“Kesha?” When Keishadidn't answer, the fluting voice caling her namein the distance grew
noticegbly impeatient. “ Keisha!”

Keisha Alder ignored her sister Shandi’ s continued calls; shewasin the middle of ajob she had
no intention of cutting short. The sharp smdll of vinegar filled Keisha s workshop, but she was so inured
toit that it hardly even stung her nose. Shandi could wait long enough for Keisha to finish decanting her
bruise potion, straining out the bits of wormwood with afine net of cheesecloth. Keishawrinkled her
nose alittle asthe smdll of vinegar intensified; the books said to use wine for the potion, but she had
found that vinegar worked just aswell, and there was no mistaking it for something drinkable - unless
your taste in wine was really wretched. A cloth steeped in this dark-brown liquid and bandaged against a
bruise eased the pain and made the bruise itself heal much fagter than it would on its own, so despite the
odor the potion was much in demand. She needed so much of it that she always had severa jugs or
bottles of the finished potion in storage, and more jars of it in various states of preparation. It had to
steep for Sx weeks at aminimum, so shetried to empty one jar and start another once aweek.

Keishaheld her hands steedy; she didn’t want to waste any of it in spillage. She even wrung the
cheesecloth dry, then reached for a stopper whittled from abirch branch and her pot of warm paraffin.
As soon asthe last drop was sealed into its specia dark-brown pottery jug, and the jug itself placed
safely on ahigh shelf, she knocked the soggy fragments of herb out of the wide-mouthed jar, added two
handfuls of freshly crumbled dry wormwood, and poured in vinegar to the top. Footsteps behind her
warned her that Shandi had come to the workshop looking for her, so she wasted no timein tying a
sguare of waxed linen over thetop of thejar and setting it at the end of the row of nine more identical
jas.

She turned to face the door, just as Shandi stepped across the threshold into the cool gloom of
the workshop, blinking eyes il dazzled by the bright sun outside. Although not dressed in her fetiva
best, Shandi was, as always, so neat and spotless that K eisha became uncomfortably aware of the state
of her own stained brown breeches and far-from-immacul ate, too-large tunic. Shandi wore awhite gpron
embroidered with dark blue thread, aneat brown skirt, and a pristine white blouse with the blue
embroidery matching the apron, al the work of her own hands. Keisha' stunic and breecheswere
hand-me-downs from her brothers, plain as aboard, indifferently shortened, and both had seen their best
days many years ago.

But what else am | supposed to wear for working with messy potions, dosing sick babies,
and sewing up bloody gashes? she asked hersdlf crosdy, annoyed at herself for feding embarrassed.
Thisisn't some tale where everyone wear s cloth-of-gold and tunics with silk embroidery! Shandi
would look pretty sad after a half day of my work!

“Kelsha, are we going to the market or not?’ Shandi asked impatiently, then screwed up her face
inagrimace asawhiff of vinegar reached her.

“WEe re going, though | don’t know why you want to go so badly,” Keishareplied, hoping she
didn’t sound asirritated as she felt.

“Dye,” Shandi replied prompitly.

“No, thank you, | have too much to do right now,” Keishasaid impishly, grinning as Shandi first
looked puzzled, then mimed ablow at her for the pun.

“Y ou know what | mean!” Shandi giggled. “Y ou never know what the hunters are going to bring
in, and I’'m till looking for a decent red, one that won'’t fade the first time someone lookstoo long at it.”
Sheamiled. “You know | need to have you dong. After dl, you know so much more about these things
than | do. And you're better at bargaining; I’ d be sure to get cheated, and then you’ d be annoyed
because you weren't with me to save me from a sharp trader!”

Kesha sirritation had vanished, asit aways did around Shandi. No one could stay irritated with
her sster for long; Shandi’ s nature was as swest as her innocent face, and she played peacemaker to the
entirevillage of Errold’ s Grove. Keisha and Shandi were dmost the same height, with the same willowy
figures, same golden-brown hair and eyes, and amost the samefeatures, but in al other waysthey were
asdifferent asif they had come from opposite sdes of the world. Sometimes | think when the gods
gave out tempers, they gave me all of the thorns and her all the rose petals. “Y ou'reright, of



course, | would be annoyed.” She rinsed her hands in lemon-balm water to remove the vinegar smell and
any lingering trace of wormwood - poison, if ingested - and dried them onacleanrag. “And | should
have remembered about the red. How many of the girls have you promised embroidery thread to?’

“Only three - Hydee, Jenna, and Sari. | wouldn't trust the rest with red. They’d be sureto do
something tastelesswith it.” Shandi’ s bright brown eyes glowed with suppressed laughter. “Ugh! Can't
you imagineit? Roses the size of cabbagesal around the hems of their skirtsl”

“Orworse,” Keishasaid dryly. “Rosesthe size of cabbages over each breast. Lallisis not exactly
subtle” And she’s always looking for a way to bring attention to her * assets.” Not that anyone
needs help in seeing them. You could hide half the village in that cleavage, and a quarter of the
village would be oh-so-happy to stay there! “I’m all done for now, let’s go before someone decides
they have a bdllyache and comes looking for a possat.”

Side by side, Keishaand her sister strolled down a neat, stone-edged path between the houses,
heading toward the village square. Once aweek, the village of Errold's Grove held amarket day, and
those from outside the village and no particular interest in seeking further - and possibly more lucrative -
venues took full advantage of it. For some people, it smply wasn't worth the effort to travel long
distances just to make more money from their goods, they’ d rather that other folk did the traveling and
took the extra profit. As had been the casein the past, there were plenty of traderswilling to do just that,
s0 the weekly market was usudly visited by at least onefar traveler from spring to early winter. And
three of the quarterly Faires - Spring Equinox, Midsummer, and Harvest - brought tradersin their
dozens.

Errold’ s Grove was more prosperous now than it had been inits earlier heyday, with dozens of
trappers and dye-hunters working the forest and hills. None of them was actualy from Errold’ s Grove;
the villagers were dlill far too wary of the forest to be tempted by the possibility of profit hiddenin its
depths. But the Hawkbrothers were here now, and to some people, their presence meant increased
safety or, at least, asmaller likelihood of being eaten by misshapen monsters. So the dye-huntersand al
the people who supported and profited by them were back, aswell asanew class of folk who actualy
Specidized in trapping the strange new cregtures crested by the Change-Circles. The population of
Errold’ s Grove had swelled to haf again more than the village had ever held before.

They even had their own temple and priest, so now the children of the village got proper lessons
inthe winter, instead of being home-schooled or taught by one of the old women. For most of the
children, that was amixed blessing, asthe priest took his duty serioudy and wasn't as easily distracted as
amother or as prone to doze off asan old granny.

They ill didn't have afully trained “ officid” Hedler, though, and Keisha served in place of one,
wearing her ordinary clothing rather than even the pale-green robes of a Trainee. Healers were in short
supply still, and so far, there hadn’t been ared need to have one posted to Errold’ s Grove. Lord Breon
had a Healer, and according to Healer’ s Collegium, he could take care of anything here that Keisha
couldn't.

Though never selected for her Gift by afully trained Hedler in the gpproved and officid manner,
Keishahad begun showing her talents at the age of five, by taking care of theills of the stock on the farm,
then moving on to patching up the childhood hurts and ilinesses of her brothersand siters. It got to the
point where they cameto her instead of their mother, since Keisha sremedieswere far morelikely to set
things right and taste better than their mother’ s book of recipes from her granny.

Things might never have gone any further, but fear of the Changebeasts and longing for other
human company together drove Keisha s parentsto resettlein the village. That had happened afew
months after the barbarian invasion when one family decided they’ d had enough of Errold’s Groveand a
house fortuitoudy fell vacant. Not long after that, once she widened her circle of “patching up” to the rest
of the children and their pets, the villagers discovered Keisha s taent, and a concerted effort began to
turn their new citizen into afully educated, fully stocked, fully prepared Hedler.

As she and her sster passed the home that had drawn them here - now silent, with the rest of the
family out working the fields and tending the stock - Keishagrinned alittle. Maybe if her parents had
known what was going to happen, they wouldn’t have been so quick to leave the farmstead! Her mother



and father hadn’t stood a chance againgt the will of the village, and they’ d lost Keisha slabor at thefarm
before they knew what had happened. They might have tried to fight to keep Keisha (and her two sturdy
hands) theirsaone, but the arrival of aHerad on circuit put an end to any thoughts of making the
atempt.

That golden moment was a cherished memory, the point when K e sha became something other
than “ordinary” in her parents eyes. The Herald - oh, he was fine to look at, all white and tall on his
silver Companion. . . . He took one look at me that went right down to my bones and declared, in
avoice like a trumpet, “ Thisgirl hasthe Healer’s Gift.” Much to Keisha s bemusement, before he
|eft for the rest of hiscircuit, he had arranged for Lord Breon’ s Hedler, Gil Jarad, to give Keisha
ingtruction. Severd weekslater atrader delivered into her hands copies of every book used by the
Trainees a Hedler’ s Collegium, courtesy of that august body, and a polite note reminding everyone that
the books were worth, not asmall fortune, but arather large one. Enough to buy half the town, and
theft or harm to the books counted as a crime against the Crown! With the books had come three
sets of the pale-green robes of aHeder Trainee, lest anyone doubt her acceptance. Keisha gtill preferred
not to wear them, though;, it seemed a pity to get them as stained and dirty asthey would beif she
donned them for her regular work.

No more weeding and mowing for her; the letter that came with thislibrary told her that she was
expected to study those books any time that she was't tending the ailments of man or beast, or brewing
medicinesfor same. She dready had the skills needed to make most medications and had lacked only the
knowledge of what herbs were needed - the books supplied that, with good pictures to guide her when
shewent hunting for them in the forest and fields, and detailed instructions for each preparation. Along
with the books came abox of seedsfor those herbsthat did well under cultivation, al carefully labeled
with planting and growing instructions. It was obvious that she was expected to become sdlf-aufficient,
and quickly.

For awhile, Keisha had used the kitchen of the family home for her workroom - and her mother
had seen that as a possible way to discourage this new career.

Mother should never have complained about my “ green messes“ in her kitchen, telling
everyone she was afraid | was going to poison the family, Keishathought, with just atouch of
sf-satisfaction. | know she thought that the Council would agree that | should stop, but it had the
opposite effect!

Infact, the Council didn’t wait for her to complain directly to them; the moment the Village
Council got wind of the complaints, they assigned Keishaher own workshop, asturdy little stone building
that had once been the home of the village savior and hero, Wizard Justyn. They even went so far asto
make apecid day of preparing it for her, organizing avillage-wide cleanup and repair of the place,
presenting her with a cottage scoured inside and out, roof newly thatched, al the bits and pieces il
littering the interior taken out and broken into kindling. She had only to say where she wanted
workbenches and shelves, and they appeared; had only to ask for aplaceto lie down and afine feather
bed and apile of pillows and quilts showed up in the deeping-loft. The people of Errold’s Grove had
learned their lesson about treating a Hedler right, having had to do without a Hedler of any kind for so
long after Wizard Justyn died.

Heady stuff for a fourteen-year-old youngster, shethought wryly, from her distant vantage of
eghteen. I’'m surprised my head didn ‘t get too big to fit a hat. Shewaved at the blacksmith’s oldest
apprentice asthey passed the forge; he waved absently back, but hiseyes - asdl the eyes of any male
over the age of thirteen - were on Shandi. | suppose the only reason it didn‘t was that | was too busy
to get a swelled head.

She had been busy every waking moment, in fact; when shewas't studying her books, she was
out in theforest gathering medicind plants, on her kneesin her new garden cultivating herbs, or making
preparationsfor Hedler Gil to examine. At last, when Gil was satisfied that her kill at producing
medicineswasthe equa of his, he stopped ingpecting her results before alowing her to use them and
started teaching her how to use the knife and the needle, how to set bones and restore didocated joints
ashedid.



Unfortunately, the one thing he can’t teach me is how to use my Gift, and the books are
not very useful there either. Heder Gil’ s Gift was not very strong, and he relied on his skill with the
knife and histruly amazing knowledge of herbaism for most of his cures. Keishawould have been
perfectly happy to do the same, but Healer Gil kept insisting that she make use of this Gift that shedidn’t
understand. . . .

Gradually, though, what with al Gil had to do, his vists had shortened, and the interval's between
them lengthened, until now he cameto Errold’ s Grove no more than once every moon and never stayed
longer than half aday. He even trusted her now to experiment with new preparations, something that
made her so proud she practicaly glowed every time she thought about it!

That was why Shandi wanted her to come aong on this hunt for the elusve true red dye. Her
knowledge of herbs and other plants extended into dyes, and she had aknack for telling which ones
would fade, which would need too much mordant to be practical, and which would turn some other, less
desirable color with age. Some dyes could even be used as medicine, so Kelshanever lost achanceto
explorether possihilities. In avillage where every person had some specidty, however small, Shandi was
the one who supplied everyone e se with common embroidery thread the equal of anything atrader could
bring in. Her threads, whether spun from wool, linen, or raime, were strong, hair-fine, and even; her
colorsweretrue and fast. So even asthe villagers gladly paid Keishafor tending their ills (knowing that
she had to pay for the medicines and supplies she couldn’t make, grow, or find for hersdf), they even
more gladly told over their copper coinsfor ahank of Shandi’ sthread.

The village square was the site of the weekly market, with the square closed to al but foot traffic,
and sdls set up dong dl four Sdes. Besdesthe usud things found in avillage market - produce and
foodstuffs - Errold’s Grove had specidties of its own to boast of. Along with the dye-hunters had come
dye-traders and dye-buyers, who purchased bundles of plants and fungus and things that defied
description, then leeched or cooked out the pigments and pressed them into little cakesfor sde. The
buyers seldom Ieft Errold’ s Grove, preferring to act as middlemen and sdll their dye-cakesto traders, but
they were by no means reluctant to sell acake or two to their neighbors. The tanner aso put some of his
unusua furson offer a thisweekly market, giving villagersfirst choice of what the hunters brought him.

In addition, now Errold’s Grove had its own potter, who was an artist in hisown right, using
some of the new and strange pigments and foreign earths from the Change-Circles and avariety of
modeling and carving techniques to make ordinary clay potsinto things amost too beautiful for use.
There was, das, no glass blower as yet, though there were rumors that one might be coming soon; most
glass came from the Hawkbrothers or from traders.

The miller’ s son had begun experimenting with paper making ayear ago, and now his efforts
were on sderoughly every other market day, dongside inks Keisha had taught him to make from oak
gallsand soot, small brushes he made from badger hair, and pens he cut himself from goose quills. So
now it was possible for loversto exchange silent vows, for thrifty wives to keep account books, for those
with artistic pretensionsto inflict their work on their relatives, and for everyoneto writeto relativesfar
and near. That |ast item aone, that tiny token of civilization, made Errold’ s Grove seem lesslike the end
of the universe and more like apart of Vademar. When it was possible to communicate, however
infrequently, with those outside the confines of Lord Breon' s holdings, people didn’t feel forgotten
anymore,

Then there was the Fellowship.

Keishanodded afriendly greeting toward the Fellowship booth, and the soberly clad woman
tending it smiled and nodded back, her smile widening as Shandi’ s footsteps suddenly (and predictably)
lagged and her eyes went to the delicate wisps of fabric draped temptingly over aline at the back of the
booth. The Felowship, aloose ama gamation of adozen familiesrelated only in their religious beliefs and
afirm commitment to peace and alife with no violence or anger init, had arrived in Errold’ s Grove two
years ago with their herds, their household goods, and their readiness to work and work hard. Within
months, they had built an enclave of adozen stout houses and barns enough for dl their animas; withina
year, traders were coming especialy to buy what they produced.

For what the Fellowship speciaized in was producing remarkable textiles: lengths of



tapestry-woven fabric; intricate braids and other trims; and a very few smple garments such as shawls
and capes - woven, knitted, knotted, and braided of the beautifully spun and dyed wool from their herds.

The creatures providing the wool were no ordinary animals. The Fellowship had goats with coats
solong and silky that it was a pleasure to touch them, sheep with wool the texture of the finest
thistledown, and aspecid variety of chirra. They werealittle smaller and had a Sweeter, more delicate
face than those used as winter pack animals, and they possessed a coat of wool that when woven was
softer than the finest sueded deerskin: light, dense, and so warm that one had to wear a cloak of it to
believeit. These animals adl needed more tending than their mundane counterparts, so much so that it was
likely that few folk would be willing to put that much work into their care. Nevertheless, it was obvioudy
worth it to thefolk of the Fellowship, since traders came from asfar away as Haven itself to purchase
items such asther chirra-cloaks and blankets, their intricately patterned fabrics, and their “wedding”
shawls, wraps of knitted lace so fine and ddlicate that they could be drawn through awedding ring.
Keishahad heard that it had become the fashion for the highborn of VVademar to present one of these
shawlsto daughters of their houses to mark a betrotha, or for a suitor to offer onein token that he
intended to ask for awoman’s hand.

Well, what was desirable for the highborn of VValdemar was a so the heart’ sdesire of every girl of
marriageable agein Errold’ s Grove - and the folk of the Fellowship were pleased to make it possible for
these less-than-highborn suitors and parents to grant those yearnings with specid pricesfor the folk of
their home village. Small wonder Shandi’ s eyes and feet were drawn to the booth; she had three current
auitors, dl hotly pursuing her (and completely unsuitable in their father’ s estimation), any one of whom
could give her the reason for selecting such ashawl and pointing her choice decoroudy out to him.

“Shandi - ” Keisha called her wandering attention back with atouch of exasperation. “Look, let’'s
seeif there' sared dyefirgt, then you can go look at shawlswhile | seeif anyon€e s brought medicines or
herbsthat | can use”

“All right,” Shandi agreed, though with an audible sigh. Satisfied that she had her Sster’ s atention
for a least alittle while, Keishaand Shandi made the rounds of al three dye-sdllers booths, looking for
that so-elusivered.

Keishadeiberately went to Baden’ s booth last; he was- in her opinion - the most honest of the
three. Asthey neared his booth, he twinkled at Shandi and crooked afinger a her. They hurried to his
counter.

“I think I may have something for you young ladies,” the cheerful, weether-tanned man said. “I’'ve
only been waiting for our good Hedler’ s expert opinion onit.” He nodded at Keisha, who flushed.

He cleared bundles of dried fungus off the counter and reached beneath it, bringing out a cake
the size of hishand and as black as dried blood, together with something that 1ooked like a seed pod
made of dried leather. He placed hands with nails from benesth which no amount of sogp and water
would ever remove the traces of dye on the counter. “ Here' sthe dye, and here sthe thing it comes from;
now you tell me if thisisgoing to beasgood as| think it is”

Keshacrumbled abit off the cake, smdled it, very cautioudy tasted it, and tried dissolving itina
cup of water he provided. It didn’t dissolve, and she raised an eyebrow at the dye-merchant, who only
grinned.

“Won't dissolve in water, nor in water and soap,” he said in triumph. “Here - ” Hetossed out the
water, and poured abit of clear liquid into the cup from a stoppered bottle It appeared to be
thrice-distilled spirits, by the potent smell, and very nearly made her drunk just to sniff it. She dropped a
crumb of dyein and was rewarded by a spreading crimson stain.

“Let meadd ahit of sdt for mordant, and you see for yoursalf what this stuff does.” He brought
out another cup and poured water into that, then obliged her with some scraps and threadsto try in the

dye.

The samplesthey dunked in the dye became gratifying shades of scarlet, and no amount of rinsing
inthe water he' d provided would take the color out. As Shandi sucked in her breath with excitement,
Keisha brought the threads up to her nose until she was nearly cross-eyed, examining every crevice and
crack to seeif the dyewas “taking” evenly. Finaly, she pronounced judgment.



“I think it will fade eventually, but it will take years aslong as you keep the color out of the sun,”
shetold both the merchant and her sgter. “Dyeing with distilled spiritswill be tricky, maybe dangerous,
what with the fumes being flammable - worse for someone doing large batches of thread and yarn than
for you, Shandi - but thisis probably the best red I’ ve ever seen.” She turned her attention to the “pod,”
and picked it up to peer at it. “ Just what is thisthing?’

“A snall,” the merchant said glesfully. “ And no onewould ever have noticed what secret thislittle
creature held if Terthorn hadn’t tried to cook them in white wine. I’ m the only one hetold, and | got him
to promise me an exclusve market.”

Shandi had to laugh at that. “ So Terthorn’ s famous palate and cooking experimentsfinaly have
some use! | suppose we should just be glad he didn’t try to cook them in red wing”

The dye-merchant laughed, “Oh, now he' d never have done that! Haven't we heard him say a
thousand times that no one with any rea taste would cook snailsin red wine?’

Keisha sthoughts were more practical. “ So exactly how much are you going to part usfrom for
thiswonder?’ she asked dubioudy. She knew it wasn't going to be cheap; not as strong ared asthis, nor
one as colorfast. She also knew Shandi would take it at any price, and wasjust fervently glad that it was
this merchant who had the supply, not one of the other two.

“For you, Shandi, I'll trade it weight-for-weight in slver.” Keishatried not to wince, but the price
wasfair. If he had any sense, when he got the Stuff into civilized lands, he d trade it weight-for-weight in
gold.

Shandi grimaced, but didn’t argue when Keishadidn't. “Fair enough,” she said bravely, and dug
out four silver coins, placing them on one sSide of his scales. He crumbled dye into the pan on the other
sde until they leveled off equa, then winked again, and crumbled a bit more into the pan. He pocketed
the coins, then tilted the pan of dyeinto a paper cone, tapping it to get every crumb into the container.
With alittle bow, he handed the precious packet to Shandi, who twisted the open end of the cone tight
and put it carefully into her pouch.

“I'll tell you something else, young ladies,” he said, as they were about to move on, “I haven't
looked any further than to get the scarlet. If you can tell me how to get adeep, fast purple asgood as
thered out of that, I’ll havethe priceif you give me an exclusve from hereon.”

Keisha s eyebrows both went up. “Redly,” was al she replied, but her mind was dready on
changing the mordant, adding other possible ingredients, experimenting with double-dyeing with indigo.

Barlen’slook told her that he' d al but seen her thoughts written on her forehead. “If anyone can
doit,” he continued with awave, “you two can. Oh, and Keisha, you ought to go talk to Steelmind; he
cameto market by himsalf, and | think he’ s got some seeds you might be interested in.”

“Redly!” she exclamed, as Shandi headed straight for the Fellowship booth, one hand
protectively cupped over her pouch. “Thanks, Harlen!”

“No problem.” Another villager approached the booth, and Barlen turned his attention to the
potential new customer. Keishamoved aong to the shaded arbor next to the new Templethat the
Hawkbrothers used as a booth when they cameto Errold’ s Grove.

Normally Hawkbrothers only appeared for the quarterly Faire market days, and when they
came, they camein force, with a half-dozen bead-and-feather-bedecked traders and their fierce-looking
birds of prey. They took over the arbor and put up apavilion aswell, and traders buzzed around them
like bees a ahoney pat, for the things they brought, though (aside from afew items) never predictable,
were dways fantastic. Sometimesit was lengths of silk fabric inimpossible colors and patterns,
sometimesit was trims and ribbons made of the same silks and silk embroidery thread that girls saved for
their wedding dresses. They had been known to bring jewd ry, glassware, odd spices and incense, vias
of scent and massage oils, rugs sometimes, and, once, smpler variations on their own tunics and robes.
Thoseitemsthat were predictable were dways welcome: ropes and cording much stronger than anyone
else could make and much lighter, too; hammocks made from that same cord; amazing fegthers, furs
unlike anyone el se brought; leather tanned so that it was as supple and soft astheir silks; rare woods; and
carvingsin stone, ivory, and wood.

But sometimes, one called Steddmind came by himsdlf, bringing strange ornamenta or useful



plants, herbs, and seeds. Keishaliked him, for al that he never said one word more than he absol utely
had to; she dso liked hisbird, adow and deepy buzzard who was perfectly happy to accept ahead
scratch from her.

Sure enough, Steelmind had tucked himsdlf and his bird into the depths of the arbor, with
bare-root plants (roots carefully wrapped in damp moss) and an assortment of well-grown seedlingsin
small plugs of earth arranged beside him. His blue eyes brightened when he saw Keisha, and he waved -
awedcome and an invitation to Sit, dl in the same gesture.

“Barlen says you have some seeds?’ she said, giving the bird his scratch before settling on the
turf beneath the arbor, her tunic puddling around her. She bent over to look at the plants he' d brought,
and recognized the bare-root ones to be young rose vines.

Roses! Shetried to imagine what Hawkbrother-bred rose vineswould be like, and failed. She
resolved to take at least one of them home with her - maybe more. Mum - would love a climbing rose
going over atrellisat the front door - and it would be nice to have one plant in the herb garden
that isn ‘t useful for anything!

She felt the same avariciousness that Shandi must have felt over the dye - if there was one
weakness she had, it was for her garden. . ..

“Itisspring, so mostly | have flower seeds and seedlings and these - ” he gestured at the rose
vines, but she sensed hewasteasing her.

“Mosily?” shereplied.

“Our Hedler suggested afew others before | 1eft,” Steelmind said and smiled, an expression that
transformed hisface and made it obvious that he wasn't much older than shewas. He laughed alittle.
“Actudly, it was stronger than merely suggestion.” He rummaged in abasket at his side and brought out
fat little packets of tough silk, sewn at the top to resemble tiny sacks of grain. Each one had asymbol
painted onit in adifferent color. “This stops pain, this stops cough, thisisabam, this stopsitching from
insect bites and rashes. There are ingtructions in each packet on growing and use.”

“They work better than what | use now?’ she asked skeptically.

He shrugged, and the beadswoven into his hair clicked together. “ Different, that’sal | know.
Better?| don’t know, I’m not a Hedler, and we do not know what you have to work with. No worse,
certainly. And | have been given orders that if you want them, your priceis- nothing. Healer to Hedler, is
what | wastold.”

Nothing? They do trust me to know, what I’m doing! And that these herbs were different
from those she had been using - she knew from her own experience that a medication that one person
responded well to might not work on another - and might make athird sicker. That was the peril of
working with herbs. “I’ll take them, and thank your Hedler very sincerely for me,” shereplied. “ And how
much for the rose vines? 1t will be nice to have something in my garden that is't for healing people.”

“Andwho isto say that arose cannot heal?” He amiled and named his prices, they haggled
amiably, and settled on aprice that didn’t leave either of them fedling cheated.

She gathered up her spoils - two rose vines, which would make everyone happy - and gave the
bird a second scratch, which he seemed to expect. Then she left the arbor to go find Shandi and tear her
away from the Fellowship booth.

Or try, anyway. If she got to talking embroidery and dye with the attendant, nothing lessthan a
miracle would take her away before the sun went down.

