breon’smanor.” And somehow, just being
ableto identify the place made him lose some of that feeling of frantic urgency. “What did you see when
you went back? | have to know! What if they didn’t get away, how would you know?’

“Then st here, and | will tell you.” Snowfire gestured at arock that seemed perfectly sculpted to
act asachair, and took another likeit. “1 do not know if you have been told this, but a Tayledras can see
through the eyes of hisbond-bird. | remained near where we found you, in the boughs, on the sameline
asthe sentries. Hwed and Kelvren went on, sinceit would be far lesslikely they would be detected than
ahuman, and it would be far easier for them to escapeif they were sghted.”

Darian nodded, leaning forward tensely to better hear Snowfire' s soft voice.

“The bridge crossing the river had been repaired, and it appeared that few of the buildings had
actually been burned, mostly ahandful of sheds. There were livestock in crude enclosuresin thefidds,
and many, many horsesin better enclosuresthere also.” Snowfiretilted his head and brushed a strand of
hair out of hiseyes, as Darian flinched at the thought of cows pastured in the young crops. “Why do you
wince?’

“They’ re edting the crops,” Darian explained, thinking with pain of dl the work that the villagers
had put into those fields, only to have those animals devouring the food that should have gone to feed the
village over the winter. “ Therewon't be anything to last until spring.”

“The barbarians of the north - which iswhat | believe these are - do not farm much; they are
mostly hunters. Crop growing isatask for women and thrals, and the men don’t trouble themsalves with
where food other than meat comesfrom.” Snowfire seemed lost in thought for amoment, then cameto
himsdf with ashake of hishead. “ Thistells me that the barns are empty of livestock, and there must be
something else in the barns. | count the horses, knowing that northern barbarians are not great horsemen,
and that there will be adozen men who fight afoot for every rider. | decided then that the barns must be
full of those soldiers, and the houses are full of the riders, who are of higher rank. Guessing & the
numbers by the number of horses, | would say that there was no room in the village for your own people,
and there are no people deeping out in the open. So, | think they must have escaped.”

“And then?’ Darian perssted. “ Then what happened?’

“Then Kelvren was discovered, and he and Hwed had to leave.” Snowfire shrugged el oquently.
“Sodoyouthink | amright?’

Darian tried to think, but he could not imagine where the villagers could be - other than escaped -
if they weren’t intheir own homes or in the barns. 1 guessthat must beright - “ he said, and suddenly
found himsdlf yawning. “But why can't you attack these people? Aren’t you supposed to be Vademar’'s
dlies? Aren't you going to help?’

“If we thought that your people were in danger, we would, regardless of the danger to us,”
Snowfire said firmly, “But, Darian, just what do you propose we should do? Y ou know how few of us
there are, and you had a glimpse of how many the enemy hasin hisranks.”

“But magic - “ Darian protested. “ Y ou can use magic -

“Not asyet,” Snowfiretold him. “Not in any way that will balance our smal numbers. Firgt, we
must seeif your people summon their own ad; it would be foolish, wouldn't it, if we tried to attack and



faled, only to see an army of your people come the next day?’

Having seen what the enemy could do, Darian had another word for it than “foolish.” He gulped,
thinking of what areal battle must look like. Not merely one man with awounded arm, but many people
hurt, even killed. And it wouldn't be strangers dying, it would be people he knew. The thought made him
sck to hisstomach. “I think that would be abad idea,” hereplied weskly.

“On the other hand,” Snowfire continued, in that same, reasonable tone of voice, “if wewait long
enough, the enemy will relax and drop some of their defenses. Even if help from your land does not come
at once, we may well have an opportunity to do them agreat ded of harm - perhaps even enough to
drive them away. That sort of fighting does tend to make the best use of our abilities.”

“With magic?’ Darian asked hopefully. Surely if even Snowfire, who said that he wasinferior as
amage, could do things even Justyn couldn’t - what could Starfall do?

“Wadll, you told us that there was a mage with these people,” Snowfire began.

“I did?’ Darian blurted.

Snowfire nodded. “When you told us of the creature riding the lizard - and the men with the
aspects of bears. Only amage can work such changes, which meant that there must be one among them.
Well, you know what has befallen magic and you know that our task isto reestablish order inthe
patterns of magic. Thismeansthat Starfall must, before al ese, seize control of the magic here”

“So that the other mage can’'t get it!” Darian exclamed.

“Exactly so. Then, once we have control of the magic energy, hewill be weaker. That isthe good
aspect.” Snowfire frowned. “ The bad aspect isthat this means Starfall will be busy holding the power,
and unable to do other things he would otherwise - such as watching the enemy from afar or protecting
usfrom the enemy’ smagic. And in the meantime, the enemy mageis not having to hold the
power-matrix, and heisfreeto act. None of the rest of usare hisequal, and | do not know that we could
be, even acting together. So - wewill ensure that some message comesto your people, caling for help,
and meanwhile we will wait to see what happens.”

Wait and see. Wasn't that what Justyn was dway's harping about? Petience.

But thistime, rushing into thingsis going to get people hurt and killed. He sghed, and
nodded his head.

“I guessthat’ swhat you'll haveto do,” he said rductantly. “But - *

Whatever he had intended to say wasinterrupted by an enormous yawn, and he found himsalf
blinking hard, trying to keep his eyes open.

“Hold the thought, little brother,” Snowfire said, and got up. “Whatever it is can wait until
morning. For now, deepiswaiting.”

Darian sumbled along in Snowfire swake, trying to keep histhoughtsin order. Therewas
something about Starfdl holding the magic - something important -

But whatever it was, it didn’t last past putting his head down on the pillow.

When he woke up, hismemories of last night and the nightmare that had awakened him were
waiting for him. Snowfire, however, waan't.

He went through most of the day, doing whatever choresthe hertasi or Hawkbrothers asked
him to, without once seeing his new mentor. He guessed that Snowfire must be out doing his job,
scouting, and that made him fed alittle better. Something was being done; it might not be obviousto him
just what it was, but clearly the Hawkbrothers were not lounging about looking decorative.

He helped Nightwind groom Kevren after the latter returned from his own scouting foray,
making certain that the enemy wasn't getting too near their encampment. Kelvren told him more of the
night-sortie, especidly the combat with the two smaller mongters; it was exciting, but scary, too, when he
thought how Kelvren could have been hurt. Now all those old stories about battles and fighting took on
an entirdly different complexion when he thought about these people he knew beinginthemiddle of al
the hewing and smiting and dl.

The notion of seeing Ke sick with poison - of Wintersky with some terrible wound, bleeding into
thedirt - it was horrible. Not that he hadn’t seen nasty injuries, because obvioudy he had, but to think of
such thingsbeinginflicted by other people on hisfriends, and on purpose, to hurt or kill them - well, it



was just entirely different from seeing the results of an accident, and it was hard to wrap his mind around
theidea Not just hard - ugly. It made him fed horrible indgdeto redlize that people could actualy want to
hurt other people. Oh, there were plenty of times when he’ d wanted something nasty to happen to other
people, but the wish was dways vague and ill-defined, and what he’ d wanted was for something to
happen to them, not that he wanted to inflict a hurt.

But - | think | could have hurt those men who were chasing me. He consdered it alittle
more. | know | could have hurt them. | was ready to shoot them. Herecdled quite clearly how he
had felt at the time - coldly calculating an eye-shot, asif the men were nothing more than tree-hares he
was hunting for the pot.

But they were going to kill me and Showfire. And they attacked the village. And for no
reason! Or, not for no reason, but not for any good reason.

When hefinished with Kl - who had really enjoyed being able to tell someone about hisfight -
Wintersky caught him before anyone e se did.

“We need to get the hawk furniturein order,” Wintersky told him, “and you' re the only onefree,”
without any explanations of what “ hawk furniture” was, or how to get it in order. Instead, the youngest of
the Hawkbrothersleft himin the charge of apainfully shy hertasi in someone se' shut, the entire | eft
gdeof whichwasfull of - hawk furniture.

Which was not little chairs and tablesfor birds of prey, as hisimagination had devised, but the
bits and pieces of hawk equipment needed for the bondbirds.

For dl their intelligence, bondbirds were ill hawks, and ahood dipped over their headswould
let them deep in anoisy and brightly-lit room. “Darkness - makesthem deep,” thelittle hertas
whispered, cupping her hands over her eyesby way of illusiration. “If the bondmate needs to be awake,
the bird must till deep - to fed well, they must deep from dawn to dusk.”

She showed him how to clean the hoods, made of hard, but extremely thin lesther, odd bulges
over the areas of the eyesto keep from touching the lids. Then, when he had cleaned them, she showed
him how to repair those that were damaged. Most often, it was the braces, the leather thongsthat held
the hoods shut at the back, that were damaged, broken, or worn out. That was easy to fix, once he saw
the odd way in which they were laced, so that a Hawkbrother could tighten or loosen the hood with one
hand and histeeth. But sometimes what was damaged was the welt of leather protecting the raw edge of
the bottom of the hood, or the ornamental knot on top, which was supposed to be used to take the hood
off and put it on. The hertasi let him repair the smplest of these, but for the redlly complicated repairs,
such asrestitching the eye-covers, sheinsisted on doing the work while he watched. It was fascinating,
for hewould not have thought that such stubby little fingers could take such delicate stitches.

Most of the bondbirds didn’t need restraints, such asjesses, but al of them wore the bracelets
on their anklesthat the jessesfitted through. The bracelets were good for other things, for tying alight
string onto, for ingtance, that a bird could carry up and over ahigh branch, so that arope could be pulled
up afterward. So the hertas taught him how to cut and oil such bracelets - then how to make leather- or
rope-wrapped and padded perches as well. Hawks took wall- or floor-perches of tree limbswrapped in
leather, whilefacons, it seemed, required perches made of upthrust sections of stump, like upthrusting
rocks, but padded so that the talons of a deeping bird had something to grip. Care of the feet, it seemed,
was dl-important, and sharp talons were hard on wrapped perches. Perches had to be made to
withstand hard use, but not made of things that would bruise or abrade the feet; bruised or cut feet could
infect, leading to a state called *“bumblefoot,” which in turn could cripple abird if not adequately treated.

Helearned more about birds of prey in that morning than he had ever learned in hislife, and
when he and the little lizard were done, every bit of equipment that could be mended, had been.

Then it wastimefor lunch, and timeto help clean potsfor abit.

It occurred to him after lunch, as he stood beside a-haf barrel with hisarms up to the elbow in
warm, dippery, soapy water, that he had seldom worked this hard with poor Justyn. But thisdidn’t
bother him at dl, and that was the odd thing.

Maybe it’sjust - it’sjust that no one shouts at me, or tells me what a terrible, ungrateful
child I am, he concluded. It’ s not so bad to work when no one is scolding you.



Of course, he'd never had such interesting work before, which might have been the reason.
Ayshen dways had funny or fascinating thingsto tell him while he scrubbed pots, and mending the hawk
furniture had been something entirely different from anything he' d ever done before. It wasn't hard to get
through a chore when someone was chatting to you and making jokes, and when the chore required
concentration and delicacy, timejust flew by.

And asfor helping to tend Kelvren, well, he had felt positively honored. 1t had been an amazing
thing, to touch the gryphon’ s huge feathers, and make sure the killing talons were pinprick sharp and
immaculaey clean.

Odd, he thought, as Ayshen |eft him aone for amoment, to tend to the bake ovens, | thought
Kelvren was so old, older than Showfire, but it was almost asif he was my age. | wonder how old
he really is? Therewasno way of telling with abird, of course. They didn’t exactly show their agein any
way that he could recognize.

| likeit here, hethought, with yearning, as he watched Ayshen'sback. | wish | could stay.

If only there was some way that he could! When things got back to norma, would anyone at
Errold’ s Grove ever want him back? Was there the faintest chance that the Hawkbrothers would want
himwith them?

And what if things never got back to norma? What if no one wanted to go back to the village?
Would the Hawkbrothers be willing to give him ahome?

Last night Showfire kept calling me * little brother.” Isthat just something he calls every
boy, or -

“Dar’ian!” Wintersky popped up behind his back, and he yelped in startlement, dropping the
bowl he' d been scrubbing back into the water. Wintersky jumped with amazing agility right out of the
way, and didn’t even get asingle drop of water on himsdlf. He laughed, and clapped Darian on the back.
“Sorry! Didn't mean to creep up onyou like that, it' s just habit. Snowfire wants you for amoment, if
Ayshen doesn't mind.”

“Not at dl,” the hertasi said without turning. “He' s done twice the work of any of you
clumsy-handed louts. He can consider hiswork done for the day.”

“Why, Ayshen, | am crushed!” Wintersky mocked, and threw Darian atowel to wipe himsdlf
down with. “Come on, thiswon't take long.”

Wondering what Snowfire could want, Darian followed the younger Tayledraswith increasing
curiosity. He became even more puzzled, and alittle uneasy, when Wintersky brought him down avery
narrow path into a part of the encampment where he had never been before. It was heavily overgrown,
cool, dim, and so quiet he could hear himself breathing. The path ended in aplace completely
overshadowed by the branches of the oldest and largest willow Darian had ever seen, with the usua log
hut built right up against the trunk of the tree, which was easily asbig around asthe hut itself. No grass
could possibly grow here, but that lack was more than made up for by the thick moss carpeting the area.
Sitting on a bow perch besde the door was a handsome cooperi hawk, watching everything with dert,
reddish-yellow eyes.

Waiting for Darian were Snowfire and Starfall. The Adept looked very tired, asif he had been
working al night, and Darian wondered if he had gotten any rest at al. They must be taking me
seriously enough that Starfall is working himself as hard as he can to keep those people from
getting at the magic. That was oddly reassuring.

“Dar’ian, | understand you have been agreat ded of help to us,” Starfal said, by way of a
greding.

Caught off guard, Darian shrugged. “I guess 0. Haveto earn my keep, don’t 17" Hewinched a
little, inwardly, for hiswords didn’t sound very polite, but Starfal didn’t seem offended.

“We do expect al of thosein our own group to do their shareif they are not disabled,” the older
man said gravely. “We are not so well-equipped that we cannot use another pair of hands. Infact - he
cast aglance at Snowfire,” - we could use that pair of hands on a more permanent basis, if that would
it you.”

Darian stared at him, quite certain that his new-won ability to understand Tayledras must be



faulty.

Starfdl perssted, grave but earnest. “ Our impression isthat you do not fed any truly strong ties
to those of your people that remain. Isthat impression true?’

He shook his head alittle, hardly able to believe what he was hearing. Was Starfdl making the
offer that he thought? Starfdl was clearly waiting for an answer, and Darian was Sartled enough to give
him stark, unvarnished truth. “Uh, I’ d say they’ d probably be happy to seethe last of meright now,” he
admitted, shamefaced. “With no Master, | go back on the villageto carefor, and | don’t think any of
them would care to apprentice me now.”

Bet they could find all kinds of excuses not to, in fact, he thought with sudden bleakness, for
how could Starfall take that asany kind of arecommendation?

“Then, would you careto remain with us?” Starfal asked, watching hisface intently. “ Snowfire
has offered to take you as his younger sibling, and that isal that | need as Elder.”

“But thereisacondition,” Snowfire sad warningly, before Darian could burst out with an
astonished and immediate acceptance. *Y ou must agreeto - to ‘ gpprentice’ to me, in the matter of
magic, at least for aslong as | have the ability to teach you. Y ou may outstrip me; | do not yet know how
strong your Gifts may be, and if that happens, you must go to ared teacher, Starfal, by preference.”

“And we shdl be gone from our home Vae for sometime, severa years, perhaps, working to
establish the ley-lines and nodes dl through the northern part of Vademar,” Starfdl added, watching him
closdy. “So you will not actualy see our Vae until our work isdone. If you were hoping for exotic
surroundings, well, our surroundingswill belessand lessexatic al thetimethat we areout. That is
another reason for usto want you with us. It would be good to have someone who has anative's
command of thistongue at our disposd.”

Darian stood rock-till, thinking furioudy. So, that wasto be the price of being given aplace here
- that he must continue the tedious study of magic. Of dl the things he wanted to learn, surdly that wasthe
last onthelidt!

But perhaps he was doing Snowfire an injustice. Justyn was hardly the best teacher in the world,
and as a practitioner, he was even worse. Maybe it wouldn't be so bad if he was studying with someone
who actudly knew something.

And evenif it wasjust astedious and boring asit had been with Justyn, well, wasn't that a small
priceto pay to be where he was actually wanted?

And Snhowfire says he wants me for a brother? Me? They want meto be areal
Hawkbrother?

He made ared effort to contain his excitement, but it surely showed. He stifled his urge to shout,
and somehow managed to turn agrave face toward the Adept.

“I would liketo stay, very much, Elder,” he said &t lagt, with alittle bow to Starfdll. “I am
honored that you ask me, and | certainly accept! | promisethat | will do al that | can to help everyone
here, and | will try to be more patient in learning magic.”

Starfall smiled, and motioned him closer. Taking his hand, the Adept placed apendant into it. It
was a hawk-talon, mounted in silver; the mounting was decorated with a blue moonstone and strung on a
beaded chain. “Welcometo k'Vaa, then, little brother,” he said warmly, as he closed Darian’ s hand
around the talon. *'Y ou must wear this as atoken of your acceptance into the Clan, as Nightwind does.

Y ou both bear the talons of my father’ s great suntail hawk-eagle, Skyr, who shared my father’ slabors as
aHealing Adept and went to white at the age of only four. | know that you will be worthy of the token,
even asNightwind is”

Snowfire took the talon from Darian’s nervelessfingers and put it around his neck. Darian looked
up a him, trying to find the right wordsto thank him, and failing completely - but Snowfire acted asif he
hed dready said them.

“Y ou have labored long and hard already, and | am not minded to begin your lessonswith one
today, little brother,” the younger Hawkbrother said as he clasped and released Darian’ s shoulders.
“Why not go out into the forest for atime? It will cool your mind and help you think.”

If there was one thing that Darian agreed with, it was that he needed sometimeto think thisover.



He nodded. “But - do | need to have someone with me?’ he asked, hoping that the answer would be
“no.”

Snowfire shook hishead. “ That horse that we stoleisin need of exercise,” he suggested. “Go
take it about for awhile. Y ou will be safe enough, riding, and you won't have to worry about dyhdli
chatter in your mind.” The corner of his mouth twitched alittle, suggesting to Darian that although the
remark was intended as amusement, Snowfire had suffered “ dyheli chatter” in the past.

As he hesitated amoment, Starfall nodded at the entrance to hislittle sanctuary. “ Off with you,
young one. | am the one most needful of your elder brother’ s skills at the moment. We have some tricky
work ahead of us before we can rest thisday.”

Perhaps yesterday such adismissa would have made Darian sullen and resentful, suspecting that
they were getting rid of him so that they could discuss him. But now - now he had no such fedlings. If
Starfal said they had work, then they had work, and he would only get in the way. He sammered his
thanksto both of them, and turned and ran, his heart hammering with so many mixed fedingsthat he
couldn’t sort them out properly.

