We ve got soul.

WEe ve got each other.

WEe ve got the whole world to embrace.
Thisone sfor you.

One

A shrill whigtle caught Darian’ s attention, and he looked up and over thelake of k' Vademar
Vae, shading hiseyeswith hishand. As he expected, he saw Snowfirewaving at him from his*“bacony,”
three-quarters of the way up the side of the cliff that edged the far side of the lake.

Actudly, it would have been more accurate to say that he saw atiny figure with white hair waving
from the balcony - at this distance he couldn’'t have said for certain that it was Snowfire. It wasn't
Nightwind, though; her hair was till raven-wing black.

The sky above the cliff shimmered with alight, pearly opa escence, dthough it was perfectly
possible to see the clouds and blue sky beyond the new Veil, amagic shield that protected k' Vademar.

| would never have believed we' d get a Veil so quickly, he marveled once again. If anyone
had told me that the Heartstone would support a Veil this soon, | would have told him he was
wildly optimistic. It wasn’t a full Veil, which would have excluded dl wesather; thisamply kept things at
aconstant, pleasant temperature, no matter the season. Rain came through, and snow fell to the ground
asrain onceit passed through the Velil, so they till got some weather. They couldn’t do without roofs
yet.,

Hewhistled back at Snowfire, and waved hisarm in the direction of the Council House, the
newly built structure that housed al Joint Council sessions. It wasn't much of astructure; now that the
Vae had protection, it didn’t need to be much of astructure. It had “walls’ of wicker work coveredin
vines, aroof that was haf skylight and half date, afloor of naturd turf which flourished in the light. For
furniture, in deference to the Vademar contingent of the Joint Council, there were chairs and atable, but
the chairs were of woven grapevine and wicker with soft cushions, and the table was a compass-rose
shape of tree-trunk sections, topped with three rising layers of polished wood with one section for each
member of the Council. The Tayledras of k'Vademar, of course, felt no need for formal furniture, and
neither did the tribesmen of the Ghost Cat clan.

Up on the dliff, Snowfire waved both arms back, signifying that he understood the Council was
gathering. He disappeared into the dark opening in the dliff face behind him, presumably to fetch his mate,
Nightwind. Hiserrand of notifying Snowfire and Nightwind completed, Darian Firkin k' Vaak’Vademar
turned back and entered the shaded and secluded pathways of hisVale, heading for the Council House
himsdlf.

An odd and sometimes seemingly contradictory combination of quaitieswas Darian. A
Journeyman-level Mage, from aland which did not have such things until very recently - acitizen of the
country of Valdemar, yet also a Hawkbrother of the once-secretive Tayledras, adopted into the clan of
k'Vaa- even his clothing reflected those contradictions.

He wore soft fabrics of Hawkbrother manufacture; the loose trousers, gathered at the ankle, that
both sexes wore, and the wide-deeved, open-collared shirt that was aso a staple among the Tayledras.
Good, strong dyes were readily availableinthe Vae, so therich gold of his shirt and brown of his
trousers were commonplace inside the Vae, though not necessarily in the Va demaran lands beyond.

But the embroidered, fitted vest he wore, though not of VVademaran manufacture, was definitely
of thelocd style. Of light brown leather lined in darker brown silk;, it was embroidered in amotif of owls.
Once again, contradiction - the cut of the vest was Vademaran, the motif was clearly Tayledras.

So there it was, contradictionsimplied in hisvery dress, contradictions that sometimes confused
others, but never confused him. For dl the contradictions, Darian was comfortable in hisdua citizenship,
and sometimestook an impish delight in how uncomfort-able it made others.

Helooked up at the sound of acrow’s catcal just above his head, laughing when he saw afalcon
playing “tag” with acrow, flying in and out of the branches. In open air, the falcon would have had the



advantage, but not in among the trees. The streamer trailing from the falcon’ s bracel ets was | ess than half
itsorigina length, but the crow still had most of his streamer, and mocked the falcon enthusiastically. Both
were bondhirds, of course, the specidly bred, highly intelligent companions of the Hawkbrothers, and the
facon seemed to be taking hisimminent defeat in good humor. Crowstook just about everything in good
humor; of al the birds bred by the Hawkbrothers as bondbirds, the crows had the liveliest sense of
humor. Ravens were more sardonic, most of the falcons tended to be quick-witted but extremely
focused, hawks alittle dower but more deliberate, and owls somewhat ponderous in their thinking.
Darian’s own bondbird was an owl; infact, it was one of largest birdsin the Vae. Kuari wasan
eagle-owl, abird which dwarfed al other birds except the bondbird eagles. Since there were no
Tayledras with eaglesin thisVae, Kuari and his parents Hwed and Huur were the largest birds here.

Now that the temperature was under control, the floraof the Vae wasin the process of
undergoing a shift from what had been native to this place to plants and even trees that could only be
found in Tayledras Vdes. There were more flowers, they were not necessarily bigger, but they bloomed
al year long, their subtle perfumefilling the air. The leaves of these new plants were enormous, and not
just green - veins traced scarlet pathways, and pinks, oranges, and even blues made patterns that
resembled flowers, enormous insects, or abstract collages on their surfaces.

It would take avery long time before this Vae looked anything like k' Vaa, severd generations,
perhaps, but the beginnings were there, and Darian took a great dedl of pleasurein seeing them. Ashe
walked aong the sand-softened pathway, he glanced up now and again, catching brief glimpses of new
ekeles in the enormous trees. The treehouses of k' Vademar were abit more inventive than the onesin
k’Vaa; perhaps spurred on by hertasi credtivity, there were experiments in Hawkbrother housing going
on up there. Not all of them were successful, but the failure rate was low, and failureswere never
disagters. If one plan didn’t work out, would-be home builder and hertas just put their heads together
and tried anew direction.

All thisbuilding had been spurred on by the existence of the Vell, making it possible to have
ekeles that took full advantage of the constant balmy conditions. The hedonistic Tayledrasloved it. So
did those ubiquitous residents of established Vaes, the hummingbirds and messenger-birds. Strictly
off-limits as dinner or snacks for the predatory bondbirds, these feathered gems frolicked fearlesdy from
the ground to the treetops. The messenger-birds sported feathers of every hue possible, and in
combinations that sometimes made Darian blink. Their natural voices were abit shrill, but fortunately the
heavy foliage tended to disperse and muffle their joyful shrieks. The voice they used to repeat messages
was a bit more pleasant, akind of hoarse chuckle, and when they chose to permit someone to scratch or
tickle them, they would chortle and chirp their pleasurein away that was quite funny.

A flock of the messenger-birds hurtled overhead, screaming with delight, apparently in pursuit of
the falcon and the crow. A hummingbird hovered at aflower cluster just beside the path, paying no
attention to Darian as he walked by.

He should have been contented; there should have been nothing more he could have wanted. But
undernesth, he was restless and unessy.

Perhapsit had been the dream he' d had last night, that had sent him up out of deep with afeding
of something threatening. He couldn’t remember it though, that was the problem. All he could recal were
the eyes of the Ghost Cat he had seen so long ago, and an odd sort of raven with the same kind of eyes.

It's probably just that 1" ve gotten used to crisis, hetold himself wryly. Once you get to the
point that you watch for signs of crisis everywhere, totally innocuous events seem like grave
portents. | should be glad that the worst crisisis where we're going to put the latest batch of
“pilgrims’ to the“ Holy Dyheli!”

That was an ongoing problem; every new group that made it down from the triba lands of the
North seemed to arrive with the potential to spread anew and different illness. Keeping them dl
quarantined from Ghost Cat and from each other until their aillments were identified and a cure devised
required the tact of adiplomat, the organizationd ability of the Kingdom Seneschal, and the tacticd ability
of agenerd. Although those quditieswere not al combined in asingle person, among them dl, the



Council members managed, though there had been afew-emergency sessionsin the past.

The meeting planned for today, however, was the routinely scheduled monthly meeting. Lord
Breon and his son would be there for Kelmskeep, as would the Chief and Shaman of Ghost Cat for the
Northerners, representatives from Errold’ s Grove, and from all the racesresident at k' Vademar Vde.
Darian didn’t figure he’' d hear anything more exciting than progress reports - perhaps some complaints or
requests from farmers.

The vague murmur of conversation mingled with the rustle of leaves reached him before he
actually saw the Council House. He stepped past the vine-covered, wicker-work screen shielding the
entrance, and joined the othersin a®room” that seemed very much an extension of the lush forest
outsde.

Of the representatives for k' Vademar, only he and the snow-haired, aged Starfall were present
at thismoment; Nightwind and Snowfire and the others were presumably on their way. Lord Breon and
Vd had arrived last night, staying overnight in the guest lodge, and now were in their chairs chatting
comfortably with Chief VVordon and Shaman Cdlin of Ghost Cat. Hertas moved about the table, putting
beverages and light snacks within reach of the Council members on the topmost tier of the table. No one
shuffled papers on the lowest table tier today, which was a good omen for a short meeting. Thetable
itself wasin the shape of an open rose seen from above, with the layersin trimmed wood forming the
petas. The original concept had been for a square table, yet someone had observed that only alowed for
comfort for four parties. The way things had been going who knows how many more powers might come
to Say inthisared!

The Lutters were no longer the ones making the decisionsfor Errold’s Grove - oh, they thought
they were, but the real work was done by the Village Council, and two representatives from that body
were the new glass-maker, Harrod Dobbs, and Barda of the Fellowship. Harrod was dways glad of an
excuse to cometo the Vae for achance to use the bigger glass furnaces here and trade tips and lessons
from the Vae glass-makers. There was very little overlap in what he produced and what the Vale
atisansdid; Harrod only rarely made anything that wasn't utilitarian, as the demand for glass bottlesand
jarsand common drinking vesselswould aways exceed his output. Still, he liked to turn out anice set of
goblets now and again, and most of what the Tayledras produced was lampwork and blown glass, so he
was able to teach them molding techniques. The latest result of that was aseries of smdl, flat medalions
to hang in awindow that they caled * sun-catchers,” formed of colored glass, with a decorative
impression molded into each. They were an adaptation of an Eastern style, very popular withinthe Vae;
whether they would become popular outside it had yet to be determined.

The nonhuman members of the group, Kelvren, Ayshen, Tyrsdll and Hashi, had not yet appeared
either - but just as Darian took his own seat and exchanged greetings with the rest, the hertasi entered,
followed by the king stag and the kyree.

And right after them, Snowfire and Nightwind appeared. “ Sorry we re running abit late,”
Nightwind apologized, pulling her ebon hair away from her findy honed face. “Kd will behereina
minute, too - we had to pry the baby away from him and get her put down for her nap.”

Asif that had been a cue, the wicker walls shook with the thunder of enormous wings outside,
and leaves blew, and Kelvren the gryphon joined the group, shouldering past the screen. He shook his
dark brown feathersto settle them after hisflight (and the baby Moonshadow’ s sticky hands) and looked
around.

Ayshen, the leader of thelizard-folk called hertasi, sat besde Nightwind on her |eft. The
Kaed ain smiled awelcome and sept her trailing deeves out of the way for him, and he put the tray of
her favorite berry tartlets he had brought on the top tier of her table section. To her right sat Snowfire,
and the section of Tayledras concluded with the silver-haired mage Starfdll, the eldest of the group. Then
came Darian, then Lord Breon' s sturdy son, Va, then the Lord himself. Between Lord Breon and the
two Ghost Clan representatives sat Barda and Harrod. The dyheli stag Tyrsell siood beside Kelvren the
gryphon aong the back wall. Va’sarm wasin ading again; he' d probably managed to sprainiit a
fighting prectice.

“It ssseeemsss everrryoneisss herrre,” Kel said genidly, and arranged himself along the wall,



lying down on the turf out of the way. Hashi the kyree lay down next to him. “Good! | am sssorrry | was
ddayed. Who will ssstarrrt?’

“Actudly, 1 will,” Lord-Breon said, looking uncommonly cheerful. Although his hair wasthreaded
with gray, no onein hisright mind would ever chalenge Breon to afight; he kept hiswell-muscled
fighter’ sframein top trim. “I have some excellent newsto start the Council session with - we' re getting
our own, permanent, resdent Herald-Mage!”

“No, redly?’ Snowfire exclaimed, blue eyes widening, asthe others murmured their surprise.
“When did you hear this?’

“Just before we | eft; news came by messenger.” Lord Breon was extremely pleased, and well he
should be. Giving this corner of the world aresident Herald meant that Queen Sdlenay and her Council
judged the land that held Breon’ s keep to be of significant importance. That meant Breon' s status had
risen from that of aminor nobleto that of a key landholder here in the Northwest.

“Actudly,” Breon continued, with a shamefaced glance at Starfdl, “1 probably ought to have told
you last night, but - ”

“But there was no point in repeating the story half a dozen times, when you could tdll usal at
once,” Bardasaid bluntly, her plain, no-nonsense face showing no annoyance at dl. “ So, please, give us
the detaild”

“The Herdd-Mage we' re getting isafdlow caled Anda; | gather he was trained by the mages
that camein with the Princess and her lot, S0 he' s got some experiencein thewar.”

That got Kelvren'sattention. “ Trrruly?” he exclamed. “ Trrrained forrr warrr-magic?’

“That' swhat they told me, Kel; you'll have to ask him yoursdlf if you want to know more.”
Breon nodded at the gryphon, whose ear-tufts were sharply erect with interest.

“ Skandranon Rashkae wasss awarrr-mage.” Kelvren turned his head sideways to speak to the
kyree who no doubt aready knew, and the king stag who likely didn’t care. “1 could be one like him,
with agood teacherrr.” Hashi licked Kelvren’sbeak. Tyrsdll just stared briefly at the gryphon, his
expression typicaly unfathomable, then turned back to face Lord Breon.

“War-trained though heis, the Herddic Circle fed sthat his experience in degling with mages of
so many different cultureswill be useful here among us. I’'m told that Since the war he' s been riding circuit
on the Karse and Hardorn borders, so he' s been running liaison with Sunpriests and Imperias. But that's
not thewhole of the news - he' sbringing your Shandi back with him!”

Darian’seyeswidened in surprise equa to Snowfire's. “Already?’ he said cautioudy, wondering
if Shandi had somehow gotten hersalf in deeper trouble than she could get herself out of. It had been
three years, perhaps less, since she had gone to the Collegium; surely she couldn’t have gotten her
Whites yet!

“Already,” Lord Breon said with satisfaction. “ The girl’ s got her Whites - not the record, maybe,
but she' sready for other duties. Anda hand-picked her himsdlf as his assistant, so she'll be groomed for
permanent service herel”

“Breon! That'sexcdlent news!” Bardasaid heartily, beaming a him. “I hope she' s as happy with
the posting as her parentswill be! Well, heyla, with al thisincrease in attention, perhaps we can see some
funding for better roads and a second bridge!”

“I don’'t know why she wouldn’t be,” Breon replied - and behind hisback, Vd rolled hiseyes at
Darian, who smothered agrin. Va and hislady were about to take Breon’s place a Court, and Vd
could hardly wait to get away, out from under hisfather’ swell-intentioned restrictions. Not that Va was
going to be irresponsible when the parental ties were severed - he wasn't the adolescent who' d yearned
for “the clash of sword on sword” two years ago. It had been Darian who' d seen how he chafed under
the burden of being “only” the son, but it was Starfall who' d suggested that VVa would make an excellent
representative for hisfather at Haven and the Court.

That Lord Breon had embraced the suggestion so readily told Darian that he himsalf hadn’t
worked out what to do with ayoung man full of energy and ideas with nothing to do.

“I want Herald Andato meet you, Vd,” he said, turning to his son, who quickly assumed amore
appropriate expression. “But as soon ashe's settled in, it'll be agood time for you to leave; any later and



| might not be able to spare you a proper escort.”

Val grinned back at hisfather. “I’ d have been disappointed if you’ d asked meto go to Court
before he arrived,” he assured hisfather. “1f there was ever an excuse for a Tayledras celebration, this
will beit!”

Snowfire grinned, and Kel chuckled. “What an excdllent suggestion, Vd!” Snowfire said
facetioudy. “Wewould never have thought of that, we are so completely serious-minded. We Il takeit
under advisement!”

Va knew the Hawkbrothers too well now not to recognize the teasing for what it was, and just
grinned back. “I’ d be happy to advise you on the menu aswell,” he suggested.

Nightwind raised an eyebrow. “Not that you would ever volunteer to cook any of the proposed
menu,” shesaid dryly.

“You beat metoit,” chimed in Ayshen.

“Y ou wouldn't even suggest that if you had ever tasted his cooking, lady,” Lord Breon replied
with an exaggerated shudder. “1 won't even let him make teawhen we are out on a hunt.”

Va opened hismouth to protest, then redized that he might get himsalf into something he didn’t
want, and shut it again. Darian smirked.

“Well, before we get into too many celebration plans, I’ ve got aprotest to lay before the
Council,” Barda announced. “ Ard Kilmer and Fern Holl are not happy with Ghost Cat at the moment,
and they want me to make aformal objection.”

Chief Vordon looked surprised. “What could this problem be?” he asked. “Not Boys Raids
agan, urey?’

Hewas referring to the last protest against Ghost Cat, when boys wanting to earn their Manhood
status had begun raiding villagers. Everything that was taken was returned, and the items taken were al of
little value - but the fact that those items had come from inside peoplée’ s homes, and had been taken in
the dead of night, had been more than alittle unsettling to the good people of Errold’s Grove. They did
not like theidea of “haf-wild barbarian boys’ creeping around in their homes while they dept, and who
could blame them? After dl, their daughters might be next to be stolen, and the daughters might not want
to be returned!

The Chief and Shaman, after long consultation with the Council, had agreed to anew way of
earning Manhood taliesthat would demonsirate even more raiding skill than snatching thingsfrom
villagers. Now the boys who wanted to count coups had to dip up close enough to adeeping dyhdli to
put ahandprint in paint on itssde. Tyrsdll liked this game; it forced the herd to regain some of the
dertnessit had been losing sincelife a k' Vademar was so unchalenging. The young bucks of the herd
appreciated it aswell, and had taken to “counting coup” back, sneaking up behind a stalking boy and
giving him asharp nudge with ahorn to hisbackside.

“No, not Boys Raids,” Bardareplied. “They’' ve heard your folk have been buying their chirras
with intent to breed, and they’ re afraid you' re going to chalenge their market.”

“Fair isfair, Barda,” Lord Breon protested. “They wouldn’t have any room to protest if it was
someone else from their villagethat wasraising chirrasin competition.”

“I know that,” Bardareplied irritably, “but it'smy job to present the protest. So | have.”

“If they are so concerned, they could sell usonly geldings,” Chief Vordon rumbled, “ And then
wewill take our trade goods e sewhere. Our people came here hungry. The memory of crying bellies has
not left us. We seek to breed those animal's, so we will have enough food to keep areserve. If they do
not consider our va ue as peaceful neighborsthey help feed, then we will seek out othersfarther avay
who will sl to us”

“That could get ugly.” Va whispered to Darian.

: Competition keeps the breed strong,: was Tyrsdll’s only comment.

The Chief looked to Lord Breon for further support, and possibly advice, and Breon was not
loath to giveit. “1 movethat the protest is noted but not valid - they’ re only protesting because they think
the Chief won't know it s groundless and they think they can get a settlement from the Council for
nothing. In fact, | move the protest be dismissed. All in favor?’



A show of hands (and talons, paws, and hooves) dl around - including Barda s - made it
unanimous without Chief Vordon having to get involved a dl.

Since Lord Breon was the one on record as putting it to the vote, and countering the protest, it
was unlikely that anything more would be said by the two farmers.

Bardasighed. “That wasthe stickiest bit. Market prices are down, but they can’t blame anything
but the good crop of early vegetables. The Fellowship wantsto send aparcel of wedding shawlswith
your boy as presentsto people he thinks might do us some good.”

“Y ou mean bribes, don't you?’ Vordon asked dyly.

“ Anybody who understands bribery can’t be that much of abarbarian,” Va whispered.

“Presents, bribes, whatever.” Barda shrugged the insnuation away. “We aren't asking for
anything specific, and | certainly don't want him to go giving themto tariff-officids, or anything of the
sort. These are adifferent design that we' re hoping will catch on, and we re looking for someone whao'll
give us adecent pricefor the privilege of exclusvity. We made too many agreements back when the
village wasn't as prosperous with traders who are making agrest deal of money from our work. We
aren't going to go back on those agreements now, but - well, you know.”

Lord Breon turned to Val. “Think you can handle that?’

Va took histimein answering, his dark brows knitted as he thought. “If you don't expect results
immediately,” hesaid at last. “If you trust mewith this, | need to take my timewithit. And I’ll want the
use of acouple as outright gifts from Kelmskeep to important people.”

“That' sreasonable,” Bardaagreed. “In fact, that might well whet the right appstites, if you give
those gifts out first. Nothing like having someone with influence take aliking to your work for getting
tradersinterested. It' s aways better for the buyer to cometo you.”

“Done, then,” Vd said ingtantly, and another agreement was concluded.

“Wewant someone as- " Chief Vordon searched for the word he wanted and finally |eaned
over and whispered something in Starfal’ s ear. Starfall whispered back, and Vordon straightened. “As
agent,” hesad carefully. “For our goods. Someone who bargainswell.”

Bardanodded. “1 didn’t want to mention this before, because | didn’t know how your people
would fed about it, but I’ ve been thinking you could get better return if you had someonein thevillage
working for you.”

Harrod bobbed his round head earnestly, and hislank, blond hair fdll into hiseyes. “My wife will
doit, if you like” he offered diffidently. “ She' s sharp enough that the L utters complain dl the time about
the pricesthey haveto pay for jars. If you' d rather pick someone else, though, just say s0.”

“No, no, your wife-mate will be good,” the Chief said ingtantly, giving Darian the feding that he' d
been on the wrong end of abargain with Harrod' s wife himsdf atime or two. “Honest and - what wasiit?
- sharp. Good.”

The rest of the meeting was concerned with other such things; requests from the village for
Tayledras products and that Lord Breon supply the new village militiawith some replacement arms, since
the blacksmith of Errold’s Grove, though good with ploughs and hinges, knew little of arms and armoring.
The kyree wanted permission to dig emergency lairsin the bluffs dong the river near the village, and the
hertas wanted help from Ghost Cat on afishing expedition. Most meetings were like this, wherethe
details and difficulties of three culturesliving in the same area got taken care of and smoothed over.
Sometimes there were arguments, and twice there had been a point when Darian thought things might
come to blows, but somehow everything got sorted out under the eyes of the Hawkbrothers. They'd
even established a Council common treasury as the means of paying for thingsthat al factions needed,
and to pay off aggrieved partiesif there was no other way to settle adispute. The cash was anything but
petty, but they were al in agreement that when time and diplomacy could not solve a problem, sufficient
payoff would. As he had hoped, k' VVademar was proving to be aneutra ground where the territory’s
difficulties could be dedt with. The fact that it was the most pleasant and most relaxing place of al the
possi ble spots where mestings could be held helped tremendoudly to get things settled peacefully. It was
no accident that the Vae had turned out that way either. Tayledras were past masters at the strategic use
of pleasure and comfort.



There weren't going to be any serious arguments today, that was clear enough. Darian suspected
that the imminent arriva of this Herdd might have something to do with that. Barda had been awfully
quick to drop the Errold’ s Grove protest, and even voted againgt it hersalf - perhaps because she knew
that if she supported the protest, it would certainly come up again in front of the Herald.

No one wants to look bad in front of the important stranger, he thought, with amental
amile Asif he won'’t have had to deal with arguments just as petty, or even more so, before this.
Of dl of them, Darian had the most experience with Heralds;, when k' Vaa had helped the people of
Vademar clean out some nasty pockets of trouble |eft over from the mage-storms, he' d been the one, as
the only Vademar native, who spent the most time with their Heraldic liaisons. Stories came out over the
campfire, often very funny stories, and Darian had about as good an idea of what it waslike for aHerad
on circuit as anyone who wasn't himself aHerad.

“Isthat it, then?’ Lord Breon asked, looking around the table. “ Everything taken care of 7’

“Asmuch aswe can in one meeting,” Harrod replied, and Starfall nodded his agreement to that.

“Wdll, then, | have a proposition to make. We can take it as read that we' re going to have a
bloody great celebration to welcome Heralds Andaand Shandi, right?”

Starfdl laughed. “ And you can takeit asread that k' Vademar will hogt it. No one else hasthe
facilities- unlessit was held outside, and it's springtime, and you know what that means. Mud.”

Breon made aface. “Rain. Mud. Guaranteed. If it doesn’t rain on the welcome, it'll rain on
Soring Faire. Atleest if it rainsinthe Vae, it'll beawarmrain.”

“| think we can even spare the magica energy to keep rain out of the Vaefor asingle day,”
Sarfdl replied evenly. “ A little borrowing from some other sources should make up the difference.
Clearly, though, you have arequest for the plans?’

Breon cleared histhroat. “Y ou al remember that | made Va a Knight when we decided he'd go
to represent us at Court? Did | ever explain why?”

Snowfire wrinkled his brow in thought asthe Errold’ s Grove representatives looked blank; they
hadn’t sat on the Council at thetime. “Not that | recall. | thought it was smply something your people did
fromtimetotime”

“We-e-dl, yes, inaway. A Knighthood confers rank - like Chief, or Warchief, Baron, or Elder.
Not equa rank to those, but smilar in concept,” Breon explained, using examplesfamiliar to everyone
around the table. “Most rank in VVademar comes with land attached, though - Knighthood is the only one
that doesn’t. It matches the ones that do, however - it's meant to serve as notice to other people that the
Knight is someone to be honored and respected, someone with the power to make decisions. It goesto
younger sonswho won't inherit, for instance, or someone like Va whoisgoing to serve asa
representative for his parents. But it can aso be used to reward people who' ve distinguished themsdlves,
there’ re Knightsin the Guard, for instance. I1t' saway of ennobling someone who's not highborn and
make them equal to the nobles.”

“All right,” Nightwind said. “ So?’

“So I'd like to make young Darian aKnight of Vademar.” Lord Breon sat back in hischair and
enjoyed the various reactions of the rest of the Council.

Darian paled. He was too surprised - and concerned - to take any notice of the others. Hisfirst
reaction was éation, but immediately following that wasworry. “Lord Breon,” he said, before anyone
else could voice their opinion, “1 gppreciate the honor, but why? And - I’ ve dready got other
commitments; | am adopted into the Tayledras, and | couldn’t take any oaths that would conflict with
that - ”

Breon shook his head. “No troubles there, lad. There' reafar number of Vademaran Knights
that are envoys of other countries - well, there' sthe Karsite ambassador, Kara, for one. The oaths you
swear aren’'t even in the name of a specific god; the phrasingis‘by al | hold holy and dearest” and you
bascaly swear to defend the defensdless, uphold the right, that sort of thing. Y ou'rethered liaison
between Vademar and the Hawkbrothers - but without some sort of title, I’ m afraid this Herald might
overlook you.” He gave ashrewd glance at Starfdl, who nodded dowly. “Make you a Knight, though -
and do it as part of hiswelcoming party - well, it' [l say without saying anything out loud that you rank



equd with him.”

“Asssit ssshould be,” Kd rumbled.

“I takeit, then, that he’ sto be stationed within the Vae?” Starfall asked.

Breon nodded. “ See what I’m working at, here? It's an honor, oh my yes, but | don’'t want a
bunch of city-bred softheads thinking that they can make up for al their neglect by sending usaHerad,
or even aHerad-Mage.”

“Andif heisexpecting to be sationed inthe Vde. . . .” Starfal ruminated on that for abit. “If
Darianishisequd, theniitisclear that heisinthe Vae asour guest, and not as anyone who has any redl
authority over us”

Breon looked satisfied, but said nothing. He didn't haveto. So far as he is concerned, the Joint
Council isthe only body with any right to make decisions around here, Darian reflected. He doesn’t
intend to give up the tiniest speck of his authority and autonomy to Haven bureaucrats, and he
figures Sarfall and Vordon feel the same way.

He was probably right - definitely right, so far as Starfall was concerned. Vordon would side
with what benefited hisclan.

And asfar as|’m concerned, that is right too. Darian understood completely what Lord
Breon meant, when he' d spoken of the neglect that this part of the country had suffered. Granted, there
had been an excusefor it - the war with Hardorn had drained Valdemar of every able-bodied fighter,
putting them out on the front lines - but excuses didn’t make thingsright, and one Hera d-in-residence
wasn’t going to make up for it.

“Then | would very much like to accept the offer, Lord Breon,” he replied firmly. Breon smiled
broadly.

“Hah!” the Shaman said, getting their atention. “If you make this Knight-business, we will make
Darian-of-the-Owl a Clan-brother! Yes, and at the same celebration!”

“An excdlent idea” Snowfire said with enthusasm. “A very good ideal Let Herald Andabe on
theright footing with dl of usfrom the moment he arrives”

Now Darian was more than surprised, he was stunned. “But - ” he began. 1sn’t this an awful
lot of commitments to make? Can | honestly honor them all?

Snowfire chuckled, and made a gesture that was supposed to bereassuring. “1t'sal right,
Darian; Clan-brother isthe equivaent of Wingbrother. The ceremony isabit different, but you' |l enjoy
it

Darian gulped down his protests. If Snowfire, who had spent more time with the Ghost Cat
Shaman than dl of therest of them combined, said it was dl right, then he would have to take hisword
forit.

:Whilewe are at it, perhaps my herd ought to hold the rite that makes himthe king stag's
prime doe,: Tyrsdll saidinto their minds, histone asdry asold papers. : Then again - perhaps he
wouldn’t enjoy that particular ceremony.:

Darian blushed afurious scarlet. Lord Breon, Va, Barda, and Harrod, who had no ideawhat
Tyrsdll meant, looked blank. But the Tayledras and the Ghost Cat representatives, who had an
atogether too hedthy taste for the bawdy, laughed themsdavesinto exhaustion. Even Kel howled with
laughter.

And Darian was not about to offer the confused ones any kind of explanation. Not then. Not
ever.

Two

As soon as the meeting was over, Darian was co-opted by Starfall and Ayshen. He' d expected
it; the burden of planning for this celebration would fal on Ayshen' s shoulders, with Starfall handling the
rest of the details. Ayshen had no more notion of what would serveto “honor” aHerad than afish would



know how to honor abird. Starfal had worked with Heralds, but had only a sketchy grasp of what one
would expect socidly.

Darian was used to the appearance of the hertas after al these years, but he took amoment to
consider what the Herald' s reaction might be. Ayshen was atypica specimen of hisrace; he cameto just
about chest-high on ahuman; hisblunt, lizardlike head boasted aformidable set of teeth, arounded
cranium, and eyes set so that he had binocular vision, like an owl or a human. Histough hide, covered
with pebble-scales, was a healthy blue-gray. His stubby hands and feet had talons that he had used to
good effect in the past. What would Herald Andamake of al that - when the owner of these attributes
was aso the chief cook for k' Vademar?

Shandi will have warned him, hereminded himsdlf. Besides, anybody who partnerswith a
talking horse shouldn’t ook crosswise at a talking lizard - especially if he wants second helpings.

So Darian dlowed himsdlf to be dragged off to Ayshen'slittle“den” - aquasi-office space
behind the main kitchens, from which heruled over dl thingsdomesticin k' Vademar. He had mapsand
models of the entire Vae, with acomplex of hertas tunnels marked out in pae blue - for, like agood
genera, Ayshen kept careful track of the terrain. His offices had been built, long with the rest of the
kitchens, from rock dug from the dliffs. Those who live intimately with forests are uniquely conscious of
the devouring power of fire, and there was asllittle that was flammable in the kitchens aswas possible.
Water, flour, and sand were near at hand in the event they would be needed to smother any errant flame.
The chief piece of furniture was Ayshen’s desk; low, and suited to his Size. Besdes Ayshen’sdesk chair,
there were three adjustable stool s with hinged seat backs, Starfall and Darian each took one, revolving it
until it was comfortable for them to use.

Not that it was any hardship to be ensconced in the hertas den. Though the aromas of the
evening' s supper offerings mingled into a single mouthwatering perfume that would have driven ahungry
man mad, Starfal and Darian were not |eft for amoment to suffer that particular torture. They hadn’t
even sat down before hertasi came out of the kitchen bearing platters of their particular favorites, dl the
tastier for being fresh from the cookstove and oven.

It's a good thing that Tayledras live in trees, Darian thought, as he juggled a hot filled pasiry
from hand to hand until it cooled. Otherwise we'd all be as fat as geese ready for market!

Starfdl did not look asif he had ever lived on anything more substantid than air, but Darian knew
that benesth hisfancifully embroidered and cut robes, that body was't thin - it was lean, lean and hard,
and superbly conditioned. It took great physica conditioning to handle node-magic; amage that was
flabby in body waslikely to beflabby of mind aswell. Starfall’ ssilver hair wasn't the result of age, it was
the result of handling and using node-magic, and the dightly tamer magic of Tayledras Heartstones, dl of
hislife. Starfall would find it no gresat task to run up the sairsto the highest ekele intheVae, and run
back down again within moments.

“WE |l have afeadt, of course,” Ayshen stated, shoving aside recipe books and menus. “Y ou
can't have a celebration without afeast. But should we have high tablesand dl that? 1’ m not certain
there’ sanywhere central that we could set up that many tables.”

“Havethe usua sort of Tayledras feast, with food set out dl over the Vae, Ayshen,” Darian
recommended soothingly. “One thing, though; have aset of our clothing done up in white- Herdd's
Whitesfor inddethe Vae. Leave them out in the guest lodge for him.”

“Good notion,” Starfal seconded, nodding, with the customary soft clattering of hishair beads.
“Welcoming ceremony firg, then we take him to the lodge to get settled. Hewon't fed asout of placeif
he hastime to change into clothing of our style”

“He ll like our sort of feadt, | think; he'll expect something different, and | think he' d be
disappointed if hedidn’t get it,” Darian told the hertas. “Besides, I'm sure Breon will have hisown
welcoming feast after ours, and he' Il get dl the etiquette and high tables he wants there.”

Ayshen' s body language showed rdlief in the relaxation of histail and stubby-taloned fingers. “So
beit, then. If different iswhat he' s expecting, we can supply that. What do you say to setting up a
particular place just for thisHerald fellow - ashort platform with food-tables nearby, of course - and
move entertainment in and out. We could put him in the Council House, for instance. We' |l have the new



roof trim done by then, and it isagood centra location.”

“That would be agood idea,” Darian replied, as Starfal nodded. “1 remember how easily | got
lost thefirst timel wasin k’Vaa When he getstired, the guest lodge is right on the same path, within
shouting distance. Isthe deck on the guest lodge finished yet?’

“It will be by the time the Herdd arrives; they’ re putting the finishing touches on it now,” Ayshen
replied without even conaulting his schedules. “ This afternoon they’ re sanding the hand-rails and setting
the steps. Tonight the greenery will be placed.”

“WEe rethe hogts; it would be courteousif we al cameto him, rather than trotting him about from
entertainment to entertainment,” Starfal agreed. “We can arrange things so that the people he will need to
know spend agood portion of timewith him in the beginning, then anyone who is curious can cometo
meset him. Will that make preparations essier for you, Ayshen?’

“Oh, yes, and after I’ve had alook at him, | can decide which hertasi to assgntohim.” The
hertas sghed. “Only one fancy, decorated serving table to set up. The rest of you never notice my
atidic effortsanyway.”

“Wedo,” Starfdl ingsted. “You just overwhem our ability to praise with a superfluity of taent!”

Ayshen smply gave the Mage awithering look by way of reply. “So - how doesthis strike you -
we have the actua welcoming ceremony & the entrance of the Vae. Everyone will fit there easily enough
since the weeds were cleared out last season. Then, we take the Heralds and our other gueststo the
Council House and feed them. We let them talk for awhile, and when it sounds asif thetalk isrunning
out, | runin some entertainment. Then alittle more food - and so on, until he gives up for the night. We
can pick foods that will make him drowsy quickly, which reduces the amount of entertainment needed on
such short notice. He' ll leave to doze after just afew hours.”

“Which will belong before any Tayledraswould give up,” Darian laughed. “ That sounds perfect,
Ayshen.” He grinned wickedly. “Then, the next day, when he’ s been properly softened up for us, we give
him to Tyrsell and have him stuffed with our language, Ghost Cat’s, and Kded' ain, al a once.”

Starfdl gave him alook of mock-horror. “I thought you liked Herddsl”

“I do - that' swhy | suggested the languages comein all a once. It won't take Tyrsdll that much
longer to givethem al to him, and the headache won't be that much worse, after. Better to get it over
with, | say.” Darian mimicked Starfal’ slook of horror. “Well? Wouldn't you rather haveit al a once
than strung out over several days? | should think that after the first experience, the subsequent dread
would make the next sessonsworse.”

Starfall nodded, then turned to face the hertasi upon hearing alow hiss.

“We were discussing the celebration,” Ayshen reminded them pointedly, baring histeeth for
emphasis. “Now just how, precisaly, would you suggest we greet him?’

“Just that,” Darian replied. “ Greet him as our guest. Our welcome guest, our equa, who will be
joining the leaders dready herein their effortsto foster harmony among otherwise different peoples. He ll
aready be on best behavior to impress when herides up, so having agood turn out but little ceremony
would make him fed appreciative that he must not enduretrid after trid. Getting hisdisposition in our
favor right away would be vauable”

“And you thought you didn’t have the talent to become aleader!” Starfall exclaimed. “Listento
you!”

“I’'mjust quoting what my excellent teachers would say in the same circumatances,” Darian
retorted. “Weren't you just agreeing with Lord Breon that we' re to make certain Herald Anda
understands he is one among equals here?’

“Huh. The boy finaly paysattention,” Ayshen muttered, but when Darian turned to fix himwith a
sharp glance, he looked as innocent as could be.

“Onthewhole,” Ayshen continued blandly, “1 am relieved. Thisisgoing to be much easier to
plan and execute than awedding, for instance. Should | pull some of the ekele-building crew to go to
work on the Heradd' s permanent quarters, do you think?’

Sarfdl exchanged aglance with Darian, who shook his head dightly. “Not yet,” Starfdl told him.
“Although Breon said he' s expecting to stay here - | presume as akind of envoy - he may decide that he



prefersto lodge in the village, in more familiar surroundings. For al we know, he may decide to establish
himsdlf outsde all of our enclaves. | can let him know at some point that we have the hands, and the rest
will contribute materias, when he wants to have a permanent residence built, and that he can haveit
constructed where he pleases.”

Darian nodded. “Ingtead, | suggest you pull a couple of builder crews off to add proper
accommodations for the Companion; they’ [l want to be close to each other, and thiswill show that we
understand that the Companion is asimportant asthe Herald, and that they work together. It certainly
wouldn't hurt to have Companion quarters attached to the guest lodge for future visiting Heralds.”

Ayshen nodded hisblunt snout decisively. “Right, then. Won't be difficult; knock atwo-leve
door into one of the end rooms, add the stabling, bring water in for afountain - | can have that finished in
afew days.” He scratched hisnose. “ Sawdust floor, | think. Maybe some mats. Outside door with a
rope latch, so the Companion can let himself inand out.”

“That sounds perfect to me,” Darian replied, very much impressed with Ayshen' s forethought.

“S0. .. just thewecometo plan for now, and the extra building.” Ayshen wrote out anotein
slverdtick, folded it into apyramid, and stuck it on the model of the guest lodge asareminder. “That's
managesble. Wéll, are you two going to St there all day, eating everything in the kitchen? Shoo! | have
work to do!”

Laughing, Darian and Starfdl Ieft the hertas to his own devices, as he began rummaging about
for more paper, muttering about menus.

Keishastood at the open door of Darian’s vine-covered house, hefting first one wicker pannier
basket, then the other, to judge roughly which was heavier. Above her head, the trees met to form a
celling over the house and path; songbirds and colorful messenger-birds chattered and sang, and
hummingbirds chased each other around the branches. She had not gone to the mesting; asthe chief
Heder to both Ve and village, she spent roughly equal timein each - and that |eft her feeling abit odd
about representing either. Instead, Nightwind served as the mouthpiece for the Healers unless there was
some pressing reason for Kelsha hersdlf to be there.

She had to check her packs anyway, for she was about to make another trip back to the village
to make sure anyone who needed her services was properly tended to. The baskets were laden with
various medications, most of them for animasrather than humans. The villagers were uncommonly
healthy this summer, with half the norma number of accidents, even among the children. Perhapsthat was
dueto increasing prosperity; well-fed and well-rested peopl e resisted disease and didn’t have nearly so
many mishaps. Ever since the events of recent times, the Crown had sent more funding for rebuilding and
renewing the areathan it had ever received before in half a decade. Newer tools were invariably more
reliable, safer tools out here. Even the old mill had been rebuilt into asafer operation - she had not had to
ded with asingleinjury fromit Snceits reopening.

She wore full Greens now, the forest-hued colors of afull Hedler, with asilk scarf serving asa
sash around her waist, laid over amatching one of cotton. Healers dways had a use for ascarf - to ding
an arm, tie off acut artery, or dry achild’ stears. They were not officid parts of Heder’ suniform, but
their use was so common they might aswell have been. Keisha paused, consdering the Hedler’ suniform
shewore. It had taken her awhile to get used to that - and some persuasion aswell. It wasfindly the
argument that it would be better for her patients to see her in the colors of a Hedler, because they would
be under less stress, that tilted the balance. She refused to don anything e aborate, though; the loose
trews and long-deeved tunic were fancy enough for everyday wear - and when she wanted something
festive, she opted for something that didn’t display her statusfor all to see.

The good thing about being in the Vae was that she no longer had to make her own medicines
unlesssheredly felt likeit; al she had to do was givethe hertasi instructions, and they would seeto the
preparation for her, presenting her with neatly labeled pots and jars of anything she needed or wanted. A
great dedl of her timein the past had been spent in the actual concoction of medicine, time she now had
leisure to spend in other ways.

So now | spend it riding to and from the village, instead! she thought wryly, as she made sure
the two pannier baskets that her dyheli would carry werefinally balanced as evenly as she could manage



without actudly weighing them.

She shared Darian’ s quarters - and yes, his bed - when she wasin the Vae, and since he had
never yet accompanied her to Errold’ s Grove when she went on her weekly vists, the touchy problem of
whether he would share her home had never come up. Her parents, of course, had no idea that they
were anything but friends, and everyone e se had the sense not to betray their ongoing relationship to the
village. It was true that she was old enough to do as she wished; it was also true, as Kerowyn had
remarked before shel€eft, that no child is*old enough” in her parents’ eyes. She could own an estate,
command a dozen servants, and have gray hair, yet she would not be “old enough.”

She ducked back inside for amoment to make sure she hadn’t forgotten anything, then returned
to wait in the sunshinefor her dyheli to arrive. It’sa given. If Shandi were to come back for more
than a fortnight, she’d be treated the same way - asif she was no more than fourteen, and unable
to make any decisions for herself. The only reason she doesn’t get treated that way is because
before Mother has a chance to get her lectures set fair in her head, Shandi’ s gone again.

Besdes, Keishawasn't entirely sure how long this particular liaison was going to last. Darian was
avery handsome lad, and every village femal e ungpoken for (and some who were) had madeit very clear
that they found him fascinating. There were plenty of girlswho would be only too happy to find out what
lifewaslikeinaVae. What if hegot tired of her?

What if | got tired of him? Well, she couldn’t see that happening, but she had alot of
respons bilities, more than she had ever had before.

And so did he.

That was part of the problem. His responsbilities kept him here, but that was not so with hers.

Y es, shewas - for now - the chief Hedler for k'Vademar. She was also till the Hedler for Errold's
Grove, and shewouldn’t blame him if he got tired of finding her gone half the time. She couldn’t devote
hersdf to him the way her mother had devoted hersdlf to her family. It just was't going to happen that
way.

She rubbed her temple with one finger, and stifled asigh. Sooner or later, the Vaewould get a
Tayledras Healer aswell, and then dl her energieswould go to the village. She wouldn't have areason to
gay in k' Vademar anymore. He certainly wouldn’t move back to Errold’s Grove. Then what? She
couldn’t keep going back and forth between here and the village when she didn’t need to be here.
People would start to wonder why. Saying she was studying under the Tayledras Hedler would hold for a
while, but what then?

She bent over to tie her baskets closed, certain now that she had everything she intended to take
with her. Her vision was suddenly blocked by apair of handsin front of her eyes, she seized Darian’s
wrigts and spun hersdf around to meet his merry brown eyes and cheerful grin, reflecting dappled
unlight.

There was a crumb of pastry tangled up in alock of hishair - and he was too fastidious to have
left it there for very long. He must have just esten minutes before. She sniffed, experimentdly. “You've
been eating garlic sausagerolls” she accused.

“Wadl, you weren't going to be here tonight, so the garlic wouldn't matter, would it?’ he retorted,
and gave her aredolent kiss. “If you change your mind, there' still timeto help yourself, and we' |l both
have garlic breath. Besides, you know how good garlicisfor you!”

Not that she minded garlic breath, at least not when they both had it. Her main objection was that
he would have been perfectly happy if everything he ate was spiced with garlic, and shedidn’t like it that
much. . ..

Another thing wedon't share. . . .

“Not achance; if | don't makemy trip, the Trilvy family will probably come get me. RanaTrilvy
isthat close-" shereplied, holding her thumb and forefinger aninfinitesmal distance apart. “ And even
though I ve told her ahundred timesthat she’ sfine, she’ s4till convinced that if | don’t see her every
week, something is bound to go wrong and her baby will be born with nine heads. Never, ever, try to
argue with a nervous mother-to-be; you haven't the chance of apigeon in a cattery of winning the
argument.”



Something about his expression made her wary; he had that devilish look he dways got when he
was keeping a secret, that made his sharp features|ook even more fox-like. “What happened at the
Council meeting?’ she continued, asif she hadn’t noticed.

“Mostly the usud, but Breon had some news.” He was much too casua; something was
definitely up. Whatever Lord Breon had brought in the way of news was something he knew she' d want
to hear.

She decided that two could play that game of feigned indifference. “ Oh? Anything important, or
canitwait until 1 get back?” She fooled with the baskets a bit more, taking care not to look directly at
him.

“You'll probably hear it on the way back anyway, since you' re going with Barda and Harrod.
We're getting resident Herads.” He watched her closely, and she knew from the way he was acting that
athough this was momentous news, it wasn't the biggest part of his secret.

“Redly?’ she exclamed anyway. “Herdds? As permanent resdents? More than one?’

He nodded. “ Two of them; an older, experienced Herald-Mage, believeit or not, and his
persondly selected trainee. Or maybe | should say, protege, since she’ s got her Whites, and thisistaking
the place of her ‘first circuit.” *

“A Herdd-Mage! That's certainly something!” 1t was, too; there dtill weren't that many
Herald-Mages about, and to have one of them assigned permanently to Errold’s Grove said agreat ded
for how the status of this area had risen. “They mugt think we' re high on their list of priorities now!”

“Butit’snot the biggest news, not for you, anyway. The other Herald isyour sster Shandi.” He
grinned as her jaw dropped, and shelooked a himin disbelief. “No, redly, it isl | suppose they figure
that they might aswell assign her here, snce she'slikdly to assign hersalf here, given half achance. Even
without half achance, she' slikdly to turn up anyway.”

“But - it hasn't been much more than two years- " She ill couldn’t believeit; Shandi had said
nothing of thisin her letters! She’ d only complained now and again of how busy she was and how much
she was expected to absorb.

Is that why she hasn’t spent more than four weeks here in the last two and a half years?
Because she' s been rushing - or rushed - through her studies?

“Breon said she hadn'’t gotten the record for graduating quickly, but shewas close. Hewasfairly
impressed.” Darian grinned at her reaction. “Mind you, he shouldn’t have been surprised. Look a how
well you' ve done, and you haven't had a Collegium full of teachersto help you! When | first met you,
you would have barely qualified asaHedler trainee, a least asfar asyour Gift went. Now even the
Sanctuary Hederscdl you their equa.”

“Pfft.” She dismissed her own prowess with awave of her hand, not the least because she was
not nearly asimpressed with her “accomplishments’ as he seemed to be. “How soon will they be here?’

“Cut your visit to Errold’ s Grove as short as you can; | got the impression it’sjust amatter of
days before they arrive. For now, they’ll be staying at the Vae. We re going to put on a celebration for
them. Oh, the senior one' snameis Anda; | don’t suppose you recognize it, do you?’ Hetilted his head
totheside, curioudy.

She thought for amoment. “It sounds vaguely familiar; Shandi must have mentioned him now and
again.” Shekissed him quickly, then pushed him gently away, and turned back to her baskets, tying them
shut deftly. “The sooner I'm gone, the sooner I’ll be back. Don’t work too hard while I’ m off; but do try
to see that Ayshen doesn't try to do everything.”

He sighed meodramaticaly, then bent to help her with her baskets. “Y ou ought to know by now
that keeping Ayshen from overwork is beyond my powers. | supposeit’sof no useto ask if you'd liketo
stop dl this, find areplacement, and settle down permanently here with me, isit?” he asked.

“When someone is getting ready for ajourney, it' s the wrong time to ask about settling down,
Darian.” Shetold her ssomach to stop bouncing, and put on an air of cam. “The answer still hasn't
changed.”

“I didn’'t think it had, but afellow can ask. It'sjust that we' re awfully good together. .. .” To her
intenserelief, he didn’t pursue the subject. She was saved from having to say anything more by the arrival



of her dyheli, ayoung buck thistime.

He didn't ask the question every time she left, but it was a least once amonth. Wasit only a
sense of duty that kept him asking? He couldn’t possibly understand what it meant to be bound to a
cdling; being aHealer meant being tied into her avocation even moretightly than being wedded.

Without being asked, Darian saddled the dyheli and fastened the baskets on either side of the
arm-thick pad seated just over the stag’ s rump. She grabbed hold of the handle that was built in place of
asaddle-horn, put her foot in agtirrup, and swung herself up into place. Dyheli had no reinsto take up;
they would never have permitted so undignified a contraption as a halter on their heads.

:Good day, Healer,; thebuck said formaly. :1 am Talen.:

: Thank you for your help, Talen,: shereplied just asformdly. : Are Barda and Harrod ready
to return yet?:

: They await us at the Vale entrance. Shall we go?: Taen responded, his thoughts glossed
with askimming of impatience. The buckswere dmost dwaysalittle impatient; it seemed to go with the
gender.

“I heard - go and come back soon, Keisha.” That was all Darian said, but beneath the words
was agreat ded morethat Keishajust didn’t want to have to deal with. Taen felt her assent, and lesped
away, keeping her from having to do anything more than wave back over her shoulder.

Withinthe Vde, the dyhdli kept to afast lope, but as soon as he burst through the tenuous
curtain of the Vel and caught up with the other two, he stretched out into afull run. Dyhdli often seemed
astirdess as Companions, he'd have dl of them in Errold’s Grove well before suppertime.

Barda and Harrod hung on grimly; they were used to travel by dyheli-back, but not as
accustomed to it as Keishawas. Although she could not (as Heralds were rumored to do) havefalen
adeepin Tden' ssaddle, she moved easily with her mount.

If only she could have been as easy with her own thoughts.

Firesong k' Trevafinished thelast of his stretches, moving smoothly and dowly, while his partner
Silverfox watched, dert for any sign of strain. Such alertnesswas as naturd for him as breathing, after so
many decades of body study. They shared thisritua every morning; Silverfox insgsted onit, and Firesong
had to admit he' d felt more like hisyounger self since he' d begun.

Being limber does have its advantages.

“WedI?" he asked, as hefinished the exercise and stood, arms hanging at his sides, completely
relaxed, yet energized, tingling with the song of the body rather than of magic, on the uppermost deck of
their ekele.

“You'll do,” Silverfox replied, smiling dightly. “You might even be in better shape than you were
before the Storms. | told you thiswould loosen you up, and you wouldn’t believe me.”

“I didn’t have you to keep me active, before the Storms,” Firesong pointed out, dipping on a
robe of scarlet sk, embroidered with white-and-gold firebirds, over hisform-fitting deevelesstunic and
trews.

“In other words, you were alazy duggard,” the kestra’ chern replied, and ducked as Firesong
mimed ablow a him. The Heding Adept’ sfirebird, Aya, who had been watching al of thisactivity with
keen interest, let out a derisive squawk. The bird opened his snowy wings and dropped down onto
Firesong’ s shoulder, fixing histalons carefully into the padded fabric. Thelong whitetall trailed gracefully
down Firesong' s back, curling around the thick, silver braid of Firesong's hair.

“Whose part are you taking, mine or his?’ Firesong asked, looking into his bird’ s diamond-dust
eyes. “Never mind. | don’t want to know.”

“And Ayaistoo smart to answer, anyway,” the kestra’ chern laughed. “Not when he knows he
can get trests from both of usthisway.”

It was Firesong’ sturn to make anoise of derision; Aya stretched his head and neck under
Firesong's chin, and the Adept answered the silent request by scratching the firebird’ s chin. Aya crooned
with pleasure. “Don’t ligento him, little one,” he said into Aya sear. “Hethinks everyoneisas
self-centered asheis- or more.”

“Of coursel do - sincel’mnot at all self-centered,” Silverfox replied matter-of-factly. He took



Firesong' s elbow, and steered him in the direction of the staircase that curved around the trunk of their
tree. “ And don’t look now, but your pet istrying to coax me into tickling him, too.”

Aya opened one eye and gave Silverfox awithering look at the word “pet,” but did not pull his
head away from Silverfox’ sfingers.

Firesong felt asmile stretching the tiff, pitted and scarred skin of hisface. Although lifewas
nothing like he! d anticipated when he left hishome Vae, it was very good. What's more, I'm not sure if
I’d be willing to do any of it over, since the end result is so - comfortable. It's amazing now that |
can wear so many faces here without any of them being a mask - and wear a mask without hiding
my feelings.

Silverfox followed him down past the bedroom to the main public room of the ekele. Thetree
wasn't large enough to support an ekele very high off the ground, or for more than oneroomto beon a
snglelevel, but now that the Veil wasin place, he' d had the hertasi congtruct an externa gair linking al
the rooms, so that the areathat had been used for the interna staircase could be converted into usable
space. Wide decks circled each level of the ekele, and the staircase threaded itsway around and through
them. All the windows were open to the balmy air, and flowering vines grown from k' Vaa cuttings had
been trained around each of the windows to scent the breezes.

There were plenty of masks hanging on the walls, but Firesong didn’t trouble to reach for any of
them as he and Silverfox entered the room. Here in his own home, no one would trouble him who had
not been invited - and no one who had been invited would be shocked or disturbed by his burn-scarred
appearance.

Some of Slverfox’s handiwork hung on the wals aswell - gryphon fegthers, shed by some of the
residents of k' Vademar when they molted. These were al primaries, secondaries, or tail-feathers, and
the smalest was aslong as Firesong’ s forearm. Silverfox decorated the quills with beadwork, and
painted the broad expanses with sinuous designs echoing the colors of the beads. Dyed |eather and
ribbons of strong textures complemented the interlace and lilt of the line-work. Feather artworks hung
between each mask, and Firesong never tired of resting his eyes on them.

Helifted Ayaoff his shoulder and set the firebird down on a perch mounted in the wall, one
indulgently made of silver in theform of avine-wrapped branch with ahammered brass reflector behind it
astall asahertas. Ayaroused dl hisfesthers and shook himself vigoroudy; bits of fluff flew off of him
and rode the air currents of the room like wayward insects, and sparks of falsefire crackled around him.

“Waan't the Joint Council meeting thismorning?’ he asked Silverfox, as he sank into hisfavorite
chair and reached for abook. Before he could even make up his mind that he wanted something, one of
hishertas appeared at hiselbow and left atall glass of cooled juice on the table where his book had
been.

“Yes, and Keishawas going back to Errold’ s Grove with the village representatives, so Darian
will probably bealittlelate.” Siverfox Sghed, but didn’t say anything more; Firesong assumed thet the
sghwasfor Darian’ sstuation with the girl. And it was too bad; but it was also Darian’sand Keishd's
choiceto keep things hanging thisway. Darian didn’t dlow it to affect his mage-studies; only if it had,
would Firesong have had any right to stick his own noseinto the effair.

It waslater than Firesong would have expected, though, when Kuari camein to land on the
railling of the porch, signaling that Darian could not be far behind. Lunch waslong over, and Firesong was
wdll into his book by then; Silverfox had aready gone below to hisworkrooms at the foot of thetreeto
administer to some of hismassage clients.

The Hedling-Adept laid his book aside after reading a passage that made him smile, sinceit
echoed his own teaching philosophy so well. Teach what you know, regardless of when you have
learned it - teach what you |learned yesterday sagely, asif you have known it all your life, and
teach what you have known for decades with enthusiasm, asif you learned it only yesterday. He
marked that page with a scarlet-jay feather and waited for Darian’ s step on the stair, and saw by the
young man' s face that there was unexpected news.

“Lord Breon said we' re going to get a permanent, resident Herald,” were the first words out of
the young man’ s mouith.



“Redly?’ Firesong was alittle surprised a the “we.” “I take it he is expected to reside here? In
kK'Vddemar?”’

Darian picked a seet and settled into it. “ So Lord Breon says - unlessthe Herald decidesiit
would be more palitic to actualy live outsde the Vale. He' s supposed to be a Hera d-Mage, too.
Keisha ssster Shandi just got her Whites, and she's coming too, as his protege. | don’'t know if that's
for the long term, but she' Il certainly be herefor ayear.”

“Hmm. WEe re having awelcome, obvioudy.” Firesong knew there was something more, but
Darian would get to it quickly enough;, it was his nature not to hold anything back, for good or ill.

“Yes, and | - well, | suppose you could say that I’ m going to be the chief entertainment,” Darian
replied ruefully, his expresson acomica mixture of chagrin, embarrassment, and pride. “Lord Breon got
thisidea-”

He related exactly what had happened a the Council Meeting with remarkable facility - but then,
the young man hadn’t been out of the circles of power since he was about fourteen or fifteen. Sarfall is
probably only waiting for himto reach the status of a full Mage before resigning from the
Council, having Showfire take his place, and graduating Darian into Showfire’ s slot.

‘Well, if that was indeed Starfall’ s plan, Firesong' s own plansfit right into that. And now wasa
good timeto set those plansin motion.

“Well, inthat case,” he said casudly, “it isa pleasant enough day. | have had agood breskfad.
Before you get too involved in al these other ceremonies, perhaps we' d better put you through your
Madery Trid.”

Darian’ sface went completely blank; Firesong had the satisfaction - which was not happening
often, these dayd - of catching the young man completely by surprise. Firesong may aswel have sad, “I
had a nice nap, so0 let’ sdig up thisforest and make a pretty lake, eh?” Thelook on Darian’sface was
delicious

“So, let’ sget that little exercise taken care of, shall we?’ he continued, with mischievous
casuaness, ashe got to hisfeet. “Comedong.”

Hedidn't stop to seeif Darian was following as he headed for the stairs; Darian would follow,
because Firesong hadn’t given him any timeto actudly think about what he was going to do. Darian was
ready - but the more time he had to stew about the Trial, the more likdly it was that he' d work himself up
into anervous state over it, and risk failure. Firesong had never intended to give him that chance. Too
many young mages froze up and couldn’t even remember the smplest of spellswhen dlowed to dwell on
the upcoming Trid; it was amistake some teachers made that would not happen with Darian.

The steps behind him creaked under Darian’ sweight, and Firesong smiled to himsdlf. By this
evening, the Vae would have yet another piece of newsto talk about. Or at least they would, if Firesong
had anything to say about it. Firesong usudly got hisway - adthough these days, when he didn’t get what
he wanted, he just changed his mind until he was happy with what he had.

Darian, however, would do very well in the coming tria, he knew. Firesong could fed intuitively
that hewould get exactly what he wanted. He had confidence in his pupil, and the Vae would have
something moreto celebrate by nightfall - thefirst new Master Mage of anew Vde. His student.
Magnificent!

Three

Darian shivered as he followed Firesong down the stairs to the dome complex nestled at the foot
of thetree. Mogt of that structure belonged to Silverfox, but Firesong kept one private room for himself,
protected with the tightest permanent shieldsinsde k’ Vade-mar. Layer upon layer, unseen buttress
againg invisblefirewal, every sort of stabilized, strengthened magical protection known to the Adept had
been firmed up. Over the past years they had been cast and enchanted into virtual patterns of stone, asif
mortared by an expert, with the equivalent of pockets and drainsfor excess power to collect. Thiswas
Firesong’ s workroom, where he had taught Darian for two years, many of the shields were not meant to



keep anything out but rather, to keep Darian’s“mistakes’ from escaping.

There hadn’t been agreat number of those mistakes - no morethan three, dl in hisfirst few
months with Firesong, and all minor ones - but the existence of those shields alowed him to work without
worrying about the consequences of an accident to the rest of the Vae. Thefirst had resulted in no worse
than aburned hand and singed eyebrows, the second a splitting headache for both of them, and the third,
ascorch mark on the floor surrounded by frost, which resulted in an intensive series of lessons on why
resilient shields were more important than rigid ones. Darian had known al aong that every lesson would
lead up to aMastery Trid, but he’ d assumed he would have time to prepare for it, and undergo days of
specid readinessrituas.

Why now? Why not give me some time to work up to this? he asked himsdf, anticipation
seiting hisnerves afire. He had no ideajust what was going to be expected of him -

And it wastoo late for second thoughts. Firesong had reached the bottom of the Saircase,
pal ming something from one of the dozen narrow shelves of ornaments and oddities, and held open the
door to the workroom for Darian. His scarred face showing nothing except pleasant anticipation, quite as
if thiswere just another, perfectly ordinary lesson. Darian entered the door into the windowless room, lit
from above by ablue-tinted skylight, and Firesong closed the door behind them both. He dropped a
latch that al but seamlesdy blended into the interlaced trim that ran around the room.

With the closing of the door, the shields sprang up and into place all around them, creating akind
of hum in the back of hishead and atingle along his skin. Firesong leaned casudly against the doorframe,
folded hisarms across his chest, and nodded. “ The usua,” was dl he said laconicaly.

So Darian began with “theusud,” the building of his own shields, oreading them outward to
encompass the room, then integrating them with Firesong' s shidds that were dready in place, leaving
some layers fragile so they could collapse back in case of asurge. He could have done thismuchin his
deep; it took scarcely athought to shape his own energy to hiswill now. It hadn’t ways been that way.

But next came an addition to his shields, ashunt to drain off excessve heat. He had never
actudly needed this shunt before, but unused mage-energy, if not properly grounded and sent back to its
source, or energy that camein to the mage at arate greater than he could handle, manifested in waste
heat. At the level a Journeyman worked, thiswas atrivia concern; the worst that happened was that the
areagot abit too warm for comfort - or the occasiond flash, like the earlier accidents. In fact, if working
in the dead of winter and there was energy to spare, some Journeymen deliberately eiminated the shunt
s0 asto warm the areathey worked in. This ability to deliberately create heat made mages very popular
in cold climes and seasons, and some wesather-work was based directly on that effect.

But at the level aMaster worked, improperly handled energy could be deadly; the shunt was a
necessity - as Firesong' s own scarstestified. At the end of the Mage Storms, when trying to avert
magica catastrophe, Firesong and hisdlies had done everything right, but the energiesthey had dedlt
with had been greater than any mage before or since had ever faced - even Adepts working in concert
with Avatars of the Star-Eyed Goddess of the Shin’d in had not been able to prevent dl the damage such
an overwhelming force could conjure.

“Now locate al the Heartstones of al the Clans,” his mentor told him. Darian nodded, and
unfocused his eyesto better invoke Oversight and seeinto the plane of mage-energy, searching out each
active Stone and tracing the intricate web of ley-linesthat surrounded them. First, hisown - k' Vademar
was alesser Stone by any estimation, but it was growing, its power increasing daily. He was rather proud
of that, for some of the energiesinvested in the Stone were of his harvesting. Each bit of power he had
added over the past two years had made the Stone stronger and more stable, so that now it was possible
toturnthisinto ared Vdeby al Tayledras sandards.

Then - the Heartstone under the Palace at Haven. This one was abit peculiar; very old, very
powerful, but quiescent. The shields had held through the last of the mage-storms, making it just about
the only magical artifact outsde of aVaethat had survived complete and untouched. Therewasn't much
pull on it a the moment, for there were not that many Herald-Mages about who could use it. Someday,
perhaps, Haven would be the Vademar version of aVae - but for now, the Stone dumbered. Likea
war horseadeepinitssall, it wouldn't take much to rouseit to fury, but the proper hands could control



it with amere touch of thereinsor awhisper initsear.

However, his were not those hands; that power was there for the service of the Herdds. It was
theirs, and theirsaone. They were sedled to it by their very nature, and by the bonds they had with their
Companions. It helped to maintain adifferent sort of web of power, onethat linked all Heralds and
Companions together.

Next, k' ValaVae, the nearest to k' Vademar. Its Stone was old, too, though not nearly as
ancient asthe Palace Stone, and unlike that Stone, this one was fully awake and active, with much power
flowing out aswell asintoit. There were plenty of demands on the k' Vaa Stone, and it responded to
those demands as smoothly as amasterful juggler kept an impossible number of toysintheair. It wasn't
quite dive, not quite sentient, yet therewasaqudity of “life’ and “persondity” to it that wasthe hallmark
of every Heartstone. That wasn't surprising, considering how closdy linked to the life of aVaethe
Heartstone wes.

Darian found and identified dl of the stones, holding them dl balanced within hismind, shining
pointsof brilliant light in the web of life-energy. Firesong followed hiswork closdy, and nodded when
Darian found and touched the last of the lot, and the farthest, the Stone of k' TrevaVde.

“Good.” Firesong seemed satisfied that Darian had done the job with aminima expenditure of
his own energies. As a Journeyman, that was al he could redlly draw on for sustained and heavy use; the
energies he himsdlf produced or stored. He could recharge himsdf with the little trickles of power
produced by dl theliving things around him, but that was akin to filling a.cup with the dew collected on
leaves. He could aso make use of thetiny rivulets of energy astheliving power collected in tricklesand
flowed toward the ley-lines. But not until he reached Master could he use the lines themselves - or the
Heartstone.

Most schools of mage-craft built and maintained pools of power available to their Masters, but
none except the Tayledras invested the energies not only of their own members but actually ran ley-lines
into their power-pools and terminated them there. That was perhaps because only the Tayledras knew
how to construct the Heartstones, to keep energy flowing out so that it never overloaded; of dl of those
outsiders who had tried, only one had succeeded - and that one was the legendary Herald-Mage Vanyd,
Adept, and Tayledras-trained. Hundreds of years ago, Vanye had invested the energiesin the web that
linked hisHerads, and aspdll that had kept (or, more truthfully, irritated) “foreign” mages out of
Vademar, providing that steady drain; the Vaesinvested the excessin westher-control, shielding, and
luxuries like the hot pools. When anyone dsetried, the focus of power quickly destabilized in amanner
quite destructive and usudly fata to al concerned.

“Now,” Firesong continued, unperturbed, “without disturbing the ley-linesin any way, link
yoursdlf to the ones feeding our Stone.”

He knew how to do that. He' d “watched” Firesong do it athousand times - he’ d practiced
everything short of touching the lines themsalves - and now was the moment of truth. He would either be
ableto call thishawk he'd trained back to hisgloved figt, or fail - and fed itstalons sink into hisflesh, or
watch it soar away out of reach forever.

He noticed that Firesong had no persond shields up whatsoever in case of failure. Knowing
Firesong, that might be just another way to increase Darian’ s confidence, but it was atrust that touched
him deeply.

Except for abrief stab of something sharp, amingling of fear and excitement, hedidn’t let himsdlf
think or fed. Hejust acted.

He“reached” out, moving surdly, but not too quickly. He caught hold of the nearest ley-line, and
without permitting himsdlf to hesitate, seized it, opening himsdlf toiit.

He knew enough to brace himsdlf for the shock, but it still rocked him; it waslike opening up his
veinsto aflow of white-hot glass! For afraction of asecond, he wasimmersed, blinded by the fiery
incandescence, as pathways within him felt the caress of energies they had never known until this
moment. Every breath seemed thicker, and every color moreintense. All a once, he was drunk, delirious
with power, dizzy with itsintoxicating song, and disoriented.

Then everything he' d learned, from Starfall, from Firesong, from the mages of k' VaaVale, came



surging to the fore, and it was he who wasin control, not the power.

It was till dizzying, dill intoxicating, but the heady draught no longer overwhelmed him. He d
ridden horsesin Vademar, some very spirited and powerful horses. Thiswasvery likeriding such a
horse. He commanded; the power obeyed, but only because he had the skill to command and the
strength of will not to succumb to the seductive song and belost init.

Darian gill remembered that lesson outside k' VaaVae when he' d nearly gotten lost in the shift
and flow of the smplelife-powers of everything around him. Having experienced that, he knew would
not make that mistake again. He made sure that he was till anchored in himself and let his channels
become accustomed to the new sensations. Then, metaphoricaly, he sat back and alowed himself to
experience the moment. The wonder of Tayledrasteaching wasthat it permitted the student to accept
those things, to comprehend them, but never to become numbed to them; it was away of understanding,
not just using. Now he understood as a Master would. It would never happen likethisagain, thisfirst
taste of power, this seductive latent drunkenness; Darian wanted to be able to remember it, however
dmly.

:A remarkably mature sentiment,: cameadry mentd voice, after aninterva. : But you, my
young student, are a Healing-Mage. So what else do you see, fedl, or sense?:

What €l se? Was there anything else?

But even as he asked himsdlf that, his own Mage-Senses answered him, and he knew that, of
course, there was. Within the stream of power that was the ley-line, there were amyriad of little
subcurrents, and each of those threads told him of the hedlth of the place it originated from. Eddies and
obstructionsin the flow as he traced it back out of the Vae showed him where the line itsalf needed
ateration or mending. Two other mages - both Hawkbrothers - had tapped into this particular line; he
sensed their presence a the same moment they sensed his. They acknowledged each other briefly, and
went on with what they were doing. Asdid he; histouch moved by instinct and, sure from long practice,
he mended the line, smoothing out the eddies, dtering the flow until it ran swift and unimpeded.

:Good. S, then, catch!: Just as he completed thiswork, Firesong flipped something at him.
Before it had gone haf the distance between them, he lanced out a coruscating line of force and caught it
inagentle net of power, holding it in midair. It was only ariver stone, but ashe met Firesong’' seyesand
saw the approva in them, hewas very glad that he had chosen to cradleit, and not blast it aside.

:Well done. Now tap into the Heartstone,: the voice commanded. : You're keyed to it. Now
use it. Without dropping the rock, that is.:

Without releasing his hold on theline or the rock, Darian did exactly as he had been ordered,
reaching for the Heartstone, touching it, then melding with its outer edges. He sensed it test him (or wasit
“taste’ him?) and recognize him. That was dl there wasto it; he joined with the Stone, and dl its power
was hisfor the taking.

He d expected an even wilder rush than the ley-line had fed into him; instead, thiswaslike
anking into a peace-filled globe of light, or ablissfully hot pool of water. There was no sensation of hedt,
no exquisitely flickering inflow of energy; just the presence of enormous power, and the knowledge that
he could do whatever he wanted withit.

Thiswas no spirited horse, obedient to hiswill, but akind of partner; areservoir with amind of
itsown, that acknowledged hisright to drink of it.

Some mages Sgnded their achievement of Magtery with the production of “fireworks’ that other
mages of the same school could see and identify. But the Tayledras considered themsalves no more than
temporary custodians of their power. The Star-Eyed had granted them the use of that power for the
purpose of hedling the land after the Mage-Wars, and it wouldn't even have occurred to them to make
such afrivolous use of it as a peacocklike display of achievement with that power.

Theirswas adifferent tradition; to leave their mark upon the Ve itsdf, creeting some change
that would improvethe lives of al those dwelling within. And Darian knew just what his mark would be,
asthefirst new Master of anew Vae. He had been thinking about it for sometime, ever since he had
been told of the tradition, and the last time he' d been in Ayshen’ s office, he' d checked the maps and
models carefully for aplace that would be open and suitable for hisgift.



Thelake at the far end of k' Vademar wasfed by severd springs; he examined each of themin
turn, to determine which would be the best candidate for his purpose. When he found one whose source
was deeper than any of the others, he persuaded it to change its channd, to sink alittle deeper, move
nearer to the white-hest at the root of the Heartstone, before bubbling again to the surface.

Now with its waters warmed, it would serve as the water source for the first of the outdoor
bathing poals. It wouldn’t take the hertasi long to notice the change, and within days they would cap the
new flow and be building great poolsto receive the hot waters. By the end of the month, there would be
Tayledras soaking in the soothing waters under the stars, and there would be room for anyone who
needed a hot soak to come and take one. The current hot pools were dl inside one of thefirst buildings
to be constructed here, and there wasn't enough room to accommodate everyone at the sametime.

:A fine choice of giftsto your Vae, Master Dar’ian.:

Firesong' s mind-voice held asmile of approval, and Darian blushed alittle.

Just as carefully as he had taken control of Heart-stone and ley-lines, he released them, but not
before he replenished the power he had used to create his hot spring. He opened his eyes on Firesong's
little workroom to see his mentor’ s eyes full of warmth and congratul ations.

Then hetook a deep breath, and sat down carefully, right there on the floor, as exhaustion
hammered him with ablow that made hislegs go weak. He put out his hand and caught theriver stone
squardy in hisright pam, asit dropped.

“Put it dl back, did you?’ Firesong asked rhetoricaly. “Wdll, that’ s proper, but you didn’t have
to put dl the energy back a onetime. Y ou could have ‘borrowed’” some of it.”

“I didn't?’ he asked. “But with dl the preparations for the celebrations, we' re going to be
strengthening the Vel for afew days, and | thought we' d need every bit of energy now.”

“Hmm. A kind thought. Never mind, you'll recover by thisevening,” Firesong interrupted, helping
him up and keeping him on hisfeet with a hand benegth his ebow. He dismissed his shields, and Darian
recaptured his own, feding alittle better as he took the power he' d expended on them back into himsalf
again. Firesong didn’t take him far, only past the door and into one of Slverfox’ s consultation rooms.