Keishasquinted againgt the bright sunlight, and peered up the street as aflock of crowsflew
overhead, ydling cheerful insults at the village below. As she had haf-expected, Shandi and the
Fellowship woman were deep in conversation. Keisha shrugged her shoulders and sighed, wondering if it
was going to be worth the trouble to try to pry Shandi away. If so, she had the choice of looking very
rude and bossy and actually getting the job done quickly, or spending far more time than she wanted to
and looking polite and courteous. If there had only been Shandi to consider, therewould just be afew
sharp words and it would be donewith . . . but sheredly didn’t want to look boorishin front of a
member of the Fellowship.

It was ashort internal debate. There’' s no point. If she finished her chores, I’ ve got no call to



tell her how to spend her free time. And if she hasn’t, she can take the consequences her self.
Shandi’ s one fault was that she tended to “forget” things she had to do when she didiked them. When
they were younger, it had been Keisha stask to supervise her and seeto it that the “forgotten” chores
were done - because if Shandi didn’t do them, Keishawould haveto pitchin later. Mum' sidea of a
proper form of incentive for meto be an ogre. But | don’t have time to spare to pitch in now. I’'m
not her keeper, no matter what Mum thinks, and Shandi’ s sixteen and old enough to take the
consequences by herself.

She ambled dowly up the street, enjoying the novel sensation of having people around her who
were not in discomfort or pain - who were, in fact, entirely contented. Lately, it had become
uncomfortable for her to be near peoplein any sort of distress, asif she shared their fedlings. . . . She'd
fancied once or twice that it was the sort of Empathy power that she heard told of in stories, but
dismissed the thought quickly. Things like that didn’t happen to ordinary people from little townslike
Errold' s Grove, and her Gift was an extraordinary enough fluke.

It wouldn't be too long until Spring Equinox Faire, and the booths of those who sold their goods
to the far-ranging traders were stuffed full, while the booths of those who depended on those same
tradersto bring them goods from outside were getting mighty empty. The dye-sdlers, thefolk who
bought up agreat dedl of the Hawkbrother trade goods, and the Fellowship would al send most of their
stock with the traders when the Faire was over.

The blacksmith needs metals, the baker needs spices and sugar, the girls are craving glass
beads, laces, and ribbons, | need things | can’t get here -

Heder Gil Jarad would be just as happy if she didn’'t have to rely on those medicines, though.
That was one subject on which they didn’t, and probably would never, agree. He couldn’t tell her how to
use her Gift - more importantly, he had no way to oversee her and tell her what she was doing right or
wrong, the way he could with medicines and the knife. How was she supposed to use this so-caled Gift
effectively, or even safdy?

| suppose it would be quite useful if I could make head or tail out of those texts, shethought
glumly, as she neared the Fellowship booth and Shandi. 1t's almost as if they were written in a code
that is perfectly understandable to everyone but me!

And | amfeeling far too sorry for myself! Determined not to spoil what was a perfectly fine
spring day, Keisha decided to stop thinking, and smply enjoy.

Alight breeze brought a hint of incense from the Temple, which joined harmonioudy with thefresh
flowers some of the stallkeepers used as decoration. The sunshine warmed her with the promise of afine
spring to come. The annua village-wide spring cleaning had taken place only afew daysearlier in
preparation for the Spring Faire, and as a consequence, the entire village was as charming as ahighborn
child’ stoy. Streets had been swept of al the winter accumulation of junk and debris, houses and fences
were newly whitewashed, market booths dl neatly mended. What a perfect scene this would be for a
painter or a tapestry maker to reproduce, shethought, just as she came even with Shandi. Thisis how
the highborn think all our villages ook, all the time. Still, she shouldn't beso cynicdl. Itreally is
pretty - the red shutters, the pale gold of the thatched roofs, the rainbow colors of the flowers
everywhere, the handsome white horse posing right at the end of the street -

- white horse ? There were no white horsesin Errold’ s Grovel!

Keisha shook her head and looked again, but the vison didn’t go away; instead, it drew nearer.
There was a blue-eyed white horse decked out in blue-and-silver riding gear at the end of the street
nearest the bridge - and he was coming straight toward the market square. There was purpose in each
and every step hetook. He had no rider.

And - was helooking at her?

Y ou had to havelived in a. cave al your life not to know what a blue-eyed white horse was, and
meant, in this kingdom. Thiswas a Companion, and alonelike this, with no urgency in his demeanor, he
hedn’t lost his Herald, nor was hisHerald in trouble. No, he had to be on Search.

And that meant he was looking for anew Herad-well, Herdd-trainee - the person to whom he
would be bonded for therest of both their lives.



It seemed that the entire market saw the Companion at the same time that Keishadid. Everyone
stopped talking, and the silence that fell over the square was broken only by the soft chiming of bridle
bells and the matching overtones of the Companion’ s deliberate steps. He knew very well that al eyes
were on him, too - he arched his neck and lifted each hoof so high he might have been on parade.

Keishafroze; out of the corner of her eye, she saw that Shandi had done the same. The
Companion was looking neither to the right, nor to the lft, and there were only two people of reasonable
age for him to Choose from in the direction he was moving. Of course, Companions had been known to
Choose full adultsin the past, but it wasn't usual. No, the only two peoplelikely to be Chosenin this
village who were present a the moment were Shandi - and Keisha.

For amoment, Kelshawas stunned, too shocked to think. Thiswas not supposed to be
happening! But as the Companion moved closer, she wrenched hersalf out of her shock with agrimace,
as dismay washed over her.

Don‘t you dare, shethought with annoyance bordering on anger a the Companion. Don' tyou
dare try to Choose me! Her hands balled into fists as she stared into his eyes, willing him to hear her.
Don't even think about Choosing me! | have responsibilities here, you dolt! People here need me
for what | can do, and | can ‘tjust ride out of here and leave them! Listen to me, you fool! Don't -

Maybe staring into his eyes had been a mistake.

Shefdt therest of theworld vanishing around her as shefdl into those twin pools of sapphire.
But before she could drown in them, she bit her lip to bring her back to herself and hurled her denid at
him.

I. Am. Not. Expendable! she thought, working up real hest at the thought that anyone, even a
Companion, could march into her life and proceed to reorder it for her. 1. Am. Not. Going!

She sensed surprise. Pick somebody else!

Now she sensed - amusement? Why amusement?

Her anger evaporated.

The eyesturned away from her, let her go. Had they ever redly held her, or had that only been
her imagination?

She didn’t get achance to think about it, because movement beside her caught her attention. The
Companion stood quietly, and now it was Shandi who walked with dow, entranced steps toward him.

She looked like a deepwalker, and Keisha stifled the impulse to grab her arm and keep her
whereshewas. Still. .. I'mnot her keeper. If thisis what she wants, she should try to make it work.
She's old enough to make up her own mind, just as| am, and live with whatever comes of it.

Although, it looked asif consequences were the last thing on Shandi’ s mind right now.

Shandi stopped, just a step away from the Companion’s nose, and dowly reached her hand
forward, asif shefeared to touch him. Keishawaited, heart pounding, biting her lower lip. The
Companion made short work of Shandi’ s hesitation, craning his neck forward as his bridle bells chimed,
and putting hisnose in her hand. Then they just stood there for along, long time, and Keisha s breathing
seemed very loud in the sllence.

Then, as Keisha s nerves wound tighter and tighter, like an overtuned harpstring, the spell - or
whatever it was - findly broke. They both moved, the Companion tossing his head and sidling around so
that his tirrup and saddle were in easy reach. Shandi reached for the cantle, then turned to her sister with
eyes brimming with wonder.

That snapped everyone else out of their tense silence, and before Shandi could speak, she was
surrounded by friends and neighbors, al of them contributing to a conglomerate of babble that sounded
like a shouting match between aflock of hensand agaggle of geese. Asfar as Keisha could make out,
none of them had anything very intelligent to say, but they were al very intent on saying it.

Through agap in the crowd, Shandi peered entreat-ingly back at her sister; Keisha sighed and
pushed her way past everyone elseto reach her.

Shandi paid attention to no one ese, holding out her free hand entreatingly. “Keisha, | didn’t
mean - | mean, | want to go, but | didn’t ask - | mean, | didn’t intend - ” Shandi was doing agood job
of babbling hersdlf, and Keisha reached out and gave her shoulders afriendly shake.



“Of courseyou didn’t mean for thisto happen, you ninny,” she half-scolded, half-cgoled.
“Choosings aren’t planned, everyone knowsthat - and it'snot asif you’ d gone and made an
gppointment for this hairy beast to show up! | mean, if you could smply decide to be aHerad, what
would be the point? Herald would be like any other job. Y ou get Chosen because you' re the right
person to be aHerad, you know that.”

And I, most certainly, am not!

Wasit her imagination, or did the Companion swing his head around and wink at her, just as she
thought that?

Oh, there' s probably afly buzzing around his ears.

“But Keisha, | haveto go, | mean | haveto go now, and - ” Shandi looked at her, pleading with
her to understand, tears brimming in her eyes and rolling dowly down one cheek.

“Andif you didn’t have to go now, you know that Mum would find a thousand reasons why you
couldn’t go, ever. | know that; Havens, probably everybody in town knowsthat.” Keishatried to smile,
but it was agreat deal more difficult than she had thought it would be. “ Shandi, that’ swhy it happensthis
way - I'll bet that, otherwise, every single mother in VVademar would have athousand reasons why her
child couldn’t go haring off into the sunset just on the say-so of abig white horse!”

“But - but - ” Shandi’ s expression was painfully easy to read. Fix things for me, her eyes
pleaded. Thisis more important than anything in my life, but | can’t go if you don’t promise to fix
things forme!

Keishaclosed her eyesfor the briefest of moments, no more than ablink, stifled asigh, and
nodded. Just like ways - it looked asif she was going to haveto “pitch in” after al, and help clean up
themess.. ..

But that’ s not being generous, and if it was me - oh, if Shandi could have substituted for
me, I'd be at Hedler's Collegium now.

“Go,” she urged her sgter, and meant it. “ Go, and go now. I'll take care of everything.”

Shandi bdieved her; Shandi aways bdieved her. With asigh of relief and asudden smilelikethe
sun emerging from athundercloud, she kissed Keisha, hugged her tight, then fumbled loose the strings
holding her belt-pouch to her belt. “Here- " she said, pressing it into Keisha shands. “ Take the dye, see
what you can do with it, maybeit’ll be good for amedicine.” Then she turned awvay and mounted the
Companion’ s saddle with such ease and grace that it looked asif she' d been doing it dl her life, never
mind that she’ d never ridden anything before but their aged pony. The Companion clearly wastaking no
chances, he gave Shandi no further chances for farewells or regrets. He danced alittle, shook his
harness, and pivoted in place on his hind feet. That got people to move out of hisway, and pretty briskly,
too. He moved out at afast walk, alowing Shandi time enough only to wave good-bye before breaking
into acanter at the end of the street. In no time at dl, they were over the bridge, then lost to Sght asthe
road was hidden by trees. Keishalet out the sigh she'd been holding in - and the exasperation. While the
rest of trie villagers gathered in knots, still babbling with excitement, Keishafdt the weight of yet another
burden fal on her shoulders. Let’s see - one hysterical mother, three heartbroken suitors, half a
dozen friends left forlorn and a little jealous - | can handle that. | hope,

Keishastood with her back to the wal in the warm, soup-scented kitchen, and wished she were
anywhere else but there. Sidonie Alder had reacted to the news that her youngest daughter had been
Chosen asaHerdd precisaly as she would have if Shandi had been abducted by barbarians. This made
Nno sense, of course, but Keisha hadn’t expected anything else.

She tried not to wince when Sidoni€ s voice rose to new and shriller heights. “I can’t believe you
just let her go likethat! How could you just stand there and | et her be carried off?”

Thiswas only about the hundredth time Keisha s mother had repeated that particular accusation,
and it didn’'t look asif she were going to stop thinking Keishawas the villainess of the Stuation any time
soon. Each time Sidonie uttered another outburst, before Keisha had a chance to say anything sensiblein
reply, she broke down into hysterica sobs and cast herself into the arms of her husband or one of her
two oldest sons. Thistime it was her husband’ s arms where she sought shelter from her traitorous
offspring. He patted her back and said consolingly, “Now, Mather, you know that’s how it is.



Keishacouldn’t have done naught. That's how they aways do these Choosing things, | suppose,
s0 they can make aclean break and dl.”

“But she'sonly a baby! She can't take care of hersdlf al donel” wasthe inevitable reply,
followed by afresh spate of tears. Keishawisdly kept silent thistime, since anything she' d tried to say
until how had only brought on another outburst; her brother Garry wasinjudicious enough to put in his
two bits.

“Aw, Mum, she' snot so little as all that!” Garry protested. “ She' s old enough to take care of
hersdf, and anyway, you know them Companions seeto it the kids they Choose are right and tight.

Y ou' d have been losing her pretty soon, anyway. She's had three beaus, an’ like as not, she' d have been
married in ayear or two - ”

Oh, no. Now he's given Mum something el se to weep about, Keishathought with dismay.

Shewasright. “Now I’ll never see her wed!” camethewail, muffled by her husband’ s shoulder.
Keishaswallowed, as her somach roiled. Thiswas beginning to make her Sck - literdly.

But her father had athoughtful ook on hisface, and it was preity clear that he wasthinking there
was another sideto dl this, one that had alot of advantages besides the obvious. Female Herdds, if they
wed, generaly married other Heralds; on the rare occasions they married outside the Circle, it waswith
men who asked nothing more of them than their company outside of duty, usualy Hedlersor Bards. So if
Shandi married, there would be no dowry to raise. If shewed, it would be with someone who would live
far from Errold’ s Grove - so there would be no need to put up with a son-in-law he didiked (and he
didiked dl three of Shandi’ s suitors, each for adifferent reason).

The obvious reasons for being pleased about the Situation were many, and he' d aready brought
them up to hiswife, as had Keisha. Their daughter was going to be a Herald; they’ d be the parents of a
Herad. People would look up to them, they’ d have new importance in the village; people would listen to
what they said, even ask their opinions on matters of importance. Oh, of course shewas going to be
doing work that was often dangerous, but not for years yet, and it sill wasn't dl that safe herein Errold’'s
Grove - after dl, what if the barbarians came back?

Keishacould tell that her father had clearly come to the opinion that thiswas no bad thing; his
thoughts might just aswell have been written on hisface for Keishato read.

“Mum, she'sgoing to befine,” Keisha said, once again, as her mother’ s sobs quieted. “When
have you ever heard of anewly Chosen Trainee coming to grief on the road? She’ sgoing to be avery
important person now, and people will ook up to you because she' s your daughter. We might even get
invited to Court someday and see the Queen! And if she decidesto get married, what ever gave you the
ideathat she wouldn't come hereto doit?” Thistime- finally - this attempt at comfort wasn't met with
another outburst, and Keisha continued as soothingly as she could. “Mum, she’ sgoing to bein the safest
placein theworld for at least four years - you just don’t get any safer than Herad's Collegium. | mean,
think! It sright indgde the Palace grounds! Think about that! Y our daughter is going to beliving on the
Pdace grounds, and not as aservant either! She'll be back every long holiday, you know she will. After
al, you couldn’'t keep her away. Which one of us dwaysthrows hersdf into the holidays, hmm? Shand,
of course! Just because she' s going to be a Herad, that doesn’t mean she doesn't love her family!”

Oh, but I’'m getting very close to not loving my dear family right now. . . . All of this
excitement had given Keishaa pounding headache; shefelt asif al her nerves were scraped raw and
Someone was pouring saltwater on them. Her stomach was so sour she probably wouldn't be able to eat
any supper. But Shandi was the baby - my baby sister, the one | looked after and picked up after -
and if | didn ‘'t have to help calm Mum down, I’ d probably be the one bawling like a bereft calf
right now. | can’t do that, and make sure Mum gets through this and starts to ook on the bright
gde -

But right now, given the least Sign that her mother was getting over her hysterics- or at least that
some of her mother’ s friends were going to come help console her - Keishawould be only too happy to
get out of the house and go somewhere - anywhere - else.

Evidently she had been good enough and patient enough that for once her unspoken prayers
were answered. Asif the thought had been a summons, relief came bursting through the kitchen door at



that very moment.

“Sidonie! Ayver!” Three of the neighbor women came burgting into the kitchen like aforce of
nature, al three of them managing to squeezein at the same time, not waiting to beinvited ingde. “Isit
true? A Herdd? A Hedler and aHerdd in the same family, how proud you must be!”

A Heder and aHerald! shethought, startled for amoment by the phrasing. Oh, my - bless
them for noticing!

Like the peoplein the market, they were dl talking at once, but since there were only three of
them, they didn’t step dl over each other’ s sentences so much that it al turned into a confused gabble.
They surrounded Sidonie and Ayver, faces flushed with excitement at being so close to the greet event.
“Oh, Sidonieg, just think! Our little Shandi is going to be so important!”

Sidonie took her face out of her husband’ s shoulder, and though it was tear-stresked and red
with weeping, it seemed that the arrival of her friends pulled her the last few steps out of hysteria. She
wiped her face with her gpron, and began to look more like her normal sdif.

Keishadeemed it practical at that point to remove hersdlf.

But she hadn’t gotten more than a single step out the door - in fact, she was still sanding on the
threshold - before she ran into another of the Fellowship women, one whom she knew well. Alyswasin
charge of the hedlth of all of the herds, and as such, she and Keisha had spent plenty of time together
dosing the animalsfor avariety of illnesses and other problems. This afternoon Alyslooked hesitant as
she approached the house, and grest relief spread over her blunt features when she saw that Keishawas
just leaving.

“Oh, Keisha- I'm surethisisabad time, but that chirra | wasworried about has definitely got
wet-tail - ” she began; Keishadidn't give her achance to say more. Shetook Alys's elbow and pointed
her toward the workshop, just as she spotted four more women bustling in their direction, heading for the
Alder house.

“It'sadways abad time when a beast gets sick, you ought to know that!” she said, making ajoke
out of it. “They never choose reasonable timesto have problems! No worry, I'm going to be the last
cresture Mum thinks about for awhile. Not only will I not be missed, | can make you up what you need
inno time; you' ve caught it early, so you should have a cure by tomorrow.”

The more distance she got between herself and the house, the better shefelt, and chatting with
Alys about the beasts of her herds was such acommonplace matter it could not have been a better
antidote for the hysteriashe' d just endured. Alyswas a caming person to be around anyway; she had to
be, asthe animas she worked with were quick to sense agitation and become upset themsalves. Shewas
older than Sidonie by ayear or two, sturdy, brown, and square, with afriendly face and open manner.
Like dl the women of the Fellowship, her workday clothing wasfairly drab, not unlike Kelsha's, except
that the tunic and breeches were of abetter fit and not hand-me-downs.

The two of them entered the workshop, and Keisha began pulling down the boxes of herbs she
needed as Alyswent on about the most recent births. The sharp and pungent scents of herbsfilled theair
as Keishaworked, and the cool of the workshop alowed her headache to ease. It occurred to Keisha
that Alys arriva provided not one, but two excdlent excusesfor staying away from home for awhile.
After dl, it was spring, and that meant insect season; in particular, the fleas and ticks that would infest the
Fellowship herds, given half a chance. So as soon as she had finished the wet-tail potion Alys needed,
but before the woman could pull out her purseto pay for it, Kelshamade her an additiond offer.

“Look, thisyear I"d like to get ahead of the bugsinstead of trying to catch up with them after
your beasts are scratching themsalves raw,” she said, trying to be as persuasive as she knew how. “Why
don’t I make you up some batches of that repellent dip we talked about last year and agood supply of
thekill dip. You cantry therepdlent right away, and if you seeit isn’t working, you' Il be ableto dip them
al again with thekill beforeit getsto be aproblem.”

Cautious, and fruga asaways, Alyswrinkled her forehead and bit her lip cautioudy. “That
would be very helpful, but - ”

Keishadready knew what she was going to say; at the moment, the Fellowship’ s cofferswere
pretty bare. They wouldn't have made any major salesto traders since the Harvest Faire two seasons



ago. “We'll just makeit acredit against ashawl trade later for one of my brothers - at least one of them
isbound to settle on agirl by Harvest. Or if you' d rather, when the traders get done with you at Spring
Faire, you can pay methen.” She grinned and held out her hands. “I’ d rather have you on credit than
have to ded with an infestation like we had three years ago!”

Alys shuddered and nodded agreement. The Fellowship folk normaly didn’t much carefor
credit, but as Keishahad known it would, the mere mention of that horrible fleainfestation made the
difference. It had taken weeksto clear up, and worse, the poor beasts had yielded inferior fleeces that
year. Between the cost of the dips and the loss of quality fleeces, the Fellowship’s steward had been
beside himsdlf. Alys had aready been beside herself; anything that caused her beasts pain caused her
anguish, too.

And since the dips are all made fromthings | can harvest in the woods right now, rather
than things | have to pay for, | can afford to extend them the credit.

No sooner agreed than done; making up the batches of sheep dip ate up enough candlemarks
that by the time Alysleft, both armsladen down with baskets packed with jugs, the Alder homewasfull
of friends and neighbors to the point where another body could not possibly have squeezed inside.
Afternoon sun gilded the kitchen wall as Keishastood out in the yard and listened for a moment; from the
genera emotional tenor of the cacophony, Sidonie had gone from grief to pride -

Asit should be.

- and now the gathering had dl the sgns of turning into an impromptu celebration.

But Keishagtill didn’t want to be anywhere near it. And she didn’t want to have to dedl with the
three heartbroken boys either, for al three suitors would be bound to show up on the doorstep of her
workshop, looking for consolation. At least, she didn’t want to deal with them right now.

But since I’ m out of flearwort, lerch buds, tannim bark and € o root now, | have the perfect
reason to go harvest some. And, if they think | am sulking because my sister was Chosen and not me,
well then, let them think that.

Maybe it will make some of them do something nice to comfort me. That way | can get some
reward | can call “appreciation” to make up for the times my generosity was taken advantage of in the
past.

With abig basket over one arm and harvesting tools in the pockets of her tunic, she set off to the
woods to do just that. She took the long way round, using the path that skirted the edge of thefields
rather than cutting straight through. Y oung plants were just starting to show whether they’ d be successful
or not; the weak ones were ready to be weeded out, and the strong ready for abit of manure. She
exchanged some sort of greeting with everyone working out there as she passed; it was impossible not
to. The good thing was that Since she was carrying her gathering basket, it was obvious that she had
work to do, and there were only alimited number of candlemarks before dusk fell. No one would delay
her when it might be medicine he would need that she' d be gathering.

Self-interest isn ‘t that bad a thing, when it comes down to it. We all tend to do thingsin
self-interest, even - maybe especially - when we can couch it in terms of nobility and self-sacrifice.
And look, Shandi gets the pretty white horse and a room at the Collegiumwhile | get Errold’s
Grove' s sicknesses and complaints.

The farther she got from the village, the better shefdt; shefelt her steps growing lighter once she
entered the woods proper. Her ssomach calmed down, and by the time she reached the lerchbush
thicket, she was humming under her bregath, and her headache wasjust about gone.

This probably isn't thelast time | am going to fed like there’ s been some kind of injustice over
Shandi being Chosen and not me - eveniif | don't really want to be Chosen anyway. Besides, | have my
own Gift and some gppreciation, from somefolks anyway. Vademar wasn't founded on things being fair
inlife, it was founded on coping with the unfairness of life. The tradition continues, Herald or not!

The lerchbush was a hardy creature and didn’t react badly to having afew of its buds pruned
away. A woodpecker trilled just over her head, and as she carefully held each branch and pared every
third bud off with atiny knife, the rich, green scent of lerch sap spread on the air and shedrank it in with
pleasure. Each bud went into the hempen bag she had tied to her belt. She dabbed each “wound” with



pitch from an unstoppered jar, to sedl it and keep insects and fungi from infesting the branches as
Stedmind had taught her. Taking care today means plenty tomorrow. That'swhat he'd said, then
gmiled, asif a ajoke only he understood.

When her bag wasfull, shetied it off, put it in the basket, and went in search of flearwort, akind
of shelf-fungusthat grew on the falen bodies of winter-killed trees. For that, she had to seek out trees
that were too rotten to use for firewood, whose desths were due to insects or rot, and not storm.

When she returned to the village, basket full, it was already dusk and the sky had just begun to
blossom with starsin the east. The village itself seemed oddly quiet, the houses dark and deserted. Only
the faintest threads of smoke came from chimneys that should have been showing evidence of supperson
the hearth. She was puzzled, though not darmed, by the quiet, until she got into the vicinity of the Alder
home. Then it was quite obvious where the people had dl gone!

An enormous party - akind of extemporaneous Spring Faire in advance of the actual date - had
invaded the house and the lawns and gardens of dl the neighbors around it. She watched in some
bemusement as her normally sober neighbors acted like adolescents on holiday. The houseitself must
have been packed to the ceiling, since there were people spilling out the door, and the celebration
perforce had spread into the yard.

Evidently dl of Errold’s Grove rejoiced in the Choosing of one of their own.

WA, shethought, it’s the most important thing to happen around here since the
barbarians. That wasn't exactly pleasant! Afterward, well, even though things came out all right
in the end, | imagine no one was in any mood to celebrate anything. What was there to be happy
about, after all? That only one relative was killed or that only half the house burned? That Lord
Breon or the Hawkbrothers were there at the rescue ? Well, all right, perhaps that, but the
circumstances eclipsed such elation. By the time any survivors could think clearly, their rescuers
were long gone. This cause for the whole village to celebrate is well-timed.

Controlled campfires burned in the pottery bowls prescribed for fires within the village bounds,
warming the folk gathered around them againgt the growing chill in the air. Some people were toasting
sausages and the like on the ends of sticks, just exactly asthey would during the Faire. From the wildly
varied scents on the breeze and the way everyone seemed to be egting, guzzling, or both, every neighbor
had contributed to the impromptu cel ebration by adding to the provender.

There would be no heartbroken former suitors showing up looking for comfort tonight, at least. A
celebration wasthe last place any of them would want to be. They were probably brooding by theriver
somewhere, or weeping over one of Shandi’ sribbons -

Or they' ve given her up completely, and they' re chatting up one of the other girls at the
party right this moment. When it came down to it, that wasthelikeliest.

Pausing for amoment in the shadowsjust outside the circles of light cast by thefires, Keisha
pondered just exactly what she wanted to do. Did sheredly want to be engulfed by aparty tonight?
Was shein any kind of mood for aloud, boisterous celebration? Granted, she was happy for Shandi, but
it wasn't the type of emotion that drove her to go to a party.

No, shetold hersdf immediady. No, | do not want any part of this. Mum, though, isin the
best of hands, and a celebration is just what she needs. It ‘Il turn her right around.

Already, her head gave her faint intimations of what would happen if she dlowed hersdlf to be
drawn into the commoation. A quiet night in her workshop, then alittle reading before going to deep -
that sounded much more attractive than being plied with wine, babbled at, and staying up until the dawn.
Asfor trying to find a corner of the house where she might be able to get some deep, that looked pretty
imposshble.

So shereversed her steps and went straight to her workshop, closing the thick door firmly behind
her. The heavy stonewalls closed her in comfortably, effective blocking out noise. She sighed with
content and relief, and felt her headache fade completdly. It didn't take long to get thefire going again,
and it was the work of afew momentsto get the kettle ready and swing it over thefireto bail.