He dready knew where the horse was; in the pasture, being guarded by the dyheli herd and kept
from straying. He guessed that the tack would be in ahut he knew was used for storing thingswith no
immediate use, and sure enough, it was. He hadn’t saddled many horsesin hislife, but with the help of
two amused dyhdli who kept the nag from running off half-equipped, he managed to get dl the gear onin
the proper manner. It wasn't that the horse was at al ill-tempered, it was more asif it expected bad
treatment; it didn’t fight him, but if it could get away without being saddled and bridled, it would be very
happy to do so.

The horse sghed with resgnation as he clambered into the saddle, his scomach aching reflexively
as herecalled the last time he' d ridden the beast. But it seemed tractable enough, and it moved out of the
entranceto the valey a acamwalk.

Darian was used to finding hisway in the Forest, and had no fear that he was going to get lost.
He set agenerd course southward, but otherwise let the horse haveits head, and it ambled on beneath
the treeswhile he let his own thoughts wander. They tended to stray into mere contemplation of his
surroundings,; it was so easy to let hismind go blank as he admired a golden shaft of sunlight piercing the
green gloom, then saw with surprised ddight asingle flower basking initswarmth like a preciousjewe
displayed for hisadmiration. It was more comfortable to contemplate the magjesty of the enormoustree
trunksrising in anever-ending vistaof columnsal around him than to contemplate his own future. And
the liquid notes of birdsong dropping tranquilly down through the boughs were infinitely preferable to the
discords of his past.

Everywhere he looked, he saw things that his parents would have drawn his attention to, if they
had been there. Summer was not atimeto trgp for furs, so his summersin the past had been spent in
exploration. Herein the hills, wonderful and magical spots seemed hidden in every valey. Sometimesit
was a sparkling stream burbling over a stone-filled bed. Sometimes the stream poured down the side of
the hill in aseries of exuberant waterfals. He caught sight of apair of doeswith their fawns, grazingina
tiny pocket of meadow, surrounded by moss-covered boulders. Once they passed afdlen tree that
supported an entire community of plants and ferns on its decaying, moss-covered side.

All waswell for sometime; the horse, given no commands, choseto eat as much as he walked.
He meandered from one sparse bit of grass to the next. The grass beneath the tree canopy wasthin and
tended to grow in widely-spaced, wispy clumps; thick growths of fern and moss were more common
here than grasses, and the horse disdained both. Darian let the reins hang loose on the horse' s neck,
engrossed in hisown increasingly troubled thoughts.

Thaose thoughts weren't really coherent; too much had happened to him for coherency. He had
the vague feding that perhaps this was the root of what bothered him - events had taken him so
completely by surprise that he wasn't acting anymore, he was reecting.

At least before, when anything happened to me, it was generally because I’ d already done
something to make those things happen, hethought. And it was usually something that | knew
would make trouble. It wastrue he hadn’t had alot of control over hisown life, but at least he'd had



some, and he'd had choices, eveniif it was only the choice to resst what other people had in mind for
him.

But now - fate or chance was hitting him with one hammer blow after another, not even giving
him the time to red back from one blow before damming him with the next. Being invited to join the
Hawkbrothers was the first thing that had happened in days that involved any choice for him.

And now that he' d accepted, he felt strange. There was a creeping sense that he had betrayed
the people of Errold’s Grove in someway, and yet at the same time he resented the fact that he felt that
way. What right had they to claim hisloyaty?Why should he chain hisfate to theirs?

There was guilt, too, agreat ded of it, and hewasn't at al sure what to do about it. What had
happened to the folk of the village? He hadn’t made any red effort to find out. Surely he ought to at least
do that. And no matter what Snowfire said, how could anyone be sure there was nothing that he could
have done that would have saved Justyn? Maybe if he' d been beside his master on that bridge, the way
any good gpprentice would have been, the outcome would have been different. All right, so hedidn’t
have any real magic yet, but he'd learned alot & the side of his parents, and maybe he would have been
able to do something that would have saved them both. | could have jumped off the bridge when he
set it afire, and dragged him along with me. | can swim, even if he couldn’t. Or - Hismind buzzed
with ahundred absurd things he might have done, or could have done, or thought he could have done,
and dl of them just made him fed guiltier.

He became so engrossed in his thoughts that he didn’t reslize that the horse had stopped eating
and was sneaking through the forest at afag, if furtive, walk, until he saw alandmark he recognized with
adart. He knew then that they were getting far. too close to Errold’ s Grove for comfort and made a
grabfor thereins.

But the horse was an older hand at this game than he was; with aflip of itshead, it tossed the
reinsout of reach, and increased its pace. Darian didn’t have to be able to read its thoughts to know
what they were - the beast had scented its herdmates, and it was going to get back to them by whatever
meansit took. The blacksmith had explained once why dl the horsesin the village were kept in asingle
herd; horses weren't happy aone, and even though the Errold’ s Grove “herd” wasn't a breeding herd,
the lack of atallion was no impediment to the horses' comfort in each other.

This horse probably felt the same about the rest of the horses he was used to being with, and no
dim memory of mistrestment was going to overwhelm the urgent need on his part to get back to the
safety of the herd. Darian considered trying to throw himsdlf out of the saddle, but the horse was going
faster now, and suddenly the ground seemed very far away to aboy who'd never done more than stedl
rides on the innkeeper’ s old pony. With the horse moving, he didn’t know how to get himsdlf out of the
saddle and onto the ground without bresking something. So hejust held grimly to the saddle, gritted his
teeth againgt the jolting, and prayed that they wouldn't run into any enemy sentries.

Thetrees cleared away up ahead, and Darian felt his heart stop with terror as he thought they
were almost at the village. But the horse hesitated as the tree cover thinned, and Darian managed to
seize the reins before the recalcitrant beast managed to bolt into the middle of town.

But then, Darian redlized that the daylight ahead of them was not the daylight of the cleared
fields. Somehow the horse had managed to come out of the forest at the top of the only bluff that
overlooked the village. How it had managed that, Darian had no clue, but once he dismounted and led
the horse cautioudly to the edge of the bluff, he had as good aview of thevillage asif he d been dttingin
oneof thetrees.

But what he saw made his skin crawl, and filled him with the desperate feding he had to do
something, along with the knowledge that there was nothing he could do.

In the distant fields were people, people he recognized, toiling like beastsin the heat of midday.
Hitched to plowslike oxen were the biggest men of the village, swesting beneath the blows of awhip
held in the hands of a stranger. Behind them, guiding the plows through the fields meant to be sown with
late-ripening crops, were the women, who were dso chained in their places. Othersworked, chained a
thewaist in pairs, beneath the watchful eyes of more strangers. These men weren't wearing the armor
that Darian remembered, but he knew they must be the same men who had invaded the village.



Asto why men were being used to pull the plowsinstead of oxen, well, the smdll of roasting beef
coming up the bluff certainly provided areasonable explanation. There were no oxen now, and the
horses had probably been confiscated to serve the army.

How many of the villagers had been recaptured? Enough, evidently, to providefidd-davesfor
their conquerors.

Darian found his hands clenched on his bow without any memory of reaching for it. He could
sneak in closer, get aposition up in one of the trees, and start picking off guards. They weren’t wearing
armor; they’ d be easy shots -

| could kill all the guards | see and they could escape, | could lead themto the
Hawkbrothers -

Right. He could kill al the guards that he could see. How many more men were there that he
couldn’t see? If they’ d gotten to the point this quickly of killing and eating the oxen - tough meet at best -
Anger flooded him next, anger at the Hawkbrothers. Why hadn’t they told him the truth?

It faded as quickly asit came. They hadn’t told him, perhaps, because they didn’t know
themselves. It was entirely possible that this was thefirgt day the villagers had been put to work in the
fields Why should the enemy have put them out? It would have been more logica for them to take their
captives away; sdl them, perhaps, or put them to work in their own fields back in the northern mountains.

Unless, of course, they had decided to stay.

He couldn’t do anything here, and this was information that the Hawkbrothers didn’t have. He
had to get back, as quickly as he could.

I’ snot cowardiceto go. | can’'t do anything by mysdlf, and Stariall and the rest need to know
what's happened here.

Carefully, he backed the horse into the heavier cover before he mounted. He considered his next
move carefully. He hadn't redlly been paying attention when the horse took off on its own. Somehow, if
there were sentries (and there probably were) the horse had managed to thread its way past them
without being spotted. So if he could retrace the horse' s path, he could do the same.

Findly, finally something he could do right! He felt agrin stretch his mouth, an expression that
had not been on hislips since his parents died. If? Say rather, how quickly. The day he could not track a
shod horse in the soft earth of the forest floor would be a day when he renounced his heritage and asked
to be apprenticed to aclerk!

He had to cast around a bit before he found the clear trail; it had gotten alittle muddled when he
finally got control of the reins back from the stubborn beast. But once he found the trail, the rest was
essy.

He soon saw how the horse had gotten up onto the bluff without hisredlizing it; the beast had
wound a zigzag course up the dope, taking the ascent so gradually that he hadn’t known they were
climbing. He was tempted to cut straight down, but reminded himsdlf that the horse had managed to
avoid the sentries this way; it wouldn't be agood idea to take what appeared to be a shorter path only to
run into one of the enemy.

The horse didn’t want to be ridden away from its mates, and fought him for agood long time,
which didn’t make finding the path more difficult, but did take up more valuable time. It was sunset by the
time that Darian got to a point where he wasfairly certain that there were no enemies to watch ouit for.
By then, the horse was tired enough to stop fighting, which was just aswell, because Darian’ s temper
was frayed to athin strand, and he wasin no mood for further nonsense.

With aclear path ahead of them, Darian findly got some revenge; he smacked the horse’srump
with his unstrung bow, startling it into atired gallop, and headed for the Hawkbrother encampment asfast
asthe miserable beast would go.

Weary and aching, Darian found himself the center of another Council, but now he understood
what was being said, which was certainly an improvement over the last time.

Hwed had met him outside the valey, and Snowfire a the entrance; Darian had feared anger or
reproach for being gone so long, but to his surprise, Snowfire had been perfectly calm right up until the
moment he had gotten within speaking distance and blurted, “1’ ve been to Errold’ s Grovel They'redl



daved”

Snowfire' s expresson had changed completely in that moment, and Darian found himsdlf swept
off the horse and into the middle of a Council that was assembled so hagtily that people actudly came
running to the clearing while pulling on tunics or holding haf-braided hair in one hand. Hertasi smply
appeared with boots, shirts, food, hair-thongs, or anything € se that had been forgotten, and vanished
again. One of them left abowl of stew, bread, and teaat Darian’ s hand without him ever actualy seeing
the food |€eft there, just the flash of adeparting tailtip.

Asfirdight flickered on the concerned faces of his Hawkbrother hosts, he alternated bites of
stew and gulps of teawith words of explanation.

The only person missing from this council sesson was Starfdl, but dthough no one said anything,
Darian guessed from what wasn't said that Starfall had more than enough problems of hisown.

Finally the others stopped firing questions at him and began aworried discusson among
themsalves. Darian turned his own attention to the remains of hismedl, too tired and hungry to redly think
of anything else. As he wiped the bowl with hisbread, Wintersky came and sat on arock beside him.

“I hope you don'’t think we deceived you, Dar’ian,” the young man said, leaning forward
earnestly. “ After the way that Kel and Hweel were caught by those magic-sniffing creatures, we didn't
want to risk anything or anyone that might set off more such guardians, and someone kept us from being
ableto use scrying to set awatch on the place magically. And it didn’t seem advisableto risk being seen
oursalves - the enemy doesn’'t know we're here, and if he did, he might decide to attack. We were
certain that al the barbarians had were houses, some stock, but never people. If we' d had any idea that
those barbarians had your people, we' d have risked more to find out for certain, then to do something
for them - “

“I know!” Darian interrupted, just as earnestly. He scratched his head, and gave Wintersky an
anxious smile. “1 was mad at firdt, but, well, | had alot of timeto think on theride back. | trust your
word; | know that - if you say you would have done something, if you' d known what was going on, then
you would have.”

“We should have made sure.”

Darian looked up, and saw Snowfire standing over him, his eyes expressionless and flat,
shadowsflitting over hisface asthelight from the fire shifted and changed. “We should have made sure,”
the Hawkbrother repeated harshly. “That was amistake on our part. I’ m sorry, Dar’ian.”

Darian shrugged awkwardly. “Wintersky was explaining - and I’ d kind of figured some of it out
mysdlf. Y ou thought everything was al right. And you and Starfal were busy,” he reminded his mentor
shyly. “Y ou told me yoursdf, you have to fix the magic so nooneesecan get at it - “ Suddenly, the
thought he' d set aside last night came back to him. * Snowfire, how are you doing that? Are you making
just - uhm - what’ sthe word - nodes the way they used to be?’

Snowfire s expression changed, and he looked down a Darian with speculation. “Not exactly.
Why?’

Darian licked hislips, and wondered just how stupid he was going to sound. After al, compared
to what the Hawkbrothers knew, he didn’t know much of anything about magic, realy. But ill. . . .

“There sdefinitely amage with the enemy, right?’ Darian asked. “1 mean with them, a Errold’'s
Grove, not just working with them or behind the attack.”

Snowfire nodded. “I cannot imagine how they could be blocking our scrying if there wasn't.”

“And the mage is going to want that power - he' d have to want to grab for it.” He bit hislip,
hoping that he wasn't going to make atotd fool of himsdlf. “And | guessif therewas a big source of
power, he dtry to get to it, right?’ Before Snowfire could answer that, he asked another question. “ And
there are way too many of those enemy soldiersfor usto fight, right?’

Snowfire looked both guilty and relieved. “ Far too many for usto take in direct confrontation,”
he acknowledged. “Y et - | do not know how we are to free your people, otherwise.”

“But what - what if you baited abig trap for them?” Darian asked. “What if you made abig
source of magic, made it show up al of asudden?Wouldn’'t the mage send out men, maybe alot of
them, to try and take it over?’



“Or loot it,” Wintersky suggested, his deepy eyes brightening. “If you moved it around alittle, he
might get theideait’s portable and send hisfightersto loot it for him. He might think it was an artifact
someone had found.”

“And | know traps, lots of traps,” Darian offered in eager triumph, holding out one hand asif he
was offering hisknowledge as a gift. “My parentsand |, that’ swhat we did. A lot of the animaswe
trapped were as big as humans, or bigger. We could take alot of the enemy out with traps, without ever
needing to send anybody closer than bowshot. Y ou set atrap that blocks them from going back the way
they came, then you make sure that they can't get back without having to go through al your other traps.
That’ s called a channding trap. Maybe we could even fix things up o that the enemy hasto divide up
into smal groups. Why, if we did that, we could just have one bowman up in atree near each trap, and
what the trap didn’t take care of, he could!”

Snowfire looked a him, and beamed with the most wonderful expression Darian had ever seen.

Respect.

And what was more, others among the Hawkbrothers, who had overheard the conversation,
were looking at him in the same way - and those who had been too engrossed in their own conversation
to hear were whispering questions to those who had. In another few moments, they were dl looking at
him that way, and silence replaced the murmur of voicesin the clearing.

“Just how many tragps do you mean, when you say lots of traps, Dar’ian?’ asked Rainwind, a
scout only alittle older than most of the rest. He stood up and joined Snowfire, aman who was alittle
more weathered, alittle shorter, and alittle stockier than Darian’ s mentor. “We know some, obvioudy,
but trapping is not the way we usually ded with things. We are more direct and, to be honest, more
accustomed to having a superior force. What traps we do use are for snaring game, not stopping soldiers
- * He shrugged.

Darian blinked, and made a quick mental survey of the traps he and his parents had used for
large, dangerous, clever animds. “1 know by heart maybe six or eight mgjor different kinds that would
work againgt aman - or severd men at atime,” he said findly. *Maybe more; we might be able to adapt
others| know by disguising them, or we could combine some. | grew up making trapsin this part of the
Pdlagiris. Some of what we caught were probably smarter than these barbarians.”

Someone whistled through histeeth with admiration.

“So you' d dready know how to adapt the designsto use theloca cover!” Snowfire exclaimed,
hiswhole body taking on anew animétion.

Darian nodded. “ Entirely using found materias, too,” he said earnestly. “We only carried basic
toolswith us when we went out trapping, and adapted what we found at the different locations. The most
we ever carried were some metd triggering devices and those were mostly just time savers. | can show
you some examples of the traps | know if you can stand to watch. I’'m not just talking about different
kinds of pit-traps. | know how to set a pit-trap to get a lot of people instead of just one or two, | know
of snares and drop-nets that will get more than one, a couple kinds of channeling-traps, deadfallswith
wood, deadfallswith rock, ankle-traps, leg-breakers, foot-piercers - “ He began rattling off the kinds of
trgpsthat could be set in such away that wary enemy soldiers wouldn't see them until it wasfar too late,
and the eyes of hislisteners either widened or narrowed according to the nature of the listener. The
othersrose to stand around him, until once again he was the center of acircle of listeners. “ Trapping is
just adifferent kind of hunting. My father said that it was hunting while absent, using the ultimatein
disguise - not actualy being there!”

“If we can do this- if we could lure agood number of their people out - “ Snowfire murmured to
himsdlf, as his eyes widened.

“If you can lure them out and we can channd them past the bluff, or through a couple of other
places where there’ s only oneway to go, | can show you where and how to rig adeadfd| that will block
their way back!” Darian assured him. “ Thereis one place where the river is very deegp and dangerous
and the path besideit is narrow, and if you can weaken one of the overhangs, we can drop alarge piece
of the bluff just behind them at that point. Thenthey’ll have to go the way we channd them.”

“And that will be agauntlet of further traps.” Snowfire slipsthinned with satisfaction. “Itiscrud,



perhaps, but have they not earned such an orded 7’

“Yed” Darian responded fiercely. Nodding heads showed that the others agreed with him.

“Show us!” demanded one of the others; paper and acharcoa stick appeared when Rainwind
|eft the group and returned with them in his hands, and Snowfire conjured a mage-light to give Darian
brighter and steadier illumination than firelight. Darian hunched over the first sheet, drawing amap.

“Here, heré' sthevillage, and here sthe bluff, and here swhere the bluff goes up to theriverbed;
far enough from the village that they just can’t call for help.” He sketched in the landmarks with a careful
hand. “Now, if werig adeadfall here, whenit striggered, it'll completely block the way back. It'sall
sandstone through there; too dangerousto climb the rockpile, or at least that’ swhat they’ll think. Their
only choicewill beto dimb the dliff, swim theriver, or keep going.”

“What' sto stop them from swimming the river?” Wintersky asked. “Some of them did that when
they attacked your village and the bridge burned.”