Thiswasavery smdl room, used only for counseling. It had both alarge window and a skylight,
but the furniture was minimal. There was a soft, dark-green ding couch there, though, and Darian was
very happy to lie down on it, dropping onto the silk-covered, down-stuffed cushions with his head
soinning alittle

“Just liethere, and don’'t move,” Firesong cautioned. He needn’t have bothered, as Darian had
no intention whatsoever of moving. Hefelt asif he'd run al the way to Errold’s Grove and back.

Maybe a few magical fireworks would have been a better idea, hethought ashe closed his
eyes.

He woke again, suddenly, swegting, out of adream that, like the onelast night, he could not
recall. His heart pounded in darm, his hands were clenched on the fabric of the couch. Aniirrationa
feeling of dread hung over him, and he opened all of his sensesin an effort to discover if there was
anythingwrong intheVdeat dl.

But there was nothing. The Vaewas asit had been; craftersworking at their tasks, hertas
scuttling about, gryphons dozing in the sun. His heart dowed, the sweet dried, and he was too weary to
maintain his sate of darm. Gradualy he relaxed, and dept again.

The next time he opened them, he was feding much better, and both the skylight above him and
the open window beside him were dark. Someone had come in and covered him with alight blanket,
then left a sweetly scented candle burning in a blue glass holder mounted on the wall. He felt better - but
he didn’'t much fed like moving.

There didn’t seem any real reason to move, ether; Firesong knew where hewas, and had
presumably told anyone else who needed or wanted to know. Silverfox wouldn’t mind him taking over
the consultation room. And since Keishawasn't going to be home, there was no great urgency to get
back to his own ground-bound ekele. He was perfectly content at the moment to lie surrounded by
warmth and softness, let his thoughts drift, and listen to the night noises outside.

Keisha's going to be surprised. Pleasantly, he hoped. Thiswould put him on an egqual footing



with her, rankwise, though he very much doubted that would change anything in their reationship. She'll
be happy for me, that much | know for sure. All the other honors that had been planned for him were
redlly nothing more than titles to impress other people; reaching the rank of Master meant aresl
achievement of hisown, fdt in his heart.

“And how isour new Master Mage doing?’ Firesong asked from the doorway, and Darian let
out alittle yip of sartlement.

Firesong chuckled, and moved out of the shadows of the hallway and into the dim light from the
candle.

“Servesyou right for al thetimesyou ve sent me out of my skin,” Firesong said. “ Especidly that
time you shaved ayear off my life when you managed to snesk up on mein my own ekele. How areyou
feding?’

“Tired and hungry,” Darian replied, suddenly fedling that hunger rise up and growl in hisgut.
“Very hungry, actudly.”

“No headache? Nausea? Dizziness?” As Darian shook hishead at each question, Firesong
smiled in satisfaction. “ Good. Then you not only pass, you passwith al honors. And tired iseedly fixed -
findaley-line”

“Now? Without shidds?’ Darian asked dubioudy.

“You'd aready integrated your shieldsinto a coherent whole once you became a Journeyman,
now you don’t need to protect anyone from your mistakes anymore, because you aren’t going to make
any.” Firesong sounded more confident in Darian’ s ability than Darian was, and he looked impatient for
thefirst time as Darian wavered. “Look now, do you bother with specid shields anymore when you use
Overgght? Or gather low-level energy?’

“Wadl, no..."” Darian took himsdf in hand without any further prodding. Firesong wasright; by
now, everything he' d learned was as familiar to him as the act of speaking or reading. Drawing on that
confidence he’ d had this afternoon, he closed his eyes, invoked Mage-Sight, and reached for the nearest
ley-line, then opened himself. Asthirsty earth drank in rain, his power-depleted salf soaked in the raw
strength of the line, and when he opened his eyes and released it again, he felt as good as he had when
he' d awakened this morning.

Firesong gave him alopsided grin. “Next time, don't wait to be reminded. | won't ways be
around, you know.” He stood up, and Darian findly noticed that he' d changed his clothing from this
afternoon. Now he wore blue and green, aloose-deeved, body-hugging tunic with ahigh, embroidered
collar, and skin-tight trews with matching soft boots. And in one hand he carried one of his many masks,
adeicate thing of green scales and wispy blue plumes, that dangled loosely in hislong fingers.

“Are you going somewhere?’ he asked, for Firesong seldom donned a mask unless he planned
to leave the shelter of his ekele. He didn't wear his masksto spare himsdlf - hedid it to spare othersthe
sight of the burn scars that pockmarked his face from scalp to chin, but for a strip across his eyes where
his equally burned forearm had saved hisvision. But there was aso the very red possbility that he hed
another reason as well; if there was one thing that Firesong loved to cultivate, it was an auraof mystery,
and the wearing of hismaskswas an integra part of that mystery.

“Asamatter of fact, | am,” Firesong replied. “I’ m taking you to your party.” He grinned again.

“Y ou don’t for amoment think we' d pass up such afine excuseto have a least a little celebration, do
you? It wouldn't be Tayledras!”

Firesong was inordinately proud of his pupil, though he wasn't about to et Darian know that. At
least, he didn’t want Darian to know how proud he was. One of the reasons he' d been contemplating
giving up taking on pupils was because the last couple had, for one reason or another, never quite come
up to his expectations of them. They were not bad people at dl, nor supid, just . . . lessthan optimal.
Perhaps part of that had been afailure to mesh their persondities, or that some of his pupils had been as
interested in him as they had been in learning what he taught. Part of that, of course, might just have been
that they were discouraged; it would be avery long time before anyone was able to casudly work the
kind of large-scale magicsthat had been possible before the Mage-Storms disrupted everything. His
pupilswould be very old before they had power available to them to duplicate Firesong'sown featsasa



young and headstrong Master. It waslikely that it would take another generation before there wasthe
abundant power on hand to duplicate the lesser feats of an Adept. Gating was out of the question for at
least ahundred years - safe and reliable Gating, anyway. It was no wonder they saw no reason to
acquire proficiency in skillsit was unlikely they would ever be ableto use.

But Darian had atouch as sure and skilled as afine craftsman, and he never |eft loose ends, or a
job unfinished. Firesong was not yet certain he would reach Adept status, but as careful aworker ashe
was, given the current state of things and barring disaster, he would become one of the best mages of this
generation. Darian waswilling to follow brusque or peremptory ingtruction without thinking of Firesong as
atyrant; he had confidence that when he had done what he wastold, it would be explained to him.

Always provided, of course, that nothing happened that interfered with his continued learning.

So Firesong decided that it was time to do alittle delicate prodding. Not meddling - more on the
order of information gathering. He never caled his meddling by that unflattering name. Unsolicited
guidance, discreet help, a“nudge,” but never meddling.

“So, how do you think Keishawill fed about this?’ he asked, as he walked beside his protege,
past the outer door of Silverfox’ sworkrooms and out into the cool haf-light of the Vaeat night. It
wasn't dark beneath the trees; lanterns tended by the hertas and set dong the path at intervals saw to
that. They tried to replicate the blue of twilight, just after the sun has set and the ky to thewest is
luminous with afterglow, and Firesong thought that they succeeded very well.

“Shelll be pretty pleased, | think,” Darian replied. “ She'll probably pretend to be annoyed that |
don’'t have to wear uniforms, though. She' s till awfully self-conscious about being in Greens.”

“Mmm.” Firesong made a noncommittal sound. “ She did make rank before you did, though.
Therewas an imbaance.”

“That's probably why she'll be pleased; she' snot very comfortable with being at a higher rank
than people around her.” Darian sounded asif he found that difficult to understand, but then, Darian was,
beyond any doubt, anatura leader himsdlf. Which means he doesn’t yet really understand Keisha's
motivations. That could be a point of potential conflict, especially if sheis put into a position
where she has to make a leader’ s decisions.

Firesong continued to probe, interspersing his persona questions with those of amuch more
casud nature, and got the distinct impression that Darian was having some difficulty with the young
Hedler. It wasn't enough to break their pairing - yet - but any time that conflict didn’t get resolved in one
way or another, there was always the potentia for it to happen. An unhappy Master Mage was a
potentialy reckless or careless one, and there was along Hawkbrother tradition of taking good care of
compatriot mages. More than that was the fact that Firesong genuindly liked young Darian on afriendly
bass, and he did not want to see him troubled.

While he continued to exchange banter with his student, half of Firesong’s mind was € sewhere,
pondering what, if anything, could be done. Goddess help me, I’ ve turned into an inveterate
matchmaker, hethought with amingling of amusement and dismay. If | don’t watch my step, I'm
going to have anxious fathers coming to me yet. Well, | have before, actually, but daughters
weren't involved. . . . Nevertheless-

I’ll ask Slverfox to look into the matter and have a word with one or both of them, he
decided at last. Silverfox wasinfinitely more skilled at such thingsthan he - aswdl he should be, sinceit
was one of the duties of a kestra’ chern, to keep dl the interpersond relationships running smoothly
within the group to which he or she belonged, beit city or Vae, amy or Clan.

Let Slverfox make what he can of it, he decided. And at that point, it was past time to do any
more thinking of hisown - he stepped aside at a particular point in the path marked by alamp-standard
shaped like an dongated gryphon, holding the glass globe of the lamp in one extended claw. Darian
paused when Fire-song did, looking faintly puzzled, and Firesong drew aside the curtain of flowering
vinesthat had hidden a clearing at the foot of atreetoo small asyet to support an ekele. Hegave
Darian’s shoulder apush, sending him into the center of the clearing, where he was surrounded by friends
and wdll-wishers, dl eager to congratulate him on his new status. Hertas had been waiting for just this
moment, and as soon as Darian was escorted to a seat of cushions piled up against the trunk of thetree,



they siwvarmed him with offerings of food and drink.

Firesong stayed for atime, but kept his silence, as those who were mages monopolized the
conversation. Those of Master rank and above - Starfall, Snowfire, and others - related their own
Magtery Trids, asthose who had not yet attained the rank of Master listened eagerly and alittle
envioudy, then pelted the others with questions.

It was atogether too much like a gathering of scouts comparing the latest skills of their
bondbirds. Each and every nuance and tactic was described and debated in staggering detail. When
anyone asked Firesong aquestion directly, he answered it, but otherwise kept silent.

Although he hid it well, hewasjust astired as Darian, and with as much reason; he had cultivated
an gppearance of calm, even indifference, but benegth it he had laid careful safety precautions, planning
for the very worst. All of those safeguards had been integrated into his shields, of course, ensuring that
Darian wouldn't notice them - it was good for the young man’ s confidence. Doing so had cost hima
great ded in terms of work. The energy could be replaced, but the physical labor meant he needed his
own rest. HE' d aso had an emotiond stakein thetria that had worn him out; he was ready for
relaxation, not aseminar.

So hewaited until the celebration was well underway, and he knew he would not be missed,
before he dipped ouit.

Once on hisown, hetook off hismask and used it asafan - not that he was very hot, but it was
pleasant to fed the cool air on hisface. He walked dowly back to the ekele he shared with Silverfox,
taking note as he walked of al of the improvementsthat the hertasi had made dong thetrail. He liked to
be able to compliment them on specifics; it made them very happy when their handiwork was noted in
detail.

For instance, the lamps had been replaced recently, so that they al matched. Much effort had
goneinto color matching the opague, blue glass globes that protected the flames of the lamps from being
blown out. All of the oil reservoirs matched, too - now they were made of green porcelain that
harmonized with the blue glass. It was avery effective touch.

A Vdeto match my outfit. How nice.

The stlandards themsdlves remained the same. Along this path they were dl in the shapes of living
things, inhabitants of the VVae. The gryphon at the entrance to the clearing was just one example; the
standard Firesong was just passing was in the shape of an elongated hertasi, and the onejust ahead in
the form of an attenuated dyheli. Sometimes Firesong wondered if they were portraits of particular
individuas, but he had never asked, and since none of the standards were of humans, he couldn’t tell by
examining them in passing. Individuals of each species had digtinctive markings and proportions, of
course. Representations of those weren't gpparent, not in the ones he had seen, at any rate. It certainly
didn’t detract from their beauity.

The path he was on crossed with another - the hertas had not yet gotten around to replacing the
lamps here to make them match. The bell-shaped glass covers were dso blue, but they were of differing
szes and shapes, and were not al of the same color of glass. The standards, however, were dl smilar;
smple wooden poles with vinestrained to climb up them. The effect was more rustic and less baroque,
and reminded him of dl of the makeshiftsthat they had used when the Vaewasfirst settled.

Two lamps marked the entrance to Silverfox’ s home, astructure very much like Darian’s, a
dome made of stone with rounded corners on the added chambers. It was covered with vines, so that it
looked from outside as if there was nothing there except a heap of greenery. Somewhat to Firesong's
aurprise, Siiverfox waswaiting for him, leaning againgt the doorframe with hisarms crossed over his
chest.

“Wall, stranger, what are you doing out here?’ he asked, pausing to admire the view. Silverfox
had aways been ahandsome fellow, but in Firesong' s opinion, he had improved with age. He had lost
some of the softness dong his jawline that had made him look younger than he actually was, and the
slver greak running from histemple dl through hiswaist-length hair had grown wider by no morethan a
finger’ swidth. Somehow he always managed to wear garments that harmonized with Firesong's - blue
and black, for instance, to Firesong's current blue and green.



“Waiting for you; | knew you wouldn't betoo late at the party,” came the easy reply. “ Y ou never
did care much for discussions of technique, and that’s all they’ re going to get into tonight - hmmm. Well,
youwon't beinvolved in - magical power technique, anyway.” He cast hiseyesupward alittle, asif he
was cd culating something. “By now | expect they’ ve reached the stage of drawing diagrams on whatever
aurfaceisavailable”

Firesong laughed. “I expect you'reright,” hereplied. “I’ d rather keep discussions of technique
for lessons; it’snot my notion of conversationa materid.”

“Comeon, then,” Silverfox said, standing up straight and beckoning. “I have refreshments cooling
on the top deck, and there' s a good breeze.”

By the time Firesong got to the upper deck of the ekele, hisweariness had completdy caught up
with him, and he was perfectly happy to sink down into achair next to Silverfox and accept a cool drink.
“I’ve got ahbit of afavor to ask you, ashke,” he said, as Silverfox took the chair next to him, pulling his
hair over hisright shoulder to avoid gtting on it. “Would you keep an eye on Keishaand Darian? I’ ve got
the fedling that dl is not comfortable between them, and | think they could use alittle advice”

“That'swhat I'm herefor,” Silverfox replied easly. “I’ll be glad to look into it. Y ou mustn’t be
angry a me, though, if the outcomeisthat they decouple themselves.”

That took Firesong aback. “Why should they?’ he asked, alittle more sharply than he intended.
“Do you dready know something | don’t?’

Silverfox shrugged. “No, actualy, | don’'t. But remember, my job isto get the best possible
outcome. I’'m not amatchmaker. If our chief Hedler and eventual Ve Elder are better off gpart than
together, that' swhat I’ll counsdl them. Short-term unhappinessis much better than long-term misery, and
very few liasons are lifebonds.”

Firesong was atouch disgppointed in that answer, but he had to admit that Silverfox wasright.
“Waell, if that’ swhat happens, | can’'t promise you that | won't be upset, but | won't be angry, and
certainly not with you.”

“Very sengbleof you - and I’m only reminding you of the worst possible situation.” Slverfox
reached over and took his hand, squeezing it reassuringly. “We could have the very opposite here, with
both of them wanting a committed relationship, and both holding back because of someidedistic
nonsense or other - ”

“Like, for instance?’ Firesong put ateasing noteinto hisvoice, knowing what Siverfox waslikely
to say. “ldedlism is dways nonsensewheniit isn't your idedism, en?’

“Pedt. Like, for instance, that they both are under theillusion that all successful relationships have
to belifebonds,” Silverfox replied.

“Y ou mean they don't?’ Firesong asked innocently.

“Oh, no, no, no. Spellsaren’t needed to make magic, and lifebonds aren’t needed to make love.
Here-" Silverfox put hisdrink down, and stood up in asingle fluid, gliding motion, to lean over
Firesong'schair. Hislong hair made a curtain that shut out the rest of the world. “ Allow meto
demongtrate. . . .”

Four

Darian watched the shadows dance among the lamp-lit leaves overhead, supremely relaxed and
content with hislot. Thetalk had settled to amurmur over to one sde, with the rest of the small gathering
of friends smply enjoying an dl-too-infrequent moment of doing absolutely nothing.

“Thisisn't realy aproper party,” Wintersky complained, for after the drowsy laziness that
inevitably followed around of excellent food and drink set in, bodies sorawled over cushions asif inthe
aftermath of amassacre, and no one was inclined to do much more than listen to crickets sing. It had
been amassacre, of sorts. The refreshments and supper brought by eager hertas had been daughtered
down to the last drop and crust. Darian was wondering if he would makeit to hisbed after dl, or just



give up and fal adeep where he was, when Wintersky’ s complaint broke the silence.

The bodies stirred and sat up, but no one replied to Wintersky, who continued in afirmer tone of
voice. “No, it'sjust nothing like ared party, and if anyone among us deserves abig celebration, it'syou,
Dar’'ian,” Wintersky stated authoritatively. “We ought to have one, that’ swhat we should do!”

“What, on top of everything ese we' re planning?’ Darian replied, appalled at the very idea
“Aren't you al going to make me enough of an entertainment asit is? And think of the poor hertasi|
They’ re dready working their tailsto stubsjust to get ready for the Heralds, and now you want to add
another party to their burden?’

“He sright, Wintersky,” Sunleaf responded from the far corner of the clearing. Sunlesf, a
contemporary of Snowfire, had been eager and willing to assst Darian in his studies when none of the
greater mages were available, and the two had become good friends. “But Dar’ ian, Wintersky isright,
too,” he continued, nodding his shaggy head. “Keishaisn't here, for onething, and it doesn’'t seem fair to
me that we leave her out. Why don’t we just do thisal over again as soon as she gets back? We' ll just
cal thisapracticefor thered party - or better yet, just alittle gathering of friends. Say we just made a
spur-of-the-moment picnic to congratulate you, and it’snot aparty at al. Becauseredly, that'sdl it
wes.”

Darian didn’'t have to think about it. He knew that Keishawould be hurt if she thought she'd
been left out of the celebration. He did not want to hurt her fedings, nor did he want to make her think
that he had forgotten al about her in the rush of euphoria after passing the Trid. “1’m glad you thought of
that,” hereplied gratefully. “ So long as we don't overburden our hertas friends, that’s what we ought to
do.”

Sunleaf laughed. “ Oh, trust me, it' sin my own best interest,” he answered, and from acrossthe
clearing, Darian saw him wink. “1 know what she' d do to meif she found out we had a party without
her!”

“Doto you? Have pity, | have to deep with her - what do you think she’d do to me? I’d be
afraid to closemy eyed” Since the attendees at this little celebration were all males, and mostly
bachelors, the entire gathering laughed at both of them, and Darian was momentarily ashamed to spesk
s0 of Keisha. On the other hand, Showfire has said the same thing about Nightwind, to her face,
and she just pretends to threaten him. “We should keep it very casud, but give Keisha and the other
girlsachanceto dressup.” There; that should make up for hislapse.

One of the hertas that had adopted Darian and Keisha - ayoung striped male called Meeren -
was picking up discarded and empty cups. At thissdly, he hissed alaugh of hisown. “Very well, then,
do not worry about the preparations,” the leather-capped hertas put in. “It isof managegble difficulty. In
fact, with this much notice, we can have afew ddicacies set asde for you. | will arrange for the official
party to take place when Keishareturns.”

Darian relaxed; Meeren was one of Ayshen’smost valued assstants, aspecidist inlogistics.
Whatever Meeren organized was certain to be a success.

Now the young hertas turned to sweep the clearing with his gaze, histall counterbaancing his
movement as he turned. “ And what Dar’ ian has said makes methink. Do you young Tayledrasthink to
be inviting some femaes, so that Keishawill not be the only one of her gender here? 1t will not only be
Keishawho is disappointed to learn that there was a gathering to which no one thought to bring afriend.”

“That's an even better idea - how did thisend up asan dl-mde party, anyway?’ asked
Wintersky, looking around himsdlf in astonishment. One of the shaych scouts replied with alaugh, “We
werejust lucky?’

“Don’'t ask me- | wasthelast oneto beinvited,” Darian countered, tossing acushion at the
scout. “It wasn't any ideaof mine!”

Keishawas unusudly glad to see the entrance of the Vae ahead of her. Thetwin pillarswith the
shimmer of the Vel between them beckoned her with al the warmth and welcome of an old friend. She
was equally glad to ride through the cool shadows under moss-covered trunks and dismount at her very
own door again. She removed the panniers resting across the back of her dyheli, but before she could
touch the tack, a hertas had come and taken it, and the dyheli trotted off to rgjoin his herd.



How do they do that? Appear out of nowhere and just take over things? She stared at the
retregting hertas tail. | am never going to get used to it. It’ s like they are always around, and always
watching, no matter what we do - and then they know what we need next. She picked up the empty
panniers, one in each hand, and with her foot nudged open the green-painted door.

It wasn't that she wastired - that was far from the case; she had enjoyed the ride back
enormoudly. Spring was her favorite season, and this spring was turning out to be particularly lovely. So
far it had rained just enough, and only at night, so that blue skies graced the daylight hours. Everything
was growing or in bloom. There were aready spring vegetables coming in to the market, weeks before
the usua time. It hadn’t been too cold or too haot. In fact, if the entire region had been seated beneath a
Vell, the weather couldn’t have been more perfect.

No, the problem was not that Keishawastired - unlessit was that she wastired of Errold's
Grove. When she returned to her childhood home, sheincreasingly felt asif she wastrying to squeeze
into clothing that she had long Since outgrown. Every time she made her weekly vist it was the same
thing, whereas the VVae was congtantly changing. The only changein the village was the occasiond new
pile of rocks, afresh border around aflower bed, or anew shirt worn out-of-season so that everybody
noticed. Other than that, it was the same little complaints, the same village gossip -

The same lectures from Mother about gill being single.

She dropped her panniersinto their corner, and frowned, feding a sullen anger well up in her
again. Back in Errold’ s Grove she had fought it down, but now she dlowed hersdf to admit it. | wanted
so badly to tell her exactly what | thought. What was so bad about not being married? It wasn't asif
shewasthe only onein the family expected to produce grandchildren - there were aready two squalling
infants bearing the Alder name and features, one each from her two oldest brothers. What on earth could
she do as amarried woman - besides produce | egitimate grandchildren - that she couldn’t do asasingle
one? Could she be any more valued? Would she have any higher rank?

If she doesn’t stop giving me the * you’ll grow old, lonely, and abandoned” lecture every
timel’mready to leave, | swear, I’'m going to stop visiting her, Keishathought sullenly. What's
more, I’ll let everyone in the village knoiv why | stopped visiting her!

She wouldn’t and she knew it, but the ideawas very, very tempting. As she walked into the outer
room with its comfortable furnishings of woven branches and overstuffed beige cushions, itswalls of soft
cream, and tiled floor, she took her first completely free breath since she' d Ieft. Thiswas home, from the
mask and decorated gryphon-festher hanging on the wall, gifts from Firesong and Siverfox, to the
flowering vines around the skylight of the bathing room.

I’'mstale, that’swhat it is. All | ever see these days are farm animals, idiot men as dumb as
farm animals, women as stubborn as farm animals, pregnant mother s-to-be, cuts and scrapes, and
the occasional sniffle. It wasn't that she wanted Errold's Grove to suffer adisaster. Nothing of the sort
could be farther from her mind! But she didn’t even get to see the interesting diseases the Northern tribes
brought down with them anymore. The Sanctuary Hedlersgot dl of those. All she was | eft with werethe
all-too-ordinary problems.

Havens, people are taking such care these days that | never even see an infected puncture
anymore!

She dropped al of her soiled clothing from the trip into the basket-hamper they kept for the
purpose just outside the bathing-room door. She stripped off the tunic and trews she wore, and added
them to the pile, then entered the bathing room. In the echoing room, tiled floor-to-ceiling, she knelt
beside the square tub sunken into the floor and drew herself abath. They had hot water now, athough it
came from atank perched up in atree, shared by severa other ekele and heated by the sun rather than
by megic.

Maybe we' Il get that, too, in a few years, though it seems a pity to waste the sun’s heat
when it costs us nothing. She was no mage, but she was acutely sendtive to the cost in magica energies
of every act of magic. Living herein anew Vae as much asliving with Darian had made her very aware
of such things. Darian wasin superb physica shape, even to aHedler’ s eyes, and when she saw the
physical exhaustion he bore after some of hislessons, she had no doubts remaining about magic's costs.



When the tub was full, she added herbs and scented sdlts, and soothing fragrance rose in the
steamn that condensed on the leaves of the vines planted in boxes around the skylight above her. She
eased into the tub, to just over her breasts, and soaked for agood long time, alowing hersdlf to run
through dl of the emotions she had repressed. Nightwind had told her that holding them in did no good
and much harm, so shelet them run their course. Disappointment led to anger, which gave way inturnto
aseething despair.

What am | doing with myself? Nothing, that’s what! Is Mother right? Am1 goingto diea
cross old maid, lonely and abandoned? How long isit going to be before this makes me sour, and
Darian getstired of me and starts looking for a prettier girl? It was going to happen; shewasjust
aureof it. Then what?

Then, | suppose, I'll go back to my little housein the village. Eventually they’|l start to trest me
the way they treated Justyn. . . .

A hard lump of sdlf-pity rosein her throat, a sob that she choked down lest one of the hertas
was about. If they caught her in thismood, they’ d be upset and concerned, and entirely sureit wastheir
fault that she was unhappy.

The hertas like me anyway. . . .

She couldn’t get herself out of thismood; it felt asif she had falen into apit and wastoo tired to
climb out. She squeezed out afew hitter tears, adidtillation of it al, and then, suddenly, felt much better.
It was asif those few tears had taken al of her self-pity with them.

Not that crying had changed anything.

But with the tears out, she started to think past them, realizing how silly she would have sounded
to anyone else, and in amoment, she laughed weskly a her own absurd thoughts. In the very wor st
case, it'snot asif | would lose everything! Even if Darian getstired of me, we'll still be friends, I'd
still be a full Healer, and I’ m entitled to ask to be sent wherever | want. And Shandi is coming
back, so how bad can things be, really? Darian gave no hint that he had lost interest in her, anyway -
s0 why was she borrowing trouble?

Worry about that when the time comes, if it ever happensat all. And if it does - well,
there’ sno reason why | can’t exchange positions with one of the Sanctuary Healers, isthere? I'll
bet one of them would be willing to take over the village for a few months' rest! Or even longer -
there’ s no telling how any of those Trainees are going to turn out, and if any of them turns out
like old Gil Jarred, with a weak Gift, then Errold’ s Grove isthe right place for himand | can take
his place in the Sanctuary permanently. That will give me plenty of excitement! Thevery fact that
she had come up with an dternative to moldering in the village cheered her up immensdly.

So what if Darian has more and more duties - and Firesong keeps heaping himwith more
complicated lessons. | might end up being sent off by the Healer’ s Circle, too - things happen.
Crying about them before they’ ve happened isn’t going to stop them.

She stopped hersdlf before she could step off the edge again, and fal into that pit of depression.
| think I’ d better talk to Nightwind.

She scrubbed off the swesat and dirt of the journey, fedling asif she was scrubbing away al her
frugtrations aswell. She washed her hair, then ran more clean water for athorough rinse. Sometimesiit
seemed like water was her best friend of all; it was nearly impossibleto fedl too badly whenina
refreshing soak or awarm rain. When she emerged from the bathing room, cleansed and wrapped in
thick towels, shefound that one of the hertasi had been in the bedroom before her, and had laid out - a
garment she didn’t recogni ze.

What - Havens, what isthis?

Shelifted one deeve of the dressthat had been put out for her to don. A springlike leaf green, it
was absolutely charming - of light Tayledras-made silk with billowing deeves caught into long cuffs, and a
high collar. Both collar and cuffs were ornamented with silver embroidery, and there was a second,
deevelessgown of adightly heavier weight in adarker green to wear over it. Thisdeevelessgown had a
beautiful embroidery of slver-thread vines, leaves, and flowers running from the left shoulder to the hem,
and al around the bottom.



Thiswas not the simple green tunic-and-trews she had expected. She did not recall that there
had been anything specia planned for her return.

But next to the dress was a note attached to anew hair ornament - one of Aya s sparkling white
tall-feathers with green crystal beadwork ornamenting the shaft. She picked it up and read it.

You are invited to share a small celebration in honor of Darian Firkin k' Vala k' Valdemar
on the occasion of his attaining the rank of Master Mage, follow the firebird feathers. And there
was a postscript, in arougher hand. We decided to postpone this until you came home; it wouldn’t
be a proper celebration without you. She didn’t need asignature to recognize Darian’ s handwriting on
the postscript, and only the elegant Silverfox could have penned the invitation.

Sheforgot her anger completdy. Surprise was followed immediately by such arush of cheer that
she might aswell have downed an entire beaker of wine by hersdlf.

She dropped her towels on the floor and hurried into the lovely gown, fastening the hair clasp into
her damp hair. The feather trailed down aong the Sde of her face, brushing her cheek in agraceful curve.
Although the feather ceased to drip fase sparks onceit was no longer attached to Aya, it did retain the
ability to sparkle asif it had been dusted with minute particles of gemstones.

With her skirts caught up in one hand, she ran out the front door and caught sight of the first of
thefirebird feathers. Thiswas asmdler, body-feather; it hung from a strand of beads fastened to the
lamp-standard marking the beginning of the lefthand path, fluttering and twisting in the light breeze.

The feathers were easy enough to spot - each one was within sight of another - and she soon met
someone dsefollowing the sametrall.

Wintersky's current partner, a Tayledras scout called Ravenwing, waved to Keishajust as
Keisha caught sight of her. She, too, was dressed for acelebration, in tunic of gold deerskin and trews of
black slk. Thetunic had beading in black and metallic gold across the shoulders and around the callar,
with fringes along the deeves and bottom hem that cascaded past her knees. Her bondbird, ahandsome
little cooperihawk, perched on alight gauntlet she wore on her |eft hand.

“Heylal” Ravenwing called cheerfully. “Have you any ideawhat’ s been planned?1 got out of my
bath to find an invitation next to my clothing!”

Keishashook her head, admiring Ravenwing’ s new hair patterns. Many of the Tayledras had
snow-white hair by their early twenties at least, Smply because they lived within a place where extremely
powerful mage-energieswere apart of everyday life, but the scouts often had their hair dyedin
camouflage colors so that they blended in with their surroundings. Ravenwing' s patterns were brand new,
the colors and edges crisp and unfaded - and it was obvious to Keisha s experienced eyesthat the
reason she' d been in the bath was because she had been washing out the excess dyes.

“I love your new patternsl” she exclaimed - for Ravenwing's hair had been dyed to resemble the
wings of the enormous brown-eye butterflies that thronged the Vae. It was still camouflage, but it was
anything but drab.

“You do? Thank you!” Ravenwing looked pleased, and ran her fingers through her loose hair
with obvious pleasure. “| just got so tired of looking like | had anest of old leaves on my head!”

“Oncethe others seeit, they’ Il want to copy it,” Keishaassured her. “It looks wonderful!”

Ravenwing caught her up on the news asthey followed the trail of beaded festhers at abrisk
walk. Keishalearned that she hadn’t missed much, other than Darian ataining Master status.
“Everybody’ stoo caught up in getting ready for the Herddsto arrive,” Ravenwing concluded, and
looked curioudy at Keisha. “Isit true that one of them isyour Sster?”

“So they tell me! I'll be glad to see her. Until she was Chosen, she was my best friend besides
being my sgter.” Keishafingered the feather in her hair thoughtfully. “I hope she hasn’t forgotten that.”

“How could she? Don't be silly.” Ravenwing seemed very sure of that. “ She'll be just as happy
to seeyou asyou areto see her. And if she’ sanything likeyou, | can’t wait to meet her. Therearen't
enough girls our age around this Vae, not nearly enough to get into the kind of trouble we used to cause
back ink’vaal”

Ravenwing' s eyes sparkled with amusement as she said that, and Keishahad to laugh. The
Tayledras girl had been very free with her tales of the scrapes she and her gang of friends had



perpetrated, and Ke sha had, more than once, wished she had gotten a chance to join in the mischief.
“Believe me, Shandi can cause enough trouble for three! If she hasn't gone dl sober on us now that she's
aHerdd, we'll haveafinetime- oh, look - ” Sheinterrupted hersdlf. “ That must be where the party is!”

Meeren, her own hertasi, stood beside the path, holding aside a curtain of vines for someone
who had come from the opposite direction. He saw them, and beckoned them on; they hurried their
steps and he grinned, showing al histeeth, asthey reached him.

“Ah, thefinal pair!” Meeren exclamed. “With you, we are reedy to begin the celebration at last!”

Keisha ducked under the dant of vines, and was saized from behind by a pair of strong arms.
“Keisha” Darian crowed, spinning her around and around until she was dizzy. “Y ou found my presents!”

“What? The dress? The feather?’ she asked, trying to catch her breath, her head swimming as he
finally stopped whirling her around. “Never mind, thank you for both - oh, Darian, congratulations! This
is- wonderful!”

She cupped both her hands around his chin and pulled his head down for along, heartfelt kiss.
She heard the others whooping behind her, and for once, was not embarrassed by their rowdy attentions.
She was wholeheartedly proud of him, and happy for his achievement, and she wanted him to know it
beyond a shadow of adoubt. Hisarms closed around her as he drew her close, and for atime the cheers
and hoots faded into afaint murmur as her earsfilled with the pounding of both their hearts.

Then helet her go, and she took astep backward, smiling breathlessy up into hiswide grin. She
hadn’t even gotten her scattered wits together when he seized her hand and led her ceremonioudy to a
seat on thefar sde of alittle clearing, where two enormous cushions had been braced against backrests
placed on the ground. “My lady,” he said, gesturing broadly as he bowed to her, hisgrin aswide as ever,
“if you will choose your sest, we can begin.”

She took the seat to the right; he dropped onto the cushion at the left, and a steady stream of
hertas moved into the clearing, each carrying aplatter. Aswas usua at these casud celebrations, the
hertas carried each platter around the circle of diners, and they helped themsdlves. If the platters il
had anything |eft on them, they made the rounds asecond time. Hertas then returned bearing drink,
pouring each cup full of alight spiced wine. Therewas very little lcohol in thiswine, Tayledrasdrank it
for the taste, not with the purpose of intoxication. That was one of the thingsthat Keishaliked so much
about living among the Tayledras. Ceebrationsin the village inevitably ended in drunks staggering about
and making themsalves nuisances, and the morning after inevitably brought a parade of hung-over
sufferersto her door. But the rare intoxicated Hawkbrother took himself away to deep it off as soon as
he or hisfriends redlized the extent of hisintoxication, and he either found his own hangover remedy or
quietly suffered the punishment for his overindulgence.

Every morsel was ddlicious - even though most of it wasn't specid “feast” food. She quickly
gathered that thiswas not aformal celebration, probably to spare the hertas from any more extrawork.
The few specid dishes could very well have been culled from the ones dready in progressfor the
Heralds welcome. That made her fed easier; like Darian, she knew how hard the hertas worked, and
like him, she had not grown up accustomed to having them around. Putting any extra burden on them
made her fed guilty.

Asthe dinner proceeded, each of Darian’ sfriendsin turn voiced awish for the new Magter, and
when it cametimefor Keishato give hers, she knew precisaly what she wanted to say.

“| salute our own Darian,” she said. “May he always be properly recognized for his
accomplishments, and may he never regret amoment spent in achieving them.”

Sheraised her glass, and the others joined her. Now, if this had been the kind of celebration one
would find in Errold’s Grove, now would be the time that Darian made a speech. But the Hawkbrothers
didn’'t have that particular tradition, and Keishawas just as glad; Darian didn’t much care for making
gpeeches, and he dready had plenty he was going to have to produce when the Herads arrived.

Instead, those of the participants who cared to took turns entertaining the rest. About half of the
population of thisVale were amateur musicians, and three of Darian’s guests had brought their chosen
instruments with them - Siverfox being one, blindingly quick-fingered with ahand drum. One scout got
up to teach a sculptor astep, and in no time at al, impromptu dancing had started. Keisha began to tap



her fingersin time to the infectious beet, and Darian’ sl eft foot did the same, until Darian could bear
inectivity no longer.

“Comeon!” Darian urged her, jumping to hisfeet and holding out hishand to her. Sheloved
dancing, and did not hesitate amoment in alowing him to help her to her feet, and joining himin the
carce.

They danced until the musicians weretired of playing, pausing only for cold drinks and amoment
to catch their breath. She had danced with every mae at the celebration, including Firesong (in astriking
mask made of Aya' s feathers and polished quartz beads), and was just about out of energy. By that time,
it was late enough that everyone agreed it was time to bring the party to an end. A fina round of iced teas
and juices - theice cut during the winter and stored deep in hertasi-dug caves during the warmer months
- alowed the heated dancersto cool down.

Keshaleaned againgt Darian’ s shoulder, tired, permitting herself the luxury of forgetting dl about
the duties of aHeder, and giving hersdf up completely to the pleasure of the moment. And the moment
was glorious; glimpses of asky full of stars appeared as the grest tree above them moved its branchesin
alight wind. The air, perfumed faintly with night-blooming flowers, had cooled just atrifle Ssnce sundown
but was till perfectly comfortable. Now that the musicians were done in, the murmur of conversation and
the song of insect and bird provided another sort of melody.

“So, Keisha, how was your vist?’ Darian asked, shifting just alittle so that she could settle more
comfortably againgt his shoulder, and putting one arm around her to hold her steady.

She groaned. “Mother managed to get me into a corner again. Other than that, it was the usud,
nothing of any great urgency. | think they don’t need me so much asthe potions| bring with me.”

“We could dways send your medicines over with the Council members,” he suggested. “Y ou
could cut your visitsto every other week or so, instead of going once aweek.”

Theideawas tempting. “ Perhaps after Rana Trilvy’ s baby comes. | wouldn't care to upset a
firg-time mother.” Darian’ s shoulder was warm, and his arm around her comforting. She shoved dl of
her doubts and misgivingsinto acorner of her mind and shut adoor on them. “Thiswas lovely; thank you
for waiting for me”

Hisarm tightened dightly around her; she squeezed hishand in reply. “1 knew you' d be
disgppointed if | didn’t. Besides, you don’t get nearly enough of achanceto smply enjoy yoursdlf. When
the village has a celebration, you spend most of the time dealing with accidents and drunks, and the next
day with hangovers and belly-aches.”

“Wadll, thanksto you, I'm going to get quite a few chancesto do so in the near future,” she said,
and laughed when he sighed. “Come on, it won't be that bad, will it?’

“I'mnot so sure. The easiest islikely to be the Ghost Cat ceremony - and for that, al of the men
will be stripping down and cramming into the sweat house until we' re equally parboiled. Then | exchange
blood with the Shaman - | gather we each cut our pams and clasp hands - he declaresthat I'm histrue
son, with hisblood in my veinsand minein his”

“That doesn't sound too difficult,” Keishaobserved. “ Other than the parboiling part. By all the
men, are you just talking about the Ghost Cat folk?’

Sheheard thegrinin hisvoice. “Oh, no, thisincludes Lord Breon and Vd - Snowfire and
Wintersky have to get in on thistoo, and maybe Starfall - and certainly Herald Anda. Should be very
interesting to see how he reacts.”

Shegiggled. “It should be very interesting to see how L ord Breon takesit!”

Therest of the guests had started to dip away, by twos and fours, while they talked. Shetook a
quick glance around, and redlized that they were completely alone; not even asingle hertas had
remained behind.

Hewas gill caught up in thinking about the ordeals he was about to undergo. “Before that,
there' sthe knighting thing. I’ ve got to do anight-long vigil, then Breon getsto put on his show, whichis
supposed to take the rest of the day. Oathtaking, knighting, ceremony following the knighting, speeches,
tournament, feast, more speeches. The Ghost Cat people are probably going to be bored silly - and |
know | will be, at least during the speeches.”



“You will not - you'll be making mental noteslike you dwaysdo,” sheretorted. “You'll be
figuring what people are thinking by what they say and don’t say, and who they look at whilethey’re
talking. You'll tuck al that away in your mind, and when we most need it and least expect it, you'll pull
something out in a Council session that will solve everything.”

“Oh, come now!” he protested, laughing, “I’ m not anywhere near that good!”

“Youonly think you aren’t. The rest of us know better.” He didn’t say anything, but she could
tell he was embarrassed. “Y ou’ d better get used to it; people rely on you, Darian, and you' re good
enough to be depended upon,” she added. “I know, and Starfall, Firesong, and Snowfire know, that
you' ve got theingtinct. Y ou read people beautifully.”

“I don't liketo think that I’m manipulating them, though,” hereplied, hisvoice uncertain. “That
Seems so unethica.”

She chose her words carefully. “It isn’t that you' re manipulating them, it’ sthat you' re getting
them to see things they wouldn't think of for themsalves. Eventudly, when the problem is over, they do
see, and the next time you won'’t have to prompt them or coax them into it. | don’t think that's
manipulation, that’ s education. Besides, in asense, we al manipulate each other; that’ swhat happens
when you are friends, when you trust and love someone. | manipulate people asaHeder, but it’ swith
skill and good intent. Sometimes | have to trick them in order to make their medicine work.”

“I don't know. . ..” He <till sounded reluctant. “It just seemsthat I’ m getting people to do things
they’ d rather not do at thetime, and | wonder if that’ sright.”

“But aren’t they more inclined to do the same thing on their own, later, once you' ve persuaded
theminto it thefirst time?” she countered. “ Think of Va! If you hadn’t shown him how awful fighting and
warfareredly is, he' d have been inclined to throw himsdf into the thick of battle the first chance he had!
Now hetakes the timeto think things through, and seeif thereisn't away to solve asituation without
killing anyone. | don’t doubt for amoment that if fighting turns out to be the only answer, he'll still beright
up inthefront of it - you didn’t turn him into a coward, because that’ s not in his nature. All you did was
bring out apart of his nature he hadn’t bothered to develop before you talked to him.”

“But what if he had been fearful, and | had turned him into acoward?’ Darian replied.

“What' s better? That he discover that he was redlly timid about fighting when he wasin the
middle of afight, or when he was Sitting safe at home?’ she said ingtantly. “Which does the most harm -
or theleast? It seemsto methat if he' d discovered he couldn’t bear the battlefield, he' d have had plenty
of opportunity to cultivate courage or find an adternative place to be useful where he didn’t have to
actudly fight. But you know what kind of havoc asingle fighter can wreak just by turning and running.”

Darian 9ghed. “1 guessyou'reright.”

She clasped both her hands over his and squeezed them. “Y ou know | am, you mean. Y ou never
use your abilities with people to make them do something that’ s dien to their nature - you just make them
see dternatives and then try those dternatives. Some day it might happen that you run up againgt
someone who doesn't like the dternative you offer, and goesinto it reluctantly, but you don't nock an
arrow to your bow and force himinto it. He can ways say no.”

“But people don’t want to say no when | ask them to do something,” he protested. “It makes
them fedl guilty to turn me down, so they go ahead and do what | ask even though they don’t want to - ”

“Thenit'stheir job to grow astronger spine.” Asfar as she was concerned, that was the end of
that argument. “ And here we are, wasting a perfectly lovely evening by agonizing over thingsthat haven't
ever happened! | can think of much better things to do with our time.”

She hadn’t expected an immediate response, but she was very pleased when she got one. “So
canl,” hereplied, and turned so that she was no longer resting on his shoulder so that he could kiss her.

Her body began to tingle pleasantly as he prolonged the kiss, nibbling delicately on her lip as she
responded. She shifted alittle so that she could put both her arms around him, losing hersdlf in sensation.
Meeren will see that the * privacy” signis set up by the time we need it, she thought - and gave
hersdf up toloving.



Fve

Darian stepped back from the golden-oak wall panel he' d been holding up, and admired al of
the new hertasi-work ornamenting the Companion stables. The structure was finished just in time.
Thank goodness for gryphons. If we hadn’t had warning, we could have been caught in
mid-addition.

For the past severa days, especially swift gryphons had been patrolling the main road to Errold's
Grove, on the watch for the gpproaching Heralds; even at the speed a Companion moved, agryphonin
theair traveled fagter. A rough calculation gave them about a day’ swarning before the visitors arrived.
Last night the two had finally been spotted just before sunset, and the gryphon in question, a
gyrfa con-type with amazing speed, had come rushing back to the Vae asfast as she could with the
news. She was exhausted when she arrived, but two more gryphons had been eager to take the newsto
Errold’ s Grove and Lord Breon’ s Keep, giving everyone advance notice that their very specid guests
were soon to appear.

The basic structure of the attachment to the guest lodge meant to house the Companions had
been finished quite quickly, but Ayshen (no mean architect) had planned for the ornamentation and
elaboration to be completed in stages. No matter when the new residents arrived, the stableswould
appear finished. Thefirst change had been to the fountain that supplied fresh running water; theinitial
ingalation had been asmple trough with water congtantly flowing through it running aong the rear of dl
three sdls. Utilitarian, but not very impressive; certainly not Tayledras. “ Thereis power in style,” wasdl
Ayshen would say concerning the redesign. Now each of the three stalls held a separate handsome
terracotta basin, with a constant flow of fresh, clean water bubbling up from the bottom and drained by a
pipejust benesth the rim at the rear. Outside, the pipesjoined into one, which drained into an ornamental
pond. Ayshen figured the fish wouldn’t mind secondhand water.

The second change had been to add separate mangers for different sorts of foodstuffs; a hay
rack just for hay, and smaller mangers and basinsfor oats, sweet-feed, and hot mashes. The hay rack
had been fastened at the front of the stable for dl three to share, but each stdl had its own “ specid treat”
containers, the latter were actualy more terracotta basins which fitted into twisted-wire racks. The basins
were removable, so that they could be taken away to be cleaned after use. The old wooden mangers that
served for dl food and were not removable for cleaning had been I€eft in place, but trimmed with braided
rope.

Then the dirt floor was replaced with brick, laid over alayer of grave, over whichin turn first
sawdust, then clean straw was spread. Since Companions weren't horses, a“latrine gal” with adanted
brick floor was added, with a duice to wash the waste away, and adrain to carry the waste to the waste
tanksto be purified and turned into fertilizer. The Companions themsalves could operate the duice with a
pull-rope, asthey would be able to open al doorswith a pull-latch and could come and go asthey liked.

The last set of improvements was to give the place ornamentation; paneled woodwork, carvings
aong the beams, shelves and a proper tack room. Whenever Darian found himsdf with amoment to
spare, he' d goneto help the building crew, and he' d been holding awall panel in place when the news
had come that the Heralds were within afew hours of arrival.

I’d be perfectly happy to live here, hethought, looking around & the fine carvings, the solid
appointments, the beautifully made door into the guest lodge itself, which was actually adouble door. It
was aregular door divided in hdf, so that the upper half could be left open for the Companionsto stick
their headsinto the room.

“You' vedone aterrific job, friends,” he said doud to the crew of hertasi picking up their tools.
“| can’t see anything that could be improved upon.”

One of the nearest looked up at him. “I can,” the hertas responded. “And if | can, you know
that Ayshen will, too.”

“Thisis better and far more gracious than anything outside of Haven,” hetold the hertag firmly.
“I'll tell Ayshen that myself. Besides, | think any further changes ought to be made after you consult with



the Companions themselves, not before.”

The hertasi, who appeared to be the work-crew chief, looked around, and nodded after a
moment. “Y ou're probably right,” it admitted. It (it was usudly impossible for humansto tel which
hertas was male and which female) stowed the last of itstoolsin itstoolbox, then bent and picked up
the heavy box aseasly asif it had welghed no more than abasket of eggs. The other hertas cleared out
asthe crew chief took alast look around and nodded again. “I1t'ssolid,” the hertas said, the ultimate
compliment that any hertasi would ever pay to its own work. “Even Ayshen will agreeto that.”

It trotted out with awave of farewdll to Darian, who shook his head and had to laugh.

He left through the door into the guest lodge just asmore hertas arrived, bearing bales of hay
and bags of grain. More were following, carrying cleaning supplies, dthough he could not imagine how
the place could possibly be any cleaner. But then, hewasn't a hertasi.

The guest lodge had been cleaned and polished until every surface gleamed; the mattresses taken
out and restuffed, new linens made for the beds, new blue gauze curtains hung on the windows. There
were flowersin al the rooms, scented candlesin holders on every table, with bundles of additiona
candlestied with aribbon stocked in an open cabinet in the main room. Last year abathing room had
been added to the guest lodge since not every guest cared to bathe in company; like Darian's, this
bathing room was supplied with sun-heated water from atank above the roof. He took a quick peek,
and saw that everything possible had been supplied here, aswdll. In two of the rooms, a set of white
clothing designed by the hertasi waslaid out on the bed. Presumably one set had been made to Shandi’s
measurements. Asfor Herald Anda, perhaps the hertas had smply guessed at the Size for the other set.
It was easy enough to tell which room had been designated for each Herald, though. The room that was
to be Shandi’ s held some of her old possessions brought from Errold’ s Grove, and aspecially chosen
basket of sewing and embroidery supplies.

Obvioudy there was nothing more he needed to do here. As Darian walked out onto the covered
porch that surrounded the Lodge, he nearly ran into another hertasi, an adolescent by itsbuild. “Dar’ian
- you areto prepare!” the youngster blurted out before he could apologize for his clumsness. “The guests
arelessthan two hours distant!”

He glanced up at the sky, trying to tell where the sun was through the trees, and judged thet it
was early afternoon. The Hera ds had made good time, but the Vae was ready for them.

All except me! he reminded himsdlf, and bolted up thetrail to his ekele.

It was empty when he arrived; Keisha had probably gotten ready hours ago. He had seen her
outfit earlier; the hertas that had adopted the two of them had outdone themsalvesin the way of clothing
for her. She now had aset of Greensthat would be the envy of every Healer who saw them. There
would be plenty of Hedersto impress, too; every Sanctuary Heder that could get away had been
arriving dl morning. Even if they hadn't been anxious to meet the new Heralds, no one wanted to missa
Vae-wide Hawkbrother celebration. K’ Vademar had afar-flung reputation for its hedonistic hospitaity
on such occasions.

The hertasi hadn’t exactly shirked when it came to Darian’ s ouitfit either, but a the moment he
wasn't concerned with his clothing. After hel ping with the stables since early morning, what he needed
most was a bath.

Onceclean, he hurried into thefirst of hisfour setsof “welcoming” garb. Thisfirg set, the most
exotic and ornamenta of the lot, wasfor today, when the Herd ds were formally -greeted and welcomed
into k' Vademar Vae. Thiswasto mark hisprimary alegianceto hisVade and Clan. Tomorrow, he
would wear Vademaran forma military garb, athough it would not bein Guard blue, but in brown, with
badges of owlsrather than the winged horse of Vademar. This outfit included light ornamental armor and
came complete with embroidered surcoat displaying his new arms. But the arms were not in Vademaran
style, but in the mode of the Hawkbrothers - the fluid, Sinuous curves and stylization they had devel oped
over the course of centuries. And the deviceitsaf was not Vademaran either, for there was not asingle
noble family in al of theland that used an owl for their device. It seemed odd to him, but it was so. Lord
Breon told him that owls were considered ill-omened in some parts; it was said that if an owl landed on
one' s house three nightsin arow and called, someonein the house would die. Others swore that owls



were the eyes of evil spirits, because they flew so slently and attacked in the darkness when no other
creature could see. There were plenty of nocturna creatures besides owls, including animas no one
thought of asevil - but there was no arguing with superstition. The good part was that there was no one
to argue with when he planned his device around astylized portrait of Kuari coming in to land, wings
spread wide.

He would spend the night in thet outfit, in vigil. The next morning he would changeinto histhird
outfit, Vademaran Court garb, with amore elaborate verson of his embroidered surcoat, thisone
gparkling with gold-and-silver thread and tiny gem-stones. He had no idea how the hertas had managed
to get not one, but two embroidered surcoats donein time, yet they had. There was aways the belief that
there were more hertasi than anyone ever actually saw, down in their burrows - and since so many
looked dike to human eyes, who could count for sure just how many there were to make the goods they
brought? That outfit wasfor the feast celebrating his knighting. Hopefully they’ d let him get anap before
he had to endure hours of aformal Vademaranfead. . . .

But that wasn't the end. On thefifth day - they were going to alow him aday to rest before he
took up thetria again - he would don a set of clothing that was ablend of Ghost Cat and Hawkbrother
styles. Crafted mostly of supple leather, it was decorated with Kuari’ s fegthers, ornaments of carved
bone harvested from Kuari’ skills, beadwork with an owl-and-feather theme, and finished with abelt and
dagger-sheath carved with afrieze of standing owls. Under it all was adraped loincloth, woven with a
decorétive pattern of feathers. Hewould put it al on only to take it off again (except for the loincloth), for
thiswas his costume for his presentation at the Ghost Cat sweathouse.

At least both Herads would have to keep him company through most of this. They would stand
guard to make certain he didn't fall adeep during thevigil, and Andawould join dl themeninthe
sweat-house ceremony while Shandi waited with the women in the drum-circle outside. The women had
their own rituas, which were held secret from the men; dl he knew was that they involved drumming for
themen inthelodge.

Right now, however, he had best concentrate on today’ s ordedl.

Thiswas not the sort of outfit he would have chosen to wear to a celebration, but fortunately, like
the clothing that Snowfire and Nightwind wore for their wedding, he was going to be able to abandon
part of it once the most forma portions of the evening were over. The base was a comfortable, soft
deevelesstunic of silk the color of red amber, and apair of dark brown silk trews. Over thiswent a
hip-length vest woven with a pattern of owl feathers, buttoned with amber toggles. Over that went an
ankle-length coat, this cut of and lined with silk the color of honey amber, with ahigh collar, deeves
scalloped to resemble great wings, and so completely embroidered with owl feathersthat very little of the
origina silk showed through. It was belted over the hips with abelt made of plaques of tiger-eye stone
carved with more owls, no two of which were dike. The belt clasp was the mask of an owl, madein two
halvesthat met so perfectly that it looked like a solid piece when buckled. The eyes were amber, the
beak of creamy shell dl theway from Lake Evendim, and the owl mask of carved horn, each feather
individualy carved and fitted to ametal backing plate. His boots of warm brown lesther wereinlaid on
each calf with adesign of an owl feather in four different shades of brown deerskin.

The coat wasinfernaly heavy; not hot, but heavy. The weight of al that beading and embroidery
hung on his shoulderslike the heaviest pack he' d ever had to hike with.

Oncethe entire outfit was on, he waited for Meeren to return to ingpect him and put the finishing
touches on his appearance.

He certainly couldn’t put the finishing touches on himsdf; he could hardly move without knocking
something over with hisdeeves.

It wasn't long until Meeren trotted in the door, clad himself in acoat made of thousands of tiny
black octagona scales of meta, forming a“fabric” asflexible as silk. Meeren examined him closdly,
looking & him from all angles, before pronouncing his satisfaction. “You'll do,” the hertas said. “Now
st, and let me make you presentable.”

Darian sat gingerly on alow stool, and Meeren moved in, brush and comb in hand. Despite his
apprehension, Meeren did not pull every hair out of Darian’s head; in fact, he was remarkably gentle.



Darian had dlowed his hair to grow long, Tayledras-fashion, so that he could braid festhers and beads
into it as his Clan-brothersdid. It took a defter hand than histo achieve the kind of effects that Firesong
or Starfall managed, and that was where Meeren camein.

He sat patiently as Meeren worked, wondering what was going on, but unableto tell anything
from the gentle tugs and pulls on his hair. Meeren didn’t take long, not aslong asthe hertass must have
taken with Keisha, but Darian was very impatient to see his handiwork, and shifted restlesdy on his stoal.

“All right, dl right, I'm finished!” Meeren exclaimed. “ Go ahead and ook - but don’t admire
yourself too long; they’ re waiting for you at the Vae entrance.”

He got up carefully, mindful of his costume, and moved into the bedroom to peer into the only
mirror inthe house.

It was a pleasant surprise, for he had been alittle afraid that Meeren would overdo the
decorations, Meeren had worked Kuari’ s feathers, afew strands of amber beads, and leather thongs
finished with tiny slver festhers and figurinesinto his hair without making him look like awaking display
of hair-jewdry. Infact, with hishair pulled back from hisface and given alittle more discipline, helooked
afew years older than he actually was. That was exactly the effect he' d hoped for, but when he turned to
thank the hertasi, Meeren was aready gone.

It’s time for me to be gone, too. Hetook alast look a himsdf, satisfied himself that everything
was fagtened in firmly and wasn't going to come apart, then headed for his destination at atrot that would
have been arunif not for the weight.

The Vil distorted the view past the entrance, but there was no doubt that everyone who could
possibly appear to greet the Herdds had made it his business to come. As he passed the Vel itsdlf, the
tingle dong his skin and down his spine seemed a bit stronger than usud; that probably meant Starfall and
Firesong had gotten the Veil strengthened enough to keep out rain and inclement weather. Of course,
now that they’ ve got the “ umbrella” up, it won't rain.

When he emerged on the other side and surveyed the crowd beneath trees that were only large
by the standards of those who lived outside aVae, he saw Keishawave a him, then run to meet him.
She looked agreat deal more comfortable in her Greensthan he wasin his costume; her outfit wasa
butterfly-deeved, cdf-length tunic over long trews, belted with slver. Silver embroidery of leaves and
vineson dl hemswasthe extent of ornamentation, for the rea emphasisin her cosume wasthefabric,
which somehow managed to ripple through every possible shade of green as she moved. She seized his
arm and tugged him to theright, looking relieved. Out in the crowd, there were at least two brightly
painted inflated kick balls being tossed about randomly from person to person.

“Arethey hereyet?’” he asked, wondering if he had missed the ceremony somehow.

“No, no, not yet, but Kel hasthem in sght.” She gestured upward, and he followed her pointing
finger to apatch of blue sky in the canopy of leaves. A small black speck rode athermad in adow, lazy
circleoverhead. Kel is obviously planning on making an impressive entrance, hethought with
amusement. His favorite hobby, besides being preened.

But Keishawas tugging on hisarm again, and he followed her obediently out past the restless
mob of hisfdlow Hawkbrothers. Anticipation hung thickly in the air, and mingling with the Tayledras
were members of Ghost Cat, villagers from Errold’ s Grove, and Lord Breon’s people. Errold’ s Grove
would get its own chanceto greet the Heralds, but that wouldn't take place until the sixth day, and
Darian intended to avoid that particular festival if he possibly could. He fully expected to be passed out in
his bed then by thetime dl partiesinvolved had gotten done with him.

There was no eevated platform setting the greeting committee apart from the ret, but one wasn't
needed. If nothing else, the costumes marked dl of the principa players out; thelast time Starfdl,
Snowfire, and Nightwind had worn their elaborate outfits had been at Snowfire and Nightwind's
wedding. Since then, the heavily embroidered and embellished items had been serving aswall art, as
Darian’s own costume eventualy would. Firesong had outdone al of them; if sheer magnificence of
clothing was the standard of importance, Herad Andawould surely think that he wasthe leader inthis
Vae. Silverfox lacked Firesong' simpressive mask, but that was al he lacked; in every other respect, he
was Firesong’ sreverse-image twin. The two of them were clad in blue and gold; where Firesong had



gold in the patterns of beading and embroidery, Silverfox had blue, and vice versa. What first appeared
to be subtle streaks of gold or bluein their hair became, on closer ingpection, strings of tiny beads, ending
in minute feathers. Aya sat on Firesong' s shoulder, and as Darian neared, Kuari hooted a greeting from a
branch above Starfal. His parents, Hwed and Huur, sat beside him. Starfall’ s falcon was on hisgloved
figt, and even the glove was beautifully made, with appliqued designs made of layers of dyed deerskin set
into the cuff. Birds called, crowed, or screamed to each other, and ayellow kick ball bounced off
Kuari’s branch, making him hoot in indignation.

“Sorry!” someone called.

“Wall, the boy cleans up rather nicely,” Firesong said to Starfall, with awink. * Perhaps we won't
have to pretend he' sa servant after dl.”

“Hey!” Darian protested, pointing an accusing finger at Firesong. “ I’ d been working on the
gablesal morning. What were you doing?’

“Making certain that rain would not interrupt our greetings,” Firesong replied blandly, with atoss
of hishead that made the beads chime together liketiny bells. “Delicate work, that, requiring the skill of
an expert.”

Starfdl rolled hiseyes and snorted in derision. “ Yesit did, whichiswhy you helped,” he
corrected. “Or at least, you cdled it helping.”

Firesong pretended to be greeatly offended, and Silverfox just shook his head at both of them.
“Indeed! | was there to make certain that instant corrections could be made if you upset something with
your blundering. After dl, Father, you are getting abit forgetful lately.”

“Forgetful? My blundering!” Starfdl exclamed. “What about - ”

“Enough, you two,” Nightwind interrupted them, then giggled. “ Some of the outsiders might begin
to believe that you two hate each other.”

Starfal grinned, and behind the mask, Firesong mock-pouted. “Oh, Mother - he began, in
imitation of awhining child.

“Don’'t!” Nightwind warned, hands on hips. “Just don’'t. Act like the baby, and I’ [l send you to
your room like ababy!”

Firesong chuckled. “ She' s getting rather good at that, isn't she?” he said in an aside to Snowfire.
“That whole mother thing, | mean.”

Snowfire nodded ruefully. “1t'sagood thing, too, since the baby has me completely under her
control. Oneteary-eyed look, and any resistance | had just evaporates.”

He might have elaborated on that subject, but ashout of “Here they come!” interrupted him.
There were severd whistles, and the kick balls mysterioudy vanished amid the crowd.

The entire group peered up thetrail; Firesong and Darian both shaded their eyes with their hands.
At first Darian couldn’t see anything, but then aray of light faling dantwise through the branches glanced
off something white, which resolved into two distant riders.

Weas it only two years ago that | stood here waiting for my new teacher, only to find out
that he was the famous Adept Firesong? So much had happened since then; he had been so busy he
hadn’t even had much time to visit the village except for the seasona Faires. When I’ m not off settling
minor disputes, arbitrating trades, or helping the Vale understand the village, I’ ve been caught up
in Firesong’ straining. No wonder time has gotten away from me!

Hewished for abreeze, feding the weight of his coat even more; for once, abreeze sprang up in
answer to hiswish. Theriders neared at asteady pace, and he broke off his musing to examine them at
hisleisure. They both wore the Herald “working garb” of leather trews, aleather jerkin, and aplain white
shirt tied loosaly at the neck; it was pretty clear that they hadn’t been expecting aforma reception or a
major celebration. It had been ayear since he' d last seen Shandi, and it seemed to him at least that she
had gotten taller. Her face had thinned out abit, but aside from that, her new status didn’t seem to have
put much of an outward stamp on her.

However, her Whites were obviously new, compared to the well-worn costume of the man
riding beside her. So was her Companion’ stack, and Darian made amenta note to have one of the
hertas look it over for giffnessand giveit agood oiling with the specid lanolin they used on



hawk-furniture.

Herald Anda had probably not been very young when he demonstrated Mage-Gift and was
selected for training by Darkwind and Elspeth. Now he wasin late middle age, brown hair generoudy
streaked with gray, and his weathered face aswrinkled as any shepherd’ s of the same age. Hewasin
perfect health and excellent condition, however; despite aride of many days duration, he sat his
Companion easly with little hint of fatigue.

The crowd behind Darian gilled, with hardly more than amurmur or two from those waiting. The
two Herddsrode up in silence, with only the music of the forest behind them and the sound of their
Companions hoofbests to punctuate it. They didn’'t usetheir reins, but the Companions cameto a
graceful halt about two wagon-lengths from Starfall. Herdd Andawasin the lead, but by no morethan a
pace; neither he nor Shandi looked surprised at the size of the crowd waiting for them. While they
probably weren’t thinking about a big, formal reception, | suppose they would be expecting a big
crowd - thisis one of the most important things to happen around here since we established the
Vale. Besides, Heralds are rare enough around here that even an “ ordinary” Herald draws a
crowd.

Karles, Shandi’s Companion, tossed his head and |ooked around at the huge crowd with deep
interest. The Heralds dismounted together, in amovement as perfectly timed asif they had rehearsediit.
There were some murmurs of admiration from the crowd; Ayshen wasright, there was power in style.
But of course, they don’t have to practice moving together - not when they're Mind-linked to their
Companions, and perhaps to each other aswell. It certainly gave agood impression, however,
making it look asif they had been ateam for avery long time.

Again, Shandi remained a pace or two behind Herald Anda, who approached the little group that
stepped forward to welcome him. Firesong and Silverfox in their turn lagged alittle behind the rest, as
Starfdl took the lead with Darian beside him.

All right, here | go. Darian felt Anda’ s eyes rest on him for amoment, before the Herald turned
his attention to Starfall.

“Herald Anda, we bid you and your Companion welcometo k'Vademar Vae,” Starfal said
gravely. “ Shandi and Karles, of course, we dready know. We are glad to welcome them aswell. We
hope this new partnership will be afruitful onefor al of us, and we are pleased to be part of this new
venturewith Vademar.”

Darian stepped forward with his own well-rehearsed words. “We of k' Vademar Vaeinvite you
to partake of our hospitality and fellowship for aslong asyou desire,” he told them. “We hope, in fact,
that you find it so welcome that you take up residence permanently within the Vae. Now, if you will
permit - | am Darian Firkin k' Vdak’Vademar.” He gave hisfull namewith permissible pride, and
bowed his head in the brief nod of equa to equd. “ Thisis Adept Starfall k'Vaa, thisishis son
Hedling-Adept Firesong k' Treva.” Starfall nodded, and Firesong moved forward alittle and did the
same. They had agreed on the order in which they would be introduced when they decided that Darian
would make the introductions. “With Firesong isthe kestra’ chern Silverfox k' Leshyaof theKded &in.
| dso introduce to you Mage-Scout Snowfirek’ Vaaand trondi’irn Nightwind k' Leshyaof the
Kded'din.”

Andanodded to each of the people introduced, and if he didn’t know what a kestra’ chern or a
trondi’irn was, hedidn’t show it.

Now the nonhumans came forward; Hashi wearing a collar and breastplate of appliqued leather,
Ayshen in acoat of metal-scae like Meeren's, and Tyrsell sporting jeweled capsto hishornsand a
jeweled collar. “Here dso are Hashi, chief of the kyree, Ayshen, leader of the hertasi, and Tyrsdl,
King-Stag of the dyheli of k' Vademar Vde”

Evidently Anda had been warned, or had seen enough of intelligent nonhumans that he showed
no sign whatsoever of surprise. He was, however, about to get a bit of a start.

Because just as Darian had figured, Kel had planned al aong to make an impressive entrance.
So he did - plunging through the branches of the treeswith folded wings, to open them with a sudden
snap a the last moment, and thunder in to a perfect landing. He kicked up such awind that the Heralds



both had to protect their eyeswith their hands from the flying debris, and the Hawkbrothers, male and
femdeadike, seized thar hair to avoid ending up with atangled mess.

K settled back onto his haunches, and regarded the Heralds with amild gaze. Hewasin thefull
panoply of a Silver Gryphon; harness, collar, gems on his ear-tufts, and feathers painted and gilded. “And
thisis Slver Gryphon Kelvren, chief of the k’Vademar gryphons,” Darian finished, determined to look as
if Kel’sentrance had been planned from the beginning. Kel bowed his head regdly - then lost every bit of
hisdignity at Anda sreply.

“I am very pleased to meet dl of you &t lagt,” the Herdld replied. “ Asis my Companion Eran. |
am sure you aready know that Shandi and Karles are overjoyed to be here aswell. | am personaly
pleasad to meet again with gryphons, since | was taught the use of magic by Treyvan and Hydong; |
cameto know them well, and consider them to be two of my best friends.”

Ke’sbeak opened, and his eyes pinned in surprise. “Y ou were taught by Treyvan and Hydona?
Y ou arre frrriends with the great onesss?’ he gasped, and could not manage to say more, So overcome
he was with the shock. Darian smoothly took up his speech again, covering Kel’ s dumbfounded
agtonishment.

“We comprise the Elders and Council of k'Vademar,” hetold Herad Anda. “ And as such, we
opentheVaetoyou.”

That was dl that he was supposed to say, and as he stepped back, Starfal took over. “If you will
alow us, we will conduct you and your Companionsto your temporary home.” Hefollowed his speech
with agesture. “When you are settled and refreshed, we have planned awel come feast and festiva in
honor of your arrival. We hope our customs will soon seem comfortable to you.”

“Thank you, for dl four of us,” Andareplied, and took his place a Starfdl’ sright, with his
Companion Eran following. They dl turned to face the gathering waiting behind Starfall, who had been
holding their collective bresth the better to hear the speeches.

That wasthe signa for everyone assembled to greet the new Herads with arousing cheer that
shook the leaves and probably frightened every bird for furlongs about into silence.

The gathering split in two, making a path for Starfall and Anda. Behind them followed everyone
else, with Shandi, Karles, and Keisha bringing up the rear. Shandi had her head together with Keisha,
and Darian figured that they wouldn’'t miss his presence, so he stayed right behind Starfall. He was easily
within hearing distance, and so caught most of the men’s conversation.

“| am quite glad to take up this position, Adept Starfal,” Andawas saying earnestly. “I have had
enough traveling for two lifetimes. It will be good to findly settle into one place.”

“| was under the impression that Heralds generally did not settle, isthat true?” Starfall asked.

“In the pagt, yes, that has been true,” Andaadmitted. “ Our saddles were usually our homes. We
certainly spent more time on roads than in bedsteads. However, it occurred to Her Majesty that those
with Mage-Gift would be of less useto the Crown in an emergency if it wasimpossibleto lay plans
knowing where they were, or if they were too far into the hinterlands to do any good. She decided that,
insofar asit was possible, it would be better for Heral d-Mages to assume permanent residencies,
especidly sincethere are so few of us. She has stationed about half of us asingructors at the Collegium,
made Elspeth, Darkwind, and myself ambassadors, and the rest will be taking new stations such as mine,
inimportant places dong the Border.”

“So you are intended to become the permanent ambassador here?” Starfall’ s satisfaction at that
admisson wasevident in hisvoice.

“When you have goneto the trouble of creating a perfect placefor al of the peoples of thisarea
to come together, we would have been rather foolish to ignore the tacit invitation,” Andasaid dryly, and
Starfdl chuckled. “ And to be blunt, in doing so, you saved Haven the trouble of making such aplace and
even better, saving them, if not aking’ sransom, certainly aduke sl”

| think he’ s going to fit in just fine. He certainly has the right sense of humor, Darian
mused.

“Now, did | understand your young spokesperson to say that our quarters are temporary?’
Anda continued. Starfall nodded, and gestured to Darian to join them.



“We didn’t want to assume your requirements, so We re putting you in the guest lodge until you
have decided what you want,” Darian said diffidently. “You'll want to seethe Vae, of course, and we
took into consderation that there is dways the possibility that you might decide you would rather have
your permanent headquarters outsideit.”

“Possible, but unlikdy; why put the embassy in the countryside rather than the diplomatic
capitd?” Andasmiled dightly. “By theway, I’m given to understand that you have some method of
imparting language in acandlemark or so. | would be very grateful if you could arrange for me to undergo
the ‘lesson’ as soon as possble.”

Starfdl coughed dightly. “It leaves one with adreadful headache,” he warned.

Herdd Andashrugged. “ Extended use of any mind-magic leaves one with adreadful headache,”
hereplied, as Darian stifled agrin of triumph. “The cost, however, iswell worth the benefit. If you can
arrangefor this, | should like very much to have dl of the languagesin use here. | understand that Shandi
has aready acquired the necessary tongues.”

“I will arrangefor it with pleasure,” Starfall told the Herad. “ And you will curse mefor it
afterward. Meanwhile, we do have agreat deal scheduled for you over the next few days.”

Darian watched Herad Andavery closdly, and thought he detected afaint hint of dismay as
Starfdl outlined dl of the ceremonies ahead. Surely he must have expected something of the kind. Or
maybe not. Although Herdds were important people, he hadn’t seen alot of ceremony involving them or
honoring them - maybe because they tended to swoop in, take care of their business, and ride out again.

Poor Anda! He has no idea of what he’sin for now! For thefirst timesincedl this had been
planned, Darian felt alittle better about hisrole as“ entertainment.” If hisguesswasright, Andawas just
asdismayed at the prospect of aweek of “performing” as Darian was. There was some small comfort in
shared misery after dl.

Sx

According to Va, those about to be knighted generdly spent their vigil in achape, on their
knees. Darian had no intention of following that particular tradition; if Lord Breon wasn't satisfied with
his way of keeping vigil, the man shouldn’t have offered to knight him.

He wasn't going to spend the night indoors, and he absolutely wasn't going to spend it on his
knees. The point of the vigil wasto contemplate, to meditate on the things that had brought him here and
what would follow. The point was definitely not to didocate kneecaps, and besidesthat, hedid his
thinking better outside.

So after the requisite ingtructions from a Senior Knight (Va, coached by hisfather), Darian
retired to the rear of the Keep and the gardens. He carried Kuari, and was accompanied by Va and
Herald Anda. Women about to be knighted, it seemed, were always accompanied by females, and men
by maes, which let Shandi off easily. Or maybe not; now she would have to endure the feast, asthe
representative Herald.

Together, they watched the sun set behind the trees and the stars appear in the darkening sky.
Darian had picked a spot with a garden bench to Sit on, surrounded by bushes; asVd and Anda
withdrew alittle to hunch over agtrategy game, he settled himsdlf for the night. He gingerly helped Kuari
down onto the trimmed grass; Kuari looked up at him hopefully.

Hunt now?: the owl begged. Kuari loved hunting Lord Breon’ s lands; there were pastures and
grain fieldsthat attracted rabbits, with no cover for them to hidein. Kuari raised hiswingsalittle, looking
up into Darian’ s face with his enormous golden eyes.

:Of course you can hunt now,: hetold the owl affectionately. Kuari didn’t hesitate; with a soft
croon, he spread hiswings wide and shoved off from the ground with his powerful legs. Darian’s
dark-adapted eyes had no trouble following him; for the first several wagon-lengths, Kuari flew at knee
height, pumping hiswingsto gain speed. Then, just at the edge of the garden, he surged upward and flew



off into the trees. From there, he would scout for agood place to wait at the edge of thefields.