While shewaited for her tea, she bundled the herbs and hung them up from hooksin the celling
to dry, then spread the budsin adrying tray and hung the tray from brackets over the window. By the



time she had finished clearing up, the water was ready for tea, and she washed her hands and set to fixing
it with agood appetite.

She kept astock of food at the workshop in case she missed ameal at home, and there was
more than enough for afine dinner. Dinner was toasted bread and cheese, with roasted chick peas, and a
satisfying and hearty teawith honey. Sheread alittle while she ate, enjoying the luxury of being ableto do
S0 - but mogst of dl, she cherished the quiet.

After shetidied up, she spent another contented candlemark or two puitting together more of the
common remedies she never seemed to have enough of, with specid attention to those for headache and
gueasy stomach - for there were bound to be plenty of those after tonight’ sindulgence.

She changed her mind about reading further, though, after she climbed up into theloft to her cozy
feather bed. Instead of reading, she reached over to the shelf beside the bed and picked up her
cross-gtitch embroidery - at the moment, it was the makings of afancy blouse. It wasn't that she didn’t
enjoy pretty things, after dl, it wasjust that they were very impractica for someonein her vocation. . . .

On the other hand, she didn’t always have to be working, and there were enough celebrations to
warrant having pretty clothing. Over the winter, with Shandi’ s help, she'd picked out alight brown linen
for afestival skirt, alighter beige for ablouse, and had charted out avery pretty pattern in browns and
goldsfor both. The skirt was done; now she was working on the deeves and neckline of the blouse. It
wouldn’t be finished for Spring Faire, but it probably would be for Midsummer. Cross-stitch - regular
geometric patterns, that is - was very soothing, she had found. It allowed her mind to drift to other
subjects, and sometimes as she worked, she was able to come up with answers to problems she needed
to solve.

As sheworked her needle through the linen tonight, she found herself wondering where Shandi
was, right a the moment.

Would she be at an inn, | wonder? Or would that Companion take her to a waystation
instead? In either case, Shandi would make herself at home. No one could resist her smile and her open
friendliness, so she would be awelcome guest at aninn - doubly so, as newly Chosen. She' d probably
be trested like a person of importance, and wouldn't haveto lift afinger for hersef. If, on the other hand,
shewas at awaystation, she' d have hersdf tucked up snugly in notime at dl. From dl that Keisha
understood, waystations were well provided for; Shandi was more of a housekeeper and cook than
Keishawas. It was not asif Shandi would have to deep out-of-doors, supperless.

That might be why the Companion was in such a hurry to leave, Keisharedized. They
probably had a long way to go before they came to either an inn or a waystation! That would bea
good thing to remind her mother of tomorrow, if Sidoniefet dighted that Shandi had | eft without waiting
to say good-bye.

By now, I’ll bet Shandi is probably wishing she waited long enough to gather up her work
basket! shethought with achuckle. I’ ve never seen her sitting down without something to work on
in her hands. Well, there ought to be at least one trader from Haven here at the Faire; I' [l box up
all her handiwork and send it off to her with him. With luck, | may be able to send her some
scarlet thread as well.

Would she belondly, dl by hersdf in alittle way-station? Probably not; she'd have the
Companion, after al, and everyone knew that Companions and Heralds had a specia bond that was as
close as anything two humans could have. | wonder if she can Mindspeak to him? | wonder what that
would be like? Marvelous, but maybe alittle scary; at least, that’ swhat she thought it might be like for
her.

Did Shandi missKeisha? | certainly miss her already. Brothersjust aren‘t the same as
ssters. It was hard to think of what thingswould be like without her. . . .

She found herself nodding over her work, so shefolded the blouse pieces carefully, putting them
away in her work basket and stowing everything on the shelf beside her bed. She blew out her candle,
and curled up -

- and even as she wondered if Shandi was awake or dreaming, shefell adeep.



Two

Morning broke clear and cool, with shreds of fog drifting above the fields and birds singing with
al ther heartsin the thatch of Keisha sroof. The faint hint of wood smoke mingled with fresh air [aden
with the perfume of spring flowers and the tang of new leaves - normaly she woke to the odor of
cooking porridge or pancakes. Keisha s nose, which was al that was peeking out from under the covers,
was cold; she preferred to deep with awindow open. The birds woke her, and her cold nose twitched at
the unaccustomed aromas, all the rest she saw from the small open window in her |oft-bedroom.

She dtretched luxurioudly and snuggled underneath her down comforter and blankets, enjoying
the smple pleasure of lying abed for aslong as she cared to. Had she been at home thismorning, she'd
have been ruddy jarred awake before dawn by the noise of five clumsy young men stumbling about the
house, getting fed and ready to go to work. They couldn’t seem to accomplish this smple task without a
great ded of hunting for boots and clothing, accompanied by shouting questions to each other concerning
the location of those articles. Once awake, there was no point in even trying to go back to deep, since
Sidonie would come roust Keisha out to help with household chores before she joined her husband and
sonson thefarm.

Instead of being jolted awake, Keisha had been serenaded awake, and after dawn, not before.
Instead of being hauled off to wash dishes - or, dear gods, pick up after last night’s enormous party - she
had enjoyed absolutely undisturbed deep.

Of course, the penalty for thisisthat | have to make my own breakfast and heat my own
wash water, but | think that’s a fair trade. Given that Shandi was gone, there would have been twice
the work to do on anorma morning, and after the celebration last night, well, the amount of cleaning up
didn’t bear thinking about. And would Sidonie even consider taking care of the cleanup gradualy, say,
by putting off thingslike floor washing and yard cleanup for afew days? Not a chance.

Sidoniewould ingst thet it dl be done a once. Wdl, with neither Shandi nor Keishathere,
maybe she' d findly get the boysto do their own share of the work - after dl, each one of them made
more mess than Shandi and Keisha put together.

It certainly wouldn‘t hurt them to start taking care of themsdlves. Maybe they’ d Start being more
careful if they had to take care of the consequences of their own laziness.

That was a satifying thought.

Well, what have | got left here to wear? How long ago did | bring things over? Shetook a
quick mental inventory; sincethelast time she d brought in cleaned smocks and breeches, she hadn’t had
any mgjor injuriesto ded with, so dl three outfitswere ill here. Good.

She aways kept at |least one spare outfit herein case she got particularly bloodied; Sidonie had
an averson to seeing her daughter comein with bloodstains on her clothing, though she had no such
problem with the same stains on her sons. Why was that? Sidonie had no fear of blood; she' d been born
and raised on afarm. Shewas afarmer’ swife, and the spillage of blood was part of farm life. Besides,
women weren't exactly strangersto blood themselves.

She sat up alittle more and wrapped one of her blankets around her shoulders. As she propped
her knees up, one possibility cameto her.

Y ou know, it occursto methat Mum'’ s problem isless with bloodstains and more with the notion
that it isn't ladylike for agirl to do things that would get her hands bloodied on aregular basis. | mean,
even at daughtering time, Mum doesn't get into the butchering until the carcasses have been bled out and
guitted.

That brought up some new things to think about; with Shandi gone, Sidonie would only have one
female child to concentrate on rather than two. Now, that meant more than smply having the number of
domestic helpers halved. Shandi had been as dainty and ladylike as her mother could have wished,
relieving Keisha of the need to be ether of those things. Now, though -

Now she' sgoing to be at meto get asuitor, to act like aproper lady, to start having children.
Besdesdl the chores, she'll want me to spend my free time doing needlework and making pretty
clothes, putting together a dower-chest, not studying my books or making medicines.



She groaned softly. It seemed that Shandi had saved her from more than she ever realized. Just
by being there and being what she was, Shandi had kept their mother’ s attention fixed on her, leaving
Keshafreer than she would be now.

I”d thought my life was complicated before!

It was s0 hard to balance dl the demands that were made on her. If they had their way, her
parents wanted her to help with the domestic chores, the farm work, get married, have children. Asfar as
the people of Errold' s Grove were concerned, the villagefolk wanted her to concentrate on nothing but
their injuriesand ailments, or the hurts and illnesses of their animals.

Not that | don’t prefer the animals, when it comes to that. They don’t spend most of their
time complaining! But that was unkind; of course people complained, it kept them from feding quite so
afraid. When they were sick or hurt, they lost control over their very selves, asthey perceived them, and
had to rely on the skills and tools of someone ese - so it was only natura that they would complain. Up
to apoint, the more they complained, the more frightened they were known to be.

Past that point, they’ re too pardyzed with fear to do anything. | guess| should be grateful that
they ‘re dtill complaining. Handling the dead isworse than listening to the living.

Heder Gil, on the other hand, never lost the opportunity to let her know that he ill felt she
should be at the Collegium; that he had no real confidencein her ability to get beyond herb- and
knife-Heding if shedidn’t go.

Wéll, he' sgot agood point there. | am making no headway with those books. How | wish that
old Wizard Justyn was il around! Surely he could have helped me make sense of those pages!

Perhaps she would haveto go, but who would take over for her? Could she train someone like
Alys?

Oh, no one would take this on who wasn'‘t a volunteer, and if anyone had been willing to
volunteer before, they wouldn’t have needed me. Asfor Alys, she'd madeit quite clear that shewas
in no way willing to extend her services beyond the animasin her charge.

Not that | blame her. Sheisfar morereticent and shy than | am.

Now how was sheto reconcile dl these differing plansfor her future? Obvioudy, someone was
going to be angry with her, no matter what she did.

Something el se occurred to her as sheworried at her thoughts like a puppy with abit of rag. This
wasthe first morning in months when she hadn’t woken up with the claustrophobic fedling that her entire
family wascdosinginon her. It always seems asif they’re right beside me, breathing over my
shoulder, even when they ‘re in the next room. Now that might have been because the cubby she had
shared with Shandi was scarcely bigger than acloset. . . .

But it might not. People are dl beginning to irritate me lately. How many times have | gotten awvay
from someonefeding asif they’ ve been rubbing my nerves raw? How many times have | wanted to
shove them away? For that matter, how many times have | been feding as Sick asthe person | was
tregting until | got away from them?

Not that shewas dl that comfortable around people; that had always been Shandi’ s gift. Shandi
could make afriend out of astranger in the space of afew words, unless Keishawas giving explicit
ingtructions to someone or bargaining with amerchant, she dwaysfdt tongue-tied and awkward with
strangers and friends alike. She actually preferred to be around the sick and injured, in away, because
then she had complete control over the Situation.

For that matter, you couldn‘t really say that | actually have friends, not like Shandi’s. For
me, a friend is someone | can get along with, like Alys of the Fellowship - but you don’t see her
inviting me to dinner or sharing confidences.

She had to chuckle alittle at that, despite the morose turn of her thoughts. Sharing confidences,
indeed! And what sort of confidenceswould Alys be likely to share? Stories about the love lives of the
chirrad

Stll and dl, maybe that was why she got aong better with Alysthan her neighbors or her family.
Neither of usisvery good with people. Animals are simpler, | suppose. Animals certainly have less
complicated emotions, and are never upset when you say the wrong thing.



Inthethin, clear light of dawn, she saw yet another whole new side of Shandi that she hadn’t
realy expected; Shandi as her guardian. In retrogpect, Shandi had spent alot of time protecting her from
having to deal with other people in day-to-day matters.

A thousand memories came flooding back, of Shandi responding to silent summons or unspoken
entreaties asif she heard them, and taking the attention of others off Keishawith aword or alaugh.

And Shandi spent alot of time keeping Mum and Dafrom worrying a me.

How had she not noticed, dl thistime? And now what was she going to do without that
protection?

She frowned at hersdf for being such & coward. Cope, that’swhat I'll do. I’'mabig girl.

Shewould just haveto sted hersdf and learn how to interact socidly with other people. She
wasn't stupid, after dl, she could learn.

For amoment, though, it dmost seemed asif her best option wouldbe to travel to Havenin
Shandi’ swake and enrall in Hedler’ s Collegium!

Oh, yes, and just how am | to do that? I’ ve nowhere near enough money to travel that far,
and there’ s no magic Companion to carry me off and see that | don’t get into trouble along the
way -

No, that was a specious argument, and she knew it. Lord Breon would not only give her the
money to travel on, he’ d probably assign one of his guards and two horsesto take her there. And if he
wouldn't - she had only to get asfar asthe nearest House of Hedling, and the Hedlers there would seeto
it.

That was the trouble with arguing with herself - she had to be honest. She chuckled sourly and
adjusted her blanket. I’m so bad with people | can’t even win an argument with myself.

All right, the obvious problem of leaving her people without someone at least margindly qudified
to help them, was an excuse. She had to faceit; the real reason she didn’t want to go was -

| don’t want to leave, to go off somewhere among tota strangersfor at least two years, to some
huge city where | would betotdly lost.

The very ideamade her skin crawl. All those strangers, and nowhere she would know to go
where she could escape them! All those strangers. . . oh, gods. No, and it’s no good to say that at
least Shandi would be there, because she' s going to be at Herald' s Collegium. She'll be so busy
becoming a Herald that she'd be just as far from me there as she is now.

She just was not like her sister; she didn’t make friends easily, and she never would. She' d get so
tongue-tied with the people at Hedler’ s Collegium that they’ d probably think she was feeble-minded! It
could be months before | managed to say anything sensible to strangers. And I’d be so lonely. . . .

Thelarger the crowd around her, especidly of strangers, the more she withdrew and wanted to
hide. The only time she didn’t fedl that way was when she was on ground familiar to her - actudly, or
metaphoricaly. She was able to make desultory conversation with people she knew, with strangersin her
own home, or if the topic had to do with things she dready knew. At the Faires she invariably hung
around the outskirts; at celebrations - well, generdly she did exactly what she’ d donelast night, go to
bed early. I’'mjust no good at social chitchat, | suppose.

She was absolutely certain her own nature would condemn her among the expert teechers at
Heder' s Collegium. Until they actually gave me something that | already knew how to do - I'd look
likearight idiot, I know it. And worse, I’d sound like one, too. She could just imagine being called on
in aclassto recite something from alesson - it would be worse than when she' d had her lessons with the
other village children! The old woman who' d taught them had soon learned not to cdl on Keishafor any
recitations; any time she' d wanted to know what Keisha had learned, she' d have Keishawrite it out.

But that was here - they wouldn't give me that kind of special consideration at the
Collegium. How could they? I’ d be nothing special there, just another student, not someone they
were going to rely on to tend their ills.

Shandi, on the other hand, would be fine in Haven even without the Companion. That’ s what
Mum doesn’t under stand about Shandi; everyone likes Shandi at first sight and goes out of their
way to help her. They always have, and probably always will. That’ s why she has so many suitors;



they all think they' rein love with her just because she smiles at them and they’ re enchanted. They
don't realize that they feel that way because she' s just that way and can’'t help being so nice to
themthat it makes them feel asif she’s nice only to them. Shandi has always assumed the best of
everything, everyone, and every situation, and more often than not, they live up to it.

Keisha shook her head, and reckoned that she must have been born somber, or at least, without
humor. Without humor, | suppose; | never can see what most jokes are about. Havens, | generally
can't tell when someone istelling a joke! And no one seems able to figure me out, that | don’t
really enjoy noise and carrying on like everyone else seemsto.

Even her mother complained congtantly that Keishawas far too inscrutable, and that she could
never tel what Kelshawas thinking or fedling, not that Keisha aways wanted her to be ableto do so. If
Mum knew what 1 was thinking - oh, would | ever get in trouble.

But she adso complained that K e shawas dways taking everything too serioudy. So did her
brothers. And o, for that matter, did her father, even though he seldom complained about or even
commented on anything.

Am | putting people off? | suppose | must be.

Well, just look at the difference between the number of suitors Shandi had and the number -
none - that Keishahad. There’'s no other reason why. Shandi and | look an awful |ot alike - we
share similar features, the same hair and eye color, and her figureis no better than mine. Oh,
granted, she does generally dress better than | do, but I’ ve worn pretty things without getting the
attention she gets. It hasto be that I’ m putting peopl e off.

Now she had to ask herself as she often did - Am | jealous of Shandi?

She thought back over the sdection of young men availablein Errold’s Grove and shook her
head, thought about the sort of things that Shandi and her friends did for amusement and knew she' d be
utterly bored. No, I’m absolutely not jealous! There's only so much discussion of bodices and
embroidery patternsthat | can stand. And as for coquetting and flirting about - why bother?

No, it wasjust another sign that shejust didn't fit in with other people. Without Shandi’ s vivacity,
animation, and sunny smiles, Keisha attracted about as much attention asa piece of furniture. Which is,
after all, the way | prefer things. How would | get anything doneif I had young men mooning
around after me the way they follow Shandi about? What a nuisance!

So shewasn't entirely unhappy with the situation. Not entirely. It would have been niceto have
one friend, or one suitor. Someone sensible, someone she could actudly have a conversation with,
someone who had an interesting life of hisown.

Well, thisiswasting time. 1" ve been slothful long enough. She threw off the blankets and
flung open thelid of the chest that shared the loft with her bed. Quickly she got out clean clothing, and
just as quickly scrambled into another oversized tunic and worn pair of breeches, shivering in the chilly
ar.

She haf-climbed, half-did down the ladder to the main room, ducked her head under the pump
at the sink and performed a shivery wash-up, then stirred up the fire. In areasonable length of timethe
room was warm, and a decent breakfast of bread and butter and teawas inside her. She put three eggs
onto bail, picked out awithered gppleto finish her breskfast, and with a grimace of determination,
opened the book till on the bench to the last place she d gotten stuck.

It wastimeto go to work.

She was interrupted four times before she gave up, still baffled by referencesto “shields’ and
“grounds.” Once it was because she had to take the eggs off to cool, three times because children came
knocking on her door with injuries. By then she was hungry again, and threw together asdlad of young
greensfrom her garden to eat with her eggs.

When she’ d washed up afterward, she tidied up the workshop, then looked around and sighed.
She couldn’t put it off any longer; she had to go back to the house.

Bother.

Knowing that with al thework last night’ s celebration had generated, Sidonie would still be at
home, her conscience goaded her into going back to pick up some of thework. | can’t say “ my fair



share, sincel wasn ‘t generating any of the mess, but it’s not fair to leave Mumwith all of it, |
suppose.

With reluctant steps, she made her way back through the village, to be greeted at the door with
the expected, “Where have you been?’ from her mother at the sink, up to her elbowsin sogp and water.

“Working, Mum, and sudying.” Shedidn’t fed any guilt over thet - after dl, that was her job! -
and athough she didn’t put on adefiant air, she did face her mother’ s eyes squarely.

Sidonie sighed. “Wél, next time the entire village decides to cel ebrate something, | hope they
choose someone s’ shouse. I’ ve been here dl day, and I’ m beginning to think we ought to move back
tothefam.”

“Well, I'd haveto stay here- " Keishabegan, and her mother interrupted her.

“I know, and that’ swhy | haven’t said anything to your father.” Sidonierinsed aplate and
stacked it with the rest to dry. “ Go clean up the yard, would you? I’ ve been that busy in the house, |
haven't had timeto get to it.”

Since that was a better job than washing dishes by Keisha sway of thinking, she was perfectly
happy to go back outside and take care of the tidying up.

It was rather amazing, the amount of trash people could generate. Portable fireplaces had just
been tipped over and the cold coals and ashes dumped before their owners carried the fireplace home,
for instance. Sticks used to toast sausages were just littered about, and bits of kindling, the odd kerchief
or scarf, and awooden cup. The village dogs had aready taken care of discarded food, and what they
hadn’t gobbled up, the crows had - good enough reason to put off clean-up! Keishaworked her way
methodically acrossthe yard; coas and kindling went into the Alder’ s own kindling stack, asheswere
scooped thriftily onto the flower border, and other folks' belongings placed on awindow ledge where the
ownerswould presumably find them. She swept gravel back onto the path, put ornamenta stones back
along the border, and put the tiny plot of herb garden back to rights. Where markers had been
inadvertently knocked over or flattened, she replaced them, where sticky stuff - of unknown origin - had
been spilled, she dusted alittle ash over it so it wouldn't attract insects.

She' d judt finished when her mother emerged, bearing abasket full of wet clothing. Sidonie thrust
it into her hands and bustled back into the house without aword.

Oh, dear. | suppose she's pretty irritated with me.

Better say nothing, then, and stay out of further trouble. She took the heavy load of clothesand
st it down next to the rosemary hedge.

Sidonie had her own order of things, one that was not to be deviated from. Keishafollowed that
order asfaithfully asany medicina recipe. She spread shirts and underthings on the top of the hedge
where the sun would bleach them; since today there waslittle or no breeze, there was no need to pin
each garment to abranch to keep it from flying away. Stockings and breeches she pinned to the
clothedline with wooden pegs her brothers carved during long winter nights - but they had to go on the
section of linethat would be in the sun. Anything embroidered or made with colored cloth went on the
linein the shade to preserve those precious colors.

When she did her own laundry, everything went on the line, regardless, but Sdoniefdt that the
shirtsand other white things got more sun if they werelaid flat on the hedge.

Not that it would matter dl that much with my clothing!

Sidonie came out twice more with baskets full of wet clothing; by the time Keishawas done,
there wasn't asingle bud or stem visible on the hedge and clothing on the line had been double-pinned,
two garments sharing the same space. When Keisha brought back the third basket empty, Sidonie met
her at the door with the Alder’ slone bit of carpet and a brush.

No need to ask what that was for either. Keishatook it downwind of the drying laundry, out to
therailings of the neighbor’ sfence, and laid it over thetop rail. She brushed and beat the bit of rug until
no more dirt or mud would come out of it and her armsweretired.

She brought both back, and thistime her mother accepted them with asmile. She smiled back,
relieved. Evidently she' d performed enough penance.

“Here - go sweep up,” Sidonietold her, handing her the broom. 1 seem to have al our dishes



and most of our neighbors aswdll -”

And Sidoniewould never return o much asacup if it was still soiled. Kelshaventured an
opinion.

“Mum, why aren’t the boys helping you?’ she asked, digging the broom into the cracks of the
wooden floor to didodge crumbs that would attract mice. “ They make more than their share of mess, and
it wouldn’'t hurt them to help.” At Sidoni€' squizzica look, she added dyly, “And they’ re stronger; they
could really do a good job of scrubbing.”

“Oh, they’ re such clumsy louts,” Sidonie began, but she sounded doubtful thistime, and Keisha
took advantage of that doubt to press her point home.

“I wouldn’t trust them to do dishes, or to wash good clothes, but they can't hurt anything
scrubbing floors and walls or washing sheets and their own clothing. Maybe if they had to scrub their
own clothes, they wouldn’t be o quick to get sainsal over them.”

Her mother laughed. “1an't that the pot saying the kettle’ sblack?’ she asked gently.

Keshasnorted. “At least my stains come from work, not drinking wine and beer with my friends
- and what’smore, | do scrub my own, I’ve never asked you to do it, not since | started this Healing
business.” Shewarmed to her subject. “What’smore, | never get sainson my good clothes!”

“Y ou never wear your good clothes,” Sidonie pointed out.

“Because |’ d get stains on them,” she countered. “And | do wear them, just not every other day
toimpresssomegirl! | just think they’ d be more careful if they knew they’ d be the ones doing the work.”

Thistime, instead of dismissing theidea, her mother actudly looked asif she was thinking about it
- and thinking about the fact that half her work force was gone, and the other half - as she' d discovered
thismorning - was not dwaysreliably available. Y ou might have apoint, dear,” wasal she said, but
Keishawas encouraged. “Would you go pack up Shandi’ sthings for me? Ruven of the Fellowship says
that there will be atrader for their shawls and trims coming straight from Haven and going straight back
after the Faire, and he' |l take Shandi some packages, probably in exchange for her embroidery threads.”

“ThenI'll give him alittle moreincentive,” Keishatold her. “ Shandi and | had gotten some scarlet
dye; I’ll go ahead and make up some thread, you know how hard it isto get scarlet, and that should sedl
the bargain.”

“Oh, now that would be ahelp,” Sidonie replied, brightening, since as Keisha knew, the trader
would probably ask for acoin or two aswell, and thiswould save the Alder household from having to
part with those hard-earned coins. “ Just - try not to get your hands dl red thistime, dear.”

Keisha pretended she hadn’t-heard that |ast as she went to the back of the houseto thelittle
cubby-bedroom she shared with Shandi. After dl, it had been ages since the incident when she dyed her
hands with red ocher, and how was she supposed to know the stuff had to wear off? It had been her first
experiment with dye for Shandi!

Shandi was so nest that it didn’t take long to make her things up into afew tightly packed
packages. Keishaleft her agenerous supply of embroidery threadsfor her own use but kept out the rest
to useto bargain with the trader. Shandi’ s friendswould just have to find another source for their threads
from now on - Or they can spin their own and pay me to dye them.

She aso kept dl of the undyed spun thread; not only was she going to dye as much of it scarlet
as she could tonight, but she intended to make that experiment with overdying in indigo and seeif that
didn't make apurple.

I’ll have to dry it in the workshop, though - and without afire. In fact, I'd better dye it
before dark so | don’'t have to use a candle. The fumes could be dangerous.

Shewasjust as glad that she was the one doing this batch of dye and not Shandi. She wasn't
certain she could have impressed on Shandi just how dangerous those fumes could be in close quarters.
None of the dyes Shandi had used until now needed anything but water and a solvent followed by a
fixative, and none was poisonous unless you were stupid enough to drink it.

But my medicines can be very poisonous. The bruise potion, for instance, or the joint-ache
rub; they could both kill you if you weren‘t careful.

She paused for amoment to admire Shandi’ s undyed threads, the wool, the linen, and the special



baby chirra-wool that she got from the Fellowship. No onein the village could spin atighter, smoother
thread than Shandi, and no one made thread better suited to embroidery. Shandi’ s threads were not
inclined to knot, break, or catch; that was why everyone liked them.

But Audi is almost as good - and thiswill just give her incentive to do better.

When Keisha had finished, there was just enough daylight |eft to do the dyeing that she' d decided
on. Shetook the hanks of undyed thread, |eft the packages on Shandi’ s bed, and headed out the door at
afast walk before Sidonie could recruit her to help with dinner. “1’ ve got something | have to do, Mum!”
she cdlled as she went out the door. “I' [l be back for dinner!”

She got hersdlf out of shouting distance by breaking into arun as soon as she let the door dam
behind her - thus making it possible to claim that she hadn’'t heard Sidonie, if areproach wasto come
over dinner.

She closed the door of her workshop behind her and leaned against it for amoment, conscious
of aprofound fedling that she had reached a sanctuary, and guilty for having that fedling.

Then she dismissed both emotions, caught up in the excitement of having something new to
experiment with. The pouch with the dyein it waited in a patch of sunlight on the workbench, and she
had the rest of the afternoon before her.

She quit only when it was getting darkish and the fumes from the dyeing thread made her fed asif
she' d drunk three glasses of wine and then hit herself in the head with the bottle. By then, the last couple
of hanks came out noticesbly lighter than the others, which meant that the dye waslosing strength.