“Us,” sad Ayshen, ashe gtrolled into the firelight, his sharp teeth set in agrim smile. He had one
of hisenormous cooking knivesin one hand. “Forgive me, Snowfire, but thismay bethefirst timein my
memory that there has been acombat where hertasi might be of service. We can swim likefish - how do
you think we catch them, so big and so fresh? - and any clumsy human foolish enough to bein the same
water with uswill not liveto learn hismistake.”

“Or if hedoes, it will not befor long,” added another hertas in his shadow, who then ducked
shyly out of sght.

“If they stay out of sight, the enemy won't even know what' s attacking the swvimmers,” Rainwind
pointed out. “ They’ ve never been here before, for al they know, that part of theriver could beinhabited
by gigantic, man-killing Changed fish. They’ Il have no reason to think of traps at that point,”

:| fancy we can be of service in the woods.: Tyrsdl was nowherein sight, but it was obvious
he had been listening to the Council talk. : Exactly how, | am not yet sure, but certainly we will be
useful in some capacity. | will have to see the territory, first.:

“If nothing el se, perhaps the dyhdli could drive the enemy into further traps,” offered Daystorm, a
female scout. “ 1t would be useful to have them in a panic, fleeing from the sound of many hooves. And
again - it would just look like animals. It seemsto me- “

“Goon,” Snowfire urged, when the other hesitated.

“Wadl,” shesad. “It seemsto me that we ought to keep thingslooking likeit' s accident or
Changed animas aslong as possible. If we do that, they won't actually be looking for trgpsfor awhile.”

“Eventudly - “ Snowfire began.

“Oh, eventudly, atrap will 1ook like atrap, of course,” she admitted. “But it would be very useful
to have them thinking that fate - or the Forest - has suddenly turned against them.”

“And therrreisss, of courrrssse, mysssdlf,” Kel put in gravely, sounding quite calm - but the
pinning of his eyes gave away his excitement. Hiswings were extended alittle, asif he wanted badly to
beintheair at thisvery moment.

“Not if they have bows,” Snowfirereplied sternly. *Y ou are hardly arrow-proof. And in the air
you are avery large target, especialy in the day. So was Skandranon.”

Ke’sonly reply was asnort, but it was obvious that Snowfire was going to stand firm. “1 am the
scout-leader, and you are tacitly working under my command, Kel,” he reminded the gryphon. He didn’t
add anything dse, but Kd sighed.

“Very wdl,” thegryphon said, giving in. “ Commanderrr.”

“We have an advantage,” Snowfire continued. “Many of us are Magter-level mages, we can help
cregte these trgps with magic at alow enough leve that working this magic will not immediately attract
the attention of the enemy, especidly if we shield what we are doing. So we can work quickly, much
more quickly than if we did thiswith hands done.”

Darian sudied his crude map. “1 wish we could get them dl with asingle deadfal here” he
muttered, and looked up hopefully. “ Could you bring down that much rock?’

Snowfire sighed. “Before the Storms, it would have been possible, with awaiting crack-spell,
which would create asplit a an angle that would cause adide, when it wastriggered. Now - no. That



kind of spell, on that scale, wouldn't remain stable long enough with the way mage-energy isinflux - it
depends upon tension through its length. We will probably be able to catch the tailmost rank with what
crack-spellswe can s&t, but no more.” Now the Hawkbrother joined Darian in close examination of the
map. “It might even be worthwhile to do nothing more than block their way. As Daystorm pointed o,
30 long asthey think thefdl of rock isaccidenta, they will Smply carry on with their origina misson, and
worry about finding anew way back when they’ ve obtained what they were sent after. We don’t want
them swimming the river, of course, but other than that, we could leave them aonefor awhile. We could
lead them quite amerry chase before we start eliminating them with traps and tricks.”

K laughed, adeep, rumble. “In fact, my frrriendsss, we could let them marrrch unhinderrred
and make a night-camp - and rrremove theirrr sssentrrriesss one by one. Sssi-lently, if posssible.” He
examined histaons criticaly, and held them up, shining redly in thefirdight. “Think of the
consssterrrnation when the next watch came up, but the onesssto be rrrelieved werrre - poof! Gone!”

Snowfirelooked up at him sharply, with one brow raised. “You,” he said severdly, “are an evil
creature.”

I likeit,: Tyrsdll countered. : That would be a place where we could be useful. It isno
difficult thing for one of us to come upon a man silently and unseen.:

“I likeit, too,” seconded Ayshen. “We might be ableto help there, if we aren’t too tired from
swimming. Three or four of us could swarm a sentry, and he' d never hear or see us coming.”

“If wedid that,” Windshadow pointed out. “If wetriggered the deadfdl, set up the traps, and left
the harrying to our hertas and dyheli alies, we could go in that same night and get the villagers out. Even
if the barbarians have away to get messages back and forth, it won’t do them any good. The leader in
the village is going to be preoccupied with clearing the blockage, not watching his back, and the leader in
the expedition is going to be busy with shadow-fiends picking off his men one by one.”

“That would also be dividing our forces,” Snowfire objected, then sighed, and scratched his
head. “No, it wouldn’t redlly,” he corrected himsdlf. “ The hertas would be of limited usein araid onthe
village, and the dyheli would serve only astargets”

:True, and | would refuse that assignment if you were to give it to me,: Tyrsdl replied
cadmly. : This plan playsto all our strengths. Perhaps Kel could come with us?:

“I cango dong aswdll,” Nightwind offered. “Tyrsdl ought to command the group, but I’m not
bad with abow, you know. Kd and | could work together.”

Snowfire looked asif he was thinking about the proposition very hard, and findly nodded. “It's
the best divison of labor,” he agreed. “And the best use of the limited number of fighterswe have.
Dar’ian can tell usand show uswhat to do, and once the trgps are dl in place, we can set the planin
motion.” As Darian looked up a him anxioudy, Snowfire patted his shoulder reassuringly. “ That will take
no more than half aweek. Surely your friends can hold out for afew days, can’t they? | know they were
being mistreated, but they weren't in any danger of being handled brutally, werethey?’ Darian wasn't
certain, but he nodded anyway. It won’t do any good to rush in there before we ‘re ready, he
reminded himsdlf. A few more beatings aren’t going to make that much of a difference. Even if it
does make a difference - thisis better than their alternatives.

“It' ssettled, then.” Snowfire said decisively, then shook his head. “1 wish there were another
way, but there doesn’t seem to be.” He pointed to Wintersky and Windshadow. “Y ou two go scout with
your birds and make us some good maps of the areatomorrow; figure the best direction to herd the
barbarians, and where to get them to make a camp, after we block their path behind them.”

The Hawkbrothers nodded, and Snowfire turned his attention back to Darian. “Now,” he said.
“About thosetraps. .. ."

Hours later, hands still smudged with charcoa, Darian stumbled back to the ekele, thinking
longingly of bed. He stopped just long enough to wash his hands and face before stripping off clothing
that still smelled of horse, getting into aclean set of night clothes, and lying down on the pallet. Hewas
keyed up enough that he didn’t redly think he’ d be ableto fall adeep quickly, but he was either better at
relaxing or much moretired than he thought, because he didn’t even remember closing hiseyes.

He woke as Snowfire and Wintersky came in, whispering about something, and propped himsalf



up on one ebow to blink a them. “I’'m awake,” he caled softly. “ Anything | should know about?’

“We just worked out tentative placing for your traps, and waysfor the hertasi to trigger them,”
Snowfiretold him, raising his voice to amore normal level. “I didn’t expect you to be awake, but I'm
glad you are. Y ou made al theright choices today, and you deserve credit for doing so.”

“Right choices?’ Darian repeated, puzzled.

“Oh, you could have gone charging right into the village, thinking you could free your friends, but
youdidn't,” Snowfire said, hisvoice muffled in thefolds of hisshirt ashe pulled it over hishead. “You
stayed long enough to make detailed observations, then you came straight back here. Y ou didn’'t waste
time with accusations and carrying on when you got here, you smply told uswhat you knew and then
offered congtructive suggestions. In short, Dar’ian, you behaved in every way asaman and awarrior,
and | am very proud of you. Wedll are.”

Darian fdt hisneck heating up and averted hiseyes. “Ah,” he sammered, “thank you. | - | don't
want anything bad to happen to anybody, and - “ He gulped, and decided to tell the rest of the truth.
“The horse brought me out on the top of the bluff, not down at the edge of the village. If I'd been closer,
| probably would have done something stupid. But there was no direct way down from there, and, well -
that’ s probably why | stopped to think.”

“Y ou gill madetheright choices.” Snowfire sat down on his palet, blinking at him with eyesthat
looked aslarge and dark asHwed’s. “That is an important thing for you to know.”

“Heyla- it'sgoing to be an early day tomorrow, and the night is only getting shorter for al your
talking,” Wintersky pointed out, alittle crosdy. “Wedo not all fly owls, here” Hewas aready lying on
his deeping pad, and he glared pointedly at the mage-light above Snowfire' s head.

Snowfire chuckled, and thelight blinked out. “ Good night, Wintersky,” he said. “ And good night,
Da’'ian.”

“Hmph,” Wintersky replied, mallified. “Good night.”

“Good night,” Darian said softly. He lowered himself back down onto his pillow, and the next
thing he knew, Wintersky was shaking his shoulder, and it was morning.

The day wore on, filled with explanations and examples of trap placement and construction.
Around him, there were the sounds of wood being chopped, branches split, and snippets of conversation
in Tayledras. Darian caught himsalf feding like he was playing, once, while he bent and notched saplings
for lashing-traps. He felt apang of guilt, snce after dl he was engaged in acts of war, to cause pain and
even death to those who had done the sameto hisvillage.

My village? | suppose they are, when all is counted up. They weren’t the people | would
have chosen to be with, but they were better than - alternatives.

Y et, making traps was at least something familiar, from abetter timein his childhood. It brought
back wistful memories of his parents.

He sighed, thinking about them while hetied off hisfourth or fifth lasher, then hacked avay
steadily at abranch asthick as his upper arm. Things would have been so much better if they were here
with him now. His mother always seemed to know theright thingsto say, or how to touch in just the
perfect way to put him at ease. His father was aways so strong and capable, with aquick smile.

“Dar’ian?’ atimid voice asked from below a bush. Two small, pebble-scaled hands held out a
cup of water from under the cover, and nothing else of the hertasi could be seen. He wiped his brow
and murmured athanksto his largely-unseen benefactor, then drank the cup dry. In ablink, after setting
the cup down, it was gone, and a second hertas voice spoke from behind another bush.

“Dar’ian, the stakes you requested are stacked on the east side of the red boulder. We hope
they will be enough. We go now to prepare the vines.”

Then there was the dightest rustle of leaves and the sound of scuttling through underbrush, and
Darian wasaone again. Well, I’ d better see how many they managed to get done.

I’ m getting nowhere on this branch, and my arms hurt. If we can’t have enough of these
traps ready to stop the soldiers, we might only wind up injuring them enough to enrage them, not
discourage them. Darian sheathed hisknife and sarted off toward the place the hertas had told him
of. Hertas were amazing to him - shy ghosts with astonishing speed and industriousness. What were



their parentslike? Hefound it hard to imagine them having familieslike his, or the Tayledras. And what
about the. . . ?

At that moment, alarge shape detached itsalf from the shadows of the thicket surrounding the red
boulder. Darian froze in place and then relaxed, exhding sharply when he saw the shape resolve itsdf into
golden-tipped feathers, the hook of an aquiline beak, and the flip and flash of ahuge wing refolding
againg afeathered body. The gryphon stalked out, looking directly a Darian. He seemed impossibly
huge even at this distance, yet Darian knew that was only atrick of the mind.

He caught himsealf blushing, wondering how long he’ d been under the cresture’ s scrutiny. Kelvren
looked down, picked from severa clear spots for the most comfortable, and sat down, waiting for
Darian to approach. The gryphon’s chest rose and fell quickly as he gpparently recovered from some
physica effort or other, and his gaze appeared to soften the closer Darian cameto him.

“Grrregtingsss, Darrr’ian,” Kelvren rumbled as he dipped hisbeak inanod. “1 have jussst
completed brrringing the ssstakesssthe herrrtasssl have made. They arrre behind the rrred blouderrr.”

Darian nodded self-conscioudy. “I heard. | mean, one of the hertas told methat’ swhere they
were- | didn’t know you' d brought them, though. | hope there’ s enough of them.”

Kelvren's eyes sparkled and amoment later hewryly said, “I think therrre will be - enough.”
Then heraised his head, flicking atufted ear, and blinked afew times before opening his beak. Kelvren
paused, roused hisfeathers, and bluntly asked Darian, “What trrroublesss you?’

Darian frowned. “Wasit obvious?’

Kevren clucked. “If you werrre not trrroubled, | would sssussspect you of not being human. But
you arrre trrroubled, ssso, Changechild you arrre not. Ssspeak.”

“All right. Do - you have parents?’ Darian asked the gryphon.

“Chah!” Kelvren barked. “No, | wasss borrrn ssspon-taneoussdy of an arrrtissst’ sssdrrream
and avillan' sssnightmarrre.”

Darian blushed. “I’'m sorry. It was a stupid question. Of course you had parents.”

Kevren raised his beak up to point at the sky, then looked back to Darian. “If you mean, do |
know my parrrentsss and rrressspect them? Y esss. Verrry much ssso. And do | misssthem now? Y esss.
Verrry much ssso.” He took a step toward the red boulder, and Darian followed. “ One doesss not
out-grrrow the fedingsss of fledging, jussst the intensssity of the fedingsss. It issstheway of thingsss.”

Darian was incredulous, and stopped in histracks. “Y ou? 'Y ou miss your - mamaand papa?’

The gryphon walked on without pause and rumbled only, “Don’t you?’

Darian caught up. “Wdll, yes, but you' reagryphon - *

“And you arrre ahuman, and we werrre crrreated by humansss, and live with humansss, and
learrrn frrrom hu-mansss, and we arrre farrr morrre like you than you know. Why ssshould humansss
have exssxtlusssve rightsssto any anxsssety?’

Darian had to laugh at that. “| guess you' reright. Y ou probably share your gryphon anxietieswith
us humans, too!”

The gryphon nodded firmly and winked, stopped afew steps after reaching the boulder. “It isss
only fairrr, afterrr all.” He pointed his beak, ana Darian was astonished at what he saw.

Stacked in bound bundles of twenty or more were sharpened stakes, in different thicknesses,
piled as high as he wastall. There must have been hundreds of them, if not thousands.

Maybe this plan would work after al.

Snowfire had always considered himsdf to bein fine shape, but the need to favor hiswounded
armwas throwing everything off alittle, including his balance, and as aresult, he ached with
unaccustomed strain. A full day of work on man-traps had been more than enough to show him that he
probably ought to bein better condition than he was. He was stretching and twisting hisgood arm as he
approached Starfdl’ s clearing and ekele, hoping to ease some of the aches.

Hwed was aready ahead of him, waiting on a spare perch beside Starfall’ s cooperi hawk.
Snowfire carried arough meal of cold diced meat, flatbread, and wild berrieswrapped in anapkin.
Ayshen was not cooking today, for he was needed to help set the traps, and athough he would not have
complained had he been asked to cook a supper as well, no one wanted to place that double burden on



histoo-willing shoulders.

Nevertheless, they al had to eat; it would be cold mest, greens, and flatbread for aslong as
those lasted, and after that, each of them would bein charge of his own food. That was not exactly a
hardship for a Hawkbrother; rabbits and tree-hares were plentiful and the birds more than willing to share
acatch with abondmate. Snowfire had already decided that he would seethat Starfdl ate and drank; if
Starfdl’ syoung bird failed to make akill out of inexperience, Hwed was such afine hunter that he could
have supplied the needs of six people, not just three.

Hefound Starfdl Sitting cross-legged in the center of acontainment shield in the clearing beneath
the willow branches. The Adept’ s eyes were closed, but he sensed Snowfire' s presence as soon asthe
scout arrived, for he motioned to hisvigtor to St and wait without ever taking his attention off what
occupied him. Obediently, Snowfire did just that, taking weary pleasure in watching the way the light
filtering down through the branches changed from pure gold, to reddish gold, to dark red, and findly to
the blue of dusk. The clearing could have been in the heart of the deep Forest, it was so quiet and
peaceful here, and Snowfire was content merely to rest both mind and body while he waited for the
Adept to complete his current task.

He did not even conjure amage-light; he didn’t want to disturb either Starfdl’ s concentration or
the delicate balances of power within the containment shield. So the ball of blue light that appeared above
his head wasthe Adept’s, not his, and was Starfal’ sway of telling him that the work was over for now.
There was no outward change to the figure within the shield, but afew moments later the shield dropped
away and Starfdl stood up, Stretching.

“Here,” Snowfire said, handing him the medl. “ Ayshen said | was responsible for making sure
you eat. So what sort of progress have you made?’

“The enemy mage is trying to consolidate power for himsdlf, and he' strying to work hisway
through al of thelocks| put onthelines” Starfdl confirmed. “From the way he’ sworking, trying to
bludgeon hisway through, | think he’sunder the impression that it's crude work, possibly done by that
master of young Dar’ian. | don’t think he redlizesthat thereis till an active worker about, and | know he
isn't aware of me.”

“Aslong as he kegps thinking that, I'll be pleased,” Snowfire replied, heping himself to some of
the berries.

“I havethe bare hint of a power-point out dong theriver,” Starfal continued, laying adice of
mesat neatly on adice of bread, and roiling them up rogeiner. | strengthen it gradudly, asyou are setting
up thetraps, he'll notice, but it won't be enough to tempt him. But once the traps are done, I'll removeit
and put it on a dyheli; thenI’ll pour enough energy intoiit that it will look tasty, and I’ [| have the dyhdli
moveit farther down theriver dong theriver path. At the sametime, I'll build anilluson around it of a
heavily armed caravan moving away. | want to creste the impression that the river has uncovered a
talisman or artifact, and that someone found it and is carrying it off.”

“Evenif that isn't what hethinks, he'll still assume the caravan has something tasty and send his
fighters.” Snowfire nodded with satisfaction. “It'sagood ruse. Just make sure your illusonwon't be
broken.”

“It shouldn’t be; I’ ve gotten a dyheli doeto volunteer to carry it.” Starfall gpplied himsdlf to the
food. “I’'m linking the power-point to her once she getsinto position, but not before. | don't want to have
amoving power-point to attract his attention until then. And once we' re done, of course, I'll gather it
back in and useit asthe core of the Heartstone.”

Snowfire swallowed, and raised his eyebrows. “ So you are going to make a Heartstone here?’

“A amdl one” Starfall confirmed, as hefinished hisfirst mest roll and built asecond. “Not
powerful enough for aClan Vale, and at any rate, it will take along time before it has accumulated
enough energy to be useful. It will be four or five years before anyone could useit to creete even asmdl
vde”

Snowfirewas not at al sure heliked theidea. He' d thought of severa objections when Starfdll
broached the plan, and those objections hadn’t changed. “ Still. A Heartstone out here? Why? And who
areyou goingtolink into it, besides yoursdlf?’