He would be back as soon as he had made hiskills and fed; for now, Darian was content to Sit
on the stone bench and take in the night aone.

Thiswasthe dark of the moon, so nothing was going to obscure the stars. It wasn't as quiet as
he would prefer; Lord Breon had severd important guests, nobles from “nearby” holdings, who had
come especidly for theweek-long festivities. The pre-knighting feast was il going on inside, and there
was afar anount of loud conversation coming from the Great Hall. More noise came from the kitchens,
the rattling of pots and pans, the clatter of dishes, the shouts of the servants. There was agroup of
mingrelsin there somewhere, trying manfully to produce music for the occasion, but they were losing the
battle againgt the noise.

It was quite a contrast with last night’ s celebration at the Vae; it was always possibleto talk to
someone without raising the voice, for ingance. Right now Darian heard a dozen different conversations
going on, al shouted - someone was holding forth on sheep, someone e se lamented the fact that he had
three daughters, al within ayear of each other in age and al betrothed, who were determined to have
separate weddings rather than the money-saving triple wedding their father wanted. A round of laughter
erupted when someone bawdily suggested a connection between the two subjects. Another old grouch
bellowed out that things were different when he was knighted, no foreignersin fancy outfitsand no
disobedient daughters, either -

Darian tifled alaugh at that |ast; even in the Vaes there were old grouches who growled that
way. The same old tune would be sung in the future, and probably back in the time of Urtho there had
been someone complaining how things had been different. . . .

At aVadefead, though, the grouches kept their grumbles a alower volume, so no one had to
listen to them except other grouches who agreed with them. Obvious pockets of mal content were easily
avoided.

There wasn't anyone like that at k' VVademar yet; no one moved here who wasn't prepared,
indeed eager, for change. There was a surprising number of truly elderly Tayledras who had indicated
that they would like to come, now that therewasa Vil in place. He couldn’t blame them for not wanting
to sharein the relative hardship of thefirst two years, and he had told the others that he thought
encouraging the older folk to try k'Vademar for szewasagood idea. A Vae composed of folks mostly
between the ages of sixteen and forty seemed very unbalanced to him; he wanted to see more children,
and more people over the age of fifty.

No grouches, though.

He heard Keisha s sudden laugh ring out above the background noise, and Shandi’ s amoment
later. He smiled at that; he was glad they were enjoying themsalves. Shandi had walked Heradd Anda
through al theintricacies of last night’ s festivities, with Keisha helping. Shandi had looked very handsome
in her Vae-made Whites, and so had Anda, though there had been some |ast-minute adjustments of
hems and waistbands, or so Meeren had said. Virtudly identica to the celebration of Nightwind and
Snowfire swedding, with the exceptions being that there were no displays of magic, and that there were
agreat many folk from outside the Vde taking part, the officid celebration took place in and around the
Council House. Anda stayed there; Shandi didn’t, once she knew that Anda had thingswell in hand and
was comfortable. She knew very well that the little clearings and the hot pools were the best places for
fun, and as soon as she could reasonably assume that Andawould be dl right on his own, she and
Keshadipped out. Darian joined them very shortly theresfter, leaving Andato adiscussion of mutua
acquaintances with Firesong and Silverfox.

And right now, | expect they wish they could slip out again, hethought. It was much better
out here, in the clear, cool air, watching the stars. He had the fedling that even Va fdt the same way,
athough it was too bad that Va would have to keep himsdlf awake, and could not retire to the bed he
shared with his pretty young wife.

It certainly wasn't going to be thefirst time Darian had stayed awake until dawn. Some of
Firesong’ slessons had involved fadts, vigils, enduring extremes of heat and cold, and other discomforts.
He' d had to learn how to shut out what he had to, in order to keep his concentration on the task at hand,



and how to force himself to the limits of his endurance and even abit beyond.

Sitting and thinking until dawn isawak down aVde path by comparison.

He supposed that most of those who cameto their knighthood vigils had plenty to think about.
They would ponder the circumstances that had brought them here, and wonder if they could live up to the
expectations of those who had chosen to honor them. For Darian, thiswasn’t so much an honor asa
tool; atool to help him handle hisresponshilities more effectively. Still, there were those oaths - once a
knight, courage was not applauded, it was assumed. Honesty was required. All the virtues he displayed
would smply be expected of him - the only things that would be noticed would be hislapses.

So that’ s probably why most people aren’t knighted until they’ ve proved themselves, he
reflected. At that point, | suppose that virtue becomes a habit.

Theleve of noisefrom the Keep behind him was tapering off as the candlemarks passed. The
feast was probably over; the ladies had retired, leaving the men to serious drinking and progressively
more incoherent conversation. What a stupid custom! he thought, amused. Then again, there came one
of hisold, departed Magter Justyn’slessons: “Y oung Darian, your great speech isaways mindless prattle
to someone e e, just asthey are certain their prattleisagreat speech.” The old man had been right about
S0 many things that only with experience made sense now.

At around midnight last night, the festivities had also dowed down. That was because most of the
outsders had left the VVdefor their camps outside; only afew had been invited to stay within the Vell,
and not only the guest lodge, but severa ekele were hosting overnight visitors. Lord Breon' s party cut
their celebrating short aswell, knowing they would have to ride back to the Keep in the morning. They
wanted to have clear heads and steady stomachs for the journey. The villagers were till wary of staying
too long in the strange Va e, especidly after dark, and most of them had cleared out long before
midnight. Only Ghost Cat tribesmen had stayed to “help” the Hawkbrothers seein the dawn.

Darian had stayed up past midnight, but not far past. Unlike Lord Breon's people, he knew he
would be able to deep late; the dyheli that took him to the Keegp was much swifter than ahorse, and
even if heleft just before noon, he would catch up with Lord Breon before his group arrived at the Keep.
Nevertheless, he was not interested in seeing two dawnsin two days, not with so much yet to do.

Herald Andahad retired a midnight; Shandi had not. There was some very interesting interplay
going on between Shandi and Steelmind, a Tayledras herb-and plantmaster; what it meant, he didn’t
know, but it was certain that Shandi had made a degp impression on the other.

Shandi had a confidence about her that he dearly wished Keisha could acquire. What wasit that
had made K eisha so uncertain of hersalf? She was completely salf-assured when it cameto Hedling, so
why was she S0 unsure about everything ese, especialy her slanding with him?

I’ ve got to have a word with Slverfox, he decided. If there was such athing asan expertin
emotions, it would be a kestra’ chern. Maybe Silverfox could give him the clue he needed to help
Kesha

But that brought something elseto mind. I’ d better explain what a kestra’ chern isto Anda as
soon as the opportunity presents itself. Slverfox can do a great deal that Anda wouldn’t even
guess on his own. It had taken Darian the better part of ayear to really understand just what it was that
Silverfox did.

A kestra’ chern, agood onelike Silverfox, anyway, was the oil that kept friction within agroup
to aminimum. But the tools he used to dedl with incipient trouble were just about unlimited, up to and
including taking someoneinto hisbed, if that was what was needed. Hewas very likeaHerdd with a
limited “ community” to serve, but without careful explanation, Darian was afraid that Herald Andawould
not necessarily seethingsthat way.

Ancther difference between aHerald and Silverfox wasthat a kestra’ chern tended to wait until
people with problems cameto him, rather than reaching out to deal with the problems. There were
exceptions, but as Slverfox had once said, succinctly, “1 am no one' s nursery maid. Sometimesthe
children haveto fight their quarrelswithout intervention.” A Herald, of course, would plungeright in, but
because Herdds rode acircuit rather than living in a particular community, real problemswere usualy at
the point where they required intervention by thetime aHerald got to them.



And the things that people can and should handle by themsalves are usudly kept quiet when the
Herdd isaround. Reluctance to show the dirty linen in public saves Herdds front having to ded withit.

Darian decided that he' d had enough of sitting thanks to the numbness that usually came from
sitting on stone, and got up to take asow walk around the garden. He looked back at his two watchers,
dark shapes againgt the backdrop of the light stone of the Keep, and the golden gleam of the lighted
windows. Andawaved at him to show that he’ d seen Darian stand.

In the dark, senses besides sight were heightened, and perceptions shifted in wondrous waysiif
one made himself open to them. Night birds called, at distances farther than he could have seen through
the forestsin daylight. Insects and what must have been thousands of tiny peeping frogsfilled the air with
their songs. It wasn't too difficult to keep to the garden paths, even in the darkness. The paths were
graveled, and the moment he stepped off them, the sound donetold him. It was till abit early for the
garden to befully in flower, but there were hints of scent as he passed certain beds - the sweetness of
honey-climber, the intoxicant edge of thetiny flowers of the lily-bell, the subtle scent of violet. He knew
which beds had recently been turned by the tang of fresh earth, and where the lawn had just been clipped
by the sharpness of the newly cut grass. The sound behind him was definitely dying, and aquick glance
back at the Kegp showed more than haf the windows had gone dark. Perhapsit wasjust aswell that the
guests had al faced that long ride this morning; the wine had gotten to them dl the easier. With luck, less
than haf of them would be nursing hangoversin the morning when he was knighted.

When the dawn first painted the eastern sky with thin, gray light, Darian was till wide awake, but
poor Va had falen adeep where he sat! Darian pretended not to notice, turning his back so mat Herald
Anda could wake the young man discreetly. Kuari had returned with a sated appetite after Darian had
finished hiswalk; now he, too, dozed, perched on the bench beside Darian with one foot tucked up.
From time to time Darian worked his fingersin through the soft feathers to scratch Kuari’ s round head;
when he did that, the owl crooned in hisdegp and clicked his beak.

Footfals behind him woke Kuari, who swiveled his head halfway around to glare at the
interlopers. Darian stood up and turned to grin at Andaand adeepy-eyed Vd.

“Ready?’ Andaasked casually. Darian nodded, then coaxed Kuari up onto hisarm.

:Timeto go find atreeto seep in,: hetold the owl, who looked alittle ruffled at having his nap
disturbed. :1 have to go inside now, and if you don’t find a secure place, you know that the crows
will harass you.:

Kuari sighed, but agreed. Darian gave him aboost, and he labored off to athick evergreen close
to the Keep, where he could find aroost near the trunk, and the songbirds wouldn't see him. At the
moment, the songbirds were too busy heradding the day and warming up their musclesto pay any
attention to Kuari.

Darian followed Andaand Va back insde, to the Great Hall, where a group awaited them.
Again, knighting was usualy donein the chapel, but Darian had voiced amild objection to that. Breon
had readily agreed, since the chapel a the Keep wouldn't have held the full group that wanted to witness
the knighting anyway.

Breon's Keep was not very old; it dated back no more than a century or so. As aconsequence,
it didn't have the sameair of gloom that many of the older buildings of Vademar did. In the Great Hall,
the stone walls had been plastered over and whitewashed, then hung with tapestries. Above the
tapedtries, clerestory windows let in the early-morning daylight. Wooden beams supported the roof, and
the battle banners of Breon'sfamily hung from them. Because of the windows and plastering, although
the Hall was cool, there was none of that feeling of dank-ness and damp that made older versions of this
room that Darian had seen in Vademar so uncomfortable.

Breon waited on the stone dais that held the High Table; behind him the table had been set for
breakfast, which would follow the ceremony.

That certainly shows where my importance is, Darian thought with grest amusement. First,
we get the ceremony over with, and then we can eat!

The rest of hiswitnesses were gathered below Breon. The sturdy Breon was wearing a surcoat
that reached down past his knees, embroidered with the arms of hisfamily and his own persona device.



Thiswasardatively new item of hiswardrobe, replacing the one he had worn for his invedtitureasa
knight. The hertasi had made it for him asabirthday gift intimefor Vd’sknighting, and it wasjust as
splendid as the one Darian would wear to tonight’ sfeast. Andaand Val led the way to the foot of the
dais, with Darian following about four paces behind. From here on, the knighting would follow grictly
traditiond lines.

“Who comes before mein the light of the new sun, and why are you here?” Breon rumbled, ina
voice that sounded alittle hoarse - no doubt from all the shouted conversation last night. Thewording
had aweighty air of the ancient about it, anearly pa pable reinforcement that a knighting was anything but
acasud lark.

Va answered, asthe Senior Knight for this ceremony. “The Knighted Heir of Lord Breon, Sir
Vayn, and the Herald-Mage Anda; we present a candidate for the honor of Knighthood, and stand as
his sponsors.”

“And has he passed dl tests of vaor and virtue, of word and deed?’ Breon replied, looking
gernly down at his son and the Herald.

Thistime it was Andawho answered. “He has passed dl tests and more, by the words of his
mouth, and the deeds of hisbody. It ishisactions of virtue and nobility that bring him before you this
dawn.”

That last was an acknowledgment that Darian hadn’t been required to undertake any physica
trialsto prove hisfitnessfor combat. Va had, because he had never actualy fought, but Darian had faced
- and struck down - the barbarian shaman of the northern Blood Bear tribe that had ravaged Errold’'s
Grove, and he had done so entirely by himsdlf at the ripe age of fourteen. That aone probably would
have qudified him.

Although I’'m not sure how noble the weapons of a bucket and apitchfork are. . . .

“Has he stood his vigil as ordained by tradition?’ asked Breon.

The back of Va’s neck flushed with embarrassment at his own lgpse, but he answered stouitly,
“He has, waking the night through, done with histhoughts, fasting, and in contemplation of hispast and
future”

At that reminder of “fasting,” Darian’s ssomach protested hislack of breskfast. At least it didn’t
growl.

Breon nodded ponderoudly. “ Therefore present him to me now, that | may see him with my own

eyes.

Va and Andaeach stepped to the side, and Darian stepped forward. In his capacity as Herald -
in the most ancient sense of the word - Anda presented Darian.

“Herewe bring to dl eyes and powers Darian Firkin, adopted of k' Vaaclan of the
Hawkbrothers, founder of k'Vademar Vae, and worthy candidate for the honor of knighthood.” Anda's
voice rang out with strength, filling the Great Hall without sounding asif he was shouting.

Wi, that’ sonetrick I'd certainly liketo learn.

Breon |ooked down at Darian, and gave him aquick wink. Darian raised his eyebrows dightly in
acknowledgment, but otherwise kept his expression properly sober.

“Darian Firkin, adopted of clan k' Vda, founder of k' VVademar, isit your will that you be
presented for the honor and responsibilities of VVademaran Knighthood?” Breon asked, managing to get
through the k' VVdaand k' VVademar without any trouble, though Va said hel d been fumbling thetitlesin
practice. That was one reason why they’ d broken up Darian’s name the way they had.

Darian nodded. “1t ismy will and my wish, Lord Breon,” he said, pitching hisvoice alittle deeper
than usud.

“Kned, then.” Lord Breon held out hishand, and Va put Darian’s sheathed sword hilt-first into
his palm. Breon held out the sword hilt-first toward Darian, who knelt and put hisright hand on the hilt.
“Do you swear, Darian, by thisblade which isyour honor, that you will use your strength for good and
not ill, to aid and not oppress; that you will defend the weak and helpless againgt those who would
oppressthem, that you will seek good with al your heart, seek the light with dl your soul? That you will
serve as an example to those who would follow you, as arock of fortitude for those who have gone



before you; that you will uphold the law when the law isin the right, and oppose the law when it serves
oppressors, that you will work for the greatest good, with al you may bring to bear, even in the face of
desth and fear?’

“| do swear,” Darian replied firmly.

“Do you swear to strive for honor, for courage, for valor, for virtue, dl for their own sake and
not for the acclaim of the multitude, nor for gain, nor for the power they might bring you?’

“| do swear,” Darian repeated in the same tones of resolve.

“Do you accept the honor of knighthood as aresponsbility aswell asatitle? Will you hold to the
standards of al those before who have ever borne thetitle of Knight?’

“| do so accept it,” Darian said, wondering if Breon knew just how long he had pondered that
very question, wondering if he dared take on another responsibility. But he had come to the conclusion
that it represented giving his current responsibilities amore recognizable name, and as such, hefelt
comfortablein accepting it. “ And | will hold to those standards, keeping them ever in my heart and
mind.”

Breon reversed the sword, unsheathed it, and laid the naked blade once on each shoulder, tilting
the sword after each so that the cold sted laid againgt Darian’ s bare neck. “Then accept these blowsin
token of the onesyou shall take that others be spared - and rise, never to kneedl to another again, unless
you deem that other to be worthy of your profoundest esteem. Knedl only to honor what isholy or in
recognition of one whaose nobility exceeds the common.”

Darian stood, and Breon sheathed the sword. “ Accept from methis blade, Sir Darian, and wield
it forever in honor.”

Darian took the sword and belted it on over his surcoat, buckling and latching it securdly, then
turned to face the group behind him. Once again, Andaraised hisvoice. “Ladiesand Lords, Knights,
gentlemen, and guests, | present to you Sir Darian Firkin k'Vaak’Vademar, Owl Knight of the
Tayledrad”

There were enough friendsin the crowd - and those who had just recently gained genuine
admiration for him, too - that the cheer took on adistinctly enthusiastic note as Darian was escorted by
Va and Andaout of the Great Hall, down the specid strip of Vademaran-blue carpet that had been laid
for him towalk on.

Once past the doors, Darian sagged alittle, and VVal dapped him on the back. “To bed with
you,” the young man declared. “I’m your champion and representative at the tournament, so you don’t
even haveto put in atoken appearance if you don't fed up toit.”

“No, | should openit, at least,” Darian responded. “ That’ sonly right.” He grinned and
straightened up. “Besides, think of al those young fighters out there who' ve been dying for alook at the
weird Tayledras knight - they at |east deserveto seethat | don't have two heads. I'll call Kuari into land,
on my shoulder, you know, givethem ashow. Then I'll retire.”

Hedidn't have any fedlings of guilt over thefact that Va wasn't going to get anap, not when he
knew from Va’ srelative freshnessthat his friend had probably had a good long doze in the darkness.
Anda had big, dark rings under his eyes, but Andawas going to be able to get some deep aswell; he
wasn't needed at the tournament &t all.

“Inthat case, let’s get thistourney open, so the hotbloods can start beating on each other,” Val
replied heartily. Andatook hisleave of them, and they headed for the front of the Keep, wherea
well-worn stand and atourney-field had been set up outside the walls. Tournaments were agood place
for fighters to demongtrate their skillsto a potential employer, and to have a chance to earn some prize
money into the bargain. Since this tournament was sponsored by k' Vademar, the prizes weren't money,
but were Tayledras-produced items that could readily be converted into money - or into dowries - bolts
of slk, glassware, and jewery. The prizes had been on display at last night’ sfeast, and Darian didn’t
doubt that most examples, if not dl of them, already had severa potential buyersfrom among Breon's
guedis.

Darian climbed up into the grandstand, and |ooked down at the sea of helmets below him. With
the early-morning sun to hisright, he couldn’t see facesinsde those helmets, only dark eye-dits. It wasa



little unnerving, but only alittle.

It was agood thing he' d memorized a speech for this, too, sSince fatigue was sarting to catch up
with him. He smiled, waved, made his speech, and exhorted the fightersto display not only strength and
courage, but honor and brotherhood. In fact, there was an award for the fighter who behaved the best on
the field and off it. Despite some mentd disgruntlement from his owl, who had been awvakened for the
flight, Kuari’ s gppearance and wide-winged, slent landing as Darian declared himsdlf by thetitle Owil
Knight raised a cheer from everyone. Kuari then left Darian in aground-skimming flight down the length
of the tourney grounds past every competitor, and disappeared into the shadows of the forests.
Exclamations of amazement and murmurs of gpprova resounded. It seemed Ayshen was proven right yet
again. Darian turned the proceedings over to Vd, who took over with rdish. As Darian’s Champion, Vad
was going to get to do some fighting against the few knights among the fighters, and he had his eye on the
prizeto giveto hiswife. He could have gotten the same sort of prize by just asking Darian for it, but it
wouldn't have been as satisfying to Vd to just ask for it, asit would be fun to win it by pounding
everyone eseinto the ground. Darian happily left him toiit.

Darian dismounted the grandstand and managed not to stagger as he made hisway to thellittle
room he' d been given. It was deep within the Keep, not even a clothes closet by Tayledras standards,
with abare arrow-dlit for awindow. It was only large enough for anarrow cot, a the foot of which
waited atray with his breskfast on it - but right now, it suited his purposes perfectly. It had abed, and
nothing at the moment was needed more. Now he had no more duties until this evening, when hewould
be presented to dl the guests, preside over the distribution of the prizes, and take the seat of honor at
Breon'sright hand at the High Table.

Darian struggled against a heavy weight on his chest; for some reason, he couldn’t open hiseyes
or even move-

Finaly he wrenched his head around, and his eyesflew open.

A huge, tranducent ceat lay laconicaly on him, covering him from his neck to histoes,
hindquarters spilling over the cot and onto the floor. It looked into his eyes and breathed softly on his
face; its breath held the same scent as the winter wind just before astorm.

It looked up suddenly, its shimmery golden eyeswary and dert. Darian found his gaze pulled to
thetiny dit of awindow.

A raven the size of the huge cat - and just as eerily tranducent - peered in through the dit, first
one eye, then the other, then tried to force its way into the room.

Impossibly, first the beak, then the head, then the body and wings flattened themsel ves and
oozed into the room with him.

Both cat and raven stared a him, asif expecting him to answer aquestion of life-or-degth
importance -

But he had not the faintest notion what the question was.

He fought to cry out, but histhroat was frozen -

And he sat bolt upright on the floor, with a shout.

Hewas alone. No bird, no cat; the heavy weight on his chest had been the cot; he had overset it
on top of himsdf.

Hot with embarrassment, he wasjust grateful that no one had come in answer to his shouting, or
the ruckus he must have made as he fought with his bedding. Still clumsy with fatigue, he managed to
fumble the cot upright again, and lay back down, thistimeto deep dreamlesdly.

The next day he was safely back in k' Vademar, and athough he' d had some doubts about his
performance at the feast, Anda assured him that he had done splendidly. “I caught the sarcasm,” Anda
said, when he' d expressed his guilt over some of hisremarksto one of Breon' s grouchy guests, “But
trust me, Lord Taesar wouldn't recognize irony if you loaded it into a catgpult and flung it a him. Y ou
did well; people | talked with said they couldn’t believe how patient you were with the old goat.”

Today wasarest day for him; Andaand Shandi were getting their formal reception at Errold’s
Grove. Keishahad gone dong as mora support for Shandi, figuring that with both of them there, her
mother wouldn’t be able to single either of them out for attention.



Thefirst place he went when he arrived was the hot pools, the one thing he truly needed at this
point was along soak. As aways, Meeren knew the moment he’ d passed the Ve, and he had no
sooner gotten settled into the water than the hertasi appeared with cold drinks and finger food.

“Wedl?" Meeren asked, perching on the rocks beside Darian. “How did it go?’

Darian gavethe hertas acomplete description of the events of the past two days, knowing that
Meeren would be providing al the detailsto the other, insatiably curious hertasi of the Vae, and to the
kyree who served astheir historian. Meeren sat rock-till, interrupting Darian only for questions about
detalls, and at the end let out an enormous sSigh of satisfaction.

“Excdlent job,” he said, bestowing the hertasi vote of agpprova on him. *Y ou gave them agood
show, and you' ve made afineimpression on Lord Breon' s neighbors. | anticipate more trade agreements
from this, epecialy now that they’ ve seen the quaity of our goods. We could use more trades for mest;
those gryphons are eating the larder bare, and red mest fills them up better than herd birds.” Meeren
rubbed his hands at the prospect; when trade agreements were conducted in the Vae, he usudly served
as Ayshen' s assistant - of late he had even conducted them himsdlf under Ayshen’s supervision. Darian
often wondered when he found the time to take care of the ekele and his other respongbilities.

Then again - if he couldn’t take care of twenty mgjor things at once, Ayshen would never have
picked him as an assistant.

“So tomorrow isthe Ghost Cat ceremony,” Meeren went on. “| don’t foresee any problems
there”

“I wouldn’t think s0,” Darian agreed. “No speeches, for onething. I’ ve been to their
swest-house gatherings before. Anything you say is supposed to beright out of your head, and
spontaneous. Nobody mindsif you aren’t very articulate.”

Meeren chuckled. “That should certainly suit you,” heteased. “Y ou're a your best when you're
inarticulate.”

“Oh, thank you,” Darian replied sarcagtically. “Have you been taking lessonsin sarcasm from
Firesong? By the way, you might want to consider adding needlework to your list of potentia trade
items; most of Breon' slady-guests were positively drooling over our surcoas.”

“| doubt any of them could afford what we would charge for work like that,” Meeren said dryly.
“But I'll keep it in mind. Who knows? There might be potential in sdling smal motifsfor ladiesto add
their own work around.”

Having satisfied himself that he had pried everything worth hearing out of Darian for now,
Meeren left him to his soak and dinner, pausing only to add, over his shoulder, “Oh, and by theway -
good work on the hot spring.”

Once he was ready to come out, the building had started to fill up with folk coming in from
hunting and labor. He left the pools to them, and sought his bed, hoping Keishawas having agood time
at thevillage. He was il so tired from the vigil, his nightmare, and the feast that followed that he' d
amod falen adeep on his dyheli’ s back, and that was no mean fedt.

Breon’ s guests, no longer hindered by the need to be dert and fresh the following day now that
the tournament was over, had kept him awake far longer than he’ d wanted to be. It wasjust agood thing
he' d been able to opt out of the Errold’ s Grove welcome; he redlly pitied poor Anda.

When he got back to his ekele and into the bedroom, he found that Meeren had |eft amug of
something on the bedside table with a note attached. In the spiky hertas script, it read, “ Drink this, and
nothing will wake you up until 1 do.” He contemplated the mug for amoment. He wanted to be awake
when K el sha came back from the village - but he redly didn’t want any of those uneasy dreamshe'd
been having off and on. So | suppose the question is, how much do | want to greet Keisha, versus
how much | want to avoid having a nightmare.

He yawned, closed his eyes for amoment, and caught himself starting to drop off. That decided
him.

The question is't “want” but “need.” | need deep. They’ re going to have the sweat house
packed and hot, and | can’t leave it without losing face. If | don’t get enough deep, | won't be ableto
take the heat, and | might even pass out.



There was danger in that possibility aswell; if he passed out, it was possible that no one would
notice in the darkness until he wasin serioustrouble.

And wouldn't that be a bad omen where everyone was concerned! No, Keisha s Healer enough
to expect meto be deeping, and she’ d probably get mad at meif | wasn't getting the rest | need.

He picked up the mug and drank the contents off as quickly as he could, resolutely ignoring the
bitter taste that no amount of honey could concedl.

Before the potion could go to work on him, however, he wrote a note for K eisha on the other
sde of Meeren’'s. The hertas want me to sleep, so I’ m going to be obedient. Otherwise | might
wake up to find all my clothing tied in knots. Sorry | couldn’t wait up for you, ashke.

Only after he had propped the note up on the empty mug did he lie down, and it was a good
thing he did, because when the potion hit, it hit without warning, and not even an earthquake would have
awakened him.

Seven

The Ghogt Cat enclave was near enough to k' Vademar that the inhabitants could send runnersto
the Vaefor protection in case of disaster or attack. In thefirst few weeks, that had given Darian an odd
feding - that Northerners would be running to the Tayledras, and for protection! By now, though, he was
S0 used to it that it only occurred to him on the occasi ons when Ghost Cat tribesmen dressed up in their
ceremonia regdia, and once again, his sense of difference woke up. What the tribesmen wore for
everyday use was Smilar to Tayledras scout gear but for the looser seams, and grew more so al thetime
as Ghost Cat adopted Hawkbrother materials and styles. The people he had first thought of as
barbarians turned out to be very appreciative people, even going so far asto honor their benefactors by
becoming like them whenever they could. When Darian woke up with Meeren shaking him, Keishawas
aready up and dressed, looking down at him with laughter in her eyes. She, too, had donned a specia
costume for the occasion, the femae version of Shaman Celin’s garb. On her head, because shewasa
Hedler and allied with the Tayledras, she wore ahood made to resemble an enormous hawk head.
Darian thought he detected the delicate touch of Firesong in the placing of the feathers, and Ayshen's
talonsin the carving of the beak, which had clearly been modeled after Kel’ s. The headdress was
attached to afeathered cloak, complete with pseudo-wings, and while the feathers of the head had been
made from the molted feathers of k' Vademar raptors, the cloak had been built out of the body-feathers
of the gryphons. Keisha' s deerskin dress, fringed and beaded, had the badge of the Hedlers worked in
beadwork on the breast just under her throat. Little bone carvings dangled amid the fringes, but unlike
Darian’s, which were of predators and prey, Keisha swere of flowers and leaves, with the occasiond
hawk. Her dress ended at the floor, but the deerskin had been dit into fringe from the floor to the knee,
giving her great freedom of movement. She wore boots with |leaves gppliqued a ong the outer calves and
lacings up the inner side. Once again, the hertasi had outdone themsalves. . . but then again, Meeren
and Loshi found Keishaand Darian very undemanding when it cameto clothing.

| don’t think we' ve asked for anything new for . . . more than a year anyway. The outfits
that Loshi had designed might well have been in production, or even finished, waiting for aspecid
occason to finaly be presented.

Well, not the two surcoats - but the uniforms, the festival garb, and the Ghost Cat regalia
could have been made. There was bound to be something of importance at Ghost Cat eventually.

“You know - " Darian paused to yawn, and accepted awarm mug of something from Meeren.
“Y ou look amazing in that outfit.”

“I think | likeit,” Keishareplied, turning to the right and Ieft to look down at hersdlf. “I didn’t
think it would be comfortable, but itis”

Darian downed the drink, which was mouthpuckeringly tart, and handed the mug back to
Meeren before he got out of bed; hismind felt very fuzzy, and he hoped whatever it was that Meeren had



given him was adoseto help clear the effects of the deegping potion. “How did the village welcome go?’

“I think | am going to bein Shandi’ s debt for at least ayear,” Keishareplied, fill looking as
merry as she had before Darian broached the subject. “ She' s gotten Mother to think of something
besidesme.”

She looked so tickled that Darian could only say, “Dare | ask how?’

“Shandi can answer that for hersalf, thank you,” Shandi replied, poking her head in at the
bedroom door. “Mother made the mistake of asking about - no, actualy making prying questions about
the overnight arrangements Heral ds have, meaning me and Anda of course. So | told her.”

Shandi’ slips twitched as shetried not to laugh. “Oh, but that wasn't the best part,” Keishaput in.
“Sheturned bright pink, and practically shouted, ‘Y ou mean you deep withhim? “

“And | answered, quite matter-of-factly, ‘Why, no, do you think | should? It' sthefirsttimel’ve
ever seen her gpeechless” Shandi couldn’t hold back the laughter any longer, and Keishaand Darian
joined her.

Darian wiped his eyes, which were damp with tears of laughter. “Both of you had better go get
something to eat before al the good stuff isgone. I'll catch up with you. It won't take melong to get
dressed.”

Shandi vanished, and Keishatook the hint. Only then did Darian get out of bed. HE d goneto
deep last night not wearing much, and he wasn't sure he wanted to get out of bed in front of Shandi. She
didn’'t have Tayledras sengbilities, after dl.

Meeren had his entire outfit ready and waiting, and in next to no time he wastrotting up the trail
toward the building where most people in the Vae ate together; food was aways kept ready and waiting
there, but at the usual mealtimes hot, fresh dishes were brought from the kitchen in asteady stream. He
actually did catch up with Keishaand her sister just before they reached the door; they hel ped
themselves, then took asmall table near one of the open windows. Gauzy curtains and vines framed them
asthey began their medl.

Heatelightly, but drank plenty of water; he hoped someone had warned Andato do the same.
“Where syour senior?’ he asked Shandi, as she did justice to astack of flat-cakes.

“He sdready over at Ghost Cat,” shereplied. “Y ou should have seen hisfacewhen | told him
what he was going to be doing today!” Sherolled her eyes and grinned. “It' sagood thing he has
patience and a sense of humor. | pointed out that he wasn't the only one making this round of
ceremonies, and that it’ sall in hishonor anyway. He just Sghed, and said, ‘| wish they werealittle less
glad to seeme, then.” ©

“How long have you known him?’ Keishaasked, curiosity writ large dl over her expression.

“Y ou mentioned him now and again, but | didn’t think he was anything more than one of your teachers.”

“All theway from thetime| arrived - what | didn’t know isthat there' sakind of fast way
through the Collegium, if you arrive older than about fifteen and are dready educated by Collegium
standards.” She paused to take abite or two. “1 didn’t have to go through most of the academic courses,
because | had the basics dready - and imagine my surprise to discover that al of those uselesslessonsin
‘manners we had to go through turned out to be identical to all the courtly protocol Heralds need for
dedling with the nobility!”

It was Darian’ sturn to drop hisjaw. “No! Areyou serious?’

“Absolutely.” Shandi nodded and grinned. “ Even the book they useisthe same one old Widow
Clay uses. There were three examinations, which | passed - those old lessons saved mefrom a year of
schooling in‘* Courtly Graces.” To cut it dl short, by doubling up afair amount and not taking as many
holidays as everyone elsg, | finished in two intensive yearsinstead of four. In order to do that, | had to
have amentor assigned to meto help. It was no accident that | got Anda. As soon as the Queen and her
Council realized what you lot were up to, they planned to send an ambassador and picked Andafor the
job, and he mentioned that | was from the region. The Queen herself gave the nod about me, can you
believe it? And so then | was being tutored by Anda.

Hewas learning as much from me as he could while | was stuffing my head full of Collegium
classes, and he tutored me when | wasn't quite getting things. He' salot like your Starfall, Darian. Very



dry sense of humor, but it goes deep. He took to dragging me around with him socially, once he knew |
wasn't going to embarrass him, so | got to know the gryphons and some of the other ambassadors. We
got on so well that they waited until I had my Whites and sent us both, so | could coach him on local
paliticsand cusomswhile | learn about how to be adiplomat.”

“Areyou going to stay after your field-year?’ Keishaasked.

I’ll bet she wants Shandi to stay, Darian thought. | think it would be a good thing if she
could.

Shandi shook her head. “I don’t know; it may depend more on what happens here than anything
ese If Andathinks| need more experience elsewhere, then I’ll be sent off. If he decides he needs meto
help out here, then I'll stay. Heralds don't have much say in where they’ re sent; we go where we' re
needed.”

“But why send aHerald-Mage and not assign another Herald-Mage as hisjunior?” Keisha
wanted to know.

Good question. Darian was as interested to know the answer to that as Keisha - maybe even
more.

Shandi took her timein finishing her breskfast before answering. She pushed the plate away asa
sgn that she was done withit, and took along drink of juice while Keishawaited with admirable
patience.

“I canonly tell youwhat | think isthe reason,” she replied, putting down her glass. “I haven't
asked that question mysdlf, partly because right now I’ m supposed to be learning to figure out answers
on my own. | think that the reason aHerald-Mage was sent in the first place istwofold. Firg, the Circle
wants to know more about how to use that Heartstone they’ ve got Smmering under the Palace, and they
hope Anda can pick up some answers from you lot. Second, magic comes as naturaly to the
Hawkbrothers as bregthing, and someone who didn't have Mage-Gift might make some wrong
assumptions or give the wrong impression to them.”

“I don’'t know if you'reright, but it certainly soundslogica,” Darian agreed. “But why not pick a
junior who hasthe Gift?’

“Two reasons again. One, therearen’t alot of Heralds with Mage-Gift, and there might not have
been anyoneto send. It’ sentirely possiblethat I'll be replaced by someone who hasit. Second - our
generation is used to magic; we ve grown up with it. We know what we can reasonably expect amage
to do and how he'll think. Or - maybe | should say, the Heralds of our generation will; ordinary folk
might be just as perceptive or completely oblivious.” She chuckled and winked & Keisha. “The point is,
for someoneto assst Anda, or even take over the post when he steps down, aHerad of our generation
is perceptive enough to handle the job. Plus, they told methat my particular Giftswill be very useful to a
diplomat.”

She didn’t elaborate on what her Giftswere, leaving Darian to wonder just what it was she had.
He knew about the limited ForeSight - which could presumably keep adiplomat from making a
disastrous decision - but what else would apply?

Keshawas garing at her sster with amingling of surprise and chagrin. “ Shandi, you have
changed out of al recognition!” she managed. “When you left, you were - well, kind of dreamy and
careless. Now - ”

Shandi waved her hand at her sigter. “It'sdl in having asense of purpose and ajob to do. You
were the one who always had that; there didn’t seem to be any place for me that made any sense. |
didn't redlly see mysdlf as getting married no later than seventeen and raising ten or adozen littles. The
only thing | redly liked was sewing, but you can’'t make alife around fancy-work. | just drifted, right up
until the moment Karles Chose me. Then, for thefirst time, | had a place that was my own, and an
important job no one else could do.” She shrugged. “1 haven’t so much changed as woken up, you could
say, and assoon as | did, | started making up for lost time.”

“With avengeancel” Keishalooked at her sister asif seeing Shandi for the very first time. “No
wonder you were able to render Mother speechless!”

Now I’'m happier than ever that Shandi’ s here, Darian thought, surveying the two sisters, who



were more alike than they would have guessed two years ago. She's like fuel for Keisha'sfire.

“Timeto go, people,” Darian reminded them. They dl shoved away from the table, which was
promptly swarmed by hertasi, and by the time they had reached the doorway another group had taken it
over.

The sweet house was very dark inside, with only alittle light leaking in around the blanket over
the door. Swest literaly ran from every pore of Darian’ s body as he sat knee-to-kneein thecircle
around the hot rocksin apit in the center of the house. Thick with steam, redolent with the scent of
cedar, the air was so hot it would have been torture to anyone who hadn’t been in the circle from the
time thefirst rock was brought in.

A hand touched Darian’ sright e bow, and he accepted the bucket of water passed to him, taking
up the dipper made of gourd floating on the top and drinking eagerly of water that tasted strongly of the
bundles of herbsthat had been soaking init. Oncein avery great while, and only under extreme
conditions, there were herbsin there that were supposed to make “ seeing the other Sde” easier,
according to Shaman Celin Broadback Caller. That wasn't the case today; this ceremony was meant to
make Darian one of the tribe, not meant to be avision-seeking. The herbsin the bucket were those that
alded endurance and heat tolerance, nothing more esoteric.

Still, even with that help, the heat in here had climbed considerably past the point that Darian had
experienced the last time he was undergoing a ceremony. He was glad that they were on the last round,
and from here on, dthough it wouldn't get cooler, it wouldn't get hotter either.

Thisround wasfor sllence; the rounds dternated, silence and speech. With each round, more hot
rocks camein, fresh from the fire. They had been warming in the heart of the fire stack for half the day
and hissed asthey were brought in, glowing red from every pit and crevice. Poignant to Darian only
perhaps was the fact that they were brought in scooped by a pitchfork. The ceremony began with a
round of speech, and ended in around of slence, or rather, listening. Outside the sweat house, the
women surrounded the building, drumming. Six of the Eldest sat in a haf-circle around ahuge drum made
from a section of tree trunk; the rest were placed around the sweet house with hand-drums. All of them
best the same, smple rhythm during the silence rounds, the rhythm of a heartbegat. Darian felt asif he
were Sitting in the middle of the earth’ s own heart as the drumbeat throbbed around him, vibrating deep
in hischest. It was amagnificent effect, felt degp in the bones and lungs.

He passed the bucket on to Anda, who was on his|eft, and stared at where the rock pit was, just
infront of him, no more than ahand' slength away from hisfeet. He couldn’t see the rocks glowing
anymore, but he certainly felt the steam coming off them when the Shaman tossed another ladle of cedar
water on them. The rocks hissed as the water splashed on them, and it rose in clouds of heet that felt like
ablow to the skin of hisface.

And yet he had to admit that dl thisfelt curioudy comforting, if not comfortable. Therewasno
one partaking of this ceremony who did not want Darian to be there, the Shaman and Chief Vordon had
seen to that. Unlike the ceremony of knighting, literally everyone here was afriend, and fully pleased to
welcome Darian and his friendsinto their triba circle. Even Andamust have sensed thet, for now there
was no hint of the earlier tension that Darian had sensed to his|eft.

Outside, had the drumbests quickened alittle? It was the women who determined the length of
the rounds of sllence, sgnaing an end by increasing the speed of their rhythm until the drum song ended
in three decisive bests.

He thought there was tension in the air that had not been there amoment before. Perhaps the
drums had sped up, and the women were about to set them al freeinto the cool air of early evening. He
knew every nuance of the symbolism here; he and Shaman Cdlin had discussed the ritua for many long
nights once Ghost Cat had decided to bring him into the tribe. Thiswasin every senseabirth - did Anda
know or sense that? He wasn't sure how much the Shaman had told the Herald before the ceremony

began.

Tengon increased; the air throbbed around him, pressing in on him. There was the recurring
sensation that his skin no longer held him, but rather that his flesh and blood extended out into the sultry
air, avapor. Cdin threw another dipperful of water on the stones. A second rhythm joined thefirgt, both



sets of drumsdriving onward, paceincreasing dowly, but steadily.

In the generd area of the stone pit, ahazy hint of aglow appeared. At first Darian thought that his
eyeswere playing tricks on him; then he figured that Celin had opened the blanket over the door atrifle,
and therewas aray of light reflecting and diffusing into the steam. But when he glanced to the Side, the
blanket was till firmly down, yet the glow had strengthened.

Is anyone else seeing this?

To hisright, there was no sign that Kala saw anything but darkness - but to hisleft, hefelt Anda
gir and lean forward, peering at the glow.

Little whispers of sound between the drumbeats told him that there were others who were seeing
something, too. The glow brightened, and began to pulsein timeto the drums.

Cdin hadn’t said anything about thig!

Now even phlegmatic Kaatensed; the glow was bright enough at this point to seethe faint
outlines of rocks piled benegath it.

Asthe drums sped up, with each beat the glow pulsed and condensed, assuming a definite shape.

A large four-legged shape.

Suddenly, in the rounded area that could have been ahead, a pair of fiery eyes appeared, exactly
asif the migt-creature had just opened them. And the eyes were fixed on Darian.

Darian caught his breath and sat very ill, though his heart outraced the drums outside.

A moment more, and thefina pulse of light brought form and detail to the shape - but Darian had
known from the moment those eyes focused on him what that shape would be. It was the Ghost Cat, the
totemic spirit of Ghost Cat tribe. It was the Sze of a pony, with blue eyes exactly the color of a
blue-white flame. Thiswasn't thefirst time he' d seen it - though there had only been one other moment
he had looked into its eyes while wide awake.

The drums outside rose to a crescendo of frenzy.

It paced toward him, putting one enormous, snow-shoe-sized-paw in front of the other, until it
literally stood nose-to-nose with him. Then it dowly bent its head - he thought he felt apuff of cold breath
on hisfeet - he couldn’t think through the frantic drumbeats that filled his body -

Thud! Thud! Thud!

With the last of the three beats sgnaing the end of the ceremony, the Ghost Cat vanished. From
outside, the Eldest of the women flung the blanket up, and light and cool air poured into the sweet house
asthe steam rushed out. The steam glowed, but with natura, reflected light; swirls of fresh air entered
and began to disspateit.

Thoseto theleft and immediatdly at the door began crawling out, Shaman Cdlin firgt; although
Darian was dill trying to wrap his mind around what he' d just seen, he managed to respond when Kada
nudged him and joined the rest to crawl in single-file out the swest-house entrance.

Thelight of the setting sun half-blinded him; as his head emerged, the women set up amighty
chorus of ululation; two of the Elder Women came forward and seized him under each elbow, pulling him
to hisfeet. A third came forward with a bucket of cold water - which, after the heat of thelodge, felt like
knivesof ice! - and drenched him with it.

He yelped, then performed as expected, gasping and sputtering; the women howled with
laughter, then the two Elders wrapped him in ablanket and rubbed him down briskly, asimpersondly as
if he' d been ahorse. They spun him three times around, then thrust him forward, staggering, to wherea
fourth woman waited to help him on with his clothing. Shandi and Keisha stood by on the sidelines, bent
over with laughter, but he didn’t mind. He' d known exactly what was coming, and he was the one who
had asked for Ghost Cat to invite both the girlsto participate.

The Shaman, clothed and dry, but with damp hair dicked back, came forward as soon as Darian
was dressed; he grabbed Darian’ sright hand and swiftly dashed aflint blade across hispam, inthe
fleshy padded part between the base of the thumb and the wrist. He did the same with his own, and
before Darian’s cut had even begun to sting, Shaman Celin clasped their two bloody hands together, and
raised them to the sky.

“Thisisour new son, Kurhanna, whose blood isin my veinsasmineisin hisl” the Shaman



shouted. “Welcome himto our circlel”

A gresat cheer arose, and although the Shaman gave Darian aconsidering look that portended a
long discussion at alater time, he said nothing. Instead, he stepped back and allowed the members of his
tribe to carry their newest member off to their version of aformd feast.

It had taken Andaalittle timeto get used to Sitting on the ground and eating meat with only a
knife, but now he seemed right at home among the tribesmen. With aleaf-wrapped strip of meset in his
left hand and hisknifein hisright, Andafed himsdf just asthe tribesmen were doing, setting histeeth into
the meat and cuitting off a bite-sized portion, the blade coming periloudy closeto hislips. Despite the fact
that he needed trand ations to understand what the men around him were saying, he managed to carry on
tolerable conversations.

In agtuation unusua for Ghost Cat, and prompted by the wish to honor both Herads, women
mingled with men around the fire. Normaly women had their own meals and fire, but that would have
separated Andafrom Shandi. The women were enjoying the nove stuation, athough the oldest of them
hed formed alittle circle of their own off to the Sde. The unmarried women were taking full advantage of
this unique opportunity to flirt, though the Elders among the women tried to quell them with disapproving
glances.

Evidently most of the men had gotten over their initia surprise and had smply accepted the
appearance of thelr triba totem as a unique demongtration of the spirits' gpproval. The Clan would not
be where it was now - namely alive and safe - if not for visions of the Ghost Cat in the past, the
Tayledras agreed. It was not something smply made up or hallucinated; it had been there those times, as
it wasin the sweat house today. No one had said anything to Darian about it yet.

Anda cast Darian aquestioning glance now and again, but he had not pursued the subject of
what they had seen any more than the other tribesmen had.

Now it seemed that he had forgotten it entirely - or at least, he intended it to appear that way.
Anda, as Darian had observed, was avery deep fellow, and if he didn’t want you to know how hefelt
about something, he could be as opague as a sheet of stone.

Darian was quite sure that every single person in that swesat house had seen the Cat, but had
what seemed extraordinary behavior to him been something easily accepted by the rest of the men? Only
the Shaman seemed to think it needed more examination.

They’re used to seeing the Cat; after dl, it led them here. Maybe the Cat always comesto greet
new members of thetribe, and they were only startled because they hadn’t expected it to greet an
obvious outsder likeme.

But that then posed the question, why didn’t Celin smply accept the explanation aswell? What
did the Shaman know that the rest of hiskinsmen didn’t?

Stupid question; agreat dedl, obvioudy, or he wouldn't be the Shaman.

This celébration reminded him of the time he’ d spent with the k' Vaa delegation that had gone
into Vademar to help clean out the problems created by the mage-storms. When they hadn’t been
guested in someone' s keep - which was mostly, especially in good westher - they’ d camped like this.
The Vdewas never completely dark, and it never had the fedling of wilderness that theland outsideit
possessed. Here, beyond the circle of firdight, wasthe dark. Within the lighted circle was felowship -
but beyond it, there was no telling what could liein wait.

But | fly an owl, and the night holds no mystery for me. That’s what my Northern name
means, after all - Night-walker.

Night-walker, Owl Knight, Tayledras - he wastaking on agreat many identities lately.

He absently answered a question from the tribesman to hisright, and movement to hisleft caught
his gaze. Shaman Cdlin watched him closgly, the old man’ s eyes gleaming with reflected flames, and
when he saw that he had gotten Darian’ s attention, he gave anod, then jerked his head toward his own
lodge. Darian gave an amusing answer to hisfriend which sent the fellow into gales of laughter. With that
for an ending to his conversation, he got up. As soon as he did so, the Shaman did likewise, and as
Darian waked away from the fire, the Shaman joined him.

One benefit of having been formally adopted was that Shaman Celin came right to the point as



soon asthey were out of easy earshot of the rest. Darian was now a member of the tribe, and no secrets
need be kept from him.

“Y ou saw the Cat,” the Shaman said bluntly.

“Everyone saw the Cat, Eldest,” Darian replied, just as brusquely. “Even Anda. | hope you have
an explanation for him, because he' s bound to ask me, and | don’t know what to tell him.”

The Shaman grimaced. “I was hoping you would have one for me - why the Cat came to your
feet - and why heléft this on the ground where you sat.”

The Shaman held something out to Darian, something small and dark, difficult to identify inthe
flickering firdight. Darian took it from him gingerly.

It was a black feather, roughly aslong as his hand, probably from acorvid, like acrow, or
perhaps araven.

Darian shook his head and fingered the feather thoughtfully. “1 wish | had an answer for you,
Cdlin,” hesaid candidly, and rubbed his head. “ Perhapsthe Cat didn’t leave it. Are you certain the
feather wasn't in there before we started?”’

“Yes” Cdinreplied. Darian did not doubt him for amoment; Cedlin was very thorough in his
duties; if he said the feather wasn't in the sweat house before the ceremony began, then it hadn’t been
there.

“I suppose one of us could have brought it in accidentaly,” he said, but he was hesitant, because
he hadn’t seen any corvids hanging about the enclave. And he didn’t see how anyone from k' Vademar
could have brought afeather thisfar - and tracked it into the sweat house after completely disrobing.

Someone might have brought it in on purpose, but why? And why leave it where Darian had
been stting? Even if one of the men in the ceremony had secretly been resentful, there was no particular
“message’ that such afeather could have carried. The raven was not abird of ill omen for the
Northerners, in fact, the raven was one of their prominent totems. Y et since the raven was not a Ghost
Cat totem, leaving araven feather would mean exactly nothing, neither gpprova nor disapprova.

And Cdin would have made careful note of everything the Cat did anyway; if he said that the Cat
had |eft this feather, whether or not Darian noticed it at the time, it was afairly good bet that the Cat had
donejugt that.

“If it had been an owl fegather, that would have made some sense. An obvious message of
gpprova,” Celin sad, thinking out loud. His eyes crinkled around the edges. “ Spirits give clear messages
when a clear message will accomplish more. . . they giveriddleswhen the act of solving theriddle
accomplishes more. Or, when the riddle itsdlf is part of the answer. Are you certain this means nothing to
you?’

A very vague recollection of hisuneasy nights prodded at him. | owe it to himto tell himas
much as | can remember, evenif it isn’t enough to be useful. “I’ve had some - dreams - of late,” he
said dowly. “But | don’t remember agreat dedl. | think | remember the Cat, and maybe araven, but
that’sdl. | was exhausted.”

Shaman Cdlin nodded. “ Spirits often wait until we are exhausted. Sometimesit iseasier to reach
usthen. Sometimesit isto make the messages firmer to us.” He hissed out along sigh. “Dreams are
important,” he said somberly. “I1t was adream that sent us south, and visions aong the way that kept us
going. Some were riddles no more obvious than this one. | wish you could remember more.” He shook
hishead and sighed again. “If it comes again, thisdream - ”

“If it comesagain, | shal wake mysdlf and writedown al | can,” Darian told him. “I can promise
you that, even if it doesn't help usnow.”

The weariness of six days of celebration - or “suffering” the celebrations - had taken their tall,
and when Darian elected to cut his participation short, Anda and the rest followed hislead with no
regrets. Asthey walked back to the Vae together, beneath awaxing moon, Darian had the feding that
Andawas seething with questions, and was not quite certain how to broach them. Finally, Anda asked
the most obvious, and least likely to offend.

“Did | redly seea- aghostly cat in there? One like the name of the Clan?’ the Herdd asked, as
if hewas not redly certain of hisown senses.



In the darkness Anda might not be able to see him nod, but Darian nodded anyway by pure
reflex. “You did,” he said shortly. “ That was the Ghost Cat totem; the creature itself. They say it led them
here”

“Y ou saw the Ghost Cat again?’ Shandi asked excitedly. That certainly got Anda s attention.

“What do you mean by again?” he asked sharply, turning his head to look back at her.

“Darian, Keisha, and | al saw it - well, actudly everyone saw it - when we stopped Ghost Cat
and Captain Kero'sforce from fighting,” Shandi said, freeing Darian from having to say anything more,
for which hewas very grateful. Andaturned his attention to the person he knew best in the group, and
left him aone for the moment, beckoning Shandi to walk beside him so that he could talk to her.

Shandi gave him dl the details of that find moment when she and Karles had brought the child
that Keisha had cured back to the tribe - and a Companion and the Ghost Cat spirit had interposed
themsdlves between the two forces, themsalvesin obvious truce. Anda either had not heard this before,
or had not taken much note of the appearance of the spirit, for he questioned Shandi, and then Keisha,
very cosdy.

“Itwasn’'t anilluson,” he muttered, asif to himsdf. Darian judged it safe to put in his own word.

“No, Herald, it wasn't - not when Keishaand | first saw the Cat, leading the boy’ s brother to us,
and not back therein the sweet house.” Darian put as much firmnessinto histone as he could. “ By that
time | was enough of amage that | would have been able to sense anillusion - assuming anyone in Ghost
Cat was capable of producing such anilluson, which they aren't. Firesong is very certain that no onein
the tribe has Mage-Gift.”

Andasighed. “I’ve never seen apirit,” he admitted reluctantly. “ And I’ m ashamed to admit that
I’ve been abit doubtful that anyone else has, in spite of everything that I’ ve heard from folk | trust. Now
I”’m not sure what to think. | suppose ... | suppose the fact that it appeared and came over to you means
that you’ ve been accepted without reservation into the tribe, not only by the people, but by the spirits
who guidethem.”

“It sounds that way to me, Herdd Anda,” Shandi put in eagerly. “And that’ s good, redlly. In fact,
it' sexcellent that you saw the Cat; it meansthat the Cat approves of you being here. If | wereyou, I'd let
the Shaman know.”

Anda pondered that for amoment. “I would rather that you or Keishamentioned it, rather than it
coming directly fromme,” hesaid, findly. “Say that | saw it, and wondered what it meant.”

Darian admired hisrestraint - if it had been his experience, he' d probably have gone straight to
Celin and demanded to know what had happened. But coming from Shandi or Keishaas an aside, the
Shaman would assume that Andawas perfectly used to seeing such portents, and had not been in the
least darmed. The Shaman would aso assume, as Shandi had, that if the Cat had permitted Andato see
it, Anda’ s presence had been given spiritua approval.

That was dl to the good, and would make Anda’sjob agreat deal easier.

Now if only I could be certain of what it all meant.

Eight

Darian was cleaning and ailing dyheli tack outs de the storage building when an adolescent
hertasi appeared at his elbow. That was the only way to describe the phenomenon; one moment Darian
was alone, Sitting on asection of atree sump outside the shed that held dll the Vae stack, the next
moment there was a short, skinny lizard standing a his elbow. Darian had findly gotten used to the way
hertasi just gppeared without warning, and no longer jumped in startlement when it happened.

“Dar’'ian,” the youngster said diffidently. “Y ou will please go to the meadow? Tyrsall has need of
you.”

“Onmy way,” Darian replied, taking time only to finish cleaning the saddle strap he was working
on and put away the cleaned tack. Tyrsell didn't just arbitrarily send for anyone, but he hadn’t worded



the message asif it was an emergency, so Darian didn’t want to leave his mess for someone elseto have
to clean up.

It did sound urgent enough that Darian broke into alope when he was on paths broad enough
that there was a reasonabl e chance he wouldn’t accidentally crash into anyone coming the other way. He
thought he had an ideawhy Tyrsdll needed him, though. Anda had been distinctly showing impatience at
having to rely on Shandi as histrandator, and Darian had the feding he had taken mattersinto hisown
hands.

Not the brightest idea, when Tyrsell would assume he' d been told everything about the
process of getting languages from the dyheli. Asfar as| know, he hasn't talked to anyone in detail
about it.

The problem was, since Andawas aHerald, and the Heralds were taught the use of whatever
Mind-Giftsthey had, Andamight well assume that he knew everything there was to know about
mind-to-mind communication. But a dyheli mind was only superficidly like ahuman mind, and the close
melding of the human and dyheli required for an instantaneous transfer of language had certain
bewilderingly painful Sde-effects.

When he arrived at the meadow, he discovered that his guess was correct; Andalay sprawled on
his back in the grass, out cold, bleeding from both nogtrils. Darian trotted over and knelt beside the
unconscious Herdd, then looked up a Tyrsdl’ slong nose. “How long has he been like this?’ Darian
asked.

:Longer than | anticipated, but | have never given anyone five languages at once before,:
Tyrsdl replied.

“Five?” Darian raised an eyebrow. “I thought you were only going to give him three - hertas,
Ghogt Cat, and Tayledras.”

:He wanted Kaled'a'in and tervardi as well. He also wanted Shin'a’in, but | have no
command of that tongue.: A deer-fly chose that moment to buzz around the dyheli’ s eyes. Tyrsdl
shook his head so that his ears flapped, and snapped at the fly inirritation. It took the hint and flew off,
and Tyrsell resumed his contemplation of the Herad and Darian.

“He saglutton for punishment, isn't he?” Darian asked rhetorically. “ Typica Herdd. They think
they’reinvulnerable.” He checked the prone Herald over with Mage-Senses and with the Hedler tricks
he' d picked up from Keisha. “Well, his pulseisgood, he' s breathing regularly, hedidn’t hit hishead on a
rock when he went down, and he seems all right otherwise. Where' s his Companion? I’ m sure Eran can
giveussomehelp here”

Tyrsdl flattened hisearsin chagrin. ;I beg your pardon. | didn’t think to call him. A moment
- : Heraised hishead and looked off in the generd direction of theVde. :He' s coming.:

Eran didn’'t look concerned when he trotted into the meadow; his behavior as he bent his head
down and stared for amoment at Herald Anda’ s face confirmed Darian’s “diagnoss.” A moment later,
Eranlooked up again, into Tyrsell’seyes.

:Eran says that there is nothing wrong with Anda other than that he has overstrained his
Mind-Gifts,: Tyrsdll reported. :He says that he will pull Anda into waking, so that he can begin to
recover properly.:

“Did you order theteafor his headache?’ Darian asked. Tyrsell nodded.

: The same hertas | sent for you should be arriving with it in a moment.: Tyrsdl and Eran
looked into one another’ s eyes again, exchanging another set of thoughts, and Tyrsell snorted in dyheli
laughter. : Eran thinks we should withhold the tea so that Anda gets a lesson in humility.:

“Eran, that’ snot very nice of you!” Darian said in mock surprise. The Companion snickered -
that was the only possible description of the sound that came from him. “No, redlly, | know you're
annoyed with Anda, but hisonly real mistake wasin thinking that histraining in Mind-Gifts would prepare
him to meld with Tyrsdll. And | don't think he redlized that taking in five languagesinstead of the three we
recommended would hit him so hard.”

Theyoung hertas came out of the trees carefully carrying a stoppered jug. “Nightwind gave
specific ingtructions. She saysthat if this does not do thetrick, you areto hit him in the head with it, for



being too stupid to live,” the hertas told Darian solemnly.

“I heard that,” Andasaid from the grass.

:You were meant to,: Tyrsell observed dryly. :Or so | surmise.: He gave Eran apenetrating
look, and the Companion tossed his head and snickered again.

Darian took the jug, unstoppered it, and discovered that it was not the teathat was commonly
used for the treatment of mental strain, but the stronger and more concentrated decoction. Normally one
only took two or three mouthfuls - Nightwind had sent an entire jug! A small jug, no bigger than aclosed
fist, but ajug nevertheess.

“Hit mein the head withit,” Anda continued with agroan, after briefly opening his eyesand
closng them immediatdly. “I would prefer to die”

Darian laughed at the Herald’ s woebegone expression “What, and prove Eran and Nightwind
right?’

“I will not be here to suffer their scorn,” Anda pointed out logically, but squinted his eyes open
and made an effort to it up. When hefinaly got upright, he propped both elbows on his knees, and
dropped his head into his hands with amoan. Two drips of blood from his nose spattered on his uniform.

It was quite clear that Anda had never suffered areaction like this oneto any of his attempts at
mind-magic.

“Did Nightwind say how much of thishe wasto take?’ he asked the hertasi, who stared at
Andain fascination.

“All of it,” the adolescent said succinctly. He then looked upon Andawith sudden clear disdain
and just muttered, “Blood on white,” then disapprovingly shook his head.

She said he should drink all of it? Darian shook thejug to try to judge how full it was, then
gingerly tilted it. It was quite full.

Well, Nightwind knowswhat she' sdoing.

“Here, you heard him,” Darian said, pulling one of Anda s hands away from hisface and pushing
thejugintoit. “Drink it. All of it.”

“Only if you'll swear it spoison.” But Anda clasped his hand around the jug and raised it to his
mouth. He was obvioudy expecting it to taste foul (which, as Darian knew from experience, it did) so
although he reacted to the flavor with a hideous expression, he drank it al down, as ordered, before
dropping the jug into the grass and gasping, “ Blessed godd What does she make that out of, hoof
scrapings? No, don't tell me, | don’t want to know.”

When Nightwind had given Darian this particular potion, she' d followed it with adrink that took
the wretched taste out of his mouth. She' d sent no such drink with the hertas - which meant sheredly
was annoyed with Anda.

But the Herald was aresourceful fellow; he began pulling up pieces of grass and chewing them,
then discreetly spitting them out. His attempt at cleansing his mouth evidently worked, as his mouth
stopped puckering and his eyes gradually stopped watering.

“All right,” hesghed. “I admit it. | wasanidiot. | made assumptions and acted on them without
bothering to ask anyone first. Now isthis vile medicine really going to work, or wasthisal acruel
hoax?’

“It works,” Darian promised. “In fact, given how much of it you just drank, we' d better get you
back to the guest lodge before it hitsyou.”

Andalooked up at Eran, who relented, and knelt down beside the Herald. Anda used the
Companion’s back and Darian’ s arm to steady himself, and staggered to his feet. Eran rose aswell, and
Anda draped one arm over Eran’ s back, resting most of hisweight on his Companion. With that support,
and Darian on his other side, they walked dowly back to the Lodge. Tyrsdll remained in the meadow,
having aslent discussion with theyoung hertasi.

“By theway, had you noticed that you' ve been spesking and understanding Tayledras?’ Darian
asked casudly.

“I have?’ Andareplied, his astonishment momentarily superseding hispain. “Great good gods, |
havel”



“Not only that, but you really understand the tongue,” Darian pointed out. “Y ou understand it the
way you would if you'd grown up spesking it. You aren’t mentally trandating it. That’swhy you have
the headache, because you just got the language dumped into your head whole and entire, the way
Tyrsdl firgt got it from ahuman. That' sthe way the dyheli remember things, but not the way a human
does. Y ou have to remember that when you do anything that requires closer contact than smple
Mindspeech, Anda- dyheli, tervardi, hertasi, and kyree are not human, and if you aren't careful, you
can get into trouble. Well, Havens, check your new memories about dyheli and how the king stagis
chosen.”

Darian kept slent and let Anda sort through the memories he' d gotten aong with the language,
and watched his eyeswiden. Darian knew why - the king stag was chosen by having the strongest mind
in the herd, which meant that, at any time he cared to, he could literally take over the minds of every
dyhdli in the herd and make the herd do what he wanted. Thiswas useful in an emergency, when
individuals might panic and throw the entire herd into chaos.

And Andahad probably realized that Tyrsell could do the same thing to asizable number of
humans aswell, if he chose,

Thefact was, no king stag treeted that ability trividly, for if hedid, he wouldn’'t remain the king
stag. And that, too, would bein Anda s new memories.

“Y ou haveto get somerest, maybe deep alittle, and | et things settle into your head,” Darian
continued. “Onceyou do, you'll bedl right.”

“Whichis, | takeit, thered purpose of the potion?’” Andareplied, with awry smile. “Not to kill
the pain so that | can go back to work, but to make surethat | don’'t?”

“Precisgly. And may | remind you that you are the one who got yoursdlf into thisin the first
place? So do not get angry at usfor seeing to your health.”

Eran curved his head around, stretching out hislong neck to do so, and looked Darian straight in
the eye before snorting his agreement.

“Atleast I'll never haveto repesat this experience,” Andasighed, asthey reached the door of the
guest lodge. By that time he wasn't resting his weight on Eran anymore, and Darian was only walking
beside him in case he ssumbled.

Darian turned to leave him - but could not resist replying over his shoulder, “Not unless you meet
adyheli who knowsShin'din.”

Andaonly groaned, and looked pitiable. “Y ou' re acrud man, Darian. A very crue man.”

Darian laughed, and left him to return to his chore.

Sincedl of Keisha s handiwork wasin the ekele that she shared with Darian, it only made sense
to take Shandi there to demonstrate some of the needlework and dyes Keisha had been trying snce she
moved into the Vale. She' d learned some new techniques from the hertasi, who did most of the
embroidery and beadwork for the Tayledras; the little lizards had been happy to share their passion with
afellow addict.

Shandi was just as enthusiastic as Keisha had been. They soon had threads, yarns, and strip
samplers spread out all over the sofaand chairs, plus afew pieces of Keisha sfinished work were down
off thewalls or out of the wardrobe. In the middle of an animated discusson of new dye colors, Shandi
suddenly looked into nothingness, then laughed out loud. K eishahad learned enough by now, though, not
to be darmed at what might have signded the onset of insanity in anyone but aHerad.

“What did Karlesjust tell you?’ Keisha demanded.

“That Andajust pulled atypically stubborn and pig-headed male act, and went to Tyrsell to get
the languages by himsdlf. Five of them, dl at once. And is suffering the consequences, with no pity from
anyone.” Shandi laughed again, shaking her head, as Keishawas torn between feding sorry for Andaand
wickedly pleased that he' d mounted his pride and let it carry him straight over the edge. “Nightwind sent
ajug of something to him, with ingructionsto hit him in the head with it if the potion didn’t do any good.”

“Quch! She's annoyedl Thismay be the best way to teach him that he doesn’t know
evenlthing, though,” Keishasad.

“Just because he' saHerad, you mean?’ Shandi shrugged, but her eyes twinkled and her mouth



twitched into agrin. “ That tendsto be our mgjor fault, | suppose. It’ sdifficult to remember that you might
be wrong when you' re dmost dwaysright.”

Kesharolled her eyescallingward. “Modest, aren't you?” Keishareplied dryly.

“Of course - that, and every other possible virtue,” Shandi countered with atoss of her head, as
shefeigned alofty attitude. “ Areyou trying to tell meyou' velived dl your lifein Vademar and haven't
learned that yet?’

Keishamade arude noise by way of an answer, and Shandi laughed heartily, throwing her head
back. “Oh, it'sgood to be back here with you - | made alot of friends at the Collegium, but there was
never anyonethat wasa sister.”

Keishaknew exactly what she meant - more so, perhaps, because until she had begun living in
the Vae, she hadn’t had anyone she could redlly think of asafriend except Shandi. Now she could count
Nightwind, Ravenwing, severd friendsamong the liertasi, and was cautioudy coming to think of
Slverfox asafriend, though she was il rather intimidated by him. Firesong - well, she was completely
intimidated by Firesong, though she' d never let him know that. But she knew that if she needed help,
Firesong was someone she could count on, and wasn't that part of the definition of afriend? Friends
weren't supposed to beidentical in what they did, or what they meant to someone - otherwise, who
would want or need more than one?

And then there was Darian. Darian was the best friend she' d ever had, except for her sster, and
awayswould be, no matter what happened between them. Now if only she could figure out exactly
where shewas going with him.

“So what’ s going on with you and Darian?’ Shandi asked, asif she had been following Keisha's
thoughts. Keishalooked at her, startled by the question.

“What do you mean by that?’ she demanded, with atouch of sharpness.

Shandi leaned back into the cushions of the sofa, and fingered the soft silk of a skein of
embroidery thread. “Well, since you asked, | couldn’t help but notice that you seem restless, alittle
nervous, but he seems perfectly happy. So what’ s the matter? | should have thought you' d have been
posting the banns by now - and | don't think it's hisfault that you' re not. | dso don't think that you are
looking for someone €lse, so what’ sthe problem?’

“I"d. .. rather not talk about it just yet,” Keishademurred. I’ d rather not talk about it at all,
actually. Maybe she'll take the hint and leave me alone.

Shandi shrugged. “ Al right for now, but you' re not going to avoid talking about thisfor too long.
Maybe the folks herein k'Vademar are too polite to get you to ‘fess up, but I’'m not. Y ou're my sister,
and I’'m going to find out what’ s bothering you and fix it if | can.”

Keishaeyed her sgter cautioudy; thiswas an entirely new side to Shandi that she hadn’t
suspected existed. What had brought this out in her? Wasit being trained as aHerald, and being used to
jumping straight in to solve problems whether the people involved wanted them solved or not?*“How do
you know what I’ m thinking, anyway?’ she demanded. “I thought you weren't supposed to go snooping
around in people€ sheads.” She couldn’t help feding resentful, even though thiswas Shandi who was
trying to meddle. Hadn't she aready had enough of her mother’ smeddling in her life?

“Not thinking,” Shandi corrected. “Feding. | know what you're feding, which is hardly the same
as knowing what you' re thinking, especialy when you make it so easy to read. And what do you expect,
when my sgter issuch astrong Heder?’

That was such acomplete non sequitur that Keisha could only look stupidly at her. “What?’

“Heder. Empath. Not thinking, feding. That's what made them decide back at the Collegium
that I'll be agood diplomat. It turned out when they got everything sorted out and started giving me real
testing and training that my strongest Gift is Empathy.” She chuckled. “Which is probably why | could
never bear to hurt anyone sfedings.”

“Why didn’t you tell methisbefore? Keisha asked.

“Youdidn't ask, and it was never relevant.” Shandi was so matter-of-fact about it, that Keisha
could hardly believeit. “You didn’t need to know about it when we al handled the Ghost Cat crisis, and
it didn’'t come up when | wasvisiting.”



“Wall, that’ strue enough,” Keishaadmitted. “I just thought - well, | suppose | wasn't thinking,
actudly.”

Shandi raised an eyebrow at her. “I wastrained by Queen’sOwn Talia, no less. Then again,
Herad Tdiaisthe only Empath currently among the Heralds, so she' d pretty much have to be the one
who taught me, wouldn’t she?”

Keishawas utterly speechless at this - and stared at her Sister asif she had turned into a stranger.
In asense, she had - here was the girl that Keisha had taken care of and gotten out of scrapes, talking
casually about being taught by the Queen’s Own Herad of Vademar!

“It developed fairly late, which they tel mewasjust aswdl,” Shandi continued calmly, ignoring
her sster’ sdropped jaw and goggled eyes. “But they said with asister who turned out to have a strong
Hedling Gift theway you have, and as alike asthetwo of usare, it'snot too surprising thet I'd be an
Empath. The only thing likdlier would have been that I’ d be an Anima Mindspeaker - or another Hedler,
but then | probably wouldn't have been Chosen. No Companion will Choose aHeder or apotential
Heder, unlessthe Hedling Gift isredlly, redly minor, and some other Gift isalot stronger.”

“| suppose that Anima Mindspeech would have been useful,” Keisha ventured, dowly gathering
her scattered and wandering wits together.

“Not asuseful asthis” Interestingly, Shandi didn’t seem particularly proud of her Gift, any more
than a carpenter was proud of having an average, serviceable set of tools. “1 can tell when people are
lying, or trying to lie, without using the Truth Spell. | can tell when they’ re being pushed into saying or
doing something againg their will. All kinds of thingsthat it' s useful for adiplomat to know.”

“Or aspy,” Keishasaid without thinking, and looked sharply at her Sster.

But Shandi laughed at her. “ Or aspy - which is sometimes an impolite name for adiplomat. Y ou
see? We even think aike. Now, since you won't talk about Darian, what was it you were saying about
thisgolden yellow?’ She held up the skein she d been toying with.

Keishawent back to her yarns and dyes, but benegath the discussion, her mind was busy with al
that Shandi had reveded in those few words. There were many things, it seemed, that she needed to
learn about her sster, especialy now that she would be living right under Shandi’ s nose.

And even the“old” Shandi had not been inclined to let deeping problemslie undisturbed if she
thought she could do something about them.

After afruitful afternoon of cleaning and mending every bit of dyheli tack in the shed, Darian was
ready to reward himsdf with a swim. He stowed the last bit of tack away| then tucked the cleaning
suppliesin their proper place, and closed the shed up. He was dirty and oily, but he knew the girlswere
inthe ekele and he didn’t want to disturb them. I'll get clean enough in the lake, he decided. And the
hertas will take care of a change of clothing for me. And asfor thetack ail, it waslanolin, and his
skin would absorb it.

Cleaning tack was most often ajob for the hertasi, but they had enough to do just building, and
catching up with the chores and projects that had been put back while the celebration and the
preparations for it had been going on. When ajob needed doing in the Vaes, whoever had the skill took
care of it. Except, perhaps, for the cooking chores - so far asthe hertas were concerned, therewasn't a
human anywhere who could match hertasi cookery, and the making of amea would be the very last job
that the hertasi would give over to human hands.

I’ ve come along a bit from the fellow who resented having to clean and mend. He chuckled
at himsdlf, and shook hishead. | guess that’s what growing up is supposed to do to you.

The tack shed, one of agroup of storage sheds tucked into an out-of-the-way corner screened
with trees and ornamental bushes, was not dl that far from the lake, and adirect pathway linked the two.
Thewak was bardly long enough to get his muscleswarmed up from Sitting al afternoon.

Once the path opened up to the clear, quiet waters, he turned to the right to stroll dlong the edge
of the lake on hisway to the swimming beach. He wanted to see how the hertas were coming with the
hot spring he' d created. One of the reasons he had chosen that particular spring was its nearnessto the
lake; but another was that it emerged about athird of the way up to the top of one of the hills cupping
that end of the valey. The water started from a point that was about the height above the lake of a



five-year-old tree. That would make it perfect for a series of cascading pools, where the water moved
downward from poal to pool, cooling asit went. Soakers could pick their preferred temperature by the
height of the poal in the cascade.