That’s all right, shethought as she hung them to dry with the rest, dong the line where she
usudly hung bunches of herbsto dry. They' Il either be a nice rose-pink, or | can use them for that
overdying experiment. She had more than enough thread to make the trader willing to sedl the bargain,
and she' d used up three-quarters of the dyeto doit. If Shandi’ s friends complained, she had enough dye
|eft to dye their spinning, which wasn't good enough to tempt atrader. Thar’s a reasonable
compromise, | think.

She’ d been careful to dye equa amounts of al three kinds of thread, too - linen for embroidering
on light fabrics, sheep’ swool for tapestry work on canvas, such as highborn ladiesindulged in, or for
embroidering woolen clothing and leather, and chirra-wool for work on heavier fabricsthan linen.

She made sure al the windows of the workshop were open before she left; by morning the fumes
should be gone and the threads dry. Her work was probably not quite as perfect as Shandi’s - for her
sster would make certain that every skein in adye lot matched, and discard the dying solution as soon as
the color showed any sign of weakening - but as rare as agood scarlet was, she doubted that would
meatter. As she left the workshop, she was gratified to see that she had managed not to get any of that
scarlet dye on hersdlf.

She' d thought about discarding the dregs, then thought better of it, sealing the bowl with another
placed upside-down atop it. If those last skeins came out pink, it might be worth the trouble to keep
dying, letting the color grow fainter and fainter, aslong asit stayed colorfast. Shandi did that with indigo,
and the girlsloved being able to do subtle shadings with the results, producing flowers that |ooked redl
enough to pick.

Dinner was aready on the table when Keisha arrived, and there were no reproaches for her from
Sidonie when she pulled up her stool and helped hersdlf to bread and soup.

Her father picked up what was obvioudy a conversation in progress before she arrived. “Na,
then,” he said, looking pointedly at Tell, the middlemost of the five boys. “It’ s about time you started
helping out your Mum, like. Y ou’ re of an age, and you think she’ s been put in the world to be your
servant? Not likely, then.”

Keishakept her head and eyes down and ate quickly. The expressions on her brothers faces
had ranged from astonished to offended, sullen to rebellious. Thisdid not bode well for her.

“What about Keisha?' asked Rondey, the oldest, whose expression had been the offended one.
“She'sagirl, andit’s her place-”

My place? Oh, really? Keshathought, anger rising.

“Keishawas here doing her share and yourstoday, for you were lazing about with your friends



this afternoon,” Sidonie snapped. “ Trish saw you, S0 you needn’t deny it and say you were working.”

“And asfor talk about place, I’d like to know where you got ideaslike that,” Ayver said, with
some hest of hisown. “There's no places in thisfamily unless| put you init, and | won't hear any more
nonsense like that, talking about your sister that way! It wasn't you that was Chosen, wasiit, and maybe
now your mouth hasjust given usthe reason why!”

Keisharisked aglance out of the corner of her eye and saw Rondey redden to the same glorious
scarlet hue that she' d dyed into the threads.

“Asto places, you might take thought, you boys, asto who's going to be doing your cooking
and cleaning when your Mum is gone and your reputations keep any girl from wanting to takeyou asa
husband, hmm?’ Ayver chuckled, and Sidonie continued that line of thought.

“Oh, indeed, let metdl you that thereisn’'t agirl in thisvillage who' d wed aman who'slikely to
treat her ashis private servant!” she snapped. “And asfor me- | may well stop keeping house before |
die- 1 won't be spry forever, you know! Y our good Da knows how to care for himself, but you lazy
louts can count on it that he won't be waiting hand and foot on you!”

“So there you haveit, lads. No choice for you.” Ayver chuckled again, quite heartlesdy, and
Keishaamost choked on her soup, suppressing a chuckle of her own. “Y ou'll be doing your own wash
and picking up from now on, and each of you will take, aturn at the dishes and cooking supper. If you
don’t want to cook, you can buy amest pie or pasties from the baker, or pay a neighbor to make us
soup. If you don't like having to share the chores, you' re free to find some other household that will take
youin, or livein thewoods.”

The groansthat arose from his words were heartrending, but Ayver’ sword was law, and the
boys knew it. Keishafinished her portion quickly and took her bowl to the snk; much as she didiked
doing dishes, she decided it would be palitic to volunteer tonight, and began on the soup pot and cooking
utensisdready waiting there.

Evidently the boys hadn't figured out that she was the source of their new chores - or elsethey
were hoping for an dly - because they were decent to her when they brought her their bowls. That was
certainly arelief! And Sidoni€' squick hug when she brought the rest of the dishes was awelcome
urprise.

“I' know you' ve been worked hard, lovey, and you haven't complained about it till now,” her
mother said in her ear. “And it isn't fair, not when the town depends so much on you. Y ou're abit young
to have that on your shoulders, and | keep forgetting that you' re more than just my little girl. And | know
you kept getting lost in Shandi’ s shadow - that wasn't fair either.”

Keisha had often wished she could go off into the woods to live as a hermit, but not at that
moment. She flushed, and smiled a her mother. “It' sdl right - now that the boys are going to pitchiinto
help,” she said. Then an awful thought occurred to her. “Y ou aren’t really going to make them cook, are
you?”

Sdonielaughed. “If they give up one night in the tavern, they’ Il have enough to buy usal supper
for that night,” she pointed out. “ And if they really want to cook, I'll be overseeing everything to make
certain what comes out in the end isn’'t going to poison us.”

“Oh, good.” Keishaheaved asigh of relief and rinsed the last spoon. “Oh - | got you arosevine
from Stedlmind yesterday; I’ll plant it tomorrow. Where do you want it?’

Sidonie beamed and gave her another hug. “And | just this afternoon thought about putting up a
trellis by the bedroom window, and | was wondering what to train on it! There, please, lovey. Going to
study before you go to deep?’

“Of course,” shereplied with wry resgnation. “What ese?’

“Then you might as well take the kitchen candle with you,” her mother replied, and kissed her on
the cheek. “Good night, sweet.”

Shetook the proffered candle and went to her little cubby, now strangely empty without Shandi,
but scented with her favorite herbs. She studied until her eyes grew too heavy to keep open, then blew
out the candle and pulled the blankets over her head to block out the snores and grunts of her brothers.
Tonight as shefdl adeep, her thoughts were not of Shandi, but about the old wizard, Justyn. She d never



seen him; they weretoo far out in the country for achild to comeinto town and she' d never been sick
enough to need his attentions. She wished that she had known him.

For dl that her parentsloved her, they still didn’t really understand her. It’ s the feeling - the
feeling | have that’s so strong, that | have to help people. Like seeing two ends of rope and
wanting to tie them, just because they are there, asif they are somehow incomplete until | join
them. It’ s as strong as needing to breathe or eat, and they just don’t grasp that. | can’t help
myself, | never could; when someoneis hurt or sick, | have to help them no matter what. She had
thefeding that he would have understood her, though, or € se why would he have stayed and stayed
during al the years when he was disregarded?

He had that feding, too, he must have. Oh, how | wish he were here now, to teach me dl the
things| don’'t know!

Three

Hooves made very little sound on leaf-littered forest floor, which was awel come change to
everyone from the steady clicking of dyheli hooves on roads packed rock-hard from generations of use.
And after four years of so-caled “norma” forests and entirely domesticated Vademaran fields, Darian
Firkin was glad to see aforest that looked normal to him.

It's so good to be on home territory again! Trees so tall you can’t see the tops from the
ground, with trunks so big it takes three men to circle them. Thisismore likeit! Hedidn't crane his
neck and gawk upward the way a*“foreigner” would, but al the same he was very aware of how high the
trees above him reached, smply by virtue of the fact that he had to look up before he saw any branches
springing from the huge trunks standing al around him. Darian had grown up on the edge of the Pelagirs,
and what the Va demarans seemed to think of as proper-sized trees|ooked like saplingsto him. Most of
his life had been spent in the forests with his trapper parents, rather than in his home village of Errold’s
Grove, and he fdlt as comfortable among trees as did his adopted Hawkbrother-kin.

Oh, it'svery, very good to be home. Now | don't feel asif the sky is going to swallow me
up. Despite the pleasure he took in his surroundings, he remained dert. The rest of the team rode ahead
of Darian; he usudly rode tail-guard, and took hisrespongbility serioudly.

They were dl on their way home now - not to Errold’s Grove, at least not immediately, but to
k'VaaVale. Thislittle group of Tayledras - one of many, be it added - had taken on the task of
spending four years away from their Vae for the purpose of cleansing some of the northernmost
Vademaran territories of pockets of “trouble” |eft over from the mage-storms that had swept the entire
world afew years ago. Darian had personal experience of the Storms and of their results, most of which
were anything but beneficia, and he could see why the Vademarans needed help with it. “ Trouble’ could
take many forms. bizarre creatures warped and twisted from ordinary animals;, dangerous animas
“Imported” from some other far lands within the area of Change-Circles; even pools of magica energy
with the potentid to affect anything that fell into it. And while they were & it, they were establishing new
ley-lines and nodes, or reestablishing old ones, so that magicd energies, just like rainwater, could again
flow into and through convenient channds

He smiled to himsdlf, shrugging the quiver on hisback into amore comfortable pogtion; it tended
to ridedown alittle. Not that they wouldn‘t establish their own, eventually, but | rather fear my
adoptive kin have a passion for neatness in magic. It was no accident that the ley-lines and nodes
established in or near Tayledrasterritory dl fed into Tayledras Heartstones, for instance, instead of
messily running thisway and that without any congderation for the convenience of the would-be users.

For, as al mages knew to their sorrow, the mage-storms had disrupted everything, spreading
magic, much likeafal of freezing rain, evenly across the face of the world. For the most part, magic
collected in nodes or stored in objects had been dispersed as effectively asdl therest - somefew
reservoirs had been shielded and saved (most notably, the Heartstones of the Tayledras Vales), but when
the Storms were over, those reservoirs no longer had sources to replenish them. By reestablishing the
ley-lines, mages of thelevel of Master and above would eventually have reliable and powerful sources of



energy to tap into.

“Eventualy” though - that wasthe key. It would take time for enough magica energy to trickle
into those channels and collect again. For now, as Darian’ s very first teacher had told him, the powerful
magicsthat Adepts and even Masters had been able to perform were things of the past - there just
wasn't enough readily available, amassed energy available to perform them. He had heard it spoken of as
“fog” by Starfdl - sure, there might be enough water in abarn-sized mass of fog, but it did you no good if
you wanted adrink of water.

WA - that’s almost true. If three or four mages got together and pooled their personal
power, you could do one fairly impressive piece of work. But you couldn't hold it for long, and the
mages would be useless for a week after. Or worse, they* d be dead, whichis certainly a
scandalously wasteful use of mages and one which the mages would probably object to. Thefant
sound of atwig snapping behind them made him swive to peer back dong their trail, only to seeadeer in
the far distance stare back at him, then bound away out of sight.

By Adept Starfdl’ sway of thinking, even leaving mages exhausted and drained wasjugt alittle
too expendve a price for atemporary achievement. Darian tended to agree, at least in principle, though
he could think of afew occasionswhen it might be worth it. On the whole, he preferred Starfal’ s precept
that it was better and more effective to use smal magics cleverly than big ones clumsily.

:Kuari?: he Mindcalled to his bondbird. : Anything back there but deer?:

:Fox. Tree-hare. Was squirrel. Tasty, too.: Kuari’s mind-voice was overlaid with sated
pleasure, but it wasn't asintense asit would have been if he' d suffed himself.

:Do me a favor and circle a bit, then come back to the line.: Something had caused that deer
to come out of cover - it might have been the animad’ s own curiosity, but if it wasn't, Darian wanted to
know the cause.

Kuari gave willing assent, and Darian’ s thoughts returned to their origind track.

After helping to defeat a barbarian army that had decimated the countryside and occupied
Errold’ s Grove, Darian had been formally adopted by Mage-Scout Snowfire as his younger brother, arid
had |eft the areahe’ d known all hislifeto follow hisnew kindred. The Tayledras as awhole had made a
treaty-agreement with VVademar to cleanse their land in return for payment; each Clan and Vdethat sent
one or more teams out would decide just what form the payment for their team would take. In the case
of k'Vaa, it would bein the form of raw materias, such aswooal, linen, metas, and the like - especidly
metals. Tayledras didiked mining, and without the magical meansto bring metasto the surface, mining
was the only way to get them. Asto why it wasthe Tayledras and not the Va demarans themsalves that
were cleansing the land - well, as Darian had learned, the Va demarans were unaccustomed to magic use
inthefirst place, and in the second place, the Tayledras were uniquely suited to thetask. In the first set
of mage-storms, in the wake of the Mage-Wars of Urtho and Ma ar, the Tayledras had taken on the
task of cleansing the lands at the behest of their Goddess, and had been given unique traits, skills, and
knowledge to enable them to do so. Interesting that they managed to come up with a tradition of
running off strangers at knifepoint all by themselves, though, and not at the Goddess' orders, he
thought, casting an amused glance at his adoptive brother’ sback. Well, some people take their jobs
more serioudly than others. | wonder if the Shin'a‘in are just as bloodthirsty?

The other reason lay in Vademar itsdf. Inthetime of Herdd Vanyel, aspell had been st that
prevented knowledge of “true’ magic from taking hold in the minds of Vademarans - dong with another,
guaranteed to send any “true” mage mad if he worked his powers within the borders of Vademar. Those
spellswere gone now, of course (they would never have survived the mage-storms, even if they hadn’t
been taken down ddliberately), but centuries of living without real magic had |ft the VVa demarans without
many mages of their own.

Darian understood that mages were being trained at the capital of Haven, under the auspices of
Adept Darkwind and Herald-Mage Elspeth, among others - and like Darian, not al of those were
Herads - or even human. They were taking things dowly, however. There were many pitfalsto avoid,
not the least of which wasto make very certain that no aly got theimpression that Vademar wastrying
to build itsdlf an army of mages!



There wastalk of establishing a fourth Circle, a Mage Circle, just like the Bardic Circle,
Heraldic Circle, and Healer Circle, and a proper and separate Mage's Collegium. | don’t know
how far they’' 11 get with that one, though. Some of the teachers are bound to be mages from
established schools; will they be willing to give over students into something like that? Thenagain,
the point wasto ingtill ethicsinto young mages from the beginning, and what sane mage would argue with
thet?

Well, that was al complicated political matters, and not of much interest to him at the moment.
Right now he was just glad to be riding benesth the shadow of his much-loved trees, with the familiar
pine- and falen-leaf-scent of home dl around him. One of the Hera ds they had worked with during their
task had once been on the circuit that included Errold’s Grove, and had told Darian that the huge trees of
the Pelagiris dways reminded him of the huge columns of the Grest Temple of Vkandisin Karse. It
struck Darian, then and now, that this was a particularly apt description; the hush beneath the trees, with
the calls of birds so high above, and shafts of golden sunlight piercing the occasond breaksin thefoliage
awaysfilled him with peace, pleasure, and atouch of awe or wonder. He couldn’t imagine atemple or
cathedral of any kind that deserved the name that wouldn’t evoke asimilar set of fedings.

The group followed afaint but discernible path in the shadows of those trees, riding not the
horses of the VValdemarans, nor the Companions of their Heralds, but dyheli, strong and dender deerlike
creatures with twin, curving horns and aformidable inteligence. They were, infact, not beasts of burden,
but dlies of the Tayledras and their equasin intelligence. Though they did not bond with aparticular
person in the way that a Companion would bond with a Herald, they did express preferencesin riders,
and Darian’s mount was, oddly enough, the king-stag of the herd, Tyrsdll.

One would think that the king-stag would be carrying one of the two leaders of the group, either
Adept Starfall or Snowfire. . . .

:Now why should | do that,: Tyrsdll asked ironicaly, :when you are so very much lighter
than they?:

The dyhdli turned his head alittle on hislong neck, so that one wickedly amused golden eye
looked back at Darian. Hewasn't at al surprised that Tyrsell had been following histhoughts; dyheli in
genera were the strongest Mindspeakers of any creature aive, and the king-stags were the strongest of
the strong. Dyheli had no concept of the privacy of thoughts either; so they had no scruples about
“eavesdropping.”

Not that Darian cared; in their way, dyheli wereso dieninther thinking that having Tyrsdll privy
to histhoughts was no more embarrassing than sharing them with his owl, Kuari. Certainly he had linked
minds so often with Tyrsdll that he never redlly bothered to shield againgt him. By thistime hewas so
used to sharing histhoughtswith dyheli that it came as second nature, as natura as breathing.

:Because it wouldn't be true?: he suggested. : I’ ve been growing, you know. I’ m not the
skinny little brat you used to carry around like a leaf. I’m almost a match for Showfire now.:

Tyrsd| tossed his head with amusement - down, not up, or he' d have impaled Darian on ahorn.
:Almost, indeed! You may be his match in height, but not in muscle, youngster, and you by no
means weigh as much as he does. But you are right, it would not be the entire truth. What is the
duty of the king-stag?:

:To drive the herd from danger, to take the rear and guard, to stand and fight enemies
off,: Darian replied promptly.

:You are one of the stronger Mindspeakers, you are light, and you are a fighter. You and |
have linked minds many timesin battle. If danger comes on us, you are the most comfortable with
me, and are the best combination of skills to pair with mine to keep your herd and mine safe.:
Tyrsdl’ slogic was, as usud, impeccable. Darian could combine his mental strength with Tyrsdll’sto
overcome panic in the herd, he was amatch for any bowman in the group but Snowfire, o playing
rearguard was alogicd choicefor him, and he and Tyrsdll had proved more than once in close combat
that their skills added together made them formidable foes. Darian was il flattered and pleased,
because the same could have been said of some of the others, too.

:Your Mindtouch is unobtrusive, and when you are thinking, your Mind-voice is pleasant to



listento,: Tyrsdl added. : The others sometimes babble most annoyingly, or obsess over trifles. You
only obsess over things of importance.:

That pleased him, too. He took a certain pride in being able to think wel; it wasaskill Justyn
hed tried to teach him, and he wanted his abilitiesto reflect well on hisold teacher.

In spite of the fact that | didn’t value himwhile | had him. But that was athought and a
shame he kept to himself, under shield. It was his grief, and hisdoneto expiate.

By now Kuari must have circled on both sides of our backtrail - He sent awordless, soft
touch back to his bondbird, who responded immediately.

:Any thing?: he asked.

:Deer, quiet, go from grassto water,: wasthereply.

Darian was glad to hear that; anything on the backtrail would have spooked the entire herd, so
evidently hisgroup had crossed the deer’ sgamertrall at the time when they were moving purely by
coincidence.

But there was someone else who'd like to know about aherd of deer behind them. : Stay with
the herd, Kuari. You'll have company in a bit.: He cast histhoughts upward, changing the“fed” of his
Mindsending to that of another friend.

:Kd! Kuari’sgot deer in Sight, on our backtrail.:

He got an instant response; the young gryphon was in agrowth spurt, and always hungry.

:Deer!: Kevren exulted. :Oh, yes!:

That was al he got, as Kelvren sent his thoughts winging after the owl’s. Kelvren was up ahead
of them, and higher in the tree canopy than Kuari. If there was any skill that Kelvren had gained above
and beyond any other gryphon, it was the ability to move through the high branches of the greet trees
with barely awingbest. In amoment, though, he would be winging back above the canopy until he came
up with Kuari. Then, using the owl’ sinformation, he' d dive blind through the screen of foliagejust likea
goshawk going for arabbit in the brush, and with any luck, he' d get adeer before the deer knew he was
there. Otherwise, he'd bein for atail-chase.

Ke could caich adeer in atail-chase, it just wasn't hisfavorite form of pursuit - though the
injuriesthat often resulted from tail-chases gave him plenty of extraattention. He' d much rather make a
clean kill, and aquick one; chases were awaste of energy.

Faintly, from behind him, came the noise of something large crashing through the branches, and
Kuari’ s excited hoots. Kuari loved watching Kel hunt; al bondbirds were far more socid than their
raptor ancestors, and took pleasure in each others company and successes. Breeding that trait into them
had been imperative, snce without it, Kuari would have happily made amed off of any of the other birds
in the company. Kuari’ stalons could easily pierce acow’ s skull; he' d make short work of another bird.

:Two! Two!: Kuari projected excitedly into Darian’smind. :He got two!:

:Two?: Tyrsel chimed in, impressed. : By the horns of the Moon-Doe, that’ s amazing!:

If Kelvren had managed to kill two deer a once, there was no point in letting them go to waste.
“Snowfirel” he called ahead. “1 sent Kel on the backtrail after a deer, and it seems he' s gotten two
ingteed of one.”

Snowfireturned, stared at him to seeif he was serious, then broke into astonished laughter. “I
had no idea he was that hungry!” He caled ahead to the rest of the team. “Wintersky! Raindance! Pedl
off and go back until you find Kel, he smade akill too big for him to carry.”

A short timelater, two of the team rode past Darian with awave, their mounts at a brisk trot,
two riderless does from the herd trotting beside them. While Kevren stood guard, and their own birds
circled above as extra protection, they’ d field-dress the two deer, strap each to arough travois, then
rgjoin therest. To makeit easier for them to catch up, Snowfire dowed the team to an amble. This
wasn't thefirg timethat Kel had made killstoo large to eat a once or carry, but it wasthefirs timehe'd
made adouble-kill.

Nightwind is going to be very proud of him, Darian thought warmly. He' s going to be just as
proud of himsalf! Gryphons, after all, were praise-driven, and what they didn’t receive from othersthey
often enough filled in for themsalves.



Roughly a candlemark later Raindance and Wintersky came trotting back, the riderless dyhdi
now each dragging atravois with the somewhat-mangled carcass of afine young buck strapped onit.
That would dow them al down, of course, but it wasn't that long until they were going to make camp, o
the prospect of fresh meat would more than make up for it. Kel would dine tonight on one deer, the team
would have part of the other, then Kel would get the remainsfor hisbreskfast. It took alot of meat to
feed agryphon, though fortunatdly he usualy managed to supply it himself. Inlean times, breads were
used to supplement the meat, mostly to provide mass, and luckily for everyone who would have had to
hear his complaining, Kelvren had acquired ataste for bread anyway. Hungry gryphons were grouchy
gryphons.

There were no more bresksin the routine of travel until the light beneath the trees had begun to
redden and grow dimmer, a sure Sign that the sun was about to set. By then, the advance scouts had
found a suitable camping spot and those with lighter burdens and the unburdened dyheli had gone on
ahead to prepare the camp, leaving the rest to come in at their own pace.

That, or so Darian thought, was one of the advantages of being the rearguard. By the time he
reached camp, it was a camp; the tentswere all set up, alatrine pit had been dug, water fetched, and
Ayshen, the chief hertas, had everything ready to make dinner for the entire team. Since the job of
rearguard was to make acircuit of the camp before coming in himsdlf, the rearguard never had to do any
of the camp chores.

Some nights, in the winter, for instance, when he was frozen from hisnoseto histoes, or in the
pouring rain, that was a hardship. Being the one who had to make certain that dl the territory within their
perimeter was clear under those circumstances, with dinner scents on the breeze, was assuredly a
hardship. Not tonight, though.

He dismounted and let Tyrsdll go on into camp, to put himsalf into the capable hands of the
hertas to have hisminimal tack removed. No dyheli would ever subject himsdf to theindignity of abit
and bridle; however, they did alow amodified hackamore, smilar to that worn by Companions, and a
saddle-pad to cover ther protruding backbones. As Darian knew from painful persona experience,
riding adyheli without that saddle-pad was much like diding naked down adliff, but not nearly as
comfortable.

He and Kuari made the circuit of the camp without incident, marking good placesfor sentries
with something unobtrusive, natura, but unmistakable to any of the Tayledras - feathers, usualy wedged
into the bark of atree.

When he got back into camp, the first set of sentries had eaten alight snack and were ready to
go out. They’ d get asecond meal when they came back in, but, no Tayledras would stand sentry with a
full ssomach; it wastoo easy to doze off.

Ayshen had hisdinner ready and waiting for him: asavory butterflied venison stesk and
journey-bread, with some mixed, unidentified shoots and greens. Ayshen and the other hertasi knew the
forest and what it could provide aswell asthey knew the patterns of their own scales;, they foraged asthe
team traveled every day, and Darian never knew what they would come up with. They always had
something green and growing in addition to meat and bread, even in the dead of winter, for Ayshen took
great care with the diet and hedlth of his“charges.”

Darian knew better than to leave so much as ascrap of that green stuff on his plate, too. Ayshen
would show no mercy to anyone who didn’t eat what was given him.

Darian sat down to est in the blue dusk beneath the trees; he polished off thelast scrap in full
dark. He was the last to eat, and brought Ayshen hisempty plate just asthe hertasi cleaned the last of
the pans.

“Weare not far from the Vae now,” Ayshen told him with atoothy grin. “ One day, two & the
most. Then you will see! Nothing we passed through in Vademar compares!”

“Nothing we passed through in Vademar was bigger than two or three villages put together,”
Darian reminded him. “We were not exactly traversng through the height of VVademaran civilization, you
know.”

“Oh, indeed.” Ayshen chuckled. “Y ou will see”



Darian laughed, and dapped the little lizard-creature on the back. “I’'m certain that | will,” he
agreed. “But for tonight, al | want to seeismy bed.”

He wouldn’t have thought, back when he was Justyn’ s apprentice, that Smply riding al day long
would betiring. After dl, it was your mount that did most of the work, right?

Well, that turned out to be only partidly true; riding was more work than Darian would have
imagined four years ago. Riding literaly from dawn until dusk was enough to tire anyone out - riding as
tall-guard was exhaugting mentally aswell asphysicaly.

So he wasn't joking when hetold Ayshen that all he wanted to see was his bed. He continued to
share atent with young Wintersky; it was atent made for three, but only the two of them used it now.
Snowfire had long since made his union with Nightwind aforma one, which just gave Wintersky and
Darian more room.

Wintersky sat besde asmall campfirein front of their tent, contentedly toasting astick. Darian
sat down beside hisfriend and took another dry twig, bresking it into tiny bits and casting each bit into
the heart of thefire. “Ayshen sayswe' |l be at the Vaein the next day or two,” he said, and Wintersky
nodded.

“Probably late tomorrow,” hereplied. “ Everybody’ s pretty anxiousto get home. My guessisthat
they’ll roust us out before dawn and tell usto eet in the saddle.”

“Whichiswhy you' reroasting agtick to cam down s0 you can get to deep quickly,” Darian
finished for him, and yawned. “Believe me, | don't need that to get me to deep.” Then he snickered.
“Poor Snowfire - he and Nightwind won't get much chance to cuddle tonight!”

Wintersky snorted and elbowed him; Darian elbowed right back, and both made moon-calf
faces a each other so that they both broke into peals of laughter.

Asthetwo youngest members of the team, they spent agreat ded of time together, got into a
certain amount of mischief together, and despite coming from such different cultures, had far morein
common than Darian had found with the boys hisagein Errold’ s Grove. Darian redlly felt by now that he
was part of afamily, with Wintersky the brother he had dways wanted.