“Why?Why not?’ Starfall responded, apparently surprised that Snowfire would object at dll.
“Sooner or later the k' Vademar will produce amage that can use a Heartstone - or we will want an
outpost here. You have dl complained at one point or another about the lack of civilizing amenities here;
well, aHeartstone will make those things possible, eventualy.”

Snowfire grimaced. “ And meanwhile? Wouldn't it attract unwanted attention?’

Starfall shook his head and took on alittle of that arrogance that seemed to come with being an
Adept. “Oh, do trust me to know my business, Snowfire; by thetime | am finished with conceding it,
only another Tayledras Adept who knew that it was there would be able to find it.”

“I hopeyou'reright,” Snowfirereplied. “Never mind; what more can you tel me about this
enemy mage?”

“He s certainly strong enough to be an Adept, or whatever these barbarians call such athing.”
Starfdl folded and refolded the napkin pensively. “If it cameto afight, he'snot amatch for me, but he
would exhaust agreat dedl of my resourcesin defeating him. | don’t want to have to do that, and to keep
from coming into direct conflict, | will haveto be subtle. Subtlety requirestime and concentration, rather
than power. He' s powerful enough that it is going to take al my attention to keep him from breaking the
illusion, finding our encampment, and tapping into the new matrix of ley-lines and nodes.”

“Which means when we move againgt the village, you stay here.” Snowfire nodded. “1 rather
thought you' d say that. | can leave someone here on guard, if you like.”

“Why not Nightwind and Kel?” Starfall suggested. “ She' sagood shot, and hel sworth five
fightersinintimidation alone.”

“And it would keep him out of close combat; now that isagood idea” Snowfirefet abit more
cheered. He d been trying to think of away to keep the gryphon from flinging himsdlf into Situations
where he' d be atarget rather than an asset, and thiswas perfect. Put himin the air and Nightwind at the
valey entrance - put acouple of hertasi and dyhdli inthevaley right here, around Starfall’ s ekele, acting
as bodyguards - that would work very well. No matter how clever enemy fighters were, they wouldn't
get past the combined senses of agryphon, hertas, and dyheli. If somehow there was a concerted
attack by aformidable group instead of an incursion of one or two fighters, Starfal would have warning,
covering fire, and time to escape.

And Kd would rightly seethisasatrust and an important assignment - which it was - rather than
an atempt to keep him out of combat - which it aso was.

“How arethe trgps coming?’ Starfdl asked, as Snowfire ran through his menta roster of hertas
and dyheli and made some tentative selections.

“Not so badly that anyoneis getting frustrated, and not so well that anyoneis nervous, thinking
that thingsare going too well. The hertasi are approaching it with their usua zed, and they’ ve been
making enough trap partsthat Kd’ s had to struggle to keep up with carrying, even with dyheli hdping,”
Snowfiretold him, and picked up asmall twig to draw in the dirt with. “Here' s where the main deadfal
will be, dong theriver. We got that donefirgt, before sunrise this morning. We found a place where a
flood undermined the sandstone of the bluff and cut under it alittle farther; if therewasn’t amagica prop
holding it up now, it would be down in an ingtant. Thereis going to be more than enough stone blocking
the path that they aren’t going to want to go back that way. This morning, we cut a path and aged it, then
made things so difficult on either Sde that they aren’t going to want to leaveit.” He sketched in the path,
leading away from theriver. “We put in alog bridge over thisravine here that isgoing to fal apart as
soon as anyone puts afoot onit. They'll either have to rebuild the bridge or make a strenuous climb
down and back up; in either case, they’ Il betired, and it’ll be dusk by the time they reach this clearing.”
He made acircle and tapped it with the twig.

“Then that iswherethey'll stop,” Starfall eyed it with interest. “ And that iswhen the hertasi and
dyheli begin removing sentries and other woods-wanderers?’

“And while some of them are doing that, the rest of the hertas will be setting the traps we set up
today aong thetrail they came up from theriver on.” Snowfire grinned at Starfal’ slook of surprise.
“Exactly. No matter which way they try to go in the morning, they’ Il run into man-tragps. | didn’t see any
reason to give them an unhindered path in any direction. By that time, they’Il aready know they’ re under



attack, so there’sno point in putting alot of effort into making traps that will look like accidents. When
they trigger these traps, they’ Il know it’s something left for them by an enemy.”

“Good sofar,” Starfal mused. “But you can't get al of them with traps. So?’

“ So the man-traps themsd ves form a channdling-trap. Tomorrow when we set everything up,
we'll beleaving one easier direction - here.” He drew a sweeping arrow toward a patch of green moss.
“They’ll come out into the clear, with no place to go for cover and aravine at their back. It ought to be
no difficult thing for the hertasi to pick them off with bows.”

“And at any rate, by the time the survivors struggle back to the village, the rescue should belong
over. | likeit.” Starfal nodded decisively.

“Evenif the mage at the village can communicate with the fighters out here, they won't be ableto
get back in timeto do him any good. It’Il be the middle of the night, and the woods will be full of hertasi
with knives and traps just waiting to be sprung.” Snowfire nodded, feding very pleased with himself.
“And to avoid leaving atrall back here to the encampment, we re going to try to get the villagers across
the bridge and take them downriver to that Kelmskeep place Dar’ian told us of. | think if anyone follows
us, it will bethat way, and | hope there will be aforce to meet usfrom the Vademarans.”

“I have sent amessage to Lord Breon of Kelmskeep, that reached the place today,” Starfall
confirmed, but then frowned. “Thething is, | do not know if it will be heeded or even seen by the man
himsdf.”

“How did you send it?” Snowfire asked.

“A written message, ddlivered by raven to the gatekeeper this morning; Raindance saw it through
the bird'seyes. She said he seemed startled.” Starfall shrugged. “It took the bird thislong to reach
Kelmskeep; the best we can hopefor, | think, isthat an escorting force meet you on the way.”

Snowfire sighed, well aware that the Adept was right. Best to count on what they had, not what
they hoped they would have.

“Wadll, | leave dl the magic doingsin your cgpable hands,” he said.

“And | will leavetherest in yours.” Starfal stood up and stretched, and walked back into the
center of the clearing, where he took his seat again and closed hiseyes. A moment later, the containment
shield had sprung up around him. Snowfire whistled to Hwedl, who was still gossiping with the cooperi,
and the great owl launched himsdlf into the air to follow him back to the main encampment.

:What were you two chattering about?: he asked hishird. : You don’'t usually have that
much to say to the day birds.:

:Mates,: Hwed said shortly, then el@orated. :He may be young, but he has a mate. He has
two fledges this year, now flying strong.:

Snowfire sensed that there was more. : And?: he perssted.

:They come, all five. His mate, mine, three fledges.: Hwed’s mind-voice wastentative, asif
he was afraid that Snowfire would object to the arrival of his mate and young.

That wasthe last thing on Snowfire s mind. Although he wasn't bonded to Hwed’ s mate Huur,
she worked with Hwedl 0 effectively when she wasn't tending youngsters that he might just aswell have
been. And having aclumsy fledgling around wasn't a bad thing aslong as you could keep the youngster
closeto the camp.

Il be glad to see them,: hereplied, and sensed therelief in Hwed’ smind. : It was clever of
you to have his mate come with yours; the fledges will have protection by day and night on the
journey.:

Hwed huured, a contented little sound of pleasure from which his mate got her name. He liked
being praised, and he had greetly missed his mate, so knowing that Snowfire would welcome her arriva
meade him doubly happy.

It would be no bad thing to have a couple of unbonded birds aong with the expedition either.
They would make excdllent camp guards, and if the unthinkable happened and someone lost abird, there
would be possible replacements at hand.

Enough; concentrate on the immediate problem, he reminded himself. He needed to collect
Darian and some paper and acharcoa stick; it wastime to make a detailed plan of how to get into and



out of thevillage.

He d left Darian about to take histurn in the bathing pool; by now the boy should be clean and
ready for something to eat. Snowfire wasterribly proud of him, for Darian had worked as hard as any of
them, and had mastered his frustration admirably when someone didn’t quite understand what it was he
wanted for atrap. The boy had matured agreat ded in the last week, though it was clear every so often
that he was 4ill aboy.

When thisis over - he needs some time to play and be young, Snowfire concluded to himsdf.
But right now, well, none of them could afford to be anything other than mature and responsible.

He collected more meat and bread from the stores; the berries were gone, but when Ayshen
heard who this next mea was going to, he pulled Snowfire aside and passed him ahoneycake
surreptitioudy. “The hatchling didn’t get enough the last time | madethem,” Ayshen said, asif daring him
to challenge the statement. Since Snowfire had seen Darian stuffing himself with the coveted sweets, and
knew Ayshen knew he had, it was clear that the hertas had taken very strongly to the boy.

“I'll make sure he knowswho sent it,” Snowfire replied, and carried the treasure off. He' d seen
Ayshen watching the boy out of the corner of hislong eye; evidently thiswasthe hertasi’ s way of
rewarding hard work.

He met Darian on the path, hair damp, dressed in fresh clothing. “Here, | brought you something
to eat,” Snowfire said, holding the napkin out to him. “There sahoneycake in there from Ayshen.”

“Thereis?’ Darian looked as pleased asif it had been alump of amber. “I love Ayshen’s
honeycakes! Where can we go so | can eat, and help you with those maps of the village you wanted at
the sametime?’

“Let’stry the council clearing,” Snowfire suggested. “ There' sagame place therethat no oneis
going to be using tonight. We |l have adrawing surface there.”

Darian nodded, his mouth aready full of bread and mest. He followed Snowfire to the clearing
and at the far sde Snowfire took over the game place, aflat sheet of rock balanced on a stump that
served as atable, and two more stumps, one on either sde of it. He took the taller of the two, and
Darian took the shorter, as he spread out the first sheet of paper and took out ascribing rod. “All right,”
he said, making adiagond linefor the bank of theriver. “Hereistheriverbank. Let’ s start there.”

“Put one edge of theforest here, and one here,” Darian suggested, pointing with asticky finger.
“And the bridge would be here.” He devoured the last crumb of his cake and licked hisfingers clean
while Snowfire sketched. “Right, now put the back edge of the forest there. The road goes from the
bridge to the center of town, and stops there. Here' sthe mill, with the waterwhed! there. There' sthe
forge”

Snowfire was agreeably surprised at the lad’ s clear and precise ability to remember and place
everything in the village, but there just weren’t enough adequate areas of cover to snesk anumber of
peoplein without getting caught.

“...and here swhere the agueduct Sarts,” Darian was saying, and the words brought him out of
histhoughtswith ajolt.

“Aqueduct?’ he said, suddenly interested. “What aqueduct?’

“Weuseit to bring river water to the fieldsin summer,” Darian explained. “ See, it goes around
through the middle of the planted fields, then to the cistern house and the watering trough in the center of
town.”

“And where doesit stop?’ Snowfire demanded. “What'sit made of 7’

“It stops at theriver, | guess,” Darian said, confused by the sudden barrage of urgent questions.
“There sawater-lifting wheel beside the mill that brings water up to the agueduct and that bringsthe
water out of the river down to the fields because it’s dways doping down from where it sarts. Asfor
what it's made of - hollow tree trunk, mostly. It's covered to keep trash out of it.”

“Isit big enough for aman to crawl in?” Snowfire persisted.

“Oh, certainly - and | see what you want to do!” Suddenly Darian was al amiles. “It’ s absolutely
big enough for aman to crawl insgde. What's more, even though we useit al summer, | doubt that
anyone stending to it now. | can’'t imagine abunch of barbariansthinking toirrigate the fields, and |



doubt that anyonein thevillageisinclined to help them by telling them that the fields need water.”

“Soit dartsat theriver?” Snowfire asked. “Where, precisdy?’

Now Darian’sfacefdl. “I don't exactly know,” he confessed. “It' sall overgrown there; | know
it's somewhere near the mill, but not exactly. At least, | don’'t know what the place looks like at night.
It'sred tal, though, because otherwise it wouldn't be able to dope down to the fields.”

“But if we can find it, we can get right into the heart of the village undetected.” Thiswas exactly
the sort of thing Snowfire was|ooking for. “Dar’ian, your memory isso good, surely you can remember
where the aqueduct starts!”

But Darian shook his head unhappily. “1 know what it looks like, but | can't tell you whereto find
it,” he confessed. “I only remember that it's near the mill, not init.” Helooked up at Snowfire hopefully.
“I could guide you, though.”

Snowfire frowned. “I don’t want you anywhere near possible fighting,” he objected.

“But if you won't let me guide you, how do you expect to convince people you aren't adifferent
kind of enemy?’ Darian asked shrewdly. “None of them have ever seen aHawkbrother, and they’ ||
probably befrightened of you!”

That was something else Snowfire hadn’t thought of, and he hated to admit it, but the boy was
probably right. Still, it went againgt the grain to permit someone as young as Darian anywhere near
combat.

He argued with the boy for some time, and in the end Darian had more good, sound reasons why
he should go than Snowfire had counters for them.

“All right,” Snowfire Sghed. “Y ou can guide us. But just to aplace of safety, mind! You aren't to
rushinand try to helpif there' sfighting. You'll only get in the way, and you might make someonelose his
concentration and hislife.

“I promise!” Darian agreed, hiseyes shining.

Snowfire only hoped that both of them - and ultimately, the village and the Hawkbrothers -
would not regret this decision.

Seven

Now, in some ways, came theworst part. All of the traps were constructed and set, and now
camethe waiting. Daystorm had her birds over the village, while Starfal created his“bait,” and the
nagging question was, would their foe take it?

If he closed his own eyes, Snowfire could picture the scene as clearly asif he himsdf werethere.
A flock of five crows perched in atree above the rooftops of Errold’ s Grove, an unusudly silent
gathering, but no onein the village seemed to notice either their presence or their silence. Through their
eyes, Daystorm watched the activity in the village below. Two of the crows were bonded to her, the rest
were the offspring of her origina pair, but all werewilling to lend her their eyes and wings, especidly
when the activity a hand promised to be entertaining. Snowfire occasondly envied the Tayledraswho
bonded to crows and ravens; the birds had tremendous senses of humor, and as a matter of course,
when the origind bird took a mate, the mate aso became his or her bondbird. Sometimes Hwedl’ s sober
dignity was alittle wearing, and he would have wel comed the raucous hooliganism of aband of crows; he
would aso have welcomed having both halves of apair as hisbondbirds. He sometimes worried that
having an unbonded mate gave Hwed divided loyalties.

Last night the dyheli doe Pyreen had taken her place upriver, carrying the double burden of an
illuson of aheavily guarded caravan and the newly-strengthened power-point. She had remained
dationary until daybresk, then moved dowly southward, mimicking the plodding pace of heavily-laden
mules. By then Daystorm’ s birds had dready been in place to seeif the mage somewhere below would
take the bait. Tentative experiments had proven that either the mage could not sense anything different
about the bondhbirds, or that there was enough magica energy in the form of his own Changed fightersto
mask the magic of the birds and their linksto their bondmates. To Snowfire’'s mind, that only confirmed
hisimpression that it had been Kelvren that the “watchdogs’ had reacted to, and not Hwed.



Daystorm was smply sitting quietly with her back braced againgt atree at the side of the Council
circle, with an eager audience waiting around her. Shetook it dl in stride, including the audience; there
was very little that rattled this experienced scout. She sat o quietly that she could have been apainted
statue, for her chest rose and fell so dowly that it would be very difficult to tell that she was breething.
Her hair, shorn short on the sides, cut into astiff crest on the top, and braided in along tail down her
back, never moved in thefitful breeze that came with sunrise, contributing to the statuelike illusion.

Findly she broke the silence. “ There' s some activity around the Lutters house,” Daystorm
announced. “ Someone just dashed out. Now - he' sgoing around to all the houses of the village at arun.
He' s pounding on the doors and shouting something at each house. Now there are men coming out of the
houses, one out of each, waking fast toward the L utter house.”

Well, that confirmed the guess that whoever wasin command of thisforce had taken over the
Lutter house, which - dthough it was not the largest - was definitely the finest housein thevillage,
according to Darian. Lutter had been one of the dye-merchants, was till the only merchant in the village,
and was possibly the wedlthiest man in Errold’ s Grove before the Storms. By now, of course, his store of
ready cash was used up, but his house and the contents were il the finest in the village.

So, naturadly, the place would be taken by the most powerful person in the invading forces, and
that person appeared to be the mage. That was good to know, but it did leave severa questions
unanswered. There was a question of who wasin absolute control - was the mage the definitive leader,
or did he serve amilitary leader? Was there more than one mage, and if so, how powerful werethe
others? So far, no recognizable mage had come within view of any of the birds.

“Just the usud, now,” Daystorm announced. Snowfire sighed; after severd days of observation,
they had agood idea of the usua daily schedule. Once the sun rose, the villagers were roused from deep
by the davemadters - they had dl been crammed into the threshing barn, which was the |east weethertight
of dl of thevillage buildings, serving merely to keep rain and damp away from grain while it wasbeing
threshed from the stalk. Men, women, and children were al housed together, and at arough guess, the
barbarians had managed to round up and take most of the villagers prisoner. Everyone, old and young,
regardless of physical condition, was expected to work in the fields or do menia tasks. The numbers
didn’t add up exactly, but there were probably afew “specid” davesin the houses, serving the barbarian
leaders and dite fighters, and thus, exempt from field work.

“Thefighters are coming out to practice.” Every morning the fighters had limbering and practice
sessions before they ate. The fighters were mostly housed in the barns, though some of them had taken
over the houses that those of higher rank didn’t want, cramming two and three times as many peopleinto
each dwelling as the houses had been intended to hold. But, from al Snowfire knew of their way of life,
they were used to cramming themselves together like wolvesin awinter den, and probably didn’t think
they were suffering from overcrowding. After the practice sessons were over, and the morning med
distributed and eaten, the leaders would pick out men for hunting parties and fishing parties, and the rest
would be drilled in formation-combat. That was quite unlike the barbarians Snowfire knew of, who
fought asindividuas rather than groups. Thissignified anew and disturbing development, and something
that would have to be looked into when he had thetime.

If | ever have the time. Wédl, he d made noteson dl of this, and if everything went wrong,
Starfal would take those notes with him as he escaped to safety.

Daystorm collected more of an audience as the morning passed; after dl the preparations, the
Tayledras were on edge and eager to get into action. Ayshen had somehow found the time to bake more
flatbread, and hertasi were passing around rounds of the stuff wrapped around bits of honeycomb.
Snowfire took one and munched it without ever taking his eyes off Daystorm’ sface.

She took one without ever opening her eyes, but then, she had always had an extra sense where
sweetswere concerned. “ They're calling the fightersin to eat. Still nothing from the L utter house.”