The hertasi had aready dug the series of soaking pools leading down to the lake, from the
smallest (which would be the hottest) at the top, to the largest (big enough to hold thirty or forty soakers,
and would be just comfortably warm) at the bottom, just like the ones at k' Vaa. Thefirst three pools
had been scul pted and finished inside with formed rock; these three were in the process of curing. A
crew of hertas waslaying therock of the fourth pool, and the other pools each had one or two hertas in
them, sculpting the earth into seats, couches, and benches, which would be covered with the formed
rock. At the moment, the hot water ran down atemporary channd into the lake, where it mixed directly
with the lake waters, creating an area of warmth. Even now, that spot wasin use, though it wasn't as hot
asthe finished poolswould be, nor was the edge anything more than raw lake shore. As soon asthe last
pool wasfinished, the hertas would plant the dope with heat-loving vegetation, and aspecidist like
Stedlmind who worked at inducing plants to grow with amazing speed would soon have the place looking
asif it had always been there. When the pools had cured, the hertasi would divert the water and they
would begin filling. It would take at least aday for them to fill and come up to proper temperature. Then,
no doubt, there would be an impromptu opening party.

Right now, though, Darian wasn't looking for a place to soak; tack cleaning wasn't hard work,
just tedious work. He didn’t need to soothe sore muscles, he just needed to cool off and get cleaner. He
was a so hoping Ke would be out here, as thiswas the time of day that the gyrphon usually took his bath
and he hadn’t had a chanceto talk to Ke in days. They’ d both been so busy with the celebrations that
there hadn’t been timefor anything d<e.

Hewas right on time for the gryphon’ s bath. Just as he neared the doping rock-shelf that
gretched for several wagon-lengths just under the surface where the gryphons usudly bathed in shallow
water heated by the sun, Kd flew in, hovered, and landed in the water. He skimmed in at ashalow
angle, sending ahuge roogter tail of water to the other side of hisbody before plunging. Gryphons bathed
like birds, and Kel was no exception to that rule, damming his head and shouldersinto the water, then
hunkering down and splashing vigoroudy with hiswings. Even the smallest bird kicked up quite abit of
water when bathing; when a gryphon (twice the size of awar-horse, with awingspread wide enough to
shelter asmal house) decided to take abath, it tended to drench anyone within five or six furlongs.
Darian knew this, of course, and stood well away as the gryphon ducked and splashed, ducked and
splashed, until every feather was soaked so that it looked asif he were covered in quillsinstead of
feathers.

Gryphons, like birds, also tended to be single-minded about their bathing, so Kdl didn’t look up
and notice Darian until he was done and looking for the best spot to clamber out and sun himself.

“Hal Darrrrian!” Kd exclaimed. “Have you rrrrec-overrred from dl the ccedabrrrationsss?” He
looked so ridiculousthat Darian had to strangle his laughter, for otherwise he' d hurt Kel’ sfedings.

“Bardly,” Darian acknowledged. “I’m going for aswim. Mind if | join you afterward?’

“Bemy guessst,” Ke responded genidly. “1 will be verrry happy to ssshare arrrock with you.”
The gryphon waded out, generoudy not shaking himsdf until Darian was out of range. And when hedid
go into ablur of motion, he carefully did so where aplot of flowerslooked asif they could use the water,
then saw to it they werefertilized, too.

Darian meanwhile stripped and waded in dong the shallow rock-shelf. The water here was tepid
- fine for bathing gryphons, but not particularly refreshing. He wanted his swim in cooler waters, and as
soon as he reached a place where the lake was deegp enough, he dove in and struck for the opposite
shore.

By the time he' d swum to the shore and back again, hefdt relaxed and sufficiently cleansed of
the oil and dirt of tack cleaning that he was ready to come ouit.

The ever-watchful hertas had spirited hisdirty, oil stained clothing awvay and |eft towels and one
of the loose, enveloping robes where his clothing had been. He dried himsdlf off and pulled the robe on
over hishead, cinched the variousties, then climbed out onto Kel’s chosen rock to join himin the sun.



There were many flat-topped sheets of rock here, conveniently near the underwater rock-shelf,
and Kel wasn't the only gryphon drying hisfeathersin the sunlight. All of the gryphonsin k'Vademar
were young adults, looking to make reputations for themsalves, Ke had the most experience and
seniority of the lot. That could have been a cause for problems, because young and ambitious gryphons
were like young and ambitious humans - they tended to forget they weren't immorta and took risks. Kel
was not old enough to remain immuneif the rest got excited, but they were dl in the Silver Gryphonsas
well, and their senior officer wasaKaded' din of about fifty, imbued with plenty of caution and good
common sense. Therr trondi’irn, who cared for their injuries and ills, was Nightwind - and therewasn't a
beingindl of k'Vademar who cared to annoy Nightwind by getting hurt by doing something stupid. With
Nightwind and Redhawk supervising them, the young gryphons of k' Vademar would probably not do
anything intolerably risky.

Darian threw atowel down on the rock and stretched out beside Kel. Damp gryphon had an
odd scent, not unpleasant, but different from the spicy-musky odor of dry gryphon. Kel smelled alittle
like spice, but more like a certain dark brown, salty sauce that Ayshen used for vegetables. Strange,
redly. Helooked dmost black, hisfeathers were il so laden with moisture; when he dried, he would be
abeautiful golden-brown, with a sheen of bronze.

“So, have you gotten a chance to ask Herdd Anda about studying with Treyvan and Hydona?’
he asked lazily.

There was along, and unexpected pause. “I darrre not,” Kel confessed sheepishly. “ Trrreyvan
and Hydonal The Great Ones! Why, they arrre legendsss!”

“They’re gryphons, like other gryphons, Kd. They’re bone and blood and gristle. And Herald
Andaisasfdlible asanyone else; you don't have to be intimidated by him.” He glanced over & the
sunning gryphon, who had his head down on his outstretched forelegs, watching Darian with one golden
eye. Hisear-tuftswereflat, asign that he redly was fedling as sheepish as he sounded.

“That issnot ssso easssy,” Kd sighed. “It isss harrrd to rrregarrrd Herrrald Anda asss
orrrdin-arrry.”

“Listen, you may not believe this, but the awesome Herald Andajust did one of the stupidest
things I’ ve ever heard of.” Without sparing Anda, he related the Herald' s blunder of the afternoon, and
Nightwind sresponseto it. He watched for Kd’ s reaction, and saw the gryphon dowly lift hishead, his
ear-tufts picking up as he recounted the story.

“| sssuppossse- " he began, “that wasss not the brrrightesst of actionsss.”

“Kd, it just provesthat you don't have to be intimidated by him,” Darian repeated. “Y ou haven't
done anything quite that stupid.”

“It wasss not precisssaly ssstupid,” Kel protested, but his eyes sparkled. “ Jussst -
overrrconfidence.”

“Cdl it what you will, | don’t think that you need to fed asif he’ s some sort of minor god just
because he was trained by your idols,” Darian repeated. “Besides, didn't he say he was looking forward
to getting acquainted with dl the gryphons? Y ou’ re the chief gryphon of thisVae. Y ou've got as much
rank as| do, Ked - which meansyou’'re Herdd Anda sequa.”

Kd perked up more. “1 am, arrren’t 17" His beak gaped in pleasure, and he looked around with
contentment. “I believe | will find an imprrresssive enough placsse, and welcome Herrradd Andaon
behalf of the otherrrsss - when he wakesss, in afew daysss, that isss”

Darian laughed. “ That' sa good choice, Kel,” he agreed, and turned over onto his back, shading
hiseyeswith aflap of towd. “1 doubt very much that he wants to see anyone for quite awhile.”

Hewas hdf adegp when Kd’ s voice woke him. “Darrrian,” the gryphon said. “What arrre you
thinking?’

“Nothing, actudly,” Darian replied deepily. “Why?’

“I wasssthinking, Y ou arrremy frrriend, and | am yourrrsss. That we arrre of the sssame family
of sssorrrtsss. We arrre wingmatesss and brrrotherrrsss, you and 1.” The gryphon paused to scratch an
ear dowly, sending afreshly dried tuft of feather-down drifting in the breezes caused by his movement. “I
wasss thinking, how prrroud my parrrentsss arrre of what | have done, and how yourrrsss would be the



sssameif they knew.”

Ke’swords acted like that bucket of cold water after the sweat-house ceremony; they shocked
him awake. “They would,” he said, but his mind was elsewhere, sent careening on anew path - or rather,
on an old path that he had not traveled in far too long.

| still don’t know what happened to them. | meant to go out and hunt the old trap-linesto
find out - or try-but | never did. How did | forget?

Guilt wracked him for amoment with aphysica spasm. How could he have let himsdf get so
involved in thelife of the Vadetha he forgot his parents?

Get hold of yourself. There' s no reason to feel guilty. You did not forget, you were busy.
You have thought of them constantly, you just didn’t go do that one thing. You had too much else
to do, including growing up, hetold himsdlf, though it was easier to tdl himsdlf that than it wasto shed
theguilt. Two years aren’t going to make any difference in the clues that are left - if there are any.
He was woods-wise enough to know that (in the worst possible case) bodies | eft out in the open were
quickly torn apart by scavengers. The parts were carried off, scattered; summer insects found what was
|eft to beirresgtible. In ayear, not even the mgjor bones were likely to be left. Although it made him sick
to even think of applying that to his parents -

After all thistime, two years wouldn’'t make any difference, he repeated to himself. Five,
even ten wouldn’t make any difference.

Darian rubbed at hisface with both hands, coping with the thoughts that Kelvren’ sinnocent
commentary had dredged up. He murmured a thanks to the gryphon, who responded by bumping him
affectionatdly with awing, then assuming another lounging position. Darian’ s thoughts stayed on his
parents fate. They could not have been logt in the Pelagiris thislong - not even for ayear. Blind, deef,
dumb and limbless they could find their way back to Errold’ s Grove by orienteering. They had been that
good.

Butif hisparents weren’t dead - then there was only one other thing that could have happened
to prevent them from returning to him.

They had to have been caught in a Change-Circle.

And if they had survived that experience, there was no telling what might have happened to them.
What they might have become.

Or where they were.

Hisdutiesto his homeand, his adopted people, hisfriends and his mentor had been fulfilled, and
then some. It was more than time for him to use his own tracking skills and resolve, and find out what he
could about the past.

Nine

“Iwant to vigt the Sanctuary,” Andaabruptly declared, just as Keisha set her plate and cup
down and joined the little group around the table he shared with Shandi and Darian. Shandi smiled at her
sster and shrugged dightly; Darian kept egting. “How do | go about doing that?”

“Catch adisease?’ Darian offered.

Andawaslooking at Darian, but it was Keishawho answered serioudy, ignoring her breskfast
for the moment to shoot Darian alook of disdain. The med wastoo hot to dig into immediately anyway;
she might aswell deal with Anda. Shewasn't at dl certain that he had learned the lesson of impatience. If
he’ s going to the Sanctuary, though, I’ m going along.

“I suppose | can take you there,” she said. “When do you want to go?’ She aready knew the
answer, of course. Anda had been running at full speed since the moment he arrived, and not even the
exhausting welcome-week had kept him from what he saw as his duty to integrate himsdf into the life of
Vae, village, and tribe.

“Today, if possble.” Andahad taken afrugal breskfast of fruit and bread; Keishawondered



how he could accomplish so much on so little food. Her heartiest meal was breskfast. “ Are there any
new patients there at the moment?’

“There are dways new patientsthere,” Keishasighed, but with envy rather than weariness.
“Except in the dead of winter, the Sanctuary gets anew group roughly every fortnight. If what you want
to seeisNortherners fresh from the wilds and tired to the bone, that’ s exactly what you' re going to get.”
She took an experimenta bite of her own breskfast of stuffed mushrooms; they were cool enough to edt,
and she didn’t want them to grow cold. She gave Darian aglance; he took the hint, and picked up where
sheleft off.

He'samost done with his breakfast, anyway. If | don’t get something to eat soon, I’'m going to
dart tearing out throats.

“The Ghost Cat people sent up acouple of messengersto the tribes they were related to,”

Darian explained, fully aware of how irritable morning hunger made Keisha. His med was al made up of
things that wouldn'’t be spoiled by getting cold, and he had no problem talking around bites of food.
“Those tribes have been spreading the word that there' s a place of Healing down here, but they are being
careful the word doesn’t get to tribes like Blood Bear - those were the barbarians that overran Errold’' s
Grove. Either we werelucky or very careful. Those tribes seem to have gotten alot of strange diseases
out of the Change-Circles up north.”

“Wewere careful,” Anda sad, after swalowing the last of hisown breskfast. “ After the scholars
at Haven figured out the pattern for where the Circles would pop up, people were told. No one went
near them until they’ d been checked over. Sometimes they were stexilized by fire, if need be.”

“But things still got away,” Darian pointed out. “ Animals, insects, some crestures we never could
identify. We know that - and it happened herein Vademar. My parents hunted al kinds of bizarre things
that came out of those Circles. I’ d have to say we were lucky, Anda; we could have ended up with the
Summer Fever and Wasting Sickness as readily as Ghost Cat did. And - bless poor Justyn, but he would
have been thefirst to admit to this - the Healer we had at the time wouldn’t have had the power to cure
it

“But he would have the power to call those who did,” Andasaid firmly. “Furthermore, those he
caled would know the right stepsto take, not only to cure the disease, but how to keep it from spreading
further. Keisha, when can we go to the Sanctuary? Will thisbe an overnight trip?’

Keshahadtily swallowed the last of her mushrooms. “ Overnight, yes, but longer than that, no,
and we won't have to pack anything. But | think we ought to go first to Ghost Cat so they can explain
how they ded with the pilgrims. They are the oneswho are most involved, after all. Y ou ought to see
how thisis benefitting al of us, not just the Northerners. If we leave now, we can go there, then to the
Sanctuary, then be back by nightfal tomorrow.”

“Then I’'mready.” Andastood up. “ Shandi?”’

“Ready enough.” Shandi followed her Senior’ sexample. “Karles says he and Eran will meet us at
the Vaeentrance. HE Il have Tyrsdll send a dyheli for Keisha”

Keishacould have alowed the two Heralds to go on their own; there was no reason why she
had to come adong. One of the dyhdi at the Ghost Cat enclave could readily guide them to the Sanctuary
without Keisha shelp.

Shedidn’t want to do that. She didn’t want to take the chance that there was some serious
illness, even aplaguein the early stages, at the Sanctuary. Andawas perfectly confident in the abilities of
the Sanctuary Hedlersto dedl with such athing, but the Sanctuary Healers would not be paying a grest
ded of attention to the hedlthy Heralds. All of their interest was bound up in their current patients, and it
might not occur to them that the Herads were exposing themsalves to danger.

She, abovedl, knew just how focused Heders could be; when dedling with an incipient crigs,
they concentrated on the problem in front of them to the exclusion of al else. Whatever illswere being
treated at the Sanctuary, Keishawould be there to note the symptoms and the cure - and if Shandi or
Anda, or both, showed any signs of illness, she would be able to treat them before either of them
sickened too far. She would have the sense to get them isolated and keep them from therest of the Ve,
with the hdp of the hertasi (who could not catch human illnesses) she could get them through whatever



they caught.

Besides, | want to see what’ s going on there! For that chance, she waswilling to make thetrip.
She hadn’t been to the Sanctuary in person for well over ayear.

When they reached the Vae entrance, both Companions were waiting for them, aready saddled
with their lightest tack. With them wasasingle dyheli for Keisha. There was no need to pack anything,
asthey would be spending the night at the Sanctuary, which was more than prepared to host visitors. It
wasn't asif they hadn’t had healthy people there before.

They’ll probably be glad to see someone who doesn’'t need help. And Hedlers are even more
implacable than Herdds. If Anda sin theway, they won't hesitate to push him aside.

Shandi and Andawere in the saddle before Keisha had gotten her foot into the dyheli’s dirrup.
She was getting used to the way that Heralds and their Companions worked so incredibly smoothly
together, but it took the dyhdli’ s amused comment of : Show-offs. to make her realize that some of that
was addiberate - if somewhat automatic - attempt to impress.

Oh? shethought at her mount, not wanting to elaborate lest the rest of her thought lesk over to
the others.

The dyheli flicked her earsback delicately. : Yes. They didn’t have to link so tightly just to get
into the saddle. And there’ s no real reason to try to impress us, isthere? They re doing it to create
an image, but isit an image they have to project all of the time?: Theirony in her tone colored
every nuance.

Keishaaways appreciated the dyheli’ s dry sense of humor, and never more so than now, but
shewasinclined to be charitable. Maybe they’ re practicing, she suggested. You know, they haven’t
been together for all that long, and it’ s not easy to get a coordinated link that’s natural and easy.

The doeflicked her earsforward. : Perhaps,:-was dl shewould say.

Thejourney to the Ghost Cat village took place without incident, and in avery short period of
time. Sentries hailed them from posts among the trees without asking them to stop; the Heralds and their
Companions were instantly recognizable, even a adistance. By the time they reached the village, VVordon
and Cdin werewaiting for them. The Shaman wasin his ordinary working clothes, not his
talis-manbedecked ritual garb, and bits of bark caught in his beard and hair betrayed the fact that he'd
been splitting wood when he was apprised of their imminent arrival.

“Hah! Kei-eh-shal” Vordon hailed Keishafirst, which rather pleased her. “ And has our new
brother recovered from his birthing? Whet brings you here, on thisbright morning?’

“Moreor less, Chief,” shelaughed. “Heiscertainly up and at dl of hisduties again, rather than
deeping like a man-shaped pile of rocks. My friends wish to know of the arrangements that Ghost Cat
haswith the pilgrims.”

“That iscorrect, Chief,” Andasaid immediately, asthe Chief and Shaman turned to the Heralds
with facesfull of lively interest. “If you will be so kind asto explainit to us, and show what you can.”

The Chief, who himsalf had only dared to learn Tayledras with the help of Tyrsell, nodded to
hear Andasalute him in his own tongue. “ So you have braved the pain of teaching, eh? Well, thisisgood.
| have begun to think such athing is equd to the death of abear in counting toward manhood!”

Andarubbed his head ruefully. “1 could not find it in meto argue with that,” he agreed, and
dismounted. “It’s good to know you consider me aman.”

Shandi and Keishafollowed his example, but Shandi had to add to her Senior’ s statement.
“Herad Andamust surely qualify for more than just manhood,” shetold Vordon, “for he has taken five
tongues of Tyrsdl a once.”

“I am not sureif that was bravery or foolishness,” Andaadded hagtily. It looked to Keisha asiif
Vordon agreed with that statement.

They chatted about gardens, roots, new babies, and leaf blight asthey followed the Chief and the
Shaman farther into the village, which had grown - indeed, doubled - in size, in the past year. There had
been more additions than smple births or marriages. Some of the pilgrims had petitioned for adoption
into Ghost Cat astheir own tribes were so severely decimated by war or disease that they were
effectively nonexistent, and Ghost Cat usudly agreed to take them in. Darian was not the only outsider to



have been formaly adopted by a Ghost Cat family as an adult. He was just the only one thusfar who
was not a Northerner.

Many of thosein Errold’s Grove and k' Vademar had been surprised to learn, once the
tribesmen began to build, that they were capable of agreat deal of sophitication in their dwellings. In
fact, their village was as negtly laid out as any Vademaran village. The Northerners built large, one-room
circular houses, with an enormous common room in the center, and small cubicles built against the outer
wallsfor privacy. Each extended family lived in one house - married children moved in with the bride’' s
parents until the birth of their third child. It usually took that long for ayoung man to gather the resources
to congtruct his own dwelling. Those who did not wed remained with their families, as additiona hands,
and suffered no decrease in status for doing so. The Chief had told Keishathat grandparents often
bequeathed their homesto afavored young couple, then moved in with the oldest daughter’ sfamily.
There was often much competition among married daughtersto lure Grandmother and Grandfather to
their home; there was an increase in Satus for those who sheltered such vauable repositories of wisdom
as grandparents.

The Northerners used wood to build their homes, but no stone, with wooden roofs supported by
four greet pillarsrather than date or thatch. The buildings were made of squared-off logs with the chinks
closed with moss and mud mixed, and the roof of rough plankslaid over aradid pattern of rafters, which
were then topped with rough wooden shakes.

The houses were odd to Vademaran eyes, but it was the art decorating them that was so
gartling to those who were not out of the North.

Thethick plank door of each house was carved and painted with the totem animal of the
particular family in akind of high-relief style. These were not redlistic portrayds, but very stylistic and
colorful, featuring patternsin red, white, and black. In good wesather, beautiful blankets made of pieced
fur were hung on the outer walls - both as a precaution, to chase out any vermin and odors, and to
display the handiwork of the women of the house. Now that Ghost Cat had access to woolen fabric, they
were making Smilar blankets of wool in bright, primary colors. Each blanket was a representation of the
totem of the person it belonged to. There were aways two poles outside each house, carved and painted
with al of the totems of the family, and topped with the Ghost Cat.

Totem animds played ahuge part in the lives of the Northerners; each tribe had a special totem
(usudly avery powerful predator). Each family aso had atotem related to the totem of thetribe. And
when each family member reached adulthood, he or she dso got atotem - or asthey put it, were
embraced by one - in aspecial dream-ceremony presided over by the Shaman. Darian was an exception
- Ghost Cat judged he dready had histotem, in the form of Kuari.

Rafter ends that protruded beyond the edge of the roof were similarly carved and painted, but
thistime with the heads of spirits and ancestors. Inside each house the four greet roof-pillars were
identical to the poles outside the front door. The floor of a house was not exactly of earth, athough the
central hearth was a pit dug in the ground and lined with stones, with the smoke-hol e through the center
of theroof above and stoneslaid to some distance on the floor in case of sparks jumping from thefire.
The floor of each of these dwellings was made of grass mats, many layersthick, laid over the pounded
earth of thefloor and added to on adaily basis. It was the duty of every member of the family old enough
to do so to weave one grass mat in the morning and lay it over a place where the mats were looking
shabby. Asthe mats below disintegrated, they were replaced from above; pine needles and herbs
layered between the mats drove off insects.

Crude but adequate oil lamps placed on little shelves around the inside wall gave the place afair
amount of light, congdering that there were no windows of any sort. But Keishafigured that was only to
be expected, since these buildings were intended for much colder climes and awindow wasjust one
more place for cold wind to come through.

The little cubicles that family members retreated to for privacy were aso used for storage.
Basicdly, partitions were set againgt the wall with a distance of about six to eight paces between them,
extending six to eight pacesinto the main room. A rope across the front made a place to hang acurtain
for privacy; shelves built across the back and sides made a place for storage. People kept their personal



possessionsin the cubicles during the day; at night, they had the option of deeping besidethefire, or in
their cubicles with blankets over the rope to block out the main room.

Circular shdlters, like the family houses but without walls, stood beside each house, providing a
solution to the warmer wesather that Ghost Cat had encountered in Vademar. From spring until fall, this
was where most of thework and living took place for each family; on the hottest nights, sometimesthe
entirefamily even dept in their shelters. Smoke from smoldering herbsin pots around the periphery kept
insects somewhat at bay. And even those pots were decorated with painted decorations.

The longer that Ghost Cat remained here, the more of their village was decorated with painted
cavings

K eisha expected that before long even the blank walls of the houses might start to sport their
stylized artworks. No one had anticipated that, and afew traders had been eying the carvings and
pieced-work with interest, wondering if there was any profit to be made from Northern art.

The houses were arranged in circles around a centrd building that was not the Chief’ s house, but
rather was the storehouse for the entire tribe. As such, it was decorated only with Ghost Cat, repested
over and over, in an endless variety of poses. Each family had a cubicle within for the storage of raw
materials of their own, and the center was reserved for common storage.

“So-ho, you comein agood time to see how we ded with the pilgrims come for hedling,
Vademar-Herdld,” Chief Vordon was saying as they neared the central storehouse. “We have just sent
on afamily that came with riches, so you will see what we have had of them.”

While K eishahad been admiring the newest carvings, the Chief had explained to Andathat
Ghogt Cat, in return for feeding and shdltering the pilgrims during their initial week of quarantine and
continuing to shelter and feed those who were not injured or ill, received atoll of whatever the pilgrims
brought with them. Being that some pilgrims came with little but desperation and hope, thiswas avery
flexible toll. From the poorest, Ghost Cat often took nothing but alittle labor - mat weaving, wood
cutting, help in building, or carving if there were skilled artists among them. But there were plenty of
pilgrims who had come laden with goods, and those made up for the onesthat arrived with empty hands.

“See here - thiswas atribe | do not know, but vouched for by those | do - and they are wesalthy
infur and amber.” The Chief gestured to the piles of goodslaid out in front of the storehouse, and indeed,
there was enough hegped there to make even Anda’ s eyeswiden. “They have only lately been touched
by the Summer Fever and Wasting Sickness, and are eager to pay for a cure that they do not lose any of
their children.” The Chief pointed to the piles of glossy furs. “Thereis bear, there beaver - therefox - that
whiteis snow-fox - the small furs are what we call gosfoon, very soft and good, you have no name for
it

Indeed, even though Keisha knew the Ghost Cat language and got a mentd image of the gosfoon
(which was obvioudy in the weasdl family), it was with the disorienting sensation that told her she had
never seen one of these creatures with her own eyes.

Imagine what the senior Herald must be feeling! He has a skill | never thought of before -
this Herald has the ability to act completely undisturbed by whatever he encounters even though it
isso alien to him. He must have thousands of new concepts and images in his mind, from
tunnel-spar designs of the hertasi to thirty names for how a leaf tastes from the dyhdli to - who
knows! And yet he till managesto travel and carry on a conversation without letting it
overwhelm him. Incredible.

“And hereis amber, both the amber-of-the-sun and the amber-of-scent; these are Seashan tribe
-7 (another new word, and this one without any kind of menta picture of thelive animal, but only the
to-temic rendering; so Ghost Cat knew the name and the carving that represented it) “ - and they live
upon the bitter-water where these things are found aong the shore.”

The amber-of-the-sun was the yellow, golden-brown, and red rough amber that Keisha knew
was used in jewelry; these pieces ranged from the size of the end of the little finger to the Size of afist.
But this amber-of-scent was an odd, gray-white substance with afaintly greasy look to it. There wasn't
much of it, but from the way V ordon regarded the stuff, it was even more vauable than “red” amber. He
held up alittle piece and indicated that they should sniff it; Keishadid so, and was delighted with the



fragrance, very sweet, heavy, and musky.

“A bit of thisused in perfume, no bigger than aseed, and the scent will last for years,” Vordon
said with satisfaction. “Y our traderswill give us much gold for this, for there are those among the
k' Leshyawho know the use of it.”

“I can see how you are raising the wedlth of your tribe,” Anda said with admiration.

“Not just of Ghost Cat, but of k' Vademar and the Sanctuary aswell. The dyheli of k' VVademar
have ashare of thisfor their part, as does the Sanctuary.” Vordon canted his head over, looking a them
shrewdly. “Wetrade with the village for grain for the dyheli and the goods going to the Sanctuary are
taken there with each new lot of pilgrims. It isgood trade, al around, and trade is how we of Ghost Cat
have always prospered.”

“As opposed to war?’ Shandi asked, and V ordon nodded.

“That iswhy, if we did not wish someone to see us, then like the Cat, we would not be seen.”

He led them away from the piles of furs, Keisha cast awistful glance back, and decided that she
would try to bargain for some of those goshon furs, so glossy and soft, and awonderful dark brown.
They would be ajoy against the face, and so warm lining the hood of her winter cloak. . . .

“And hereisthe camp of thetribe,” Vordon was saying. “We hold them here until the Hedlers
send the holy dyheli with the last group, making room for the new pilgrims. Thosewho arenot ill remain
while the rest go to the Sanctuary.”

Here was an encampment very like the one that Ghost Cat had first made when they arrived at
this place - the difference being that the people here looked hedlthy and hopeful, perfectly at their ease.
Therewasadigtinct differencein their artwork, which was displayed on their clothing and carved on their
wagons. Thiswas, so far as Keisha could tell, some sort of fish, with alarge top fin. She wondered what
on earth the real creature looked like.

They lived in the tents that Ghost Cat supplied, but unlike Ghost Cat, these folk had no herds.
They were hunters, fishers, and gathered what foodstuffs they did not hunt or fish. Keishawondered
what they were making of the strange foods that Ghost Cat had |earned to prepare from foodstuffs
bartered from Errold’ s Grove.

“All of the Sick onesthat we sent to the Sanctuary were children; their mothers went with them to
help tend them.” VVordon finished. “ So, now, are you ready to journey onward? Thereisredly nothing
more to see here, unless you wish to watch the division of the goods.”

Andasmiled. “Not redly; how you share your profitsis your business, not mine. | would liketo
et to the Sanctuary before nightfal, if that ispossble”

It was not only possible, it was easily accomplished; the Shaman called one of the dyheli inthe
Ghost Cat herd to escort them, and off they went. Keisha had been thisway before, but it was new to
Shandi, and to Anda.

The dyheli took no one path; in fact, he made severa detours through untracked forest from one
gametrail to another. Thiswasdl intended to confuse, and it succeeded admirably.

“I giveup,” Andasaid to Keisha, after they had been traveling for half the afternoon. “Where are
we?’

“Three-fourths of the way there,” Keishatold him, unable to hold back agrin. “Thisisonly one
of the waysthat pilgrims are brought to the Sanctuary; there must be at least a dozen, maybe more by

“All right,” Andareplied, as Eran looked back over his shoulder at Keisha “Why?

It was Shandi who answered. “We want the Northernersto believe that the Sanctuary isa
gpecia and holy place, and that only the dyheli know the way there. We hope that will keep any
renegades from getting the bright notion to come kidnap aHeder for themsdves.”

“I would say it works, since I’ ve been trying to keep track of our route, and I’'m hopelesdy
lost,” Andasighed, looking about at the forest surrounding them. There was no sign of any sort of
landmark; no rocks, no particularly large trees, and no trace of atrail. There wasn’t enough light filtering
down through the treesto help, ether.

“What happens when you climb atree and look around?’ Andawanted to know.



“Nothing,” Keisha answered with surety, astheir mounts continued to follow the dyheli, who
moved on hisown secret “path.” “ All you'll seeistrees. The Sanctuary isin apocket valey, and they use
some clever contrivances to digperse smoke from their fires, so you can't see that elther.”

Indeed, when they came upon the Sanctuary, they did so suddenly; one moment there was
nothing but trees and brush, the next, the outer walls of the Sanctuary loomed up in front of them, walls of
natural stone topped with datted wood. They followed thewall around to the entrance; it wound around
and through the forest in amost peculiar fashion, but it gppeared asif it had been built without disturbing
asingletree.

They passed inside the open gates, to find themselvesin one of the oddest complexes Anda had
ever seen - because, once again, very few trees had been cut to make way for the buildings of the
Sanctuary. Keeping the integrity of the forest canopy wasimportant to keeping the Sanctuary secret, so
instead of one big building, the Sanctuary was acomplex of tiny ones, dl of stone, linked by covered,
raised wooden walkways, like tiny covered footbridges. All of the buildings were raised above the forest
floor aswell, in order to keep out vermin and insects; thiswas a precaution to keep illnessfrom
spreading further.

Andatook awide-eyed look around, and suddenly grinned. “ Thisismarvelous!” he exclamed.
“How ingenioud”

One of the Trainees, in the pae-green of one who was till astudent of Healing, came hurrying
toward them, hisface anxious as he realized that the resdent Herads had arrived al unlooked-for.

“Heralds!” the boy exclaimed, shaking ashaggy brown forelock out of hiseyes. “Weweren't
expecting you! Please, comethisway, I’ll take you to our Senior - ”

Anda smiled down &t the boy, then he and Shandi dismounted. Keisha did the same while Anda
spoke to the boy in a casua and off-handed manner, conveying the idea that he hadn’t wanted any
gpecia fussor preparations. “It' squite dl right; thisisjust meant to be afriendly vist, so | didn’'t send
any notice ahead. Can you take us on alittle tour, rather than interrupting your Senior? Let him finish
whatever he' sdoing and join usat hisleisure”

Keshaaready knew her way around the Sanctuary, and let the Trainee |ead the other two off
while sheled her own dyheli and the two Companionsto the Sanctuary stabling. Since it wasintended
for intdligent dyheli, it would serve the Companions equaly well. It was essentialy nothing morethan a
large shed, open and airy, with thick straw on the floor and mangers and water buckets for food and
drink. It was aways | eft open o that the dyheli could come and go. Like the rest of the buildings, it was
made of stone, with athick roof of thatch.

When she had removed the tack, |€eft it piled neatly in acorner, and given dl three abrief
brush-down, she headed for the heart of the Sanctuary, the infirmary buildings where new patients were
kept.

Each tiny building held no more than four patients. This mimicked the pattern of the usud sort of
structure, where the patients were kept in separate rooms.

In this case, the Healerstried to keep as many family memberstogether as possible. It was
aready traumatic enough, to find themselves depending on tota strangersfor acure - to separate sick
family memberswould have put too much stress on them.

Now that the weather was warm, there was no need to heat the buildings, but in the winter
charcod braziersor tiny fireplacesfilled that requirement. Although the walkways connecting them were
all of wood, the buildings themsalves were not; they had been built partly of stone, the better to keep
them clean. Their thick walls kept heet in during the winter, and out in the summer; windows covered
with netting and flawed sk to prevent insects from entering were closed by glass windows and wooden
shuttersin the worst weether. At the moment, the windows were propped open and the shutters open
wideto letinthefresh air.

Keshafound one of the Hedlersworking in the third building she checked.

It was Kandace, someone Keishaknew quite well, aHealer with agreat dedl of experience and
expertise with children. Her middle-aged, motherly face and figure tended to make children relax and
trust her; shelooked asif she had at least adozen of her own - though, in fact, shewas sngle and



childless. With brown eyes and hair and a medium complexion, she could have passed as dmost
anyone srelative. Thismade her perfect to dedl with frightened, wary Northerners.

Keishastood just outside and caught Kandace' s eye, then waited outside, rocking on her heels
just beside the ladder leading down from the walkway. Kandace must have been nearly finished anyway,
asit wasn't long before she came out, and jumped down to give Keishaawelcome hug. “It’s been too
long!” Kandace exclamed. “I didn’t get nearly as much timeto talk to you at the celebration as | would
haveliked?’

“Neither did I,” Keishareplied warmly. It wasimpossible not to like the exuberant, outgoing
Heder; shetreated every child like her own, every adult like afriend. Furthermore, everyonein her family
was the same way; Keisha had met them al over the course of ayear asthey cameto vigt. All but one of
Kandace s sblings were Hedlers, aswas her father. Her mother and one of her sisters were skilled
cabinetmakers. “1 came with the new Heralds,” Keisha continued. “ They wanted to see the Sanctuary.”

“That Anda wanted to see the Sanctuary, you mean!” Kandace laughed. “I have never seen
anyone so determined to find out everything in the shortest possibletime!” She shook her head in
disbelief. “If hewasn't so hedlthy, I’ d be worried about him. That sort tends to drive themsdavesinto
heart trouble by working too hard.”

She and Keisha shared a conspiratoria look. “I think you can depend on Nightwind to see he
doesn't,” wasdl Kelshasaid, but they both knew what she meant. “ Since Andawouldn’t hear of not
coming, | thought I’ d better go ong in case your current crop had anything different thistime.”

Kandace brushed her short hair back with one hand. “No, nothing different thistime - just the
Weasting Sickness that comes with Summer Fever, and thank the gods, the mild form.”

Now they knew that the Wasting Sickness came in two forms - one that sickened and
weekened, and sometimes | eft avictim with pardysis of alimb, and onethat killed or Ift the victim totally
parayzed. With help, the victims of the weak form could recover much of what they had lost - but unless
the disease was caught in its early stages, victims of the strong form could not return to their former
hedthy sdves.

Keishareaxed; Shandi was now immune to the Wasting Sickness, and even if Anda caught it -
which waslesslikely, asit tended to attack children rather than adults - she and Nightwind could cureit
inafew days.

“I’ve got one more set of patientsto see. Want to help?’ Kandace offered, knowing that Keisha
would. Without waiting for her answer, Kandace skipped up the stairs and headed a ong the walkway,
looking behind onceto seeif Keishawas following.

Shedidn’'t see acase of Wasting Sickness at all anymore, and she was right on Kandace' s heels.
They waked in snglefilewith their footsteps sounding hollow asthey headed toward the next building.
Hung as decorations benegth the shelter of the roof were al manner of little talismans, there was no end
to the variety of materiasthey had been made of - wood, bone, fabric, fur, stone - there were even some
made of dried grasses or pine needles and twigs.

They dl portrayed asingle cregture, the dyheli, and each one had been made as a thanks-token
for asuccessful recovery. Some, made by the children, were crude indeed, but it was the thought that
counted, not the kill. All of the walkways were hung with these tokens, which were never taken down or
replaced, though wind and weather had rendered some of them pretty battered. The patients worked on
their taismans as they recovered, and hung them themsaves from the rafters of the bridges around the
building they had stayed in.

“Ready?’ Kandace asked, pausing on the threshold, and looking back a Keisha.

“Always!” Keishasaid eagerly, as Kandace reached for the door to openiit.

Now if only | could be so certain about the rest of my life. ...

Ten

Darian was agreesbly pleased when Keisha and the Heralds decided to head for Ghost Cat and



the Sanctuary right after breakfast; he had aplan of hisown, and if Wintersky turned out to befreefor a
day or two, dl the better. He finished his own bregkfast in aleisurdy fashion, knowing that Wintersky
was alateriser, and hoping to see hisfriend comeinto the eating hall before he lft.

His patience was rewarded as he lingered over amug of cooling tea; Wintersky did appear in the
door, looking damp and cheerful from his morning swim. Darian waved at him; Wintersky acknowledged
the wave with one of hisown, then went over to the tablesto fix himsdlf aplate.

Wintersky was only Gifted with atrace of Mage-Tdent; no more than haf of al Hawkbrothers
had enough of the Mage-Gift to perform more than the barest of magical tasks. As aconsequence,
Wintersky’ sblack hair had only gone silver in streaks, and his eyeswere dill theintense blue of a
Tayledras who hasn't meddied much with magic. Lean and wiry, with agenerous grin and along jaw, he
was one of Ddian’s oldest friends.

Hejoined Darian shortly, his plate heaped with hot flatcakes and fruit. “What stirsyou this
morning, my friend?” Wintersky asked genidly, as he set down hismug and plate and took a seat across
from Darian.

“Actudly, | waswaiting for you,” Darian replied, as Wintersky gpplied himsdlf to hisfood with a
good appetite. “ Did you have any plansfor the next day or two?’

“Not redly.” Wintersky ate afew more bites before continuing. “1 takeit that you do, and you'd
like my company?’

“Y our company and your help. Y ou’ re an expert at cold-tracking, and thistrack isten years
cold.” He waited for Wintersky' s reaction, which wasjust what he d expected.

Wintersky gave him along look, ate abit more, and put down his knife and fork. He steepled his
fingersover hisplate, hiseyesfixed on Darian’s. “Y ou want to seeif you can figure out what happened
to your parents.”

Wintersky was good at deducing agrest deal from asmall amount of evidence - that was what
made him such agood cold-tracker. “If | can. If there are any traces|eft at dl.” Darian shrugged. “I’'m
not deluding mysdlf; | don’t expect much, but if thereisanything to be found, I’ d like to know | looked
for it. They wouldn’t et melook whilethetrail was still hot. Now, though, anything that was | eft after a
few yearswill ill bethere”

“Perhaps. | can understand that reasoning.” Wintersky picked up hisfork again and applied
himsdlf to hisfood. “Yes, | can understand that.” He said nothing more as he finished his plate, returned
to the tables for asecond helping, and finished that aswell. Darian didn’t say anything about the subject
ather; he knew Wintersky, and knew that hisfriend was thinking the project over, weighing prospects for
success againgt those of wasting histime for two days and finding nothing.

“If there sanything to be found,” Darian added, “I can use magicto find it. After that, it'll be up
to you to make what you can of it.”

“All right,” hesaid a lagt. “I’m your man. Between my tracking and your magic, if there's
anything to be found, we'll find it in two days and figure out where it leads”

“And if wedon't find anything, we' Il know there' s nothing to be found.” Darian hated to say that,
but he knew that it was only the truth. | want answers, but sometimes there aren’t any. Much as|
hate that. . . . Themore he had thought about his generd feglings of unease, the more he was convinced
that they al had something to do with that sense of not knowing. If he just had some notion what had
happened, he might fed better.

“Let’sfind acouple of restless dyheli and our camping gear and see what’ sto be found.”
Wintersky pushed away from the table and paused again. “I1sKd likely to be useful on thistrip?’ he
asked, narrowing his eyes a the sudden thought.

Darian shook his head. “Our birdswill be good enough scouts to keep an eye out for trouble.
Any tracking will be by smdl sgns, on the ground. | doubt that anything will be visblefromtheair.”

“Right enough. I'll meet you at the Vae entrance with my gear and food - you get your gear and
the dyhdli.” When Wintersky made up his mind to do something, he got to it at once, and went at it with
al hisfocus on the task - another thing that made him such an outstanding tracker. He was aready out
the door by the time Darian got to hisfest.



Hewent firgt to the dyheli meadow, where he paused and sent out a generd thought to the herd,
which was divided pretty equally between those who were grazing and those who were taking their ease.
Does had young at their hedls, sometimes twins, young dyheli had all the wide-eyed innocence of any
young thing, but were not much moreintelligent at this stage than a human baby. Their bodieswere
capable of agreat ded, but not their minds. When danger threatened, a doe would literdly take over the
mind and body of her baby to get it out of harm’sway, controlling it so that it ran swiftly and surely at her
sde. And if the entire herd panicked, the king stag assumed control of all of them.

Darian did not leave the does out of his genera message, dthough he knew that at thistime of
year, no female would leave the herd, not even ayoung or old one with no youngster of her own.
Femaeswereinginctively attracted to the babies, and willingly served as nannies and surrogate mothers,
giving the blood-motherstime to graze in lush pastures on their own. Therewas no such thing asan
orphaned dyheli; ayoungster whose mother died wasimmediately adopted by one or more childless
femaes, and any female with ababy of her own would adlow the orphan to nurse. The youngsters stayed
with their mothersfor up to fifteen years, nuraing for thefirst two, then continuing to learn asthey grazed
for the next ten to fourteen years.

Darian sent the equivaent of polite throat-clearing to get the herd’ s attention, then Mindspoke.
‘Wintersky and | are going to do some cold-tracking for the next two days. We would like two
friends to help us with this; is anyone interested?:

Y oung adult dyheli were aways restless and ready for an adventure, and at least nine heads
popped up at that. He waited; there was some silent conferencing among the woul d-be volunteers and
with Tyrsell, who had the last word, and then two young stags separated from the herd and trotted
eagerly toward him. Their large eyes were bright with excitement, and they made no pretense of being
anything but enthusiadtic.

1 am Jonti,: said one. : Thisis my twin, Larak. We have not been far outside the Vale
before, and we hope that will not cause a difficulty.:

“Then you should enjoy this,” Darian said doud. “We |l be off in aplace where | don't think any
of the herd has been before; you'll befirst to scout it.” The stags switched their stubby tailswith
excitement, and followed behind Darian as he led them toward his ekele, heads bobbing with every step.
On the way, he encountered a hertas and requested it to bring riding gear for him; it nodded and
continued on itsway. Darian had long since decided that the hertas were congtantly in mental contact
with each other - what other explanation could there be? This hertas probably would not be the oneto
bring the tack, but someone would show up with saddles before he' d finished packing.

His camping gear was ready; it was dways ready, sSince Meeren took it awvay as soon ashe
returned from atrip, cleaned, repaired, or replaced whatever needed tending to, and repacked it for him.
He got the packs out of the storage chest where they stayed until he needed them, then rummaged
through his closet for his oldest scouting clothes. He didn’t think he' d need more than one change of
clothing, but he packed three - because accidents happened, and wet clothing was an invitation to serious
illness

It didn’t take him long to gather histhings, but when he walked out of hisfront door, there was
tack waiting beside the young dyheli, and no sign of the hertasi who had brought it.

Dyheli tack consisted of a saddle with belly, chest, and rump girths, stirrups, and avery thick
saddle pad. It didn’t take long to get the two stags harnessed up and his packs fastened to the saddle; he
mounted up, and al three of them headed for the Vale entrance.

As promised, Wintersky was waiting, with his own packs and awaterproof pair of saddlebags
containing their provisons. In no time at dl, he too was ready and in the saddle, and they were on their
way.

“So, where are we going?’ Wintersky asked curioudly.

“North of the village, dmogt directly north,” Darian replied. “It's part Pelagiris Forest, part
meadowlands, with the river running dong one side, a couple of ponds and some streams. That’ swhere
my parents had their trgplines. My thought isthat we' |l seeif we can find anything left of thetraps, fird. If
we can, we' Il know that, whatever happened, nobody worked the lines and collected the traps.”



Thistime both Wintersky and his dyheli turned their headsto look at him. *Y ou think perhaps
someone took them captive, then harvested their traps and everything in them?’

“That' s one among many possbilities,” Darian pointed out. “ One of the more remote ones, I'll
admit, but if that was what happened, | think it’ simportant to know that.”

:Blood Bear might not be the only pack of hunters who know where the villageis.: That
was Jonti, who sounded curioudy unmoved by the observation.

“That' sentirdly true,” said Darian, and |eft it at that.

They rode past the village without going into it. Darian didn’t comment on that openly, but hefelt
that seeing the village and cdling up al of its memories would unfocus his concentration on the task at
hand. According to Darian’s best recollection, his parents worked an area that was severd days
distance from Errold’s Grove. But they had traveled on foot, in the winter. He and Wintersky were going
by dyheli-back, at alope, in the spring. They should reach the areawhere his parents had last been well
beforenightfall.

They stopped at a stream around noon for a brief rest and lunch, and in late afternoon, when they
were close to the areawhere Darian expected to find things - if there was anything to be found - they
stopped to set up for the night. It wastime for Darian to try hisluck.

Darian got down off Jonti, and stood quietly, closing his eyes, blocking out the world, bit by bit.
Wintersky went straight to work, dismounting and taking care of the dyheli stags and setting up camp. It
might seem asif he was the one doing all the work, but that was not the case and he knew it very well.
Darian’ s search would take as much energy as he was using; perhaps more. That is how the
Hawkbrothers were; aslong as one did equal work, in one’'s own way, there were no complaints from
others of the clan.

Darian did not open his eyes, since he would be exploring the forest for some distance around -
perhaps a distance of aleague or two - and the night was till young.

He himsalf had worked this area as a child; now he had to bring those childhood memories up
from the back of his mind, superimpose them onto their current surroundings, and then - then he would
invoke Mage-Sight, but he would be looking for two things. First, he would search for objectsthat did
not belong in the forest naturaly, such asrefined and forged metas. Such things, even in astate of decay,
might hold the traces of the humans that had made or owned them. Second, he hoped that hiskinship
with his parents would draw him to anything that they had once used.

It was not alway's easy to keep an objective pursuit as the hours of sifting went by. When he
dredged through his memoriesfor physica referencesto the landscape, he would come across oneimage
after another of hismother’ ssmile - or of hisfather trimming away aloose branch - or of him bending a
trgp-wire carefully while explaining to his young son how the spring worked. Darian would get such
memories brought back to him, lit with intensaly bright sun, in that way that only fond recollections seem
to have.

It was fortunate for him, he knew, that the visions of Mage-Sight could not be blurred by tears.

Mage-Sight showed him the world asit was for those who could see the energies of life. Onthe
surface, the living animals and plants were each enveloped in afaint emerad glow, amist of verdant
power, thin but very real. This, rather than the deeper layer where the ley-lineswere, was the stratum he
wanted to examine,

His emotions were suppressed through practiced discipline just enough to be able to work safely.
He existed in adetached and analytical state for this exercisein receptivity to power - at least, that was
theided intent. The pace of his search was dowed by periodic pauses, while he collected his thoughts
from the effects of one family memory or other. In the intervening times of emotiond control, he searched
for “holes’ in the overlying mist, places where the nonliving intruded through the living & certain rdleive
13 dq)tl’]s.”

He concentrated on each of those places, usudly discovering that the “hole’ represented arock,
or aplace scorched bare by fire or lightning. Meanwhile, Wintersky worked quietly around him as he
painstakingly sifted through each area he thought he remembered. With dl of his concentration centered
on histask, he was not aware of time passing. He was not aware of anything except the next pattern of



radiant energy, from the next hand' s breadth of ground. Hefdlt the“glare’” of someone approaching,
seeming to hismagica vison much like someone was waking closer bearing atorch while hiseyeswere
adjusted to night and starlight.

Wintersky touched his elbow, getting his attention without disturbing his search. Likea
deepwaker, Darian dlowed Wintersky to guide him to aplaceto st, dlotting just enough of his attention
to keep from stumbling over his own feet. He continued his search without a moment’ s pause,

He sensed - dbeit remotely - the sun setting; he fdt it as an overwhelming, nurturing presence
dowly snking away.

In addition to searching out gapsin the fabric of life-energy, he used amore subtle“ sense’ in his
examination - the Earth-Sense that made him aHeding-Mage. It was more like a sense than askill, since
it was not always conscioudy directed. As he examined each bit of ground, helet the earth tell him about
itsdlf. Had it been injured, had it been contaminated in the past? Was it under some sort of pressure,
other than the norma pressures of life and change? Was there anything different about it? The more he
listened to the earth, the farther that sense extended, and the easier it wasto read the earth ways.

He expected to find at least one Change-Circle thisway. This area had not been checked for
mage-storm damage or interference, except in avery cursory fashion, because the Changecreatures that
had come out of it had long since been “dedlt with,” and whatever had happened here during the Storms
had not been grave enough to disrupt the flow of magic to k'Vademar. Eventudly every finger-length of
land would be gone over with the same painful care that he was using now, but such adetailed
examination would take decades, even centuries. For now, only specific strategically important areas of
theland closest to k' Vademar had undergone such intense scrutiny.

He sensed afire crackling nearby, sensed the cool of evening on his back and the warmth of the
fire on hisface and chest. Wintersky madetheided partner in astuation like this one; quiet and
unobtrusive, he kept his presence from impinging upon Darian’ s concentration, allowing the mage to do
what he needed to do.

It waslate, very late, and Darian was just about ready to give up for the night, when adistant hint
of “other” digtracted him from the areahe wasin the process of examining. His Earth-Sense, running out
ahead of the conscious examination, had found something that didn'’t fit. Thirty-some degrees off from his
current focus there was another sort of “glare,” more akin to areversed shadow. And it wasn't subtle
ather.

It was not an impulsive decision to abandon his examination and switch hisfocus, he wastired,
yes, but this was something that needed to be looked at. The “nearer” he drew to the place, the more
obvious it became that whatever was here, it didn’t belong. There was nothing “wrong” as such - nothing
that aHealing-Mage needed to put right - but thisthing that had caught his attention was as obviousasa
cabbagein aflowerbed. It was out of place - it had neither been born of this soil, nor had it been brought
here long enough ago that some of the sense of it permeated the land around it. It was rawly new,
stubbornly unintegrated.

He drew near enough to “ see’ its shape and form, clearly. Ah, now, what isthis? It wasa
Change-Circle, dl right, but the kind where territory was transported whole. What made it stand out was
its Sterility - and it was nothing but bare rock, so bare that not even moss grew on it. It had been planted
in a scooped-out area of Pelagiris Forest. Tree roots did not penetrate it, though surface vegetation had
spilled over onto it from erosion of the surrounding soil. Its surface was not level. Infact, it tilted dightly
asawhole, like the side of ashalow hill scooped out by amassive ladle and dropped. The curvature of
the stone carried true into the softer ground it had sunken into, and for thefirst time Darian had evidence
that the Change-Circleswerenot circles at al, but spheres.

Huh! | wonder what those theory builders back in Haven will make of this?

He was about to |eave the search atogether when something el se caught his attention, very like
the glint of sun on something smdl, but shiny and glittering amidst dark tangles of ground and greenery -

Only inthiscase, it wasafaint caling of like-to-like. Or more accurately, of blood-to-blood. His
blood, answering the faint call of blood that he shared - weak, old, but unmistakable - so faint that he had
to clear his senses again and refocus. He fed it awisp of power to reenergize it and make it more easily



recognizable for what it was.

He had just found apossiblefirst trace - thefirst sign - of his parents’ fate!

He hardly dept at al that night; only good sense and the need to replenish the energy he' d spent
kept him quiet after he'd burst out with his newsto histraveling companions.

Knowing he would not deep, he smply kept quiet and alowed his body to rest, though his
mind refused to. He carefully catalogued al the possible things he could find, and made asimple plan for
what he would do for each possibility. It was the equivaent of counting sheep - the only equivaent his
emotionswould tolerate at this point. At least he had theillusion of accomplishing something to comfort
him. ...

He dropped off to deep from sheer exhaustion at some point, for the next thing he knew,
Wintersky was shaking him awake and the stars were fading in the first light of predawn. They packed up
the camp together and saddled Jonti and Larak, whose tail s were twitching with suppressed energy and
excitement. He and Wintersky planned to et in the saddle, for Wintersky had brought journey-rollsfor
just that purpose. So they were on their way to the spot he had marked out, riding the dyheli and
followed in the trees by their birds before the first hint of sun appeared in the sky.

Herodein akind of fever, afireto be there, that very moment; wanting to hope, afraid to do
anything of the sort. He couldn’t even think, not redlly; his mind jumped from one thought to another
without any real coherence. Kuari picked up his agitation, and flew back and forth, surging ahead of
them, then swooping to the rear to check on their backtrail.

If it had been remotely possible to Gate there, Darian would have tried. During the entire
interminable journey, his ssomach churned, the musclesin his shoulders and neck werein knots, and his
mouth was as dry as sand.

Their god was as clear to outward eyes asit wasto hisinward senses. It loomed up, enfolded in
the white haze of early morning low fog around its base asiif it had shrugged off amantle of clouds. A
huge, perfectly spherica piece of gray-whiterock, easily the size of his ekele or larger, reared up
between the trunks of the trees ahead of them. The moment they spotted it, the dyheli went from thelr
lopeinto afull-out gallop, leaving Darian and Wintersky to hang onto the handles built into the saddles
and stay on as best they could.

The dyheli skidded to ahdt asthey reached the artifact, hips dewing alittle sdewayswith the
momentum of their run asthey dug in their hooves, and Darian legped from the saddle the moment they
cameto ahalt.

The surface of the rock was perfectly smooth. Darian tentatively put out his hand to touch it, and
the rock beneath his hand might as well have been perfectly polished by ajewder.

“It'samazing. Look at this, Wintersky. Have you ever seen anything likeit?’

But he had no thought for how that unusualy smooth finish might have happened; what he wanted
was on the opposite side of the boulder. He hurried around it to search in the grass at the junction of
forest floor and rock. “It's near here,” Darian murmured. “1 felt the sign from near here, on the northwest
gde of therock formation. In the soil.”

Wintersky joined him, thetwo of them knedling side by side and carefully parting the grass stems,
pulling apart the leef litter and dead vegetation of so many years, sifting through decayed grasses and
earth for sometiny artifact -

Then, Darian’ sfingerstingled as he touched something smal and hard under the surface.

He stopped dead for amoment - then dowly, carefully, probed at the object, fishing it up out of
the moi<t, crumbling soil. His breath caught.

It was abone; atiny bone no larger than athimble.

Now Wintersky took over, pushing Darian asde gently, and hunting carefully and methodicaly
through the loam. Darian went to the dyheli who had followed them to this side of the rock. He pulled his
ground-cloth out of his pack and spread it out beside Wintersky, numbly taking what Wintersky dug up,
cleaning it meticuloudy with spit and a handkerchief, and laying it out on the ground-cloth. Of dl the
thingsthat he had imagined last night, thiswas not one of them.

“Lay them out in the order | give them to you,” Wintersky ordered after the third tiny bone



emerged from the soil. He excavated the Site meticuloudy, using thetip of hisknife aswell ashisfingers,
after cutting asquare of turf going back to the rock and pulling it up. Darian obeyed him, and piece by
piece, bone by bone, a pattern began to emerge.

Bonesflared at each tiny joint, then nestled into the longer ones of the same genera shape; bones
gone gray-white from wesathering, the surface cracked and pitted. Wintersky worked more dowly now,
and there was a pattern to his excavation as he worked out the direction that the bones|ay.

They were toes.

The hed - the ankle bones - then -

Right againgt the rock, flush with it, the joint end of the lower leg bones. But the rest of the bone
had been sheared off cleanly, leaving only the rounded ends, with the cutslying flat against the surface of
the rock.

Sowly, Wintersky picked up the two bone fragments, cleaned them off, and handed them to
Darian, cut-end firgt, so that Darian could see for himself that the ends had not been crushed, asthey
would have been had the boulder landed after afal, upon the unfortunate owner of the foot.

Another few minutes and the remains of a hard boot heel and sole were excavated from rotted
tatters of thick canvas.

- Father - He knew that must be whose foot they had found; he had somehow known it the
moment he touched the first bone. He knew it from the lurch in his heart, the dryness of hismouth, the
surgein hisblood. Hisfather alwayswore hisbootsto deep in, in case there wastrouble in the night. He
wore canvas-bodied boots coated in the same neutral wax as hisleggings, so he would not leave scent
marksto warn the game. The waxing had to be restored every few weeks or it would let the canvasrot.
Thishad to be hisfather's-

- but the ends of the bone were shiny, polished, asif they had been cut by afine saw, then
polished by ajewder.

“Check with Mage-Sight. Isthere any more sign?’ Wintersky asked diffidently, laying the two
bones down with the rest when Darian did not take them.

Darian closed his eyes, extended his senses, and - shook his head. “Nothing,” he said hoarsdly,
surprised at the sound of hisown voice.

Together they looked at the bones, at the incontrovertible evidence that lay before them.

There was only one possible interpretation.

“They must have been caught in the Change-Circle,” Darian whispered. He did not for amoment
doubt that his mother had been with hisfather - otherwise she would have made her way back to him.
“They were caught in the Circle, and sent - where?’

Wintersky could only shake hishead. “1 don’t know, Dar’ian,” hereplied. “I just - don’t know.”

A few hourslater, Darian had cause to bless the caution with which Wintersky had worked, for
he had managed to preserve the very few representatives of non-native vegetation that had taken root
around the boulder. How they had come there, Darian had no idea, but they were not part of the normal
floraof the Pelagiris Forest. Perhaps seeds had drifted in with the air that had come with the rock -
perhaps they had been caught in acrack at the top of the boulder, for he had discovered by climbing up
ontop of it that it wasn't perfectly sheared off. The top, flattened and cracked, looked like normally
aged rock surface.

He carefully and reverently folded away the bonesin one of his shirtsin the saddlebag. He was't
atogether certain how they could be of use - but Firesong would know.

Surely we can use themto tell me whether Father is dead or alive. That would be some sort
of closure; he could weep for them, and know they hadn’t come back to him because they couldn'’t. It
was a disconcerting fedling, to amost hope they were dead just so he would know at last, one way or
the other. 1t was sobering and distressing at the same time, so he pushed it away from his thoughts
through force of will, as he had become accustomed to doing by histraining.

The dyheli were as excited over their own finds as Darian was, with dl four of them equaly
eager to return to K’ Vademar, the young stags dternated their easy, distance-eating lope with bursts of
full-out gallop. Darian had only to hang on; they would get him home faster than any other means except



by air - though now he was regretting that he had not brought Kel along. Kel couldn’t have carried him
home, but he could have taken those precious bonesto Firesong.

Hedidn't dare send Kuari ahead with the bones. For one thing, Kuari wasn't that fast aflyer; for
another, they needed his eyes when the sun set. Which was going to be very shortly. . . . The dyhdli
could seefairly well in the dark, but not at the breakneck pace they were setting now, and Darian was
not willing to waste the power it would take to set mage-lights above and ahead of them; he preferred to
useit to augment the dyheli’ s strength. They needed Kuari’ s night-sight, and the owl was happy to
oblige

Darkness gradually crept over the forest, and the dyhdli linked their mindsto Kuari’s. The owl
swooped down from among the branches and flew alittle ahead of the racing riders, about an
arm’ s-length higher than their heads. From this position, he could see anything that would trip the dyheli
inany way - and so could they, through his eyes. Wintersky’ s bird had aready come down and was
riding his shoulder, gripping the padding and hunched down with hiswings held close to his body.

Darian guessed that it was just aout midnight when thefirst light of k' VVademar glimmered
through the trees in the distance. The weary dyheli found an untapped reservoir of strength, and broke
into alag, tired gdlop.

They sumbled through the Ve, and into the waiting hands of the hertasi. Wintersky had turned
his own attention to notifying the hertas - and thusthe Vale - of what they had discovered as soon as
they were within range. With Darian occupied in keeping up the stags' energy, he had no attention to
sparefor that particular job.

But thanks to Wintersky, not only were hertas waiting, but so were Firesong, Silverfox, and
Snowfire. Thelatter took charge of Wintersky, who was just as exhausted as Darian, and ushered him
away for congratulations, food, and rest.

Firesong took one look at Darian’ sfever-filled eyes, and smply took charge of the bones and his
pupil. “Youwon't rest until we know something,” Firesong said wisdly, and with unusua gentleness.
“Comedong; | think | can at least tell you whether your father isalive or dead.”

Hetook Darian by the elbow, and guided him in the direction of his ekele and workroom. Darian
didn't resst; hefdt asif he was consumed by the need to know. It was afirein hisblood, ablinding light
inhismind.

They went straight to the workroom, where Firesong already had shields cast and the room
prepared for what they would do. When dl three of them were inside, Firesong motioned for Darian to
gt, and closed up the shidds, sedling them inside.

He collapsed onto a stoal, and stared hungrily at Firesong, who took the bones and carefully
unwrapped them. Darian couldn’t look away from the tiny white fragments; they drew his gaze and held
it.

Firesong placed them down on the floor and sat cross-legged on a cushion beside them. Then he
contemplated them for amoment, while Darian’s heart pounded.

“Hrgt thing, | think - ” the Adept broke off what he was saying, and closed hiseyes, holding his
hands palm down over the bones. “Link with me, Dar’ian,” he ordered, but in a half-absent voice. Darian
didn’t question whether he had the strength available; he linked first with aley-line, and then with his
teacher, clutching the stool with both hands.

There wasamoment of double-disorientation, asthe raw power from the line rushed into him,
then as he melded with Firesong. When he got himsdlf straightened out again, Firesong was setting up a
complicated relationd field enclosing the bones. : This was once part of a greater whole,: the Adept
said to him, quite dispassionately - but it was vitaly important to be dispassionate when handling magic.
:You see what | am setting up here? I’ m reestablishing a connection with the rest of the body this
once belonged to - the plane of Power doesn’t care about distance in our world, that’s why we
can Gate when things there are stable enough. By reconnecting in that plane what used to be
connected there and here, | can learn something about the state of the rest of the body.:

Darian watched with fascination that was not quite as dispassonate as Firesong's. The Adept
was literally weaving aweb of power between the artifacts here, and - and something somewhere else; a



web that was possible only because they had once been connected.

When the last thread was in place, Firesong gathered up alittle more power - surprisingly little-
and gave it acommand, in effect saying to it wordlesdy, Show me what you would be like if you were
still one object.

The power settled over the bonesin atenuous, visble mist, while dl three of them watched with
varying degrees of hope and fear. If Darian’ s father was dead, there would be no change - or the change
would show conditions even less pleasant than a handful of dry bones.

Themigt took on apinkish tinge, swirled alittle -

- then took on the ghostly outlines of ahedthy, whole foot.

Darian hadn't redlized that he d made asound until he heard it in hisown ears - half astrangled
sob, half a choked-off gasp. But he certainly felt the tears suddenly fill hiseyesand blur the scenein front
of him, then pour down his cheeksin an outpouring of the emotions he would not givein to while hewas
dill linked in with theline. Slverfox rested acalming hand on his shoulder, acomfort and warmth that
released some of the tension that had been building in him.

“Right; well, that’ sthe main thing,” Firesong muttered, and played abit more with the relationa
field. He got no changes, however, and findly dismissed it with asigh of frugtration. Darian blinked
burning eyes and told himsdif fiercely not to be disappointed; thiswas more, much, much more, than he
had known yesterday at thistime.

“I tried to get asense of direction and distance, but | didn’t get much,” Firesong said, as Darian
let go hisown hold on the ley-line. Thistime Darian did not try to replenish anything; he needed the
energy himsdlf too much. “All | got wasthat it is north and to the west, and so far away that | couldn’t get
any reading on distance.”

“But heisdive” Darian said, his own voice sounding forlorn evenin hisown ears.

“Heisdive,” Firesong replied, and smiled, patting Darian’ sknee, adding his comfort to his
partner’s. “Very much dive, and | think it far more likely than not that your mother isdive and well and
with him. If he survived - with the loss of afoot - then shelikdy did, ill intact.”

The sudden outburst of tears surprised him, though it didn’t appear to surprise either Firesong or
Silverfox. It was over in just afew moments, but he felt asdrained asif he’ d just done his entire Magtery
Trid dl over again.

Silverfox helped him to hisfeet, as Firesong handed him a square of gauze cloth to wipe hiseyes
and nose with. “Y ou’ ve been through more than enough for oneday,” the kestra’ chern said. “And since
Keghaisoff with the Heralds, why don't you stay with us overnight? 1 think you need company.”

“I - think 1 do, too,” Darian confessed, and followed both of them up the staircase to the ekele-
above, hislegsleaden weights, hishead full of confused bits of thought that refused to come together into
anything coherent.

They sat him down on alow ding-couch; Silverfox went out briefly and came back with food and
something hot to drink. Numbly, Darian ate and drank without tasting anything, and listened while the two
of them talked lightly of utter commonplaces. Thelonger he sat, the heavier his head seemed, until at
length it fdt asif it was eadier to lie down than remain seated upright. Silverfox stepped over to him,
uncapped asmal brown bottle from anearby shelf, and gently touched two fingertipsto Darian’s
forehead just between his eyebrows. Darian focused on the unusua touch, and Silverfox waved the open
bottle under Darian’s nose while he was distracted.

Then, in spite of his certainty that he wouldn't be able to deep the entire night - he closed his
eyesfor amoment, and knew nothing more until morning.

Eleven

Seegping inthetiny, austere isolation hut, with the windows wide open to the night air, was very
like deeping in a hard-sided tent. Keishaenjoyed it as achange from Darian’s ekele. Out here where the



wegther was't controlled, it still got quite cool at night, and she needed to use the blankets left folded up
on her pallet. She woke up once or twice during the night at an unexpected sound, and smiled deepily, as
ghe listened to the life of the Sanctuary go on around her in the darkness, while she snuggled under the
weighty warmth of her blankets. Helping out on the rounds had made her pleasantly tired, and she had
gone to bed while Shandi and Andawere still deep in conversation with the Hedlers.

In the morning, they showed their lack of deep with yawns and puffy eyes, but neither had lost an
iota of enthusiasm. “When we get back to k' Valdemar, you can tdll everyonethat I’ ve got enough to
think about for awhile,” Andatold Keishaasthey mounted into their saddles, with acheerful wink that
told her he knew very well that he had been driving some of the othersto distraction with hisincessant
questions. “1 shan't be pestering anyone for at least aweek - and then it will probably be to find out who
can help me arrange to build our headquarters.”

“Y ou won't have to pester anyone, since| can dready tdl you - it' sthe hertasi chief, Ayshen.
He schedulesdl thework intheVae,” Keishatold him as she polished off the last drops of her teax
“You are building intheVae, aren't you? What are you going to call this establishment of yours? An
embassy?’

“Yes werebuildingintheVde, and | think I'll let this Ayshen fellow pick agood spot,” Anda
told her. “Asfor what we'recalling it - well, it' snot awaystation, and it isn't exactly an embassy - so |
thought I'd just cdll it k' Vademar Station.”

“That’ Il work,” Keisha acknowledged with hidden amusement. So, Andadidn’t think it was an
embassy, did he? Wait until he's been here a year.

The dyhdli got them back to Ghost Cat in good time; Andawanted to speak further with Chief
Vordon and Shaman Cedlin, so Keisha decided to have alook at those fascinating goods that the
Northern tribes had brought in.

Since she had spotted her old friend Hywel in the crowd gathering to greet them - now warrior
Hywel, afact he was burstingly proud of - she waved to him and got his attention as Anda and Shandi
walked off with the Chief. He waved back, face full of ddight, for the fact that he was greeat friends with
Heder

Keishaand Owl-warrior Darian gave quite a boost to his status.

She waked over to him as hewaited for her; no man of the Northern tribeswould cometo a
woman for acasua conversation, not even so high-status awoman as aHedler. It was nonsense, of
course, and these attitudes were gradualy changing even among the most recacitrant of tribesmen - for
thisonce, Keishawas willing to bow before custom.

“Greetingsto you, Healer Keisha,” Hywe said solemnly. He wastrying very, very hard to look
mature and warriorlike; he had shot up another hand’ s breadth in the last Six months and was wearing a
new leather shirt made from the skins of his own kills. The impression he wastrying to make was utterly
spoiled by the obvious youth of the face behind the new beard and mustache. He till looked to her
exactly like the boy who' d been frantic to save thelife of his brother, and willing to brave anything to do
0.

“Greetingsto you, Warrior Hywe,” shereplied, just as soberly, though it was al she could do to
keep from chuckling. “Could you tell mewho | would spesk to if | were to wish to barter for some of the
goods held in trust for Ghost Cat, k' Vademar, and the Sanctuary?’

“Nothing easier,” he said, brightening at the ideathat he would be able to do so high-status an
individual agood turn. “My mother, Laine, hasthe authority to barter for those goods for thetribe. | am
sure she will be happy to bargain with you.”

That was not in the least surprising; Laine was known to cut a shrewd bargain herself, quite as
well as glass-maker Harrod' swife. The only reason that she was not in charge of Ghost Cat’ s dedlings
with the village was that she had not dared try the language exchange with a dyheli. In part, that was
because she was strongly averse to any “meddling with magic and holy things’ for hersdf, andin part it
was because she didn’t want to court the horrid headache that always followed such an. exchange.

Not that Keishablamed her.

Lainewaslearning Vademaran the old-fashioned way, bit by bit, from her sons, who had gotten



the tongues the “easy” way. Thiswould not matter to Keisha, who spoke Laine stongue with the fluency
of her own.

“Come,” Hywel said, gesturing grandly, “I will take you to her.” Keisharepressed another
chuckle at that; she didn’t need Hywel to show her to his own house, she knew quite well whereit was-
but conducting her there raised his status another minute increment. The saying she had heard about the
Northerners did seem to be true: “Y ou are known by who you know!”

Not long after that, the two women were going over the goods in the storehouse, with dl the
pleasure of any two women anywhere in the lustrous furs, the warmth of the amber. Hisjob done, Hywel
had gone off to do “man things’ - which basicaly meant Sitting about with his young warrior friends,
boasting about the anima s they would hunt when fal came.

Thefamilia resemblance between Laine and her sonswas unmistakable; al three shared a
distinctively high brow, deep-set eyes, and short nose. For the rest, they shared brown eyes, black hair,
sturdy, muscular build, and heavily tanned skin with the rest of their tribe.

“Ah - thesearewhat | wanted - ” Keishasaid, when shefindly turned over aprotective layer of
cloth to reved the skins she was looking for. “How many do you think it would take to line the hood of a
winter cloak?’

“Sx,” Lanesad ingtantly, the fringes of her leather dress swaying as she reached for one of the
furs. She spread it over her arm, displaying it to Keisha, ruffling up the fur with her breath to show how
thick and plush the hair was. “ Y es, six. Noless. Y ou will not want the fur about the hindquarters, you
see, and the bdly-fur isthin. And were | you, | should have some wolverine as well, to put about the
edge of the hood. The wolverine is so hot-blooded that the virtue goes even into the fur, and your breath
will not freeze uponiit.”

Keishavery much doubted that “virtug’ had anything to do with it, but she did know that the rest
was true. She started to agree, when Laine spoke again.

“And here - | think that Clanbrother Darian might well like one of these,” Laine continued, taking
acloth off another pile of what had appeared to be pieced and worked goods. She picked one up and
shook it out - it was avest, made of leather, but not tooled, dyed, or decorated in the usua fashions of
the Ghost Cat tribe, but actually embroidered with designs. When Keishaexamined it further, taking it
from Laine€' s hands, she saw that it had been embroidered, not with thread or yarn, but very cleverly with
tufts of dyed fur of somekind.

The designs themselves were nothing like those the Northern tribes used, athough they seemed
faintly familiar. But try as she might, Keishajust couldn’t place them. They were more like some sort of
foreign designsthat the Northerners had tried to adapt to their own style.

“I think you'reright, Laine,” she said, as she held the vest in her hands, admiring the
workmanship. “Darian will likethisquite alot. He snot the lover of decoration that Firesongis- "

“Ai, and who is?’ Laineinterjected, giggling, hiding her mouth behind her blunt-fingered hand as
was the custom among Ghost Cat women.

“No one!l” Keishalaughed. “But Darian doeslike to dress handsomely now and again, and thisis
just hissort of clothing.”

Sheand Laine bargained spiritedly for sometime, and eventually arrived at a price they both
liked. Ghost Cat craved Keisha s dyes and the food-spices she raised - she would never bargain with
medicina herbs, but she had no compunction about using her spices as currency. The tribesmen had
learned that spiced food was afinething; it was ataste they quickly acquired, for the spices gave their
plain meals asavor they had never had before. In the cases of garlic and some peppers, it was quite
good for their hedth, too.

In exchange for spices and dyesto be delivered by dyheli, Keishacarried off enough fursto line
her hood and make mittens, and she aso bought the handsome vest. She had stowed them away in her
saddlebags by the time Shandi and Andawere ready to leave.

Darian is usually the one getting things for me, shereflected, very pleased with hersdlf. It'll
be fun to see hisface when | surprise himwith a gift, for a change.

It was at that moment that Anda’' s Companion picked up his pace, leaving Shandi and Keisha



lagging alittle behind. Shandi did not trouble to catch up, and the dyheli Keisharode wasin no great
hurry either. Andadisappeared around aturn in the road, and only then did Shandi turn to her Sster.

Shandi wore a stubborn expression; her golden-brown eyes narrowed as she regarded Keisha.
“All right,” the young Herald demanded. “What exactly is going on - or not going on - between you and
Daian”

“Nothing!” Keisharesponded before she thought.