They chortled themselves bresthless, paying no attention to the quizzical looks of some of the
other Hawkbrothers, Wintersky tossed his stick into the fire, Darian followed it with the remains of his,
and they both went straight to bed. Wintersky’ s bird was aready adeep on his perch insde the tent,
Kuari dozed in the branches of the tree above them. Although most owlswere nocturnal, the eagle-owls
were comfortablein darkness or daylight; their size gave them ahunting advantage in the daytime, and
their night-sight and silent flight the advantage after dark. Kuari could adapt his deep schedule to suit his
bondmate.

AsWintersky had predicted, hertas rousted them out whileit was still asdark astheinsde of a
cold-drake sbelly in anice cave. They weren't given alot of timeto ready themselves, ether. Hertas
were efficient under any conditions, but Darian had never seen them work quite so quickly before. The
camp was down and packed up by the time he had Tyrsdll saddled, and Ayshen must have known last
night that this was going to happen, because one of his hel pers came by with pastry-wrapped venison
that Ayshen must have put to baking in the embers of the cook fire the night before. Darian actually got to
egt hiswithout being in the saddle; no one had told him he had a new assignment, so he, wastail-guard
again thismorning. Tail-guard’ s morning duty was to make sure the camp was clear, that dl thefires
were out, that nothing had been left behind. So he ate his meat-roll and drank his bitterswest, hot kava
while everyone e se bustled about, getting their riding order straight, then started the day’ strek - il in
the dark. Darian was entirely unsurprised to see that Snowfire had lead-duty; with not one, but two owls
as bondbirds, hewasthe only logical choicefor aridein total darkness.

As soon asthelast dyheli cleared the camp, Darian summoned up amage-light and made a
thorough ingpection of the site. Thistime he uncovered evidence of the hasty departure in the form of a
couple of misplaced smdl articles of clothing and adornment, a bit of trash that needed buria, and one
firethat had not been thoroughly extinguished and still smoked. These small tasks attended to, he
mounted Tyrsdll, and with Kuari following in the trees, he caught up with the rest.

He banished the light as soon as he drew up with the rearmost rider - Sunleaf, whose forestgyre



dozed on aperch incorporated into the saddle-bow in front of him. Riding in the darknesslike this, the
team now depended on the eyes and ears of only three birds and Kelvren to protect them. Even
Daystorm’ sflock of crowsrode - two on the saddle-bow perch, two on the horns of her dyheli Pyreen,
and the rest on the horns of any other dyheli that would let them.

With nothing to look at but the vaguest of shadows, Darian was acutely aware of every cdling
insect, every time abird chirped or squawked its deepy protest at being disturbed, every crackle of dead
leaf or rustle of undergrowth. None of thismade him at dl wary or nervous, he'd grown up in forest like
this, and these were al norma night sounds. He' d be derted only if they stopped, or if asudden burst of
noise betrayed that something had disturbed the sylvan deepers.

Kuari was perfectly composed - and perfectly full; he' d eaten well last night, and would not need
to eat again until tonight. He wasn’'t tempted to hunt, not even by the flocks of drowsy birds he passed
beneath. What Kuari saw danced like aghost-imagein front of Darian’ s eyes, adouble-vison that did
not disconcert himin the least now, though it had taken him monthsto get used to it.

Theair was very gill, not abreeth of breeze; it was cold, and smelled of damp, old leaves, and
fog. It felt heavy, somehow; morning before dawn amost dwaysfdt likethat, asif it wasjust possble
that the sun might not rise, after al.

It was difficult to judge the passing of time; Kuari would rise above the treetops oncein awhile,
to take the measure of the dawn, and for what seemed to be the longest time he saw nothing but
darkness and stars.

Finally, though, the strange sense of heaviness lifted, ever so dightly. Kuari lofted through the
leavesto catch thefirst brightening in the east, and the firgt tentative notes of the birds' dawn chorus
drifted down to the travelers below.

Sunlesf’ s forestgyre roused dl hisfeathers with aquick shake - still more heard than seen - as
those first notes brought him out of hisdoze. Gradudly, faint light filtered down through the trees; at first
thelight was so very faint that everything seemed painted in shades of black and gray, but asthe sun
rose, the light brightened to athin, dusty rose, and color came back into the world.

Up and down the line of riders, birdswere shaking out their feathers, stretching their wings,
preening and yawning. Then, one by one, they hopped onto their bondmates' gauntleted armsto be
tossed into the air.

The crows were thefirgt, and taunted the others aslazy loaferswith their derisive claws asthey
rowed up into the canopy. Stung by the good-natured insult, the younger birds followed immediately. The
older birds were too seasoned to be tempted into flight by a pack of delinquents before they’ d warmed
up their muscles; there was plenty of stretching and flapping before the rest took to the air.

Two enormous shapes lofted silently toward the line benegath the lowest branches, one from
ahead and to the right, one from the | eft. These were Hwedl and Huur, Snowfire’ s bondbirds; that meant
that Snowfire had dropped back and someone else with afresher bird had taken over the forward
position. There were three dyheli in the herd with peculiar saddies - more of a perch, than asaddle - and
no reins. These were for Hwed and Huur, and sometimes Kuari, who were dl far too largeto St aperch
infront of anyone. It was dl Darian could do to carry Kuari on his shoulder or give him ashort and
temporary ride on his gauntleted arm; the eagle-owls were big, and awfully heavy. On Snowfire sadvice,
Darian had built up hisarms and shoulders with agreat dedl of lifting and carrying and wood-chopping in
order to be able to support the weight of hisfriend.

It'sjust a good thing that nobody with us has real eagles as a bondbird, Darian thought, as
he watched the eagle-owls disappear somewhere up ahead, presumably making alanding on their
mounts. Snowfire had once told him that the only personin k' Vaato have atrue eagle and not a
hawk-eagle as a bondbird was the black-smith! All bondbirds were easily twice, even three times, the
mass of their wild counterparts. Darian could hardly imagine how large atrue bondbird eagle must be. . .

The morning passed uneventfully, and so did the afternoon, except that the break for lunch was
hardly more than a pause while more pastry-rolls were passed out to the riders and nosebags of grainto
the dyheli. They dl ate on the move, something that until now had been done only during wretchedly cold



wegther, to enable the team to get to shelter faster.

It was late in the afternoon that the biggest bird Darian had ever seenin hislife siwooped down
out of the trees and screamed agreeting asit passed over the heads of everyonein the team. The
wingspan aone was so wide not even Huur could match it; more than the height of amounted man,
eadly.

All the bondbirds set up adeafening chorus of replies, converging on theridersfrom every
direction, and taking to their perchesto go into full, wing-spread display. The huge raptor that had
triggered the cacophony made another pass over the heads of the team, thistime flying from the rear to
the frontmost rider, then disappearing into the branches again.

‘Darian, you can stand down.: The mind-voice was Snowfire' s, no point in trying to shout, he
wouldn’t be heard. : Remember the eagle | told you about, that’s bonded to a blacksmith? That’s
her; we're under k' Vala guard now. You can relax.:

Darian took a deep breath and let it out in alow whistle; the birdswere findly quieting down and
setling. So that’ s a bondbird eagle? If | were dyhdi, | think I'd make her walk!:

Asdusk fdl, there was adistant glow through the trees ahead of them, and just asthelast light of
day faded from benesth the trees, the next lot of escorts met them.

Thiswas averitable sampede of dyheli, first an avalanche of young stags and does, then
followed by the older does and their fawns, with five king-stags bringing up the rear. They poured around
the line of riders, the youngstersfrolicking, the older dyhdli trotting up to rub noseswith friends, and the
king-stags making straight for Tyrsell. Judging by dl the vigorous head-nodding going on, the king-stags
went into an immediate Sx-way conference, one which would probably last for severd days. After dl,
Tyrsdll was an ginbassasor to Vademar in hisown right, one looking for riew grazing lands for dyhdli,
and he had negotiated his own st of treaties with various Vademaran popul ations through the medium of
different Heralds.

Unburdened dyheli separated from the group and joined the massed herds, who all cleared off,
heading back to the Vde. That left room for the next lot of greeters, aflood of hertasi. They seemed to
appear out of nowhere - as hertasi were wont to do. There were probably afew hundred of them, but it
seemed asif there were a couple of thousand at the least. When they had finished swarming the team and
disappeared back into the darkness, there was not a single scrap of baggage |eft anywherein theline, for
they had stripped it from every burdened dyheli, leaving them free to run ahead aswell.

Then camethefirst of the wondersthat would leave Darian breathless for most of the evening.

Lights approached the line of riders, lights bounding aong just below the leve of thefirst
branches. Asthe manycolored lights neared, Darian identified them as mage-lights, but they were carried
- or rather, pulled dong - by bondbirds. Mage-lights weighed nothing, of course, but how wonderful to
see the bondbirds, each trailing a different colored spherein its wake!

The birds with the team again set up their greeting display, and the birdsfrom the Vae remained
with the team, lighting their way home, perched overhead in the lowest branches. As Darian passed the
birds at the rear, they flew ahead to the front of the team and took up new perches.

Then, asthelight ahead grew stronger and stronger, they came to the entrance to the Vaeitsdlf,
and the crowd of friends and relations waiting there for them. A cheer went up as the long-absent team
broke through the cover of the forest.

Now, for the firg time, Darian saw Hawkbrothersin dl their festal glory, and hewas, to put it
mildly, dazzled. No one on the team had brought any sort of “fancy” garments with them - though
Hawkbrother clothing had been exotic enough to Darian’ s eyes - o he' d had no ideawhat he was going
to see. No wonder Ayshen had warned him that he’ d be surprised!

Men and women alike dressed in spectacular costumes - what one wore seemed to be more a
reflection of hisor her personality than gender. Long pale hair was beaded, braided, feathered, dyed, and
cut inthe most amazing styles. They didn’'t look real, somehow, yet they surged forward like any group
of folk meeting with people they’ d been parted from for too long.

But, of course, no one came forward to greet him. . . .

Now, for thefirg timein years, Darian felt very much the outsider, and painfully one. A young



hertas skittered up and took his bridle, looking up at him expectantly. Tyrsell lifted his head up, and the
and| hertas waslifted off the ground for amoment, squawking at first, then emitting along burble of
laughter as he was lowered back down. Older hertas appeared on each side, sharing the laughter. He
dismounted from Tyrsell’s saddle and let the hertasi strip hisfriend of tack and carry it off. Then Tyrsell
himsalf stepped away, leaving him even more done with dl of the meetings and greetings swirling around
him.

“Dar’ianl” Snowfire pushed hisway through the crowd, with an older man and woman in tow,
hisface dight. “Here - Mother, Father, thisis Dar’ ian Firkin, k' Vademar; Dar ‘ian, thislady ismy
mother, Dawnmist, and thisis my father, Heartwood.” He grinned. “ Yours, adso.”

The two Tayledras smiled warmly and each held out ahand. Darian took them, tentatively at first,
then with the dizzying sensation that he was settling into something real and solid and welcoming. His
loneliness evaporated, and with awonder-filled grin he entered k' Vaa Vde with the rest of the
Tayledras.

From the moment that Dariari passed through the impressive vine-covered entrance td k' Vaa
Vaeto the moment that hefell adeep, he was hdf afraid to blink lest he miss some new wonder. Now he
knew why Ayshen had been so smug!

Just past thefaintly visible barrier that protected the VVae from outside westher, he stepped into
an entirdy new reaim.

The barrier distorted some of what lay beyond it, and cloaked the rest, so that from the outside it
appeared that there was nothing beyond it except more ordinary forest. But when he passed throughit,
feding afaint tingle as he did so, he saw what it had concealed.

Before him lay a softly curving path that wound deep into an exotic garden within only afew
paces from the entrance - but it was not at al dark, for light glimmered and gleamed through the foliage.
Hefollowed the path to itsfirst turning; mage-lights were supplemented by fantastic lanternsin glowing
colors- round, square, oblong, in the shapes of flowers and leaves, stars and the phases of the moon.
The lanterns hung from decorated poles crafted of carved wood on ether side of the pathway. Some of
these poles were carved with vines twining about them, some in the shapes of fantastic animals and birds,
some decorated with geometric shapes or abstract curved lines. The path itsdlf, “ paved” intiny pebbles
of river gravel, was bordered in larger, water-smoothed rocks and was intersected at frequent intervals
by atiny sparkling stream that danced and laughed over smilar stones. Where the path crossed these
sreams, it led over charmingly carved bridges, no two dike. The stream wasn't so wide that the bridges
were needed, they were smply there because they were attractive.

Unlike the forest outside, where undergrowth was sparse, here plants, bushes, and even smaller
treesthrove to the point of luxury. Blossoming vines formed screens and curtains, flowering bushes
poured scent onto the breeze. More flowers, closed now in the fragrant half-light aong the path, gave
promise that day would bring even more beauty. It was noticeably warmer here, the same gentle warmth
of asummer night rather than the cool of a spring evening. Frogs and crickets sang in little pockets of
shadow, and overhead, nightingaes poured out melody into the darkness above the lanterns.

But that was only the beginning of the wonders. As Darian followed Snowfire and his parents
deeper into the Vale, other sounds overhead made him look into the branches of the huge trees. It was at
that point that he redlized that the trees were even bigger than the ones outside the Vae - and that they
held dwellings cradled in their huge boughs! The branches were as big asthe trunks of the treesthat he
was used to. So high up werethese living placesthat at first he had taken them for more eaborate
lanterns.

So these were the famous ekele of the Hawkbrothers! Darian marveled at the highly individua
“nests’ resting above. Once again, so far as he could tell, no two were dike; some showed lightsand
movement, some were dark - and lights twinkling further up the trunks suggested that there were il
more of these ekele higher up. The mere thought of how high they must be made him dizzy. Staircases
spirded up the trunks, showing how the Hawkbrothers gained access to their homes, and the staircases
werejust as ornamenta as anything else Darian had seen so far.

No wonder everyoneisin such good shape - they have to be, just to go to and from their



homes!

“We vebeeninthisVdefor avery long time, Darian,” Snowfire said over his shoulder. “Longer,
| think, than any other Clan has been in one place. Three, four generations at least, | think, and our
people are very long-lived; it's more than enough timeto really makethis Vaeinto awork of art - a
place none of uswantsto leave.”

“I can certainly seewhy,” Dalian replied, dazed. That was when they passed the |last screening of
vine and came out into the open.

Thiswas clearly the center of the Vae. There stood the Heartstone, right in the middle -

It wasatall, smooth spire of natural rock, something like an enormous stalagmite, and of the
same creamy adabagter color and texture. It glowed warmly, welcomingly, asif it, too, was akind of
lantern. Stepped, fitted stones partidly encircled it, and kept it clean of debris.

It aso glowed and pulsed to his Mage-Sight, so brightly that he had to block that part of his
abilities

“About three years ago we findly got enough power coming into the Heartstone to put up the
Vel again,” Snowfire sfather said with satisfaction, asthey al paused for amoment a the edge of the
clearing. “There' still not enough to power nearly as much aswe used to do, but we' rethefirst Clan to
get ther Vel up.”

Not nearly as much - | almost hate to think what they used to do! wasdl Darian could think,
asthe Heartstone seemed to pulse in time with his heart with dl the power it held. It was magnificent,
awe-full in the grictest sense of the term. He had never in al of hislife Seen that kind of power before,
and herather doubted that he would ever Seeitslike again. Certainly not in hisown little VVae. It would
probably take generations before his own Heartstone ever accumulated thislevel of power.

Snowfire sighed, lifting his face to the Heartstone as one starved of light would raise hisface to
the sun. “Oh, it is so good to be back within the reach of a Heartstone again!”

For avery long time Darian smply couldn’t look away from the wonder, though he did not make
the mistake of using hisMage-Sight again; when hefindly did look away, it was with the redlization that
this was what histeam had been trying to reproduce in a crude form in every long-term camp they’d
mede.

Here was the source of thelittle stream they’ d followed, and now it was clear that many more
little streams took their water from here to run through other parts of the Vae. To hisright lay a
spring-fed series of cascadesthat inturn led into acoal, clear pond with colorful fish drifting just beneath
the surface. A multitude of water-lilies and other water plants throve there, and a series of steps cut into
the side showed that more than just the fish were wont to swim there.

Next to thiswas an herb garden, as ordered and mathematica in itslayout asthe rest of theVae
was not, though there wasn't astraight line to be seen there. It lay in the quarter of this clear areadirectly
infront of Darian, asthe pond wasin the quarter to hisleft. He had overlooked it at first in gazing at the
Heartstone directly beyond it, perhaps because it was so - ordinary. It looked exactly like every other
large herb garden he' d seen over the course of their travels, in the courtyards of al of the larger temples
and Heders enclaves. Nestly laid out in a curving maze, every herb had its own little patch, each patch’s
growth trimmed off in edges as straight asarule. Nothing grew taler than hiswaist; most growth lay
between his ankle and knee.

To hisright wasacluster of low buildings, beautifully integrated with the landscape to the point
that they even had hanging plants and flowers growing on their flat roofs. At first glance he had taken
them for an unusudly regular sone formetion, infact.

“The hot spring and the main soaking and bathing pools are on the other side of the Heartstone,”
Snowfiretold him, “And | don’t know about you, but after today’ sride, that’ sthe first place | want to
go.”

The mere thought of relaxing in ahot pool made hisaching limbsal declarein favor of theidea,
s0 he just nodded and followed Snowfire and his parents around the fascinating Heartstone and past a
screening of tall, jointed plants with stalks asthick as his caf and graceful leavesthat formed asolid
wadljhiding dl beyond them.



Once past that screen, acojnplex of interconnected pools on multiple levels stretched out in front
of them, some so small they could only hold two or three people at once, some big enough to hold the
entireteam, hertas included. It looked, from the amount of steam rising from the weter, that the hottest
pools were on the highest level, the coolest on the bottom. It also appeared that everyone in the team had
the sameidea as Snowfire, for they weredl up to their chinsin hot water - thistime actud, instead of
metaphorical.

Nightwind waved at them from amiddie level, her hair piled high on her head and held there with
wooden skewers, her face flushed and damp from the heat. Snowfire waved back at her and climbed the
rocksto join her - but Darian had already picked out which of the poolswas hottest and headed straight
for it, forgetting everything but how good that water would fed!.

Of course, after being with Tayledras for four years, he shed his clothing at the edge of the pool
asamatter of course and eased himself down into it, knowing that hertas would gether up the clothing
and that towels and replacements would materiaize when he needed them. The water wasjust as hot as
he' d hoped it was, too hot to stay in for long, which was probably why he had this smal pool to himself,
but it was just what his aching muscles wanted.

The polished, sculptured sides of the pool formed seets of varying heights. He shifted around until
he found one that allowed him to lean back with just his head above the water and rel axed into the
smooth stone, eyes closed, until even he could no longer take the hest.

Hedidn't want to leave just yet, though; there were still aches that hadn’t been soaked out. So
instead of abandoning the pools atogether, he moved down to another, not so warm. In fact, in contrast
to the one he' d just left, this one felt pogitively tepid. He remained there until it, too, felt too warm, then
moved again, joining Nightwind and Snowfire and severa more of the team and some srangersina
community soak.

The others were involved in arambling conversation that seemed to consist of trading stories of
what had gone onin the Vaein the team’ s absence for sories of what the team had done. Darian Smply
did into an unoccupied seat and listened, adding aword or two if he was spoken to directly, but
otherwisejudt listening.

But findly, one of the strangersturned to him. “What think you of dl this, new Wingbrother?’ the
young woman asked him, her eyes sparkling impishly.

He shrugged, & alossfor words. “ Amazing. Just - amazing.”

“Wadl,” another girl drawled lazily, “there are thingsin other landsthat equa or surpassaVae,
but on thewhole, thisisafine placetolive”

“So saysaformer dweller in White Gryphon!” laughed thefirgt. “High praise indeed!”

So thiswas another of Nightwind’ s people, aKaed ain! Darian wanted to ask ahundred
questions, but fdlt too shy and tongue-tied to voice any of them. Thefirst girl saved him from having to
make any conversation.

“If you are hungry, Dar’ian, and | think you must be, sincethe rest of your team ate like famished
wolveswhen hertas brought them food, there will be more provender over yonder, in the building
nearest us.” She pointed with her chin at the group of buildings. “ There dwaysis, we often must keep
irregular hours, so the her-tasi keep foods out that do not readily spoil or suffer growing cold or warm.”

“Thank you,” he said shyly, relieved that he would not have to ask what he should do about the
hunger-beast awakening in hisbelly - but she was not quite finished.

“You will aso find deeping places there for those who are not used to ekele or who have not
built one of their own,” she continued. “ Those are our guest houses. Smply look until you find one that
no one has taken, and makeit yours. The heritas will bring your thingsthere.”

Grateful that he would not have to interrupt Snowfire and act like avery little brother indeed, he
blushed, and thanked her again.

Shegiggled, asdid the other girl. It was the Kaled' & in who spoke next, poking her friend with
her elbow.

“Snowfire' s messages home about the barbarians and his new Wingbrother were so fulsome and
interesting that Summerdance here wanted to meet you as soon asyou al returned,” said the Kaed' ain



wickedly. “ So she thought she could manageto casually be your guideto theVae!”

That was too much for Summerdance, who whirled, seized her friend’ s head in both hands, and
shoved her under the water. Her friend came up spluttering, but mostly with laughter.

Summerdance turned to Darian with aflushed face, and he thought quickly, hoping to find away
to salvage the Situation. Simple gratitude and politeness seemed the most effective and direct approach.

“That was very kind of you, to think of how a stranger might be so confused here,
Summerdance,” hetold her. “Especidly as| am certain you have many tasks of your own to tend to, and
it could beirritating to find yourself saddled with anidiot!”

“Oh, but | already am,” Summerdance replied sweetly, staring pointedly at her friend, “Andin
contrast to poor, defective Nightbird here, why, even the most imbecilic stra-”

Shedidn’t get to finish the statement, for Nightbird returned the favor by dunking her.

As Summerdance came up gasping for air, the Situation might have escaated, had not a
dlver-haired elder called out lazily, “ Enough, my children. Y ou know the rules - take your romping to the
swimming pools and the waterfdl. If you wish to remain here, save your revengefor later.”

That quelled both of them for the moment, though their merry eyes boded mischief to come.
Summerdance managed to conquer her blushes, and Darian politely pretended that she had never been
embarrassed. “ So those buildings there are for guests?” he asked. “1 had the impression that Tayledras
didn’t particularly encourage ‘ guests,” yet you have many of those buildings.”

“Well, we' ve kept to oursalves, but times do change, you know, and we are not going to lag
behind them,” Summerdance replied as she pulled her soaked hair out of her eyes and began braiding it
back, with Night-bird’ s help.

“Thetruth of it isthat we Kaed' a in descended on them six years ago, and they had to build us
guest houses,” Nightbird added. “ Since then, most of us have either made our own dwellings or moved in
with congenia Tayledras, so the guest quarters are open again.” Shetied the braid she wasworking on
with abit of cord. “ There! Reasonably tidy.”

“And the rest of the truth is that now we have no need to discourage visitors, so when there are
those brave enough to dare the fearsome Hawkbrothersin their lair - 7 Summerdance bared her teethin
amock-snarl and crooked both handsinto claws, “ - we reward them by giving them a decent bed.”

“It sonly fair,” Nightbird finished, getting in the last word.

Darian looked from one girl to the other and back again. “ Areyou sure you aren't Ssters?’ he
findly sad. “Y ou certainly sound likeit.”

Both girls dissolved in laughter, which spread to the half of the occupants of the pool who'd
chanced to overhear the remark.

“So we have been telling them since Nightbird arrived, youngling,” the elder said; still chuckling.
“I'd bewary of themif | were you. Whdre these two tread, trouble follows.”

“Us?’ Nightbird cried indignantly.

“Never,” Summerdance declared. “We re harmless.”

“Innocent.”

“Absolutdy.”

The eder rolled hiseyes, but said only, in the driest voice imaginable, “Indeed.”

Summerdance looked stricken. “But, Father - 1”

“Saveit for one who did not see you born, when you came into the world with mischief grasped
in both hands,” the elder interrupted, closing his eyes and leaning back into the embrace of the hot water.
“Now let apoor old man soak hisbonesin peace.”

Nightbird snatched at atowel, and stood up. “Come on, friends, no one appreciates us here.
Let'sjust get dressed and show Dar’ian around alittle!”

Summerdance was not & al reluctant, so Darian found himself shortly clothed in the loose-fitting,
cool garments that the Hawkbrothers favored for lounging, with each arm being held by an extremely
attractive young lady as he was steered toward the guest houses.

“Have you actudly got weether inthe Vae?’ he asked curioudy, seeing that the strangely built
houses had proper roofs under dl their foliage.



“Controlled weather,” Summerdance said proudly. “Though before we had enough power back
to put the Vel back up, we had regular weather in herefor awhile. All weredly do iskeep thingswarm,;
if itrainsout there, it rainsin here - if it snows out there, it rainsin here”

“Why keep rain out?’ Nightbird continued from the other side. “ The plants till need it, and
besides, most of uslikerain, aslong asit' swarm.”

“And in the summer, we never let it get too warm in here,” Summerdance added. “No droughts
either. Though wetry not to let any droughts happen outside - with trees the size of the onesin the
Pelagiris, an uncontrolled forest firewould not bear thinking about. We arrange for controlled fires of
course, to keep the forest hedthy, but the forest hasto be well-watered before we dare do that. That's
why, when we were doing without, we gave up the Vel so that we could keep doing weether-magic.”

Darian nodded, with ashiver. He and the team had helped to fight aforest fire, thefirst he'd ever
seen, and Summerdance wasright. A forest fire loose among the grest trees of the Pelagiriswould be
nothing short of a holocaust.

There were no doors on these buildings, only aliving screen of leafy vine, which Summerdance
parted so they could dl wak inside thefirgt building of the group. The walswere haf-gructure, half
artwork; windows of colored glass gave way to carved panels of wood which in turn gave placeto living
walls of braided tree trunks and vines, dl of it lit by lanternsrather than mage-lights. There, as promised,
was a table spread with smple foodstuffs: breads, fruit, cheeses. They al helped themsalves, and poured
drinks from covered pitchers of cool juices, then took their loot to agrouping of severa fat cushionson
thefloor. There were proper chairs and tables, more groupings of cushions, and even a couch or two,
but the girls clearly preferred to sprawl on cushions.

In between mouthfuls they told him about the Vae, saving him from having to make any
conversation a al. He made interested sounds from time to time, but otherwise kept his mouth full and
closed. He heard more than he could store away in his memory about the Vaeitsdlf, who was partnering
with whom, who was quarreling with whom, who had designs on whom, what projects were going,
ddled, supid, or planned - in short, it sounded exactly like avillage, with dl the village gossip. Only with
much better scenery and clothing!

Even the strangest people have familiar habits, he thought wryly, and | et them chatter on until
he was comfortably full.