“I wish we dared send abird down to the roof to seeif it could overhear anything,” Wintersky
muttered to him. Snowfire nodded agreement; he would have given agreat ded for aset of earsin - or
on - that house.

In no way would he have ever endangered abird by putting one there, however. Some of the



barbarians knew what Tayledras birdslooked like, for there had been conflict ong the northern ranges
with barbarians before this. Even if it somehow escaped notice that the bird in question was much larger
than normal, well, bored barbarians with bows tended to make targets out of anything that moved.

Including each other - they seemed to find it howlingly funny to shoot blunted arrows at each
other, with the intended target trying to dodge and the bowman trying to hit in an embarrassing and
potentidly excruciatingly painful place. Snowfire had spent agreat ded of timein the past few days,
watching their antics through Hwed'’ seyes.

He had noted that they seemed to have done a pretty thorough job of looting the village, not that
there was much to take. Clothing that didn't fit or that was for a child or afemale was either cut up or put
to other purposes. Toolsthat weren't needed for immediate field work had aready goneto theforge,
presumably to be remade into weapons. Food and drink were gone, of course, and there wererapid
inroads being made on the ripe stuff in the fields, any objects of metal had been melted down, either to be
made into ingots or into arrowheads. Livestock had either been eaten or would be soon, except for
horses, which had been taken for the mounted fighters. Anything valuable was presumably in the hands of
the leaders by now. Therewouldn’t be agreat ded for the villagersto salvage when thiswas over.
Hopefully they would be grateful just to escape with their lives.

“Ah! WEe re getting some activity!” Daystorm exclaimed. “ The leaders are coming out of the
house - now they’ re heading for the fighters. They’ re shouting orders. Most of the fighters are running
back to the barns, except for acouple who are going to the houses. Oh, they’ re coming back with the
leaders armor, and here come the rest of the fighters with theirs. Everyoneis getting into armor. No,
that’ s not quite right. Everyone except the mounted fightersis getting into armor - they’ re getting ready to
send out araiding force. | think it' sworking, Snowfire. He' staking the bait.”

“Soundsto methat since your illusion only shows pack-animals, he' s kegping his mounted troops
behind,” Rainwind observed shrewdly to Snowfire, leaning over and spesking in alow voiceto avoid
disturbing Daystorm.

“That would make sense,” Snowfire agreed. “It would be best not to risk them on this. He
knowsthat hisfoot troops can easily overtake a pack-train, and why take the chance of losing a mounted
fighter who is much more expensive to replace than afoot soldier? It swhat 1’d do.”

“Right, they'redl getting into formation, strapping on their armor,” Daystorm reported. “ And
packs. They’ retaking light overnight packs. So the mage has a pretty good idea of how far thetarget is
likely to get before they reachiit.”

Snowfire nodded with satisfaction. That was good; it meant that the mage wouldn't think anything
of it when histroopsdidn’t makeit back by nightfall.

Daystorm continued to report on preparations, and then findly said the words he had been
waiting for. “Thisisit. They’ re moving out, and they’ re taking the river road, exactly aswe wanted them
to.”

“Excdlent!” heexclamed. It wastimefor the next stage, but he didn’t haveto tell the othersthat.
Daystorm would leave her crows standing sentry at the village, but Wintersky’ s bird would pick up the
departing troops as they reached the river. Hwed had aready passed word of the departure to Sunstone
(or rather, Sunston€e sfalcon); Sunstone was stationed at the bluff and would trigger the avalanche
blocking the road. Wintersky would count them and pass the number on to Sunstone. Sunstone would
walit until the last rankswerein view, then let the stone bluff fal. They had agreed that, dthough it would
be afinething if they actualy caught some of the enemy under the rock-fall, they wouldn't actualy try for
anything more complicated than blocking the path behind them al. It would be a disaster to have even
one of the enemy fighters|eft on the village sde of the blockage, for he would return to get help, and the
mage would detect the tdlltale traces of magicin thefallen stone,

So, therock would fal, the enemy force would be whittled down. They would soon find that the
riverside path that had been so easy to follow deteriorated into a hellish nightmare of washouts, dippery
rockdides, and narrow ledges where only one man a atime could pass. Theriver itself was swift and
deep there, and anyone who fell in would fal prey to Ayshen and hisfriends. Nor would bodies bob to
the surface with obvious knife wounds, for Ayshen had weighted ropes to keep them on the river bottom.



All that anyone above would know was that those who fell or jumped in were pulled under and never
regppeared. That should thoroughly discourage would-be swimmers.

When a path leading inland appeared, it would be welcomed with relief, and the steep ravine with
itsderdlict bridge would seem no great obstacle until the men tried to crossit. Only then would they learn
that the Sdes of the ravine were crumbling clay and gravel, and the bottom was a morass of sticky muck
asdeegp asaman wastall, or perhaps even deeper. It hadn’'t always been that way, but ever since
Snowfire opened up aspring at the bottom, it was. Asdifficult asit wasto climb down, it was even
harder to climb up. They probably wouldn’t lose any men to the climb, but they’ d be wet, filthy, and
exhausted before it was over.

Meanwhile, therest of the hertas and the dyheli weredl in place, waiting for the exhausted and
demoralized enemy troopsto get to the spot chosen for the ambush. The hertas were making the place
look very attractive without making it look like atrap. Signs of old campfires and just enough deadfall
wood piled up would leave the impression -that others - perhaps the very caravan they werefollowing -
had camped here before. There was a clear, cold spring near enough to the campsite that someone
should stumble over it, and between that ready source of water and the wood already at hand, the
Stuation should be too tempting to res <.

But that would be for later tonight. Now it would be another long wait until the enemy troops
marched past Sunstone, late this afternoon.

Now that everyone knew the enemy was on the move, the group waiting around Daystorm
broke up. Snowfire looked up to find Darian at his ebow, waiting patiently for the scout to notice him.

“What isit, little brother?” Snowfire asked. “ Do you wish to change the plan for tonight?’

“No!” Darian exclamed. “No- | mean, | - | am afraid. I’'m scared, but | don’t want to back out
or anything. | just - | just need something to do.”

Snowfire understood only too well the need to have “something to do” before a planned
engagement, but he was a alossto think of anything. Finaly he had an inspiration. “ Please - practice
those exercisesin magic | have shown you,” he said earnestly, “and try to think of waysin which they
could be used tonight. We will need every weapon at our disposa; remember what | said about the way
that asmall gpplication of magic can be used to agreat effect.”

Darian grimaced alittle, but nodded and trailed off to find aquiet place in which to practice.

Hwed, Hwed’ s mate Huur, and their young fledgling waiched him move off with unblinking
gazes. Then Huur yawned hugely, her youngster did the same amoment later, and both of them shut their
eyes and hunched their heads down to deep. They had arrived last night, and were probably exhausted.
They had certainly eaten hugely of the bounty that an excited Hwed had provided for them.

Hwed practicdly radiated contentment as he sat beside his mate and their bumbling youngster.
Huur was considerably larger than Hwedl, aswas usualy the case with birds of prey, and Snowfire
paused to consider whether he really wanted Huur to bond with him. After dl, Hwed was quitea
burden; Huur would be worse.

Wl it wasn't within his power to decide one way or another. It wasthe bird’ s decision, not his.
And meanwhile, Hwed was overjoyed to have her beside him and that was no bad thing.

Snowfire had hisown ritud of preparation to begin. He had thingstimed to anicety, so that his
hours would be occupied and his mind would not be idle to make up scenarios of disaster.

Firgt, heran through his own magic practice, though he didn’'t have to think of waysin which
smal magicswould be ussful in tonight’ sraid, for he had plenty of experience dong thoselines. All the
while he practiced, he sat across from Daystorm, with one ear cocked in case she said anything about
activity inthevillage. He put himsdlf through his paces, pushing to speed up thetimeit took for himto
work aparticular piece of magic, by even afraction of abresth. That was always what he worked
toward; it would be usdlessto try for more power, for he had reached the limits of his ability there - but it
was aways possible to try for more speed.

By the time he was done, it was about noon; he left Daystorm’ s Side just long enough to collect
food for himsdlf, Daystorm, and Starfdl. Heleft Starfall’ sration just outsde the containment shield,
though Starfall was so deep in concentration that the Adept never noticed he wasthere. That was all



right; the food was covered and would keep, and Starfall’ s bird would keep pests from carrying it off.
Then he took Daystorm'’ s ration to her, and the scout accepted it with thanks.

“There snothing unusud goingon at dl,” she said, tearing off agirip of dried megt with her
strong, white teeth. Shelooked very much like afox when she did that, and Snowfire wondered if she
knew it. “The only thing going on isthat the mounted fightersare al practicing, mostly on each other. |
think they’ re pleased that the foot soldiers are gone; it gives them more spaceto practicein.”

“That’ s probably true,” he agreed, and grinned. “Let’ s hope they forget it’ s practice and take out
afew of thar own.”

She laughed, and he turned his atention to his bondbird. : How close are they to the trap?: he
asked Hwed, who was in contact with al of the bondbirds.

;Close,: Hwed told him, and showed him what Rainwind' sfacon saw from high above, so high
that the men below her would not see even a speck in the sky overhead. It would not be long now until
thefirst of the troops reached the undermined section of bluff.

“They’'re getting close,” he said doud to Daystorm. * Keep a close eye on the L utter house; if this
mage has any way of communicating with the other troops, we'll find out about it soon.”

He held to the vision of the river road as seen through the eyes of the circling falcon, watching as
the antlike, foreshortened figures crept along at amaddeningly dow pace. The falcon knew exactly where
thefall wasto take place, and centered her circle on that part of the bluff. There was no way to
communicate with Sunstone, but part of Snowfire ached with tension, hoping he would not drop the
rockfal too soon. Thetiny figures crawled onward, completely unaware of what waited for them. Half of
them were past the bluff now, with most of the rest benesth the area where the rock would come down.
Most of therest -

Not yet, Sunstone, not yet. Let them pass -

Now they were either past thefdl area, or within it, but there was dways the chance that the
rock would not fal asthey thought, letting one or two escape.

Not yet, not yet -

Therel Thelast of them was past the hafway point!

A little puff of dust at the base of the bluff wasdl the warning Snowfire had; Sunstone had
relessed thefall.

It began dowly, asthese things aways did; atrickle of rock from the top, arumbling sound, then
thefirg dgnsof thedide. Mogt of the enemy fighters reacted immediately; they looked up, and ran
downriver, away from the village. Three hesitated, started to run toward the village as Snowfire bit off a
curse. Suddenly, asafew rocks hit thetrail in front of them, they paused, and reversed themsdlves. But
that heditation wasfatal; in the next instant, they were buried beneath a cascade of dirt and rock that ran
out into theriver. A huge cloud of dust rose and obscured everything, even for afalcon’s sharp eyes, and
Snowfirewaited impatiently for it to clear.

Findly the strong breeze from upriver cleared it away, and he saw that there would be no
passage back acrossthat fall for anyone. They had managed to drop far more than he had estimated
across the roadway; until it al settled, it would be insaneto try and climb it. The enemy fighters milled
around the edge, asif wondering whether they should make some attempt to rescue their three
companions. Evidently they decided againgt it, or their leaders did, for after abit more confused
meandering, they formed back up into ranks, and moved out dong the river again.

Snowfire broke contact with the falcon with afedling of fierce pleasure. “ Thefirst stage worked
perfectly!” hetold Daystorm. “ Any sign from the mage that he knows what happened?’

She shook her head. “Nothing at al out of the ordinary,” she reported. “Y ou ought to check with
Sarfal, though. He might have noticed something.”

That was an excellent idea, and he was not at dl loath to follow it. He brushed the dust off his
trewsand loped up thetrail to Starfall’ s ekele, hoping that the Adept was not too lost in hiswork to
Speak to him.

Asit happened, Starfdl wasjust finishing the last of hisrations, and greeted Snowfirewith a
wave of hishand. “We ve dropped the bluff; it worked perfectly, and they lost threein the rockfdl,”



Snowfire reported. “Have you noticed anything from the mage?’

“Only that he' strying harder than before to take control of the lines and nodesfrom me,” Starfal
replied. “He s getting aggressive; | think hel s getting extraenergy from hisfighters. Arethey doing
anything unusua?’

“Only the mounted ones are left; Daystorm saysthey’ re practicing againgt each other, and that’s
unusual, because thereisn't alot of room for them to practice ordinarily.” Snowfire cocked his head to
theside. “From what | saw, the mounted fighters are the least disciplined. Would that be enough to
generate extraenergy for him?’

“Probably; it isn't alot, but these days, when thereisn’t alot of energy to be had, amage would
grasp at anything.” Starfdl blinked, and rubbed hiseyes. “ At least heisn't practicing blood-sacrifice.”

“I'll say thismuch for the barbarians; so far as| know, they don’t tend to stoop to that. They’' Il
use the power generated by daughter on a battlefield, but they won't practice blood-sacrifice. Or at
least, not of humans.” He grimaced. “Let’s hope thislot runstrue to form.”

“Dar’'ian would never forgive usif anything like that happened,” Starfal muttered, and shook his
head. “Well, he’ sdue for another try, and | need to be on guard; keep meinformed if you can.”

Starfdl raised the containment shield again, and sank back into histrance. Snowfire left him with
his falcon standing watch and returned to Daystorm.

“I think you can drop the close watch on the village,” hetold her. “ Starfall saysthe mage hasn't
reacted to what wedid at al.”

She sighed with relief. “Oh, good. If | don’'t get myself stretched out, | won't be any use for the
rad. I'll leave the hooligansin place; | don't need them here, and they’ Il call meif something catchestheir
atention.”

“Good plan,” he said approvingly, and went to check on the others.

Wintersky had taken charge of building their packs; each of them would carry anidentical load of
climbing staff, short bow, arrows, and throwing darts. The ideawas not to get into combat, if they could
avoid it; theideawasto free the daves and guard their backtrail. Snowfire wished he had some other
sort of magic than the type he had; it would have been so useful to be able to turn water into drugged
brandywine and arrange for the remaining barbariansto find it!

Seventeen Tayledras and one adopted boy would be the whole of their army; Nightwind and Kel
would remain behind to guard Starfdll, with five dyheli and three of the most timid of the hertasi.
Wintersky had finished seven of the packs, with ten more to go; he was checking each and every
weapon with utmost care as he packed it, and there was asmall pile of rgjected arrows beside him.
Snowfire didn’t interrupt; he had the job well in hand.

Seventeen against how many? We must be mad. Y et if they could just avoid rousing anything
or anyone, the odds of pulling this off were good. Or at least, they weren’t insurmountable.

Time to check on someone whose optimism more than equals my pessimism. Heleft
Wintersky and took the path that led to the pools and Kelvren.

The only quiet place to practice was beside the bathing pools, and Darian was more than tired of
repeeting histiny magics over and over when Kelvren provided awe come interruption.

“What passsesss, brrrancherrr?” the gryphon called, as he flew low over the pool, craning his
neck to the Sde to keep his eyes on Darian. When Darian waved at him, the gryphon executed asow
and graceful gliding turn, then backwinged to a perfect one-claw landing on the rock edge of the pool
beside Darian. Darian had to duck his head and shield his eyes against the dust storm kicked up by the
gryphon’ swing-beats, but he grinned agreeting anyway.

“Nothing much passes except time, and that’ s passing too dowly!” he complained, asthe
gryphon settled himsdf with acouple of crisp wing-flicks. He noticed that Kel had abundlein hisright
front talon, which he placed on the ground behind the rocks, just out of sight. “1 want to do something,
not just St herel”

“I agrrree,” Ke responded readily. “But | happen to have sssomething you can do. Do you
sssuppossse you could give me ahand with grrrrooming? Nightwind isss bussy prrepar-ring herrr
weaponsss, the herrrtasssl arrreal gone orrrr busssy, and | am no grrryfacon, to have handsss that



hold toolssswell.”

Help Kelvren? In a heartbeat! Darian was absolutely thrilled to be asked, and jumped to his
feet, prepared to do anything that Kel requested. “Do | need to get anything special?’ he asked
anxioudy. “Thefeether-ail or anything?’

“Not featherrr-oilsss,” the gryphon replied, “I have ever-rrything we' Il need. Thissswill be battle
preparrrationsss.”

With hisforeclaw the gryphon picked up the bag which he put down in front of Darian. He
opened it and spread out the contents on the ground. It contained the usud brushes and combs, but dso
held files, athin and flexible chest protector that was clearly madeto fit over the chestplateon Kedl’s
harness, and aset of sharp meta claw-sheaths. “ Thessse fit overrr the talonssss,” Ked said, indicating the
metal shegths. “You'll haveto file my talonsssto fit; they arrre abit longerrr than they werrrewhen |
wasssfitted with thessse.”

Darian picked up the set of three files and the right-side set of sheaths and went to work, asKe
advisaed and corrected what he was doing. He found that if he sat just under the gryphon’s chin with his
back against Kel’ s chest, they were both able to see what was going on clearly and were more
comfortable. It was very pleasant, Sitting there with his back against the feathery warmth of hisfriend,
working diligently with the files on the shining black talons. He could dmost forget why they were making
these preparations. He couldn’t help thinking what the other boys Of Errold’s Grove would say if they
saw what he was doing now. Wouldn't their eyes just pop! They wouldn't believe what they were
seeing! Imagine, me, helping take care of areal, live gryphon! Why, next thing, I'll be helping trap
a snow-drake or something.

Thetaon-sheathsfit over each claw and were held in place with aglovelike web of fine, strong
leather straps. The workmanship wasredly ingenious, and the articulation was perfect. The sheaths
didn’t redly extend the length of thetalonsall that much, so Kel would still be able to walk, land, and
pick things up. When Darian finished fitting the whole contraption to Kel’ sright leg, the gryphon had
what was effectively aset of four sngle-edged knives on the end of hisleg. Not only did each sheeth
taper to apoint as sharp asaneedle, but thefirst third of each had areal sharpened edge for dashing.

Kd flexed hisfoot, and looked at it with a mixture of pride and chagrin, his huge golden eyes
blinking dowly as he admired the shining metal now covering each talon. “Harrrd to walk in, thessse,
becaussse of dl the damage. Y ou don’t want me anywherrre nearrr atent, forrr insssstancsse. Sssstill.
They prrrotect my rrred talonsss, meta won't brrreak the way atalon can. And obvioussdly, - aweapon
can't chop one off.”

Darian nodded soberly, and set to work on the left-side set. I’ d hate to see how awful it would
beif a talon did get chopped off. He could bleed to death! Much better to have the sheaths, even if
they were abit awkward to wear. When hefinished, Kelvren reared up on his hindquarters and made a
few experimenta dashesintheair. “Perrrfect!” he said with agleeful sparklein hiseyes. “You may ‘be
my trrrondi’irrrn any timel”

“Oh, | don't know about that,” Darian replied, blushing with awkward pleasure. “1 don’t know a
fraction of what Nightwind knows, and anyway, any of the hertasi could have helped you just as well.
Let’sget thischest thing on you, dl right?’