“That' s exactly the problem,” Shandi retorted. “ And | want to know why. Y ou said you'd talk
about it later - well, thisislater, and we can’t get any more privacy than we have now.”

Except for two pairs of four-hooved, pointed ears, Keshathought, looking resentfully at
Karles head. His ears were pointed back toward both of them, athough the dyhdli’s weren’t. She
didn’t rdish the notion of having any witnesses at al to this.

“Come on, Keisha, you know | won't give up. | know you too well,” Shandi persisted, turning in
her saddle to face her fully. “Y ou’ ve got a Situation here that’ s hurting both of you, whether you'll admit it
or not.” She sounded very sure of herself; too sure, Keishathought.

“I don't see how you can clam that,” Keishasaid sullenly, looking straight ahead and not at her
ggter. Shecouldn’t - didn’t want to - meet Shandi’ seyes. “I'm not in the least unhappy. | have aterrific
life; it couldn’t possibly be any better.”

“Huh. Y ou might be able to convince anyone else of that, but not your sister, and not an
Empath,” Shandi retorted energeticaly. “What' s the problem? He' s not discontent, and you aren’t
interested in anyone else. Areyou afraid he' sinevitably going to loseinterest in you and go chase some
other girl?’

Since that was precisely what had been troubling her, Keisha s head snapped around and she
stared at her sigter in shock. “How did -~

“It' s pretty obvious, isn't it?” Shandi replied, staring into her startled eyes. “Y ou never believed
that anyone would ever think you were pretty enough to bother with when we were at home, and you
don't believeit now. Inyour heart,” she continued ruthlesdy, “you ' re surethisisal somekind of accident
on Darian’ s part, and one of these days he'll wake up and redlizeit.” Shandi sounded calm, collected,
and utterly unruffled; the very opposte of theway Keishafdt. “Infact, you re actudly planning onit
happening.”

Put that way, so baldly and unadorned, it sounded ridiculous, and Keishafdt asif she'd been
caught doing something very stupid. Embarrassed, resentful, full of chagrin - but it hadn’t seemed foolish
al those times when she' d been fedling done and so unhappy!

“Y ou haven’t done anything stupid, sib,” Shandi said gently, her eyes softening. “But you almost
did. It'sone short step from being sure that something good can't last to sabotaging it, and making your
fearscometrue. You can't let things that you know don’'t make sense get in the way of awonderful
relationship!”

But Empath or not, Keishawas not about to admit anything to her little sster. Shandi was, after
al, her little sster; younger, presumably less experienced. How dared she Sit in judgment on her older
sster? Besides, Shandi had no idea of the stresses on her. “Look, that’snot al it is, it isn't even most of
it. | have my duties, my responsihilities, and Darian has his - they aren’t the same, and we' re gpart more
than we' retogether. | can't trail around after him the way awifeissuppo -~

“Oh, please,” Shandi groaned, interrupting her, while Karles snorted in obvious scorn. “What
god came down and told you exactly what awifeis supposed to do? Who set up ruleslike that?’

Keisha stemper flared as her resentment mounted. Just because Shandi was aHerad and didn't
have to go dong with the kinds of conventionsthat normal people did, she had no right to make any
kind of judgmentsfor her Sster! Keisha wasn't about to flout conventions! “Everyone knowswhat - ”

“That'sridiculous,” Shandi interrupted again. “When has Darian ever told you - or even hinted -
that he expects you to sit home and bake and spin? You aren’t everybody, you probably have more wits
than any two of my old friends put together - and you don’t have to put up with the small-mindedness of
village gosspsif you don't want to. They won't even know what you' redoing if you live here, for one
thing! And for another - no one but you should be alowed to make any decisions about how you live and



who with.”

K eisha opened her mouth - and closed it again. She had no answer whatsoever for that, because
Shandi wasright - once again.

“So when did Darian demand or even hint that if you two got married, you had to become a
so-caled *proper’ wife?” Shandi demanded.

“Y ou can’t answer me, because he has't, right?” Shandi shook her head. “Listen to me, and
think. What kind of couples has he had for comparison of what agood pairing islike? I’ m not talking
about the villagers, ether, because he doesn't redly think of himsalf as one of the villagers, he thinks of
himself as a Hawkbrother. He had his own parents - who worked together as ateam; his mother
certainly didn’t 9t at home and wash floors. He has the Hawkbrothers - who are very careful about
getting into amarriage, or whatever they cal it, but who don’t make any demands that one partner be
subservient to the other! So why should he suddenly demand that of you?’

Shandi wastoo logical, and fired off her argumentstoo quickly for Keishato respond. Shefedt a
headache coming on, a shaft of pain coming from her temple, even as shefdt flushed and very
uncomfortable. Why wouldn't Shandi just drop the whole subject and leave her done?

Now Shandi changed her tone to one of coaxing; she lowered her voice and cocked her head to
onesde. “Keisha, just because you get involved with someone, even marry him, that doesn’t mean one
of you hasto get swallowed up by the other. Darian doesn’t want that - if he did, trust me, you' d know
it, and you have agood sense of sdf-preservation; you' d be running away asfast asa dyheli could carry
you!” Shelaughed.

Shandi certainly did that, when Mother tried to swallow her up. . . .

But Shandi didn’t make that comparison, which was probably just aswell. “Y ou say that you and
Darian are gpart more than together now that you' re both taking on your full responsibilities- well, things
change, and you have to change with them, you ought to know that by now! Y ou’ll probably haveto
work some things out, maybe make some dterationsin how you work, but - ”

Me? Why should | be the one to have to change? “I don’t think it sfair for me to haveto
make al the compromises!” Keishasaid - and cringed when she heard the whining tone in her own voice.

“Sodon’t! When | said ‘you’ | meant both of you!” Exasperation crept into Shandi’ s voice.
“Listen to what I'm saying, and don't keep jumping to the worst possible conclusion! Y ou make some
compromises, he'll make some, you' |l work out what' s acceptable to both of you. But don't undermine
your own happiness because you think you haven't got anything to offer him, and don’t drive him away
just because you' re afraid of acommitment!”

I’mnot afraid! Keishawanted to snap - but she knew, instantly, that it would be alie. So she
didn't say anything at dll.

Fortunately, that seemed to be the end of Shandi’ s lecture. Shandi lft her donethen; shedidn’t
ride ahead or lag behind, but she didn’t say anything more. Finally Keishathought of something to say.

She couldn’t help it; she sounded sarcastic. “How did you become such an expert on-on-"

“On romance?’ Shandi looked over at her, and winked, taking her question at face value and
ignoring the sarcasm. “Forced into it. Between al the boysthat chased after mein Errold’s Grove, and dl
the Trainees who came to me with boy- and girl-problems, | got to be an expert fairly quickly.” She
sghed heavily. “ Everybody goesto an Empath for a shoulder to cry on.”

“Don't | know it!” Keishasad involuntarily, thinking of the number of timesthat Shandi’s
disappointed suitors had done just that to her - and that broke the uncomfortable stalemate. They both
laughed, Shandi heartily, Keishaweskly.

By unspoken consent they did not discuss anything remotely uncomfortable after that. Shandi
changed the subject to something completely innocuous. They spent the rest of the ride talking about
trividities, nothing that used up an awful lot of brain power, which wasjust aswell.

Shandi had given her agreat ded to occupy her thoughts.

Darian wokein the late morning fegling just as much turmoail and confusionin hismind ashe' d
had when he went to bed. In fact, he hadn’t redlly expected to deep, but his exhausted body had
decided otherwise. He turned himself out of the hammock he' d awakened in, in one of Silverfox’s



workrooms, and found (as he' d expected) afresh set of his own clothing waiting for him beside the
window. And cleaned boots.

The hertas were busy this morning.

Getting dressed, he hurried up the staircase to Firesong's ekele above, certain that he would find
his mentor there, probably engrossed in amagicad text.

He was not wrong; Firesong looked up as soon as he poked his nose in the door. * Get over
here,” Firesong ordered, pointing to alow chair. In amoment, histeacher had Darian Sitting down with
food in front of him. Firesong turned his apparent attention back to the heavy book from which hewas
making notes.

“Don't say anything just yet,” Firesong cautioned, without looking up. “Eat first.” And he sat
there with hisarmsfolded across the pages, drawing delicate diagrams, while Darian did just that. Darian
obeyed him, even though the food had no more taste than old leaves, and kept catching in histhroat.

When he' d finished enough to satisfy the Adept, Firesong alowed him to set thetray asde and
get down to a serious discussion.

“I’ve been doing some research, but | haven’t found anything that was of much use. Charting the
Change-Circle against our maps put it on aproper arc, in line with others we knew of aready, but snce
no one has yet been able to find a provable correl ation between source and destination Circleswhen they
change places, | have no prediction of where what was initidly in that Circlewent. | dso did alittle more
work thismorning, when | wasfresher, with Starfal’ shelp,” Firesong told him. “Unfortunately, we got
pretty much the same result. Y our father is somewhere north and west of us; how far, and in exactly what
direction heis, we smply can't tell - except that it' salong way. Farther than ahawk would fly ina
week.” He sighed. “ There till isn’t enough clean, clear power about for usto be able to point to him with
any more accuracy than that. Best scrying we can do at present gives usagenerd “fed” within aquarter
compeass, at thisdistance. It islike target shooting in a dense fog, when you haven't even seen where the
target is placed first. We d either have to have more power, or be agreat deal closer to him to find him.”

“And there san awful lot of ‘north and west’ to be searching in,” Darian Sghed. “Firesong - ”

“Don’'t make any decisonsyet,” Firesong cautioned. “We haven't begun to exhaust dl of our
resources. There may be someone among the tribesmen coming here for Healing who can give us clues,
or even ared direction.”

Darian grimaced. “And thisis where you counsal me about patience. My head knows you're
right, but - | don’t want to sit around and wait, | want to be up and doing something!” He unclenched a
fist he wasn't even aware he' d made. “| have been patient. I’ ve undergonetrids, travels, and ceremonies
until my ears could bleed. I've been in fights that scared me to death and done responsible things for
others enough to be Knighted, and even that wasto better do the duties demanded of me.”

Firesong nodded, and alock of his snowy white hair fell over one eye. He said nothing in
agreement, but aso said nothing disapproving.

“I'vegiven and given to thisVVale. And to the village, and to VVademar, and even the
Northerners. | have had some wonderful times and great benefits, and | don’t have too many regrets. |
have not done these things so | could stack up favorsto cdl in.” Darian paused for along deep breath
then continued. “It isjust that - the things | have done over the past few years have been dmost dl for
others, but thisisfor me.”

Firesong brushed the stray hair away from hisface, still seemingly impassive as he listened, then
sadlevdly, “Goon.”

Darian st hisjaw and then concluded. “ Firesong, | want this one. | want this one for me and for
my family. I'm horribly afraid that if we wait too long, something will happento them. . ..” Hisvoice
faded as he contemplated that terrible notion, that he would learn his parents were aive only to discover
they’ d perished just days before he could reach them.

Firesong shook his head dightly while he steepled hisfingers. “1 understand. But Darian, they’ ve
survived thislong, surely they can survive the summer!”

“If | knew where they were, and what the situation was, I’ d be more inclined to agree with you.
But what if they’ re alive now only because they’ re being kept as a desth-sacrifice by Blood Bear or



some other tribe likethem?’ Darian protested.

“That isas may be, but it could as well have happened two years ago as not, or never,” Firesong
replied blithely. “What needs to be doneisfor you to balance and measure the likelihood of resultswith
the risks to be taken, with what powers can be brought to bear with the time you have.”

Darian looked unhappy with such an objective assessment, but he knew that Firesong wasright.
Wheat they did know wasthat hisfather wasin passable, maybe excdllent hedlth; the first spell had told
him that much, and he had to presume that Starfal and Firesong working together had confirmed that. If
aman lacking afoot and marooned in the far north wasin any health after al these years, that argued for
his continued survivd.

But it was hard, so hard, to amply St there and discusslogistica possibilitieswith Firesong, when
what he wanted to do wasto get a score of dyheli volunteers and go north asfast asthey could carry
him, carrying whatever food and equipment he could gather in adash through his quarters, trusting that
luck and his own magic would give him adirection.

But even at hismost optimistic and foolhardy, he knew that such aplan would beridiculous.
Luck only favored those who didn’t need it, an old saying went. . . .

Besdes, Keisha deservesto hear about this.

That was another cong deration atogether. He couldn’t just go haring off without telling her.

“Of dl thethingsin theworld, | think being patient isthe hardest,” he moaned, and Firesong
nodded.

“I know quite afew people who would agree wholeheartedly with that sentiment,” histeacher
replied, with true sympathy. “ That includesthe man | wasfor thefirst haf of my life. Asthe Shin'din
shaman say, though, ‘ Every scar isalesson remembered.” * Hisface wrinkled in pitsand creasesashe
smiled sideways. “I think that while we plan and prepare for what you will do about your parents, you
ought to go find something useful that will occupy your mind.” He closed the book firmly, caressing its
spine before looking to Darian.

“I think you'reright,” Darian said after apause, and got to hisfeet. “Have you any suggestions?’

But when Firesong aso rose, awicked gleam in his eye, Darian knew he had asked the wrong
question.

“Of course, my dear student,” Firesong said in tones of slk. “ After dl, just because you' ve
become aMaster, that doesn’t mean you' ve stopped needing to learn, doesit?’

The next severd hours of magica work left him exhausted in mind and body; Firesong' sidea of
something that would “occupy hismind” was a set of exercisesthat took every iotaof histhoughtsand
left him nothing to devote to his own problems.

Hefound himsdf juggling multiple ley-lines, plus Heartstone power, while fending off little inging
“annoyance’ attacks from Firesong - and meanwhile he had to accomplish his started task, which wasto
create asecond outlet for his hot spring, since there was more than enough water flowing from it to
supply two sets of hot pools. Ayshen had already voiced awish for asupply of hot water for the kitchens
so that they didn’t nave to use the smoke-bel ching wood-fired boiler that everyone considered adubious
compromise; adding blocks of native hickory sweetened the smell but still wasnot idedl. So, Darian just
had to make achanne for the water from hisspring. “ Just.” Hah!

What he' d actually had to do was find a series of cracks and weak spots through the bedrock
leading to the kitchen, sed them from side pathways, then coax atendril of the hot spring to take those
cracks as he dowly forced open the weak spots, melted and scul pted the stoneinto a sealed channdl,
and findly bring the spring out near the boiler itself, so that Ayshen could usethe existing boiler asa
hot-water storage tank instead.

And meanwhile, hundreds of little wasplike attack “stingers’ came a him from every possible
direction - any he didn’t deflect gave him a sharp reminder of hisinadequacy. Twice Firesong even
lobbed physicd rocks at him, as he had during hisMaster Tria. He deflected both away - the second
onedirectly back at his mentor, earning achuckle from him.

When he was through, Firesong laughed, congratulated him, and sent him back to hisown ekele
to bathe and change again. For afew hours, at least, he had been far too preoccupied to think of his



father, but as soon as he set one foot on the path outside the workroom, it began again.

And Mother - how isshe? | don’'t know anything about her - but if Father survived having
his foot taken off, she had to have been with him. He could easily imagine her standing by and
guarding him, hunting for both of them until he recovered, taking care of him. They worked together as
seamlessly asahand inside aglove, they’ d both been hunters, but had switched to trapping so that they
could include Darian in their treks. Trapping was no less work than hunting, but the danger was abit less,
and it had been something that they could dl work at together, even when Darian was an infant. A crying
baby was't much use on agtalk, but didn’t make much difference in working atrap-line.

He opted for aquick shower, using aspigot high up on thewall, perforated with many tiny holes.
It was hisown idea, to have away to get clean quickly in his own quarters rather than having to head for
ahot pool or fals, Keishaliked it for washing her hair. He was just pulling his clean shirt on over his head
when he heard hoofbeats coming toward the open front door.

He hurried outside, ill barefoot, hoping to be able to catch not only Keisha, but her sster, and
possibly Herdd Andaaswell. He wanted to tell dl three of them what he had discovered himsdlf. By
now the news had certainly spread dl over the Vae, and when any story spread, it tended to get
changed, sometimes out of al recognition.

Hewasin luck; al three of them were together, and he managed to wave Andaand Shandi in
before they rode off to the guest lodge. Keishalooked faintly puzzled, but she said nothing.

“Listen, | need to tell dl three of you what' sjust happened,” he said when the other two had
dismounted. Then when the Companions shook their heads and snorted at him, he quickly revised, “I
mean, dl five of you.”

The Companions looked moallified at his acknowledgment and he quickly outlined his search, the
results, and theinformation that had come out of the magica investigation afterward. “And that’ sall |
know,” he concluded, looking mostly at Keishafor her reaction. “It’sdriving me frantic, because there
redly isn't enough to make asearchon -~

“But you have to keep working oniit!” Keishaexclamed passonately, interrupting him. “ Of
course you have to! How can you come so close and just leave it at that? And when you do find out
wherethey are, you' ve got to go looking for them!”

“I wouldn't advise undertaking afull-scale search on so little information,” Herald Anda
cautioned. Thiswaswhat Darian had expected out of him, but suddenly Anda dropped his dignity and his
caution and burgt out with, “But - oh, hang it dl! We Il al help you get a better idea of whereto look,
and the Tayledras and the Northerners, too, no doubt! Surely as many good minds as we have can come
up with something!”

Darian sared for amoment, as Shandi nodded energetically. “1 absolutely agree,” Shandi
seconded firmly. “No doubt at al; Karlesfedsthe same. We Il all work on thistogether. It seemsto me
that with al the best minds of Vademar and the Vaesworking onit, we |l surely come up with away to
figure out exactly where your parents are, and bring them home again!”

Darian did not know whether to laugh or weep with relief. He' d been sure that Keishawould
support him, but he’ d been haf convinced that the two Heralds would oppose any attempt to find and
bring back his parents, since it would mean his absence from Vademar - and dl hisduties. “I - al | can
say is‘thank you' and that hardly seems adequate,” he managed, after two tries to make words come out
hed failed.

“Thank uswhen we ve got someresults,” Andasaid smply. “Just know we' re not going to
oppose you, and we' |l help you any way we can, starting by putting our own mindsto work on this.
Remember, | wastrained in acouple of different *schools of magic; | might be ableto think of something
new to you.”

He and his Companion exchanged a glance, then he and Shandi traded looks. “We all need some
rest, and achanceto think, so we'll seeyou later,” Shandi said by way of farewdll, then she and Anda
mounted again and rode off toward the guest lodge.

While they had been talking, Keisha had taken abundle down off her dyheli, who then | eft them
tofindahertas torid him of histack. Keishahad held it clutched tensdly to her chest al thetime she'd



been listening to Darian, and only now did she remember it. “Havend” she said, looking down at the
bundlein her handsin surprise. “I’ d forgotten al about the present | got you! It doesn’t seem like much
after your news- "

But Darian was deeply touched. “1 beg to differ!” he replied. “ Thank you for remembering me -
I’'m hardly as exciting asthe potentid to see abrand new disease, after dl!”

He saw by the gleam in her eye that she understood he was teasing her. “Oh, isthat what you
think, then? Well you might beright!” she teased back. “Maybe some day I'll leave you for anice,
exating plague!”

He caught her up in hisarms, and felt anew relaxation about her that delighted him. Whatever
had caused this change, he hoped it would persist; she hadn’t been this easy around him for months.
“How about if | giveyou afever insgtead?’ he murmured into her ear as he nuzzled her neck.

Sheturned her head - and bit hisear. Not hard, but it startled him and he let her go. “You'll have
to earnit by catching mefirgt,” she taunted, and ran into the ekele.

Heran &fter her, and for the next fever-warm candlemark or so, they were too busy with each
other to think of anything ese.

After amuch more pleasant shower-bath, thistime shared, and yet another change of clothing,
Darian sumbled over Keisha sbundlein the middle of the floor of the outer room. He picked it up, saw
to hisrelief that it was undamaged, and looked for a place to put it down.

“Oh, good, | was afraid we might have trampled that,” she said, emerging from the bedroom and
tying her hair back as shewalked. “Here, let me.”

She held out her handsfor it, and he obediently handed the bundleto her.

She sat down and began to unwrap it in her 1ap - first the outer square of cloth, which he redlized
had been her scarf. A scarf was something no modern Healer was ever without, since ascarf could be
put to so many useful purposes. Inside the scarf was a bundle of soft, dark-brown furs. They looked
rather like weasdl or muskrat, but were much softer and the fur was more plush.

Keisha put the furs aside, and brought out something made of leather and lined with a coarser fur
- she shook it out and held it up to him, beaming. “ Y es, that fits - have alook, do you likeit?’

Hetook it from her and turned it around - and almost dropped it, stepping back involuntarily.

He gtared, struck dumb, asfamiliar patterns of embroidery branded themsalves on hismind.

Keisha s smilefaded and shelooked a him with uncertainty. “Y ou - you don't likeit - I'll - ”

“No, no, no, that’snot it - ” It couldn’t be. It couldn’t be - it was only asuperficial resemblance,
urdly!

But he put the vest down, and went straight to the storage chest where he kept the few precious
relics of his childhood that had pleasant memories attached. He opened it, reached in, and brought out a
smdll, cloth-wrapped package of hisown. This he took over to Keisha and opened, laying out the
embroidered leather vest that |ay inside next to the one she had brought him.

Though the colors of the second vest were faded and stained, the leather worn - though the
motifs had been embroidered using wool and flax threads rather than tufts of dyed hair - and though the
older vest was barely haf the size of the new one - there was no doubt.

In al other ways, they wereidentical.

They stared at the vedts, then into each other’ s eyes. And finally, Keisha managed to spesk.

“Havend” She exclamed involuntarily. “They’ re the same! But how?’

“I don't know, Keisha,” Darian breathed. “ Where did you get this?’

Tweve

“Wait - 7 Keishasad, feding that she had to dow al thisdown, at least alittle. Thingswere
happening too fast for her. “This could just be aflower, and flowers are auniversal embroidery motif - ”
“But it'snot aflower,” Darian interrupted. “I1t' saradid repeet of the Trappers Guild symboal,



see?’ He blocked off al but one quarter of the spiky circle, and sure enough, Keishahad no troublein
recognizing the stylized trap. “It's Mother’ sown design, making it repest like that; I’ ve never seen
anyoneedseuseit.”

So much for it being an accident or a coincidence, Keishathought. “Well, | got it from Ghost
Cat - they got it in trade-goods from one of the tribes that came here looking for Hedling.”

Darian started to move, and she put out her hand and pushed him back down into hischair. “It
will keep for haf aday,” shetold him. “If you wait until tomorrow morning, you'll be ableto actualy tak
with someone; if you go now, you' Il only have to wait until morning when everyone wakes up.”

“But - " Darian waslooking a bit wild-eyed, and she wasin complete sympathy.

“1 know, you need to do something, and the smartest thing to do istake these vests to Firesong.
Maybe he can make some sense out of them. Then - well, | think we should talk to the Vae Council and
seewhat everyone else says.” She was actudly grasping at straws, but he nodded, agreeing with her, and
she sghed with relief. Thelast thing she wanted was for him to go running off into the darknessto find a
dyheli and ride off to the Ghost Cat village. Kuari or no Kuari, the mental state he wasin was conducive
to mistakes. Suddenly, she had anightmare vison of Darian, his dyheli, or both faling on the
night-shrouded trail and bresking aleg. Or both legs. Or worse.

But at least she had managed to come up with an ideathat made him fed that hewas
accomplishing something. She followed him out the door and down thetrail as he set off at alopefor
Firesong's ekele, knowing that it was going to be avery long night.

It turned out to be not quite aslong for her; she kept dozing off, first while Darian and Firesong
worked over the vests, then later, while Darian and most of the Vae Council of Elders discussed
possihilitiesin endless detall. In fact, the last thing she remembered was half-waking as someone picked
her up and laid her on apile of pillows, covering her with asoft lap-rug.

She woke a second time when Darian shook her; when sheraised her head, she saw from the
thin light outside that it was dawn. Darian looked tired, but by no means discouraged; in fact, he
appeared to be ready to set out for the north on a moment’ s notice. “Ready to go to Ghost Cat?’ he
asked, taking it for granted that she would want to be with him.

She caught hersdlf just as she started to fedl resentment; there was nothing to fed resentment
about! She didn’t have patients, except the ones at Errold’ s Grove, and they weren’t due to see her for
afew days. And he knew that; he kept as close an eye on her schedule as he did his own.

“Assoon as| change,” she agreed, rubbing her eyes and yawning. Then shelooked criticdly at
Darian’sclothing. “Y ou ought to dso,” she chided gently. “It won't take more than amoment.”

Helooked down at his rumpled, stained clothing, and blushed with embarrassment. He might
not be a peacock like Firesong, but at least heisn’'t as slovenly as a great many men I’ ve known.

“You'reright, and | will. Firesong once said to me, * Dressyour best. Heroesin paintings dways
look terrific, and you never know when it might be your turn to become alegend.” Perfect Tayledras
reasoning, isn't it? Come on, then,” he said, and offered her his hand.

Before the sun actually crested the horizon, they werein the saddle and on their way past the
Vae entrance - but Darian looked odd to her when Keisha glanced over at him. He was preoccupied
with something, hisforehead creased, his eyes narrowed as he concentrated. The tension suddenly
around him made her muscles clench.

“What' sthe matter?’ she asked sharply, wondering what had him so nervey dl of a sudden. Both
the dyheli flicked their ears back at him; they sensed something strange aswell.

“I"'m trying to remember something,” he murmured, rubbing histemple. “ Something about
dreams. ...” Hisvoice had a distracted tone; whatever the “dream” was, hismood was odd - asif the
dream had overwhelming significance, and he had to recdll it at al cods.

It can’t be that - it’sjust that he’ s not thinking clearly.

“What, have you been dreaming that the Northern Spirit Cat has been trying to send you
messages?’ she asked, trying to put a chucklein her voice. She meant it teasingly, to try and get him out
of thismood, but he responded asif he had just sat down on atack.

Evenhisdyheli stopped dead, earsflattened, as he jerked around to stare at her, eyeswide,



pupils dilated.

What did | say?

“That'sit!” heshouted. “That' sit!”

But without bothering to tell her what “it” was, he bent over the dyheli’ s neck. In response to an
unvoiced command, the young stag launched into afull gallop, and Keishd sfollowed, leaving her no
choice but to stifle her curiosity and hang on for deer life.

They reached the Ghogt Cat village in haf thetime it would normally have taken; the dyheli
staggered into the village on their last bit of energy, and stopped, sides heaving. Unlike horses, they were
in no danger of foundering, or Keishawould have been more worried about them than she was about
Darian. Darian jumped down out of the saddle. As he sprinted for the Shaman’ slog house, with the
bundle containing the new vest clutched in one hand, his dyheli began its own dow, careful cool-down.
Keishatook her time dismounting, and followed, noting the curious looks that Darian attracted as he ran,
asmdl part of her hoping that he hadn’t lost hiswits, therest of her full of afatering anxiety.

The second surprise of the day came. The Shaman must have been expecting Darian, for he
flung his door open before Darian even reached it and beckoned him to comeinside. And when he
looked up and saw Keishastanding beside her dyheli, he waved to her aswell.

The two men disappeared inside. She entered the door in time to hear Darian say, “... S0 isthere
aRavenclan?’

“I don’t know out of my own knowledge, but the meaning of your dream and mineis now clear,”
Shaman Celin said somberly, and looked down at the vest spread out on the bench between them. “ This,
however - this comes from Snow Fox tribe. There are till folk from Snow Fox among us, cured, but not
strong enough yet to travel, for the cure itsalf exhausted them. Let us speak with them, and perhapsthey
can give usthelast piece of what we need to know.”

Darian was on hisfeet immediately, so completely focused on the Shaman that Keishamight not
even have been there.

And strangdly, thisdidn’t trouble her; she wastoo relieved to discover that, whatever dl thiswas
about, Shaman Celin obvioudy knew dl about it aswell.

Asshetrailed adong in Darian’ swake, shefdt ared sense of relief and even anticipation, which
completely replaced the anxiety she' d felt on the way here. Thiswasred, something she could ded with,
and a perfectly reasonable and understandable obsession; if it had been her parentsrather than his, she
would have been just as focused as he was.

Absolutely. They may drive me crazy, but they're my parents. | know how he must feel.

Therewasalog housein the farthest circle that had no tribal totems ornamenting it; instead, the
house was decorated in stylized carvings of dyheli. Once again, the“holy dyheli” identified thosewho
had come to seek a cure from Ghost Cat and the Sanctuary.

Here they encountered adight difficulty, for the Snow Fox tribe spoke a different variant of the
northern tongue. It took Darian and the Shaman severd tries before the most senior of the men left in
charge of the invaids understood what they were asking. Keishacouldn’t follow him at al; he spoke so
much faster than the Ghost Cat folk that he almost seemed to be speaking a different language atogether.

Hewasn't dl that old either; just out of adolescence, and probably newly cometo full Warrior
satus. Hewasin charge of aband of young men his own age who had remained behind to guard and
protect the three women and gaggle of youngsters who had not been strong enough to travel back to the
tribal lands with the rest. The Shaman stood beside Darian as he and the young warrior sat facing each
other on abench just outside the door, with the morning sun full on them.

Keisha stood by and watched, rather than listened, as Darian grew more proficient in the Snow
Fox diadect with each passing moment. She suspected from the faint tingling she felt a ong the surface of
her skin that he was using magic to help speed his acquisition of the tongue. The young warrior, biting his
lip earnestly, was a bit alarmed.

He must know it'smagic - but it isn't dyhdi magic. And Darian must look completely diento
the young man, with his Tayledras clothing and lighter hair and eyes than the Northerners had.

The Shaman saw thisaswell, and stopped the conversation to reassure him; after afew words,



the youngster became quite charmingly cooperative.

Darian stooped and took a bit of charred stick from the ground to draw a crude map on the
bench where they both sat, but the young man shook his head and put his hand over Darian’s. Clearly he
didn’t understand maps, or at least, he wasn't able to trandate what he knew to map form.

They do so much by rote - Keishahit her lip, hoping Darian’s memory was up to this.

Darian listened to him with fierce concentration as he described what must have been the journey
here, committing every landmark to memory; frowning so, his eyebrows dmaost meeting in the center of
his forehead, that Keishaknew he' d have a headache before thiswas over.

At last, Darian sat back, hisfrown fading and being replaced with asmile. He thanked the
youngster - that much, at least, Keisha understood! - made some polite comments, then he and Cdlin
took their leave.

Darian reached out and took her hand as he passed her, giving it agentle squeeze. “I'm sorry if |
seemed to beignoring you, ke' chara,” Darian said gpologetically as soon asthey were out in the open
agan.“l -”

“Y ou weretrying to get as much information as you could in the shortest possibletime,” Keisha
interrupted, and smiled at hisrelief. “Havens, did you think | couldn’t seethat? But you had better give
me afull explanation later on, and not leave anything out!” She squeezed his hand back, and hissmile
turned so warm she amost blushed.

“I will, on theway back, | promise.” Darian turned then to the Shaman, squinting againgt the
aunlight. “Cdlin, | can’'t begin to thank you - ”

“Nay, do not thank me. It isthe Ghost Cat’ s doing, and nothing of mine. If he willsyou tothis
task, then | do no more than my duty to aid you,” the Shaman said solemnly. “And you will bewanting a
guide”

Darian was now the one looking surprised at Celin’ swords.

Cdinlaughed. “What, did | not tell you thiswas the Ghost Cat’ swill?Y ou shall go northward
into thewhite; this, he hastold me. Y ou will need one of usto guide you. | have thought upon it, and |
believe your guide should be Hywd. In doing this, you will permit him to discharge hislife-debt to you.”

Darian and Keisha both knew better than to argue with the Shaman when he used that phrase. A
life-debt was a serious thing among the northerners, and it was not something that any northerner wanted
hanging over his head. By Keishaand Darian being instrumenta in saving Hywe’ s brother, Hywe had
incurred alife-debt to them both that would hold him back, socidly and persondly, in many ways until he
repaid it. He could not marry, could not even court ayoung woman, and could not incur any other major
regpongbilities until this one was discharged.

Besdes, Hywd would have been her first choice asaguide. He might be young, but he was
sharp, intelligent, and observant.

“What you have done for uswould oblige us even to your whims. Thisis more than awhim you
have conjured asagame. It isapersonad imperative. Y ou go now to the Vale, and make your plans,”
Cdlin continued. “I will seeto Hywe and Hywd’s mother, making her easy with the journey her son must
take with you.”

Darian sighed, and accepted the Shaman’ s words without any argument, Since it was obvious
that Cdlin had made up hismind about dl this. Or the Ghost Cat made it up for him. “We Il head
back, then - we' ve borrowed two more dyheli. | don't want to impose on the two we rode on before;
they practically broke their necksto get us here quickly.” He must have already asked the dyheli, for two
volunteers had joined up with the two cooling down, waiting for someone to come take the tack off the
first two and put it on them.

“Go, go, go!” the Shaman said, making shooing motions at them. “ Send one of the holy onesto
come for Hywd when you are ready.”

There didn’t seem to be anything else for them at that point but to take the saddles from the
backs of their weary origind mounts and transfer them to their new volunteers.

They were out of Sght of the Ghost Cat village before Darian took adeep breath, shook himself
out of hisreverie, and turned to find her staring a him expectantly. “1 definitely owe you an explanation,”



he began sheepishly.

“Definitely,” shereplied, with just atouch of acid - enough to let him know that she was more
than tired of waiting. “I have been incredibly patient, understanding, noble, forbearing - ”

“Enough, | get theideal” he cried, holding up hishands asif to fend her off. “I guessthe placeto
dart is- I’ ve been having these dreams, except | couldn’t remember them afterward.”

“I know.” When he looked at her oddly, she added, “ 1t was like deeping with akicking dyhdli
fawn. Or rather, trying to deep.”

Heblushed. “Anyway,” he continued vaiantly, “When you said something about the* Spirit Cat’
talking to me, | remembered suddenly what those dreams were about.” He shook his head ruefully. “I
don’t know why | couldn’t remember before.”

“Maybe you were afraid,” she said dowly, remembering the aura of fear that had hung over him
during those dreams. It had been the fear, and not the restlessness, that had awakened her.

Helooked very thoughtful. “Maybe. Especidly sincel didn’'t have any notion that they were
supposed to help me. They were weird through and through.” He shrugged. “ The point is, they dl
involved the Ghogt Cat and adifferent totem, an enormous Raven. Not only that, but the day | was made
a Clanbrother, the Ghost Cat appeared at the ceremony and |ft araven festher at my place. Nobody
seemed to have an explanation, and no one thought it was abad omen, so | just dismissed it in favor of
everything e se that had to be done.”

“Until | triggered your memory.” Now she understood why he' d acted asif she had jabbed him.

“I just had thisingpiration - no, that’ stoo mild. | suddenly knew that the Ghost Cat wastrying to
tell me something - that | needed to find the Raven tribe, so that waswhy | wanted to see Celin - ”

“Because you wanted to find out if thereisa Raven tribe.” She nodded dowly, asdl of the
pieces began to fit together for her. “ And he didn’t know for sure, but the vests came from Snow Fox, so
he figured the Snow Fox people would know. | takeit that thereis?’

“Yes, and here' sthe best part. They make the vests as trade goods, usually to order, with
someone' s own totems on them. But sometimes they makethe oneslike | got - and what's more, they
only started making them afew yearsago.” Helooked at her in triumph, and she felt her eyeswiden.

“Soweregoing?’ she asked, feding breathless al at once. If he goes, | go. | haveto. Isthis
one of those compromises? Maybe - if so, it'sone | know | have to make.

“We?Y ou want to go?’ Helooked at her with doubt and hope mingled in hisglance. 1 thought -

“I canturn Errold’ s Grove over to the oldest of the Sanctuary Trainees; they’ re about to make
him afull Heder anyway,” she said resolutely, athrill of pleasure running through her a hisreaction. Yes.
Thisisa compromise | have to make. “Youdon't think I’d let you go traipsing off into the howling
wilderness on your own, do you? Y ou might get hurt, and then how would we both fed ?’

Armed with this new informetion, Darian asked for an informa meeting of al of those who might
be at dl concerned with his proposed expedition. Shandi and Andainvited themselvesto the mesting; he
was pleased, but not surprised, given their earlier positive reactions.

He asked Tyrsdll, because he would have to have dyheli if he expected to get from hereto
who-knew-how-far north in any reasonable length of time. The Elders of the Council were obvioudy
concerned, given that he was supposed to become an Elder himsdf eventudly. Shaman Celin and Hywe
both arrived when he sent apalite invitation by dyheli. Hashi came because he wanted to, and Kel came
because Kd wanted to know everything that was going on. Ayshen was there because he would have to
see that the expedition was properly provisioned. Wintersky because his friend aready knew what was
planned, and had no intention of being left out.

There was an addition who was entirely unexpected: Steelmind. Why the plant expert would care
where he went and what he did, he wasn't certain, but Steelmind and his buzzard were both in
attendance.

Hefinished his summation of everything he had learned, and looked around the table. “I want to
go north to find them,” he said. “I know that’ s obvious; it should aso be obviousthat | can't do this
aone. Shaman Cedlin and Hywel both think that Hywel should go asmy guide, and | agree. Also, Keisha



wantsto go. | want to leave now; | want to get there and back before winter, and winter probably comes
earlier therethan here. So - ” He spread his hands. “ Are you going to let me go - and have you any ideas
of your own?’

Firesong burst into laughter, as Snowfire grinned and Nightwind cast her eyes upward. “Do you
really think we could stop you?’ Nightwind demanded. “Whether we likeit or not, thisis something
that’ stoo important to you. You' d claw your way through a mountain if it stood between you and your
parents, now that you know at least one may be dive.”

“Y ou might have some redlly pressing reason why | shouldn’t go, and | am supposed to be the
Vademaran representative here,” Darian pointed out mildly. “1 wouldn't likeit - ”

“Betruthful, you' d be miserable and angry,” Nightwind interrupted. “ So the best thing we can do
isnot only agree, but give you everything you need to get you there and back safely. Whichis- what?’

“Me,” Kd interjected eagerly. “1 am aforrrmidable foe. | am an outssstanding ssscout. Y ou need
me. | am fierrrce. | will frrrighten enemiesssjussst by being therrrel”

Ke seemed to take agreat delight in being fierce. He was doing his best to ook the part, too;
head up, eyes bright with apredatory gleam, beak dightly agape, talons dightly flexed.

“Agreed,” Starfdl said immediatdly, to the ddight of both Darian and Kd. “ Since Keishaisgoing
along, she can serve asKd’s trondi’irn. Keisha, Nightwind can show you how, enough anyway to
handle most problems. You'll dl beimmensely safer with Kel dong. What next?’

:1 believe | should accompany him,: Hashi offered diffidently. : You know that what Kel
cannot see or scent on the ground, | can. | can work well with Kuari after dark. | am eager to
have this saga at first hand. | am not vital to this Vale; there are others who can serve asthe
kyree representative aswell as|. The fact that | have remained so is mostly habit on our part.:

“Any objections?” Starfall looked around the table, and saw none. “ So far we have Darian, Kdl,
Keisha, Hashi, and Hywd. Tyrsdll, | takeit that you can supply as many restless young stags as need
be?”

Hah. | would have difficulty holding them back. Thiswill be a high-status expedition for
our eager young stags. The young does will be greatly impressed.: Tyrsdl’sdry amusement at the
expense of hisyounger counterparts had them al chuckling.

But Tyrsell hasn’t had to exert himself to impress does in a very long time, Darian reminded
himsdlf, with risng sympathy for those “ eager young stags.” The only way ayoung stag became afather
and potentiad harem leader was to do something impressive.

“Do you haveto ask?’ Wintersky said. “I’'m going, of course. It stoo dull around here. If |
spend another summer shooing those Northern pilgrims onto theright trail, I’ [l go mad. | swear | will.”

Safdl laughed a him. “All right, dl right. | think you can be spared! That’'s Darian, Keisha,
K, Hashi, Wintersky, and a herd. Who el se should we ask to volunteer?’

“No hertasi,” Ayshen sad rductantly. “I1t isvery cold in the north, even in the summer.”

“Not that cold!” the Shaman protested. “Y ou speak asif there is snow upon the ground
everywhere a midsummer!”

But Starfall shook hishead. “No, | agree. Thisisnot like our foray into Vademar, where the
hertasi were protected and we were in no great hurry to cover ground. This expedition will move too
quickly, and have too many risksfor any hertas to go along safely. Ayshen, your people arefine
fighters, but only in large numbers, and what' sthe point of asking for fifty hertasi to go and be chilled
solid up North, when they’ re needed more in thewarm Vae?’

“No argument here,” Darian agreed, nodding. “ Ayshen, | agree with you completely, evenif it
doesmean | haveto eat my own cooking.”

That brought alaugh as he had hoped, and the talk turned to provisioning for alittle while, until
Shandi cleared her throat. That brought silence, and al eyesturned toward her.

Sheflushed alittle but said into the quiet, “Karlesand | want to go dong. Actudly, Karlesand |
think we need togo dong.”

Now that wasasurprise! Of dl of them, only Steelmind nodded, asif he had guessed as much.

“Andaand | talked this over very serioudly before Darian went to the village, and spoke to the



Snow Fox people,” she continued. “Andawould like usto see what conditions are like up there. It is not
intended as adight to any of you, of any species, but depending upon what was encountered it could be
very advantageous to have an officid Vademaran presence there. No offense meant, Shaman Cedlin, but
we need to know if there are any more - ” She paused to pick out the least offensive words. “Any more
aggressive peoples, like the Blood Bear tribe.”

“Y ou need to know? Y ou are not the only ones!” the Shaman replied. “We stand between you
and any armies, recollect! And we have pledged to guard this place, have we not?’

“Wall, thereyou haveit.” Shandi shrugged. “Karlesand | put our necksinto this, too, then.”

Andatraded alook with her, then spoke to therest. “ Thisis something that is very important to
us. | would have hesitated to send her and Karlesaone, but thisis going to be agroup that islarge
enough - not to protect her, but that she can work with.”

Thiswas not thefirgt time that Darian had gotten the fedling there was agreat deal going on
between the two Herads that was not spoken aoud. There was an entire conversation taking place -
probably in personal Mindspeech - that no one else was privy to.

“My Gift of Empathy can be pretty useful in figuring out if someoneistdling the truth without
having to use a vrondi-based Truth Spell, you know,” Shandi pointed out. “And | probably know as
much about rough camping as any of you. And | can do onething that none of you can. Through Karles,
| can keep in touch with Andaand theVae.”

Darian raised an eyebrow at that, but said nothing; he could read between the lines easily enough.
Vademar and the Hawkbrothers were friends and alies, but . . . it was dways better to have apair of
your own eyesaong.

He couldn't find it in hisheart to fed resentful ether; he' d have felt the sameif the shoe had been
on the other foot.

In fact, | don’t think any of us here at the Vale would want a set of Heraldic spies going up
there without one of us along. After all, we're the ones who' d be getting the arrows and spearsin
our teeth first.

But the greatest surprise of dl wasthat Steelmind then said, “And | would go, too, if you will
haveme”

From the startled look that Shandi threw at him, thiswas a complete surpriseto her aswell as
everybody else - except possibly Silverfox. “Why?" was the question on thetip of everyone stongue,
Darian suspected, but no one asked it, in part because it was, frankly, no on€' sbusinessbut Steelmind’s.
“We can certainly useyou,” Darian said gratefully, and left it at that.

We-€ell! There must be a great deal more going on there than | had thought! And
Seelmind’ s decision to come took Shandi by surprise, too! | wonder why - unlessit’sthat she's
closing off that Empathy of hers when it comesto Steelmind . . . maybe because she didn’t want to
know what he was feeling?

Hywd and Celin had gotten their heads together and now Cedlin said, “Wetwo believe that it
would bewdll if you went astraders. Traders have some protection among our people, more than any
other outsiders; they tend to be |eft dlone by dl except wolf-heads and outlaws, for if the traders were
molested, who would bring new goodsin the coming year, or pretty things for our women?’ He
chuckled. “I tell you, our women would take our scalpsfor that, if the traders were frightened off!”

Darian didn’t much like the idea of posing astraders. He didn’t want to end up weighed down by
alot of clattering goods, and he certainly didn’t want to be atarget for outlaws because of those same
clattering goodd!

“Could wetradein dyes?’ Keishaasked ingtantly. “1 know your women redly like the ones|
have”

Oh, good thought, ke' charal Dyes are light, and a little goes a long way! We' d have a
reason for not carrying much baggage! He had not liked the idea of being loaded down with pure
mass to maintain the ruse, or perhaps even being forced to bring awagon for trade goods.

“Dyeswould be good,” the Shaman ruminated. “1 tel you what you may ask for. Earth-amber,
gold, and carved ivory. Dyes are vauable; we weigh them out, weight for weight, with such treasure.



Those thingswill not weigh you down; you will ook like proper traders, but wise ones, who arewilling to
move quickly and venture much for much gain.”

Darian privately had decided that if anything threaetened to weigh them down, he would discard it
without amoment of hesitation. Thiswas not ared trading expedition, and he had no intention of looking
for aprofit.

With that decided, the planning began in earnest.

When they findly returned to the ekele, very late that night, Keishalooked around with asigh. “If
I’d had any ideawhat this expedition was going to belike - ” she began.

“Y ou d have volunteered to come dong anyway,” Darian replied confidently. He was dready
selecting clothing for the journey - and curioudy, the first thing he picked was his Ghost Cat outfit.

Perhaps I’ d better take mine, too.

“I don’'t know about that,” Keishamuttered, but mostly to herself. It hadn’t occurred to her that
she was going to be camping rough when she volunteered. She' d scarcely been camping at dl, and when
shedid go, it waswith full amenities; tents, cook-stoves, plenty of food, and lots of hertas to help ouit.

But there weren’t going to be any comforts on thistrip; no tents, no cook-stoves, and they’d eat
mostly whet they killed or found for themsalves.

Thank goodness for Seelmind. He'll be able to tell what’s good and what’ s not without
our having to experiment with it. An all-meat diet would be very bad - though | doubt Kelvren
would agree.

They’ d be cooking over the fire, without pots for the most part. They’d be deepingin
hammocks, sometimes strung high in the treesfor safety. If it rained, they’ d each have arain capeto
drape over themsalves and their hammock - or they might put up alean-to, if they had time.

It could be worse. We could be deeping on the ground, | suppose.

True, there wasn't much danger of anyone becoming sick, not with her dong, and one thing was
certain, she wasn't going to scrimp on her medicines. Darian could dways use magic to keep them
warm, if he had to, and maybe even sheltered from the weather. Sill “Heyla, you'll enjoy it,” Darian
said, putting hisarms around her, asif he had been reading her thoughts. He probably didn't have to; her
thoughts were written clearly enough on her face. “1 know it’s not what you' re used to, but camping this
way can bealot of fun. Y ou miss deeping out under the starswhen you' rein atent, and you miss waking
up to the dawn.”

“Insect repellent,” she muttered absently, thinking about the black flies and nocturnal mosquitoes
that Hywel had described. “1’ d better come up with an insect repellent we can wear. There's acamphor
bam | canmix up.”

“Exactly. It'snot asif wearen't clever enough to improvise, or asif we haven't done this before.
Y ou' rethe only one of uswho's never camped thisway.” He turned her around and gave her awinning
amile a little reluctantly, she responded.

“I'll try not to be aburden on therest of you,” shetold him, looking up into hiseyes. “ That' sthe
part I'mredly afraid of - that after aweek you'l wish I’d never come aong, and after two, you' d wish
you'd never met me.”

Thereit was, out in the open. The confession hac dipped out before she could stop hersalf. She
pushec away from him, as he considered her words.

“Y ou might say the samething about me,” hefindly answered. “Whenit’' s cold and raining, and
we haven't had any luck hunting, or when we' re trying to deep knowing that there' s something prowling
around at the foot of our tree, just waiting for aropt to snap or alimb to break. Or when | order you
around - you might wish me on the other sde of theworld.”

“I might,” she agreed. She’d meant it to sound teasing; it came out as a bit waspish.

“Sowereeven.” Hedidn't pay any attention to her sharp tone; he just grinned and shrugged.
“WEe | ded with it when it hgppens. In the meantime, we' ve other thingsto think about. What isgoing on
witli Stedmind?’

That’ s certainly changing the subject! “Why are you asking me? | don't have any more clues
than you do,” shereplied, making no effort to concedl her own confusion. “I suppose it might have



something to do with Shandi, but you know that he' sfar too steady to be doing thison awhim, or
hafheartedly. Does it matter why he' scoming?’

“Actudly - no.” Helooked down into her eyes. “Aslong as| know why you are.”

Once again, words came from her mouth that she hadn’t intended to say. “For you,” she
whispered. “ Just - for you.”

It seemed to be theright thing to say.

Thirteen

Keishafingered the talisman at her throat and stared a the mountains before her in disbelief,
drawing comfort from the little clay owl figure on her necklace. Since Owl Knight Darian’ sinduction into
the clan, the Elder Women had been making the talismans along with their dyheli figurines. Each of them
in the traveling group had one of the clan’ stalismans - given to them by Shaman Cdlin before they |eft,
strung on diding thongsin the Northern fashion. Hywel’ sfeatured cat claws, understandably enough;
both Keishaand Darian had little handmade owl figurines and semiprecious sone beads on theirs. Hers
featured the color green inits beads as areminder of her status asaHealer. Shandi’ s had an odd sort of
charm - a Tayledras-made chiming ball, ename ed with awhite horse. Stedlmind’ swas asilver hawk ona
crystal arrowhead shape. Wintersky’ swas apair of hawk talonsin stone, with a stone knot between
them.

These talisman necklaces were meant to identify them to other northerners asfriendsto at least
one of thetribes. Celin and VVordon had advised them not to wear their Ghost Cat costumes, at least not
at firgt; the relationships among the tribes were complicated, and it was better to be thought of as traders
and hedersfirgt, and dlies of aparticular clan second.

They were now dtogether out of familiar territory; for the past severd days they had been taking
abarely discernible track through hillsthat had been plenty tall enough for Keisha, but today they had
come up over aparticularly lofty range to seethe real mountains.

Keishacould only st dackly in her saddle and stare. Between the top of the hill where they were
and the beginning of the mountain range was awideriver valey, ameandering river running through it that
they would haveto ford.

“Isthere snow on the tops of those?’ she asked Hywd increduloudly, pointing to the
white-dusted peaks|ooming againgt the blue sky.

“Probably,” he replied, shrugging hisindifference. “It doesn’t matter; we won't be going up that
high.” The young tribesman wasin his eement now. So far as he was concerned, thistrip was the height
of pure pleasure. Not that he didiked living on the border of Vademar, but here he was, ranging and
hunting rather than staying in one place and herding, and doing it dl by dyheli instead of his own two feet.
Thiswas amuch superior form of travel, and Hywe very much enjoyed the experience.

Keshahad mixed fedings, she was finding more pleasure in thisform of travel than she had
expected, but that was leavened by the fact that she seemed so much clumsier a rough-camping than
anyone else. Stedlmind, Darian, and Wintersky were dready part of afunctioning “team.” They had
worked and traveled together for four years before Kesha had ever met them. That left Keisha, Shandi,
and Hywd to fit themselvesinto the pattern somehow.

Hywe had ingnuated himsdf into the working trio within aday; hisrole was clear cut, after all.
Hewasthe guide. Between everything that he had absorbed from his elders and the Snow Fox folk, and
his own memories, he had afair idea of where he was going. Between Hywel and the sole dyheli doe
that had come as Tyrsall’ s representative - who served astheir scout - they had clear courses marked
out for them every day.

Shandi had learned the essentid's of camping dl through her two years a the Collegium, by going
out with Andaon aregular basiswith little more than abow and arrows, afire-garter, and afew
essentidsin asaddlebag. Within three days, Shandi also had fit hersdlf into the regular rhythm of things.



It was Keishawho had remained out of step for the longest, much to her chagrin. It took her a
couple of daysto get the hang of putting up her hammock so that it didn’t fold her in half, nor dip down
on one side or the other. She' d never cooked over an open fire before, so she watched, feding usaless,
as Shandi and Steelmind made meal's. About the only things she could do competently were to fetch
wood and water.

At least I’'m good at fetching wood and water - and Steelmind can cook.

The others were dready starting down into the river valey below; Keisha s dyheli took it upon
himsdlf to follow. She stared at the mountains with the same fascination that she usualy reserved for
poisonous snakes. Beautiful, yes, but -

How far are we going to have to climb into those peaks? She'd heard dl sorts of horrible
stories about mountains - trails that ran out, leaving you on atiny ledge too small to stand on properly,
avalanchesthat swept down in white roaring walls of desth, sormsthat came up out of nowhere, air too
thin to bresthe, and the dreaded “ mountain sickness.” The latter wasn't an illness as such; it was caused
by the thin air; the symptoms ranged from simple shortness of breeth to vomiting and ddlirium. . ..

And the only way to cureit isto get off the mountain, which could be abit hard to do if you're
vomiting and ddlirious.

Nevertheless, that was where they were going, and she had volunteered to go.

Theriver valley was pleasant enough at least, and they couldn’t get farther than the very foot of
the first mountain before nightfal. “Hywel, aren’t there any northern tribes around here?’ she cadled tothe
front of the group. “This place |ooks deserted.”

“Oh, yes. Thisispart of Gray Wolf territory,” he said cheerfully. “They are usudly farther upriver
thistime of year; | do not know if we will seethem. They do not herd at dl; they hunt and plant some.”

They had encountered two tribes thus far; Black Bear (not to be confused with Blood Bear) and
Magpie. Thelatter, allied with Ghost Cat in the past, had wel comed them with grest enthusiasm for the
dyesthat Keishahad brought with them. The northerners, like the southern Shin’a in, had apparently
never seen acolor they didn’t love, and combined colorsin ways that made Keisha s eyes water.

Black Bear, however, had been wary and careful; the travelers saw only their warriors, and
never had been invited to the camp. Keisha had asked about their Shaman and Healing Woman, and had
been greeted with blank stares and no information. Still, Black Bear had not been actively hostile - or
else they hadn’t wanted to take on aformidable enigmalike Kd - and had let them pass.

Kd was up above now. Hashi and the dyheli doe Netawere somewhere ahead, acting as
advance scouts. Netawas years past the age of breeding, but wasjust as agile asadoe half her age.
More to the point, she was wary, clever, and experienced. The young stags were half afraid of her, snce
she had acted as adisciplinarian to each of them at some point in hislife. Keishawas very glad to have
her with them.

As her mount Macam began picking hisway down the hillsde, Kesha scanned the valley below.
Therewere no thin streams of smoke from possible campfires, nothing moving through the small clearings
among the trees, nor aong the banks of theriver.

Theair was S0 clear that everything stood out in sharp detail, and the scents were more like those
of early spring than of early summer.

“WEell camp early, on thisside of theriver,” Hywd caled back over his shoulder, then urged his
mount on ahead to pick out agood campsite.

Good! Steelmind and | can look for edible plants while a couple of the others hunt. Now
that she’ d gotten the hang of things, she' d be able to help with setting up camp, too.

In next to no time, they were under the trees again, and the branches cut off al sght of those
intimidating mountains looming over them. The dyheli continued to pick their way down thedopein
snglefile, with Steemind taking rearguard just behind Keisha. There was no discernible track, but the
rocky slope didn’t support much underbrush, so the way was clear between the trees.

It wasalot farther to theriver than it had looked from the top of the hill; they were still making
their way toward the river long past the time Keishawould have figured that they would have dready
beenin camp.



They heard the water long before they saw it; a degp rumble that darmed Keisha, though she
saw no sgnsof worry in any of the others. When they findly came out into the sunlight, just on the
riverbank, she saw why.

To her right, on the downstream side, a smooth and silky expanse of broad water passed into a
much narrower and rockier channd. Instead of rolling placidly dong, the river leaped over bouldersthe
size of ahouse and roared aong a series of descending cascades.

Y et to her |€ft, there could have been nothing more peaceful. The channel wasthreetimesthe
gze of the oneto the right; the water was placid and relatively dow-moving. It should be no great
problem to ford or even swimiit.

Darian and his mount had dready turned to the left; Shandi and Karlesfollowed. There was no
sgn of Hywel, who must have gone ahead to acampsite upriver.

He had, and it took severa more furlongs of moving westward before they caught up with him.
Hashi, Kd, and Netawere with him, acting as perimeter guards while he made some of theinitid
preparations for the camp. The rapids were no more than afar-off rumble, not disturbing, but the noise
might cloak the sounds of anyone or anything approaching.

Keshadismounted, pulled off her dyheli’s saddle, and set to work. Her job wasto make afire
pit while Darian and Hywel went in one direction to hunt, Kel took to the air to find prey for himsdlf,
Steemind to the woods to find edible plants, and Wintersky took fishing tackle to theriver. That left
Keishato take care of fire and water duties, and Shandi to get out al their camping gear and decide how
shewas going to prepare camp for thisnight’ sterrain.

By thetime the hunters, fisher, and gatherer had returned with their bounty (or lack of it), Shandi
and Keisha had the camp set up and the fire ready.

By sundown, everyone had been fed except for the dyheli, who would graze on-and-off al night.
Tonight they had eaten better than usual, snce Wintersky had successfully hooked and netted anicelot
of fish. The onesthat hadn’t been eaten yet were smoking over thefire, along with strips of meat from the
smdl rabbitlike animalsthat Hywel and Darian had killed. That would give them tomorrow’ s bregkfast
and lunch - that, and whatever else Steelmind gathered in the morning.

Tonight, with one side guarded for them by theriver, Shandi had strung the hammocks at ground
level and downwind of the fire where the smoke would drive away blackflies and other biting insects.
Keishabrought in alast armload of wood before darkness closed in completely, and she and Darian set
themsdlves up for the first watch of the night.

Hywel and Wintersky took the second, and Shandi and Steelmind the third. The arrangement
suited everyone well except Wintersky’ s bird, and that hardly mattered, since the handsome falcon was
idedly suited for daylight scouting.

While everyone ese went straight to their hammocks, Keisha carefully turned the strips of mest
and fish fillets to make sure they cured evenly, and Darian made the first of his many rounds of the
periphery with Kuari. When he returned, Keisha made a space for him on the pile of |eaves she was
gtting on - leavesthat would eventualy end up on the fire to make more smoke.

“Isthereaford, or are we going to have to swim tomorrow?’ she asked, ashe put hisarm
around her and held her close. It might not have been avery romantic question, but hedidn’'t seemto
mind thet.

“Theré saford - Ghost Cat used it coming here,” hetold her. “Hywel doesn’t think the water is
much higher than it wasthen. It isbound to be some higher, Sncethey came through in summer, not
soring, and there' s till snowmelt coming down off the mountains.”

“I know about the snowmelt,” shereplied, with awry smile. “1 gave up on the idea of a bath the
moment | dipped out thefirst bucket of water. It feels cold enough to have been solid ice a candlemark
before | dipped it out!”

“That’ swhy we' re crossng inthemorning - it'll give usthe full sunto dry out in oncewe're
across.” Darian looked toward the water, and Keisha knew he had planned every moment of the
crossing and just beyond. “Then we spend afull day hunting and fishing.”

“Oh?" She craned her neck around to look himin theface. “Why?’



“Because when we reach the mountains, there won't be much worth hunting,” he said. “At leet,
that’ swhat Hywed says. There’ s supposed to be a big pass going right through the range, but Hywel
never went through there; Ghost Cat’ straditiond territory isin the mountains, but east of hereonthe
other side of the river. We need to go west, though. Once we get across and into that passwe' |l be
following Snow Fox directions”

“Hmm.” She put her head on his shoulder and tried to listen for noises beyond the distant thunder
of water. “Wdl, we knew that was going to happen at some point.”

Hedidn't seem at al tense or worried, so she made up her mind not to worry either. How much
farther do we have to go? shewondered. All that she knew for certain was that the Raven tribe was
said to beliving near or on alarge body of water, but also in the mountains. | suppose it could be both,
she decided, and got up to put more green wood and leaves on thefire.

They spent the rest of their watch making rounds and tending to the smoked mest, then took to
their hammocks when Wintersky and Hywel awoke to take over. And yet, in spite of that (or wasit
because of that?) she felt more relaxed and at ease with Darian than she ever had before.

Their hammocks were strung within easy touching distance, though not so closdly that they would
bump into each other, and they twined the fingers of one hand together every night before they dozed off.
That little ritua had come about entirely by accident, but they’ d fallen adeep that way every night since.

And shefdl adegp tonight the same way, taking and giving comfort with that ample, wholly
natural connection.

“Wadll, thisis deeper today,” Hywe said dubioudy, eying thefording place. “We should have
crossed yesterday; something must have happened up in the mountains. A sorm, maybe, or massive
sowmdt.”

Hywel was right; the water was higher by asignificant amount, and faster, too. It licked at the
rocksjust beneath his feet now; if he stepped down to the point where yesterday’ s waterline had been,
he' d be knee-deep in the torrent. “ Too late now; let’ sjust swim and have donewith it,” Darian replied
with ashrug. “I1t’ s not that wide; we' re in good shape. We can get across.”

“No, but the current is swifter than yesterday,” Hywel pointed out. He peered upstream. L ook
there. If we re going to swim anyway, let’ s pick where we want to come ashore, then go upstream from
there and cross diagondly. That way we won't have to fight the current as much.”

Darian nodded, and sent Kuari up into the air ahead of them. The owl often got a better vantage
from above than they had. Looking through Kuari’ s eyes, he examined the riverbank on the other side.
Kuari perched in atree just above the ford, and looked down at the riverbank. Water swirled
treacheroudy among rocks, creating turbulent eddies and vortices.

“I don't much like thelook of theford,” he said.

“Now that the water’ s high, there’ sanasty current right there at the bank, and alot of rocksfor
hoovesto get caught between. But - ” Thistime he asked Kuari to land right on the bank, as he spotted a
much better candidate for alanding point. “Look where Kuari is- we' ve got anice, shalow dope going
up to the shore and no loose rocks - yesterday that was a stone shelf leading down to the water.”

“There€ s quite adrop-off at the end of that shdlf, but that won't matter since we' re swimming
anyway.” Hywel considered what he could see of the bank from here. “ All right; that’ s probably the best
We re going to get. Let’ s go upstream and see what we can find for a starting point.”

They checked spot after spot; they had Kuari drop chips of wood into the river a various points
to gauge the current. It took the better part of a candlemark to find what they were looking for, which
was another shelf to alow them to walk into the river, but by midmorning everyone was ready to make
the crossing.

Half the dyheli would carry baggage only. The other haf, and Karles, had handhold-straps
fastened to either side of their saddles. Likeit or not, the larger creatures were better equipped to make
the crossing, and the humans would have to take advantage of thét.

Those carrying the baggage went over first, and Darian ran downstream as they were carried by
the current, anxious to see them safely on the other sde. He wasjust as anxious to see how ther initid
guesses panned out.



Not well. He knew that as soon the dyheli were halfway across. They fought the current every
bit of the way, necks stretched out, eyesfixed on the farther shore, legs pumping, nogtrilsflaring asthey
panted - and they were the strongest of the mounts. One by one, they clambered ashore, where they
stood with heads hanging and sides heaving. They had barely madeit to the assigned landing spot; if any
of them had been any weaker, he could have gotten swept along to a point where there were no more
placesto climb out. And after that came the rapids, which were certainly much worse by now.

Darian came back to the group on the shore, and looked from Steelmind to Hywel and back.
“What do you think?" he asked them; Shandi had aready disavowed any experience in these matters, as
hed Wintersky.

“We can't rely on the dyheli to help us, they’ re going to have enough to do to get themselves
across.” Stedlmind spokefirst, and Hywel nodded.

“I think we can get across dl right anyway. We'redl strong swvimmers.” Hywd didn’t sound as
certain as Darian would have liked, though.

2l can hdlp.:

It was amind-voice, but it wasn't any of the dyheli, nor wasit Hashi.

Asone, they dl turned increduloudy toward Karles, who bowed his head and pawed the
ground. :1 can stay downstream; if anyone beginslosing ground to theriver, | can come to help
him.:

Darian and Keisha, done of al of them, knew how astonishing it was that Karles should begin
taking to everyone. Darian decided not to make an issue of it; if Karles continued to spesk to the rest of
the group, al well and good. Maybe he had decided to take his cue from Netaand Hashi.

“I cantow frrromtheairrr,” Kel pointed out. “I can have arrrope rrready to drrrop to anyone
who needssshelp.”

But that gave Darian an idea. “We can put up a catch-rope acrosstheriver at the crossing point;
if thewater carries any of us off, we can save ourselves with that. Karlesand Kel can stand by in case
that’ s not enough. That’ sthree kinds of rescue, and that ought to be safeguards enough.”

It would have to be enough; there was no one to hel p them here except the members of their
own party. Threetries or afreezing, sure death in fast water that would batter them againgt the rocks,
and 4till they were willing to see Darian through on his quest.

That seemed the best plan; with Kel’ s help, they strung arope across the river from bank to
bank. The unladen dyheli went over first, with Hashi paddling madly beside them. Then Karles, who had
no difficulty getting across, unlikethe dyheli. It occurred to Darian at that point that the Companion’s
strength must be enormous; he dready knew that Karles saminawasincredible, but his strength must
have been incredibly greater than ahorse for him to get across with such ease. Then, one by one, the
humans crossed.

Stedlmind - oldest, tallest, and strongest - went first, and instead of using the rock shelf, he dove
directly into the water alittle farther upstream beyond the shelf. If he had trouble, they were going to
haveto rethink their plan.

Likethe dyheli, Steelmind labored every bit of theway, but did make landfdl at the proper
place. Without a pause, once he waved from the bank, Wintersky followed him from the same point that
he had used. Meanwhile Steelmind gathered tinder, partly for aquick warming-fire on the other side, and
partly so the activity would generate more body hedt.

The two girlswent next, one a atime; Keisha, who had been svimming every day intheVae
lake, just barely made the landing spot. Shandi overshot and had to catch herself on the ropelest she go
farther downstream. Steelmind and Karles both waded in to help her over the last bit.

Hywel and Darian went in together; Hywel was not the swvimmer that Darian was, and Darian
wanted to pace him, just in case. Dueto the life-debt, or perhaps friendship alone, Hywe did not want to
be away from Darian.

Theriver was unbelievably cold.

Darian gasped as he hit the water, shocked by the temperature. He rose spluttering to the
surface, and struck out for the shore, but the shock had driven most of the air from hislungs, and he had



to fight to get another full breath. Darian redlized that it was the life-sapping cold that they had not figured
into their caculations. In no time he was numb and shivering uncontrollably; it was hard to get air asthe
muscles of his chest clenched from the cold.

Hewastoo busy watching out for Hywel, swimming and fighting for air to think; the svimwasa
nightmarish experience that required every fragment of his attention. His focus was split between Hywel
thrashing aong beside him and his own next breath, the next stroke of hisarms, and kick of hislegs.

Then he was on the other side; Steemind and Keisha hauled him out onto the doping shelf of
stone. Beside him, Shandi and Wintersky pulled out Hywel. They both staggered to the land, and
dropped to the ground, shivering and coughing.

But as soon as Darian could manage to think, despite gasping like astunned fish, he seized the
nearest ley-line and used the magic - unshielded - to create heat. Without the shielding, the spell created
more heat. The dyheli crowded close, steam rising from their coats, and the humans relaxed and stopped
shivering. Hashi moved out of the way and shook himsalf vigoroudly, then trotted back into the zone of
warmth. The heat made an enormous difference; asit soaked into them, and they stopped shivering, it
was easer to catch their breaths, easier to regain lost strength. Steelmind returned with an armful of
driftwood and twigs, quirked asmile as he realized what they were doing, then dropped the bundlein
placeto join the group.

It waswhilethey were till drying off that Kuari hooted awarning from somewhere out of Sght.
Darian’ s head snapped up, and the dyheli snorted in darm.

:Men coming!: hetold Darian. :With bows!:

They al scrambled to their feet; Darian dismissed the spell and readied atrip-up, avariation on
thefirst bit of magic he' d ever used in combat, to make people’ sfeet stick to the ground just long enough
to trip them. With their backs to the river, they waited for the strangers to approach - weapons to hand,
but not at the ready. Would they approach, or would they dip up to the newcomersto their land? And if
they did, would it be with intent to examine, or to ambush?

Thewarriors must have redlized immediately that the strangers had been derted to their
presence, for they did not even try to gpproach unnoticed. They came openly, but very, very silently - by
Northern standards.

Not by Tayledras standards. Darian, Steelmind, and Wintersky heard them long before they
appeared among the trees; the crinkle of dead leaves, and the sharp snap of atwig betrayed them. The
dyheli snapped their earsforward at each sound until the Northerners emerged from the forest, then they
parted to show Kedvren lying a hiseasein their midst.

The Northerners froze in mid-step, one by one, as soon asthey saw the gryphon. They were
clearly taken aback to see what to them must seem amonster lying like a pet dog beside the strangers.

Before anyone could move or speak, Hywel suddenly brightened and stepped forward. “Hiyo!
Warriors of Gray Walf, | greet you!” he said cheerfully. “I am Hywel, awarrior of Ghost Cat, and these
are my friends, cometo trade!”

That made al the difference. Some of the tension ebbed out of the group, and one of the warriors
stepped forward.

“What, then, is- that?’ asked the warrior, who boasted a headpiece made of awolf’s mask,
with the rest of the fur serving as a cloak. He pointed to Kel, who stood up - dowly.

“I am Kevrrren, awarrriorrr of the tribe of Sssil-verrr Grrryphon; we arrre dlied with Ghost
Cat,” Kel said genidly, and cupped hiswings. The warrior of Gray Wolf looked dubious, but wasn't
inclined to dispute the word of anything as large and dangerous-looking as the gryphon.

Finaly, though, the Gray Wolf fighters came forward. Although the Gray Wolf tribesmen il
walked carefully around Kd, giving him wary glances, it appeared that they were ready to give
conditional welcometo everyone.

“What have you to trade?’ asked one, looking at their saddlebags curioudly.

“Dye,” said Hywel, and grinned. “Y our women will bedeck you in colors of scarlet and blue, if
you have amber or gold to trade for it.”

That got their interest; Northern men were even more color-mad than the women, if that was



possible. Hywel extracted samples of thread dyed with Keisha's colors and passed them around, causing
the sdwart warriorsto croon like happy girls over the brilliant shades. That |oosened the mood
considerably, and when Hywel remarked casudlly that they were trying to find the Great Passto get to
the north and Raven tribe, one of them commented that it would be no great matter to show them the
way. In fact, once roughly a candlemark had passed, they were ready to do what no other tribe thusfar
had been willing to do - they offered to guide the group to their own encampment.

“From thence, we will take you through the mountainsto the Great Pass,” one of them said to
Hywd. “If that will serve”

“Good; Snow Fox told usthat the Great Passwill lead usto Raven,” Hywel replied, asthe
others gathered up their baggage and the saddles that had been removed for drying and began tacking up
the dyheli and Karles. Darian was very pleased with the way that Hywel was handling the contact, and
had decided to leave him nomindly “in charge’ at least for now.

If Hywel hadn’t been there, he might have hesitated in accepting the offer of Gray Wolf
hospitdity, but Hywel was perfectly confident with these folk. He even asked about specific individuals,
and got answers - something that increased Darian’s comfort level.

“ And Shaman Rogare? Wisawoman Awhani?” Hywe continued with hisinterrogation asthey
took to their saddles and the whole cava cade arted out. “Have you had more trouble with the Summer
Fever and Wasting Sickness, and have they learned of acure?’

That certainly captured the Gray Wolf folks' attention; the fellow who appeared to be the |eader
(with a headdress made of an entire wolf-head, skull and all, and a cloak of severa wolf-skins), and who
hitherto had held himself somewhat doof, suddenly addressed Hywd directly.

“Isit true, then, that Ghost Cat has found the cure for the Wasting Sickness?’ he asked sharply -
and anxioudy.

Hywel started to answer, thought better of it, and looked to Darian. Darian motioned to Keisha
to come up to the front of the group, and replaced Hywel himsdif.

“Warrior of Gray Walf, | am Dar’ian k'Vademar adopted of Ghost Cat, and it isamong my
people that Ghost Cat found their answer to the Wasting Sickness,” he said. “What isit that you would
know?’

The eyes of the Northerners widened to hear him claim kinship with Ghost Cat, and to see
Hywe nod to confirm hisclaim.

“You have acure?’ thewarrior asked sharply, showing no sign of surprise that Darian knew his
tongue.

Darian nodded to Keisha, who answered the warrior with no sign of fear.

Star-Eyed, I'm proud of her! She actsasif shedid thisal thetime!

“We have acure only for the early stage of the Sckness,” she said gravely. “Once the fever has
fled the body, little more can be done - but we have the means of that cure with us, and will shareit
glady.”

Thewarrior Sghed; amixture of rdief and disappointment. “ And are you, then, a Wiseawoman?’
he asked K eisha, with the doof interest most Northerners gave to the female Hedlers - it was beneath
their dignity to give females any notice outsde of the home, but at the same time, the status of
Wisewoman was nearly equivaent to that of Shaman.

“I am,” she acknowledged. “And the holy dyheli have decreed that | am to impart what cureswe
haveto your Shaman and Wisawoman, if they are able to master those cures.”

The warrior nodded, then turned back to Darian, relieved that he no longer had to pay direct
attention to Keisha. “I am Chulka, the chief hunter of Gray Wolf,” hetold Darian. “Y ou will be very
wel come among our people, with such giftsto impart.”

The rest of the journey was made in silence, asthe warriors of Gray Wolf spread out into the
forest around them, leaving only one walking beside Hywel as hisguide. The two young men - for the
onethat had been left was, if not Hywe’ s age, certainly very near to it - spoke with animation to each
other. Darian didn’t bother to try and listen, Since it seemed to be mostly amixture of boasts and hunting
dories.



Darian knew that they were near the Gray Wolf camp when the warriors began appearing again,
most carrying game, to closein around the strangers as a precaution against overreaction by their own
folk. By the time they reached the encampment, there were curious children running alongside them, and
women peering at them from the shelter of their bark-covered houses.

Thiswas atemporary camp, not the kind of permanent village that Ghost Cat had established in
Vademar. Gray Wolf did very littlein theway of husbandry, and as a consequence moved asthey
depleted the resources around their camp. In winter, they moved to a place where there were many
cavesthat they used for storage and for living space during the cold months.