Then he sat up alittle straighter and began to insert some questions of hisown.

“Where did the dyhdli go?’ he asked first, for he hadn’t seen asingle one sincethey’d al
disappeared with the massed herds. “The al vanished together when we got here.”

“They havetheir own big meadow at the far end of the Vae, farthest from the entrance,”
Summerdancetold him. “I’ ve got my ekele in atree on the edge of the meadow.”

“And Kevren? Where she?’

“With the rest of the gryphons, in the cliffsabove the Vae; that’ swhere | live” That was
Nightbird, of course - and suddenly something clicked in Dadian’smind.

“You'reNightwind ssster!” heexclaimed. “The trondi’irn apprentice - that’s why you got
letters from Snowfire!”

For some reason that revelation seemed excruciatingly funny to both girls, asthey burst into
laughter again. “1 told you he' d figureit out dl by himself!” Nightbird chortled.

“Well, | never said | doubted you - ” Summerdance retorted.

Darian turned to her, and stared at her in thought for amoment. “Y ou can't be Snowfire' ssgter,
because he san only child. Areyou acousin?’

She mimed shooting an arrow. “Dead in the black! Oh, it isso nice to know that Snowfire
wasn't exaggerating how smart you were! Not bad, not bad at deduction at al!”

“Not that most peopleinthe Vae aren't related in someway or other,” Nightbird pointed out.
“But they’re very near cousins, Davnmist’s brother and Heartwood' s Sister are her mother and father,
s0 she' swhat we call adouble-cousin. | hope that’ s not too confusing.”

“Not at dl, remember, | comefrom alittle village, and practicaly everyonethereisreated to
everyonedsein someway,” Darian smiled. “I think | can keepit dl straight.”



Now it was their turn to ask about Errold’ s Grove, and histiny, prosaic little village was at least
moderately interesting for them - but what they redlly enjoyed was hearing about Vademar in generd.
Some things he had to answer truthfully with the preface of 1’ ve never seen thismysdlf, but I’ ve been
told that - ” They seemed utterly amazed that people could live without any magic at al for hundreds of
years, and were just as fascinated to hear what had taken the place of that magic.

“I fed sorry for people who haveto live without weather control,” Summerdance sighed, ashe
described afour-day blizzard he and the team had endured. “ Even though we had it, for awhile we had
to save the energy for things that were redlly important, and it was horrible. It wasworse being in the
Vaewithout weather protection! | don’t ever want to see snow on my ekele stepsagan!”

“I' know how you fed,” Nightbird agreed. “1 thought | would never get warm, the whole winter.”

“Peopleare used toit,” he pointed out. “Not having seasons would seem strange to them. And
there’ ssome enjoyment in it - Errold’ s Grove used to have aWinter Faire with al sorts of specia snow
and ice games and sports, and | met some people who redly love the snow. They’d be horrified if they
hed to do without it.”

“There s something to be said for agood, rousing thunderstorm,” Nightbird agreed. “Especialy
whenyou'resnug ingde.”

“Maybe - " Summerdance sounded doubtful. “1 ill draw theline at snow, though.”

Darian yawned, covering his mouth hastily with hishand, but Summerdance wasingantly dl
contrition.

“Oh, bother, here we' ve kept you up nattering at you, and you' re probably perishing fp get some
deep!” sheexclaimed. “Look, just what kinc| of quarters do you like anyway?’

“Dark,” he said promptly. “No hammocks. | still haven't gotten used to deeping in anything that
moves. But mostly as dark as possible; onething | don’t suffer fromisfear of being shutin.”

Summerdance glanced at Nightbird, who nodded. “1 think | know just the place,” she said, “And
no one staken it sncethe Kaed'a'in hertas al dug their own burrows. Follow me.”

Hedid; sheled him through the building complex - they were dl linked together, apparently - to a
long, low-ceilinged structure made up entirely of cozy, rounded sets of rooms. There wasn't astraight
line to be seen, and as Nightbird had promised, none of them showed any signs of occupation.

“These give most Hawkbrothersthe shivers,” Nightbird told him, as Summerdance lingered just
outside the complex. “ Doesn’'t bother me. White Gryphonisfull of lairsand denslikethis, and the
hertasi and kyree prefer them. Thisplaceisactudly dug right under the hill, soit’ll be quiet enough.”

“It'snot what I d choose to live in permanently, but right now . . . thisis perfect,” Darian told her
with satisfaction. “1 could deep for aweek in here.” Again, ahuge yawn caught him quite off-guard.
“Excuseme! And fromtheway | fed, | probably will deep for aweek! Do you know, they got us up
and in the saddle way before dawn, and we didn’'t stop even to egt. I ve done harder riding on thistrip,
but nothing that waslonger.”

“Better not deep for aweek, though, or you' Il missthe celebration,” Nightbird warned him, and
then waved her hand in ashooing motion at him. “Go pick out aset of rooms, then, and I ll tell the
hertasi whereyou are. Rest well, Dar’ian.”

“And to you, and thanks.” Heraised hisvoice alittle so it would carry to the doorway. “ Thank
you, Summerdance! | hopel’ |l see you both tomorrow!”

Shelaughed, and so did Nightbird. It seemed to be a common response for them. * Just try to
avoid usl” Summerdance replied, and the two of them sauntered away, leaving him aonein the building.

He picked asingle room at the back of the complex; it was smply furnished. Therewasalow
bed with clean, folded bedding waiting on it, asingle lantern on the floor beside the bed, and nothing else.
However, the room did have a heavy curtain he could drop down across the entrance to shut out the
light. There wasn't much to shut out, just the two lanterns illuminating the “ corridor” connecting dl the
rooms.

Hetook one of the dry splinters beside the lantern and got a flame from the lantern nearest “ his’
room, then lit his own lantern so that he could see to make up hisbed. By the time he' d smoothed down
thelast of the covers, his baggage had appeared on the floor behind him. Hertasi, of course; by now he



was used to the way they would make things “ appear” and “disgppear” in complete silence, including
themsalves. Those ahilities had proved useful in more dangerous contexts, too; hertas made wicked
grike-and-run fighters, for dl their small size. The packslooked shrunken; he had no doubt that they'd
extracted his dirty laundry, and that by the time he woke up tomorrow, his clothing would be waiting just
outside the curtain, cleaned and mended.

Havens, they'll probably have put together an entire new wardrobe for me by then, he
thought, climbing into bed and ifling another yawn. Ayshen made more than a few remarks about
that during our mission. What incredible creatures they are!

Then he blew out the lantern, closed his eyes, and never felt his head touch the pillow.

Hewoke dowly, and a his own pace - which was abit more leisurely than he' d been,ableto
manage when he was with the team. He heard a second cresture breathing in the room with him, and by
the faint scent of raptor-musk knew that Kuari had found him after his bondbird’ s own homecoming.
Mindtouch told him that Kuari was deeply adeep and probably would not wake for another few
candlemarks.

Whichis hardly surprising, considering how hard he worked yesterday. It wasn't thefirst
timethat Kuari had figured out where he was by Mindtouch, then made hisway to his bondmate, walking
if he had to.

Kuari definitely deserved hisrest, and Darian had no intention of disturbing it.

What was it that the girls said about not sleeping a week? That |’ d miss the celebration?
He chuckled softly, as he had a pretty good notion just what that celebration was going to be about. Not
the homecoming; any “celebrations’ for that reason would be between and among families and friends.
Although Tayledras enjoyed agood festival as much as anyone, successful completion of what was
essentidly afairly smplejob by Hawkbrother standards would not warrant aVae-wide party.

But he certainly knew what did.

Starfal warned them, but they wouldn't believe him.

Nightwind and Snowfire had given in to the inevitable two years ago and become formally mated,
much to Kelvren' sddight - deciding that they would much rather have asmall, intimate ceremony with
the closdly bonded team. Starfdl, however, had warned them both that neither Snowfire' s parents nor
Nightwind' s Kaed' a in kin were going to be cheated of “their” celebration. He had told them that it
would probably signa an excuseto turn out the entire Vae and they had scoffed at the very idea, but it
sounded asif Starfall wasright.

| bet the Elders even make the two of them pledge all over again! Wdl, maybethistime
Snowfire wouldn’t be so nervous about the whole thing. He' d kept fretting that Nightwind would change
her mind at the last moment. After being pledged for two years, by now he ought to be sure of her!

Darian stretched, and consulted his ssomach, which informed him that getting breekfast wasn't
going to be an emergency. And for once, he wasn't waking up with akink in hisneck or arock imprint in
themiddle of hisback. | think | amreally going to enjoy living in a Vale for a while!

He got up quietly, pulling back the curtain just enough so that he could see to dress. And there,
next to the curtain, were two evenly stacked piles of clothing; one of hisold things, neatly mended, and
another of entirely new garments, such as he would never have dared wear in Errold’ s Grove. These
were genuine Tayledras garments, not the scout clothing in relatively drab colorsthat they’d dl wornin
Vademar s0 asnot to startle the natives or betray themsalves to the monsters they were hunting.

Darian loved bright colors, and always had. Given achoice, he' d have dressed as gaudily asany
mountebank, so he was absolutely delighted to see the second pile of clothing waiting for him. Without
hesitation he chose apair of loose breechesin adark blue silk, ashirt in alighter blue, asashwovenin
blue and silver-gray, and aknee-length suede vest in a shade between that of the breeches and that of the
shirt. Soft, low boots of black deerskin took the place of hisriding boots, and he stepped out of the guest
rooms and into what he now thought of as the Great Room fedling quite the Hawkbrother dandly.

There was no one there a the moment, so he took alittle food with him and went in search of
Sarfal or Snowfire, munching as he waked. He soon redlized, however, that his dresswas quite
consarvative compared with some of his Tayledras kin. For onething, hedidn’'t have asingle bit of



jewdry or so much as onefeather braided into hishair - and for another, there wasn't even athin edging
of embroidery to lys shirt and vest, much less the overall patterns of embroideries some of them sported.

On the other hand, maybe he wasn't quite ready for al that finery -

Wel, maybe just one or two feathers and abit of trim.

There weretwo kinds of hertas living intheVae, ashewdl knew; the Tayledras, who were
mostly shy and invisible, and the Kaled' ain, who Were mostly very visible and quite outgoing. When he
findly spotted one of the latter - one not in the middie of some other task, for interrupting it would have
been very rude - he asked it where Starfdl and Snowfire might be found. In that amazing communication
dl hertasi shared, asif they didn’t merely have Mindspeech but actudly shared asingle mind, it told him
after amoment of contemplation that Snowfire was engaged in private business, but Starfall was
available, and whereto find him.

“Many thanks” hetoldit, asit looked up itslong snout a him, its big eyes much graver than
Ayshen’'sever were. “And please thank the othersfor their care of my baggage and wardrobe last night.
| redly didn’t have anything suitable for the Vae.”

Now thelittle lizard-creature’ s eyestook on asparkle of merriment. “ The things we brought will
do for now” it said, deprecatingly, “but when we come to know you, we will have something truly
suitablefor you later.”

Thenit trotted off; Darian knew better than to try to tell it that there was no need to go to any
more trouble, because it wouldn't listen. Hertas were like adolescent girlswhen it cameto clothing, but
with largely better taste and much better execution. Nothing made them happier than to dress humans up,
asif their charges were so many oversized dolls. Their nimble fingersfairly flew through embroidery, and
what was most remarkable of dl, they never had to trace a pattern on the cloth beforehand. They
replicated their designs or the patterns that others gave them as perfectly asthe original.

Perhaps giant dolls are what we are to themin a way, hethought with amusement. And
dressing us up istheir hobby. | have the feeling that I’ m going to be turned into a Tayledras
peacock whether I'mready for it or not, especially if there' s a celebration coming.

Hefollowed the hertas’ s ingtructions with care, though it was al too easy to be distracted here.
Every turn in the path brought something new: a huge tree trunk with aspirading stair; boughs loaded with
ekele; atiny, private pool; aminiature water-garden complete with waterfdl, lilies, and a colorful fish or
two; asculpture in stone or wood; aliving sculpturein plants and flowers. It was dl wonderful, and every
new sight brought with it the wish that Justyn could have been there to share it with him.

At last hereached hisgoa - Starfdl’ s ekele, which was not in one of the huge trees that
supported severd in its branches, but was situated in atree of more modest proportions and had only
Safdl’sdwdling init. The base of the tree sheltered a garden planted entirely in flowers of the most
subtle and delicate shades of white and the palest of pastels, with a stream and a cascade trickling
through it. Starfdl himsalf sat on alow stone bench, enjoying what was either alate bregkfast or an early
lunch, hisfacon intheair aove him, playing agameof “tag” with asmdler bird.

Thiswas agame that Darian had seen before, especialy between two very agile, swift flyers.
Each bird had a streamer of paper attached to one bracelet; the object was to keep your opponent from
snatching pieces of it. The bird that lost every bit of its streamer first was the one who lost the game.

Starfal waved Darian over as soon as he emerged from the cover around the path. Darian
waked across alawn of grass as plush asa carpet and asthick, and joined him as Starfal’ s bird ripped
off abit of hisopponent’ s streamer with an outstretched talon.

“I won't ask you what you think of our home; your eyessaid it dl last night,” Starfall said,
offering Darian aplate of small, savory meet pies. Darian politely took one, but only nibbled at it. “I have
got aquestion for you, though; do you want afew daysto settlein, or do you want to get to work right
away? Y ou have agreat ded to learn in theway of magic, and now that we arein the Vae, it will be
much easier to teach you.”

“I'd likeafew daysfirgt, ar,” Darian replied. “Though if I’ m going to have more teachers than
just you, I'd like to meet them informally and talk with them alittle before we gtart. | wouldn’'t - he
hesitated, choosing hiswordswith care. “I wouldn’'t want to have anyone teaching me who didn’t



approve of my being here.”

“Nor any conflictswith persondity; that can be disastrousin the teaching of magic.” Starfall
nodded. “I think that can be arranged without too much difficulty. | will not be your primary teacher; |
have taught you dl that | can. Y ou'll have three temporary teachers, and | can certainly arrange for you
to meet with them first. Eventudly, though, you are going to need awhole new kind of teacher to match
your talents, and | am afraid that you are not going to have much choice on that score. Y ou need to learn
from aHealing Adept, and there are not very many of those available to teach you. Hedling Adepts,
when teaching in their own path, never take on more than one student & atime, and we will haveto find
one who has not got a student at the moment.”

Darian’s heart sank alittle at that, but he resolved that he would manageto get dong with
whomever Starfall found for him, for it would be poor repayment for al that the Tayledras had done for
him to quarrel with the teacher they assigned him.

“I actudly have someoneinmind,” Starfal went on, watching Darian closdy. “And | think this
might be the best possible combination of student and teacher if he' sfree- but | won't hear from him for
awhile”

“Inthat case,” Darian said bravely, “1 hopethat heisfree. | trust your judgment.”

In the meantime, his mind buzzed with questions. Just what was aHedling Adept? Was he going
to be an Adept when he wasfinished with hislearning? How hard wasit to learn? Who was this person
that Starfall spoke of with such caution? Wasn't heink’VdaVvae?

“Inthe meantime,” Starfall went on, “wewill continue your lessons as best we can. Onething
that you can do, even while you are settling in, issimply to observe. One day soon - certainly before the
year isout - you will be returning to your new Vae near your old village; what you do withit in the
beginning will set the character of the place for dl time. Y ou should begin thinking now and planning now,
even though many of your planswill not cometo fruitionin your lifetime.”

Darian nodded, for he had dready had some thoughts along those lines. “Yes, sir,” he answered.
“Isthere anything ese | should do?’

“Only that you should get to know the folk about you - and if you see away to make yoursdlf
useful - 7 Starfall stopped, and smiled. “Well, | know you, and | know that | needn’t tell you that. Enjoy
ahit of ahaliday; I think wewill resume your studies after the celebration, for if you are going totake a
break before you begin, thereis going to be no point in starting anything before then.”

Since those words were clearly adismissal, Darian thanked him, and left him aone again.

But from the twinklein Starfdl’ s eyes when he mentioned the * celebration,” it was obvious that
Darian’ sguesswas right.

And just wait until Nightwind and Snowfirefind out!

Four

How can a ceremony be so solemn and so unrestrained at the same time? Darian wondered,
though he made very certain that histhought wastightly under shield. It wouldn’t do for anyoneto “hear”
him; especialy not now.

He d been standing here for what seemed like haf the day, though it couldn’t have been even half
acandlemark. As Snowfire' s nearest junior mae relative, he had found himself drafted for what he could
only think of asaHigh Temple Ceremony, with every bit of ornamentation and trimming anotorioudy
ornamental people could fabricate for the occasion. He was right up in the center of the circular raised
platform that had been erected yesterday in the dyheli meadow, that being the only cleared place big
enough to hold everyone. He wasn't done, of course; he was one of the “wedding party” aong with
Snowfire and Nightwind, three k' VaaElders, Nightbird, and six independent witnesses unrelated to
ether of the two being joined.

Now, given the length and seriousness of the ceremony, and the importance everyone attached to
it, thelogical assumption would be that both the participants and the assembled Clans watching it would
be as sober as presiding judges and solemn asaHerdd in full formal array.



Wrong.

Even though the audience was quiet, so quiet Darian heard the occasond cough or shuffling of
feet, they were dl grinning from ear to ear, and it was obvious that they were barely repressing their
exuberance long enough for the ceremony to conclude. Everyone seemed to consider the whole thing to
be agrand joke at the expense of the long-suffering mated pair, and the best reason ever created for a
no-effort-spared, Vae-wide festival.

Thelong-suffering aforementioned pair were not told what wasin the offing until well after the
preparations were complete, and it was obvious that the thing would take place even if thetwo main
participants had to be carried to the Pledging Circle, bound hand and foot and gagged. There had, in
fact, been asuggestion that holding the ceremony under such conditions would be rather amusing, though
Snowfireleveled aglare at the person who' d made that suggestion that was so intense he was probably
gl putting balm on hisburns.

Oneway or another, it was clear that Snowfire and Nightwind were not going to escape
k'Vda splansfor them. So they agreed to go through with it al, with acute embarrassment, but what
Darian considered to be astounding good grace.

The wedding garments a one must have taken monthsto complete; if the hertasi enjoyed
dressing up their human charges asif they were big dolls, thistime they had dressed their subjectsup asif
they were apair of sacred images!

Take Nightwind: part of her hair had been piled up on the top of her head and secured with
beaded and begjewel ed combs and skewers, while the rest was in braids entwined with more beads, tiny
crysds, slver charmsand silver chains. At the moment there was only asingle feather in her hair - one of
Kd'’s, setin asilver-and-crysta clasp. Her robes, sky-blue and embroidered with silver gryphons (both
realigtic and representations of her badge), had atrain so long it needed its own attendant to manageit,
and deevesthat trailed ong the ground nearly asfar asthe train. She probably wouldn’t have been able
to move if Nightbird hadn’t been there to help carry and arrange the train. Around her neck were two
necklaces. Thefirgt, adender slver chain that encircled her neck so that its pendant lay in the hollow of
her throat, was asimple one and the twin to one that Darian wore. The pendant was a hawk-talon,
mounted in slver and accented with a blue moonstone. The second was a huge silver pectora collar of
thin flat strands twisted and twined about each other in away that had made Darian dizzy when he'd tried
to trace their routes earlier; her badge as a Silver Gryphon nestled into the front asif the collar had been
made to accept it - which, obvioudy, it had. Her final ornament was a belt that fitted about her hips and
hung to the ground in front, made of moreflat silver strands which matched the pectord collar.

Nor did she outshine Snowfire. His robes, though lacking the overlong train, were otherwise
smilar. Also in sky-blue and silver, hisfeatured owls embroidered on them, and asilver-ornamented
deeve-glove that extended to his shoulder. He wore a pectoral and belt no less magnificent than
Nightwind's, but differing from hersin that his featured enormous blue moonstones cut to resemble the
moon in her severa phasesingtead of Silver Gryphon badges. Both of them wore blue-dyed deerskin
bootswith slver trimmings - not that anyone could actualy see them under al thet finery.

To Nightwind' sleft ood her sister Nightbird and Kelvren; to Snowfire sright stood Darian and,
on asingle enormous stand, Hwed, Huur, and Kuari, Sde by side. Had their bondbirds been smaller,
both Darian and Snowfire would have been carrying them, but the weight of the eagle-owls rendered that
impracticd.

Nightbird wore a scaled-down version of her sister’ srobes; with no train, deevesthat reached
only down to the ground instead of trailing out behind her, embroidery only on the hems of the skirt and
deeves, and an embroidered belt instead of asilver one. Her jewery waslimited to her Silver Gryphon
badge at her throat and a couple of slver hair sticks with pendants of blue moonstones. Darian, however,
wore something entirdly different from Snowfire s outfit, athough it wasin the wedding colors of slver
and blue,

Instead of along, floor-length robe with hanging deeves, he had on ablue silk shirt witha
diver-embroidered placket, long deeves gathered into sllvenembroidered cuffs, and aband of slver
embroidery at the hem of the shirt. Like Snowfire’ srobes, the embroidery on his shirt was of owls. The



long shirt washeld in at thewal s, like agathered tunic, with asilver belt worked with more owls.
Benesath the shirt he wore absolutely plain blue silk breeches and boots similar to Snowfire's, and over
the entire outfit, he wore a blue, floor-length silk-velvet vest.

It wasthe vest that had touched and pleased him and brought alump to histhroat when hefirst
saw it, for the hertasi had duplicated in sllver the embroidery that his mother had done on that cherished
but long-outgrown lesther vest she had made for him.

Darian carried Snowfire swegpons, hisbow and quiver, climbing stick, and short sword and
daggers. Nightbird carried Nightwind's. This was supposed to show that both were warriorsin their own
right, and expected to defend each other on an equa basis. A rather nice touch, Darian thought,
especialy since there were no other weapons anywhere in sight - other than the occasiona belt-dagger.
Warrior to warrior, man to woman, mage to Hedler, it was agood pairing.

The sx witnesses were arranged behind dl of them in ahdf-circle; conscioudy or unconscioudy,
they had each dressed in a different rainbow color and had arranged themsalves in rainbow order -
purple, red, orange, yellow, green, blue. The three Elders, one woman and two men, al with slver-white
hair, all wore green with gold embroidery - one with amotif of suntail hawks, one with cooperihawks,
and the third with peregrine falcons. None of the Elders or witnesses was closely related to either
Snowfire or Nightwind; thiswas according to custom of long standing.

The audience - as much as Darian had been ableto see of it - had turned out as splendidly
arrayed asthe witnesses and the Elders. It wasn't al humans ether, for there were plenty of hertasi in
embroidered vests and sashes or curioudy cut robes, dyheli bedecked with flower wreaths and ribbons,
and gryphonsin jeweled harnesses. There were kyree in atendance aswdl, but they flatly refused to
bedeck themsalvesin anything, and amid theriot of color their gray fur left them blending with the
shadows.

The ceremony began with the leftmost of the three Elders spesking firgt.

“Here stands before us this day, Nightwind k’ Leshya, warrior, trondi‘irn of the Silver Gryphons,
Headler among theKded' a'in,” Elder Leafspear declaimed. “Here stands before us Snowfirek’ Vda,
warrior and mage, co-leader of thefirst expedition into Vademar, well known to dl of us. Thesetwo
wish to join together in sight of our clans, to be asaliving bridge between k' Leshyaand k' Vaa. If there
be any here who object to thisjoining, give tongue that we may hear and consider what you have to say.”

He waited amoment, but of course there was no objection - though Kel looked around so
fiercdly that anyone who might have considered doing so would ingtantly have reconsidered theideaas a
very bad one. Perhaps that was the idea behind having such firm friends stand on the platform with you. .

“For thisjoining, Nightwind Kk’ Leshya pledgesto remain here, far from her birth-home, to bring
her skillsto k’Vala. For thisjoining, Snowfire k’Vaa pledgesto give her home, hearth, and hand, that
shenever fed theloss of her birth-home and dl she has|eft behind. For thisjoining, the Elders of k' Vda
and kK’ Leshya have sworn to honor these pledgesin their stead, should ill luck befall either.”

He paused again for effect, then continued when virtualy everyone nodded in agreement.

“The Vaeismore than this place and its Heartstone; if the Heartstone were no more, if we
sought another home, where we werewould still bek’Vaa Thereisno k' Vaawithout the people; there
isno Clan without al of us. Our strength isin our bonds to one another, and to make another bond
srengthensus al. To make abond between two so near in heart, yet so different in origin, makes both
our clans stronger.”

When he was done, the rightmost Elder, Rainlance, picked up as smoothly asif they were one
person and not three.

“Thisbond, thisjoining, is not meant to be afetter. A joining isa partnership, not two people
becoming one,” the second Elder said, though not as sternly as Starfal had said it the firgt time they took
their vows. “Two minds cannot fuse, two souls cannot merge, two hearts cannot keep to the sametime.
If two are foolish enough to try this, one must overwhelm the other, and that is not love, nor isit
compassion, nor respongbility. Y ou are two who choose to wak the same path, to bridge the differences
between you with love. Y ou must remember and respect those differences and learn to understand them,



for they are part of what made you cometo lovein thefirst place. Loveis patient, loveiswilling to
compromise - loveiswilling to admit it iswrong. There will be hard times, you must face them as bound
warriors do, side by side, not using the weapon of your knowledge to tear at each other. There will be
sadness aswdll as joy, and you must support one another through the grief and sorrow. There will be
pain - but pain shared is pain halved, asjoy shared isjoy doubled, and you each must sacrifice your own
comfort to share the pain of the other. And yet, you must do al this and manage to keep each other from
wrong actions, for ajoining meansthat you a so pledge to help one another at dl times. Y ou must lead
each other by example. Guide and be willing to be guided. Being joined does not mean that you accept
what istruly wrong; being joined meansthat you must strive that you both remain in the light and theright.
Y ou must not pledge yourselves thinking that you can change each other. That isrankest folly, and
disrespectful, for no one hasthe right to change another. Y ou must not pledge yoursalves thinking that
there will be no dtrife between you. That isfantasy, for you are two and not one, and there will inevitably
come conflict that it will be up to you to resolve. Y ou must not pledge yoursalvesthinking that al will be
well from this moment on. That isadream, and dreamers must eventualy wake. Y ou must cometo this
joining fully ready, fully committed, and fully respectful of each other.”

Now thethird Elder, Silverswan, took up the thread of ceremony - and asilken cord of silver
and blue. Night-wind extended her right hand, and Snowfire hisleft, and the Elder bound them together
with the cord.

“Now you will no longer fear thestorm,” the Elder said, in ringing tones, “for you find shelter in
each other. Now the winter cannot harm you, for you warm each other with love. Now when strength
fails, youwill be the wind to each other’ swings. Now the darkness holds no danger, for you will be the
light to each other’ s path. Now you will defy despair, for you will bring hope to each other’ s heart. Now
there will be no moreloneliness, for there will aways be ahand reaching out to aid you when al seems
darkest. Where there were two paths, thereis now one. May your days together be long upon the earth,
and each day blessed with joy in each other.”