“Ssaurrrely,” Kel agreed, dropping back down to al fours. “ It goesss onto the harnessss - ssssee
the bucklesss? Then the neckpiecssse wrrrgpsss arrrround the thrrroat.”

The protective armor would never withstand the blows of asword or ax, but it would protect
agang arrows, it was made of overlgpping articulated plates of alight, strong meta totally unfamiliar to
Darian, backed with athin leather that was the toughest such substance Darian had ever seen. Unlike the
talons, which were a satin finished, highly-polished silver, the chest protector was a matte black and
would not betray Kd by reflecting light. The whole thing didn’t even weigh as much asasingle ordinary
breastplate for a smallish human - but then, it would haveto belight if Kel was going to fly while wearing
it.

When Darian finished buckling it onto the harness, Kel gave himself atremendous shaketo settle
it, and had him tighten two or three straps, then shook himself again.



“Urrrr,” he said, clicking his beak meditatively. “ Not the mossst comforrrtable thing to weartr.
But then, | have hearrrd the human Ssslverrrsss sssay the sssame of theirrr arrrmorrr.”

“It could be worse, you could have a hedmet and a stomach plate and things,” Darian pointed out.
Ke shook hishead comically.

“I think not!” the gryphon exclaimed. “1 would not be able to walk, much lessssfly! Thisssisss
bad enough, and | would not wearrr it had Nightwind not insssisssted. | fearrr it looksss rrridicul ousss.”

“Wdl! Y ou look tremendoudy warliketo me,” Darian told him, stepping back to admire him
fromalittledistance. “Very impressve. Terifying, infact.”

“Oh, do 1?7 Kd exclamed, ingenuoudy pleased. “ Terrri-fying? Trrruly?’

“Truly,” Dariantold him. “If | were the enemy, I’ d take one look at you and run, | wouldn’t stick
around to find out what you could do to me.”

And the gryphon did make a daunting sight, with the metal breastplate and neck guard forming
what appeared to be a seamless black shell over his chest and neck, one claw upraised, and the metal
talons gleaming wickedly in the sun. It was no exaggeration to say that Kel would probably have
frightened any of the Errold’ s Grove militiamembersinto scuttling back to the village, metaphoricd tall
between hislegs.

But would he have the same effect on the barbarians? The plain truth was, virtudly anything the
militiathought of asa“mongter” had sent them scuttling back to the safety of the village. What did he
know about fighting? Only what he' d heard and read in books.

| just hope we never find out, Darian thought, keeping his doubtsto himsdif. 1" d rather not
know than have those barbarians turn up here.

“I think if | was Starfdll, | would feed completely secure with you onwatch,” he said doud. “I
wouldn't need anybody ese.”

“Rrredly?’ Kel arched his neck, and his eyes pinned with excitement. “Y ou arrretoo kind. | am
only averrry juniorrr Ssslverrr.”

“I agreewith him,” Nightwind said, emerging from the shadows of the path. “Y ou look quite
formidable, Kel. Starfal will fed quite secure with you on guard, and rightly so. Y ou're going to do afine
job.”

Kd'’sneck arched alittle more, and he practically purred. “Thank you,” he said. “1 hope yourrr
confidencsseisjussstified.”

Nightwind smiled. “I'm atrondi’im, remember? |’ ve served quite afew gryphonsin the past. |
have no doubt of it.”

In Darian’ s opinion, Nightwind herself looked just as formidable as the gryphon; she had a
breastplate made much like his, with gauntletsto match, alight helm, and abow that Darian would never
dream of being able to string, much less draw. He couldn’t see the business-end of the arrows she
carried inaquiver at her belt, but he had no doubt that they were more of the nasty, man-killing type that
the Tayledras were using tonight.

Her hair had been braided back tightly into a no-nonsense knot at the nape of her neck, and
there wasn't a single extraneous bead or feather on her spare, uniformlike costume. Like Kel, her
breastplate had a badge embossed on it, and he peered at it curioudly.

She noted where his eyeswent, and smiled. “ Thisisthe badge of the Silver Gryphons,” shetold
him, the fingers of one hand lightly caressing the edge of the emblem. “Kel and | are both Slvers, the only
onesin thegroup. | don’t think they quite redize yet what that means.”

“Why isn't anyone else?’ he asked.

She chuckled. “Because we are the only two Kaded ain here,” shetold him. “We aren't
Tayledrasat dl - or rather, the Tayledras used to be Kaed ain, but - *

The gryphon waved aclaw, interrupting her. “ Y ou arrre confusssing him,” Kel chided.
“Darrr’ian, it isss sssmple. Long ago therrre wasss one people, the Kaled' a'in. When the Cataclyssssm
wasss overrr, that people wasss sssunderrred. The Kaled'a in Clan K’ Lessshya wasss farrr separrrated
frrrom the otherrrsss, and thossse within it did not even know if the rrresst had ssssurrrvived, they
went to sssaferrr landsss, wessst and sssouth, and became the allliesss of the Black Kingsss. Forrr the



otherrrr Clansssit was differrrent. Theirrr homelandsss werrre dessstrrroyed, ssso they found when they
went to look. The otherrrsss quarrrelled overrr the ussse of magic - thossse who wanted to continue the
ussse of it became the Tayledrrrasss, and thossse who wissshed to ssshun it became the Sssshin'ain.”

“But - because your people weren't fighting over whether or not to use magic, you stayed
Kded ain?’ Darian asked, scratching hishead. “But if your people went so far away, why areyou
here?’

“Because we decided that the moment was right to come back north and see what time had
made of the landswe left,” Nightwind told him, and smiled ruefully. “Little did we guess that we' d end up
being here at the beginning of another Cataclysm! At least some of us managed to prevent this one,
anyway. Kd’'sversonisa very abbreviated one, and at some point, you'll have to hear the whole story.”

“Prrrobably frrrom one of the kyrrree hissstorrry-keep-errrs” Kel said, meditatively examining
his steel-sheathed talons. * Becaussse asss sssoon asss they learrrn you do not know thetae, you will
have no choicsse but to hearrr it!”

Nightwind burst out laughing asif Kel had said something terribly funny. Darian couldn’'t make
out just what the joke was, but laughed politely anyway.

“Wadll, the point isthat only the Kded ain have the Silver Gryphons,” Nightwind continued,
wiping her eyeswith the back of her hand. “ They serve alot of the same functionsthat your Heralds do;
peacekeepers, border guards, and asthe Kded' ain militia. Someday I'll tell you why things turned out
that way, but thefact isthat of al the people on this expedition, Kel and | arethe only true warriors.
Mind you, some of the others, Snowfirein particular, have seen combat - but we re the only ones
actualy trained aswarriors.” One corner of her mouth quirked inanironic smile. “To tell you thetruth, |
don’t think Snowfire quite redlizes that about me. He dtill thinks I’ m just an Empath and Kel’ s attendant.
We haven't had to get our battle gear out before this.”

“Not that it matterrrsss,” Ked added. “ Thisssisss what we prrrrobably would have volunteerrred
forrr if he hadn’t asssked usss. | am abit larrrge to hide in awaterrrr-courrrse.”

“And we are the best sort of guards he could have on Starfal,” Nightwind finished. “ That' sone
of thethingswe re trained for; thereis dways aset of gryphons acting as bodyguardsto our chief aly
among the Black Kings.”

But anew set of dazzling possibilities had opened up to Darian. “ Could | be a Silver some day?’
he asked breathlessly.

“Now that isan interesting thought,” Nightwind replied, looking at him with surprise. “1 never
consdered that possbility. Yes, | suppose you could; you're far too young right now, but once you're at
the age where we accept candidates, you could train asa Silver, if you gill want to be one.”

“Being amage would be an advantage,” Kdl added, his eartufts pricked forward with interest.
“Magessssin the Ssslverrsss learrrn combat-magicsss, verrry ssspecializssed ssstuff. It would mean
anotherrr ssseverrra yearrrs of sss-chooling.”

Now that was a daunting thought. More training? But it might beworthiit.

“Y ou certainly don’t have to make up your mind right now,” Nightwind said, before he could
even begin to consder the ramifications of the offer. “Let’ s get through this, then finish up this expedition.
By the time we get back to Tayledrasterritory, you' | have a better idea of what you want to do. And if
that includes joining the Silvers, Kel and | will seethat you get a chanceto gpply and train.”

He slammered his thanks, and hel ped Nightwind pack up the grooming utensils, avarein a
dazzled fashion that he had gone in the past few days from having no choicein hisfuturelifeto havinga
bewildering array of choices.

Hedid not remain dazzled for long. First we have to get through this. Then | have to make
sure that no onein Errold’ s Grove thinks he still has any claims on me. Then - then | have to
learn how to be a mage and a Hawkbrother. The enormity of the tasks till ahead of him sobered him
quickly.

He glanced up at the sun, and judged that someone would probably come looking for him
shortly. “I ought to go find Snowfire,” he began,

“Snowfire has dready found you,” Nightwind chuckled, and pointed over his shoulder. He turned



and saw the senior scout coming out into the sunlight by the side of the pooal.

The Hawkbrother eyeswidened in surprise at the sght of Kd and Nightwind, though hislips
curved inadow smile. “Welladay!” he said, with appreciation in hisvoice. “| find al three of thefolk |
needed to gather, and al in one spot. Very efficient.”

“Pure coincidence,” Nightwind pointed out. “But as you can see, we are ready to take our
posts.”

“Whenever you'reready,” Snowfiretold her, with alittle sdlute. “Unlessyou can think of
anything you need to know, I’ [l leave you to handle the business of guarding Starfal asyou seefit.”

Darian had thefeding that Snowfire had intended to give Ke and Nightwind some careful
ingtructions, and on being confronted by apair of properly equipped professionds, had quickly revised
hisplans.

“Thank you for your confidence, Snowfire,” Nightwind said, without ahint of her usud irony. “I
hope we will prove worthy of it. Now, | take it that you have cometo fetch’ your guide?’

“I have,” he said, and turned his attention to Darian. “1 hope you are ready, little brother, because
we need to set off soon if we areto be in place after dark.”

Darian nodded, unableto trust hisvoice, for he knew that the fear risng within him would make it
shake. Even if hewasn't brave, he didn’t want Snowfireto guess. | have to go through with this. | let
Justyn down; I’'m not going to do that to Showfire.

“Come, then,” the Hawkbrother said. “Nightwind, Kelvren, wind to thy wings.”

“Good hunting,” Kel said, as Nightwind sketched a salute to both of them, with ady wink to
Darian. That made him fed alittle better; he managed to get out a proper farewell and followed in
Snowfire’ swake to where the rest of the Hawkbrothers were gathered. His heart was in his mouth, and
he felt queasy, but what needed to be done would be done.

For the most part, the journey was ablur to Darian; the Hawkbrothers set a pace he would
never have been able to match if he had not been riding the horse stolen from the barbarians. He could
not for amoment imagine how they managed to keep up that steady lope for furlong after furlong. With
Hwed and Huur providing “eyes ahead,” they kept up the gruding trek long after sunset, and findly came
to ahat somewhere in the deep woods after full darknessfell.

“Dar’ian, you must get off the horse now,” whispered Wintersky, who had been holding the
beast by alead ropeto prevent it from bolting off the way it had the last time. “Wewill turn the beast
loose here, for we are now going down to theriver.”

Darian dismounted stiffly; the horse' strot had not been acomfortable gait, especialy not for
someone who never had been much of arider. Wintersky untied the rope from the horse' s bridle, and
used it to flick the beast on the flank. With an indignant squedl, it trotted off into the darkness, leaving
them al standing beside one of the enormous trees. Beneath the whisper of wind in the leaves above,
Darian heard the sound of theriver; it couldn’t be too far off, then. They were very near their god, the
end of the aqueduct that carried water to the village.

“Come,” Snowfire whispered; somehow he had replaced Wintersky at Darian’ s side. “Do not
fear to keep up; we must go dowly now, avoiding the sentries.”

Asgrudingly swift asthe pace had been before, it was now just as agonizingly dow. The
Hawkbrothers moved from cover to cover, dipping in and out of the shadows like silent shadows
themsalves, and far quieter than Darian was. Darian winced every time he stepped on arock or atwig,
for the sounds he made sounded as loud as shouts in the relative peace of the Forest.

But there were other things making sounds out here; he was amazed to redlize how loud deer
were, asthey came acrossapair of does and afawn, feeding. He' d dways thought that deer moved
dlently, but they tramped through the sparse underbrush as noisly as he.

At last they reached the river itself, with no signs of sentriesthat Darian could see. But then, what
did he know? Hwed, Huur, and Snowfire were probably the only oneswho would know where sentries
were, and the point was to avoid them.

The brush dong the rocky riverbank was much thicker than under the heavy shade of the great
trees, they had more cover to hidein, but there were more branches to snap, leavesto rustle, and rocks



to trip over. Wintersky found agametrail that wound in and out of the bushes, often requiring that they
go on al foursto keep their heads below the covering undergrowth; Darian discovered that he had his
handsfull just following in hiswake without making too terrible anoise. Theriver here did not make
enough sound to mask their passage; though swift and deep, there were no rocks or deep bendsto cause
even arippledong itstranquil surface. A chilling, damp breeze rose from its surface, penetrating Darian’s
dothing.

It seemed to Darian that they had been moving so long that it must surely be dawn, and yet by
the starsit could not possibly have been much later than midnight when he felt Snowfire stop and crouch
under the shadow of a bush. He stopped as well, then felt Snowfire' s hand reach back and tug at his
shoulder. Obedient to the signal, he crept forward to peer out at whatever it was that Snowfire was
looking at.

“Isthisthe place?’ the scout breathed into his ear. He squinted, and peered out into the
darkness, gtraining his ears aswdl as his eyeswhen the dark bulk ahead of him failed to resolve into
anything he recognized.

It was his ears that told him they had reached their god ; arhythmic splashing, the creaking of wet
wood, the steady trickle of water. They had reached the agueduct, and the water whee! that fed it.

He put his mouth to Snowfire sear. “Thisisthe place,” he whispered.

Snowfire nodded, and motioned to him to be silent. He froze where he was, and tried to ignore
the three or four insects that decided to negotiate the new piece of territory - hislegs- that had suddenly
gppeared in front of them. Hewas just glad that Snowfire had given him ahandful of aromatic herbsto
rub dl over himsdlf before they left, for most of the insects had | eft him aone tonight.

Findly, after what seemed far too long atime, Snowfire motioned him forward, and dipped out
into the open himsdif.

Now, for thefirst timein days, Darian found himsdlf on totally familiar ground. The wooden
aqueduct hung above their heads, dripping fairly steadily; he followed the sounds of dripping until his
outstretched hands encountered the ladder that led to the first clean-out door up above.

He took a chance that one word wouldn't betray them.

“Herel” he whispered harshly, and was suddenly surrounded by seventeen Hawkbrothers.

He scrambled up the ladder and felt for the catch that rel eased the door. The agueduct wouldn't
have worked for aweek if it hadn’t been covered to keep leaves and trash out; nevertheless, things did
manage to get in, and moss and agae grew in the trough. Hatches had to be made to permit occasiond
cleaners- usualy older, more responsible children - to scrub the troughs. To avoid accidents with
overcurious or adventurous younger children, the catches were reasonably tricky. Darian had aready
served one stint as a cleaner; that was how he knew where the catches were and how to open them.

He had amoment of panic when the mechanism jammed and refused to open, but after some
desperate prying and jiggling, it broke loose and let him lift the hatch up. With asigh of relief, helifted the
heavy hatch off to the sde. Darian listened for amoment to the cold water running insde, and permitting
himsdf ashiver, dimbedin.

He wasimmediately soaked to mid-cdf in very cold water, but he knew that before they reached
the village, he' d be soaked clear through. He dropped to his hands and knees and crawled into the tunnel
formed by the trough of the agueduct and the arch of the roof aboveit. Ashe crawled forward into the
darkness, he felt someone immediately behind him.

Now they weredl relying on him to pick the right branching. The right one would bring them out
in the village, to the village cistern house right besi de the horse trough. The wrong one would send them
out into the fields somewhere.

None of the |eft-hand branchings, hereminded himsdf. Those all go out to the fields. Ashe
crawled, hetried not to think about his surroundings. It was so dark in here that he couldn’t see even a
glimmer of light. It was cold, there was water up to his chest and the roof of the agqueduct pressing into
the back of hishead. And someone hadn’t done hisjob, because the floor was dimy with algae. He tried
to remind himsdlf that it could have been worse things, but as he started to shiver, that thought wasn't at
al comforting.



It's the second right-hand branching. I’ m sure of it. But the longer he crawled, theless sure
he became. Was it the second? He d been crawling an awfully long time, and he' d only cometo one
place where the agueduct opened up to the right. What if he'd missed it? What if he' d gonetoo far?
What if they were dready crawling off over thefields of barley and turnips?

Then, just as he was beginning to panic and thinking about trying to get everyone to crawl
backward so he could recheck where they’ d been, his hand encountered emptiness and water where the
wooden wall had been. He stopped, and reached back with hisfoot to signa that they’d cometo the
turning.

Hefdt ahand grab hisfoot and squeeze; he moved into the right branch, and continued the crawl
forward.

Here, at least, the cleaners had done their job. Slime gave way to clean wood under his pams,
and he sghed with relief. This must be the correct branch; it was the only one that got scoured religioudy,
for it not only fed the horse trough but was the main water supply for thewhole village.

But now he had new worries. He froze; suddenly they were no longer aone.

He heard the guards before he saw signs of them; heard their voices echoing toward him down
the hollow wooden tube. He froze in place, afraid that they had already caught the sounds of hands and
knees shuffling through the water above their heads. In another moment, he saw little flickering bits of
light reflected in the water, coming through cracks and crevicesin the agueduct cover. They're going to
hear us. They have some magic, or another Yip Dog, that will sense the Hawkbrothers. They have
a red dog that will smell us up here! It wasdl he could do to keep from shouting in panic asthe lights
drew nearer, ashe fdt the walls pressing in on him. He began to shiver even harder, and clenched his
teeth tightly to keep them from chattering.

Then, miraculoudy, the lights and voices passed right on by.

He hardly bdlieved it at first, and only asharp prod from behind got him going again. Twice
more, lights and voices gpproached and passed, and twice more they dl frozein place, waiting, shivering
in the cold water.

At long last, his hand encountered the end of the aqueduct. They werein the cistern house, where
the aqueduct spilled into a storage cistern which in turn led to the horse trough outside the cistern house.
He hung onto the end of the trough, and lowered himsalf down into the cistern, being careful not to make
more of a gplash than the water pouring into the cistern already made.

One by one, the rest of the Hawkbrothers followed, first into the cistern, then, shivering and
chilled, onto thefloor of the cistern house beside him.