What they had here were movable shdlters, made of flexible willow branches and covered with
dabs of bark and pine boughs, intended to keep out rain, give a certain amount of privacy, and not much
more than that. There were cook firesin front of each of these homes, with pots half-buried in the ashes,
much like at Ghost Cat. The one striking difference between Gray Wolf and Ghost Cat was the presence
of enormous dogs everywhere - huge, easy-tempered dogs who paid no attention whatsoever to the
newcomers, even Hashi, who was about their size. Darian made a mental note to ask about the dogs
leter.

Aswasthe case at Ghost Cat, the homes of the most important people in the encampment were
nearest the center, so the Chief, the Shaman, and the Wisewoman had plenty of time to assembleto greet
thevigtors.

Their guide stepped back so that the chief hunter could make hisintroduction; Hywel introduced
everyone, including the dyheli and kyree.

And Ké, of course.

Kd cameto thefore of the group and bowed to the three leaders of the tribe. “Have no fearrr of
me,” he said, with aserious and sober inflection in hisvoice. “And do not fearrr forrr the game
herrre-aboutsss. | ssshal hunt upon the oppossssite sssside of the rrrriverrrr.”

“That isgood to hear,” the Chief replied, just as serioudy. “But it isbest of dl to hear that our
alies of Ghost Cat have prospered in their new home. So, friends of our friends, before thereisany talk
of trade - will you share sdt with us?’

A bowl of salt was duly brought forward, and everyone tasted it ceremonioudy, even Hashi and
the dyheli. That ceremony wasall it took to break down the last barriers; the Wiseawoman and the
Shaman immediately took Keisha aside to interrogate her; Shandi went with them, and Darian, Hywe,
Steddmind, and Wintersky found themselves seated a the Men' s Fire, taking turns describing the journey
they had taken and the condition of the land they had traveled through.

“Truly - the rumors we have heard are not rumors at dl, then, but truth,” the Chief said with
unvarnished satisfaction. “ Blood Bear isno more - having brought the Wasting Sickness upon us, they
havefinaly sickened of it themselves. Had there been even asingle war party, you would not have
traveled past Magpie unmolested.”

The warrior with the wolf-mask headpiece spat. “ All the better, say 1,” he growled.

The others nodded.

“What rumors did you hear?” Darian asked, grimly curiousto hear the details of the downfall of
his oldest enemies, the people who had nearly destroyed Errold’ s Grove and who had succeeded in
killing hisfirs teecher.

“After their war band failed to return, they set to breeding sons on the orders of their new
Shaman,” said the Chief, his expression grim. “Girl-babies they exposed, that their women waste no time
upon them. They sent out parties to capture more women to breed more sons. Then the Wasting
Sickness at last struck them, and their new Shaman had not the cure for it.”

“I heard that at the last, they had taken to sacrificing any who were stricken,” offered the chief
hunter. “ The warriors took to eating the flesh of those warriors who had fallen, to take on their extra
strength after their death. And that the women began to run back to their own people.”

“And so - they are no more.” There was no doubt asto the satisfaction in the Chief’ svoice, a
satisfaction that Darian shared completely.

But he did not permit himself to indulge init; an old Shin'ain saying wasthat it was onething to



take pleasure in the defeat of an enemy, but gloating over it for very long made you no better than he.
“S0,” hesad, dlowing himsdf asngleamile. “Let ustak of more pleasant things. Permit me,
Chief, to show you the colors that we have brought. . . .”
And let me never haveto think of Blood Bear again.

Fourteen

“Make dow, deep breaths,” Keishatold her sster, who was struggling to get enough air. She
wasn't feding dl that well hersdlf, but it was Shandi and Wintersky who had been hit the worst by what
their guide assured them was not a sickness, but dueto “only the height of the mountain.” Thiswas
mountain sickness, theillness of which Keisha had heard such unsettling tales. Safeto say, no onewas
meaking light of it.

Shandi leaned on Karles' shoulder, visibly taking calm from her Companion’ s presence. Shewas
dizzy, felt asif she were choking, and nausegted; al symptoms, so their guide said blithely, of what he
cdled “mountain fever.” Heinssted that coming down off the mountain would cure them, and since
Keisha had not been ableto find any signs of disease using her Hedling Gifts, shewasforced to take his
word and the word of al the tales that she had heard for it.

Of dl of them, Keisha seemed to have suffered the least. Steelmind, Hywe, and Darian were
very short of breath and had killing headaches, Wintersky had both problems and was looking a bit
green. Shandi had all of these and shook with cold; they’ d bundled her up, but she still shivered, besides
being sck and hdf blind with heedache. The nonhumans al showed discomfort in someway, to avarying
degree, except for Kelvren, who seemed invulnerabletoiit all.

Keishaonly suffered from the headache, which was bad enough. | suppose | should be happy
with that, shethought, and tried to will moreair into her lungs.

“Wemust get over the pass,” their guideingsted. “It will only get worseif we stay here.”

“Worse?’ Shandi moaned. “This can get worse? | can't see how - ”

“Itwill,” the Gray Wolf warrior said firmly. “Fever-dreams, or unconsciousness. We must get
over. It will be better then.”

“All right,” Shandi managed to gasp, and climbed into her saddle. “Let’sgo, while | can il
ride”

With her head feding exactly like someone had tied awire around it and was tightening it more
with every passing breath, Keishagot into her dyheli’ s saddle and waited for the rest to mount. How
was the guide managing to be so hedthy?

| suppose he must be used to being this high, she decided. It hardly seems fair, though.
They had been traveling through these mountains for three days now, but it was only today that they had
started to fed so sick.

It was apity they were al so miserable, because the scenery was spectacular; thislast of the
passes was actually above the clouds, though still below the snow line. It was about as cold in the shade
asalaefdl day in Errold’ s Grove, the full sun wasintense and quite hot, and the little white puffs of
cloud floating just below them looked like heaps of newly shorn fleeces.

Below and behind them lay one of many valeys, green and tree-filled; farther back, more
mountains, growing blue with distance. Ahead of them lay the notch between two mountains marking the
pass, mountains that in turn towered so far above the passthat it made Keisha dizzy to think about it.

This, so the guide assured them, wasthe fina obstacle they needed to cross. Below thislay what
the guide called “the Great Pass.”

| can’'t imagine how Show Fox got this far, laden with sick people! shethought. They must
have been truly desperate to undertake the journey.

But then she remembered the children of Ghost Cat, S0 ill with Wasting Sicknessthey could
hardly even feed themsalves, and she knew that no parent could see that and not try everything to makeit



better. With the exception of the now-extinct Blood Bear, these people cherished their children no less
than the parents of Valdemar.

She held on to the saddle-grip, enduring the jarring of her head with each step her dyheli took.
She knew it was worse for everyone else - most of al for Shandi, who was aswhite asKarles' codt.
Karleshimsdlf looked positively pae, even for awhite“horse.”

Thetrail they followed was adender track threading its way between enormous rocks tumbled
from the higher dopes and clumps of brush. At this height, colors had been leached from everything by
the intense light of the sun; the bushes and grasses were gray-green, the trunks of thetiny trees
gray-brown, the rocks around them pale gray. Here and there were spring flowers - pale blue, pae pink,
and white. Only the sky held an intense color, ablue so degp and pure that Keishalonged to be able to
dip fabricinit and captureit forever. The only other place she had ever seen ablue that beautiful was
when she had looked into Karles' eyes, just before he had Chosen Shandi.

They plodded upward, and the top never seemed to get any nearer - then suddenly they were
there, at the top of the pass, looking down. . .

...anddown...anddown....

Hywd whigtled his astonishment; Darian shook hishead in disbdlief, and Keishagasped. Even
Shandi forgot her misery for amoment and stared.

Havens - it must be a league or more to the bottom! And it goes on forever!

“The Gresat Pass,” their guide said smply. “And here | must leave you. Thetrack downisplain,
see? Y ou no longer need my help.”

He pointed to a much clearer track than the one they had used to climb up here, one that
zigzagged down the steep dope (more of acliff than adope) from where they now stood.

The Gresat Pass; that was far from being any kind of a descriptive namefor it. Keishahad
pictured amountain pass like any other - perhaps deeper, certainly longer, since it was supposed to go
draight through al the way to Raven territory.

What she saw, however, beggared imagination.

It was asif someone had taken agiant knife and carved through the mountains to form a passage.
The bottom was aslevel and flat as agood paved road, and it disappeared in either direction into the
mists of distance. Right now the sun was high above them, so the bottom wasin full light; she caught a
glint of water down there, shining between the branches of trees made so smdl by distance that she could
scarcely make them out.

“Gods of my fathers,” Darian murmured. “Who could possibly have possessed the kind of magic
needed to make such athing?’

Only then did Keisharedizethat it was magic, and not nature, that had created this place.

“Huh,” Shandi said, rousing herself out of her misery. “1 guessyou don't know your history very
well. The northern mage that Herald VVanyel fought, that’ swho - and | guess Vanyel must have had even
more than he did, snce Vanye stopped him.” She peered off into the south and east, following the gash
with her eyes. “It'll come out just north of the Forest of Sorrows - or it would, if Vanye hadn't blocked
it. I had no nation thisthing il existed.”

Nor had anyone el se, except the northern tribes, who clearly knew very well it existed, and
provided easy accessto the south. Only luck and Vanyd’s Curse had kept them from taking it all the
way into Vademar in the past - and now, savefor that fina blockage, the north stood open to invasion.

Now it was more imperative than ever to find out what sort of state the rest of the northern tribes
werein. They had joined together once to invade Vademar, and only Vanye had stopped them. What if
they should band together again? They wouldn't need a great mage thistime, only astrong leader and a
good strategist - al the work of creating an easy path to the south had been done for them.

Shewasthefirst to bresk out of the trance of fascination that the Great Pass exerted on them,
and ask her dyheli to start down thetrail before them. Darian quickly shook off his own bemusement and
followed her. One by one, the others did the same, astheir guide remained on the top of the pass behind
them, watching them solemnly asthey began their journey downward.

It took them &l day to make their way to the bottom, and once there, the great age of the place



was self-evident. Far from being the barren cut it must have been for years after it had been made, a
hundred thousand different plants and animas had taken advantage of the shelter it provided to movein
and flourish. A stream ran right down the middle, fed by the runoff of the mountains above it, and where
thereiswater, therewill aways belife. Leafed trees and evergreen trees had taken root here, and a
variety of plantsflourished dong the banks of the stream. There was gamein plenty, too, which was just
aswadll, sincethe mountains cut off the sunlight and night would come very quickly here. Therewasn't a
lot of time left to set themselves up for the night.

So they didn’t hesitate when they reached the bottom; they made camp immediately. They il
had some provisionsin the form of dried meat pounded together with dried berries, provided by their
hosts of Gray Wolf. That would do for now; in the morning they could hunt.

“How areyour heads, al of you?' Keishaasked the others asthey quickly gathered deadfall for
afire

Shegot variationson “Fine, now,” from al of them, and Shandi in particular looked much more
like her old sdif. Evidently their guide had been right; there was something about going up very high that
made people sick -

Unless they're used to it? That must beit; Keishadidn’t want to contemplate what it would be
like to try and become accustomed to the heights. How long would the sickness last?

How long would | bewilling to bear it before | gave up? That' sthe redl question.

Perhaps it would be possible to become accustomed gradually, without the symptoms.

But | don’'t care to be the one to find out, she decided, and went back to gathering very dry
twigsto serve askindling.

Steelmind found ared windfal, in that he found atangle of wood piled up against arock, dry and
ready to burn. But that very find raised the possibility of another danger. Flash floods were dwaysa
possibility in the mountains, and they werein a particularly hazardous and vulnerable place. A cloudburst
could cause aflood leagues away - aflood that would sweep everything beforeit al the way down the
Pass, and they would have no warning.

“Wegther-Watiching,” Darian said to Stedlmind, asthey al cameto that redlization after ashort
discussion. “Have you ever doneit?’

“Not often, but | candoit,” the older man replied, unsheething a hand ax, adjusting itsweighting
dide, then stooping to chop up the battered brush and limbs. Hywel and Wintersky helped him, as
Keisha, Shandi, and Darian gathered up the armfuls of wood. Darian limbered up and hacked skillfully a
some branches with his heavy brush-knife, while Kelvren helped in his own way by standing on long
branches or smal trees and snapping through them with his beak, even if they were asthick asaman’s
upper arm. It was getting dark fast, and even though the tops of the mountains above them still gleamed
golden with sunlight, it was twilight on the floor of the Pass.

“Wintersky and | can watch, too,” Darian said with satisfaction. “ Good; there won't be a night
watch when we won't have a Weather-Watcher too; during the day we can take turns. Kel will know
more than any of us during the day; he'll be up in the weather we re watching.”

‘It islikely that we and Hashi will also be able to hear a flood before it reaches us - well in
time for usall to climb to escape,: Netasaid diffidently. : So we will have twin defenses.:

But Keishawondered how well she was going to be able to deep with the specter of aflood
sweeping down out of nowhere hanging over her head every night. “Maybe we' d be better off trying to
find caves above the waterline each night?” she suggested, dropping her armload of wood beside thefire
and going back for another.

“Wewould - if we canfind any,” Darian replied. He didn’t have to add anything; she’ d seen the
condition of thewalls on the way down herself. There didn’t seem to be much in the way of caves. “If |
haveto, | can use magic to enlarge acave or fissure thet is already there, depending upon the conditions
at thetime. | could maybe make us a shelter, before there were any rains, but that would put out an easily
readable magicd signature. It'sbest if we just make acamp as usual, though, because I’ d rather not
advertise to whatever may be out there.”

They could camp on thetrail itself, but that carried its own risks, and how many moretrails



would they find asthey made their way up the Pass?

She resolved not to think any more about it. They would be vigilant, and improvise. There had
been too many surprises on thisjourney aready to try to anticipate al the possibilities and plan for them.
Meanwhile, she could gather wood and water, and do what she could to make certain that none of them
would suffer any long-term effects from their mountain Sckness.

Steady marching brought them to the end of the Passin three days, and they had pressed
themselvesto do soin that short atime. Theterrain, at least, provided nothing to impede them; it must
have been an easy trip for that long-ago army that Vanye defeated.

Thetal mountains around them never grew lower, but the valleys between grew broader - and
wetter. More of their time was spent crossing valey floors, some of them thickly greened valleysthat
werefilled with plants that were entirely new to Steelmind. Here they did find furtive Sgns of people, but
never saw any. Kuari reported that the tribes he saw were al small, no more than twenty or thirty people
altogether, and they kept away from the travelers and their strange beasts and stranger dlies.

More streams joined with theirs, and they started to see fish more abundantly. With that,
Wintersky began throwing hislinein every time they camped, and they enjoyed the results of hislabor.

The end of the third day brought them to the end of the Pass; it opened out into one of those
broad valleys, heavily forested, green, and wreathed with mist. All that day Keishahad noticed the
clouds becoming thicker overhead, and the air growing more humid, adthough therewas no sgn that it
was about to rain.

“Hurrrr,” Kel said, as helanded beside them. “Thisssisss like the Haighlel Forrressstssss, except
that it isss not ssso hot.” He looked about with interest. “ The trrreessss arrre asss big, and it isssdamp
therrre, like thisss.”

Moss and lichen grew thickly underfoot and on the trunks of the trees; and moss hung from the
boughs high overhead. All of the treeswere varieties of conifer or evergreen, and some were awe
inspiring in their size, even to someone who was used to aVae and the huge trees that grew there. These
giants towered above their heads, so high that their tops were lost to sight among the branches of lesser
trees.

Those trunks were like great, smooth columns, without any branches for such distances that
Keisha couldn’t see how they could possibly be climbed. Thiswas how they differed from the Vaetrees,
which branched out no more than two or three stories above the ground; these trees went on forever
without branching out. It was unlikely that anyone would be using these treesto house an ekele any time
soon, unlessthey built from the ground up!

But theraptorsand Ke dl loved the new surroundings, and cheerfully went out on scouting
forays while the rest moved away from the mouth of the Pass and found a secure Site to set up camp.

They dl returned at sunset, Kuari last of al, and asthey atefish caught by Wintersky and grilled
over thefire, each Hawkbrother related what hisbird wastelling him.

And in the end, even Kd looked troubled by what they had not seen.

“Wherrre arrre the people?” Kd said findly. “We have flown herrre and therrre - and therrre isss
no sssign of people.”

“No sgn that anyone has traveled the Pass recently either,” Darian pointed out, frowning. “ There
weretiny tribesin the other valeys - shouldn’t there be some sign of people here? Could another
sickness have come through here and wiped everyone out?’

“If it had - why wouldn’t Snow Fox have brought it with them?’ Keisha asked. “They only had
Wasdting Sickness and afew other things we aready knew how to clear up.”

Hywel poked at the fire with astick. “People do things differently, up here,” hesaid at last. “It
could bethat they are off fishing.”

“Fishing?” Wintersky said increduloudy. “ Fishing? What isthat supposed to mean?’

Hywel looked uncomfortable. “I have heard - heard - that on the other side of that mountain
thereisagreat expanse of water so far that you cannot see the other side, and it tastes of sdlt. Thisis
where the peoples round about here get st with which to trade. And | have heard that in the spring,
there are torrents of fish coming up the streams. People gather at the rivers and catch these fish for as



long asthey come, and it is said that the fish are so thick in the rivers that one can walk from bank to
bank upon their backs and keep dry feet. It issaid that they can thus dry and smoke enough of thesefish
to serve them the rest of the year.”

“That sounds like some sort of fableto me,” Wintersky said skeptically.

Hywd shrugged. “Itisonly what | have heard. Also, | have tasted of thisfish. Traders brought
some back with them as provisions. It isgood, very rich, and the mest of it isred, not white.”

“Huh.” Wintersky still looked skeptica.

“White Grrryphon liesss besssde sssuch asssalty waterrr,” Kel observed, tilting his head to the
gde. “Wecall it an ‘ocean’ or ‘sssea’ Could thisss be the sssame sssea?’

“I don’t know why not,” Steelmind replied. “ There is no reason why the coastline here could not
be much farther to the east than it iswhere the Haighlei landslie. It could be alarger |ake than we can
even imagine. But that doesn’t address the question of where the people are.”

“No, it doesn’t, but we' ve only looked close to the mouth of the Pass,” Darian said. “Now, if |
wereliving up here, and | knew that this place existed and might be used by war parties or even armies, |
certainly wouldn't want to live near it.”

Nods dl around the campfire showed that Darian had come up with areasonable explanation -
for now.

But Keisha had the shivery feding that thiswas not the redl explanation.

After hdf-a-day’ strave, they had finally come upon signs of people - but the sgnsweren’t
good.

“I don't likethis,” Darian said, staring at the remains of the village. This place had been morelike
the permanent village that Ghost Cat had built in VVademar, before it had been deserted.

Deserted? Maybe. Maybe not. However the village had become untenanted, it had been too
long ago to tell if the people had |eft, died, or been taken away. All that was |eft were the moss-covered
remains of thelog houses, the carved poles, the other artifacts of life. The roofs had falenin - but that
could have happened in a single season; Darian had seen how the kind of roof the Ghost Cat folks built
needed constant attention. Aswet asit was here, moss would have started to grow inside immediately.
Grass was knee-td|, but there were no possessions, nor the remains of any.

“Hywd?’ Darian sad, turning to their only expert. Hywel looked just astroubled, and just as
puzzled. “1 do not know,” he said, looking around at the rumbled houses, the falen poles. “ There are no
bodies, and no belongings. Perhapsthey - ”

Then he shook his head. “No, | do not think they walked away, and it would be foolish to say
0. | do not know what happened here.”

Darian scratched hishead. “ Do you see any signs of attack?’ he asked reluctantly. “What would
we belooking for?’

“Therewould beno signs,” Hywd told him. “If the tribe was under attack, the men would go out
to meet the enemy, and the women and children would remain here. And if the men did not come back -
" He paused. “Wdll, until Blood Bear began taking other tribes’ women, the women and children of the
defeated would have been l€ft in peace to rebuild their tribe as best they could.”

“But now - wedon’t know.” He considered for amoment. “If they were attacked by Blood
Bear, wouldn't the victors come here and carry everything off? They certainly tried to do thet at Errold’'s
Grove”

“What if illnesskilled most of the people here?” Keishaasked. “Would the survivors just pack up
and wak away?’

“They might.” Hywe brightened a bit at that. “It istradition that girls go to other tribesto wed,
and warriors take wives from other tribes, so there are alliances crested dl the time. It could happen that
they would pack what they had and go, if there were too few huntersto feed the people, or too few
people to make atribe.”

But this settlement had been huge, larger than the Ghost Cat village was now. Could sickness
have wiped out that many people?

The ruins held no answersfor them now, it had been too long since - whatever it was - had



happened.

“Wemoveon,” hedecided. “We're nearly to Snow Fox territory anyway. We know that they’re
al right. Maybe they can tel uswhat happened here.”

Hedidn’t have to add that they would have to be wary. They aready knew what to do. With
Netataking point, the birds spread out to either side, and Kel watched their backtrail. Hashi ranged out
in afan shapein front, filling in wherever another scout wasn't. The one advantage they had wasthe
forest itsdlf; it was damp enough that scent lingered, giving Hashi plenty of information. The scant
undergrowth and lack of low branches kept arelatively clear line-of-sight for them down on the ground,
and aclear flight path for the birds.

But the forest was not continuous; there were huge meadows to cross, with acres and acres of
waist-high grasses. They were beautiful, but dangerous; crossing them meant coming out of cover.

They had another one of those meadows ahead of them. Thistime, though, Darian wasfairly
certain that they would be safe, for aherd of deer grazed there, and Neta s probe of their minds showed
that they felt perfectly comfortable here, which meant they hadn’t been hunted recently. Darian was
tempted to ask Kel to take one down for them, but decided againgt the idea. It wastoo early in the day
to stop, and they would have to stop in order to take care of that much mest.

So they were the ones who spooked the herd into flight when they came out from under the
shadows of the trees.

Asthe deer disgppeared, the party moved warily out into the sunshine. Only now could they see
the mountains towering on al sides of them; mountains with snow capping their peaks, rising through the
thin clouds. It was Darian’ s turn on Wesather-Watch, and he sensed that there were ssorms moving in
from the west. There would berain tonight. Again.

Hedidn't know what the natives called thisland, but he had afew choice sdections. When
they’ d packed for thistrip, he hadn’t counted on facing rain practicaly every night. They’ d been
improvising with limited success, rain shelters made from boughs and rain sheets didn’t keep the
precipitation out dl night long, and by dawn everyone was damp.

He used magic to dry them out, driving the water from clothing and hair. He had no choice, even
though this smple act might signd their presence to an enemy; they could not afford to get sick, or pick
up something that would rot feet or infect skin. Keishahad to preserve her own strength for things that
could not be prevented.

Carefully, with dl the birdsin the air, they crossed the meadow. Steelmind gathered plants as
they walked, stooping over now and again to snatch something that his peculiar Gift told him was useful.
Already he had a dozen different herbs that he wanted to try cultivating - someday. For now, he was
content to add flavor and variety to their meals.

Thistime hewalked practically bent over, pulling up bulbs that |ooked exactly like wild onions,
brushing them off, and stashing them in the bag a hiswaist.

Darian knew that Hakan, Stelmind’ s buzzard, was keeping asharp eye out for trouble; Hakan
circled highest above the clearing and had the widest view. Hakan' stype was not the same asthe
scavenger vultures; it was closer by far to the hawk families. Buzzards had fully feethered heads, mild
tempers, and deepy dispositions. They never exerted themsalvesif they didn't have to - but that mild and
deepy outward demeanor concealed a determined nature. Hakan would fly through fire to protect
Steelmind.

Wintersky’ s little sharpshin hawk Kreesk by contrast was abundle of nerves. Never ableto stay
gtill unless he was adeep, Kreeak was making acircuit of the meadow, while Kuari stayed in the trees at
the point where they would reenter the forest. Kel was above with Hakan, in position to attack if he was
needed.

Netaand Hashi kept their nosesin the wind, staying beside the humans. Therest of the dyheli
gpread out al around them, for they were on foot, deciding that it would be better for the humansto
present less of themselves above the grass astargets.

It was Kuari who sounded the warning, before they were a quarter of the way across the vast
meadow - but through Kuari’ s eyes, Darian saw that the hunting party drawing cautioudy towardsthe



meadow wore the emblem of the Snow Fox.

“It's Snow Fox!” he shouted, and got into the saddle of the nearest dyheli, the rest no more than
afraction of amoment behind him.

Hywel, on Neta, took the lead; dthough he was riding on an unfamiliar animal, he wore the
familiar clothing of another Northerner, and more, he carried with him a token from the Snow Fox
women and children and the young warriors till with Ghost Cat. Darian let him race ahead of them; when
he came close enough, he dismounted and finished his approach on foot. At that distance, he and the
others were no more than dots against the shadow of the trees, but through Kuari’ s eyes Darian saw that
the meeting was going very well indeed. With that as encouragement, he led the rest on at a brisk lope.

By thetime they reached Hywe and the hunting party, Hywe and the strangers were acting like
old acquaintances. Thiswas a party of young men his own age, which certainly helped, and the faces that
they turned to the gpproaching riders were friendly and smiling.

But they soon sobered after the introductions were made and the initid excitement of the meeting
died down. “We must make akill and return quickly,” the leeder of the hunting party said, with anervous
glance to the east. “We are too near to Wolverineterritory. . . .”

They didn't elaborate, and Darian figured that questions could wait until later. “Wewill hep,” he
offered. “We should not come to your home empty handed, after all.”

The Snow Fox hunters were too young to hide their skepticism well, but politely said nothing. But
of course the moment that Darian had offered hishelp, he, Wintersky, and Steelmind had sent off their
birdsto scout for those deer that they had frightened off earlier.

:Kd!: he cdled upward. : These are Show Fox hunters; they need to make some kills and
get out of here. When the birds find those deer, can you help out?:

:Hah! Eadly!: canethe chearful reply. :1 will dive at them so that they run toward you - it
will be your task to see that at least one or two do not get by you!:

Kreeak located the deer at just that moment, and Ke gave them time enough to get back across
the meadow and in place before he began hisflush. Darian felt hisblood begin to heat and his heart
speed up as they approached their ambush point.

“I beg your indulgence,” he said carefully. “But there will be aherd of deer running hereina
moment - will you make ready?’

Now the hunters exchanged thinly veiled looks of amusement. Of course they were amused. This
wastheir [and, and they knew the habits and movements of the animals here; how could Strangers
presumeto predict that a herd of deer would come through a particular place?

Neverthdess, they were polite young men, and they did indulge thisridiculous foreigner. So
when, after ashort period of waiting, the herd of deer did come charging through thetrees asif aterrible
enemy was on their hedls, they were understandably startled. Only two or three of them actuadly got shots
off, and of those, only one hit.

Darian and the rest, of course, knew exactly when Kel spooked the deer - and knew that Kel
had managed another of hisinfamous double-kills aswell. Small wonder that the deer fled!

Darian and Wintersky targeted the same deer that the Snow Fox hunter had hit, and the three of
them brought it down. Shandi held her fire, asdid Steelmind; Hywel brought down afourth deer by
himsdlf. That was more than enough to make them welcome at the Snow Fox village.

Onefor Kdl, three for us; that’s generous enough. Darian sgnaled to Wintersky and
Steelmind to come with him; they found Ke with histwo prizes, terribly proud of himsaif.

“Hah! Did | not tell you!” he shouted happily, holding his head high, hiseyes shining. “1 am asss
good asss my worrrd!”

“Indeed you are,” Darian laughed. “Would you like usto wrap it up, or will you eat yours here?’

“Sssome of both,” Ke replied. “Y ou will clean and drresss them herrre, yesss? Why wassste
good food? | want sssome marrow, too.”

So as Darian and the others gutted and dressed the deer, bundling the meat into the hides, Kel
gobbled up the entrails and other parts they would normaly have left behind. The dyhdis flared their
nogtrilsin distaste a the scent of blood, but permitted their ridersto |oad the bundles up behind their



saddles. Their attitude toward deer hunting was remarkably pragmatic considering that they looked so
much like dyheli. They didn't likeit, but they didn’'t actually object to it. The generd attitude seemed to
be, “better them than us”

While they proceeded with the messy business of butchering, Darian Mindspoke to Neta, the
dyheli doe. :Neta, could you ask Hywel to carefully explain Kel to the Show Fox hunters for me?:
he asked, once he had established contact with her.

:Hmm, yes, | think he had better,: wasthethoughtful reply. :1 shall try to help him.:

When Darian and the others rejoined the rest, Kel came aong with them, walking sedately on the
ground rather than making one of his spectacular flying entrances. Darian hoped that Hywel and Neta
had managed to “explain” Kd adequatdly.

Then again, knowing the dyheli doe, she would have no compunction whatsoever about invading
their hosts minds and making certain that they wouldn’t panic when they firg sighted the gryphon.

He had some qualms about that. More than afew.

Should | have forbidden her to do any such thing? He could have done that, but that didn’t
mean she d obey him. Dyheli had their own code of behavior, one that set the good of the herd above
that of any individua, and that meant she would do whatever she thought wasin theinterest of her
“herd,” in this case, the entire group she was with. She would dispassionately disobey orders, and lieto
him about it. Of dl the known creatures with Mindspeech, only the dyheli could lie successfully when
usngit.

There was no way to compromise with his conscience. He could only accept what happened and
try to make up for it afterward.

Whether Neta had ahand in it or not, when they came out of the forest and into the sunlight,
athough the Snow Fox hunterslooked a bit nervousto see Kd, they didn’t seem frightened. “ Thisis our
friend Kelvren,” Darian said carefully. “He has made two kills of hisown, and wishesto present one of
them to Snow Foxas thanksfor your hospitality.”

Kd glanced longingly at the piles of offd laid to the Sde, but immediately turned his attention
back to the hunters. “1 am honorrrred to make thiss gift,” he said, with agraceful bow, and a broad
gesture of histaoned forefoot.

“Itiswewho are honored by your generosity,” the chief hunter said bravely. “And - ah - are
your tastes similar to those of the hunting birds? If so, would you care to take your choice of the -
remains - before we leave this place?’

Darian was extremely pleased and a bit surprised by thisdisplay of tact and thoughtfulness. And
it argued powerfully for the notion that Neta had only helped to explain Kel’ s appearance, and had not
taken charge of the hunters' minds.

“Yesssl” Kd exclamed. “And | thank you!”

The hunters tactfully looked the other way as Kel pounced upon the pile of discardswith relish;
watching a gryphon eat was something that took getting used to. It was dl too easy to imagine what else
that cruel beak and talons could do.

He made very short work of the med - which was indeed afull med even by agryphon’s
standards - and they were shortly on their way.

With the meat that would ordinarily have burdened them loaded on the backs of dyheli, the
hunters set off at alope that made conversation impossible.

Very clearly they wanted to be gone from this place, and quickly, too. Darian longed to ask them
why, but knew that he would have to wait.

Whatever the answer was, though, he wasfairly surethat it had to do with the Wolverine tribe -
and that it would not be good newsfor them.

Ffteen



Keshawasn't the only one who felt the relief in the hunters asthey crossed someinvisbleline
into “safe’ territory. They dowed their pace to atrot from what had very nearly been arun; they began to
talk among themselves and even make occasional commentsto their guests. And at last they findly
looked back at the laden dyheli with the satisfaction and anticipation such afine take of venison
warranted.

She decided to talk to one of the young men herself, and asked her mount to take her up to the
front of the group. She “ picked” thefirst onethat looked over at her and smiled, thinking it would be
eas er to gpproach someone who showed some friendliness from the beginning rather than trying to coax
areaction out of someone determined to keep a stony visage.

“How much farther do we go to reach your home?’ she asked him, thinking that would be an
easy way to begin aconversation, and grateful that they had dl learned the Snow Fox dialect via dyheli
before they |eft k'Vademar.

“Not far,” the young man told her; he couldn’t be much older than Hywe, and was possibly
younger. “We are within the range of our sentriesnow,” he added. And that was a curious addition, or so
it seemed to Keisha. Why should that matter to her?

Unless he isreassuring me that no one can move upon his village without warning, she
thought soberly. Like a war party from this Wolverine tribe, perhaps?

Thelir journey had brought them right up to the foot of the mountains, and soon it was evident that
they were about to enter akind of side valey, acleft with steep cliffson either sde and asmall, clear
stream meandering aong the base of the dliff on thel€ft. If the village had not originally been Situated with
defense in mind, the setting certainly provided as much shelter asif protection had been amgor
congderation from the beginning.

Defensive cliffs, a water supply - the only thing they would lack if they came under siege
would be food, and if they’ ve stored enough, they might be all right.

“Thisisour valey,” theyoung hunter said proudly. “It has been the home of our tribe from the
time of my grandfather’ s grandfather’ s grandfather. The Snow Fox himsdf led us here, asthe Snow Fox
told our Shaman to send our sick to Ghost Cat, and then led our sick ones on the journey.”

Ah? They didn’t say anything about that back at the Sanctuary. But then again - they
might assume we already knew something of the sort must have happened in order for themto
find usat all. It seemed that the triba spirits of these northernerstook avery paterna (or wasit
materna?) interest in their titular tribes.

:And the other deities of you humans do not?: came the impudent query from her dyheli.

:Other deities have a great many more people to Oversee, and rarely go so far asto
personally lead their followersto help or safety,: shepointed out wryly. :Perhapsit is easier when
your wor shipers number less than a hundred to intervene directly in their lives.:

“I am caled Bendan,” the hunter continued diffidently, looking up at her, but not meeting her eyes
directly. “May | know your name, Wisewoman?’

Hywel had found away to get the tribesmen to grant both Keishaand Shandi better status than
“meredly femde.” Keshawas dwaysintroduced as the Wisawoman, and Shandi as something that
trandated as*“woman whose soul isaman.” Apparently there were a few femaewarriorsin the history
of thetribes, and they’ d had to come up with a category to fit them into. “Man-souled women” who
passed the boys' initiation trials could become hunters and warriors, but they sacrificed the traditional
role of “wife and mother” in order to attain that status. They were considered neither male nor femae -
rather like the Shin’ain Sword-Sworn, in away.

At any rate, that was Shandi’ srole, and she went along with it, snce taking on that persona at
least alowed her to St at the Men's Fire with the rest of the party, and not suffer alonely exileto the
company of the clan’swomen.

It said something for the status of Wisawoman that Bendan gave Keishahisname. A “mere
woman” would have had to learn it obliquely, by overhearing it or learning it from one of her friends, for
he would never have addressed her directly if she had not had that rank.

“I am caled Keisha,” she said. “Has Snow Fox a Wisawoman of their own, or does the Shaman



conduct dl heding?’

“We have only the Shaman, and he has no hedling magic - that iswhy the Snow Fox sent to usto
take our sick into the south,” Bendan said eagerly. “Have you been sent by the Fox to teach our Shaman
intheways of southern heding?’

:Boy's a quick one, isn't he?: chuckled the dyhdli.

“I have; your people reached us safely, asyou know, and | came in answer to your need,” she
replied solemnly, taking the question asthe gift it was. “ That we bear trade goods is as a protection, o
that otherswill not interfere with our passage.”

“Itiswise- though | do not think it would avail you with Wolverine,” he replied, then shrugged
and changed the subject, trotting along at her stirrup with no sign of effort. “We have some sick sill with
us, tooill to travel. | hope you will be ableto help them.”

“I hope so, too,” she said sincerdly.

When they reached the village, it was gpparent that thiswas a permanent enclave, unlike some of
the other hunting campsthey had visited. Here were the familiar log houses, decorated and carved,
roofed with dabs of bark; the characteristic poles stood prominently before each house with totemic
animals and spirit representations carved into them. Even more than at Ghost Cat, there were piecework
blankets on display, made of felted and dyed fur, and the costumes of the inhabitants were covered with
embroideries made with tufts of dyed fur.

It was clear that thiswas a prosperoustribe; it was also clear that the invisible sentries had
aready derted the Chief and Shaman that visitors were being escorted in. Women and children clustered
at the entrances to the log houses - craning their necks and straining their eyesfor agood look at the
strangers, but aso ready to bolt insde at a hint that there was something amiss. The Chief and Shaman
marched forward to meet them, surrounded by armed warriors older and more experienced than the
young hunters.

Hywel bounded from his saddle, and together with Bendan, came forward to speak with the
leaders of Snow Fox. He displayed the token that the Snow Fox folk back in Vademar had given them,
and soon the faces of those around him were relaxed, even smiling. The warriors lowered their wespons,
and with that sign that al waswell, the women and children began to ease closer.

The Shaman headed straight for Keisha once the formalities were over; she dismounted rather
than tower over him as he approached. Gray-haired and bearded, he was a handsome old fellow by
anyone s standards, with strong features and lively eyes. Knot-work was layered down the front edges
of hismantle, with points of antler serving as closures aternating from sde to sde. The colors picked for
the tufting between the antler tips exactly matched his eyes.

“Wisewoman Keisha, | am Shaman Henkelr Told-True. | am warmed to see your presence.
May your spirits blessyou for coming to us!” he exclaimed, seizing her hand. “ The Chief’ swoman and
children areill, as are several more, too ill to send to Ghost Cat with the others, and | have had no
success with them. The Snow Fox told mel must wait for ahealer out of the south -~

“Bendan told me,” shereplied, clasping the old man’shand. “Isit the Wasting Sickness? Summer
Fever?’ Those were both namesfor the sameillness, the disease that struck the channelsthat carried the
commands of the mind to the body, causing weskness and paradysis.

“Nay, it is something else, another new sickness out of the times of evil magic and heartsick
skies, something that chokes the breath but does not weaken the muscles. So short of breath are they
that we dared not send them over-mountain, for the mountain sickness would have killed them. When
they move with any forcefulness at dl, they become unable to breathe, but they cannot stay completely
dill,” hetold her, and shefét alittle thrill of excitement, though she immediately was ashamed of being
excited a someone ese'smisfortune. Still - the prospect of seeing something new -

“Let usgotothem, and | will seewhat may bedone,” she said ingtantly. “ All else can wait.”

The old man’seyeslit up. “Hah! Y ou are atrue Wisawoman!” he exclaimed, leading her to think
that perhaps he had encountered those who had not been as dedicated to their duty. “Come, and | will
show you.”

The sick folk had been isolated from the othersin a separate log house. Although there were no



windows, the roof had actually been propped up here and there to provide fresh air and ventilation. But
the patients were bundled up near thefire, dl of them week, feverish, and thin. An effort had been made,
using thick dabs of bark set upright in an overlapping-edged ring, to make sure that the smoke from the
central firewas at aminimum; nevertheless, there was congtant degp coughing coming from nearly
everyone around thefire.

The Shaman told the stricken ones who this strange woman was, and in response there were
murmurs of relief between rasps and coughing fits. Keisha examined the child nearest to her a the
Shaman’ s urging, opening her shields and sinking her awareness deep into the body before her.

It didn’t take her long to identify what waswrong - and it was a disease new to her, something
that lived in the lungs, scarring them and turning them from a healthy honeycomb to a usdless solid mass.
But for al itstoughness, for al that it was, if unchecked, absolutely deadly, it was no match for the forces
she could wake in the body of its host with her power. It thrived because it walled itself off from those
forceswith scar tissue; she could breek that wall down.

She gave the child agood first treatment before she emerged from her Healing trance, to seethe
Shaman gtaring at her with intense interest. “Have you the mastery of thismagic?’ she asked him. “The
way of seeing indde the body, and going to war with Sckness?’

“Nay, but my student has,” he said ingtantly. “I could not teach him, and he has been doing the
best that he could without any learning, trusting to ingtinct. | shdl go to fetch him, if you would deign to
teechhim.”

That'sardlief! “Please! That iswhy | am here. And if you would cal upon the spirits as well,
whilewe help the sick ones, it would bewdl,” shetold him.

“Itisnot good to treat only the body and leave the spirit untouched.”

He grinned broadly and got to hisfedt, leaving the log house only to return in afew moments with
avery young man - perhaps fourteen or fifteen - and abundle, which proved to be a set of drums,
wrapped in acharm-bedecked cape. The boy bobbed his head avkwardly at her, and she smiledina
way she hoped would encourage him.

She could tell aready that he had used his Hedling powers in much the same way that she had at
that age - crudely, because he never had ared teacher. The Shaman at |east recognized his power, but
he was unable to teach him. Ingtinct and necessity had given him some direction, but to go any further, he
needed proper instruction.

“You've donewdl| by yoursdlf,” shetold him, as the Shaman donned his cape, and cast cedar on
thefire. “Y ou are like a carver who has been making good imageswith only an ax - | will giveyou fine
knives aswell, with which to do your work.”

He brightened at the prai se, and nodded enthusiagtically at her explanation. “Yes!” the boy dl but
shouted. “That is exactly how | have been fedling! | know that thereisaway to do things, but | cannot
make them happen! Oh, Wisewoman, but show methe way, and | will speak your name to the spirits
forever!”

“Exactly.” She patted his hand, and placed it on top of hers, for the physica contact would help
her make mind-to-mind contact. “Now, prepare yoursdlf, and let me show youwhat | know. .. ."

Keshaworked with the young student until they were both exhausted; by that time, al of the
people suffering from theillness that the Shaman had termed “Hammer Lung” had been given thelr first
treatment. The disease was treacherous and tenacious, and would need many more treatmentsto be
eradicated. The young student had gotten his bearings, and Keishawas certain he would make afine
Heder, intime.

Tomorrow I'll ask Shandi to give me a hand; maybe Darian, too. We' Il get these people
over the worst of their illness before we leave. Something in the back of her mind teased at her. There
had to be away to give this young man more of her own knowledge, but she couldn’t make the thought
comeclear. Findly shelet it go; if shedidn’t work so hard at it, it would probably surface by itself. That
was how things seemed to work for her. When there was a problem that could be solved with quick
thought, it would be at the forefront of her awareness, but if it would take along timeto solve aproblem,
then it would be mulled over behind her consciousness until finally popping up asaclear solution.



The patients were dready feding and looking better. She' d been able to advise some other things
that |et them breathe more eadily, things that the Shaman could do in addition to his spiritud ministrations.

Although | have to wonder . . . I've never been able to work aone for quite so long before. Time
seemed to move dowly for me, but it never dragged on. | am tired but not as completely exhausted as|
would normally be. Maybe those spirits of hiswere hel ping out.

The student stumbled off to his bed, glowing with the satisfaction that only comeswith
accomplishment. The Shaman packed up his gear and offered to conduct her to the Men’ sFire.

“Please,” she said gratefully. It was very dark outside the log house, and sheredlly wasn't up to
stumbling around looking for the men. “I would gppreciate that.”

Henkeir beamed his pleasure, hisbeard practicdly bristling with cheer. This had been agood day
for him, statuswise; the foreign Wisewoman sent by the triba totem had deferred to him, requested that
he specificaly tend to the souls and spiritua needs of the sick ones, and now had asked him to escort her
to the Men'sFire. If he had feared the possibility of losing status because of her appearance, those fears
had been totaly put to rest. Completely aside from her persondity, for those reasons aone he would
have liked her.

Heled her out of the log house, as the patients settled into what must have been their first restful
deep for many weeks. Soft calls of thanks and well-wishes faded away behind asthe pair walked. Even
though there hadn’t been alot of light inside the house, thanks in part to the smoke shielding around the
fire pit, it wasincredibly dark outsdeit. The cliffs on ether sde cut off most of the sky, and the moon
was not yet up. Mist wreathed among the trees; the smoky air, cedar-scented and damp, penetrated
Keisha s clothing and made her shiver. She was quite glad that she had accepted his guidance before
they had gone more than afew paces, for the Men' s Fire, as was the custom at Ghost Cat, had been
sequestered in aremote pocket from the rest of the village. By contrast, the Women' s Fire, which they
passed as they walked between two more log houses, was right in the center of the village, with the
women and young children clustered about it, laughing, talking, and eating. There was awonderful smell
of roast meat and some sort of bread, of wild herbs and onions. Her somach growled.

Thefirethey sought wasin alittle pocket carved into the cliff when an enormous boulder came
crashing down from above sometimein thefar past. The boulder itsdlf, the size of one of the log houses,
shielded the Sght of the entrance to the pocket from the rest of the village, and even hid the reflected
firdight.

The pocket canyon was as welcoming as a conventiond hearth in aVaddemaran home. Firdlight
warmed the air and the stone walls, and if there was no roof, tonight at least there was no need of one
either. The men “welcomed” her to the circle smply by making space for her beside Darian and passing a
wooden platter loaded with roasted tubers, onions, and venison to her. She was famished, and with a
nod and aword of thanks, set to her medl.

She ate asthey did, with her fingers and asmall, stubby eating-knife, keeping her head over her
platter so that the juices from the meat dripped back down onto her food. The Shaman immediately took
command of the conversation, telling the Chief the good news - both that hiswife and children wereon
the way to being cured, and that the Shaman’ s young student would soon have the specia healing magics
of the southernershimslf.

The Chief would not rush to thank Keisha here, in front of the rest of the men, but the look of
gratitude he threw at her told her he would definitely be approaching her in private. She sensed that
before their arriva, the conversation had taken adark and foreboding tone, and that the Chief had
wel comed the change their good news brought.

Meanwhile, the food warmed and filled her - and tasted wonderful, especidly after the somewhat
meager meals of the past few days. As her hunger eased, she started fedling how tired sheredly was;
tired, not deepy. She was content to Sit beside the fire and listen to the men - and Shandi - talking. She
had closed her shiddsin tight around her, knowing that she would be oversensitive after al her work, and
as a consequence felt asif she were wrapped in a cocoon that kept the rest of the world at a comfortable
distance. She had her footwear off, and her soles baked delirioudy from their proximity to the dow fire,
as shelay back and closed her eyesfor awhile.



The earnest conversation that her entrance had interrupted resumed after the Shaman described
with great pride the work of his gpprentice. He' s right to be proud; the boy outdid himself, and he'sa
fast learner. He'sone | certainly won't forget.

But already the conversation had gone back to bleaker subjects. “ There is no doubt that
Wolverine has taken up what Blood Bear |€ft off,” the Chief said, with aglance over his shoulder into the
darkness, asif hefeared that aspy from Wolverine tribe might be lurking there. “ The difference, though,
isthat they raid, not destroy. Their raiding parties come farther south every moon; they take everything of
vaue, mae children lessthan five, widows and unmated females of breeding age. If atribe daresto res s,
they cripple the warriors after they have won.”

“Ah, but first they come dl smiles, and offer dliance - or rather, encourage their servitude to
Wolverine- " the Shaman interjected. “ It isonly if the tribe fights that they raid.”

Keishawastoo tired to fed anything for hersdf, and too protected behind her wallsto fed what
the othersfelt, but the tension and concern beat againgt her protections and would flood her if shelet it.

“Oh, but dliance meansto surrender haf of the provisions and goods, and al of the unmated
femdes, and dl boys down to thetoddlers!” the Chief scoffed. “I do not call that generous!”

“They have not found usyet,” the Shaman confided to Keisha. “That iswhy we are unmol ested.
Our valey hidesuswdl.”

She nodded; she had not seen the mouth of the valey until they were practicdly insdeit.

“Y our sentries are to be given credit, too, | would think,” Wintersky observed. Steeimind
nodded, even as he frowned, and Shandi spoke up.

“Itisn’'t just your location or your sentries, isit?’ she asked, and looked directly a the Shaman.
“You are- concedling. Y ow are hiding the tribe, Honored One, using your powers. Aren’t you?’

“Not | - the Snow Fox hides us, as he himsdlf hidesin winter,” the Shaman protested, but he
looked pleased. Darian raised his eyebrow at Shandi and smiled at the Shaman in a conspiratorial
fashion. The Shaman gave Darian the same smile - Mage to Mage, exchanging the compliment of
recognizing each other’ s handiwork.

“| dowhat littlel can,” the Shaman said modestly. “ But too much done to hide our people would
revedl, rather than conced them. Wolverine has a Shaman, too, whose power is of the Eclipse, and he
will seethe use of power should | overstep mysdlf.”

“That' swhy the hunting parties are on their own.” Darian made it a statement. He sighed. 1 can't
think of any way of concedling them that wouldn'’t betray them just asreadily; you are perfectly right to
be cautious.”

“Our skill will concedl us,” the chief hunter spoke up, with dl the arrogant certainty of someone
who has never met with failure - yet. “We can outwit any Wolverine scout.”

Thistimeit was the Chief who exchanged araised eyebrow with Darian. For al Darian’s
apparent relative youth, it was clear that the Chief of Snow Fox redlized he had agreat dedl of
experience, and Keisha hid her own smile of pride.

“Why isit that you have no Wisawoman of your own?’ Shandi asked, knowing now, after seeing
S0 many other tribes, that when the Shaman was not a healer, hiswork was generally supplemented by a
Wisawoman.

“ She went to the ancestors before she could find a successor,” the Shaman told her, sighing
heavily. “ That was many years ago. My pupil hasthe heding touch, and thereis another boy who | will
train in my own work when he comesto hismanhood trid, but it isnot fit that | seek out agirl-child to
become aWisewoman. In other times, the Wisewoman of one of our alieswould have found and trained
such agirl, but we have had little contact with our friends since Wolverine began raiding. We have not
had the great Midsummer Gathering for two years.”

Even astired as she was, Keishaknew that was avery bad sign; even at the height of the
mage-storms, the Midsummer Gatherings had taken place. They were the only time that al the tribes
cametogether under atruce banner; atime for trading, finding matesin other tribes, exchanging
information, making dliances. If they had not been held for two years, none of these thingswere
happening, and the peaceful tribes were becoming more and more isolated from each other.



Helooked hopefully at Keisha, who grimaced. “We have another task,” she said reluctantly. “It
has been put upon us by both the Ghost Cat and the Raven spirits that we seek the Raven tribe.” She did
not say why, but no onewould ask if she did not volunteer the information. It would be assumed that it
was private business between her people and the spirits.

The Shaman’ sface fdl; he had probably been hoping that she had been sent for the benefit of
Snow Fox aone, and would remain until both his gpprentice and a new Wisewoman had been chosen
and trained. Keishafdt badly for him, and added, “I will do all | can to leave you with al that Snow Fox
needs.”

Not that | have any idea how to do that, she added to herself. Healing isn’t like a language
that can be dumped entire into someone’ s head by a dyhdli -

Or - wasit? Could Netaextract everything that Keisha knew about Healing and deposit it in the
minds of the young apprentice and anyone €l se who needed to haveit? And if she could - would it be
more dangerous to do that than leave them on their own? Having so much information dumped into his
mind at once might drive the poor apprenticemad . . . unlessthere was away to keep it out of his
conscious mind until heneeded it. | don’t know. There hasto be someterrible price hidden in it
somewhere. Inventive or not, it seems too easy somehow. In this world, we sometimes get [ucky,
but we never get things easy.

The best creature to ask would be Neta hersdlf - arid that would have to wait for morning. Now
she was deepy, and awarm fire and full somach were contributing to that; for the moment, it didn’t
matter how much anxiety the rest of them fdlt, it couldn’t penetrate to keep her awvake. She wasn't the
only one - there were plenty of hunters and warriors blinking their heavy eyestrying to stay awake. It
wasn't long before the Shaman excused himself, and the Chief offered to send his gueststo hisown log
house for rest. Darian accepted for al of them, and Keishawas glad; beyond the fire the mist was getting
heavy, and there would probably be rain before morning. At least tonight they’ d deep dry. And shewas
too deegpy now to care about anything else.

Morning brought the unfamiliar sounds of children chattering like atree full of birds near a hand,
and Keishawoke dl at once, with no intermediate drows ng between dream and wakefulness. She
remembered at once where she was, partly because of the rush of unfamiliar smells, and stretched
happily beneath her bright (and borrowed) blankets. There was rain pounding on the roof above her
head, and from the sound of it, the storm was good for the rest of the day. If they’ d been outside, they’d
have started the day soaked again.

Would rain keep raiding parties stuck in one place? Now that shewasn't so tired, she
remembered the conversation last night, and it wasn't just the chill and damp draft sneaking under her
chin that made her shiver suddenly. Wolverinetribe - they sounded too much like the tribe that had
amost destroyed Errold’ s Grove.

Not good news. And we' Il have to get past them to get to Raven. That wasworse news,
would they have to skulk across the countryside from bit of cover to bit of cover? Theseraiding parties-
how many were there?

| wonder if Dorian wants to use magic to hide us? The existence of another enemy mage
made that potentially as dangerous as going unhidden. How did these people rank mages, anyway - and
how strong was he, how skilled? Journeyman? Master? Worst of all - Adept? Would they be unfortunate
enough to encounter some sort of mage they had never even thought of, whose powers would be atotal
surprise? Shefelt anxiety starting to get hold of her, and fought it off. There was no point in getting
worried about something that was in the future - something she couldn’t affect, for that matter. It was not
that she didiked planning or even speculating, but there was such athing as pointlessworry in acaselike
this. Thiswas't her problem - or at leadt, it wasn't her problem unless and until Darian asked her
opinion. For now, her problem wasto work with the Shaman - and she redlly ought to find out what his
namewas! No, wait. Hank. Henk. Henkeir. Henkeir Told-

True.

That prompted the recollection of her thoughts the night before, about enlisting the help of the
dyhdli intransferring Hedling knowledge directly to the young apprentice, and possibly, (if she could find



one) apotentia Wisawoman.

Language was at least as complicated as Hedling; the problem with transferring it all at once was
that Hedling involved the use of power, a power very like mage-energy - and it involved using techniques
that could leave the Healer’ smind perilously open.

But what else did | think of last night - ah, | remember now. Would it be possible to
transfer the knowledge in such a way that it only becomes available when the person needsit -

But no, that wouldn’t work, because they might need it before they were ready to handleit.

Perhaps - it becomes available when the person masters something - keyed to that -

No one had ever tried anything like this before, not that she knew of. But just because no one
has ever done it before, that doesn’t mean it can’t be done. . . .

Once again, though, she knew only that she didn’t know enough. She would have to ask the
dyheli Netaas she had thought last night, at the very least. Perhgps the Shaman might know something
out of hisown traditions that would help.

It would be so nice just to go back to sleep and forget this for a little longer, she thought
wigtfully. It had been so long since she' d had the luxury of deeping until shefelt completely rested -

But now that she was awake, her restless mind wouldn't let her go back to deep again. Too
much to do. She shoved the thought of drowsing away resolutely, and pushed the blankets aside. Like
thelog-houses of Ghost Cat, the loghouse of the Chief of Snow Fox had little cubicles around the walls
used for storage and degping in amodicum of privacy. Presumably because Snow Fox wasa very
prosperous tribe, the barrier between the cubicle and the rest of the house was not asimple curtain, but
was one of the beautiful piecework felt blankets.

It cut off the light from the central hearth fire much better than a cloth curtain would have; it was
asdak asacaveintheir cozy nest.

She sat up and swung her legs over the edge of the platform bed she shared with Darian, and he
stirred. “Getting up?’ he asked; he didn’t sound deepy, and she wondered if he had been awake and
thinking aslong as she had.

“I’'vegot somuch | needto do - ” she began “ Anything | can help with?” He sat up, too. “I knew
you were redlly concentrating on something, and | wondered what about. Y ou seemed tense.”

“I don’'t - ” she began, then stopped as athought interrupted her. Hadn't she been thinking that
the power she used in Hedling was like magic? And hadn’t he added his power to hersin the past?
Maybe he had an answer, or part of the answer she waslooking for. Quickly, she explained what she
had been thinking of doing. “Do you know of away to keep that knowledge locked up until the person is
ready for it?" she asked.

He pondered her question, giving it full attention; she couldn’'t see hisface clearly, but she sensed
he was concentrating, trying to remember something. “1 think it can bedone,” hesaidfindly. “You'd
have to be awfully good, though. | - don’t think | could do something like that. Maybe an Adept could.”

She grimaced; disgppointed, but not surprised. “I'll seeif their Shaman knows of something that
would work. Y ou never know.”

“I might aswell get up, too,” he said, levering himself up out of bed beside her, hislong hair
strung across hisface in tangles. “ There salot to get done. | think that we' d better stay here until the sick
are hedled, so we can have Snow Fox’ sfull support when it’ stime to move on. It can only help.” He
sounded as wistful as she was, though. “ Sometimes | wonder if the only timewe |l ever get to belazy isif
we get Sck oursalves.”

“Don’'t even think that,” she chided, and reached for her clothing, handing him his. “We can't
afford to besick.”

They both got dressed and Keisha pushed aside the partition blanket, stepping out into the
central room. The Shaman’ swife hurried to greet them, handing them bowls of porridge made with
crushed nuts and sweetened with honey. It was very good, and a nice change from the breakfasts of cold
mest they’ d been having.

They werethefirst ones awvake from their group, athough some stirring and muttering indicated
that the rest weren't too far behind them in getting up. Keishafinished her breakfast quickly and got her



rain cloak, heading out to find the Shaman and begin the morning’ s treatments.

The Shaman was waiting for her at the house holding al the sick, and before she and his
apprentice began work, he made a point of offering her a second breakfast, thistime of akind of bread
or cake made of the same crushed nut mixture. She was not at al averse to having more to eat, knowing
that shewould need dl the energy she could get.

Asthey ate, the Shaman introduced his apprentice as L other. Henkeir’ swife made dl the meds
for the sick isolated herein this house, and had sent extrafor Keisha, her husband, and his pupil.

“Y our wifeisextremely accommodating,” Keishasaid dryly, thinking how much work awoman
of thetribes did just to keep her own family fed, clothed, and cared for - never mind adding on the care
of adozen sick people.

“My wifetellsmejust how accommodating sheison aregular basis” hereplied, just asdryly.
“But | agree with her, even when sheis not nearby to heer it.”

Keishacovered her mouth with one hand, stifling her giggles; young Lother laughed outrignt, and
Henkelr grinned behind his beard.

“| think that this may be the case with al worthy spouses,” Henkeir told them. “ Perhaps they fear
that if they aretoo slent, we will cometo take them for granted.” He put aside his cup of hot herb drink
and stood up. “Are you ready for the morning’ swork?’

“Morethan ready,” shetold him, and the three of them gpproached the first patient of the day
together.

After rest - and anoon med that she ate so fast she didn’t even taste it - Keishawent out in
search of the dyheli. Shewas dtogether gratified to learn from the Shaman that the dyheli and Karles
had been housed in the communal storage house, rather than forced to spend the rainy night and day out
inthe westher.

The children, who shed the water like so many ducklings and evidently considered thisto be
balmy wesather, were making agreat game of going out and tearing up armloads of grassto feed to the
four-legged guests. She spotted a group of them running into the storage house, shrieking with laughter,
30 laden with long, wet bundles of grassthat they looked like so many little walking haystacks. She
followed them, and soon discovered why the sport of feeding the dyheli was so popular.

The dyheli were earning their dinner by taking turnstelling stories.

Of course, when a dyheli “told” astory, it appeared inthe“listener’s’ head, complete with
pictures, sounds, and smells. The children were absolutely enraptured. Thiswas better entertainment than
anything they’ d ever encountered before.

It was not yet Neta sturn to tell astory, so Keishawas able to take her aside and quiz her onthe
possibility of transferring knowledge rather than language.

Neta considered the question, then diffidently asked Keishafor free accessto her mind. Keisha
sat down on apile of fursand obliged - Sitting, in case this turned out to cause the kind of reaction that a
language transfer did, and she passed out cold.

Shedidn’t drop over, dthough Neta s explorations eft her with the oddest feding, asif her mind
was a box whose contents were being meticuloudly turned over and examined, one bit at atime. It felt
grangely like the mountain sickness, crossed with being intoxicated on very bad wine, and then being
flattened thoroughly with arolling pin but not minding it & .all.

:I think the transfer can be done,: Netafindly sad, when she' d withdrawn her mind from
Keishda's. : The problem would be that Healing involves devel opment and exer cise of mental
powers - rather like training muscles for strength. If a young one tried to use the knowledge
before he had the strength, it could harm him. Wor se than another Healer could fix.:

Keshaground her teeth in frustration. Not that she hadn’t already been afraid that would be the
case, but it was disappointing in the extreme.

:Let me think of this, and consult with Karles,: Netaadded, responding to her frustration with
asympathy that surprised her. : There may be something that we can do.: The dyheli doe looked
across the room at the Companion, who responded by joining them immediately.

Karles regarded Keishawith an unreadabl e deep-blue gaze, then turned his attention toward



Neta. While the children in the corner giggled and exclaimed over the story one of the young buckswas
“tdling” them, Keishawatched the slent collogquy going on between the Companion and the doe, and
wondered what they were talking about. Findly Neta turned back toward Keisha. : If we think of
knowledge as something to be held, then what you need is a container fromwhich a little can be
taken at a time, yes?:

“Morelike asmart container that knows how much to dole out, but yes, something like that,” she
replied, intrigued by the analogy.

‘Karles suggests that we ask the Snow Fox to be that container.:

Shaman Henkelr was at first surprised speechless, then briefly appalled - then intrigued by
Keishaand Neta' ssuggestion. “It has .. . . merit,” he said cautioudly. “If this could be done, it would
mean that we need never fear the loss of aWisewoman, for the Snow Fox would ways hold this
wisdom in its keeping. The old stories hold that the People give knowledge to the gods. That iswhy we
do not become like stagnant water, for we can create and give that knowledge to benefit the totem. The
Snow Fox might be pleased by this, yes.”

Keishadid not ask why the Snow Fox didn’t already have that knowledge to dispense. The
triba totems didn’t seem to be so much “gods’ as benevolent overseers and benefactors. They certainly
weren't al-seeing and dl-knowing, or they would have been able to protect their own tribes from the
depredations of others. It was said, evenin Vademar, that gods received power and support from their
followers, and they in turn helped those followers prosper. Shewondered if there was akind of spiritua
warfare going on among the totemic “animas,” with the stronger paving the way for the conquest of the
wesker as the totemic spirits defeated each other.

It was actudly arather frightening thought.

If that were the casg, it was no wonder that the tribes spent so much time in strengthening their
totems with prayer and worship!

“How would we find out if the Snow Fox waswilling to be the vessel for thisknowledge?” she
asked aoud, and the Shaman’ s eyes widened as he looked over her shoulder.

Shefet acool bresth on the back of her neck, and turned to find herself staring into a pair of
amused, milky-blue catlike eyes. She flinched backward, which dicited alook of frank amusement from
the manifestation.

The eyeswere set in ahead with asharply pointed muzzle and apair of blunt, pointed ears. The
head was attached to a body the size of asmall pony, but it was aresemblance in scale only. Thefurred
body was amisty white, and tranducent - just as the shadowy spirit of the Ghost Cat had been. Tiny
gpoarkles of whitelight, like twinkling stars, fell away from the apparitionin al directions, asdow asfaling
dust motesin sunlight.

Time seemed to dow for Keisha, and there was only one thing that she could think. | - guess we
have our answer!

Sixteen

Anocther day, another deity.

On the whole, even after hearing from Keishaabout the bizarre manifestation of the Snow Fox
itself and its subsequent absorption of her Healing knowledge, Darian regretted leaving this latest tribe -
but there was no choice. Something strong and true and part of him drove him on; if he gave up now,
how could he remain himsdf?

They |eft Snow Fox better provisioned than they had arrived. Dried meat, nut-med, and dried
berries made their saddlebags bulge, and in the packs of trade goods, gold nuggets replaced packets of
dye. Keisha now wore two token necklaces instead of one; in addition to the owl, she wore a string of
tiny carved foxes of mother-of-pearl. The Snow Fox Shaman had given her that just before they €ft.
Keishatried to think little of what she had done, but inside, Darian figured Keishaknew she had just



given an entire tribe of people an edge againgt the cruelties of the wild world. The customs of the tribes
made effusve thanks from amae to afemae unlikely; given everything she' d doneto hed their Sck, he
figured she more than deserved that necklace, and it was one of the few ways that the Shaman could
show hisgratitude. In fact, by rights she should have been bedecked by a dozen such necklaces by now,
onefor every tribe she’ d helped, and for every Wisewoman and Shaman she' d tutored in the
Vddemaran use of the Hedling Gift.

| think that Keisha is blissfully unaware of what a huge impact she is having upon an
entire culture, by what she gives so selflessly. The tribes may worship or thank the holy dyhdi now,
but it is Keisha and the others in green they talk about plenty among each other, I’ll wager.

They had good instructions on how to reach Raven tribe - and the origin of the vests had been
confirmed. One more stretch of mountains lay between them and their goa - one more stretch, that just
happened to be claimed by Wolverine.

Every time he thought about Wolverine, an odd chill touched him for just amoment.

“Thisisasfar as| cantakeyou,” their guide said at about noon on the second day after they had
left Snow Fox. Helooked out over the valley that stretched out before them with some regret. “Y ouwish
to am for that pass, between those two peaks,” he said, pointing. “ On the other side isthe Bitter Water,
and the Raven tribe.”

And between us and themistrouble. Hedidn't give any sgn that he wasworried, though; he
just thanked the hunter with as much sincerity as he could show, and watched as the man trotted off into
the shelter of the forest that Snow Fox cdled itsterritory, melting into the undergrowth dmost like a
Tayledras might.

He looked back over his own group; Keishawas worried, but he could hardly blame her for
that. Hywe was as confident as any young and untried warrior. He happily bore the arrogance of
ignorance. Steelmind was as calm as one of the mountain peaks, Wintersky impatient to be gone, and
Shandi unreadable. The nonhumans displayed asmilar mix of emotiona stances.

“It’ s probably going to take ustwice aslong to crossthis stretch asit’ s taken before,” he said,
mostly to Keishaand Shandi. “If you thought we were being careful before, you were wrong. We' retruly
going into enemy territory now, and we |l be moving accordingly.”

Shandi nodded dertly. “Ke overhead, the birds out in front, the dyheli, Karles, and Hashi
behind them, then us, following on foot. Right?’

“Absolutely right.” Hefdt rather gratified that she had caught on so quickly, but then, she was a
Herdd, and Heralds got some military training. The only difference between this group and agroup of the
Guard or loca militiawasthat their scouts had wings, paws, and hooves. He dismounted, and the rest
did the same, taking time to tighten every baggage-strap and harness-fastener so that the hooved ones
wouldn’t be hindered by loose baggage. Then every stirrup wastied up, so that they didn’t dangle free
ether. If they had to run for it, having the stirrups out of the way would make mounting and riding harder,
but not impossible, especidly not since their mounts were dyheli and a Companion.

He gave the mental signa to Kuari that the owl had been waiting for, then called Kdl.

:All right, Slver Gryphon - we're moving out! Take high point.:

:l amready,: camethereply from somewheredoft. : The way is clear to the next stretch of
trees. Dodge to your left to make use of the runoff ravine and follow it to the light-gray stack of
boulders::

The dyheli and Karles spread out, trotting down through the wai st-high meadow grass, heading
for the trees. Hashi was with them, but invisible in the grass. He could have left a“wake” in the grass, but
he didn’t - and wouldn't. The kyree were masters of moving invisbly.

Now it wasthe humans' turn, and despite having been given the word that there were no enemies
in the immediate vicinity, they moved cautioudy across the open stretch, hunched down near the tops of
the grasses. Those who had bows had arrows loosely nocked to the strings. Wintersky and Darian, as
the two most experienced in this sort of movement, took point; Hywe took right flank, Shandi the left,
and Stedmind the rear, putting Keishain the rdatively protected middle. Darian wondered briefly if that
rankled with her, then centered dl of his attention on scanning the territory ahead.



It was hard to remain on the alert when from al the Signs there was no need to be. Tiny birds
flitted through the stalks of the grass, or skimmed ahead of them, chasing the insects they scared up.
Occasiondly they kicked up arabbit. Other than that, the meadow drowsed in the warm late-spring sun,
with some puffy clouds around to the west beginning to develop darker bottoms that might promise
(more) rain.

Darian figured that as long as he remained in a posture of readiness, the others would take their
cuefrom him - especidly Hywd, who might well need “reminding.”

The grestest danger was that because the meadow was at |east aleague wide, enemies might
appear before they had crossed it. The dyheli, and kyree, Kel and Karles ought to be able to spot them
intime to take cover in the grass, but that would leave them horribly vulnerable.

But they made it into the shelter of the forest again without mishap, and Darian relaxed alittle,
But only alittle. There was one advantage here; the giant trees were interspersed with “normal” trees,
and that gave them an escape route and a hiding place - into the boughs of those trees.

They had gone about another league into that forest, relying on Kel and the birds to guide them
towards the mountain pass that was their goal, when Hashi sounded awarning of hisown.

I scent a party of humans - many smelling of fear, the rest of fighting. They come from the
northeast and are coming straight for you!:

Darian had been planning escape routes dl dong as they moved through the forest. * Steelmind -
you and Shandi up that tree!” he shouted, pointing to a cedar. He turned and pointed to another.
“Wintersky and Hywd, up there!”

He grabbed Keisha s hand and ran for athird tree, ablack pine. All three had the advantage of
very thick foliage aswell as branches near enough to the ground to be hooked by the climbing stick, a
hooked half-weagpon and half-tool device, that al three Tayledras carried.

He pulled his own climbing stick from the sheath on his back as he ran, dung hisbow over his
shoulder and shoved the arrow he' d had ready back into the quiver. In a practiced move, he aimed the
hook of his climbing stick at an overhead branch as he ran, and used his momentum to carry him up the
trunk. He went hand-over-hand up the stick as he scrambled over the bark of the trunk, and once lodged
securely on the branch he had hooked, pulled the climbing stick loose, and extended it to Keisha. She
grabbed it, and he pulled her up beside him, then repeated the process with the next branch. Once they
were high enough that the branches were closer together, Keisha could climb up by hersdf without his
ad; at that point, he sowed his climbing stick and worked hisway up the trunk until they were both
well-hidden from below. :Kuari, | need you,: hecaled.

:1 come!: the owl replied immediately. As he waited for Kuari, he made contact with each of the
outliers, making sure that the dyheli stayed well out of the way, the kyree hid himsdlf, and Kd stayed
high overhead.

Kuari cameinto land just as he heard the most distant sounds of forest disturbance, the scolding
of corvids. : Go perch where you can see the enemy,: Darian told the owl. : Then et me use your
eyes.:

Kuari hooted softly, and ghosted down out of the tree, choosing abranch alittle lower with
nothing &l se between it and the ground. He perched there and set his feet well onto the branch, then
relaxed - and Darian saw what he was seeing.

No doubt Wintersky and Steelmind were doing the same with their birds.

A bit higher on the trunk than he was, Keishatied hersdlf into place as a precaution against
becoming unbaanced. Darian was so comfortable in trees now that he didn’t need such hel ps; he could
fal adeep inthefork of atree without losing hisbaance - and had, in the past. He dtill preferred to livein
an ekele firmly planted on the ground, but that was just a preference.

The scolding of crows came nearer, and through the owl’ s eyes, Darian got hisfirst sight of the
warriors of Wolverine.

There were more than twenty, perhaps as many asthirty of them; they were more heavily armed
and armored than any Northernersthat Darian had seen since hislast encounter with the fighters of Blood
Bear. Most had breastplates of boiled |leather, and arm-guards and greaves of hammered bronze. All had



bronze hemets and iron swords, they aso carried javelins or short spears with iron points, and long
daggers. A few were adso armed with bows.

But they were not done.

They had taken prisoners. many prisoners. The captives had been divided into three groups -
young women, young boys, and girls. The prisoners within each group were strung out in single-file, and
the women and girls (though not the boys) were tied together at the waist by arope that led from oneto
the next. In addition, the older women were aso tied at the wrists. The boys, dl under the age of five,
were alowed freedom of movemen.

There must have been ahundred prisoners, and by the decorations on their costumes, they were
of somefox tribe. Were they dlied with Snow Fox - or even related to them?

Their captors were, without adoubt, of Wolverine. They boretheinsgniaof their tribeon
everything - but they aso bore the sign of the eclipse. The sight of that symboal, even though it was
through Kuari’ s eyes, made his blood run cold, and a sour taste came up the back of histhroat. The last
time he had seen that symbol, it had been terrifyingly close, on apendant around the neck of the Blood
Bear Shaman -

But thistime there was no sign of the weird half-human creatures that Blood Bear had counted
among itswarriors. These were “no more than” humans.

Very wdl-amed, very large and muscular humans, who serioudy outnumbered Darian’ s group.
And much as he longed to drop down out of the tree, dashing at them with his climbing stick, he knew
better. He wouldn’t stand a chance, and from the cowed and beaten |ook of the women, they wouldn't
even be able to muster the spirit to use his attack as a distraction to make a bresk for freedom. But it
was hard to hide in safety and do nothing, when he watched one of the warriorstrip one of the women
with his spear butt and laugh to see her stumble - then when he saw the fear in the eyes of girl-captives
barely into puberty. They knew what their fate would be as soon asthey arrived at the Wolverine village.

Darian had to repeat to himsdlf that there was nothing he or hisfriends could do, but his hands
clenched so tightly on the tree trunk that the bark bit into his palm and hisfingernails were white. Hefdt
another’ sanger aswell, and redlized that Kdl, circling high above, was a so looking through Kuari’ s eyes,
and was just as enraged as he was. Gryphons had always had an inherent hatred for davery asamatter
of principle, and thiswas making the gryphon’s hacklesrise, and quickly.

:Kd!: hecdled immediately. -Don’t attack! Thisisan order, Slver Gryphon! Stay aloft!:

Hefdt Kel’swordless protest, and from the way that Keishaturned pale and clutched the trunk,
so did she. It was the anger-surge of agreat predator, immensely larger and more powerful than Kuari, a
predator that needed to kill. Kel clamped it down after that first surge, but it left both Darian and Keisha
shaking with reaction in the aftermath of the experience.

Poor Keisha; she' s never “ seen” hint thisway. | have; | know him for what heis. Heisa
killer with civilization. Ke wasthe sweetest and most genid creature dive, until hiskilling ingincts were
aroused. At that point, there was no creature Darian knew of that was more murderous and less
stoppable.

They clung to the tree, silent, each done with histhoughts, as Wolverine paraded their captives
past them and on to their own village. Darian tried to concentrate on memorizing everything he could
about thewarriors - and that was when he noticed something odd. The Wolverine raiders were treating
the women and girlswith casud brutdity, but the little boys, who were dlowed to run free, were being
indulged - even petted and spoiled. Any time that a boy made any kind of overture toward aWolverine
fighter, it wasimmediately reciprocated with asmile, apat, atreat. And aready afew of the boyswere
trotting at the hed's of some of the men, looking up at them fearlesdly.