With their hands still bound together, Snowfire carefully took aslver hair clagp he had been
holding in hisright hand, one with two festhers hanging from it - one of Hwed’ sand one of Huur's- and
clasped it onto the el aborate congtruction that was Nightwind' s hair. At the sametime, shefastened a
amilar clasp with one of Kel’s smdler feathersinto his hair with her left hand. That had been arather
clever touch; Nightwind had no bondbird, of course, but everyone agreed) that her bond with Kel
certainly was of the same order: |

Then, the ceremony finally over, they turned to face the crowd and as the witnesses parted so
that the audience could see them clearly, raised their bound hands above their heads.

The cheer that erupted literaly shook leaves and blossoms out of the trees, showering them both
with fragrant petals. More flowers flew at them from the audience and dropped onto their heads from the
talons of bondbirds, who seemed to take a great dedl of pleasure out of picking atarget and hitting it.
Flowers were everywhere, the air so thick with them that it looked like a blizzard. Nightwind and
Snowfire were exempt from the pelting, but Darian had to put up ahand to fend off al the blossoms
intended for his head. Beneath the storm of flowers, the pair paused long enough for arather heated kiss
- asure sign that though they’ d been bonded for two years, they hadn’t become bored with each other!

No one could have possibly enjoyed aparty in those cumbersome ceremonia oultfits, however,
the Tayledras had long since solved that problem. The six witnesses stepped forward and removed the
cord holding the pair’ s hands together, cutting it into Six pieces and each taking one as aphysica token
that the marriage had been made. Should they ever decide to dissolve the joining, the six pieceswould
have to be retrieved and burned in another ceremony. Once the ceremonia cord was taken off their
hands, Nightwind and Snowfire smply touched hidden clasps and stepped out of their outer ceremonia
robes, leaving them in the hands of the witnesses, who had been waiting to take them. They didn’'t have
to hold the garmentsfor long; in amoment, previoudy invisble hertas whisked them away - to be
shortly displayed on stands during the celebration for the admiration of anyone who wanted to examine
them. From this moment on, the robes became the heirloom works of art they truly were, and would be
displayed on thewadls of Snowfire's ekele. Now looking far more comfortable wearing shirts and



breeches just like Darian’s, they joined the throng of well-wishers. Meanwhile, more hertas: materidized
among the crowd with trays of every kind of finger food and drink imaginable. Ayshen appeared at
Darian’ s elbow to take Snowfire’ s wegpons, the three owls flew up into the boughs so that the perch
could be removed, and agroup of musicianstook over the ceremonid platform. Darian was amazed to
see that one of the musicians was a cresture that could only be amember of the tervardi, the
bird-people. He'd never seen one until now, for dthough the tervardi weretraditiond alies of the
Tayledras, there was no colony of them near k' VadaVde.

Darian tried to stare without staring; he could not tell if the tervardi was mae or femae, but if
coloration followed the same pattern asin birds, and if the feathers weren't painted as some of the
gryphons were, then it was probably mae. Its head, covered with scarlet-and-black featherswith ahint
of acredt, had a definite besk rather than lips. The arms were feathered aswell - wings, but nonfunctional
ones, too abbreviated to be of any use even in gliding. There was abroad, feathered tail, and it wore a
type of wrapped garment that |eft the tall free.

The musica group conssted of the tervardi, two hertasi playing drums, and four Tayledraswho
played harp, gittern, flute, and some sort of horn, respectively. It was soon evident, once they struck up a
melody, that the tervardi wastheir vocais.

It was a0 evident why; no human voice could duplicate the haunting sounds that emerged from
the tervardi’ s fluttering throat asit broke into song.

Havens! Darian thought, listening with his mouth agape. No wonder they never sing for anyone
but Hawkbrothers! They'd be carried off before you could say “ soprano “ .’

“Therewasathriving tradein tervardi entertainment-davesin the distant past, until the survivors
managed to gather under the protection of'the Vaes,” avoice said softly behind him. He turned, to’find
himsdlf gazing into the eyes of asecond tervardi, this one drably plumaged in black and red-brown.
Well, “drab” compared with the first one' sblack and scarlet; her markingswere quite lovely, and if he
hadn’t aready seen the mae, he' d have thought her quite striking.

The enormous eyes, so dark abrown as to seem black, gazed back at him with no expression
that he could read. It was easy for the daversto get what they wished from us,” the female (thesinger's
mate?) continued, her voice a softer version of the singer’ sthough no lessmelodious. “ After dl, what
male would not sing, when his captors threatened to torture his mate and female chicksif he refused?”’

She saw that I’m not born Tayledras, and she’ s testing me - but what should | say? “What
song could sound sweet under those conditions?’ he countered, after amoment of blankness. “Whoever
would order such an atrocity had no heart. The only songs worth hearing are those sung in happiness and
freedom.”

He had only thought that he could not read the tervardi; now he redlized that she had the same
feather-language as the bondbirds. When shefirst spoke, her feathers had been dicked down with
tension; now she relaxed, the feathers around her beak puffed up, and her face looked rounder and
softer than it had amoment ago.

“Y ou spesk wisdly for one so young,” shereplied, ith trilling chuckle - or achuckling trill. “What
bird fly you?’

“Kuari, fledged of Huur and Hwedl,” he replied promptly, and held out hisarm, with aquick
Mindtouch to Kuari himself. He braced himsdf for the weight as Kuari camein, and ducked hishead a
little to avoid the impact of those huge, slently powerful wings. The only warning that Kuari was near
came when the wind his wingstrokes created made a second storm of al the flower petals scattered
about.

Hisarm strained as Kuari settled gently on the guard, and the great talons closed carefully about
the leather. The tervardi trilled something at Kuari, who cocked his head to listen, then replied in a series
of soft hoots like those made to nestlings. Then he closed his eyes and reached out with his beak to preen
agtrand of Darian’ s hair.

Thetervardi chuckled again and relaxed further, her facia feathers puffed up so that her beak
nearly disappeared. She held out afour-taloned hand - three long claws and one short and opposed,
exactly like athumb. Darian took it without fear.



“Rrrilliak Treva” shesaid.

“Darian Firkink’ Vddemar k' Vda,” hereplied.

“A long name,” she observed. “ Y ou have not changed it in Tayledrasfashion?’

He shrugged. “I thought about it, but - Tayledras take new use-names when they change, and |
haven't changed, not redlly. I'm ill Darian, with more knowledge and more memories, and abit more
common sense, | hope. | have more skills now, and I’ ve got more friends. But when you come down to
it, I'm gtill mysdlf. I've grown, but | haven't changed.”

“Then wear the name you are, Darian Firkin k' Vademar k' Vaa,” shetold him firmly. Suddenly,
with the lightning change of topic he wasto cometo associate with tervardi, asked, “ And what think you
of Sarrrsee sInging?’

Hewaved hishands helplessy &t that. “Unbelievablel” hefinally managed, “Indescribable! |
could ligento himdl night!”

“Wadl, with pausesfor refreshment, that opportunity you will have, passager,” she said, clearly
very pleased with hisreaction. “Indeed, on so romantic an occasion, we are to sing courting ballads, we
two. And that, for outsidersto hesr, israre.” .

He bowed, hoping that aso would please her. “Then | hope you will allow meto than youin
place of my brother Snowfire and his mate, who will be enchanted - and overwhelmed - by the honor
you do them.”

Now shelaughed doud, asivery gurgle of sound, and spread her arm pinions. “ Oh, you are
wasted among the mages, passager,” she crowed. “ Such delicate speeches mark you as an Elder afore
thetime!”

Shedidn’t give him achanceto reply to that, turning away instead and taking the platform with
the other musicians

Somehow, the group of musicians managed to go from thefirst song straight into the next without
pause to consult one another - dthough it was entirely possible they were using Mindtouch instead. The
second melody must have been one of the “ courting songs,” for first the mae sang, then the female,
trading melodies and replies until the two strainsjoined in unexpected harmonies. Darian gathered Kuari
to his chest and absently scratched the owl’ s back and neck - much to Kuari’ s pleasure - while he
listened with his eyes closed to be able to better concentrate on the music.

This song came to adefinite end with amoment of silence followed by applause and cheers.
Darian opened his eyes again to see the two tervardi bowing dightly in acknowledgment - and the
femaelooked directly at him and ddliberately winked before turning her attention back to the rest.

The musicians launched into a piece that was purely instrumental, and Darian gave Kuari a boost
back into the air so that he could regjoin the other bondbirdsin the canopy. Then he wandered off,
intending to find something alittle more substantia than the tiny savories being handed around by the
hertasi. He hadn’t eaten since he woke up; Ayshen had kicked him out of bed far too early, and he'd
been running errands since. He' d really felt too keyed up to eat anyway, but now that everything was
safdy over, and nothing disastrous had occurred, he was starving.

And acouple of tiny bites of sausage-stuffed pastry weren’t going to take the edge off his hunger
ather.

Themost logica placeto look first was the guest lodge - and going there had the added
advantage that he could take off hiswedding finery and put on something he wouldn’t have to worry
about ruining. Once he made hisway to the point where the crowd thinned out alittle, he made decent
progressto the far sde of the Vae - although the temptations to stop were many. Besides the group of
musiciansfrom k' TrevaVaethat included the two tervardi, there were other musiciansfromk’Vaa
scattered here and there, carefully positioned so that no group’s music interfered with the music from
another individua or group. Darian passed three individua musicians and two groups on hisway to the
guest lodges, the groups had set up in spaces big enough to alow for dancing. One group was playing a
dow-paced, couples dance, and the second afaster, heavily syncopated group dance.

As he had suspected, the hot poolswerein use, though asit was early in the day, they were not
heavily crowded. It was abit of asurprise to see the number of people svimming, though.



That isn't my idea of what you do at a wedding - well, maybe I’mjust being provincial.

Wonderful aromas met his nose before he even reached the door of the guest lodges, and the
tempting array of food spread out there made him waver in hisresolution to change before he ate. Only
the fact that hisfavorite foods were always the messiest to eat made him stick to it, even though the
scents seemed to follow him down the corridors and into hisroom to taunt him.

He changed quickly, retaining only the new slver belt from hiswedding costume, andssprinted
back down the corridors, tracking the scentswith hisnosein the air like ahungry hound.

A ghort timelater, blissfully nibbling on asguare of pastry wrapped around afilling of findy
chopped nuts and honey, he felt ready to join the rest of the Vale. He strolled out into the open and
started back toward the dy-heli meadow.

Darian stopped long enough to listen to one of the solo musicians, then obtained something to
drink from apassing hertas and went on to hisdestination. Arriving just intimefor the tervardi to begin
snging again, he sat himsaf down near the platform on the soft grass and proceeded to lose himsdlf for
some undefined length of time whilethe music created fantasiesin hismind.

When he emerged from the spell that the music cast on him, he found that he had company.
Beside him, with her blue eyes till filled with the dreamsthat tervardi Snging sent into her mind, was
Summerdance.

He had not seen her for the last few days, but that was no great surprise, asthey had both been
working on the wedding preparations and their errands hadn’t overlapped. In addition, she was
gpprenticed to Steelmind, the specidist in plants who was the caretaker (among other things) of most of
the garden spotsin the Vae, including the herb garden. As a consequence, she hadn’t had any freetime
over the past three or four days.

He was happy to see her at last, and glad that he had hanged into what had been his“best” ouitfit
until he got the one for the wedding. She certainly looked spectacular, gowned in something silken that
flowed over her, awaterfal of luminousfabricin severd shades of green. She wore as ornamentsa collar
of braided gold, silver, and copper wire, with strands of crystal beads and feathers braided into her black
hair.

She smiled at him, and nodded her head at the platform. “What do you think?’ she asked. “ This
isthe fourth time I’ ve heard this group; they travel among the Vaes, and wetry to get them to come once
every year or so, but thisisthefirst time they’ ve comefor apledging.”

Hetried to come up with enough superlatives and failed. “It’ sthe kind of singing you hear in
dreams and know you can't reproduce when you wake up,” he said findly. “There’ snothing likeit.”

“And nothing more beautiful, except when atervardi flock singsin chorus, and I’ ve only heard
that once,” she agreed. “1 had to go to k’ Trevafor that, but it was worth the journey. | got to seethem
dance, besdes singing. Do you dance, a dl, in Vademar?’

“Every chancewe get,” helaughed. “But if you'reasking if |, personaly, dance- | do, and |
learned acouple of dances from the team while | was with them, too. Isthisan invitation?’

“Wadll, the group istaking abreak, so thereisn’t anything going on herefor awhile,” she pointed
out. “And it'salot more fun to dance when you have a partner. Round dances are dl right for children,
but couple dances and group dances arelivelier and more interesting.”

“That’ sthetruth,” he agreed as he stood up, then extended a hand to her to help her to her feet.
He took the lead, since he knew where the dancing circles had been set up, and asluck would haveit,
thefirst onethey cameto wasjust starting anew set asthey arrived.

He soon saw how she had gotten her use-name; she as quick, graceful, light on her feet, and
evidently untiring. He had no intention of quitting before she was ready, and found himsalf panting and
with araging thirst by the time the musicians paused for a bresk themsdalves. He was half afraid that she'd
suggest finding one of the other dancing circles, but shetook pity on him. Laughing, sheled him to the
gdeof the circleand left him for amoment, only to return with cool drinksfor both of them.

Hedidn’t know any of the people they’ d been dancing with, but they al knew who hiewas - not
so difficult Snce he wasthe only outsider in the Clan! With hisbrown hair and eyes he couldn’'t be
mistaken for anyone ese, not when the only variation on blue eyes, golden skin, and black hair among



Tayledras or Kaled' ain wasthe blue eyes, golden skin, and white hair of mages who' d worked with
Heartstone and node magic.

Oh, not quite true - some scouts, if they had white hair, dyed it in patterns spring through autumn
to camouflage themsdlves. But none of them had plain brown hair.

For the most part, his erstwhile dancing partners were just as winded as he was, and the hertasi
circulating among them with more of the refreshing mint-flavored drink soon found themselves
emptyhanded. Summerdance was the only one who still had breath to talk; sheintroduced him to the
other dancers, but he promptly forgot most of their names. He had just about caught his bresth and
cooled down when the musicians began again and she drew him back into the circle for another round.

It was't until after the third round was complete that she professed hersdf tired, and by that time
his legs were getting wobbly. When she suggested a hot soak, he was only too happy to agree.

But when sheled him, not in the direction of the communa pooals, but down atiny,
vine-shadowed path that threaded between trees away from the sounds of celebration, he started to
wonder if she had something more than asoak in mind.

Seady on, hetold himsdf. She just might want some privacy rather than the mob.

But things were certainly promising to beinteresting. . . .

She stopped at a place where the path appeared to end, and parted a curtain of flowering vines.
On the other Sde of the vineslay abubbling pool, one fed, obvioudy, by the same hot springsthat fed
the communa pools. Beside the pool on asmall stone bench was athick pile of towels - well, why not?
It wasn't asif they were going to get rained on in the middle of aVale!

“Here, isn't this better than jostling for a space with everyone else?’ she asked, as she dipped
unsalfconscioudy out of her dress and into the pool without making so much asasplash. Helost no time
infollowing her example; the water was delicioudy hot, and dl of histired muscles meted under its
influence

Ah, thereis no comparison with Errold’s Grove! hethought blissfully, as he closed hiseyes
and dumped until his chin touched the surface of the pool. Here | am, entirely alone with
Summerdance, no one will care what we do or don’'t do - she's of age, I’'m of age, that’s all there
isto it. Back home, if anybody found me with a girl like this, her father would be hunting me down
with a pack of male relatives and her mother would be making wedding arrangements.

Hetook a peek out of one eye a Summerdance; apparently shewasn't asinexhaustible as she'd
been at painsto appear, for she was relaxing in the water with the same expression he' d been wearing.
Beads of moisture collected on her forehead, and the hair around her face started to curl in the heat and
damp.

“Where arewe, exactly?’ he asked, having only avague notion of how far they had gone.

“At thefarthest end of the Vae. My ekele's up there.” She pointed straight up, and he followed
her pointing finger with his eyes. Squinting upward through the rising team, past vines and foliage
obscuring everything, he made out a bit of staircase againgt atrunk, and what might have been a piece of
floor. “1 got tired of having to tramp forever to get ahot soak - or to haveto tramp forever after | got a
hot soak. When we got a reasonable amount of magic back, and | got to pick something | wanted, |
picked this”

“Good choice,” he said, closing his eyes and leaning back again.

But not before hel' d managed to find afresh blossom growing within reach.

Now came the moment for interna debate. So, do | offer her a flower? In Tayledrasterms,
especidly in agtuation like this one, offering Summerdance a flower would express without words not
just hisadmiration for her, but that he wanted to share decidedly more than just her platonic company.
Chased, rather than chaste, asthe saying went. It was't that he was debating whether he wanted to
offer her aflower, he was debating the etiquette of it. Thiswas her pool, beneath her ekele; her territory,
S0 to speak. So, did he make the first overture, or would it be polite to wait and seeif she did? But what
if shewaswaiting for him to express an interest? What if she would be disappointed and hurt if he didn’t
make the offer?

Of course, dl thismight be innocent, smply companionable. But among the Tayledras, being



offered aflower didn’t imply acceptance, and she could aways turn him down.

I’ m thinking too much. He reached out and picked the flower without opening his eyes, held it
for amoment, then turned toward her. “ Ah, Summerdance?’

He opened his eyes as he spoke.

Only to stare at her, seeing that she had just turned and was offering him aflower at the same
moment.

They stared at each other for along breath, then broke nto helpless laughter, leaning into each
other’ sarms for support.

Then, when their laughter faded, they found other thingsto share.

Sunset, normaly al but imperceptible beneath the huge trees, was spectacular from
Summerdance' s ekele high in the boughs of atree on the edge of the clearing - and they were bothina
position to gppreciate and pay attention to the sight by then. Still, neither Darian nor Summerdance was
prepared to end the celebration quite so early, so they collected themsalves and their belongings and
regjoined the dancing just as dusk fell. Specia illuminations had been planned for after dark, effects that
required magic, and Darian was happy to see that they appeared on schedule. Even though he wasn't in
charge of the entertainment, he had something of aproprietary interest iniit.

The main event was adisplay of underwater lighting, with congtantly changing colors, beneeth the
cascades of one of the more elaborate waterfall-arrangements. It had three levels of fdling water, with
each of the threelevels subdivided into additional cascades, al plunging into asmall, but deep, pooal,
frequently used for acrobetic play and roughhousing. No one swam there tonight. Mage-lights glowed
behind the falling water from within recessesin the rocks, and onein the bottom of the pool turned the
foaming water into afroth of light. The clever mage who'd planned thiswas at hand to control the
changing colors, so that no sequence was ever repeated.

“Y ou know,” Summerdance remarked, asthey spotted Nightwind and Snowfire among those
admiring the cascades, “1 think it'sjust aswell that they dready got their red pledging over with whiledl
of you were out there - ” shewaved her hand vagudly in the direction of Vademar. “If this had been
their red pledging instead of an excuse for an enormous party, they’ d have been missing dl of his, or dse
they’ d fed asif they had to pretend to enjoy it when dl the while they redly just wanted to be done
together. Asit isnow, thisisjust acelebration that happened to involve them, but it' smorelike an
anniversary party. So they can relax and enjoy it dlong with everyone dse”

Heredlized at once that she was probably right; once Nightwind and Snowfire had giveninto
popular demand, they’ d really managed to be quite relaxed about the entire occasion, far more relaxed
than anyone dsewas, infact. “Very perceptive!” he exclamed. “1 wouldn’t have thought of that, but |
think you'reright!”

Summerdance shrugged. “1 know my cousin,” she pointed out. “Look how utterly calm he'sbeen
sincethey got out of their robes, and how he' srelaxed and gone aong with the fun! They know their
pairing issolid and isgoing to last. They don't fed asif they have to prove how happy they are together
to an audience of well-wishers, and now that the ceremony is over, they know they don’'t have to be the
center of everything anymore.”

“If | didn’t know better, I’d say it was you who wasthe trondi*irn intraining and not Nightbird,”
he teased, as the lights benesth the waterfall cascades changed dowly from blueto purple, en masse.
“How did you figuredl that out?’

She elbowed him. “Just because I'm gpprenticed to Steelmind, that doesn’t mean | think likea
plant,” she chided. “How do you think he got the use-name of Steelmind, hmm? He watches everything
and everyone, and doesn’t say much, but when he does, it sworth listening to. He' s quite good at
figuring people out, after al that observation. I’d liketo think I’ ve been learning that from him, too.”

“I think you can bet oniit,” hetold her serioudy, and was rewarded with asparkling smile. “I also
think you' ve got to be getting hungry by now.”

“And you're observant aswell, or ese you heard my stomach growling; let’s see what new
goodies have been put out. There' s bound to be supper dishes by now.”

She dashed off, casting a glance behind to seeif he was following, and he responded to the



challenge. They raced each other down overgrown, little-used paths to the guest lodges. Summerdance
had a distinct advantage because she knew the Vae so well, but he had longer legs, so they burst out of
the undergrowth neck-and-neck, and found themselves part of agoodly crowd of equaly hungry folk
crowding into the entrance to the main hdl.

By now Darian’s gppetite had returned with a vengeance, and the wonderful aromas nearly
drove him to distraction. A real meal had been spread out thistime, with hot and cold dishesto choose
from, instead of just snacks. Darian motioned Summerdanceto go in ahead of him, feding asif hewould
make a poor showing if helet hunger overcome manners. They took plates made of flat bread from a
stack waiting at the side of the table, and hegped them with their choices, at Summerdance’ surging,
Darian took portions of things he didn’t recognize. They stood together for amoment, looking around to
seeif there was anyone here that they knew, then spotted Nightbird. She sat in the middle of acongenia
group of young men and women, most of whom were strangersto him. A few of Nightbird's companions
were younger than Darian was, but most were about the same age.

As soon asthey’ d spotted her, she noticed them, and waved them over. They found a couple of
unused cushions and sat down with the rest of the group.

“Everyone, thisisDar'ian,” Nightbird said, giving his name the Tayledras pronunciation. “Dar’ian,
pay attention,” she continued, with agiggle. “I’ m only going to introduce people once!”

He paid quite careful attention to their names as Nightbird introduced her friends, and fixed
names properly with the facesin hismemory.

Meanwhile, he ate, enjoying al the new flavors. It was al quite different, except the thick dices of
meat - and even that was spiced in away he' d never tasted before. Round puffs of pastry proved to be
breaded and fried dices of vegetable, a green paste that Summerdance had greeted with enthusiasm was
probably from another vegetable of some kind and made a fantastic garnish on just about everything, little
red. squares were not sweet, as he' d expected, but crisp and jjeppery. He wished he' d taken more of
theflat round bread; it was wonderful when wrapped around the mest.

He spent more time listening than talking; for onething, it wasthefirst time hel d seen so many of
his agein one place. For another, hewasinterested in what they did, snceno onewasever ideina
Vaeto hisknowledge.

Thiswas where he got some surprises. He had somehow gotten the vague idea that most
Hawkbrothers were mages - that Snowfire and the other scouts were the exception. In afew moments,
he learned that his perception was backward.

“Sowhat’ syour next assgnment?’ Nightbird asked agroup of three Stting close together ina
way that suggested close friendship rather than an amatory grouping.

“You'll laugh,” said one of the two girls. “Mushroom hunting. The mords are coming up now,
and the cooks want plenty.”

Nightbird didn’t laugh, she shrugged. “Y ou can’t aways be the ones patrolling the border,” she
pointed out with inescapable logic. “ Especidly not with seven scout groupsin training at the sametime.

Y ou were just lucky on your first assignment, and got the exciting one. Besides, the cooks aren’t the only
oneswho want morels!”

“Exactly s0,” agreed an older boy. “As| cantell you from my training last year. We spend more
time hunting game and finding fungi than we do in patrols - and much, much moretimein boring,
uneventful patrolsthan in actudly fighting anything dangerous.” Helaughed. “ As Whitehawk says, 'Sx
weeks of boredom punctuated by half acandlemark of sheer terror.” | think I’ll volunteer for the next
Vademar expedition; at least they saw some action.”

“Wouldn't mushroom hunting be moreinthelineof hertas?” Darian asked.

“Not redly,” the boy replied. “The hertas have plenty of work herein the Vae, and we can hunt
mushrooms and check up on theterritory ingde our border at the same time. Despite what they might tell
you, they can't do every thing!”

Darian discovered from the subsequent conversation that alittle less than half of them, mae and
femae both, were scouts or scouts-in-training - ageneric job that included hunting and gathering
foodstuffs found growing wild in the woods outside the Va e aswell as patrolling the boundaries of



k’'Vaaterritory. Two were mages - farther dong in their studies than he was, but since they had begun
earlier, and had certainly applied themsealves better, that was only to be expected. One was aweaver and
worker with textiles, which rather surprised him, as he’ d gotten the impression that the hertasi did most
of the crafting work.

But when he ventured to ask, he found out that the “trades,” so to speak, were practiced by as
many Tayledrasas hertasi. “Isn't that dull compared with being ascout?” he asked tentatively.

The weaver laughed. “Y ou heard the others. Now that we' ve got most of the nasties cleared out,
and it’ s easy enough to discourage poachers, it’s scouting that’ s boring! | love what | do, and my teacher
is Silverbird, the weaver who made the wedding robes. How could anybody be bored, learning to weave
worksof art likethat? | even get to spend as much time in the woods outside the VVale as any scout,
because I'm aso working with Azurehart, the dyer, and we' re dways |ooking for new colors.”

“It'sjust as good doing metal work,” added another. “The hertas haven't got the strength to
make anything large, or anything out of iron or stedl. If you want a sword with a proper blade of
twelve-folded sted, it hasto be one of uswho makesit - and who could get tired of that sort of work?’

“Thehertas can’t blow glass either. It’stoo dangerous for them to get that close tp.(the
furnaces,” said agirl with aprofusion of scarlet-anoli-gold glass beads strung on the hair of one side of
her head. “ The glasswork has to be done by humans.”

The others chimed inwith smilar praisefor their professons, and he now learned that most of the
Hawkbrothers of k' Vaawere actudly craftgpeople, with only minor abilities at magic. In thislittle group
aone, there were the weaver and smith, both in training, aswell as Nightbird who trained to care for the
gryphons, Summerdance who was going to be a plant worker, and the girl glassblower and ayoung man
who was dready apracticing fletcher. A Vdewastruly alargely sdf-sufficient organism; certainly as
sdf-aufficient as Errold’s Grove had ever been.

After they'd dl finished edting, the group somehow stayed together, and went off to virtually take
over one of the dancing circles. At that point, Summerdance found a partner with as much energy as she,
and relinquished Darian’ s company to Nightbird. Since Nightbird had not yet heard the tervardi sSng,
and Darian’ slessons had not included the complicated couple dances the others were performing, he
went with her back to the platform and happily sat through two more sessions of their music.