“I want you to stay here,” Snowfire said in hisear. “Keep out of sight. Y ou've done al you need
to.”

He nodded, histeeth clenched to keep them from chattering. He couldn’t havereplied if he'd
wanted to, for he was shivering too hard, and not just with cold.

“Heshouldn't stay here,” hissed someone dse. “There sno place to hide and only oneway in or
out, and if anyone comesin here after water, they’ re going to find him!”

Snowfire growled, but reluctantly agreed. “Let me have Hwed check the stable.”

Silence then, except for the sound of falling water and occasiond voices outside the cistern
house. Darian wasin a constant state of terror lest some drunkard stumble to douse his head and find
them dl there. At long last, Snowfire spoke again.

“Dar’ian, goto the stable,” he ordered. “ Hwed saysthat there are no humans quartered in there,
nothing but horses. Y ou should be safe enough at thistime of night, and it’ s halfway between the
threshing barn and here. We can get you on our way out of the village.”

Darian just nodded, and waited while the others dipped out, two and three a atime, hisgut
clenched tight al thewhile.

How am | going to get out of here? he asked himsdlf, once the last of them weregone. | can't
move and hide like they can! Somebody is going to see me for sure!

Asif to underscore that fear, he heard precisely what he had feared most to hear - the sound of
three or four drunken men approaching the cistern house, talking loudly in some foreign babble.



Were they coming here? Where could he hide? Could he get insde the cistern? Would they see
himif hedid? Ashefdt blindly about for the edge of the cistern, his hand encountered a bucket that had
been left behind, and suddenly aplan burst in on hismind in ablaze of illumination. Quickly, he grabbed
the bucket, filled it a the cistern, and just as the men reached the door, he opened it, trudging openly out
into the square with hisheavy, daoshing bucket.

Exactly as he had hoped, the men ignored him. He was just another dave, and achild at that,
inggnificant and unworthy of amoment’ s thought. They shoved past him, and as he trudged away, he
heard them splashing and choking in the water, trying to sober themselves up.

Ugh. It'sagood thing that from there, the water goes to the horse trough. But if | wasahorse, |
wouldn't want to drink it after they’ d had their dirty headsiniit.

He continued to trudge toward the stable, carrying the bucket-handle in both hands, hoping that
no onewould notice hislong knife at his side, the only wegpon he had with him. Snowfirewouldn't let
him have anything e se, and a the time he had thought it apitiful excuse for awegpon, but he rather
doubted that these people alowed their davesto have anything as dangerous as aknife.

At last he reached the shelter of the stable. He put down the bucket, opened the door, picked
the bucket back up and dipped inside. Just in case Hwed had been mistaken, he wanted an excuse to be
here, and a bucket of water was a perfectly good excuse.

But it was black in there, without even a night-lamp. That meant that there was nothing, and no
one waiting, except for horses.

Hewaited for his eyesto adjust to the dark, listening to them stamping and blowing, breathing in
the scent of horse swesat and hay. Once he could see alittle, he walked up to the nearest stdl. Each of
the stalls had an outside haf-door, so that the upper haf could be |eft open for ventilation, and in this
weather the upper doors were |eft open al night so the horses got air. The beast on the other side of the
stall door seemed far too large for the stall he' d been put in. Darian stared a him in awe; he was huge,
bigger than any horse he d ever seen before, and atrue war-horse. Every sl in the smal stable wasfull,
and it was quite clear why the barbarians had put their beasts hereinstead of using the place to quarter
more fighters. These horses must easily have been worth asmall fortune apiece. They were certainly
worth more than asimple foot soldier, or even asquad of them.

Darian put his bucket down and closed the door, then felt for the ladder built into the wall beside
him and climbed up into the loft where the hay was stored, moving carefully and fedling for each rung to
keep from making any noise. He would have agood vantage point and a comfortable place to wait as
wall.

Both loft doors were open to the night air, and he,: got down on his scomach and wormed his
way over to the onethat pointed in the direction of the threshing barn. Loose hay covered the floor to the
depth of hiskneesin the middle, and his neck on either side. Mice skittered about in the hay; in the
slence he heard two of them fighting, voicing their anger in tiny squeeks.

He settled in with his nose barely poking up abovethe sill of the door, and strained eyes and
ears, trying to penetrate the night. The plan caled for the Hawkbrothers to get to the threshing barn,
remove any guards that were there, and free the villagers. Wintersky and Raindance would lead them
through the village, across the bridge to the road on the other side of theriver, and upriver to Kelmskeep;
Snowfire and the otherswould form arear guard to deal with pursuit.

Nothing in the plan called for actually attacking the barbarians, except in the person of the guards
watching the captives. At the time, Darian had been disappointed, but now he was relieved. Trapped
insde the cistern house, he had suddenly become aware that he was one young boy surrounded by
many, many, strange, hostile men who would not think twice about killing him. Once again, hefelt his
insdes go to water, felt the fear he had experienced when the barbarian army attacked. Thiswas not the
time or place for a confrontation, and now he was glad that Snowfire had aready made up hismind
about that.

| just wish someone could have told the enemy so we'd be sure that they would leave us
alone -

Suddenly, the peaceful night was split by flashes of red, orange, and green light and aroar as



deafening asthe worst thunderstorm he’ d ever lived through. Darian gtifled ayel p and winced away from
the door, but immediately reversed himsdf and peeked back over the top of the sill. Something awful
must have happened out there -

It was al coming from the direction of the threshing barn, and he knew with athrill of dread that
the enemy had not gone adong with the plan of avoiding confrontation.

More brilliant flashes of light lit the village bel ow, followed by more tfiundering noises, and men
boiled out of the nearby houses like so many angry hornets streaming from adisturbed hive.

His heart pounded, and there was ametallic taste in the back of his mouth. He began to swest,
and had to clench his hands on the sl to keep from jumping up and running out there. What do | do?
Where do | go? Nothing in the plan told him what to do now -

Don’t panic. Think of something! He didn’t dare move from where he was, and yet there must
be something he could do! If | can stop some of these men, delay them - if only | had a dling, or a
ropeto trip themwith! What had he learned? How to raise things - how to heat water and call fire -
how to sense magic and -

Wait a minute; if | can raise things, can | keep them down? Too late to guess, he just had to
try; spurred by fear and excitement, he reached out with histiny spark of magic toward one of the
barbarians running below him, and momentarily glued histoeto the ground.

The man tripped and fdll heavily, taken too much by surpriseto fal properly, and Darian heard
something break with adry crack - though whether it was a bone or aweapon, he couldn’t tell. The man
staggered to hisfeet, dazed, and sumbled off; he was clearly not in a condition to fight now, and might
not befor awhile.

Encouraged, Darian did it again, and once again, it worked, sending the man crashing headlong
into the ground and driving al the breath from his body. This one was stunned, and only moved fegbly
rather than trying to get up. It took him along timeto get to hisfeet and lurch away.

Darian tried the trick again, and yet again, with equal or better success. It wasworking! He was
doing something!

If only he knew what was going on out there -

Therewas morelight, red firethistime, risng above the roofs of the nearest buildings, the harsh
smell of smoke, and the sounds of shouts and screamsin the distance where the barn stood. He could
not tell what was going on, except that the quiet raid had become afull-scae confrontation, and that was
not good.

There were no more barbarians where Darian could see them, and he redlized belatedly just how
exposed his position was. He wormed hisway back into the loose hay, pulling it up over himsdf until
therewas hay al around him to the depth of apitchfork’ stines; he could still see out the loft door, but
now he was peeking out from under the hay like amouse in aburrow.

He got under cover just in time; someone with amage-light following him ran toward the Sable,
and by the long robes the man was wearing, he was not one of the Hawkbrothers, nor one of the
barbarian fighters.

The stable door dammed open as Darian logt Sight of the man, then dammed shut again. He
heard a thud, the cresk of wood and a voice uttering what sounded like curses, and heavy steps on the
ladder. He was shudderingly grateful for the cover of the hay, asthe mage-light popped over the side of
theloft, and the entire loft lit up as brightly asday.

More heavy steps, a shadow passed over Ddian’s hiding place, and the man stepped into
Darian’sline-of-sight. He blocked about half of Darian’ sview, but Darian had avery good view of him.
Tdl, abit less muscular than the barbarian fighters, but just as shaggy and bearded, he wore an outlandish
reddish-brown robe, with adesign pieced into it in dark brown lesther. It appeared to be the stylized
head and forequarters of some beast, but what, Darian couldn’t tell. There was a pendant around his
neck that swung into view as he turned; a sun-disk, with the raysin metal but thedisk in black. An
eclipse?

All his attention was centered outside, which was avery good thing, as Darian wasin plain sight
from where he stood if he choseto look in that direction.



Isthisthe mage? It must be. What' sthat pendant mean?

Isit magic? Darian tentatively stretched his new “magic-sense” toward the man.

And hewasal but “blinded.” He shielded himself again, as he d been taught, and lay there,
dazed. | think thisis the mage, all right.

And the man was doing something; he had his hands cupped in front of him, and he was
muttering. And from apoint just below them, Darian heard an ominous, deep sound of growling, and the
noise of very heavy feet shuffling away.

He' s - he's got monsters! He' s turning monstersloose! The Hawkbrothers had no warning of
this - bad enough that they were facing haf an army, but no one had thought about facing mongters, too!

He had to do something. He had to! He couldn’t let Snowfire down, the way he' d failled Justyn!
The man was still muttering, probably caling up another monster. Darian couldn’'t wait any longer.

With ayel, heleaped out of the hay, pulling hisknife at the sametime.

The man turned, quick as athought, but only in time to keep from getting knocked out of the loft
door. Darian hit him with ashock, his right shoulder nearly wrenched out of its socket as the man
deflected it. They both went down in the hay, with Darian on top; hetried to bring up hisknifeto finish
things, but the man seized hiswri<t, and rolled to the right. Now Darian was underneath; the man tried to
get the knife away from him, bashing his hand down usdesdy into the soft hay, his kneesdigging into
Darian’ s stomach. Darian squirmed, trying to break his hold and get away, and the man held off Darian’'s
knife hand with hisright and got hisleft around Darian’ sthroat and began to squeeze.

He couldn’t breathe. Histhroat was agony, his chest fek asif it were going to burgt, hisblood
pounded in his ears. He writhed and twisted, clawed for the man with his free hand, kicked and thrashed,
while the man held him down and throttled him.

Dalian’s mouth opened, but nothing eame out; his eyesfdt asif they were going to pop out of his
head, his ears and face burned, and he couldn’t hear anything but aroaring. His vison went red, then
began to tunnd, until al he could see was the man’ simpassive, bearded face, and that was sarting to
black out.

Then, with no warning, the man let him go and flung himsdlf backward.

Darian rolled out of the way, coughing and gasping, and looked up to see Huur attached to the
man’ s scalp, flapping her wings furioudy and digging bloody furrows aong his forehead with her talons.

She must have come in the hayloft door - she saved me!

The man was screaming a the top of hislungs and flailing a the bird with hisfigts, shein her turn
battered him with powerful strokes of her wings, disorienting him. Belatedly, Darian redlized he had to get
out of there. She hadn’t managed akilling hold, she couldn’t hang onto him forever, and once shelet go,
he was free to go after Darian again. Darian scrambled for the ladder and did down it, with hisfeet
braced on the outside of the uprights and his hands dowing him. He had lost his knife somewhere - he
didn’t know where, but right now al he wanted wasto get away.

But the door was closed, and the bar was down acrossit. The mage-light dropped down into the
stable, and the man stopped screaming; Huur must have let him go.

Please, please, don't let her be hurt!

The horseswere dl franticaly ssomping and neighing, upset by the commotion and wanting to
take their agitation out on something or someone. The mage would be down there any moment -

Wherecan | hidethat he can't find me?

There wasn't much room in the tiny stable - and with the horses ready to kick anything that stood
inther path -

Thehorses! Yed

He darted along the center aide, throwing open the doors to the stals as he went. The horses
hadn’t been tied, and once they felt space behind them, they kicked and backed out into the aide, then
proceeded to fight with each other, milling and squedling, and providing abarrier of large and angry
bodies between Darian and the ladder. Just as he opened the last stal, he spotted the mage' sfeet on the
ladder, and he saw a pitchfork leaning againgt the back wall. He seized it, and darted into the last sl
dangeroudy closeto the horse that was vacating it. Fortunately, the horse was more interested in getting



apiece of one of hisrivasthan in somping Darian into the straw.

Thisstal had no haf-door at the back, and neither did the one oppositeit. There would be no
escape that way.

As he cowered in the back of the stall, pitchfork clutched in histrembling hands, he heard the
mage sVvoice roaring over the squealing and bugling of the fighting horses, and the thud of hooveson
wood. He heard the louder sound of the stable doors damming open, and then the noise of ariding whip
on flesh and the thunder of hooves receding. The mage had opened the stable doors and was driving out
the horses. Soon he would come looking for Darian.

I’ll only get one chance at this - Darian broke out into acold swest, shaking al over, but his
mind seemed strangely sharp and clear, and as he watched the lighted space of the open stdl door, he
saw thelast of the bulky shadows vanish, leaving only the long shadow of aman.

The mage-light’ sbehind him.

He watched the shadow, and listened to the footsteps, waiting for the moment when the mage
would be just around the corner of hisgtal.

The man was thorough; he checked every stdl, while Darian’ s heart pounded and his gut
churned. He' slooking at the opposite ones first. When he first gets up here, I'll have just that long
while he checks the other one -

He saw the shadow’ slegs, the body silhouetted on the wall; he braced himself, and with the next
step, the mage himself appeared framed in the stall door.

Darian charged, screaming.

Thistime he caught the mage entirely by surprise, driving himinto thewal and pinning him there.
He looked terrible, with great gouges bleeding down into hisface and hisrobe wet with his own blood -
but he was obvioudy far from finished. Onetine of the pitchfork held an arm pinned between it and the
next tine, one pierced the man’ s clothing a hissde, athough Darian couldn't tell if it had caught flesh,
and one was buried in the wood of the back of the stall.

But the mage wasn't dead - and he wasn't done with Darian yet.

Therewas an insanerage in the man’ s eyes, he foamed at the mouth, and he clawed at Darian
with hisfree hand. Failing to reach Darian, he grappled with the shaft of the pitchfork, and tried to
wrench it away, while at the sametime, he pushed away from the wall. There was blood seeping into the
mage' s clothing, but thiswas obvioudy not afatal wound.

If he could get off thewall, he could free himsdlf.

Darian panted, bracing hisfeet in the dirt of the stall floor, and hung on with the strength of
desperation. Why wouldn’t this man die?

Bit by bit, the mage pushed Darian back, struggling in eerie slence. Bit by bit, Darian’ sfeet
dipped, and he scrambled to reestablish hishold.

If the mage got loose, he’ d kill Darian - then he' d kill Snowfire and dl the others. Then he’'d go
after Nightwind and Starfall and Kelvren. And all because Darian had failed.

“No!” he screamed at thetop of hislungs. “ Not - this - time! *

With alast burst of energy, he drove the mage back, and felt a surge of eation.

But the madness | eft the man’s eyes for amoment, and the mage screamed something guttural.
The handle of the pitchfork burst into flame, splintered, then crumbled away, leaving Darian standing with
ahandful of kindling and ash. The mage plucked the metd tine out, and cast it to the ground
contemptuoudy.

Darian stared, frozen.

The mage laughed, and reached out, hisfingers curling into aclaw.

Darian ducked and rolled to the side. He came up running, or trying to, heading for the open
stable door.

Behind him, the mage screamed something el se, and the door dammed shut in hisface; he hit it,
unableto stop in time, and dropped to the floor.

The mage laughed again, and Darian rolled over, hisback to the door, and his hand fell on the
bar that had held it shut. He didn’t even think; hejust grabbed it, and came up swinging.



He caught the mage on the side of the head, once again catching him by surprise. The man reded
back, and Darian swung again.

Thistime the mage caught the wooden bar and wrenched it out of Darian’ s hands, throwing it
adde.

Darian dove underneath the man’ s grasping hands, gambling that the wound in his Sdewastoo
painful for him to move easily. He somersaulted and came up on hisfeet on the other side; the mage was
between him and the door again. He looked frantically about for aweapon, any weapon.

Hiseyefdl on theforged tines of the pitchfork as the mage turned.

Thistime hedidn't darefall. It didn’t matter if he died; he couldn’t fail the others.

He snatched up the tines, braced the rounded end against his chest, and charged again, but this
timewith every last bit of sirength, and every bit of hisweight, holding back nothing.

He drove the larger man back againgt the closed door; felt the tines hit flesh that yielded, resisted,
then gave with awet pop. The man screamed horribly; heflailed at Darian and aterrible blow to the sde
of his head knocked him away, stunning him; hefdl to the ground as everything went dark.

He couldn’t move, couldn’t see anything.

Am | blind? With a convulsive shudder, he managed to move, to get to his knees, but he il
couldn’t see anything. Everything was dark.

Then, with acreak, one of the stable doors swung open, and vague and flickering red light
outside proved that he wasn't blind after al. It was the mage-light that was gone.

But the mage was gill moving. In amoment, he might get up again. He was hurt, but by no means
dead yet.

Darian’ sright hand was wet, as was his deeve, and ashe moved it, hisfingers touched his
abandoned bucket. He grabbed it and lurched to his feet, staggering over to the mage who stared up at
him in the changing light, spittle a the corner of his mouth.

He gave the man no chance to act; he brought the bucket down on his head as hard as he could.
If the man wouldn’t die, at least he wasn't going to stay awake for long!

He hit the mage a couple more times for good measure, then |eft the bucket upturned over his
face and staggered, exhausted, out into the open. He didn’t care who or what saw him at this point. He
stood in the middie of the dirt path, swaying on his feet, wondering where he should go next. The
shouting had decreased; who waswinning?

Then he sensed something gathering at his back; something oddly familiar. Magic - but - where
and when had he sensed something like this before?

Magic - like - For some reason the sensation called up amemory of Justyn, but Justyn had
never had enough magic for him to senselikethis-

Except the day he destroyed the bridge!

Fear gave him energy he thought he didn’t have; he sprinted for shelter, any shelter, heading for
the nearest building asfast as hisfeet would carry him. He reached it just asthe stable behind him
exploded into flame, the shock of the blast knocking him into the side of the cottage. He saw fireworks
behind his eyes for amoment, and had al the wind knocked out of him. He struggled to breethe, lying on
his side, trying to make hislungswork again.

Hedidn't stay that way for long; when his eyes cleared and he got afew good breaths, he picked
himself gingerly out of the remains of aflower garden. He looked around, and things were pretty much
the same as they had been. With asingle exception, that is. What was |eft of the stable blazed fiercely, as
if it had been soaked in ail.

Darian went looking for Snowfire and the others, but didn’'t have to go far to find them. No
sooner did he round the corner of the house than he saw the entire cava cade approaching - the
Hawkbrothers, battered and injured, but dl ill dive, followed by the villagers.