Of course - they took these boys to make them into future Wolverine fighters. Andthe
campaign to win their loyaty began the moment they |eft their own village.

Brutal they may be, but they are not stupid. Those boyswould respond to the petting and
gpailing just like any child of that age. In Sx months, they would be strutting around and imitating the
warriors contempt for the women, even their own mothers. In ayear, they would belong to Wolverine.

He wondered what the others were thinking, if they had seen what he had, and knew what it



meant. Thiswas aharvest - of breeders and future warriors. The women were no more nor lessthan
walking wombs, valued only for what they could produce.

Whether the Wolverine fighters trested the women of their own tribe any better remained to be
seen, but Darian had an ideathat they might. Putting their own women higher in the socia scheme* gave
them an extra set of guardiansfor their captives. Making the captive women the davesto their own
women virtualy ensured that every Wolverine woman would regard the daves as property, rather than as
afdlow.

The only reason we defeated Blood Bear was that they underestimated us. The only reason that
Blood Bear isno more isthat they made stupid mistakes.

All the evidence pointed to one thing - Wolverine was of the sameilk as Blood Bear had been,
but they had paid attention to all the things that Blood Bear had done wrong.

And that made them al the more dangerous.

Ke was doing everything but frothing a the mouth with rage. He paced, he snapped hisbeak, he
mantled hiswings, he bristled his crest. “ Jussst onel” he hissed, tearing up the sod with hisfore-talons.
“Let me havejussst one, Darrrrian!”

Ke had been like this since he landed. He wanted to launch an attack on the raiding party, right
now - no planning, no waiting, no thinking about it. He could not bear what he had seen, and wanted to
fix it. After al, hewas Kelvren, the brave, fierce Slver Gryphon - he should be adleto fix dl of these
things, by shredding those responsible for them!

Keshahad dl of her shieldsup, and gtill felt the heat of his anger blazing againgt them. She just
hoped that time and Darian’ s soothing would cam him down. Right now no one was arguing with him;
they werejudt |etting him vent his emotions, agreeing, when confronted, thet it was a horrible Stuation and
should not be allowed to continue.

Hywel was as angry as Kdl, but was handling it better; he was white around the eyes and mouth,
but hadn’t said or done much. “Why aren’t you frothing at the mouth?” Keishaasked him quietly.

“Becauseit would not do good,” he replied, with amaturity she had not expected. She might
have forgotten that he was a native of these parts, but he hadn’t, and he was well aware of the harsh
redity of life herein the north. “ Darian isright; we are too few to do anything. But - ”

He didn’t complete the thought; he looked back aong the trampled underbrush where the party
of captives had passed, and anger flitted over hisface. Perhaps he was well aware of the harsh redlities
of life up here, but that didn’t mean he wasinured to them. Or thisis beyond what even he is used to.

Shandi had one hand on Karles' shoulder, and Keisha guessed that she was sharing her thoughts
with her Companion. Wintersky and Steel mind were impassive, and Keisha could not guess what was
going on behind their masks. These aren’t our people, shereminded hersdf. | am sure that they care,
but we can’'t help the captives.

But she had anidea, and it might take Kel’smind off hisanger - or a least givehim an
acceptable outlet for it. “Shouldn't we - she began.

Kd stopped tearing the helpless grass, and dl eyes turned toward her. She swallowed, looking
up into Kel’sgolden glare.

“Shouldn’t we go back that way?’ She pointed in the direction from which Wolverine had come.
After dl, thetrail was clear enough. “There may be people where they came from that need help. There
may be survivors,”

They stared at her in sllence for amoment. Then Kd legped into the air without another word,
powering purposefully upward but remaining below the canopy of the mammoth trees so that he could
follow thetrall.

There seemed nothing else more gppropriate to do, so without further discussion, the rest of the
party mounted up and followed in hiswake.

Keshaheaved asigh of relief, which no one but her dyheli noticed. : A bit difficult for you, are
they, Healer?: heasked dryly. :Not the easiest ot to deal with.:

She snorted; he knew aswell as she the kinds of strain al those angry people were putting on her
shields. Not that she wasn't angry, but perhaps because she was a Heder, she'd learned to be



pragmatic. Y ou couldn’t save every patient - athough you tried; you couldn’t solve every problem -
though you did your best. She knew from the moment that she saw dl the armed fighters that there was
nothing they could do for the prisoners, much as she and everyone ese would like to.

Turning their attention to something they could do something about had been the one thing she
could do about the situation. She was just glad that her attempt at redirection had worked for Kdl; he
needed an outlet, acongtructive outlet, before he flew off and did something foolish.

Now she stedled herself for what they would find a the end of thetrail of trampled vegetation.
Whatever it was, she knew that it would surely put adifferent set of stresseson them all.

It was dusk when they reached the village that they would later learn belonged to the Red Fox
tribe, agroup that long ago had split from Snow Fox. Kd had gotten there long before, had given them a
grim summary of what they would find when they got there, then flew off on amission of hisown - and an
important one, second only to the Hedling Keishawould be doing when she arrived.

Ke went hunting, for there was nothing left to eat in the village, and at the moment, no one
cgpable of hunting or gathering. Absolutely nothing edible of any kind had been |&ft - the village had been
scoured right down to the spices. Even leather, curing hides and scraped skins had been taken.

They did not need to follow thetrail to find the village; the wailing of women led them there. But
there was no heavy scent of smoke, for the raiders had not troubled themselves with burning any of the
log houses. It was not their intention to leave the survivors without shelter, because it was not their
intention thet dl of the survivors should die.

It had been candlemarks since the raiders hit this place; long enough for the women to gather
their dead and lay them out for mourning on asingle rough pyre, long enough for the wounded to receive
the rough tending that was dl atribe without a Shaman could give them. The Shaman - much younger
than the Shaman of Snow Fox - had been laid out with the rest of the dead by his wives, who were the
source of thewailing. The rest of the women were too numb for anything but silent mourning - and a a
sngle glance, Keisha knew they had their own internalized wounds to deal with. No one had touched the
Shaman’ sthree wives, possibly for fear of acurse, but by the condition of the other women, clothing
torn, faces bruised, and the vacant ook of someone who has endured too much, they had not shared this
protection.

Forewarned by Kd, Keishawas armored againgt their pain, emotiona and physical, asthe group
rode into the village. Hywe preceded them afoot, caling to the survivorsthat help was coming; by the
timetherest rodein, it wastoo dark for the northerners to see what they were riding, which probably
gpared them the fear that would have come when they saw the unfamiliar mounts. They had aready
endured too much, and even alittle more fear might well push them over the edge of sanity.

Keishaleft the organization of the survivorsto the others, and went straight to work on the most
serioudy wounded, concentrating only on pure Headling with her Gift. Shandi and Karles supported her,
lending her new strength and energy when hersfatered - then, when they were exhausted, Darian took
their place. It was very, very late when she finished with the last woman; the moon was high overheed,
though obscured by thick clouds, and al she wanted to do was eat and deep - not necessarily in that
order. She blessed the darkness that hid the ravaged village; with no fires outside tonight, and al of the
inhabitants drugged into a semblance of deep in their own homes, there wasfindly ameasure of peacein
this shattered place.

Darian led her into alog house, which by the trappings had bel onged to the Shaman. When they
entered, and al three of the Shaman’ s wives descended on them, pressing food rations, venison and a
hot herba drink on her, she wastoo tired to be surprised, but she was very grateful.

The women |eft them at the hearth fire where the others had gathered - including the dyheli,
Karles, and Kd, which did surprise Keisha, Kel most of al. “What are you doing here?’ she asked,
garing a him stupidly.

“Thefolk of Rrrred Fox arrre not inclined to trrrest agift brrringerrr asan enemy,” hereplied
amply, and left it a that.

Judging by thefact that dl of the party were eating chunks of well-roasted venison, Kd’ s gifts
had been generous indeed. “What can you tell me?’ she asked, knowing by Darian’ srigid expression



that he had learned far more than he redlly wanted to know.

Darian’ s voice was tight with suppressed rage as he answered. “Thiswasn't just araid,” he said.
“They hit this place at dawn. They took out al the sentriesjust before they were going to be replaced by
the dawn crew, then hit the village itsdf. When they had taken the village, they started harvesting.”

She was startled dert by the odd word. “Harvesting?’ she asked, increduloudly.

He nodded, his lipswhite with anger, avein in histemple throbbing. “ The warriorsthat survived
they crippled - or didn’t you notice dl the missing index fingers on their bow-hands? They did the same
to the older boys, so they couldn’t possibly grow up to be warriors. Without an index finger, they can’t
pull abow or use asword.”

“But - harvesting?’ she repeated.

“Y ou were Healing them - you know the secret wounds they had in common. Theinvadersdid
their best to make certain that every woman here would be |eft pregnant, regardless of her age. The ones
that till had husbands were | eft behind, the ones that had infants were | eft behind with their babies, and
girlstoo young to breed. The rest were taken, along with the older girls and younger boys, asyou saw.
They took every scrap of food, and anything that was valuable - but they |eft the bare essentiads, and they
left the housesintact.” She actualy heard histeeth gritting as he snarled silently. “ They intend to come
back, Keisha. They intend to come back as soon as these people have started to recover. They’ll take
girlsold enough to breed, and young boys, and strip the place again. And they’ Il keep coming back, as
long asthereisanything left of Red Fox.”

“These are not our people, Darian,” Steelmind said, in that dow, ddliberate way of his. “We have
aready done more than they would expect froman dly.”

Shereached for hishand and clasped it, as he controlled histemper. Kel hung his head wearily;
the gryphon wasjust as angry, but they al knew that Steelmind was only telling the truth.

“WEe ve done more than our share,” Shandi added, her voiceflat. “Remember why we're here.
It'snot to fight awar with people who don’'t even know we exigt. It'sto look for danger to Va demar,
and find your parents, Darian. If we take thetimeto get involved in this, we may never do those things.”

Hedidn't answer; hedidn’t have to; Keishafet his upset even though her shields were up and
tight, asasick feding in her somach and adry lump in her throat.

No one el se said anything; there didn’t seem to be much that anyone could say. Eventually they
al went to their deeping rallsin silence - but Darian held her very tight for along, long time, and she
cradled him, projecting peace, until he relaxed and finaly dept.

But the only reason she dept was because she was too tired not to.

She wasthefirst to wake the next day, and after a sketchy med that she ate only because she
needed the energy, went straight to her patients. They were doing better than she had any reason to
expect; the women had mustered the tattered remains of their courage and were tending to the wounded
men. Each man had his own wifetaking care of him, and usudly at least one other woman aswell. It
occurred to Keishathat this might be in salf-defense. Wolverine had not taken the wives of any man who
lived through the raid, so obvioudy the best way to keep from getting taken was to become someone' s
second or third wife.

But whatever their motives, they wereworking as hard asthe “red” wives, which was giving the
wounded men some excdllent care.

The Shaman’ swidows had fired the funera pyre and were chanting and drumming the farewdl to
the dead - they might not be Wisawomen themselves, but they knew the ceremonies, and no onewas
going to dispute their right to see that the dead were properly taken care of. All three of them sat on the
upwind sde, two playing alarge drum, the third playing a counterpoint on asmdler drum. Whatever they
had built the pyre out of, it had gone up like an oil-soaked torch, and was burning hotly with very little
smoke.

Keshawas very glad that the village was upwind of the pyre; asit was, the unmistakable
too-sweet scent of burning flesh made her somach lurch, and she had to fight her breskfast back down.

Sowly thetribe of Red Fox wasreclaming itsvillage and itslife. A few children had recovered
enough spirit to play a counting game quietly together, and the prepubescent girls were restoring order to



the open spaces between the log houses by the smple expedient of throwing anything that was of no use
into arubbish pile and dividing the rest among themsalves.

Therewasn't agreat ded to divide. Although the raiders hadn’t taken common clothing and
domestic utensils, that was about al that they had |eft. Finished furs and trade goods in the storehouses
were gone, aswere “show” blankets, weapons, and every bit of dried meat and fish. The women had
been too traumatized to go out gathering, and the stocks of perishable foods hidden away was low.
Unless the remaining men could recover enough to hunt soon, they would be starving in amatter of
weeks.

As Keishamade her rounds, she noticed Shandi and Karles watching the villagers thoughtfully, as
if they were making some kind of assessment. Shandi glanced over at her once, but said nothing, so
Keishaleft her to her thoughts and continued taking care of the wounded.

She finished around noon, and returned to the Shaman’ s house. The pyre was nothing but
embers now, for which she was very grateful, and the widows had thrown great hegps of green cedar,
wiiite sage, and juniper on the coals. The scented smoke had overcome the stench of the pyre.

A line of gutted deer carcasses hung upside down by their rear hoovesin the treesjust outside
the Shaman’ s house;, Kel and some of the others must have been very busy this morning. Ordinarily it
wasn't like Kel or the Tayledras to take out an entire herd of deer, but under the circumstances, it was
theright thing to do.

Maybe Red Fox won't starve, she thought with alittle more hope. This looks like enough to
keep them going for a while.

Shandi met her at the door as she approached, stopping her with alook. “How long do you think
that will lag?’ she asked, nodding toward the line of carcasses.

Keisha counted the deer, made a quick mental estimate of the number of people left and how
much they would need to egt, added a bit more for generosity, and said, “ About afortnight.”

Shandi nodded, and sucked on her lower lip for amoment. “ That waswhat | figured. How long
before most of the injured can hunt for themsealves? About afortnight?’

“Pretty much,” she said truthfully, wondering what Shandi was thinking. “I’ ve got them about half
Hedled; if we left now, it would be about afortnight before they could do anything strenuous.” There was
something going onin her sster’ smind - but what?

Darian pushed the blanket over the door aside and joined them, looking sharply at Shandi.
“What' s on your mind?’" he asked abruptly, the same question Keisha had.

“These people used to be in Snow Fox,” Shandi told him. “They split off about three generations
ago, but they're still a Snow Fox sept. Neta can put the directions to Snow Fox right into the heads of as
many people as we need to. We can |leave them with enough food to get them healed up, and they can
make it to safety before anyone from Wolverine comes checking on them. There' syour solution.”

Keishaheaved asigh of rdlief asthe tension eased out of Darian. “ There' sour solution,” he
agreed, nodding, theworry linesin hisforehead smoothing out. “They won'’t burden themsalves down
with possessions, because they don't have any to speak of. Snow Fox hasto take them in; they’re
related. There' s nothing keeping them here, so | doubt they’ [| make any objections, but let me check and
seewhat Hywd thinks”

Keishawent back into the log house while Shandi, Karles, and Darian went over to the
butchering areawhere Hywel was working to turn the deer into strips of jerked mest.

She ate without tasting what she was edting, stayed a moment to rest, then went back to her
patients. Now she had hel pers - helpers who were dealing with their own pain by giving themsalves
something to think about besidestheir own orded's, and they were very good at obeying her directions.
She gave the same ingtructions so many times she could recite them without thinking about it: “Wash your
hands in water that’ s been boiled and cooled. Pull the dressing off carefully; don’t touch the wound with
your hands. Sprinkle the mold-powder on the wound, check for the signs of infection. Take anew
dressing that’ s been washed and boiled, rebandage the wound.” One man had the start of an infection;
she used the occasion to cdl dl the women together to give them alesson in what infection looked like
and how to dedl with it. If they aren’t Wisewomen, they’ll certainly have half the training by the



timethisisover. . ..

By nightfall she was as exhausted as she had been the previous night, but when she returned to
the group around the firein the log house, the mood there was so much more cheerful that she nearly
wept with gratitude. She didn’t, but she quietly basked in the positive fedings while she ate, ligening to
the discussions of what to do to prepare Red Fox for thejourney. The Shaman’swidowsjoined in the
discussion - not with animation, but with a determination that surprised and pleased her. They were ready
to leave now, and anything they could do to hasten the date of departure would be dedlt with.

“Neta dready gave Gwynver, Rinan, and Dedren the directions to Snow Fox,” Darian told her in
an asde during apausein the discussion. “They’ re going to tell the rest of the tribe tomorrow that their
husband and the Red Fox spirit came to them in adream tonight - the Red Fox turned white, and their
husband showed them theway to their dlies”

“Nobody will argue with that,” Hywel agreed, looking more like hisold sdif. “ And who knows?
Tonight it might well happen that way. If | were the Red Fox, | would certainly choose to do that for my
people.”

“Young man!” caled one of the three women - who was certainly no older than Hywe - inan
imperioustone. “Tell me again wherein the stream to place the fish trap!”

Hywel rolled his eyes, but turned back to her with al the deference due that rare woman who
ranked higher than ayoung warrior, and the conversation resumed. Keishaleaned against Darian and
closed her eyes. There was no moretension in the air; even Kel was satisfied with the solution. No longer
having to keep her shields reinforced, she relaxed further - then she heard the word deep inadyhdi
mind-voice and the next thing she knew, Darian was putting her into her deeping roll.

She murmured her thanks, and unable to even get her eyes open, gave up and fell back into
dreamless dumber.

Seventeen

If the people of Red Fox themselves had not been so determined to take Shandi’ s solution and
follow through on it, Darian would have had a harder time with his conscience. Asit was, it was difficult,
very difficult, to persuade himsdf that the tribe would do aswell without hishelp aswithiit.

But the survivors greeted the morning' s“revelation” by the three co-conspirators with
unguestioning belief and even enthusiasm. It didn’t hurt that the eldest of the three widows confided to
Darian with alook of wonder that sheredly had dreamed of the Red Fox spirit. Furthermore, she
wonderingly said that in her dream the spirit had bestowed its approva of al that they had said and
planned, and it had told her to tell the rest of the people to do asthese special foreigners - the “ Trusted
Not-of-the-Tribe” - directed. Whether her own mind manufactured the dream, or it was atrue vison
didn’t redly matter at the moment; what did make a difference was the reverence. She dmost papably
projected aglow when shetold the rest of her tribe of the manufactured vision. Because the spirits had
approved of it, it became truefor her and for her two co-widows. Their belief was contagious; it didn’t
even require the mental nudging of the dyheli, which had been his private, emergency plan.

When one of the younger widows lamented her husband’ sloss again, the older woman gained a
sudden look of extreme serenity and replied, “The Fox says, ‘ Do not let yesterday use up too much of
today,’ child.” Two heartbesats of utter stillnessfollowed, and then the older woman bent to pick up some
of her belongingsto prepare for the journey. Whether that had been clever acting or an actual contact
with the Fox Spirit he did not know, but the effect was startling. One by one, the rest followed suiit.

Kd, Hywd, and Wintersky went hunting that day aswell, making certain that the village would
have meat enough to carry it through not only the next fortnight, but the necessarily dow journey to Snow
Fox. Steelmind, Shandi, Karles, and the dyheli “hunted” growing edibles and collected firewood.

Perhaps “callecting” was an understatement. They hitched the dyheli and Karles to downed
trees, which were then dragged to the village; beforelong there was an enormousline of them inthe



clearing, waiting to be chopped up. It was an exquisite irony that so many of Darian’ s youthful
indiscretions had revolved around collecting firewood, and now here hewas, in charge of firewood yet
agan.

Darian remained behind to help the survivors plan their journey, help Keisha, and chop the wood
- with the help of the strongest of the girls, women, and any of the men fit to swing an ax or amdlet.
Many of them wereimpressed by the high quality of the Tayledras axes, and marveled at Wintersky's
folding ax. And from the fierce and controlled anger with which the women dedt with their woody
“adversaries,” Darian figured they were getting more than just stockpiled wood out of the exercise.

For him, the day passed quickly. Hetook agreat deal of his own anger out on thewood; it felt
good to imagine the faces of the Wolverineraiders and strike with hisfull strength behind the blows.

Everyone was o exhausted by the end of that day that they all went straight to bed relatively
early. But there was none of the depression and gloom hanging over them that there had been; having a
place to go and thingsto do to get ready for the migration had altered the entire mood of the tribe.

He had no illusions about the damaged psyches of the women, however. What they had endured
would have to be dedt with eventudly - but he trusted, having met and worked with him, that the
Shaman of Snow Fox would be able to give them help.

Or if he can't, their own tribd spirits certainly will.

So hewent to deep feding, if not cheered, certainly with his conscience doing little more than an
occasiond muiter.

They |eft only when they al fdlt that they had done as much for the tribe as was needed; there
was firewood piled high, racks and racks of meat drying, all manner of storesto tide these people
through the difficult weeks ahead. Keisha had done as much as she could, given the brief amount of time
she' d had to work; time and their own bodies would do the rest. The women had a purpose again, the
men a reason to heal and get on their feet. The despair was gone, and there was even a glimpse of hope,
now and again. These people were ready to stand on their own feet. If they weren’t to become
dependent on their benefactors, it wastime for Darian’ sgroup to leave.

So they rode out on the morning of their fifth day with Red Fox, though not precisely asthey had
ridden in. If there were no cheers sending them off, there were grateful farewells, hands pressed silently
but fervently, eyeswith lifein them again. If Darian did not fed good about leaving them to carry on
without any more help, hedidn’'t fed bad about it either. Asthey took their bearings and departed from
that path of browned and dying underbrush, heading once again for the pass between two mountainsto
the west and north, Darian felt the weight of another responsibility descend on him. Now they knew thet
Wolverine was out there, raiding, looting, and killing. They would have to be twice as vigilant as before.

He dso held a secret from Kelshaand Shandi, which made him fed abit guilty. It wasn't amgor
secret - but he wasn't sure how they’ d react if they knew it.

Ke hadn’t won the hearts of Red Fox with his gifts; the dyheli had ingnuated the concept of
friendly, helpful, protective gryphonsinto the minds of the tribesmen long before the group ever reached
thevillageitsdf.

Now that was meddling, by any standard. The dyheli didn’t think of it that way; they considered
it asbeing helpful, easing the way, making certain that the humans of Red Fox got no more traumatic
experiences. However, they had planted a concept in the minds of the unsuspecting without consent or
permission.

Quite frankly, at this point, Darian wasin accord with the dyheli. Things hed been difficult
enough without having to calm hysterics and panic. They needed Kée’ s help, and needed to be able to
have him come and go openly.

According to Kel, their detour might have been agood thing in atactica sense. There were no
wide meadows between here and the pass, nothing but thick forest. At least the group on the ground
would have cover the entire way.

Y es, but sowill any Wolverineraiding parties.

Hardly acomforting thought.

:Excuse me,: Netasaid politely into Darian’smind, :but there is something rather badly



wrong in these woods. | don’t know what, precisely, but it’s too quiet.:

-1 agree,: Hashi spoke up. : There doesn’t seem to be anything around here bigger than a
tree-hare, and even the tree-hares are staying high up. | haven’t scented anything of a decent size
since we crossed that last big stream.:

Darian didn’t like the way the forest felt either. The treeswere alittle farther gpart here, letting
plenty of sunlight through, and it should have been correspondingly more cheerful. But it wasn't; the
forest felt empty, hollow, like that deserted village they had encountered.

Could Wolverine have hunted this place out? he wondered. That might be the explanation,
andyet it didn't fed right. For onething, there wasn't any sign of humans hunting - the broken
undergrowth, trail marker ties, remains of camps, that sort of thing. For another, he didn’t think that even
atribelike Wolverine would hunt an areabare.

They had been climbing steadily dl day; they had managed to journey over dl theterritory
between Red Fox and thisfina pass without crossing paths with any more raiding parties. There
shouldn’t be any reason why they wouldn’t be on the other side of the mountains by tonight. Then,
provided the information they had was correct, they would be within touching distance of Raven. And my
parents?

The shadow of the mountain fell acrosstheir path; it wasn't just cool here, it was cold. Darian
shivered, and out of the corner of hiseye saw Shandi pulling her cloak closer. 1’1l be glad when we get
across, into the sunlight. Who would have thought it could be this cold at the beginning of
summer? Small wonder that the Ghost Cat villagers had not been prepared for the summer heat in
Vademar. Hewasjust glad that for once it wasn't raining. In thiscold, rain would fedl like drops of ice.

There was another smal clearing coming up ahead of them, one with a brush-filled ravine running
aong the left Sde. Asthey cautioudy entered the clearing, Hashi and Netawere running flank guard,
Kelvren was high above, Kuari was running tail guard, and the other two birdswerein front. It was
better to have the birds in front and behind; they could cover more ground than Netaand Hashi. It' s too
bad they don’t have a way to pick up scent, but -

There was aflash of motion. Out of nowhere, something huge and white reared up from the
ravine, stretching up and up, and Darian froze. He couldn’t move; al he could do was stare upward, at
the strange eyesthat whirled and pulsed in the snakelike head two stories above the ground. . . .

....how...incredible. ...

Was there someone cdling him? Well, it didn’t matter. Nothing mattered but those eyes. He
forgot everything, even his name; al he wanted to do wasto stare into those eyesforever. They were
beautiful. He d have thought his Clan, his Knighthood, and his quest were al usdessif he' d even been
ableto think of them. The eyeswere dl that mattered. All €l se narrowed to them, or rather - yes, the
eyes engulfed him. There was nothing above or below or around him that was of consequence, or was
even noticed as missing, for that matter. There was only those eyes.

Just as abruptly asthe drake' s appearance, his mount went from immobileto activeina
heartbest. The dyheli spun in place, wrenching his attention from those hypnotic eyes, lurched into arun,
and fled back down the way they had come. Greenery and stone flashed past at incredible speed,
making even the view through Kuari’ s eyes when they were linked seem plodding by comparison.
Holding on for dear life, Darian’s dyheli caromed off the side of another one laden with supplies, which
went down into the underbrush. Darian’ s knee and shin hurt immediatdly from the crushing blow against
the dyheli’ s ribs, but thefallen dyheli was nowhere to be seen now. He looked around desperately. The
noise of cracking branches and clattering gear mixed with a climbing whine behind him - ashrill one he
had never heard before, much like the degth cry of arabbit, but forced from larger lungs. The dyheli he
had crunched againgt struggled to get back up and then vanished into apillar of white - the cold-drake's
open jaws crushed down upon theflailing dyheli and there were three swift thrashing bites. The dyhdli
was dead, somewhere back there, but the scenery blurred past and the line of sight was gone. Hewasn't
done dl of the dyhelis were slampeding back down the path, with Karles and Shandi in the lead. He
shook off hispain and hung on like aleech as his mount lurched down the dope just a breath away from
adisastrous stumble.



That was a cold-drake. Oh, gods, that was a cold-drake! Now that he wasn’t under the
creature’ s spell, he knew the danger of what it was, and could put aname on it. He knew what must
have saved them, too - Neta, out there free and not under the cold-drake’ s mesmerizing gaze. She had
exercised her own Gift and had taken over the minds of every other dyheli and probably Karles, too.
Then she had made them dl stampede away from the danger zone; the cold-drake was't swift enough
to keep up with them.

The dyheli traveled across the forest floor in huge bounds, snapping Darian’s head back and
forth until he got into the same rhythm as hismount. The dyheli didn’t usudly break into this* stampede
gait” when mounted, and he could only thank hisluck that there was a saddle between him and that
knobby dyheli backbone. Asit was, his neck muscles hurt, and so did his head.

As abruptly asthey began their run, they ended it, bouncing in three or four stepsto ahdt asafe
distance down the pass. The others came to a stop beside him, with the dyhelis shaking their heads so
hard their ears flapped as Netalet their minds loose. Last to stop was Karles, and it seemed to Darian
that as the Companion walked toward them, his expression was decidedly sheepish.

Now it hit him - how close they had al been to adigtinctly unpleasant death - and he began to
shake with reaction, the sour taste of fear in hismouth. One more heartbeat, and we' d all have been
dinner. Oh, gods.

Keishalooked puzzled; Shandi still confused. “We lost - welost Gacher. What happened?’
Keshablurted. “What wasthat? Why did the dyhdli dl run?’

:Gacher has died. The herd ran because | made them,: came Netal smind-voice. : As for
what that was, | do not know; only that it was dangerous. It had you all spell-trapped with its eyes
and mind.:

“It' sacold-drake,” Steelmind said flatly. “ Thank you, Neta; that was precisely the right thing to
have done. Y ou saved us al - except for poor Gacher. | hope his death was a swift one.”

‘1t was,: Netaconfirmed.

“I don’t understand. I’ ve studied dl the weirdlings we were likely to find up here. Cold-drakes
are normaly dormant in the summer,” Steelmind continued as he wiped his hair back from hisface. “I
wonder what woke this one up?’

“What' sacold-drake?’ Keishawanted to know.

Ké interrupted the conversation, coming in beside them for anoisy landing, his beak agape with
agitation. He swung his head around, counting them silently, and heaved an enormous sigh of relief to see
the humans all present. “I sssaw the drrrake!” he said, “But you dl rrrran beforrre | completed a
ssstoop.”

“It'sjust aswell that you didn’t connect withit, Kel,” Darian told him, dismounting and clasping
Kée’s neck - even though his own legs were still shaky. “One gryphon is no maich for acold-drake.”

“Will someone pleasetell me, what’ sacold-drake?” Keisharepesated ingstently. “And why
couldn’t I move or think?’

Darian and Stedlmind exchanged alook, and Darian answered. “A cold-drakeisamagica
congtruct, like agryphon; they were created during the Mage-Wars as offensive weapons, but the
problem was that they couldn’t be controlled, and turned on their own side as often asnot. They're
egting machines”

“But they use mind-magic,” Steddmind continued. “ They freeze their prey in place, then movein
and gtrike, or dine at their leisure depending upon their mood. That thing caught &l of us, every onethat
could seeitseyes. If Neta hadn’t done what she did, we' d be diding down itsthroat right now.”

Karles hung his head, asif he was ashamed that he had not somehow resisted the cold-drake’ s
gaze. Steel mind noticed, and turned toward the Companion. “No one isimmune from a cold-drake,” he
said, for Karles' benefit. “1 don’t care who or what you are. When you'rein front of a cold-drake, you
belong to the cold-drake.”

Shandi patted Karles' neck sympatheticaly. The Companion didn’t say anything that Darian
could hear, but he understood the Companion’ s chagrin; he shared it.

You' d think I would be able to shake that damned thing off. . . . How had he managed to get



so completely under the monster’ s power in so short atime?

| didn’t even get a good look at it before it had me!

It took onelook at Hywd to redlize that he did not have the worst of it. Darian was, by
comparison, awar-hardened general compared to the young Ghost Cat warrior. In his past he' d been
routed, ambushed, beaten up, surprised, attacked, and scared out of hiswits before. It was Hywd’sfirst
timefor being totdly, utterly helpless, face-to-face with death when there was nothing he could do about
it. Hywel looked just aswhite asthe Ghogt Cat itself.

“How are we going to get past that thing?” Hywel ssammered, aghast. “ Doesit ever degp?’

“Yes, but they're like spiders; they sensethe vibrations of the ground if anything bigger than a
mouse wakson it, and wake up immediatdy,” Steelmind told him. “1 don’t think we could driveit off or
lureit away either - they are very, very territorid. If we want to get through that pass, we' re going to
havetokill it.”

“Oh, great,” Darian muttered, as Hywd'’ s eyeswent round. Being magica congtructs,
cold-drakes were, to some extent, designed to be immune to the effects of magic. “What | don't
understand iswhy it isn't dormant - it's summer.”

“It saso cold.” Stedmind looked over his shoulder & the mountain behind him. “With this
shadow faling over the passfor most of the day, and being so high up, it doesn’t ever redlly get warm.
That’ s probably why there aren’t any animals here - the drake has hunted the place bare, and the animals
don’t get achance to recover their numbersin the summer.”

“It could be awake because it didn’t get enough to eat to support dormancy,” Wintersky said
thoughtfully. “Unlessit movesto anew territory, it' sgoing to starve to desth.”

“Wadll, we can't and around and wait for that to happen,” Darian replied with irritation. “ And it
just got fed.”

Kelvren dipped his head toward Neta and intoned solemnly, “1 am sssorrry forrr yourrr 10sss.”

Netareturned the gesture, and her gaze went from buck to buck. : 1t isa risk Gacher knew he
was taking by volunteering for thisjourney. He knew before coming that such things could
happen to him. It is easy to be brave from a safe distance.:

Darian could only nod, even though he knew Neta was speaking to the bucks and not to him. As
much as he had questioned the human morality of Neta s powers, those same powers had just
unquestionably saved their lives.

Darian’s mind was soon preoccupied, thinking on the waysto get around the drake. Wintersky
went from one dyheli to another, checking them for injuries and making amenta inventory of what gear
was|lost when they fled. We're so close -

“We could go back,” Shandi pointed out. Dead silence dropped over them dl; Darian looked at
each of hisparty inturn. Shandi wouldn’t look himin the eyes. Hywd |ooked solemn and frightened;
Wintersky thoughtful. Steelmind just shrugged. Only Keishamet his eyes completely, and looked just as
determined as he wasto continue.

“We can't stop now,” Keishasaid firmly, and cast awithering glance a her sgter. “That would
begiving up.”

Shandi shrugged off the criticism. “1t’sno shameto give up under the right circumstances.”

Keshadidn't even dignify the comment with an answer; instead, she turned to Steelmind. “ Do
you have any ideawhat we can use againg this creature?’

“Not at the moment,” the Tayledras replied, with alook of admonition at Shandi. “But we'd
better think of something other than bows and arrows.”

“Heat,” Darian muttered, after half acandlemark of debate. “ That’ sthe key, | think. They thrive
in cold, and even magically generateit. It might not be directly vulnerable to magic, but if we can wesken
and confuseit with heat, we can kill it.”

“You think,” Shandi put in.

Darian was getting more than alittleirritated with Keisha s sster. Every time someone suggested
something, she had aquelling remark. “Look,” he said findly. *Y ou wanted to come dong on this
journey. | didn’t ask you for your help, but you, and Anda, and your Companions decided you needed



to be with us, so you came. We ve established a safe route back through the tribes, so why don't you
just go home?Y ou' ve been helpful, but you aren’t doing anything that we can’'t afford to lose.”

Shandi sat straight up, offended; Keisha, on the other hand, moved dightly closer to Darian.
Steelmind raised an eyebrow, and licked hislips. “Isthere aproblem, Shandi?’ he asked carefully. “Why
areyou trying to discourage us from going on?’

“I - Shelooked around uneasily. “We aready have so much information about the Northerners
- and we know that Wolverine poses a danger to us back home if they continue to expand. Don’t you
think we have a duty to get back with that information?’

“Don’'t you think we have aduty to help our friend find his parents?” Steelmind countered. “ That
waswhy we came here.”

“Yes, but - ” Shandi looked confused.

“Y ou could go back by yoursdlf, if you want to,” Steelmind continued. “But it ssemsto methat
you would be going back on the agreement you made with Darian if you did that, and | suspect that you
fed the sameway. Isthat why you' re being so negative, trying to get usal into agreement to give up and
go home o that you won't have conflicting duties?’

Shandi flushed, and had ahard time meeting his eyes. She couldn’t meet Darian’ s ether.
Something in what Steelmind had said had hit home.

“All right, then; you' vetried and falled, so giveit arest,” Steelmind said decisively. “Either be
helpful toward our objective, or be slent.”

Shandi flushed again and bit her lip; she obvioudy wanted to make aretort, and didn’t want to
do soinfront of the others. Darian exchanged a knowing glance with Keisha, feding conspiratorid. The
first lovers quarrel? Could be. And I think he’s going to hear about it from her when thereisn’'t
an audience. He couldn’t blame her for wanting to give up at this point - but he and Steelmind had faced
other mongtersin the past, and he wasn't going to let amere monster stand between him and finding his
family. They’ d encountered spirit manifestations before, but this cold-drake was, for dl of itsfearsome
power, till flesh and bone.

“What €l se can we do?’ he asked. “ Can Kd and the birds confuse and distract him without
getting into range of hiseyes or teeth?’

“We could drrrop thingssson him,” Kel said meditatively. * Sssmple but effective grrryphon
tactic. Rocksss. Trrreesss. Perhapsss, if my luck isssgood, | could drrrop sssomething over hisss head?”’

“Just before we' re ready to go for thefind kill - even if you don't get the thing over its head,
you'll digtract it. A shot at the eyesthemselvesisnot likely except from directly in front of it, and we all
know what the danger isthere.” Steelmind fingered the hilt of one of hiswatersted knives, thinking. “The
mainthing isto keep it from freezing any of usagan.”

“Could we just snesk by it?" Keisha asked diffidently. “Wouldn't that be better? If you use any
magic at al, Darian, you' Il show the Wolverine Shaman where you are. He can't ignore the presence of a
Master mage so near to them.”

Darian grimaced. “1 know - but we can’t do thiswithout magic, and no, | don’t think we can just
sneak by it. You heard what Steelmind said about how it’ s sengitive to footsteps.” He stood up. “If we're
going to get over the pass before nightfal, we have to do thisnow. It isn't going to get any easier asthe
air gets colder, and if we camp, it may come after us”

They took out bows and arrows from their baggage, even Shandi. Kel and the birds took to the
arr. Inthisinstance, being mounted would not be any advantage, so the dyheli and Karles wereto stay
out of the creeture srange, and only come in to rescue them if they fell under its spell again.

Darian adonewas unarmed, as he would need to keep dl of his attention on hismagic. Carefully,
watching the ravine with every step they took, they approached the clearing. Darian’ s heart wasin his
mouth with every step; his breath sounded very loud, and he had to control a start a every unexpected
noise. When they were a the periphery, the birds went into action.

Diving and shrieking, they showed where the monster was hiding and teased it up into the open.
Thelr talons could not harm the creature, but they annoyed it, and it lunged upward the full length of its
neck asit snapped a them in irritation.



Oh, gods. . . it'shuge. How are we ever going to defeat thisthing?

Now Kd joined them, siweeping in from the west, dropping clawfuls of stones and brancheson
the cold-drake. He was aiming for the head, but the drake was too agile for any of the weaponsto hit the
skull; most of them fell short, or bounced off the armored hide of the shoulders without touching anything.
What Kd did accomplish, wasto distract it from Darian down bel ow, who tapped into the nearest
ley-line and began the smplest of al magics - cresting heat. His heart pounded in his ears, but he couldn’t
dlow himsdf to be digtracted. With energy from the ley-line, he could pour heset into the ravine, warming
the very stone around the drake. He concentrated on raising the temperature of the area surrounding the
drake, though there was no perceptible effect for sometime. They didn’t have arrowsto waste; the only
time that any shots were taken were when they were sure ones - clear shots at the creature’ s eyes or
nogtrils, the only two vulnerable placesoniit.

None of those shots hit the mark; the cold-drake evaded the arrows even asit evaded the
missiles dropped on its head - but it was angry, and getting angrier by the moment. If Darian had alowed
himsdlf to fed it, he knew he would have been terrified. The drake towered over them, its bone-white
plates glinting with the sheen of ice. Its head was the Size of a dyhdli, the fanged mouth looked large
enough to takein any of them whole, but they al fought againgt instinct to keep from looking it inthe
eyes. It hissed and snarled, snapping at the birds, threatening the humans around it with upraised talons.
They had to keep it irritated and off-baance, but not get it angry enough to charge.

Darian shut his ears to the screams of the birds and of Kel, and to the battle sounds of the drake,
which sounded like the tearing of canvas. Heat. That wasall he dared think of.

The others came forward for a cautious shot or two, hoping for that lucky moment - being able
to hit the eye and trike the brain. Kel must have given up on hisidea of blinding the thing with a dropped
tent-cloth, because he hadn’t come back for one. The drake particularly wanted apiece of Kel; every
time he came by, the creature clawed the sky in his direction and gave one of those harsh battle cries.
Kelvren pressed that advantage, at great cost to his endurance, engaging the cold-drake in aduel of
feint-and-trick while staying airborne. A dive from the left would turn into adip to theright in an instant,
drawing the cold-drake up onto his hindquarters. That would be followed in an eyeblink by ablinding
twist in midair, and the attack would be mirrored as the drake dropped back down to all fours again.
Showers of ice crystals sprayed from the beast’ s shoulders when Kel did get a solid contact in, but not
even gryphon talons got asingle blood mark on the drake. A well-aimed wounding strike was out of the
question - Kelvren was using dl of hisskill just to stay dive and engaged.

Meanwhile, Darian kept concentrating, raising the temperature around the drake bit by bit. He
could fed the differencein theair now, and by its behavior, so could the drake.

It was uncomfortable; it tried to move farther back in the ravine where the rock hadn’t been
heated, but Kel wouldn’'t let it, dropping quickly retrieved branches on it, stooping &t it, hovering in the
air just out of reach and screaming &t it. For one fleeting moment, Darian wondered if he ought to cal Kel
off and let it retreat - but it wastoo late to change their plans now.

Darian kept pouring heat into the small space containing the cold-drake, and the beast began to
react to the heat as ahuman would react to the cold; the swipes of its talons became less sure, it snapped
itsjaws on empty air, and its eyestook on an odd glaze. It wasfighting off torpor, and they al moved
nearer. Then Steelmind let fly a shot that hit the mark - onein the nogtril. The cold-drake screamed, but
inafar different way than the battle snarls and cries from the combat with Kelvren.

The sound went right through Darian’ s head like awhite-hot lance. He dropped to his knees,
involuntarily clapping hishandsto hisears.

Then Darian lost control of his magic; the birds shot away up into the sky, and Kd floundered
out of harm’ sway, landing heavily onto his side, behind their lines. The dyheli fled, though Karles stood
his ground; dl the humans cupped their hands over their ears; the scream went on and on, asound that
ripped through the head and stabbed into the brain.

We hadn’t - counted on - thisl Darian thought with difficulty, hiseyeswatering with pain. The
cold-drake clawed desperately at its nose, and finally didodged the arrow; the screaming stopped,
replaced by awhimper, as the monster dropped its head down on the ground and rubbed its wounded



nostril againgt the earth. Steam curled up around the drake, and its body plates dripped with melted ice.

“That's enough!” Keishashouted in anguish. She stood up and staggered, unsure of each step,
but seemed to have a purpose. She haf-screamed again, “That isenough!” and marched toward the
drake, her hands curled into fists. Darian stumbled to hisfeet and ran after her, but she paid no attention
to him. She concentrated on the cold-drake, and the cold-drake was so preoccupied with its wounded
nosethat it ignored thissmdl and inggnificant morsel of prey marching toward it. But suddenly its heed
jerked up, and it stared at Keisha with eyes blank and widened. Bright red blood smeared down its
snout, and ran freely from the wound in the nostril. The drake raised one claw, then curled it under its
chest, staring at Keisha, yet somehow unable to focus upon her.

Daian fdt agrowingillnessin hisbely, adding queas nessto fatigue and the pounding headache.
Ahead of him, Keishawas within easy striking distance of the cold-drake, and from his point of view, her
smdl body was entirely framed by the red-spattered white mass of the cold-drake. Her feet were
ankle-deep in the water runoff, both from the drake' snewly lost ice layer and the nearby landscape.
Darian’ slimbs seemed to move far too dowly, as hetried to gain on her, and the terror rose up inside
him - was he about to see hisKeishadie? But Keishawasn't affected by the eyesthe way they al had
been the last time. Could it be that Keisha was doing something to the drake?

“Yedl” Shandi shouted from behind him, and ran to join her Sster, shoving Darian asde. Thetwo
women came to within striking range of the drake and stood there, staring at it. They weretoo close for
Darian to dare shooting at the thing - especidly withiits ... head down?

Then it not only blankly stared at the duo, it raised its head to the fullest extent, and its eyes were
widened and completely dilated. If Darian had not seen the cold-drake’ s next move with his own eyes,
he would never have believed it. It reared up and back - but not asif to strike. It bobbed its head and
seemed to be cowering away from them, asif they were the most dangerous and threatening thingsit had
ever seen. ltswhimpers changed to awhine, and it dowly backed away from them, scrabbling backward
acrossthe rocks, claws dipping on the smooth, dick surface, without ever taking its eyes off them,
moving up and out of the ravine and then down past the openly stunned Steelmind, and more rapidly
down to the edge of the clearing.

It reached the edge of the forest, till walking awkwardly backwards, itstail actualy between its
legs a one point. Its own bulk made the progress painfully dow. Then, just asalarge branch it had
pushed aside snapped back into place, obscuring for amoment its sight of the two young women, it
turned and ran - ran off into the forest, crashing through brush and briar and making an incredible amount
of noise.

Wheat did they - !

“Now! Let’sget past!” Shandi shouted, as Karles raced up beside her. She mounted; the dyheli
each sought out arider - no matter which one, they’ d sort out the baggage later.

They raced up the pass at breakneck speed, following Shandi, who wasin the lead. Kel kept
watch behind, the birdsin front. There was no one watching the flanks, but at the speed they were
traveling now, they’ d be past anyone on their flanksin short order.

Darian wouldn't have thought the dyheli could maintain this pace uphill, but evidently fear was
spurring them on; as he leaned down over the outstretched neck of his mount, there was no dackening of
their speed asthey reentered the forest, charged headlong through it, and exited again, higher up the
dope. Now there was nothing between them and the pass -

Then they were up to the passitself, and over it, and if anything, their pace increased asthey
charged downhill again. They were out in the sunlight at last; the air was considerably warmer, and the
hordes of birds and smdll creatures that startled and fled before their headlong rush testified that the
cold-drake didn’t hunt on this side of the mountain.

Darian got abrief glimpse of something shining off to the west - it might have been water, but he
didn’'t get agood enough look to tell for certain. Then they plunged into the forest shadows again.

The dyheli kept running for agood candlemark, and only when their flanks were soaked with
swesat and their sdes heaving did they findly dow and stop beside atrickle of astream.

Darian was off his mount in a heartbegt, as were the rest. Snatching up handfuls of coarse grass,



they began wiping their mounts down. They pulled off the tack and did what they could, then the dyheli
themsalveswaked off to cool down and take occasional sips of water.

Only then did Darian turn to Keisha. “Y ou got into its mind? What wasit that you two used?
Fear?’ he asked.

She nodded. “Fear. But | guarantee you, it isnot in away you would have expected.”

Stedlmind commented, somewhat amusedly, “ These two' ve certainly scared me before, so | can
understand that. | thought it had to be something more. | didn’t think my arrow wasthat effective.”

Keshagrinned. “Effective enough. When you hurt it, that wasthefirst time anything had ever
touched it Snceit had lft its mother and been on itsown in the wilds. Literaly it had never felt pain since
thelast time its mother disciplined it. And do you know how drakes discipline their babies?’

Darian shook his head dumbly.

“They bite the baby’ snose!” She laughed breathlesdy.

Stedmind knit hisbrow, and shook hishead dightly. “1 till do not understand. Y ou two arejust
humans, not the cold-drake' s mother.”

Shandi stepped over, her sweat-scraper and curry-brush gill in hand, after tending briefly to
Karles. “I'll try to explain. The warmth Darian summoned was making it delirious and disoriented. It
became more and more unfocused mentaly, it felt more vulnerable asitsarmor’ sice layer melted, and its
eyesght clouded, too, much like adeveoping infant’s. It thought about the last time it felt that way -
when it was just a pup. So ingtinctively, even though we werejust snacksfor it, when that nose wound
hurt so sharply, the drake felt asif we were bigger and more powerful than it for just amoment.”

Keisha picked up the explanation from there. “It' slike with apony, if you pick it up off the
ground asafoa, even whenit' sfull grown, it will think you can il do that. Lessonslearned early inlife
stay just asbig in any creature smind, and when someoneisin pain they tend to act more childlike -
that' s something we Hedlers know and use. That wound-scream jarred me out of my own fear and my
Healing knowledge sort of welled up, and | remembered where I’ d sensed that sort of reaction - from
other wounded animals, and some badly injured people. The cold-drake didn’t know what was
happening to it, and itsingtincts made it think of dear old mama. Wejust pushed morefeer at it, usng
what we sensed its own memories of an angry mother were. | don’t know if | could have driven it off by
myself, but when Shandi and | joined, there was enough to push it over the edge.”

Stedimind shook his head. “ Empaths,” was dl he said, but it wasin amix of bemusement and
admiration.

“Wal, how many more doses of that scream could you take?” Shandi retorted, glancing around
for Kel. “I thought blood was going to pour out of my earsin amoment. | wasin such pain from the
scream | was damned well going to do something about it!”

“I have no arguments with what you did!” Darian assured them, waving hishandsin theair for
emphasis. “It worked, and that’ sal | care about!”

Kevren limped up, hisleft sde somewhat scraped up but only dightly bloodied. “It isssgood
rrreass-soning,” he added, sounding complimentary. “It isssthe mind that trrruly winsss orrr [osssesss
each battle. Talonsss would not accomplish in ten daysss what one well-placsssed bad memorrry of
Motherrr did.”

Keishafrowned at the gryphon, and gestured with one finger pointing downward at her feet, then
snapped her fingers. “Come here, hero. Let melook at that.” Kelvren gave her awithering look, but
approached obediently and gently mocked, “ Jussst do not thrrreaten me with yourrr Fearrrsssome
Pow-errrsss, and | shall obey,” as helay down to be tended to.

Shandi’ s face abruptly clouded, and she looked back up the pass, anxioudy. “ Getting back,
though - ” she arted.

“WEe Il worry about getting back when we haveto.” That was Wintersky, who had been dragging
their belongingsinto arough circle. “1’ ve been checking what we have |eft. Anybody object to staying
herefor the night?’

Darian shook hishead. | fed likeit was me carrying the dyheli, not the other way around.”

1 amno frisking filly - my old bones ache after a gallop like that one,: Netasaid ruefully.



:With any luck the ladies have affrighted that cold-drake into a new hunting ground - it will eat its
fill and retireinto torpor asit properly should, and we will not need to concern ourselves with it
on thereturn journey.:

Netalooked terrible - al the dyheli looked terrible, and Karles didn’t ook much better. Their
coats were drenched and streaked with sweat and dust; they hung their heads, and their legs trembled
with fatigue.

“You lot, go lie down as soon as you think you can without cramping up,” he said in aquick
decison. “We || mount guard tonight without you.”

:Thank you,: Netareplied smply for them al. One by onethe dyheli folded their legs
underneath them and dropped to the moss and grass; following Darian’ s example, each of the humans
pulled a blanket out of their bedrolls and draped it over the prone bodies so that the wet dyhelis didn’t
takeachill.

Darian squatted down in front of Neta. “About the.. . . loss of Gacher. I'm sorry. Isthere any
ceremony for his death that we should do?’

-1t has already been done,: Netamindspoke. :What you all choose to do regarding
Gacher’ s death is yours to determine.:

They made camp, dthough it was il light; the early stop gave them time to hunt and cook food
for achange. Kel settled in besde Darian and Keisha after his own hunt; the gryphon still looked
somewhat shaken, and settled down on his bandages as an easy way of keeping pressure on them.

“I did not know the thing would ssscrrream like that,” Kel said findlly.

“Noneof usdid,” Darian replied. “1 don’t know that anyone has ever gotten close enoughto a
cold-draketo find out.”

“Theonly timel’ve ever heard of anyonekilling adrake, it's been three or four Adeptsat a
distance,” came Steelmind’ s dry comment. “No one has even been stupid enough to try to take on one
onfoot that | know of, and survive.”

Darian amiled abit. “We certainly qudify as stupid enough.”

“Maybe, but according to Kerowyn, the Shin'a in say that if it is stupid but works, it isn't stupid,”
Shandi added. It looked to Darian asif she d forgotten whatever grievance she had with Steelmind.

Then again, she' s probably storing it up to use some other time. When he least expectsit.

“I can only say that | hope never to meet with such athing againin my lifetime,” Hywe told them
al solemnly. “Killing such would make the Manhood trid for alegendary hero, and | am no such hero.”

At that, Stedmind smiled dightly, got stiffly to hisfeet, waked over to the young tribesman, and
dropped dowly to one knee. While Hywel watched, Steelmind handed the young warrior one of hisown
vauable waterded fighting knives.

Hywel took it gingerly, appearing sartled. “What isthis?’ he asked, perplexed.

“I have no placein my lifefor anyone who is sure he can do everything. You just redized - and
admitted - that you' re not invulnerable, or unbegatable, or perfect,” Steelmind said solemnly. “By my
reckoning, that makesyou a real man. Now | completely trust you, and I’ ll have you a my back any
time”

Hywel admired the knife - and what it symbolized - for along moment, before Kelvren broke the
slencewith his own comment.

“If youwant rrreal perrrfection, you mussst find a grrryphon.”

Eighteen

Fog surrounded the campsite; there had been no rain last night, but it was adamp, cool morning.
Ke had gone out to scout out the way as soon astherewas any light in the sky at al. Darian looked up
at the sound of large wings, his breskfast uneaten in his hands. He couldn’'t see anything inthe mist, but a
moment later, Ke’swings blew the fog away enough for him to land beside the morning fire. Darian put



down the broiled fish, uneaten. He d been too keyed up for hunger anyway.

“If you rrride harrrd al day, you will rrreach avillage at the edge of the waterrr, and it isss
definitdy Rrraven,” Kd said, breathing heavily. “I sssaw the totemsss forrr mysssalf.”

Darian darted to breathe alittle heavily himsdf. Don't get too excited, he reminded himsdf.
Raven is only the tribe that creates the vests. Mother and Father might not be there.

Oh, he could tll himsdlf that, but it wasimpossible not to hope, impossble not to fed his
heartbeat quicken, hisnervestingle. “Then let’sget going - 7 he began, starting to rise, when ahand on
his belt jerked him back down again.

“Fird, eat,” Keishaordered, frowning. He knew that look. He ate, though the fish was cold and
tasted like wheet paste. He crammed it down asfast as he could, washing it down with water.

He wished he could use magic to seek out the village and know if his parents were there, but he
didn't dare. Last night he’ d felt the sweep of a search over them, someone looking for the scent of magic
and mages, and had been very glad that he had not used any magic at dl in guarding the camp. A mage,
and a powerful one, had picked up the magic he' d used againgt the cold-drake, and was hunting for the
onewho had used it. He was under no illusion that the one hunting for them was friendly; there was only
one powerful mage hereabouts, and that was the Wolverine Shaman. An Eclipse Shaman. Thereisno
way that he can be a friend to us.

He' d hoped that the cresation of heat was aminor enough usage of magic that it would have gone
unnoticed, but in his heart he had known al aong it was avain hope. Maybeif the seeker found nothing,
he' d assume the drake had eaten the mage that had tried to kill it. He would certainly find the drake
alive and well - wherever it had goneto.

With the drake standing guard over the pass, it was no wonder that Wolverine hadn’t gotten this
far - nor that Raven was so isolated from the other tribes. Surely the pass could only be traveled during
the hottest days of summer, and only then at midday, when the sun reached every part of the passand
even ahungry cold-drake would seek a cool caveto deep.

Darian wasin the saddle before the rest of the group had finished loading their belongingsin thelr
saddle panniers. He curbed his own impatience a them; he reminded himself yet again that at this point
they only knew that Raven produced vests with motifsthat |ooked like those his mother had used in her
embroidery, and that was al they knew.

But the moment everyone else was ready to go, he was off at alope, trusting to Kel and the birds
for guidance through the mist, and to the abilities of the othersto keep up. Theway led literdly downhill,
down the dopes of the mountain to the water; that made it easy for his dyheli. Everything congpired to
help him except the mist; there were clear gametrailsto follow, the trails themsel ves were easy and not
strewn with rocks, even the mossy turf was springy and dulled the sound of the dyheli’ s hooves. His
mount Jekir positively frisked hisway through the trees, enjoying the run. He couldn’t see much through
thefog, though - the nearest tree trunks, the lowest branches. He could just as readily have been running
over the same piece of ground, except that the paths dways led downward.

The others caught up with him, but he kept the lead; they broke unexpectedly into ameadow just
as the sun began to burn off some of the fog and startled aherd of deer into flight ahead of them. Asthe
fog thinned, they saw more and more of their surroundings, and they were nothing short of amazing; as
lovely asaTayledras Vaein avery different and far wilder fashion. There was weter everywhere; intiny
rivuletsthat trickled down the mountainside and made miniature waterfals, in larger Sreamsthey crossed
inasingle bound, and crystal-clear brooks that laughed through stone-strewn beds, in sill poolsfull of
fish, inthe cool but humid air itsef. Moss covered everything; rocks, tree trunks, branches; it hungin
pendul ous beards from the branches overhead, and cushioned every step the dyheli took. And
everywhere was green, athousand shades of green, from the black-green of water weedsin the pools
through the blue-green and emerald of the underbrush, to the bright green of leaves overhead with
sunlight shining through them. Even the light was green; Darian glanced back at Keisha, and saw she was
looking about her with enchantment in her eyesin spite of the hard pace they were setting. The coal,
damp air wasfull of wonderful scents; green growing things, the sharp scent of crushed pine needles, the
ghosts of flowers, the promise of rain. Unfamiliar birds called in bell-like tones that echoed down through



the branches, and from al around came every sort of song that water could possibly make, from the
musicd laughter of thetiny waterfals and the gurgle of the brooks, to the steady, soporific dripping of
water on leaves. But rather than lulling, the surroundings conspired to make him exhilarated, ready to do
anything and everything.

They were getting dripped on themselves, of course, but today in Darian’ s excitement it seemed
more refreshing than annoying.

They stopped long enough for the dyheli and Karlesto snatch afew mouthfuls and get adrink;
the others dismounted to stretch stiff legs, but Darian begrudged even thetimeit took for that. He tried
not to show hisimpatience too blatantly, closing his eyesto check with Kel and Kuari.

:You're not far now,: Ke replied, : You' re making better time than I’ d thought you could,:

-1t sall downhill,: hereplied, gregtly cheered by this. :How soon do we reach them at this
pace?:

Huh - maybe a couple of candlemarks, no more. But do slow down before you get too
close - you'll raise an alarm, galloping in thisway, and I’ d hate to see you shot full of arrows.:

Darian grimaced, but Kel had a point. Norma traderswould not comeridinginasif a
cold-drake were on their hedls. : Give me an idea where to slow down, and | will:

:Darian, | have to say that | have seen no sign of your people. All the folk here look like
Northerners.: Kd parted with that information ructantly. : Of course,: he added, brightening, :| know |
haven't seen all, or even most of them. There are surely some out hunting, and women in the log
houses.:

Once again, Darian clamped down on both hope and disappointment, reminding himsdlf that he
waslooking only for adirection, not for his mother and father in person. : Stay alert for trouble.: he
warned Kdl. :1 caught the edge of a magic-search last night.:

He caught Kedl’ s assent, and turned his attention to Kuari, who flew aong just behind them, with
Win-tersky and Steemind’ s birds, who were much swifter, taking lead. : Anything to our rear, old
friend?:

:Was tree-hare. Very tasty. No tree-hare, anymore.: Ku-ari’smind-voice, overlaid with grest
satisfaction at an easy kill and the pause to eet it, made him chuckle in spite of hisanxiety.

He heard the others mounting up, and opened hiseyes again. “Kel sayswe ve made better time
than he' d thought we would, and we' re nearly there,” he told them encouragingly. Shandi made a
movement that caught his attention, and he looked over at her directly.

“I want to borrow you and K eishawhen we get there, to give Karlesaboost for his
mind-voice,” she said, in atone that made it more of ademand than arequest. Karles bobbed his head
and stamped a hoof to emphasize the “request.” “ The information about Wolverineistoo important; |
have to get it back home, so that it gets there regardless of whether or not we make it back.”

“That'll take magic,” he said, with some reluctance, as his mount shifted restlessy under him.
“I’m not surethat’ swise, given thet - ”

Shandi eyed him with disfavor, and Karles snorted, giving him asimilar look. “Y ou picked up a
magic-sweep last night, didn’t you? And you didn't tell us.”

“Sodidl, and | didn’t tell you either,” Steelmind put in, mildly. 1t doesn’t matter; nobody was
using magic, so whoever it was-”

“ - the Wolverine Shaman - ” sheinterjected with annoyance.

“ - won't have found us. He probably thinks the magic we used was afutile effort against the
cold-drake, and it ate us.” Darian finished the sentence for Steelmind. “But using magic again might tell
himit didn’'t.”

Shandi looked him squarein the eyes, and Karles moved a pace closer. “Thisis my duty. I'm
helping you with yours, it sonly fair that you help me with mine.”

Great good gods, they' re getting more alike with every day. Are all Heralds and
Companions like this, | wonder? Her logic was inescapable, however, and he knew that she was right,
even though it seemed to him that she didn’t have to be so forceful about it. Hewasn't dl that hard to
convince. He shrugged. “1 didn’t say | wouldn’t help, | was only advising you that we'll be putting up a



big, thick smoke signd for anyone with theright kind of eyesto seeit. If you believeit’ sworth that risk,
thenwell do it, and try to do what we can to prevent anyone from noticing.” Shandi seemed completely
satisfied with that; Karlestossed his head and gave anod of agreement. “ All right, then,” she replied, and
swung up into her own saddle, the last to do so. “Let’sget moving.”

Onceagain, Darian’ s heart wasin hismouth, and hisblood singing in his ears; the emotion filling
him was avery closereativeto the fear he'd felt againgt the cold-drake. Asthey walked their mounts
toward the distant village, situated above an expanse of water so large he couldn’t see an opposite shore,
hetried, and failed, to keep from hoping to see afamiliar face among the people coming dowly to meet
him.

And asthey neared, and he could make out the features of the wary men approaching, hetried,
and failed, to keep his heart from sinking with disappointment.

These were tribesmen just like any others; brown, lean, dressed in the felt and tanned deerskin
garments of othersthey had met with. He saw vests on some, but they were dl decorated with tribal
totemic animds, chiefest among them being the beaky head of Raven. He stifled hisown fedlings, put on
asmile, and walked forward with Hywe to introduce his group.

Of all thefolk they had met so far, these were the friendliest, and the least suspicious - but that
might have been because they wore tokens from Red Fox, Snow Fox, and Ghost Cat; tokens that were
not given out lightly, from three relatively peaceful tribes. Learning they were ostensibly traders brought
looser grips on weapons, and afew faint smiles.

“And what have you brought to trade?’ the Chief of Raven asked, tilting his head to one side
inquisitively. “I seeno pack-animals. . . .”

“Dyes, oh, Chief,” Darian replied, dipping into hisrole of trader aseasily asdippingona
well-worn dipper. “ Colors such as you have not seen the like of . We bring another thing, dso, and that is
the learning of our Wisawoman - ” He gestured, and Keishacame forward, “ - who has the meansto
defeat the Summer Fever and the Hammer Lung, if you should be cursed with ether, and will teach these
thingsto you, in gratitude to the spirits who permit usto bring these trade goods to you.”

“Indeed!” The Chief looked impressed. “We have neither sickness among us, but we know of
them. Can she teach such to our Wisawoman even if there are none so touched?’

Keshabowed her head dightly. “I can, Chief, and gladly will. But Snceyou haveno sick in
urgent need, would you look to our dyes?’

“Wewill; come, be welcomein the house of the Raven.” He waved them on, but Darian raised
his hand. “We have representatives of our totems, Chief, and an dly you might find monstrous. We wish
you to see them before you welcome us, for you must welcome all of usor noneat al.”

The Chief nodded; as one, Darian, Stelmind, and Wintersky raised their arms, and their birds
camein to the glove. Gasps of surprise, followed by admiration followed the appearance of the hawk
and buzzard, but when Kuari came in, everyone stepped back a pace. Kuari looked about - asfast as
his head could turn, for he knew how funny humans found the way he could swivel hishead in nearly a
full circle- and chucklesfollowed.

Then cameKdl.

He did not drop in suddenly, he gpproached gradualy, so that the tribesmen could see him
gpproaching in the distance, with huge, graceful wingbests, and become accustomed to him. It was till a
dramatic entrance, though, and Kel was still animpaosing figure that took even the Chief aback.

Ke folded hiswingswith immense dignity. “I grrrreet the Chief of Rrrraven from the Chief of
Ssssilverrr Grrryphon,” he said, enunciating dowly and clearly. The Chief gathered hiswitsand his
courage to approach.

“You are cdled agryphon, then?’ the Chief asked, looking up at Kd’ s golden eyes and immense
beak.

“I am; my nameissssKevrrren,” Kd replied. “And in rrreturrrn forrr yourrr hossspitality, | beg
you to accept my aid in hunting deerrrr and otherrr larrrge crrreaturesss while we arrre herrre.”

“Gladly!” the Northerner said with dacrity; it didn’t take ageniusto figure out that so largea
predator as Kel could be an enormous asset in hunting. “I thank you, and bid you welcome as well.”



They followed him into the circle of log houses, escorted by the warriors, who were relaxing
more by the moment. Darian saw at once that there were scores of drying racks covered with a
red-fleshed filleted fish, with smoldering fires benesth them. That made sense - in this damp, fish would
cure better smoked than smply dried. But the sheer quantity made him pause and wonder if those stories
about fish being so thick in the river that you could walk dry-shod on their backs might have asolid
kernd of truth to them.

Keishaand Shandi spread out the contents of the trade-pack, together with the samples of dyed
wool - drawn by the colors and encouraged by the actions of the Raven Chief, the women of Raven
gathered closer to look. In moments they were passing around the bits of wool, exclaiming over the
colors, asking if they could be painted on leather or used to dye quills or fur, while the men feigned
indifference, coming up cautioudy to Kel to discussafuture hunt.

Asthey clustered around Keishaand Kel, Darian looked in vain for one of the specia vests, or
any other sgn of Vademaran handiwork. He ached with impatience, he longed to take someone aside
and ask about the vests, but he knew that now wasn't the time. They had to establish areationship with
these people before he could go about asking questions of them.

Keshagot free for amoment, turning the questions over to Shandi and Hywel, snce Hywd's
heart was truly into getting the best possible bargains he could, and Shandi loved bargaining. “ Any sign of
your family?’ she asked Darian in Vademaran, dl the while amiling pleasantly, asif shewassmply
commenting on how eager these people werefor their dye.

He kept hisfacade up aswdll. “No,” hereplied, abit louder, so that the tribesmen wouldn't think
they were making some sort of secret comments. “No, | haven’t seen anything, not avest, not even abit
of embroidery that looksfamiliar.”

But just as he said that, something odd happened. A young girl at the edge of the gaggle of
chattering women jerked her head up asif it was on astring and stared at him.

Then shewas off like a shot arrow speeding to atarget - the target being one of the log houses.

“What wasthat dl about?” Keishaasked, having noticed it too. “ That girl acted asif something
frightened her.”

“I havenoidea,” hereplied, his attention more on his own concerns than those of astrange
Raven girl. “Maybe shewasjust shy of being around strange strangers. Kel probably made her really
nervous, then it scared her over the edge to hear a different tongue. It doesn’t seem to have bothered
anyonedse”

Almost before he finished his sentence, the girl regppeared, pulling a seemingly reluctant woman
along by one hand. The woman was protesting, and it was clear why. In her other hand sheheld a
headless, gutted fish, and she had obvioudy been interrupted in the middle of preparing amea. Shewas
looking down at her daughter - for surely that was who the girl was - and laughing aong with her
protests. Then shelooked up.

Darian fet hishead start to spin. Hisjaw dropped; he grabbed Keisha'sarm, and stared. Older -
yes- gray in the brown hair, aface weathered and lined with the cares of ten years, but -

“Mother!” he shouted, and ran toward her. Asif the world had s owed, he watched her
reactions. She stared, first without any recognition in her eyes, then with puzzlement, then thelook he
longed for dawned, and grew, and burst forth like the sun coming from behind acloud.

“Darian!” she shrieked - the fish went one way, thelittle girl the other, and sheran for himwith
outstretched arms.

He caught her up in hisembrace, atiny part of him bewildered by how small she’ d become, and
held her as he’ d hoped to for too many lonely years. She hugged him, laughing and crying a the same
time; she put both her hands about hisface, looked into his eyes, kissed him, looked again, kissed him
again. Histhroat swelled, and tears of his own streamed from his eyes, though his mouth was stretched in
asmileso large the corners of his mouth ached; the smell of fish suddenly became the most wonderful
perfume in the whole world.

By thistime, of course, they had gathered a substantial audience, and not only thelittle girl was
dancing around them, but asecond, dightly younger one, and alittler boy, dl chanting his name and



tugging on their mother’ s deerskin shirt.

Asfor Darian - hedidn’'t care. His mother wasin hisarms, babbling endearments - he held her
tightly, babbling nonsense of his own. No matter what happened in the next moment, or day, or week -
he savored where he was, right now, and no one could ever take it from him.

Darian looked dazed aswell as blissfully happy, and Keisha held one of his hands as he and his
mother dowly caught up on the last ten years. They all sat on benches or flat grass-stuffed leather
cushions on the ground in front of thelog house. She had inssted that he go first, plying him with
honey-sweetened berry juice whenever his voice grew hoarse.

“So strange,” she marveled at last, shaking her head as a cool breeze toyed with strands of her
hair that had escaped from her single braid. “ Of dl the things | had imagined you would become, amage
was not one. And a Hawkbrother! Y our father will be speechless”

“Whereis Father?” Darian asked eagerly.

His mother laughed. “Where would you think? Out on the river, trapping fish thistime, rather than
four-leggers. Y ou wouldn't expect the loss of amerefoot to dow him down, now would you? Kelse's
twin Kaviniswith him.” Sheruffled the hair of the oldest girl, who watched her brother Darian with
undisguised adoration. The younger two, solemn six-year-old Ranie, and two-year-old Tel, shuggled
againgt their mother’ slegs. 1 suspect that these littles came as agreat surpriseto you - ”

“I"'dbelyingif | said they didn’t, but they’ re awonderful surprise,” he replied, smiling down at
thelittle girl Kelsie, then at her sster and brother. “I never thought of myself asabig brother before. But
tell mewhat happened, from the beginning.”

Darian’smother - Daralie Firkin, Keshareminded herself, Her nameis Daralie, Dar for
short - sighed, caressed the hair of the smaller girl, and began. “We had just finished setting up camp,
when - something happened. | don’t remember what being caught in the magic fet like, and | suspect
that'sjust aswell. The next thing | knew, we were halfway up that mountain there - * she nodded &t the
mountain to the north of the village. Even at this distance, there was a pot of terrain that was visbly
different - no doubt the sphere of Vademaran land that had switched places with the piece of terrain
origindly there. “Kullen was screaming, and no wonder, since hisfoot had been cut off clean. Thefire
had comewith us, and - | don’t know where he got the presence of mind to do this - and he shoved the
stump into the coals. That seared the severed veins off; if he hadn’t, | think he would have bled to death.”

Keishadidn't need to be an Empath to know that those smple words conceded fear and horror
that Dar till felt, even now. Keisha could not imagine being in her shoes a that moment - utterly alone,
thrown onto the side of an unknown mountain by an unknown power, her husband wounded, perhaps
mortdly -

She shuddered, then smiled wanly, and shook off the emotions her recollection called up.

“Thanks be to the gods, dl our camping gear came with usaswell - well, except for the corner
of the tent that had gone along with hisfoot; | bound up the ssump and dosed him with poppy. We had
food enough for awhile, so | nursed him while | sudied wherewewere.” Dardie smiled thinly. “The
most | could say wasthat | didn't know. | put out trap-lines for small animals, and caught thingsthat are
like short-eared rabbits that live among the rocks, and built up our campsite into asmall sone hut walled
over with snow blocks - | had no idea how long we would be there, and | wanted to be ready for the
worst blizzards. Asit happens, we weren't there for very long, and the blizzards aren’t bad as far down
on the mountain aswe were.” More of that years-old fear drained from her, and she smiled. “Y ou might
not believeit, but down herein the valeysthewinter isn't harsh at dl; it ssldom snows. And when snow
does come, it doesn't linger.”

“I have trouble believing that, indeed, given how chilly it isat the moment,” Darian replied, “But if
you say itisso, | will try to believe anything you tell me.”

That brought asmile to his mother’ s face, and she continued. “1 don’'t know what we would have
doneif we had been left on our own, but some of the hunters from Raven found us. They brought us
here, and athough we didn’t know it, we were intended to become someone' s daves - but one of the
Changed creatures attacked the camp first. By then, thanks to the Wisewoman, Kullen was up and
about, and when the hunters couldn’t get near enough to the creature to kill it, we showed them how to



build apit-trap to take it. Would you believe it? They didn’t know anything but the smplest of snares!”
She shook her head at theidea. “Wéll, that ended any talk of making us daves, or so I’'mtold. We
helped them trap any number of wretched Change-Cregtures, clearing out the valley, and they adopted
usinto the tribe and made us their Chief Hunters. Thereisn't much moreto tell,” she concluded. “We
taught them how to trap, and they taught ustheir ways. When we redlized that we were right off the map,
we gave up the notion of getting home. | knew that the people of Errold’ s Grove would see you were
taken care of.”

Keishawas glad that Darian had not mentioned the way he’ d been treated by the Errold’ s Grove
villagers now, and she suspected hefelt the same. Why cause Dardie any more distress? What wasin
the past could not be changed, and if things had not happened the way they had, he might not be talking
to her now.

“I never gave up hoping that one day we' d get some word back to you, though,” she finished,
looking up into hisface with eyesthat were the aged mirror-image of his. “That waswhy | kept sending
the vests out. There was aways that possibility that one day, someonein Vademar would see one,
would recognize the pattern, and ask about where it came from.”

“And that was brilliant, Mother,” he replied, kissing the hand that he held. “ Of all thethingsin the
world that arelikely to travel, it istrade goods thet travel the farthest.”

She blushed with pleasure at his praise, and spread her handswide. “Well, we learned to live
here, we cameto loveit, we progpered, the children came aong - that isthe sum of it. Here we do not
count the passing of time by the day, but by the season, for the days are very like one another.”

Darian was saved from having to reply to that by the appearance of afast-moving party of
happily shouting tribesmen, with alimping man - Kullen, no doubt - and aboy in the middle. Darian shot
to hisfeet, shouting “ Father!” and reprised the running greeting he had given his mother, while Keisha
stayed prudently behind.

Rather than joining her sons and husband, Dardie cast a speculative glance at Keisha. “Keisha
Alder - your people are the Aldersthat lived south and east of the village?’ she asked. “ The oneswith dll
the boys?’

Keishanodded, and Dardielooked her over carefully. “A Hedler and aHerad out of the same
family - your mother must be very pleased and proud.”

“My mother is gppalled and shocked,” Keisharetorted wryly. “Having her precious girl-babies
turn out to be independent women with minds and vocations of their own was not what she had in mind.
Husbands, spotless cottages, and grandbabies would have been moreto her liking.”

To her pleasure, Dardie laughed out loud. “ Good for you, Keisha Alder!” she gpplauded
warmly. “Be sure you keep that mind of your own! Any man worth spending time with will value
intelligence over a spotless cottage and amilk-meek maiden, however pretty sheis.”

By the warm glance she aimed at her own husband, there was no doubt in Keisha s mind what
Kullen's preferences were. Daralie was by no means amilk-meek maiden.

This isthe woman that raised Darian - came an unbidden voice in the back of her mind. So,
what was all that nonsense you were worrying about? Something about Darian really wanting a
honey-sweet maiden in his heart of hearts, and not being satisfied with you?

But now the man and boy were approaching, with Darian between them, an arm around each
shoulder. When Keisha got agood look at the boy, she was struck by how very like Darian he was.

Daraiefollowed her look, and smiled fondly. “He could be Darian at the same age,” she said
oftly.

“Kavin could not be morelike his brother if they were twins separated in time.”

But this little boy will never have his mother and father wrenched away from him, if
fortune smiles, Keishathought, watching how the child looked up at hisfather with undisguised
adoration that spoke well for the man’s parenta kills.

Kullen Firkin limped heavily, and Keisha s eyes went to the place at the end of hisleg wherea
wooden form poked out of the bottom of histrews where hisfoot should have been. It wasn't
foot-shaped, but it wasn't the peg she' d expected; it seemed to be the narrow end of afat cone, which



wasinteresting. | should try that shape with a patient sometime. . . .

Where Dardie Firkin was small and dim (despite bearing five children), with soft, dark eyesand
dark hair going to silver, Kullen Firkin wasfair going to gray, with hazel eyesand atough, wiry frame.
The children, except for Darian, took after their mother rather than their father - but neither parent looked
at dl likethe Errold’ s Grove “norm,” which was to be brown-eyed, brown-haired, and stocky -
muscular in the maes, plump in the females. Small wonder that Darian had stuck out as the odd one.

Kullen wasin tears, making no effort to hide them, and Darian’ s eyes were wet again. Keisha
amost decided to absent hersalf from the reunion, but the glance that Darian cast at her said so clearly,
“please stay,” that she changed her mind.

The entire family, including Keisha, retired to the log house, where Darian again told an edited
verson of his experiences of the past years. During the recitation, several women brought in dl of the
components of agood dinner - fish baked in clay, roasted onions and cattail roots, a piece of honeycomb
and some of the flatbread they’ d sampled at Snow Fox.

Daraie thanked them sincerdly. “We saw your dinner go flying - and one of the dogsgot it,” said
the oldest of the women with awide grin. “It was no great matter to add food to our fire. Y ou certainly
have done it often enough for therest of usl”

The fish was anew dish to Keisha, but it was something she thought she could get used to pretty
eadly. It had been rubbed with herbsinside and out, stuffed with onions, then folded into an envelope of
wet clay, thewhole buried in coals and ashes. Keishahad never tasted anything likeit.

Shefdt very much theinterloper in thisfamily circle, but there was one thing that she could not
help but notice. Dardlie was no stay-at-home wife, no matter what she had been doing today when they
arrived. It was clear from the conversation that Daralie and Kelsie would be minding the same fish traps
tomorrow that Kullen and Kavin had tended today.

It was dso evident that thiswas the ordinary state of thingsfor them - and Kelse and Kavin
were given equal chores and responsibilities based on strength, size, and ability, not on sex. Tomorrow,
infact, Kavin would be helping his father cook, aswell as doing some repairsto thelog house.

During abreak in the family conversation, when Kullen asked Darian some detailed questions
about the fighting with Blood Bear, Keisha decided to be bold and ask Daradlie afew questions of her
own.

“How did the Raven people come to accept you?” she asked. “Y ou aren’'t aMan-souled
woman, you' ve got a hushand and afamily, but you act like one.”

Dardie laughed softly. “Wdll, they didn’'t have achoice at first,” she pointed out. “ Kullenwasin
no shape to help them; | was the one with the trapping knowledge and the two strong legs to take me out
into the wilderness. They had to accept me, but | cantell you they didn’t likeit! It wasabit of astruggle;
they did what | told them, but | got no respect in the village. And when Kullen was able to walk about
again, they stopped ligeningto me at dl!”

“So what happened?’ Keisha asked.

“I don't know.” Dardie shrugged. “ The men had one of their ceremonies, and something
happened there that changed them entirely in their attitude toward me. But they won't tell the women
what it was - and | don’t care, so long asthey don't trest me like a nonentity anymore.”

| wonder if the Raven intervened? That wasthe only thing Keisha could think of, and by the
shrewd glance Dardiethrew a her, shefigured the older woman had come to the same conclusion. But
of course, shedidn’t know Keisha, she didn’t know how much exposure Keisha had to the totemic
spirits and the beliefs of the Northerners. The average Vademaran would not expect to find spirits
intervening so directly in the lives of mortals, and might even greet such arevelation with thinly disguised
dishdlief.

“So - | takeit that you and my son are - partners, after the Hawkbrother fashion?’ Dardie then
said, her glance sharpening. And before Keisha could answer, she added, “ Do you intend to wed?’

Keishafdt the blood rush into her face, and she averted her eyes. “We had discussed it - but we
didn’t make any plans. And then, well, looking for you was more important.”

“Y ou would probably do al right living herewith Raven,” Dardiereplied, nodding



knowledgeably. “Y ou are aWisewoman after dl. Y ou won't have to fight for respect. They’ll giveit to
you without asking, and they won't expect you to act like their own women; they dready have a category
youfitinto.” That confused Keisha. “Why would | want to live here?’” she asked, her brows knitting.
“I’'maVademaran Heder - ”

“Because Darian will be here, of course.” Daraielooked over at her son with undisguised
satisfaction. “Now that he' sfound hisfamily again, he' [l want to stay - and besides, Raven needs him.
He' s exactly what we need.”

“What - what you need?’ Keisharepeated, feding uncommonly dense. “What do you mean by
that?” The glance Dardie gave her made her think that Darian’s mother must fed the same. “We need his
talentsand training,” she said, with atouch of impatience. “He' samage. We need amage. The Raven
Shaman has only Healing magic, and our warriors are no match for Wolverine. Now that Darianis here
with us, you can dl help us destroy Wolverine for good.”

Keisha had aqueasy feding, and her food had nothing to do with it. Here with us? Our
warriors? Help us? | don’t know how Darian is going to take this, but - like it or not, his parents
are Ravens now!

Nineteen

The others had gotten wind of Dardi€ s assumptions long before dinner was over, and it wasn't
long after Dar and Kullen excused themsalves to put the children to bed that the entire group descended
on Darian and Keishaand pulled them off to “discussthings.” They had their own campfire, far enough
away from the Men’s or Women' s Firesthat they werewell out of earshot. They settled down around it,
and Keishaknew what Shandi would say long before she said it. One look at her face while Darian put
Raven's case forward with al of his persuasive power told Kelshathat he would never be persuasive
enough.

“No,” Shandi said flatly, the moment he finished speaking. “ Absolutely no. We are not going to
get involved here. These are not our people, thisisnot our problem, and your parents can clam
protection as citizens of Vademar dl they want - my answer to that isthat they can pack up and come
back with us”

Shandi’ s eyestold the story; nothing was going to change her mind. The girl who had seemed so
sweset and gentle was gone, and in her place stood ayoung woman who was gentle only when shefelt
she could afford to be. She must fed this occasion called for her to be hard and strong. Shandi was not
going to budge; she wasn't even going to compromise.

But Darian wasn't going to give up either. Not yet, anyway. “ Shandi, they may not be our
people, but this is our problem, or rather, it will be. How long do you think it will be before Wolverine
egts up every little tribe north of the border and startsto contemplate taking us? | wouldn’t giveit five
years - and maybe less. They’ ve dready taken everything Blood Bear had and more, and it’s only
because they’ ve been going dowly and consolidating their conquests that they haven't come after us.”

“So now you' re ForeSighted aswell asamage?’ Shandi retorted, with no hint that she meant it
humoroudy. “It seemsto methat Wolverineisfar more likely to stay up herein the north when they’ ve
taken in al thetribes. Why should they come south, when every conquering army that’ sgoneto
Vademar has come back in pieces, if a dl?’

“Becausein the south areriches” Hywe put in solemnly. “In the south are herds of cattle and
sheep, horses, grain and fruit for the taking. There are women with golden hair and red, with skin like
snow and dim bodies, to become daves. There are spindless dirt-digging men to be made into davesto
grow crops so that the warriors need never soil their honor with the cultivation of plants. Thereisgold,
slver, gemstones. Thereiswoven cloth, such asthetraders bring, for davesto makeinto brilliant tunics,
warmer and softer than leather. And there are Hedlerswho can cure dl ills. That iswhy they will come.”

“They can trade dl that for fur and amber, and not haveto fight,” Shandi retorted. “ They know



what will happen if they bring an army into Vademar. If Blood Bear wasthwarted by asinglevillage,
what chance would they have againgt the army of Vademar? We need only fortify the border; we do not
have to stop them ourselves.”

Darian’ swhole body telegraphed his distress to Keisha, but she wastorn hersdf. Shandi was
right; now was not the time or place to confront Wolverine, regardless of what would happen to Raven if
they didn’t. After dl, Raven could conceivably leave as awhole, and seek sanctuary with Ghost Cat if
they didn’t want to fight or dly with Wolverine. They could join with Snow Fox and Red Fox; the three
tribes united might well have enough force to hold Wolverine off. Confrontation was not their only option.

But part of her agreed with Darian; wouldn't it be better to take care of the problem now, before
Wolverine became an unstoppable force? Va demar had faced a Northern tribes enemy before - wasn't
that why the Forest of Sorrows had been called a* defensive border?’

So she stayed silent, dropping her eyes when both Shandi and Darian looked at her for support.
| can’'t support either of them, shethought helplesdy. They' re both right, and | don’t know which of
themis more right.

From under her lashes she watched as Darian looked beseechingly at Wintersky and Kel instead,
when he could not get backing from her.

Kd, a least, had no hesitation. “Darrrian isssrrright!” he hissed, his eyes narrowed as he glanced
at Shandi. “Y ou sssaw what they did to Rrred Fox!” His hackles came up and he snapped his beak for
emphasis. “Y ou sssaw with yourrrr own eyesssl How can you sssit therrre and sssay that we ssshould do
nothing?’

“1 think that what happened to Red Fox was atragedy, but it'snot our tragedy,” Shandi insisted.
“There arelikely thingslike that happening in the Eastern Empire - or what' sleft of it - at thisvery
moment, and it’ svery sad, but we can’'t do anything about it. Lifeisn't fair, Kel, and it’snot our job to
makeit s0.”

“ Sssketi!” Kd spat, clearly disgusted with Shandi and Karles together, since it was obvious
from the way that they had drawn together that Shandi spoke for both of them. “Y ou cdll yourrrsssdlf a
Herald, and sssay that? That isss cowarrrd’ ssstak! If no onetrrriesss to make the worrrld fairrr, then it
neverrrr will be, will it? Ssso you will alwaysss have that to fal back upon! | do not think that the firrrssst
Herr-radsssin Vademarrr made sssuch excusssesss!”

Keishanoticed that Shandi flinched alittle at that, but she did not back down. Now she looked
at Wintersky and Steelmind, seeking supporters of her own. Steelmind licked hislipsand sighed. “I can
see both Sdes” he said reluctantly. “I can't see that one outweighs the other.”

Relieved that he had put into words what she felt, Keishalooked up and nodded eagerly.
“Exactly,” shesad. “Both of you areright.”

“That'smy feding,” Wintersky told them. “'Y ou know, none of us have ForeSight, so how can
we know for sure what’ s likely to happen? And - Darian, just what are we supposed to do; there’ s only
the nine of us- Sixteen, if you count the dyheli. How big a difference can nine creatures make?’

“That’samage, agryphon, a Companion, a Herald, three Tayledras and a seasoned Ghost Cat
warrior,” Darian retorted. “It’snot asif we were nine plowboys!”

“It'snot asif wewerean army either,” Shandi countered, glaring at him. “ And what about our
duty to get back home and warn Vademar about al this? Karlesand | can only send so much - Anda
needs more than we cantel him -~

By the sudden light in Darian’ s eyes, Keishaknew that Shandi had given him an opening, and he
saw away to get her to compromise.

“All right. Then let’sa least get him somered information!” he inssted. “We can do what no one
in Raven can. We can get in close to Wolverine and see what their numbers are, and what their
equipment ist Why, I'll bet we could even get in close enough to find out some of their plans, just by
lisening to thewarriors boasting!”

Which would make us close enough to work a little sabotage, no doubt? Keishathought.
She knew how Darian thought; once they had worked themselvesin that close, there would be
opportunitiesto disrupt the enemy tribe, and no matter what Steelmind and Wintersky thought now, they



would not be able to resist taking advantage of those opportunities.

Shandi frowned fiercely, and Keishahad agood ideawhat wasin her sster’ smind aswell.
Shandi wanted, very badly, to object, but there was nothing she could redlly object to. She and Karles
exchanged along, wordless |ook, neither of them happy about the position they’ d been placed in.

“I think that’san . . . acceptable compromise,” Keisha said tentatively, and earned hersdlf a
frown from Shandi.

Of course, I’'m not one of the ones who'll be going on these scouting forays -

“I think that’ sthe best answer, personally.” Wintersky sounded alot more decisive than Keisha,
but that was to be expected.

Kd, however, was clearly not enamored with hafhearted measures. “I ssstilll sssay we ssshould
do morrrethan that!” he began, but alook from Darian silenced him, and K eisha sensed another
mind-to-mind exchange like the one that Shandi had exchanged with Karles. Kd’ s beak snapped shut,
and he looked alittle happier; that was when Keisha knew that she had guessed right about Darian’s
intention of adding sabotage to the scouting forays.

Stedmind looked from Shandi to Darian, and held out hishands, pams up. “1 think that will
work,” was al he said, with no elaboration on what he considered “that” to be. So he knew, or guessed,
too.

Shandi gritted her teeth and glared, but it was obvious that she was outvoted. She gavein, but
not with good grace.

Keisha, however, had extended a careful tendril of Empathy toward her sister, and there was
more going on benesth that hard surface than Shandi was alowing to show. | wonder - will she go off
by herself - To Keisha s satisfaction, that was just what Shandi did; she exchanged another look with
Karles, and got up and left the fire. The men interpreted it as going off in asulk; Wintersky raised his
eyebrows at Darian who shrugged, and Hywel snorted derisively. Steelmind looked defensive, but said
nothing.

Keishawaited afew moments, then when the men began to discuss possible * scouting forays,”
she excused hersdlf and left. It was not at al difficult to tell where Shandi was; at least, not for her.
Shandi might think she was away from al eyes, hidden in the shadows on the outskirts of the village, but
Keshafollowed asurer summons than vison.

Her sensesled her correctly. Keisha gpproached her dowly; Karleswas awhite shapein the
darkness and Shandi adark, upright dash againgt him. “ Shandi?” she said quietly. “Why didn’t you just
tdl thetruth?’

The dark dash practicaly vibrated with tension; upon closer approach, Keisha could see that
Shandi was trembling, handling an arrow wrapped in red ribbon. “What truth?” Shandi asked, in atone
very like anger - except that it wasn't.

But Keishaknew what the emotion gripping her sster redly was. “Why didn’t you tell them that
you're afraid?”

“Me? Afraid? What are you talking about?’ That was bluster, and Keisha only needed to hear
how Shandi’ s voice shook to know it.

“I’m an Empath, too, Shandi,” Keishasaid. Thereaction to that could only have been predicted
by someone who knew Shandi aswell as her older sister did. Instead of blustering further when her bluff
was called, Shandi dropped the arrow, and flung hersdf away from Karles and into her sster’ sarms.
Keishaheld her as she had when she' d been much smaller, and had suffered an emotionda, childish
tragedy. Only now, she was a young woman, and this crisswas anything but childish.

Shandi shook in every limb, and sobbed wordlesdy into Keisha s shoulder; therewasno point in
trying to coax her to talk until shewas over thefirst bout of tears. As Karles stirred restlesdy, Keishaled
her sigter to afdlen log and got her to sit down onit. It took along time before Shandi cried hersdf out
enough to speak, but Keishawas perfectly willing to wait aslong asit took. Poor Shandi! They taught
her haw to handle other people’s emotions, but not her own.

“A chick can't go back in the shell, and ayoung hawk can’'t unfledge. I'm your sister, Shandi.
WEe ve grown up together, but we aren’t the same as we were when we were little. We ve dways



trusted each other, so trust me now. Y ou have to remember that when you wall things out, you can wall
them inwith you, too,” Keishasaid into Shandi’ shair as she held Shandi’ s head againgt her shoulder. Her
own eyes stung a bit as she held back tears of sympathy. “ Shields can work both ways - bottle up fear
and it will est you dive, sveetling.”

“But I’'maHerdd - " Shandi wept. “I’m supposed to be strong and dependable - ”

“Since when does that mean never showing fear?” Keisha countered. “Y ou saw how wedl
acted, when the cold-drake caught us. Hawkbrothers, dyheli, and even agryphon - we were dl terrified
and showed it. And since when is fear abad thing? Fear keeps us from doing alot of redly stupid things.
Hey, fear kept me from becoming agood little miller’ swife, right?” She smiled, trying to cheer Shandi,
and pulled her alittle closer, feding very much the Big Sster once again. “It’ s perfectly dl right to be
afraid about this. | know | am, and you can tell, right? I’ m afraid - asfar asthat goes, redly very afraid.”

“How can you possibly understand?’ Shandi retorted. “Y ou’ ve faced dl kinds of terrible things
without being afraid! | can hardly stand the sight of blood! How can you know how | fed -~

“How?1’ve lived with you, sweetling, or have you forgotten?” Keishaadmost laughed. “I don't
even need to be an Empath to know, sister! Y ou spent most of your life being agood maidenly daughter,
then became the belle of the village - everything in your life was sweet, perfect, and predictable. Then
suddenly you got Chosen - which isevery child’ s secret daydream, but there aren’t too many who would
know what to do if it happened - whisked out into another world, with no family around, and put through
strange schooling so fast it made your head spin. And asif that wasn't enough on your plate, no sooner
did you get someplace where you thought you might be able to catch your breath than you were thrown
onto a dangerous mission that goes right off the map without anyone who taught you to help or advise
you! Y ou’ ve seen some horrible thingsthat you' d never imagined in your worst nightmares. And now this
idiot mage wants you to help him fight an army?'Y ou’ d have to be crazy not to bein apanic, and | know
you aren't crazy!”

Shandi had been silent through dl of this- and now her body began to shake again as she clung
to her sister. “How could you know - how did you guess- " she sobbed weakly.

“Because I'm your sister and your best friend, and | love you,” was the Smplest answer she
could give - and must have been the best. Shandi completely dissolved in tears - and now, so did Keisha,
tearsthat flowed down her cheeks sillently, without the kind of painful knot she got in her throat when she
was fighting to hold them back. But Keisha swere tears of hgppiness mixed with relief, for now, at last,
sheknew that Shandi was never going to wall her out again.

It waswell past midnight when Shandi had talked hersalf out; by then, Keishawas cold and tiff,
but she wouldn't have moved to save her soul.

“ - and the worst was when Kdl said that the first Heralds wouldn’t have been so cowardly,”
Shandi said, in avoice made hoarse with talking and crying. “Hewasright, | knew hewasright - |
wanted to sink into the ground, but | knew if | showed anything, they’d dl think that the only reason |
was againgt Darian was because | was afraid! Andit’snot, it'snot, | swear it!”

“If you hadn’t spoken up, I’'m not sure any of the rest of uswould have said anything,” Keisha
told her truthfully. “I mean, after dl, we may each have our own private agendas, but at the heart of it,
thisis Darian’s persona quest we' re heping with. With his parents asking for help - how could his best
friendslet him down?’

Only now did Karlestake the few steps needed to move to Shandi’ s side and gently rub his
warm, soft nose against her shoulder - and Keisha' s hands. Shandi reached up and patted his neck.
“Karles- tried to help me, but - ”

:1 amnot an Empath,: Karlessaid smply, surprisng Keishaonce again by spesking to her as
well asto Shandi. :I cannot shield her from her own fear, when | amjust as afraid - | cannot even
shield her frommine! Thisisnot Valdemar, and | am ... out of my element.:

“Weadl are, to some degree or other,” Keishatold both of them. “Never doubt it.”

:But Valdemar is home, and | have never been away fromit!: Theplaintivenotein Karles
mind-voice came as a second shock; al her life she had been raised to think that Companions were
near-invulnerable and infallible -



:We are different, with a few powers, yes, and more experience, but hardly infallible.:
Karles sghed heavily, and nuzzled Shandi once more. : Shandi and | are two halves of a whole; we
complement and complete one another. That is the way of Herald and Companion. We are still as
prone to weakness and mistakes as any other soul. If being Companion and Chosen made us
infallible, think how many disastersin Valdemar’ s history could have been avoided!:

“Good paint,” Keishareplied, but kept her thought of and how nice of you to have finally
admitted that! carefully under shidds. “ Shandi, do take it from an older and more experienced Empath
- and not just your big sster - that you are doing yoursalf no good by keeping those walls up, insde and
out. Y ou need to do a certain amount of shielding, but not to the point that you fed nothing from us, and
let nothing of your own emotion show! We need to know how you fed about things as much as you need
to know how we fedl, otherwise we cannot work with each other. Out herein the wild unknown, that
could cost alife, maybe even mine.” Keisha smiled again and kissed her sster’ sforehead gently. “ Neither
of uswould want that, yes? Now let’ s get some deep, and see what matters look like in the morning.”

Is Darian thinking clearly? Is he so caught up in trying to impress his parents, to give them
anything they need, that he’ s not able to be objective? No doubt, Shandi was aready thinking those
things, without Kesha s experience with Darian to bolster her faithin him.

And Steelmind needs to know more of how you feel than all the rest of us put together, she
thought, but aso under shidld, as Shandi got iffly to her feet and gave her sster ahand up. It wasn't her
place to give Shandi any advice about romance, and she wasn't sure that Shandi would takeiit, even if it
was her place. Maybe Shandi and Karles hadn’t seen it as clearly as Keishahad, as aresult of how
much they had tried to wall themsalves off from their own emotions and others’, but day by day there
was much morein Steelmind' s attitudes toward Shandi than apassing interest in afellow traveler.

I’ve been lucky enough to find Darian. Maybe the best gift | can giveto my sister isgetting her to
open up enough to see that Steelmind isright next to her. And, just maybe, when he sees she will open
up to him now, Steelmind will open hisarmsto her. We are farther awvay from home than any of usever
imagined we' d be, and dl we haveis each other.

Darian woke up al at once, with the disorienting impression that Kuari wastrying to dance ajig
on theroof of thelog house. Then what Kuari wastrying to tell him penetrated his muddied mind, and a
moment later he legped from bed and was pulling on his clothesin grim haste, as Keishastirred grog-gily
besdehim.

“What?’ she managed, raising aface haf-covered with deep-touded hair.

“We vegot to dert thevillage” hetold her, for there was no timeto tell thisgently. “ Kuari’s seen
something. | think there’s something bad - atriba army coming straight for us.”

:Kd!: heblagted into the gryphon’ sdreaming mind. :Kel, wake upl.:

:?. Thereply wasfoggy and inarticulate. : Food sleep preen mate fight what?:

:Up! Alarm! Enemies!: He kept hisreply smple; it took amoment for Kel’s mind to get
working. A moment later, Kel’ swar cry ripped through the village, shocking everyone within hearing
distance awake.

In another moment, Hashi’ s howl started al the dogs in the village up, which ensured that no one
dept. Darian left Keisha struggling to organize hersalf while he headed for the door to get the village
mobilized. He was dready outside before his parents, reacting to the unholy cacophony, pushed their
way out of their degping cubicle. Keisha could explain to them; he had to get therest of the village alert
S0 defenses were in place before the enemy arrived.

Steedmind and Shandi burst out of the door of thelog house they were guesting in shortly after he
stumbled into the ghostly mist that swirled around the log houses, amist that clung damply to himinthe
haf-light of predawn. Steelmind whistled shrilly for hisbird, and Karles pounded through the mist to
Shandi’ s side. She seized her saddle from the bench beside the door and swung it up onto hisback ashe
skidded to ahdt beside her. Hywel and Wintersky were next out the door, and the dyheli weredl close
on the heds of Karles, snorting and stamping with agitation.

Then the northerners began piling out of their houses, all deepy, dl confused, dl babbling. Darian
tried shouting hiswarnings, but hisvoice was lost in the genera confusion and he despaired of making



himsdf heard.

Then Kd put a stop to the noise by diving down out of the trees and braking with huge sweeps
of hiswingsto land beside Darian, just as Hashi broke off hishow! of aert and the dogsfollowed his
lead. Thewind of Kel’swings cleared the mist; his sudden appearance silenced everyone, with shock
and darm, for no one here was used to agryphon’ s dramatic entrances. Darian took full advantage of the
sudden silence.

“Our birds just derted us, Wolverineisontheway, in force,” he caled out. “Whatever defensive
plan you' ve got, you' d better put it in motion now. We ve got until dawn before they get here, and
dawn’snot far off.”

There was no more confusion; the men quickly sorted themsalvesinto defensive groups and
headed for the stored weapons, boys and some of the women went for hunting bows and arrows, while
the rest began dragging tied bundles of thorny brush into a defensive barricade around the perimeter of
thevillage.

Shandi pulled hersdlf into the saddle and trotted Karles over to Darian. “What do you want usto
do?’ she asked; her voice trembled alittle, and she was dead-white, but she seemed steady enough. In
fact, Darian wasjust as glad to see her finaly showing alittle fear; it made him lessworried that she
would try to do something comprised of equa parts of bravery and foolishness.

“Stand by,” hetold her. “You rethe only cavalry we ve gat; | just hope Wolverine doesn't have
any riders. One person can do alot if she’ sthe only one on horseback.”

Karles samped ahoof loudly.

“Or on whatever,” Darian added.

Hywel had grabbed a boar-spear and picked out a group of Raven warriorsto stand with on his
own,; that was perfect. He knew how to fight alongside these people, in their style; Darian dismissed him
from hismind. Steelmind and Winter sky retrieved their bows and every arrow they owned, then sent
their birds out after Kuari. Kel lumbered back up into the air to perch on the rooftree of one of thelog
houses.

How long do we have? he wondered, and joined hismind to Kuari’s. Through Kuari’seyeshe
looked down on the approaching throngs of warriors and recognized one of the dopes they had passed
yesterday.

His stomach lurched. Not long enough.

Wolvering sfighterswould be within hearing distance in afew moments; he didn’t bother warning
therest, sncethey’ d be catching the sounds of jingling harness and men trampling through brushina
moment. Wolverine was no longer making even atoken attempt at dipping up unnoticed.

And just how did they know they don’t have surprise on us?

The answer to that was clear enough as the second rank came into Kuari’ s view.

Striding dongside aguard of muscular fighters dressed identically in leather tunics ornamented
with an eclipsed suningtead of atribal or persond totem was an al-too-familiar-looking figure. Darian’s
nightmares were sometimes haunted by asimilar, dark figure out of his past.

The Shaman of the Eclipse. Mage and Shaman in one, thisfellow wasin hislate twenties or
early thirties, bearded, shaggy-haired, and fully as muscle-bound as his persona guards. Unlike the
guards, he had only token armor; ahelmet, shoulder plates, arm braces. He also wore robes of cloth, not
aleather tunic; black cloth, with the corona of the eclipse painted in scarlet on the breast. He wore the
same style medallion that the last such Shaman had worn - the Shaman who had led Blood Bear to
attack and conquer Errold’s Grove.

A Shaman you killed yourself, with a lot fewer weapons and no training, he reminded
himsdlf, asthe sight of the man sent atavistic chillsdown his back. He tried not to think about how huge a
part luck had played on that long-ago night.

“Their mageiswith them,” hetold the others - which now included Keishaand his parents, who
had joined Wintersky, Steelmind, and Shandi. “He must have followed my trail from the pass.” Too late
now to chastise himsdf for usng magic a dl; he' d done what seemed right at thetime.

“They' re coming!” someone shouted from the barricade, and asthe first scarlet hint of the sun



slhouetted the mountains to the east, an unexpected breeze blew off the mist. The clearing in front of the
village sprang up asif conjured from the fog - and there they were.

Darian swallowed, his mouth gone dry. Even if every man, woman, and child of Raven took up a
weapon, they would still be outnumbered two-to-one. The only dim advantage they had wasthat they
were the defenders. Their opponents, though not as well-armed as Blood Bear had been when they
descended upon Errold’ s Grove, were ill formidable; dl of them werefit, tough, and looked to be
seasoned warriors, armed with swords, knives, and throwing-spears, armored with hammered-metal
helmets, shoulder- and breast-plates, with vambraces and greaves over their lesther tunics and trews.
Cold-eyed and wary, they didn’t seem impressed with the defenders.

His heart went cold and sank into the bottom of his stomach. His chest went tight asthe warriors
of Wolverine lined themselves up before the defenses of Raven, making aloose formation of two ranks.
The onesin the second rank had bows instead of javelins.

Oh, gods. It'snot dl Wolverineeither. . . .

He should have expected this, but somehow it had never occurred to him that there would be
fighters sporting the totem of Blood Bear dlied with those of Wolverine. There they were - not the
half-human, haf-bestial things that their Shaman had created, but more than nasty-looking enough. And
by the wicked snarls on their faces, they recognized the three Hawkbrothers, too - recognized them as
coming from the same folk astheinstrument of their defeat in the south, at any rate.

I’ve got avery bad feding about this.

Shandi eased Karles over to Darian’ s Side, and nodded at the Blood Bear contingent, who made
up nearly hdf of theleft flank. “Isthat who | think it is?’ she asked, in avoicethat cracked alittle.

“Itis” Hedidn't take his eyes off the Shaman. If there was asingle person commanding this
force, it wasthis Shaman, and his control was absolute. After the fighters arrayed themselvesin two
ranks, they remained in place, and when one or two stirred restlessly, the Shaman quelled themwith a
single spearing glance.

Only when dl of histroops had settled into immohility did the Shaman send his gaze questing
over the Raven defenders. When his eyeslocked with Darian’s, it was clear enough who he had been
looking for.

Darian returned his gaze somberly, determined not to show a hint of weakness or fear. You want
to start a staring contest? Be my guest. I’d rather we tried to stare each other down than started
flinging arrows at each other. Hetried to judge the level of the mage’ s power without actualy probing
him, for a probe could be turned against him; the other man was probably doing the same.

The flows of power around the Shaman told Darian quite abit - more bad news, sncethe
Shaman had accessed aley-line four furlongs behind, which crossed the trail the army must have taken. It
wasn't the strongest line Darian had ever seen, nor the strongest in the area, but the fact that the mage
was accessing it at al meant hewas at least Darian’ sequad. Higher than Apprentice and Journeyman.
Master, at least. How experienced a Master? There was no telling, but Darian felt dtogether too new
and raw in hisranking at the moment. | am not ready for a contest of mage-against-mage - he
thought, as he accessed another power line.

But evidently the other was.

With a brusgue motion to his guard to stand their ground, the Shaman stepped forward from the
res.

Hisvoice, degp and mocking, with an underlying rasp, rang out across the clear ground between
them. “Ho! Chief of Raven!”

With atightening of hisjaw muscles, the Raven Chief answered, though he did not step forward
inturn. “I seeyou, Shaman of Wolverine” he cdled, raising his chinin agesture of defiance. “What
brings you to Raven at the season of fishing?’

“A friendly vist.” the Shaman grinned, histeeth glinting whitely in the darkness of hisbeard. “Y ou
give uscold greeting.”

Darian fdt hisskin crawling a the Sght of that amile. The Shaman was very sure of himself.

“Do friends come as armies, visiting with wegponsin hand?” Raven Chief countered bravely. The



Chief held hishead high, hisvoice clear and steady. If he wasworried, it wasn't gpparent.

The Shaman did not reply directly to that; instead, he allowed his gaze to drift back to Darian,
then return to the Chief. “Y ou have strange visitors,” he said instead, with aheavy frown. “Vistorswho
bear a strange resemblance to folk who caused friends and dlies of ours much grief, some few years

“Ah?’ The Chief tilted hishead to one side. “That isodd; | had heard adifferent tale” He
scratched his head and feigned thinking hard. “ There was something about an attempt to conquer the
southlands that was thwarted by the inhabitants there. Something about Blood Bear being routed by a
few birds and ahandful of dirt-diggersand children - ”

Therewasaroar of anger from the left, and the Shaman had to divert his attention to regaining
command of hisown forces, while the fighters of Raven roared with laughter. Somewhat forced laughter,
perhaps, but it served its purpose, which was to make the Blood Bear fighters angry and difficult to
control.

Darian slently cheered for the Raven Chief; he was doing exactly theright thing, putting as much
grain on the Shaman’ s control of the troops as possible.

When the Shaman had regained the upper hand and returned to his negotiations, he had not lost a
bit of his outwardly pleasant and haf-amused demeanor. “ That wasill-said, Chief of Raven,” he chided
gently. “Y ou have made our dlies unhappy. | cannot answer for what they may do if you anger thema
second time.”

The Chief shrugged, asif it was amatter of completeindifference to him. “Whether you can keep
any grip onyour ownwarriors collarsisnot my problem, Shaman.”

Darian hoped he could keep talking for the rest of the day - while they were exchanging barbed
witticisms (or a least what passed for witticisms among the Northerners) there wasn't any fighting going
on. “Your dliesare no friendsto Raven,” he pointed out. “Why not send them on their way? Then,
perhaps, we will consder offering you awarmer welcome.”

“Oh, Chief, | do not believel can dothat,” the Shaman said silkily, shaking his head with
mock-sadness. “Much as| would like to oblige you. | believe they have some business with these visitors
of yours.”

“I believe they do not. These vigtors are related to Elders of my tribe and are traders; Blood
Bear has no relatives here, and has never been interested in gaining goods by trade.” The Chief’ stone
implied that the reason Blood Bear wasn't interested in trade was because they preferred to stedl.

Raven-spirit, this Chief of yoursis as clever as any of the feathered tribe, Darian thought.
Darian saw what he was up to - he wastrying to divide the forces. For some reason, the Shaman of
Wolverine wasn't ready to attack yet, and might not support Blood Bear if they did. It would be much
eader to handle the enemy if they came a the defenses apiece a atime.

“Really?” The Shaman’s arch tone betokened mock-astonishment. “Y ou have some strange
blood in Raven, then.”

“No stranger than atribe whose warriors once looked as much beast as man,” the Chief
countered, grounding the butt of his spear for emphasis. He looked down his nose at the lft flank, and
the Blood Bear fighters stirred uncomfortably. “ The blood in Raven is different, perhaps, but strong. The
Ravenislord of the skies. Even the Eagle does not interfere with him.”

“So you say; the Raven’ s calls sound like empty croaking to me.” That was an open challenge,
but the Chief was't lured into taking it. He knew aswell as Darian that their advantage lay in keeping the
enemy talking aslong aspossible.

“For those who have not the learning or the wisdom, al good advice sounds like empty
croaking.” There was the challenge turned back without having to answer it.

But the Shaman waslosing patience. “Y ou have one among your so-called visitors with
dangerous learning,” he warned, pointing directly a Darian, who responded by standing straighter and
staring back stonily into the Shaman’s gaze. * Or has he not told you? Chief of Raven, this man would
make you think heis but aharmless thing, but he is a poison serpent among you. He has magic powers
that he had not disclosed to you, that do not come from the spirits- ”



“But he has” the Chief laughed. “He hastold usdl, and much more than you know. And we
know him. Y ou say heisapoison serpent disguised, but | say heisthe guardian serpent across our
threshold -~

The Shaman smiled, and both Darian and the Chief - and everyone else knew that the Chief had
findly said the wrong thing, and given the Shaman the opening he' d been looking for. “In that case,” the
Shaman said quickly and gleefully, “ Send forth your guardian, for a Shaman isa serpent-dayer, and let
him contend with me. If you wish usto depart in peace, that isthe least that we will accept. Send your
guardian forth so that we will face each other, and see who has the greater strength; he whose power
comes from the Spirits, or he whose power comes from nothing we recognize.” Histone turned silky and
coaxing. “You have nothing to lose by this, Chief of Raven; only send him out. If he wins, we will
depart.”

Keishadtifled agasp of dismay, and Darian bit back agasp of his own as his heart sank right
down into hisboots. Of dl things, the very last that he wanted was a head-to-head mage-dud with
someone whose power and abilities were a complete unknown to him.

And the Shaman had maneuvered them al into a position where that was precisely whet he
would haveto do.

Twenty

Keishastopped herself from grabbing Darian’ s deeve to hold him back. Her lover closed his
eyes afew moments, took a deep breath, and stepped forward. To her left, Dardlie made alittle
whimper, but no other sound of protest, though she caught Kullen’s hand in hers and Keishafdlt fear
coming from both of them in waves.

I’ bet they never foresaw Darian confronting this mage face-to-face. They thought he'd
just wave his hands at a safe distance and the Eclipse Shaman would fall into dust. Her throat was
sotight it hurt to swalow. Too bad magic doesn’t work that way. ...

Darian looked cool and untroubled as he stepped up to the barricade of brush and waited for the
warriors of Raven to use fishing hook-polesto pull the thorns aside, so he could pass; only Keishaand
Shandi could redlly know how apprehensive he was.

The Shaman of Wolverine waved off hisguard and stepped forward to meet Darian halfway
between the two lines.

Keishahdd her breath, as the two mages stared into each others' eyeswhile they established the
stance they wished to begin with. There was some distance, to prevent the bystanders from being injured
- maybe. Of dl the clothing Darian could have grabbed in his haste to dress, Keishathought it was
interesting that he had grabbed the lesther tunic and trews that he' d worn for his ceremony with Ghost
Cat. Inthe war of minds that was amost asimportant as the war of magic, Darian had gotten a boost
with that outfit - he was supposed to be an outland southerner, but he was wearing the clothing of the
tribes. Some of the Shaman’s power came from the belief hisfollowers had in him - and Keishasensed a
dirring of unease among them.

Darian made acool and cam backhanded insult to the mage he was facing, by turning his back
to him for amoment - awordless way of showing the mage was of o little concern he didn’'t even have
to keep an eye on him. Darian spread his arms, with his open hands at waist height, and two
horse-lengths away from each hand, awal of force grew up from the ground. As he drew his hands
together, the ground churned up asif being plowed and the wall rose, looking like flattened bolts of
lightning dong itsleading edge. When Darian’ s pams met, there was ashimmering wal severd timeshis
height in asemicircle between himsdf and Raven, cupping him toward the Shaman’ssde. Raising one
eyebrow dightly, Darian turned to face the Shaman.

The Shaman grunted, and reluctantly mirrored Darian’ s action - the intent being to keep the
opponent’ s attacks from harming the mage' s own forces. The churning earth sputtered up in large uneven



chunks, less plowed-looking and more like they were hammered upward from below. Therewasa
resounding thud when the force-wall kicked up alog. The semicircleswere barely visble to thosewho
could not see the energies and powersthat lay beneath the skin of the world. They shimmered alittlein
the early-morning sunlight, asif each mage had a structure of the thinnest, most delicate glass built around
them asthey faced each other.

Thetwo semicirclesjoined edge to edge with avisble flash, and Darian’ s began to glow avery
paedlver, whilethe Shaman'srestlesdy flickered yellow. The effect faintly obscured the two mages
insde, who backed away to get as much distance as possible between each other. No one would enter
or leave now.

The Shaman struck firgt, druptly; he legped into action, armsflailing asif he threw a handful of
stones, pelting Darian with what looked like white-hot shooting stars, so bright they hurt the eyes. Keisha
moaned and flinched away, her heart racing.

Darian didn’t do anything outwardly, but the shooting stars bent their pathsto either sde, and
bounced off something just in front of him, two of them dowing in midair before accelerating straight back
at the Shaman.

The Shaman reached out, caught them, and with ady smile, drew hisarmsupinadow arc. He
displayed the catch to his men, and crushed the sputtering firebalsin hisraised fistsin a pyrotechnic show
of dominance.

Darian shrugged, asif thetactic hadn’t impressed him, and the Shaman’ssmileturnedto a
frown. Is Darian going to attack next? Keishawondered, her hands balled into fists at her Sde as she
watched. The Shaman was obvioudy expecting him to do something equaly showy in response, and his
frown deepened.

Darian didn’t even shift hisweight; he waited patiently, with no Sign of agitation or anger. Why?
she wondered. Steelmind had come up to her other side unnoticed; he put acomforting hand on her
shoulder and she jumped.

“Darianisplaying awaiting game,” he murmured in her ear. “When two Masters contend, there
IS no question of one running out of magic energy, for they use theley-lines. Instead, usudly the onewho
losesis the one who becomes physicaly fatigued soonest. Darian isrightly letting the Shaman expend his
own strength first; heloses nothing by this, but if the Shaman wereto play the same game, hewould lose
face with hiswarriors, who expect him to be aggressive”

The Shaman tried another few volleys of those shooting stars, but however thick and fast they
came, Darian deflected them without turning ahair. They looked impressve - asmogt of hismagicslikely
were - but the blazing attacks were treated with such apparent indifference by his opponent, the Shaman
must have redized thishit of flashinesswasworking againg him.

The Blood Bear warriors, aready keyed up and spoiling for afight, had no patience with this
onesided battle. They had been moving restlesdy and muttering among themsel ves since the Shaman
stepped forward. Just as Kelsha glanced over at them, darmed at a sudden risein their anger, they
charged the Raven defenses.

Their screams of battle drowned out her own scream of fear, and she stumbled backwards and
would havefdlenif she hadn't caught hersaf. Stedlmind had an arrow on hisbowstring and another in the
air before the enemy had gone more than a dozen steps.

With her mouth dry and her heart racing, Keisha backed up further, and set hersdf behind the
shelter of acarved polejust asthefirst set of enemy arrowsrained down on their lines. The war cries of
the fighters and the screams of the wounded drowned everything else, and her somach turned over with
nausea as the metallic scent of blood reached her.

But something else pulled her out of her shelter; the need of those injured. She darted from
cover, grabbed the nearest wounded man, and dragged him back to relative safety by his shirt. Then she
went to work, blotting everything else out. Every man, woman, or child she could get back on hisor her
feet with abow in their hands might give them a better chance. She couldn’t help Darian, she couldn’t
wield asword, but she could do this much.

And shewould.



Darian watched the Eclipse Shaman through narrowed eyes, sensing the ebb and flow of power
intheley-line that the Shaman had linked to. He didn’t think it had occurred to the Shaman to do the
same, and that gave him an edge in knowing when an attack would come, if not how. Then again, Darian
had the advantage of Tayledrastraining, and not merely the standard training, but aso Firesong' sversion
of that training. The Hawkbrothers were steeped in the precise and most efficient use of magic, passed
on for many generations, and by comparison this Shaman was likely self-trained or tutored in rough skills
at best.

The Shaman began to prowl hishaf of the circle, pacing back and forth, eying Darian with barely
suppressed fury. Outside the circle, there was a battle going on; someone had broken the promise the
Shaman had made. But neither Darian nor his opponent dared pay any heed to anything outside their wall
of power; any distraction would give the other achanceto strike the fatal blow.

Darian began to move warily himsalf, watching the Shaman and nothing else, keeping the same
distance between them at dl times. Then the Shaman darted toward him, pushing his hands forward,
pamsout.

A massivewall of force hit Darian and knocked him backward; he' d have fadlen if he hadn’t been
moving himsdlf; asit was, he had to dance sdeways and fend off asecond invisible blow, turning the
force asde and into thewall of the sphere. That put him dmaost within physical reach of the Shaman,
who made agrab for him.

He dropped and rolled out of the way, jumping to hisfeet and putting the fullest possible distance
between himsdf and the Shaman again.

Again he watched the line even as he watched the Shaman, and again, an ebb in the power-level
warned him before the Shaman attacked.

Hands blazing with power, the Shaman lunged for him; there was no time to move out of the
way, so Darian used the oldest of all of his defenses.

The Shaman' sright foot caught on the earth for a critical moment; he sumbled and fell, catching
himself with his outstretched hands. The power he had meant to use to blast Darian discharged into the
ground, creating nothing worse than a blackened spot and the smell of scorched dirt.

Ashefdl, Darian ran out of the way again; the Shaman picked himself up with red rage burning
in hiseyes. Darian reacted to the immediate drop in power just in time by strengthening his shields; this
time the weapon he used was anything but subtle. He lashed at Darian with levin-bolts, whips of power
that looked and hit like lightning.

Thelevin-bolts arced into his shildswith a crack that hurt his ears and an eye-burning light that
made his eyeswater. He held his shields against the bolts as the Shaman poured power into them and the
air around him tasted of athunderstorm at its peak.

Abruptly, the Shaman released the bolts; Darian could barely see. Blinking tears out of hiseyes,
he used Mage-Sight to watch the Shaman instead, seeing him asaform laced with little threads of red
and ydlow.

Those threads blazed up as the ley-line ebbed, but thistime Darian reacted before the Shaman
could; he made the Shaman’ sfoot stick again as the man moved sideways before his attack. The Shaman
hadn’t expected an offensive move after so much defense; thistime he fell hard, and while he was down,
Darian lashed him with eye-burning levin-bolts.

He held the bolts on his still-prone enemy until his own eyes had time to recover, then leaped
Sdewaysjust as he released them, and just in time, for the moment he did so, the Shaman hit him with the
conjured weapon he' d been planning to use.

A massive sphere of energy rolled toward him, looking like fire with teeth, threatening to engulf
him. He made a quick guess and assumed that the Shaman would expect him to run; he stood his ground
ingtead, and held his shields. The sphereralled right over him; it was dangerousinitsef, for it immediately
began to suck power from his shields, but it wasn't as dangerous as the jagged spikes of energy that
blasted out a pit right where Darian would have been if he'd run.

That made another obstacle to avoid. He solved the problem of the sphere by puncturing its
outer wall; it deflated like a punctured bladder, and vanished asif it were aflame out of fudl.



The Shaman was furious. He was about to have his temper cooled. Darian detachedly reasoned
out his primary advantage againg this Shaman. The Shaman' s use of power was formidable, and his
endurance considerable, but it was dl oriented toward obvious, surface-visible effects - which was only
logical considering he was a Shaman who aso sought power among his people - when you want to
discourage chdlenges and impress your followers, why not use the most awe- and fear-inspiring magics?

Darian, however, was able to work benegth the surface. There were springs everywhere
underground here; they accounted for part of the verdancy, part of the humidity, and were doubtless
under pressure thanksto the large body of water nearby. Darian found the nearest underground
reservoir, and with afew deft hand motionsto help in the mental process of sculpting the channel
underneeth, brought it powerfully to the surface, right beneeth the Shaman.

Water blasted upward in a cold geyser, knocking the other to the ground, and soaking himin
moments

Two can play a making holesin the earth.

And whilehewasaat it - in the next breath, he agrated the ground around the Shaman, creating an
ear-numbing protracted thunderclap, then super-saturated the ground beneath the Shaman with water
from that same geyser, turning it into asinkhole. The Shaman predictably began to struggle, miring himsalf
up tothewaist - at which time Darian cut off the geyser’ s feeding-channel, leaving the pressure to build
below the surface. Another twist of the magic and Darian chased all the water out of the mud pit, leaving
the Shaman embedded in rock-hard ground.

Raven kept the Blood Bear warriors at the barricade; none got past the hedge of thorns backed
by heavier pieces of tree trunk. Keisha pulled ten or twelve of Raven’ swounded to safety, mostly struck
by arrows. After thefirst three, she got into arhythm; wait for alull, dash out, seize the victim by the shirt,
haul him to protection. Then break off the arrowhead, pull the shaft out, stop the bleeding. Once that was
done, most of her patients went grimly right back into the fray without pausing for more than adrink of
water. She could hardly bdlieveit - they must have beenin terrible pain! But they didn’'t seemto fed
anything; as soon as she had them reasonably patched up with rough bandages and supportive bindings
they grabbed another weapon and went for the barricade.

The noise and stench were awful; metd clanging againgt metd, arrows piercing leather and skin,
men and women screaming and shouting, punctuated with Kel’ swar shrieks and the cries of the raptors -
old and new sweat, blood, rancid grease, churned mud. It al overwhelmed the senses, impossible to
block out. She couldn’t ignore the chaos, so she endured it, and after the tenth (or twelfth) man ran back
to thelines as she finished tying off the bandages on his upper arm, she looked around for another patient
and discovered to her surprise that there weren't any.

There were no more arrows flying into their lines; the fighting on this Sde of the barricade was dl
hand-to-hand, but now the advantage was with the defenders. They could continue to rain arrows down
on the back rank of the enemy without even taking combatants from the line - the women and young
boys stood off a adistance, lobbing their arrows in ahigh arc over the Raven lines and into the back
ranks of Blood Bear. Blood Bear hadn’t managed to breach the barricade, asthe thorns ill held them at
bay, and as bundles of thorns were broken and trampled by the sheer press of bodies, grimly determined
children came dragging new onesto be shoved into place with boar-spears.

Boar-spears - strangely enough, those were proving to give Raven ared edge. They werelong
enough to reach over the barricade and stab at the enemy without exposing their wielder to the thorns.
The blade, long and sharp to piece a boar’ s tough hide, was about the same size as the short-swords dl
of the fighterswere using, and theiron cross-bar designed to keep the boar from coming up the shaft at
the hunter made effective quillons. Anyone could use it to stab; redly good fighters could useit to dash as
well. Although the only fatal wounds to Blood Bear so far had been caused by arrows the spearmen
were holding theline.

But where was Wolvering?

Keisha stood on her toes behind the shelter of her carved pole, and craned her neck to ook over
the embattled defenders.

Wolverine had not moved asingle pace forward. In fact, some of them looked embarrassed!



They broke the Shaman'’s promise, that’s why, she thought, astonished. Blood Bear has
broken the promise the Shaman made not to attack while he and Darian were fighting. Thiswasn't
acase of Northerner against out-land Southerner, where anything wasfair and promises didn’t matter -
thiswastribe againg tribe, where drict rules held.

And Blood Bear had broken the rules. No matter who survived this fight, Blood Bear had
blackened the name of their tribe. Even their own totemic spirit might choose to desert them, and no tribe
or individua would ever trust the word of amember of Blood Bear again. That meant no aliances, no
intermarriages, no trade agreements, no intercourse of any kind. Essentidly, it meant the desth of the
tribe. The only way amember of Blood Bear could survive the shunning would be if he somehow
convinced the Chief of another tribe that he had not participated in the oathbreaking; then he could be
adopted into anew tribe.

Which means no adult warriors of Blood Bear, period. Only the women and children.
Wolverine will throw them out as soon as the fighting’ s over. Skies above - I’mactually
witnessing the final death of the entire clan that attacked Errold’ s Grove.

Wolverine wouldn't raise afinger to help Raven, though. Their code of conduct didn’t extend
that far.

Another man fell, and Keishadashed out to drag him into safety. Thistime her treatment took
even lesstime; a smple dash wound, shdlow, with no arrow to extract. In afew moments he was back
in his place, boar-spear in both hands, punishing the man who' d managed to reach him with savage
thrusts of the spear.

One of thefightersin the rear of the Blood Bear mob pulled himsdlf back and out of the fight; it
was this movement againgt the flow of baitle that caught her attention.

The fighter, who by his elaborately decorated, heavy armor, was someone of high rank, whirled
to face the combat between Darian and the Shaman. He grabbed a discarded bow from the ground,
took an arrow from the quiver till attached to his belt, and took aim at Darian’ s back.

Keisha screamed, but her cry waslost in the genera outcry. Her heart convulsed painfully, as she
cried out awarning no one would ever hear -

But someone did.

A huge, white shape streaked from the far right of the lines, launched into the air, and sailed over
the barricade with the grace of aswan in flight. It was Karles, and Shandi clung to his back, her mouth
setin ataut line, her never-used sword in hand.

Just asthe warrior loosed his arrow, Karles reached him; Shandi’s sword licked out and,
impossibly, deflected the arrow from its deadly flight.

Their momentum carried them on past; the warrior put a second arrow to hisbow, cursing loudly
in his own tongue. But now, Shandi was not the only one who knew what he wastrying to do.

An ear-piercing shriek from above startled everyone into looking up. Ke had been voicing his
war cries beforethis, but never anything like the one he produced when he redlized who the bowman’s
target was.

Kée dove down out of the sky with terrifying speed, shalowing his arc the faster he went and the
quicker he gpproached the ground, fore-talons outstretched. Thefighter had only time enough to cringe
down, trying (in utter futility) to hide. Kel hit him with more force than alevin-bolt, doubtlesdy breaking
thewarrior’ s back in an instant, and pushed him leve to the lay of the earth for over five horse-lengths.

Then Kdvren rose again into the sky, wings laboring, talons set firmly into the fighter’ s shoulder
and torso. The man screamed shrilly, writhing in what must have been incredible pain, for Kel’staons
had wrapped right around the protective shoulder plates and penetrated the joints between them and the
rest of the armor, and the thumb-talon of the other foreclaw was surely right through the sscomach. Blood
oozed from the wounds, streamed down the armor, and splattered down on the heads of hisfellows as
Ke lumbered higher and higher into the sky.

Then helet go.

Still screaming, the man plummeted toward the ground, hitting it with a crunch that made even
Keshawince. The screaming stopped instantly and there was amoment of terrible silence.



Ke had dropped the man practicaly on top of the Wolverine lines. The Wolverine warriors drew
back from the mangled body - then, incredibly, turned their backs onit. No one bothered to seeif the
fighter till breathed, or render him aidin any way.

The shunning had dready begun.

None of this seemed to give the Blood Bear fighters pauise for more than afew moments. A
heartbest after their fellow hit the ground, they were back at the barricade again. If anything, their fury
had redoubled.

But now they had another target besides the Raven fighters behind the barricades.

A handful of them turned on Shandi and Karles; the Companion reared on his hindquarters,
lashing out with fore-hooves, then dropped back to the ground to kick those trying to take him from
behind. Shandi laid about her with her sword; together they accounted for three of their assailants, but
more turned on them.

Shandi was screaming, but it was not in fear or pain. She was screaming, “For Vademar’'s
honor! For Vademar’ s honor!” again and again, with each dash of the blade.

Steddmind vaulted the barricade, racing to Shandi’ s defense. Hashi and Netajoined him, helping
him fight hisway through the packed fightersto Shandi’ ssde. Steelmind was't trying to use any
weapons, he saized fighters before they were aware that he wasn't one of them and physicaly flung them
out of the way, while Neta used her horns and hooves to good effect in clearing the path, and Hashi
attacked any pair of legsthat wasn't protected.

Steddmind got to Shandi with only aminor gash on his head; once there, he pulled his climbing
gaff from the sheath on his back and began to use it with letha efficiency. Netaand Hashi made a stand
on her opposite side. Together, the three guarded Karles' rear flanks, alowing Shandi and Karlesto
keep their attention on the enemy in front of them.

Stedlmind’ s s&ff - adeadly device with a spike on one end and a sharply-pointed hook on the
other, with severa grab knobs at regular intervals - seemed aslight asa straw in the Hawkbrother’s
hands. His buzzard, no longer dow or deepy, joined the battle with a series of heavy stoops, knocking
helmets forward to obscure vision, knocking hemets off completely, then returning to lacerate the
unprotected heads with hisraking talons.

Ke remained above, kiting on the strong wind, keeping watch over Darian. Meanwhile Shandi,
Karles, Hashi, Steelmind, and Neta began working their way back toward their own lines. Kelvren then
folded wingsin for amoment and dropped to attack again, someone unseen, identified only by a short
scream an ingtant later and the gryphon taking off again with ahuman arm in his besk.

With adry mouth and a pounding heart, Keishawatched the horrifying battle her friendswere
engaged in, obliviousto the fighting going on immediately around her, her hands clasped tightly under her
chin. Shewas afraid to pray, for who should she pray for? Her sister, or her beloved? Her friends, or her
family?

Please, please, shewhispered slently. Keep them dl safe. . . .

Darian wasn't aware he’' d been in danger from outside until an arrow arced high over his head,
piercing both wals of the magic circle. The Shaman’s smile warned him that he’ d become atarget, but he
didn’t dare take his eyes off his opponent.

It hadn’t taken the Shaman long to blast himsdlf free of hisearthy prison - but it had taken time
and physical energy, and the Shaman’ slegs were badly bruised and lacerated from the effort. Darian had
those few moments of rest, which the Shaman had spent in [abor.

Now they circled warily; the Shaman staggered, somewhat the worse for wear, and Darian tried
to split his attention, using peripherad vison, trying to spot the archer who' d taken that shot a him while
keeping the Shaman under hiseye aswdll.

Suddenly ashrill scream rent the air and stunned everyone on the field into momentary silence.
Riding the scream down out of the sky came abolt of golden-brown power, which hit someonein the
melee and rose again, ashrieking bit of man-flesh dangling from histaons. It wasKe - and Darian
hadn’t known the gryphon could lift and carry aman off before this. He wanted to gape in astonishment,
but didn’t dare. He wouldn’t underestimate this opponent for amoment; the Shaman gtill had plenty of



raw power, and the will to useit.

But he had weaknesses. He didn’t look for attacks that weren’t purely magica power. Heonly
used visble magic manifestations. And -

And he' sfocusing every attack just on what | do.

The Shaman'’ s attention flickered away, as Kel dropped his screaming burden. The man hit the
ground with a curioudy wet crunch, and the screaming stopped. The Shaman turned his attention back to
Darian, hismud-stresked face set in asnarl.

But not before Darian had managed to snatch up and conceal arock in the palm of his hand.

They began to circle again, and Darian sensed the Shaman draining power for another strike.
Now | have to put you right where | want you -

Hecircled, feinted back, moved forward again. The Shaman followed his maneuverswith
narrowed eyes, suspecting something. Then he glanced to the side, saw the shalow crater where he had
blasted himsdlf free, and graced Darian with agrimace of contempt. With exaggerated care, he stepped
past it, then Darian felt the quick drop in ley-line power that warned he was about to strike.

That was when Darian threw the rock a him.

Startled, expecting it to be amagical attack, the Shaman redirected his power and shattered the
poor rock to powder with asingle blast. In doing so, he faltered back into the crater he had so
contemptuoudy avoided.

But Darian’ s meddling with the groundwater wasn't over. Asthe Shaman stumbled into the
crater, he sucked the spring’ s water out of the area again; between his efforts and the Shaman'’s, that
particular piece of ground was on the verge of becoming a sinkhole big enough to swallow ahouse, and
when Darian removed the groundwater, the surface layer of sandstone gave way.

Instead of swallowing a housg, it swallowed the Shaman, who disappeared into the earth with a
hoarse cry. Darian fused the stone, using the same technique he had used to creste the water channelsfor
the bathing spring a the Vae, and the artled Shaman was buried up to hiskneesin sfting, crumbling
earth while his ankles and feet smoldered.

Then Darian brought back al the water, and more, dancing back to avoid getting dropped into
the sinkhole himsdlf asthe earth crumbled around the rapidly growing - and filling - creter.

Ten heartbegts | ater, the Shaman' s half of thewall winked out of existence,

Darian took down his own haf, and stood staring into what was now aroughly circular pond of
very muddy water, but the only thing that arose from the depths was afew bubbles - then nothing at al.

Helooked up, dowly, to face the Wolverine lines.

For along moment, he stared defiantly at the warriors, who stared back at him wearing
expressions of incomprehension and dismay. No one moved. He clasped his hands before him in the
same gesture he had used at the beginning of the duel, and waited.

Then one of the men at the far right broke, babbling, and ran, sumbling away asfast ashislegs
could carry him. That was all that was needed; a heartbest |ater, the retreat had become arout, the brave
fighters of Wolverine taking to their heels asfast asthey could, even casting off armor and shedding
weapons so that they could run faster.

In asudden reversdl of tactics, the Blood Bear fighters turned from the barricade and flung
themsdves at the easier target within their midst. Steelmind’ s staff moved in aletha blur, but there were
too many around him, fighting to take him down; he went down under apile of bodies. Shandi wrenched
Karles head around and forced her Companion back, coming to his rescue; the Companion bit, lashed,
and kicked like a demon-horse as K eisha watched in agony, certain she was going to see dl three of
them die before her eyes.

Then, just as suddenly, the warriors of Blood Bear broke and ran.

Keishadidn't bother to wonder why; as the Raven fighters pushed aside the barricade and
poured after them, she followed, heading straight for the place where she had seen Steelmind go down.

She found him - and Shandi and Karles with him. Shandi was on her knees, clutching the front of
his tunic and weeping over him. Keisha shoved her aside without aword, sending her tumbling, and took
her place.



Oh, gods. Thisis bad, very bad. There were many, many interna injuries, someone had landed
aterrible blow to hisback, and another to his ssomach. He' s bleeding in there and | - She knew with
dismay that neither she, nor she and Shandi together had enough power to save him.

But someone else did.

She looked up; grabbed Karles' dangling reins, and pulled his head down to the same level as
hers. Shelooked defiantly into hiseyes, and let him know without any words at al that shewasn't asking
for hishelp - shewas ordering himto giveit.

He stared at her blankly for just amoment, then the power came flooding into her in ablue-white
torrent.

If water were to be compared to power and energy, being caught in the midst of Karles' strength
was akin to swimming that flooded river so many weeks ago. But she had swum that river, and she
would direct this power now!

Fercdy, sheflung hersdf into the battle to save Stedmind’slife, just asfiercey asany Raven
warrior had fought at the barricade. She transmuted the blue-white beam into the gentler green energies
of Healing and the golden ones of strength, and poured both into the shattered shell that wasthe
Hawkbrother. She pieced together bone, mended torn and bleeding veins and arteries, soothed bruised
tissues, and reinforced Steel mind’ s own fatering strength. She did things she hadn’t even known she
could do, gavanized by the unending flow of energy. Thiswas something like the time she had Hedled
Hywd’ s brother - except that thisrime she wasin no danger of losing hersdif.

The moment that everything she needed to do was done, and there was nothing moreto do
except that which only time could accomplish - the power was gone.

She dropped abruptly out of her Healing trance with amenta thud, and opened her eyesto see
Shandi bent over Steelmind, both of them taking turns babbling about how much they loved each other.

Karleslooked at her, then at Shandi, and snorted. Keishagot dowly to her feet, wobbling alittle,
feeling more than abit light-headed. Karles hadn’t given her asingleiota of power more than he' d had
to, but somehow she didn’t resent that.

After all, Companions are supposed to help us with problems, not solve them for us. Karles
looked up again just as she thought that - and nodded his gore-spattered, beautiful head, winking.

Darian waked dowly toward what was | eft of the barricades, which were now being pulled apart
by industrious women. The Raven warriors were on the heels of Wolverine and Blood Bear, making
certain that they took themselves over the pass, the news of their defeat with them. More women, boys,
and afew old men followed their own fighters, each carrying leather bags or small fishing nets-
harvesting the discarded arms and armor. They were no fools; they could dter the style and fit of what
was once Wolverineg' s, and make it Raven's.

He saw Karlesfirst - then Shandi, Keisha, and Steelmind. For one horrible moment, he feared
the worst.

Then Shandi helped Steelmind to hisfeet; she draped one of hisarms over Karles back, and the
other over her own shoulder, then began waking him back toward the village. Darian heaved asigh of
relief.

Keishalooked up as a shadow went across them, to see Kelvren wing heavily overhead,
returning from overseeing the Wolverinewarriors' retreat. Hislanding wasimperfect and he nearly
buckled; it was not too hard to see why as hisleft side became visible. There was a degp gash from the
top of his begk, through the cere, and anick in hiseydid, clearly from the same blow. Hisnaresfredy
bled digtinctively dark red blood which flowed to mix with the lighter sticky red of hisfoes', most of
which had dried with |oose feathers, dirt, twigs and other debris glued into it. The broken ends of two
arrows showed from the blood-matted feathersin the leading edge of hisleft wing, and in hisleft thigh.
Ashelanded, clearly interrible pain, he raised his head high and bellowed, “ Arrre therrre any morrre
|eft? Brrring them on!”

Keishaand Darian cried out, in unison, “Kelvren!” and quick-waked - since they had little
energy left for running - to the wounded gryphon.

“Arrretherrre any morrre left to fight?” Kelvren demanded, eyes pinning, his gaze darting right



and left. Darian grimaced, seeing what had happened to his good friend. “No moreleft, Kel. Wewon.
They'redl gonenow.”

Kelvren gazed off in the direction Wolverine had fled and then dumped down onto his
hindquarters, leaning right, and findly collgpsing onto his sde without even folding hiswings. “Hurrrrhhh -
then | will rrressst. Darrrian, Ssshin’din arrre might - being conssspi cuousss attrractsss arrrowsss.”

Swaying alittle, Keishaturned to Darian, with both hands outstretched. They fdl into each
other’ s embrace, and that was dl he needed or thought about for a brief, but blissful moment, broken
only by Keshamurmuringin hisear.

His heart lofted skyward with joy, and his heartbeat in his ears sounded like wingbests.

They had made it through every ordedl, despite fatigue, pain, and fear. Together.

Keishawasin an awkward postion, in quite afew ways. Physically, she had one foot under
Kevren's head, and her other leg across his neck, snugged around the nape and al but unseen
underneath the mass of feathers. Kelvren himsdf wasflat on hisbdly, with Darian straddling his back,
keeping hiswings safely folded by sitting on them. The gryphon had his besk clamped around abedrall,
and flinched every time she pierced his cere with the needle.

Kuari, feding drowsy, was perched atop a chair back nearby.

“I know you don't likethis, Kd, but | haveto get this gash stitched up,” Keisha softly said, and
she hoped she actualy sounded as reassuring as she was trying to. “The powder isdulling the pain as
much asit will, therest you just have to cope with. Bite down on the bedroll instead of me, and we' Il be
through with thisin jugt alittlewnhile, dl right?’

It wasn't just her physica position that made her fed awkward and strained right now, though.
They were dso in the middle of adiscusson with Darian’s parents, who hovered off to the sde and
projected nervous tension like a thunderstorm sent out lightning.

“Father, you know that | love you, but | am aKnight of Vademar now and an Elder of my Vde.
| dolikeit here, I truly do - but I cannot stay here and be a part of Raven. There are things happening
back homethat | haveto tend to.”

Daralie nodded dowly, her expression very neutrd. “ And that does say it dll, doesn't it - back
home. There, in Vademar, and a your Vae. We dways taught you from an early agethat homeisa
placein your heart, Darian. Sometimes the place in your heart can also be represented by aplacein the
world. If it iswhere you have to be, then you have to be there.”

Kullen nodded, agreeing with hiswife swords, though his expression was much more grave.
“Darian, we are 0 proud of you that there are just no wordsin any languageto tell you how much.
When welost you, we carried around aholein our heartsfor years. Even with what we were going
through up here, we thought of you, or rather - we thought of you aswe last knew you. When we were
separated, our only influence on you was what we' d taught you already, and we hoped that you
remembered. We wish we could have been with you, al that time you were under Justyn’ s care, but fate
did not haveit so. Weloved you then, and as for who you have become - we do not love you any less.”

Kelvren rumbled deep in histhroat, not quite agrowl, but close. He was reacting to the stitching,
not what was being said, but it made a strange counterpoint to the discussion. At least the most delicate
part - the eydid cut - had been completed first. Wintersky limped by, conversing with Raven’s Chief,
and glanced in at the tableau briefly. They both seemed to surmisein the sameinstant what was going on
between Darian and his parents, and drifted off discreetly after no more than a short wave.

Kullen shifted hisweight off of his crippled leg. “Son - who and what you have become, we
could not have given you. Y ou are awonder to us, and to al of Raven, too. You'll be spoken of here for
along time - Darian, the Hunters Son, the Owl Knight, the Shaman of the Earth-mother who can call up
fountains and crack stone with athought, to defend the people - and more stories yet to come.”

Darian looked from his mother to hisfather, and even though he tried to soften the blow of his
words, he couldn’t. They il carried ahint of bitterness. “1 didn’t comethisfar to become atriba hero. |
came herefor you.”

“We know, son, we know,” Daralie spoke, and then she paused when Kevren flinched strongly,
biting hard enough into his gag they could al hear the bedroll’ s stitches popping. She resumed afew



seconds later, filling the uncomfortable sllence of the moment. “ All of you will be welcome back here, |
hope you know that. But - before we even came hereto talk to you, we knew what the outcome would
be. We haven't survived thislong without knowing how to listen to our hearts, and - we can't go back to
Vademar with you. We also know that you can't stay herewith us.”

Darian’sjaw set and his muscles were visibly tense, but that was nothing compared to what
Keisha sensed from him. He was angry, disappointed, frustrated - upset at avery deep level over this
news, yet - there was an undercurrent of relief, aswell. Keishasensed that inside, this was one of the end
resultsthat her lover secretly wanted. She sensed an undercurrent of -

Relief? Happiness at - freedom?

Kevren growled, jarring her attention back to the task of stitching the wound. Darian
graightened his shirt, and replied.

“Mother. Father. When you were gone, | had only fedlings of fear and abandonment. | also had
myself, and one more thing. | had my memories of you.”

Darian’ seyes clouded in introspection. “In away, this entire journey was not coming back to
you, it wasaway of confirming that my memorieswerered - that even though | remembered that you
loved me, | wanted to be sure of it. When you go from childhood to manhood, everything changes, until
you' re not even sure that the very thingsthat made you were rea. Now that we' re reunited, we have
found that it was redl. Then. But then is not now. Now, we are new people, and we love each other al
over again, inanew way.”

Darianis good at this. Maybe he learned it from Firesong, or maybe Slverfox - how to
pick the right thing to say, to soothe and support the listener so the meaning of what is said
doesn’t crush them. He has the heart of a Healer, that isfor sure. That may be why | love him so
much.

Kullen nodded, hisarms crossed loosdly, listening to Darian intently. Dardie rested against her
husband’ s shoulder, squeezing his nearest hand dightly - something very natura between them, Keisha
could tdll, and long-practiced.

| wonder if, when we are that age - may we live so long - we will be that easy with each
other, that comfortable. Kullen just lists to the side, already knowing that Daralie will be there.
They do not have “ powers’ like Empathy and Healing, these Gifts, but just ook at them. Being in
love is enough.

“Y ou have anew home now, and so do I. Mineisfar away from here, but your hearts will
aways be my home. My heart will dways be your home. | have to return to my work in Vademar and
the Vaes, with thewoman thet | love.”

Darian looked at Keishawith an expression that showed no doubt in that statement at all.

Another moment, and Darian looked back to his parents. “I love you both, so much.”

“Weloveyou, too, Darian,” Dardie half-whispered. “We are so proud of you. And what you
have donefor thistribeis-”

Darian smiled alittle and shook his head, holding up one hand. “ - isdone lovingly, for no charge,
price or demand. It was done for the principle, for the honor, and for you.”

Kullen grunted, and nodded once, in acknowledgmerit. Kuari hooted softly, asif answering, then
twisted his head to receive adow scratching from Darian while his bondmate collected histhoughts.

Darian took adeep breeth. “ Persondly, though | need you to do something for me.”

Darian clasped hishandsin front of him, and despite his own bandages he stood perfectly straight
up and strong. “Y ou have children now, my brothers and sisterswho I’ d never met before and, honestly
-who | just don't know. | may never know them. We are siblings by blood, but not by culture, except
for onevitd link.”

“Thelink isyou, and your knowledge. . . the thingsthat you can teach them. Teach them that
their oldest brother isaKnight of Vademar, and that he is a Hawkbrother, and teach them what those
things mean. Teach them that his friends of many tribes, cultures and species came here to defend Raven,
and them. Teach them that they can live, and love, and actudly fulfill the kinds of dutiesand risksand
grand adventures that you used to tell me about in hero storieswhen | wasjust your little boy, Mother.



Teach them that it isn't beyond their reach, that they can be brave, and travel, and learn amazing tidings,
and do what is compassionate at whatever cost, Father. Teach them for me, because | cannot be hereto
doit mysdf.”

Daraie wept, and Kullen’ s eyes|ooked near to crying aswell. Keisha held her breath, and as
she knotted the last stitch of Kelvren’swound, ateardrop from her own eyesfell on the blotting pad.

Epilogue

“Ho,” Keishasaid adamantly, and Ayshen’ sfacefdl. “No flower arches, no procession from the
village, and especially no ceremonia dance. | hate those rigid dances - too much structure. | fed likel'm
spellcadting, not celebrating, when I’ m stuck in one of those things.”

Ayshen looked to Darian for support, and Darian shook his head. “We redl agreed on this, old
friend,” he said with sympathy. “Y ou got your chance to drag me through al the ceremonies you wanted
last spring. We want a small and private ceremony, amodest celebration, and that’ sthat.”

“No fireworks,” Steelmind put in. “No invitationsto every Vade within flying distance. No
canopies carried by hovering gryphons.”

“You can invitethe tervardi to come sng, though,” Darian added thoughtfully, and Ayshen's
shout lifted alittle.

“Couldn’t we manage to combine it with the Harvest Faire?’ he asked hopefully. “Think what a
fabulous celebration that would make! And with dl of the symbology of the coming fertility, and new
birthsthe next soring!”

Keishaand Darian exchanged aglance. “I don’t suppose the Tayledras are familiar with the
concept of elopement, arethey?’ shewhispered, as Ayshen launched into another set of grandiose
plans.

Helaughed and held her closer, and she snuggled into his embrace without a shadow of doubt
coming between them. “Maybe we ought to consider introducing it to them,” he whispered back, and she
difled alaugh againgt his shoulder.

Ayshen glared at them. “Thisisyour future | am planning! Aren’t you paying atention?’ he asked
irritably.

All four of them exchanged alook, and burst out in helplesslaughter.

“Ayshen, my friend,” Steelmind chuckled, “ Gods and spirits laugh their loudest when amortal
makes plans, and doubly so when they make plansfor another.”

Reluctantly, Ayshen backed down, sitting back on histall. “It istrue that weddings are not so
much for the ones being wed, as for their loved ones. | suppose that after al that has happened, you just
want peace.”

Darian hugged Keisha s shoulder, and confided, “Just about now, some time aone together

sounds very, very appeding.”