The villagers of Errold’s Grove were afar different group of people than they had been ahalf
maoon ago. They had clearly been kept on short rations by their captors, and just as clearly had been
worked to exhaustion. They werefilthy, unkempt - precisdy the kind of folk that they themsaveswould
have turned away from the village as vagabonds. Clothing, dirty, torn and tattered in the course of hard



labor, had not been changed, cleaned or mended in al the time they’ d been captives. Some of the men
showed signs of beatings; al looked aswary and spooked as the horses running freely among the houses.

But Darian had no eyes for them; with ajoyful shout, he ran to Snowfire and the others, who
answered his shout and surrounded him, babbling questions, while the villagers stared at him with wide
eyes. Thevillagers recognized him, yes, but this was not the same Darian that they had scorned and
disregarded before.

“Oneat atime!” Snowfire ordered, and some of the babble subsided. “ Dar’ian, we were
surprised by agroup coming to claim some of your people. We were attacked. We took shelter in the
barn, and were promptly put under siege. What saved us was that the dlite fighters that were | eft here had
been drinking, and smply didn’t fight together at al well. We were holding our own, until we were
attacked by a - abear-cresture. It must have been summoned and controlled by their mage. It broke
through our defenses and killed three of your people and injured severa of us. We are sorry - there was
just nothing we could have done to save them, though we tried. Then, the creature suddenly went
berserk, asif it was no longer under control, and turned on the barbarians! They had to fight usand it at
the same time; they killed it, but seemed to lose heart and retreated - then there was a tremendous roar
and flames shot into the sky, and their retrest turned into arout! What happened here?’

“It wasthemage,” Darian said, too tired to fed even aflicker of pridein hisdeed. “I saw him
making magic and | knew | had to do something. | think he'sdead; | think he did what Justyn did at the
bridge.”

Hetold the tde as quickly as he could, in asfew words as possible. Hewas alittle afraid that
Snowfire and the rest might not believe him. After al, who was he to claim to have destroyed a powerful
mage? - but they accepted histale at face value. And the results were there for al to see, so perhapsit
was not as difficult to believe as he had feared.

“Y ou were one thing he would not have been concerned about,” Snowfire said thoughtfully. “He
would never have believed that a single young boy could be athreat to him, not even when he had the
evidence of that threat dashed into his own body. He should have known better. We al know that the
smallest cregture can become dangerous when driven to desperation.”

“I couldn’'t have doneit if it hadn’'t been for Huur,” Darian said hadtily. “ Sheis dl right, isn't
e’

“One broken feather, and aruffled temper, which she has flown off to cool,” Snowfire assured
him, and looked around at the wide-eyed group of villagers surrounding them. He switched to stilted
Vademaran.

“I believe we hold Errold’ s Grove, and need not fear the return of the barbarianstonight,” he
sad, raising hisvoice. “1 believeit is safe enough to stay and deep, and in the morning, begin to rebuild. If
you will go to your houses, we dlies of Vademar will secure the place againgt intruders.”

Still shocked and bewildered, ready to listen to anyone who offered avoice of authority, they
trailed back to their houses by twos and threes. Snowfire divided the Hawkbrothers into three groups of
five, leaving out the two worst wounded, to take night-watches. “Is there anyplace you can go to rest?’
he asked Darian, with ahand resting lightly on his shoulder. “Would anyone give you bed space? Y ou
have done more than enough for one night!”

Darian felt each and every separate bruise aching, thought longingly of Justyn’slittle cottage, once
despised, and nodded.

“Go then,” Snowfire said, giving him agentle shove. “1 will seethat you are awvakened inthe
morming.”

Already those not on the first watch were putting out the fire in the blazing stable; soon
concedling darkness hid the Signs of battle, leaving only the acrid scent of smokeintheair. Darian
trudged toward Justyn’ s cottage, wondering what he would find there.

What hefound in thelight of asingle lantern was Sgns of recent occupation; the furniture was
gone, probably broken up for firewood. The contents of the shelveslay piled in acorner, discarded as
worthless, including all the bad paintings of famous mages, and there were bedrolls soread across every
available bit of floor. Hewrinkled hisnose a the smdll of swest, burned food, and unwashed bedding; he



took the timeto throw al the bedrolls out the door and open the windows. The fireplace hadn’t been
swept in ages, and it seemed that when the barbarians finished eating, they tended to pitch what was left
into thefire, for it was littered with bones and burned crusts - hence the odor of burned food. Darian
climbed the ladder to hisloft bed, and discovered it was the one corner of the house that hadn’t been
touched, probably because hislittle bed was too short for any of the barbarians.

With aweary sgh, he tumbled into bed, leaving the lantern to burn itself out.

It was the sound of horses and men'’ s voices that woke him in the gray light of dawn, and before
he was even properly awake, he tumbled down out of the loft and emerged from the cottage with a
poker in one hand, ready to do battle al over again.

But it wasn't the barbarians who had returned; the noise was the arrival of arescue expedition.
Men on horses milled around the square, al of them wearing Lord Breon's colors and badge; more men
afoot were rounding up loose livestock and confining it in hastily-built corrals. Darian put down his poker
and scratched his head, watching al the activity with a sense of bleary bemusement.

After another moment, he quietly got himself abucket of water and used it to clean himself up,
wincing as he scrubbed a body that was black and blue from neck to knee. Once clean and marginaly
presentable, he went back out and joined the milling people, picking up what had happened thismorning
by ligening to fragments of conversation.

Lord Breon had gotten Starfall’ s message and had gathered his men to respond to it - but on the
way, he had encountered the thoroughly demoraized barbarian foot soldiers, and had fought an unequa
battle with them. Then, having defeated the barbarians, he had been stopped by the rockfal, and had
been forced to find aplace to ford the river to get to the road on the other side. By thistime, of course,
they were certain that they would find Errold’ s Grove occupied by a hostile force, and had only hoped to
catch the remaining barbarians by surprise. Ready for battle, they had clattered over the bridge alittle
before dawn only to encounter the sentries; after learning that the town wasin friendly hands, they had
made enough noise to wake up most of those who were deegping.

When Darian wandered in, rubbing his eyeswith the back of his hand, Lord Breon himself wasin
earnest consultation with Snowfire, with townsfolk standing awvkwardly about, still looking dazed and
bewildered, though most of them had cleaned themsel ves up and found more presentable clothing. They
formed asad contrast with their once-respectable selves, however, and looked rather asif they had
grabbed whatever would fit with little regard for the sex or sizetheir garments were origindly intended
for.

Snowfire potted him and hailed him with relief. “Here! Little brother! Y our command of the
tongue is better than mine, come and help me with thisl”

Not at al reluctant, Darian ignored his bruises and aching bones, and trotted to Snowfire sside,
feeling flushed,with pride. When Snowfire was at aloss for words, he trandated. Lord Breon, anest and
handsome gentleman of middling age and height, clothed in abusinesdike suit of riveted armor, brown of
hair and eyes and beard, took the Hawkbrothers completely in stride. But Darian’ sfellow villagers
darted every time any one of them moved suddenly, and kept circling warily around the birds. To
Darian’srdief, he caught sight of Huur, Hwed, and an awkward-looking youngster dozing on the
rooftree nearest Snowfire, where they had evidently been most of the night, with Daystorm’ s bondbird
corbies keeping the natives a a respectful distance.

“My Lord Snowfire,” Lord Breon said when they were finished, alook of profound respect in his
eyes, “you have certainly kept thingswell in hand here. | am sure that the Queen hersalf will want to
thank you eventudly.”

Snowfire shrugged. “We are dlies, arewe not?’ he pointed out. “ And if you had not intercepted
the foot troops before they returned, we should probably have been forced to defend ourselves from
them as we marched these folk toward your holding and safety. Now they need no longer seek shelter
among your people.”

“Beggin’ your pardon!” Lutter spoke up, interrupting him. “But we need to know what we' reto
do now.”

Themanwasafar cry from hisformer, prosperous self. He had changed his clothing, but it hung



on himloosdly, and his middle-aged face bore signs of both fresh and not-so-recent bruisesin purple,
black, green, and yelow.

“What are you to do?’ Lord Breon looked at him askance. “Why, pick up your lives, man, what
ds=?’

“Pick up our lives?’ hereplied, aghast. “What are you ta king about? How can we pick up our
lives? There snothing left here! The barbarianstook it al - what they didn’t et, they destroyed! We ve
no crops, no food, no herds or flocks, how are we to get through the winter?’

Dorian snorted with contempt, and al eyesturned toward him. Snowfire looked at him curioudly,
Lord Breon with surprise, and L utter with astonishment turning to anger at having been interrupted by the
village scapegrace.

“I'll tell you what you' ve got!” Darian said hotly, amazed at their stupidity. “'Y ou’ ve got your
homes back, you’ ve got a pile of weapons and armor that ought to be worth something. You'vegot a
dozen or more redl warhorses that are each worth the price of agood house, and you' ve got awhole ot
more regular horses, too! Y ou’ ve got mules and two wagons, whatever was in those wagons, and you' ve
got the whole Pdligiris Forest to hunt dye-fungusin. Y ou can buy food again, you don't have to grow
it What are you complaining about?’

“Andyou'vegot this” Lilly, the barmaid, came up dragging someone' s once-fine coverlet, made
into a crude bag, across the ground. She let the comersfal, reveding amixed pile of coinsand jewdry.
“I couldn’t tell whose waswhose,” she continued. “So | just piled them al together, but | know that most
of thisdidn’t come from Errold’ s Grove.”

It certainly couldn’t have, Snce agreat ded of the jewelry was of gold. No wonder the bundle
had been too heavy to carry!

“Shear had dl thisin hisroom,” she continued. “And | thought that when you get done picking
out the bitsthat belong to you, Lord Breon could arrange to sell the rest and buy new stock for
everybody who lost beasts and fowl.”

“What about the stuff you' re wearing?’ asked awoman, shrilly, and only then did Darian look up
to seethat Lilly was bedecked with several heavy gold bracelets, chains, and odd-looking pendants.

Lilly flushed, but looked angry. “Thisis mine,” shereplied fiercely. “| earned every bit of it!”

“Oh, earned it, did you?’ the woman snarled. “ At your ease, in comfort, while the rest of us
swegted out in thefids? Earned it, did you?’

For once, Lilly stood up for hersdlf, pulling hersdf up tall and staring the woman down. “Yes,
earned it! Earned it by waiting on Shkar day and night, doing things| don’t even like to think abot,
keeping him and hisbullieslooking a me and thinking about me instead of you, making sure that every
timetheir eyes sarted wandering toward your pretty little daughter, Stella Harthon, that they got pulled
back toward me. How did you think it happened? By magic? | fought for al our sakeswith the only
weapon that | knew would work againgt them! And now I'm keeping what | earned from them, I’'m
taking it, and I’'m going to go and buy area inn someplace €l se where nobody is going to look down her
long petty nose & me again!”

Darian flushed with anger as he saw sour and angry faces among the women till, in spite of the
fact that the pile of loot in the coverlet was vastly more vauable than what Lilly wore. How greedy can
they be? he wondered.

But Lutter coughed, and said to Lilly, red-faced, “Y ou'reright, girl. You' ve earned it. And
you' ve earned the right to take it and yourself someplace elseif you want to. But if we re going to get the
dye-trade going again, we' regoing to need ared inn - “

Lilly interrupted him, shaking her head, though her demeanor softened. “No. If | go elsewhere,
I’ll be Lilly, the respectable innkeeper. | can never bethat if | stay here. I'm leaving. Besdes,” she
chuckled weakly, “when | leave, it'll give your wives abad example to show their girl-children.”

“I would like to ask you some questions about your time among those men,” Lord Breon said
with delicate tact. “Y ou knew the name of one of the leaders, for instance.”

“Shkar,” she said, and shrugged. “I didn’t learn much of their tongue. They didn’t need mefor
language lessons, and what they wanted they could get by pointing.”



“Nevertheless, you may know more than you think you do,” Lord Breon persisted. “If you'd
care to come back with me, after I’ velearned what | can from you, I'll gladly provide an escort to
wherever you choose.” -

“That suitsme.” She turned abruptly arid went to stand among L ord Breon’ s men, who, after a
stern look from Lord Breon, did not leer or make suggestive comments but smply made a place for her.

“In the meantime, thewoman isright,” the Lord continued, surveying the pile. “Between the loot
there, and the horses, you will have more than enough to rebuild what waslogt. I'll trade ten ceattle or
twenty adult hogsfor each warhorse this minute, sight unseen, for instance. Or you can take them to the
horsemarket and try your luck there.” He raked his eyes over the crowd. “Y ou’ll have to agree on equal
shares, asyou al suffered equally, so far as| can see. It will take agreat dedl of work, but in the end,
Errold’ s Grove will be as prosperous as it was before.”

There was some muttering, especially among those who had been the most well-off before the
invason, but findly everyone agreed.

“Now, asfor Darian,” Lord Breon began.

Snowfireinterrupted him thistime. “With al respect, we have dready taken himinto our clan,”
the Tayledras said, and Darian’ s heart legped. “ We do not consider him a burden.”

But evidently someword of what Darian had done had gotten to the villagers, for there was an
immediate protest. “But he's our mage! We are going to need amagel” exclamed L utter in dismay.
“What if someone like these barbarians comes back?”’

“Y ou need atrained mage, which Dar’ianisnot,” Snowfirereplied sternly. “He must be trained,
and you have no adequate teachers. Nor are you likely to get any, considering how long it took to get
you thefirst one.”

“Buthecanhed - *

“As| believe some of you once pointed out, any of your young people could learn to do,
gpprenticing for sx monthswith aHeder.” Snowfire’ s mouth twitched at the dismay on certain faces,
Darian had to hide hisface lest his own expresson give him away. “I suggest you do that. Perhaps, if at
sometime, a generous offer ismade, you may tempt another mage to come and take residence here.
Until that time, | fear you shdl have to learn to watch your own borders and defend yourselves.”

But Darian fdt atwinge of guilt as helooked at the red fear in the eyes of some of them. Terrible
things had happened here, things that people would never spesk of, but which would shadow their
dreamsfor the rest of their lives. They would never fed truly secure again.

“What isit, lad?’ Lord Breon asked, seeing the doubt in his own eyes. “What isit to be? Do you
go with the Hawkbrothers, or do you remain here?’

He looked from Snowfire' s cam eyes, to Lord Breon' sworried ones, and back again. “I - |
have to betrained, first,” he said, echoing Snowfire swords. “And I’ d rather it was with my friends than
anyone ese. But - “ He shook hishead, and tried to put into wordsthe ideahe' d had. “But - this placeis
right on the border, right on the edge of Hawkbrother lands and VValdemar, right? Shouldn’t there be
someone who was as much a Hawkbrother asaVademaran, right here dl the time, to make sure that
there are never any misunderstandings?’

Lord Breon looked astounded, and Snowfire impressed and pleased. He hurried on. “And L utter
isright. Errold’ s Grove is going to need area mage, sooner or later. The Peligirs haven't gotten less
dtrange, even after the Storms; if there was amage here, he could look at stuff that was brought out and
tell if it was good for anything besides dyeing. Other things, too. So - couldn’t | do both?” He turned
pleading eyesto Snowfire. “Couldn’t I go with you, learn to be amage and one of the Clan, then come
back here and maybe make alittle Vae where Tayledras would dways be able to come?’

“It would be ahard life, and often lonely, being neither of thisworld nor that,” Snowfire said
softly in the Hawkbrother tongue. “But you are correct, that there is aneed for such aperson. Especidly
here, where thereis - scope for agreat deal of misunderstanding.”

“Thenthat’swhat I'd like,” he Sghed. Then helaughed alittle and shook his head. “Héllfires, |
never could take the easy way with anything!”

“I am glad that you made that choice, little brother,” the scout replied, and switched to



Vademaran. “ That isagood plan, and agenerous one. Y ou shal come with us and be trained, and when
you areready, you shdl return here and be aliving example of the Alliance. Y ou shall makefor usa
haven for our kind, and a place where those of VVademar will find help when it is needed.”

Sighsand smilesal around, but Snowfirewasn't finished yet. “ And sinceit isa plan that shows
wisdom beyond your years, | shall do as Hwed and Huur asked me, though you are not quite yet of an
agefor such ajoy and aresponghility.” He smiled. “After dl, usualy in matters of this sort, our winged
ones are far too wise to be bound by convention.”

Hewhistled and held up his gauntleted arm - but instead of Hwed cominginto land oniit, the
youngster woke up, hooted loudly, and blundered in to hisfist. Before Darian had amoment to think,
Wintersky grabbed hisleft hand and dipped a shoulder-length glove over it, then held it up. The
youngster made a clumsy hop from Snowfire sfist to Darian’s, and looked deeply into Darian’ s dazzled
eyes as Snowfire laughed with delight at his expression.

“H-hello,” Darian sammered, beside himself with so much joy and excitement that he shook.
“What' syour name?’

:Kuari,: thebird said solemnly inhismind. :1 am Kuari. | like you. WE' |l be bondmates. Yes?
They want it, too: The owl didn’'t move his head, but Darian knew that they meant Hwed and Huur,
sitting side-by-side up on therooftree. :1 like mice. | want to hunt mice. Bring you some, too?:

“I have the feding that Hwed and Huur have decided that thiswill ensure your place within the
clan, little brother,” Snowfire said in Tayledras, with suppressed laughter in hisvoice.

Darian didn’t care; the trust he sensed in Kuari’ s “voice” won his heart as nothing else could
have. With gentle care, he reached up and scratched the youngster’ s head at the eartufts, as he had seen
Snowfiredo for Hwed.

:Oh, | likethat. | likethat better than mice. Do that alot.:

Kuari closed hiseyesin ecstasy, dl but melting under the caress, and butted his head into
Darian’ shand.

“I told you,” Daystorm muttered to Snowfire, in awhisper Darian probably wasn't supposed to
overhear. “The boy’sanatura with the birds. HE Il befine”

Yes, | will befine, hethought, his heart so brimming with joy and contentment that there was no
roomin it anymore for anger, resentment, or grief. Yes, | will. I’ ve got a family, adventure, a worthy
goal. I'mhome. I'mfinally making my own home.

Darian looked up, and out at the villagers, who were conspicuoudy slent. “Onelagt thing,” he
sad boldly. “1 won't even congder returning until thereisaportrait of the grest mage Justyn displayed in
aplace of honor in Errold’s Grove.”

He paused amoment, then added, just to make sure, “A good portrait.”

Then Darian, Hawkbrother of VVademar, turned hisfull attention to his new bondmate’ s soft
feathers, and the shared bliss that came from being with each other.

Mayhbe the young owl’ sflight was not dl that graceful a the moment, but in time, with support
and guidance, he would be amaster at whatever hetried. In time, so too would Darian, and he would be
a home wherever he went.