Finaly, though, the long day began to catch up with him, and he caught himsdlf yawning.

“I"'m ready for more dancing,” Nightbird declared, when the music group took another break.
She glanced over at him, caught him in mid-yawn, and giggled. “Y ou look more like you' d rather be
adeep.”

Since she'd carefully said “adegp” and not “in bed,” he took the comment at face value and not
as another invitation. He rubbed his eyes with the back of his hand and grinned sheepishly. “Well,” he
temporized, “I was up at the bresk of day, and running from the time my feet hit the ground.”

She laughed. “I’ll tell you what; partner me for one dance set, and then we' Il see how you fed.”

He nodded agreement and helped her to her feet; they wound their way acrossthe Vale until,
quite by accident, they came across athird dance circle and joined it. This one, populated by people of
Snowfire s generation, wasn't quite asrowdy asthe one that Summerdance had gravitated to, but it was
lively enough for Darian.

Once again, these were dances that Darian had not learned, but they were easy enough to follow.
Thiswas a cross between a couple dance and a round dance, with each couple performing the moves of
the set in turn while the others kept time, clapping. The dancers put Nightbird and Darian at the end of
the line, which gave him seven chancesto learn the next move before he had to do it. The dances moved
briskly, with some pretty acrobatic moves as the dances grew more complicated with each new tune.
Therewas quite alot of twirling, turning, and lifting on€ s partner, and Darian found hims=lf running out of
energy after awhile. So did Nightbird, too, evidently; after that one set of dances, sheretired from the
field, declaring herself defeated by her own lagging energy. “I’'mfor aswim,” she decided after a
moment. “What about you?’

A swim seemed like agood idea; afineway to cool off after dl that dancing. Conveniently
enough, the large swimming pond turned out to be just on the other side of the trees and bushes screening



the dance circle; Night-bird just led him around the corner, and there it was.

There were other people at the swimming areawho’ d had the same ideg, but the place was quiet
and only dimly lit with flickering lanterns with colored paper shades, and no one seemed bothered by two
more joining them. Single svimmers drifted acrossthe il surface with leisurely, dow strokes, barely
making asplash, or floated on their backs, feathering the water with gentle movements of only their
hands.

Nightbird dipped out of her gown while he was till letting his eyes adjust tdjthe rlative
darkness, and she plunged into the water without a backward look. He pedled off his clothing and
followed, taking sensuous enjoyment in the silken fedling of the cool water on hishot skin. He
concentrated only on making as little sound and turbulence as possible, to preserve the tranquil
atmosphere.

Darian crossed the pond afew times, then the last of his energy ran out completely. Spotting a
pile of towels and robes at the side of the pond, he climbed out, dried off, and helped himself to aloose,
comfortable robe from the piles beside the pool.

Most of the other swimmers were gone, leaving the quiet pond, the soft light, and the sound of
music drifting over from the dancing circle. Darian yawned. | don’t want to go to bed yet - but I'd like
to find a place to lie down and rest for a little bit without getting in anyone’ s way.

It occurred to him that there should be severa lounging places here, tents made of insect netting
draped over frameswith flat cushionsinsde, just large enough for one or two to rest in after swvimming,
or for child watchersto sit in while kegping an eye on little ones playing in the pond. After amoment, he
found severd, tucked into a curve of foliage. They were dl empty, and he parted the netting and settled
himsdlf down inside one, feding luxurioudy indolent but no longer deepy - or o he thought.

The next thing he knew, it was quite light outside his shelter, and there were hertas moving
about, picking up the odd plate, cup, or pair of breeches|eft besde the water. He felt entirely rested, so
he must have dept soundly and well - so soundly that, whatever had gone on around him, it hadn’t
disturbed himinthelesd.

And, as he had expected, Kuari had found him. Apparently baffled by the enshrouding folds of
the insect netting, the eagle-owl perched on the frame of the shelter, vaguely visible through the fog of
netting.

Hefound the opening in the net and fought clear of it, shaking the frame just enough to wake
Kuari. The bond-bird opened one eye halfway, then roused all his feathers with a pleased expression
when he saw that it was Darian and he was awake.

‘Hunt?: Kuari asked eagerly, his huge golden eyes staring unblinking at Darian. : Real hunt, not
stupid coop birds?:

:Poor Kuari. It has been a while since we went hunting, hasn’t it?: he said with sympathy
that wasin no small part induced by the fact that he himsalf felt very good. :Come on, I’ [l get changed.
You go seeif you can get Kel to go along, and we'll go for areal hunt. :

Kuari hooted with enthusiasm, and shoved off from the frame, which threatened to topple over as
he left it. Darian saved it from imminent collapse, then gathered his robe around him, picked up his
clothing from where he' d I eft it, and trotted for his quarters.

When he emerged from the door of the guest lodges, clean and dressed in one of hisold sets of
scout clothing, with abow and quiver in hishand and alight pack on his back, Kevren and Kuari were
waiting for him. Kuari was fluffed up and standing on a branch with one foot tucked under hisfesthers,
and Kelvren posed in abeam of sunlight.

The young gryphon had actudly grown abit snce Darian had first met him four years ago, adding
muscleto his chest and legs. His head had matured aswell; definitely aquiline, it no longer had that faintly
“unfinished” ook that young eagles and adol escent gryphons shared.

Every gleaming, golden-brown festher was neetly in place, from his ear-tuftsto thetip of histail;
his talons were freshly honed, and his bright eyes gleamed with sheer ddight in living. Obvioudy, though
others might be suffering from alittle too much self-indulgence last night, Kel wasn't one of their number.

“Wind to thy wingsssl” Kelvren sdluted him genidly, his eyesflashing with good humor and



eagerness. “And | hope yourrr courrting wass asss ssssuccesssful asssmine!”

Darian laughed; Kevren was as much ahedonist a heart as any other gryphon, and as frankly
uninhibited. “And if it was?’ he asked.

“Then netherrr of ussswill have complaintss about ourrr homecoming,” Kel replied with awink.
“Kuarr sssaid we hunt; that issa good thought. Nothing much getss done the day afterrr a celebrrrration,
eventhe herrr-tass do not do much but pick up abit. No one cookss, mealss will be what wassn't
consssumed yessterday. Sssince | will make my own kill, 1 will make my own choice, and it would be
good to get sssome frrresssh wild meet.”

“That' s essentially what Kuari said, and I’'m dl for it.” Darian hefted his bow and quiver of
arrows by way of confirmation. “Where should we head for?’

“Norrth of the Vaeentrance,” Kd replied promptly. “I hearrd good rrreporrtss of the hunting in
that dirrrection.”

“I packed up some of the leftovers from the feast for mysdlf, so we don’t have to come back
until dark - how do we post word of where we re going?’ When he and Kel had gone out hunting
together back in Vademar, that had been theinflexible rule - post where you are going, and be back no
later than a candlemark after dark. That way, if something happened to you, people would know that you
were overdue, and what direction you' d been heading when you ran into trouble.

“I drrready did,” Kd assured him. “With Firrrdlance the chief trrrrondi‘irrrn, with Peluverrr, the
seniorrr grrryphon, and with both theirrr herrrtasi. Ssso sssince you have prrrovissionsss, we can go!”

He was obvioudy itching to be on the wing, because as soon as he had finished speaking, he
launched himself up into the sky, sending clouds of dust and debrisin al directions. Darian was used to
hisimpatience by now, so he sent Kuari up after him with anudge of histhoughts, then followed both of
them afoot, alittle eger and impatient himsdf.

“Ahhhhhh - ” Kelvren spread hiswings and legs out in the sun, flattening himself againgt the soft
meadow grass, and started to get the glazed, half-conscious ook he aways wore when he was serioudy
sunbathing. He looked drunk, or drugged, or stunned, or -

“You look like agryphon-rug,” Darian observed, layering meet, cheese, watercress, and diced
peppers between two rounds of the flatbread he' d firgt tasted last night. He set out more of the
honey-and-nut pastries on a broad |eaf, and propped hisflask of cool spring water beside them. Kelvren
turned his head just enough to give him adisgusted look.

“What avile notion,” the gryphon replied. “Wherrre do you get thossse perrrverrrted ideasss?’

Darian took a hearty mouthful of hismed, and made apoint of chewing it thoughtfully before he
swallowed it and responded. “Mostly from the fact that you' ve flattened yoursdlf out until that is exactly
what you look like. The only other comparisons | could make would be alot less flattering than that one.
The only thing round about you right now isyour crop.”

Since an entire young wild pig now resided in that crop, it might well bulge. Kelvren had not only
been successful, he' d had just enough of a chase to give him some excitement, followed by afine, clean
kill.

Kuari had been just as successful, snaring an unwary tree-hare, and he drowsed on top of a
sump in the shade of asmall tree on the edge of this clearing.

The meadow itself, formed when one of the enormous Pelagiris trees toppled over and took
severd of itsbrethren with it, made afine glace for everyone to rest. Darian was going to come home just
as much of amighty hunter asthe others, though he had no wish to et his catch raw. He had four fine
young brush-grouse, adelicacy that everyone enjoyed; he intended to present Starfall with one, Snowfire
with two, and keep the fourth for himsalf. There was no reason at dl why he couldn’t roast it on a spit for
dinner tonight; he knew how to cook, and maybe Summerdance might be interested in sharing hismedl.
She' d probably want some of the handsome feathers, too, so he’ d remember to save them.

He' d hung them to bleed them out; he' d field-dress them before he put them in his now-empty
pack. Kel and Kuari would probably clean up after him when he did.

That would be later in the afternoon; for now, they would sunbathe and enjoy their holiday,
because tomorrow, Darian’ s education in magic would begin in earnest, and he expected to have few



holidaysfor sometimeto come.

Hefinished hismed and washed it down with spring water. Off in the distance, birdssang and a
couple of crowsyelled at each other; in the meadow, crickets and spring-frogs vied to see who could
chirp the better mating calls. Darian lay back in the soft grass and shaded hisface with afalen,
leaf-covered branch he' d stuck in the earth at his head,

“So you had alady-friend last night, did you?’ he asked lazily. “Do | know her?’

Kd revived from histrance, pulled in wings and legs, and brought his head up. “Do | know
yourrrss?’ hereplied.

“Probably. Summerdance?”’

Kd chuckled. “And yourrr courrting wass ssuccessful.” 1t wasn't a question. He sounded
knowing, and Darian raised hisown head to look at his friend with suspicion.

“And just what do you know?’ he demanded.

Ke examined hisright front foot and daintily preened atalon with thetip of hisbeak. “Oh, jusst
that Nightbirrd and Sssummerrdance arrre besst frriendsss and often nearrrr my lairrr. The otherrr day
they werre therre, and both sspeaking - hmm - ssspeculatively about you. Gryphonsss,” he added
wickedly, as an afterthought, “ have verity keen beaming.”

“And what did they say?’ His own ears burned, but he couldn’t help but be interested. Kel
wouldn’'t be teasing meif it wasn’'t good.

Kd’seydidsdrooped lazily. “Who am | to rrreveal alady’ sss sssecretsss?” he demanded. “ That
would be un-gentlemanly.” As Darian rose, outrage a being led on and impatience warring for
supremacy on hisface, Kel made haste to add, “I can sssay that they werrre flatterrring, and that
Nightbirrd generrrousssy sssuggesssted that, sssince herrr ssssssterr might be alittle too interrresssted
in the matching of herrrssself and you - given that Snowfirrreissssyourrr elderrr brrrotherrrr - well, ssshe
conceded the field to Sssummerrrdance, who hasss no such complicationsss with relationsss.”

Darian subsided, his ears and neck now o hot that he redly didn’'t want to hear anything more.
“We had agood time,” hereplied lamely. “What about you?’

Kéd chuckled again; if there was away to embarrass agryphon on the subject of “courting,”
Darian had yet tofind it. “ Ah, my parrrtnerrr wasss the lovely and lisss-some Arrrkeyla. Trrruly amagica
crrregturrre! Sssheisss of my yearrrr in the Sssilverrrs, and told me afterrr that ssshe wissshed to make
my homecoming trrruly memorrrable.” He sighed, and stretched out histaons, digging them into the grass
in blissful happiness. “ Sssuchdady! Bright of eye, ssswiftof wing, andsssso ssskilled! We matched each
otherrr in the airrr, ssstrroke for ssstrrroke, rrracing againsst the moon in courrrting flight. Once we
werrre alone, out of sssight of the otherrsss, ssshe-”

“Kd, | don't really need thfe; details!” Darian interrupted, his embarrassment redoubled, if that
was possible. “I’'m just glad you had agood time together.”

Kéd cast an annoyed glance a Darian, and now findly noticed how fierce hisfriend’ s blushes
were; Kel’s annoyance melted away under his amusement. “Y ou could sssay that. Y ou could alssso
ssssay that the sssummerrr sssun cassstssss reasssonable light, and be asss accurrrate. | tell you -~

“Ke!” hesadforcefully. “1 believe you. Y ou don't have to say anything more!”

Kevren'sgurgling laugh did nothing to ease his embarrassment, but at least the gryphon was
appeased enough to drop the subject.

“I hearrd that you arrre expected to take yourrr Vae sssome time afterrr Midsssummerrr,” he
offered, after Darian’ s blushesfindly cooled abit.

Darian seized the change of subject gladly. “ That’ swhat they’ vetold me,” he confirmed. “ Of
course, it won't redly be my Vaeuntil I'm alot older, but everyone seemsto takeit aswritten that I'll
eventudly be the onein charge there. They want a permanent presence in residence before the first snow
fals, so | expect they’ll be sending a group out there as soon asthey think I'm ready.” He paused for a
moment, then added, “Want to come aong? We' Il need agood team, but one that’ s committed to
permanent residence.”

“I would be affrrrronted if you hadn’t asssked me, and | would have been forrrced to find away
to enssurrreyou did!” Kel exclaimed. “1 am al but cerrrtain that Nightwind and Sssnowfirrre intend to be



parrrt of the grrroup. They ssshould have one grrryphon, at leassst.”

“Wel, | waswondering if you' d want to leave here so soon,” he teased, “ After dl, when your
courtingisgoingsowdl -~

“And | am harrrrdly rrready to sssettle and nesst build!” Kelvren shot back. “I have no intention
of choossssing amate until asss many |adiesss asss possss ble arrre contending forrr the honorrr.
Besssidesss, the new Vae at Errrold’ ssss Grrroveis not ssso farrr frrrom herrrre that alady could not fly
inforrr avigt - orrr agentleman rrrre-turrnthefavorrr!”

“Point taken,” Darian conceded. He rubbed at an insect bite and wished that the time for
departure had actualy been set; then he' d know how much time he had here and could make some plans
of hisown. “I wonder if this new teacher that Starfall wants for meis expected to come with us? For that
matter, | wonder if Starfal’ sbeen able to get him to agree to be my teacher! | haven’t heard aword, so
far.”

“Hmm. | have.” There was no mistaking that tone in Kelvren’ svoice; he was quite ready to tease
Darian dl over again. He would have to be coaxed for every revelation.

“So what have you heard?’ Darian decided to play aong; Kel loved to tease and be teased in
return.

“I have hearrrd - that the teacherrr in quessstion wasss reluctant at firrrsst, but agrrreed.” Kel
congdered ata on with athoughtful expression that was entirdly feigned.

“Why was herductant?’ Darian did want to know that much; wasit because he was essentialy
an outsider to the Tayledras?

“Becausse he wissshed a holiday frrrom ssstudentsss. Ssso | hearrrd. Ssstill, Ssstarrfll
convinced him.” Kel stretched his neck out and laid his head down in the grass. “I gatherrr that Ssstarrfall
hasss sssome connection with him. Rrrelativesss, perrrhapsss. Enough to be of influence.”

“Have you heard anything e se about thisteacher?” Like his name ? Darian added slently. It
would be nice to know his name and clan.’

“That heissshddin high rrrregarrrd. | think hisssclanisssk’ Trrrreva” Ke rumbled something
indecipherable in pure contentmen.

“How about his name, O gryphon whose hearing is so keen?” Darian countered. “ Surely you
managed to overhear that!”

“Rrrrr.” Kd lifted his head and looked at Darian sheepishly. “I did - but mussst confesss | cannot
rrrremem-berrrit!”

“Y ou forgot his name? Oh, come on, festherhead, you can do better than that!” Darian cried.
“You can't bethat forgetful!”

“Well, it wassssin the middle of the celebrrration, and | had otherrr interressstsss,” Kd protested
wesekly, flattening his ear-tuftsin chagrin.

“Oh, soyou let apair of bright eyesand aflirty tail drive everything important to your best friend
right out of your memory!” Darian countered, in mock-disgust. “What kind of friend are you anyway?’

“ Absssolutely and without apology! | do have my prrriorrritiesss! But | did not forrrget
everrrrything imporrrtant!” K protested, flattening his ear-tufts down so far they becameinvisible.

“Only the most important part!” Darian threw up his hands. “ Remind me never to ask you to tell
ajoke, you'll probably forget the point of it.”

“Y ou would not underrrssstand ssssophisssticated humorrr,” Kel grumbled back.

Darian sighed. That was certainly just hisluck - and it wasn't Kel’ sfault, after dl. It wouldn't be
al that long before Starfall would tell him the al-important name of his new teacher, and Ke did
remember that the reason the teacher had been reluctant had nothing to do with Darian.

“Hey, it'sdl right,” he said, histone softening. “Y ou can’'t remember everything, not when
there’ re ahundred people talking in your ear and afull-blown party going on. At least now | know that
thisteacher isgoing to be here, and that Starfall isn’t going to have to find a second choice. That’ sthe
redlly important part.”

Kd’shead rose, and so did his ear-tufts. “Waell, now that thissss teacherrr comesss, what do you
planto do? It isssclearrr that the Elderrrsss of k' Vaaintend you to be theirrr ssspokesssman to



Vademarrrr herrrreaboutssss orrr they would not be trrraining you to be Elderrr toaVale. Ssso it
rrredly will be yourrr Vae and you would be wissse to make long-terrrm plansssssforrr it, and
yourrrssssf.”

“I know; Starfall has made that pretty clear.” Helaughed. “And I’ ve been thinking about it off
and on for awhile - not to mention every night before | go to deep. If you don’t mind listening, | can tell
you what I vefigured out so far.”

Kd'’sear tuftswere jauntily high again, and he nodded. Darian took a deep breath, and began.

“Firgt of dl, we should have enough peopl e that we can defend the place until help comesif we
have to - but not so many that it's anywhere near the size of k Vada.” He brushed a beetle avay and
continued. “Thisisn't going to be so much aVae asan embassy, asl| seeit. So | don't think we should
have many more people than our origina team - except, of coursg, if you do decide to nest with some
charming thing, and she' sagreeableto joining us.”

Already he spoke of “us’ asif he had hislittle outpost built and settled! He' d have laughed at
himsdlf, except that after dl histhinking and planning, it really seemed asif it existed.

“Anyway,” he continued, “we don’'t want to have so many peoplethat Lord Breon thinks of us
asapossiblethrest, or that we Tayledras have designs on his holding and estate.” He' d spent alot of
time thinking this over, and felt that Kel would understand why that was so important. Breon could
become ared stumbling block if hewasn't treated correctly, and with respect. “ There’ sanother thing -
we don't want to make ourselvesinto Lord Breon's social rivd ether.”

“Do you mean, sssetting up akind of Courrrt of ourrr own?” Kel asked, cocking his head to the
sde. “I can ssssee wherrre that could put his nossse out of joint, ssso to ssspeak.”

“Exactly. We want to keep him on our side, completely, because he' sthe nearest highborn.” He
was glad that Kel saw what he was getting at so quickly.

“I know about touchy highborrrrsss” Kel chuckled. “With the Black Kingsss our nearrr
neighborrrsss and alliesss, we have ample opporrrtunity to sssumble unwittingly into offensel”

“I"d dso liketo establish ared Heder'senclave a our Vae,” he continued. “ That would take
some pressure off Lord Breon’ sHedler and earn the gratitude of the local Vademarans without doing
anything to compete with Lord Breon. The presence of Heders - well, that basically shows people we' re
peaceful and intend to stay that way.”

“Had you any thought to trrraining magessstherrre?” Kd asked curioudly.

“Other than our own people?’ He shook hishead. “I don't think that’sagood idea. Herald
Elspeth and Adept Darkwind have built a Mage Collegium at Haven where they can keep a careful eye
on those with Mage-Gift who aren’'t d'so Heralds. They did that for areason, Kel. I'm not sure that
Vademar trusts mages even now, and to have someone teaching mages in Vademar without the
sanction and the oversight of the Heralds could be trouble.”

“Urrrr. Bessst we not offend therrre eitherrrr. | sssee what you mean.” The gryphon roused dll his
feathers and shook. “ Sss30, assside frrrom not offending anyone, what plansss have you?’

“I want to make our Valeinto the place where people come to resolve their differences,” he said,
hiseyesdight and his voice dive with enthusiasm. “All kinds of people. | want it to become aplace
where everyone knowsthey’ll be safe to work things out without any outside influences. | want it to be
the place where Hawkbrothers come when they need to work things out with VVademarans, or where
Lord Breon brings people who aren’t comfortable being in his manor. We could do really good things,
Kd!”

“I agrrreel” Kd’senthusiasm roseright along with his. “ Urrr, would | bethe only grrryphonin
thisVae? Unless| should find alady, of course.”

“Wadl, you' d certainly be the one with the most experience and seniority,” Darian temporized. “I
wouldn't bring in anyone who wasn't junior to you.”

“That would incrrreassse my ssstatusss consssid-errrably!” Kel's beak gaped with ddlight;
Darian had suspected he' d get that sort of reaction.

“I'd like you to be the chief gryphon of the Silversthere,” Darian told him fondly. “Frankly, |
don’t seewhy it shouldn’t happen that way. | suspect that the others may not realize what kind of an



opportunity wewill have until it istoo late.”

“Asssit ssshould be” Kd chuckled. “Afterrr all, they have had theirrr chancesss, and they
ssshould let otherrrsss take risssskss of theirrr own.”

“In other words - if they’re so fond of the comfort of the Valethat they can’t see opportunity
hiding behind alittle temporary hardship, then they don’t deserve that opportunity.” Darian laughed, and
Ke burbled with delight. “Let’ stalk about this on theway home,” he added, getting to hisfest. “It won't
take me amoment to clean these birds.”

“Anotherrr good plan,” Kel agreed. “We mussst sssee jussst how many morrre we can make!”

Fve

Keishakept her eyes down and bit her lip to keep from giggling as she passed her two youngest
brothers. Of dl the things that she thought she’' d ever seein her lifetime, thiswas certainly thelesst likely
of them! Here they were, up to their elbowsin sogp and water, doing their own laundry in the yard in full
sght of everyone!

| have to admit they' re going about it the right way, too, she thought as she opened the gate
and hurried off to her workshop. Theirsis a better system than Mum ever had.

Her mother had dways washed the clothing in the house, then brought the baskets of wet
clothing out to hang on their linesin the sun to dry. The boys, however, had a different system. Instead of
using the sinksin the house, they’ d had the cooper make them two half-barrels on legs, with stopcocks
asinawinebarrd in the bottomsfor drain holes. One haf-barrel was for washwater, the other for
ringng. They had afire going in thefire pit with atripod and akettle over it, burning trash aswell as
heeting the water for washing. The barrdls held easily twice as much as the sink, maybe more, which
meant that stubborn stains could soak while they scrubbed other garments. One boy scrubbed, the other
rinsed, wrung, and hung, and they traded jobs each time they drained the tubs and refilled them with
clean water or water and soap.

From the determined way in which they were scrubbing, they were doing agood job of it, too. |
think they' re going to get the clothes done in half the time it takes Mum, Keishathought with
admiration. They're faster than sheis, and stronger; they'll surely get half a day on the farm if they
want to. Of course, the fact that their brothers are paying them to do ther clothesisn’t hurting
their feelings at all! Who knows - maybe they’ll start getting business from people outside the
family and have a trade of their own!

Keshaassduoudy did her own laundry; it wasn't that difficult to manage with only the clothing
for one person. Just like keeping the workshop clean, it wasn't alot of work aslong asyou kept up with
it.

She had underthingsthat she' d left soaking in the sink overnight as amatter of fact, and she
intended to do a batch of tunics as soon as she rinsed out the underthings. That waswhy shewasina
hurry; she wanted to have her laundry out of the way before anyone came to her with acomplaint.

She reached the workshop without being intercepted, and shortly had anest line of white things
drying in the garden. The tunics went in to soak in the same bleaching solution that she'd had the
underwear soaking in - she' d decided that it wasn't going to hurt to try to bleach out the old stains, even
if it removed dl of the old color aswell. Now that she was doing alittle of the dyework that Shandi used
to, she was getting more and more interested in doing something with the same substances that had
caused those stainsin thefirst place.

One of them had been avery quiet gray-green; not the same, rather attractive new-mint color
that the trainee Healer-tunics had been, but if she could bleach al the stains out and redye the tunics that
color -

It wouldn’t be abad thing to get people used to seeing mein green. | could easeinto it. Besides,
sooner or later I [l have to wear the trainee uniforms, and the moment | do, | just know I'll get them
stained, too.

Maybe she could get herself used to being in green at the sametime.



Meanwhile, while the tunics soaked and her experiment in bleaching worked - or didn’t - there
was the garden to tend.

Sheleft dl the windows open aswdll asthe door, even though it was alittle nippy, for the
bleaching solution gave off fumes she was suspicious of . In her oldest and shabbiest tunic with acanvas
smock over it, she went into the herb garden and knelt down beside the rows of seedlings, abucket
beside her.

Immediately, she felt good: calm, happy, and productive. The garden had that effect on her nearly
every time she worked in it. These sprouting shapes under cones of cheesecloth loose enough to alow
them sun but heavy enough to protect from frost and heavy rain were from the new seeds she’ d gotten
from Steelmind. Since she hadn’t known what they were going to look like when they came up, she had
very carefully dyed handfuls of splinters and stuck one into the ground right next to each seed before she
covered it with earth. Now as she worked beside each row, she pulled out anything sprouting that didn’t
have acolorful little splinter beside it. Of course, thiswas far more work than anyone would want to do
normaly, but it was only for these new plants. Her perennials, of course, were aready well-grown, and it
was no work to pick out the annuals she knew from the weed sprouts.

I’mjust glad these new ones are all perennials, shethought, as she pulled out sprouting weeds
that were barely visible and dusted them into her bucket, replacing the cones over her precious new
seedlings as sheworked. There will only be one season of thiskind of care.

She pulled weeds until her back ached, and her hands had grime ground under al the nails. Then
shejudged that she' d done enough, and called it a done task. She dumped the bucket of weeds onto her
compost heap and took the empty bucket into her workshop.

The fumesweren’t as bad as she' d expected, and the experiment in bleaching was a qudified
success. Once she' d rinsed out the tunics and wrung them dry enough to dye, she looked them over
carefully and judged that the dye she' d prepared would probably cover the faint stains that were | eft.
Evenif if didn’t, shewasn't any worse off than she' d been before.

Thedyeitsef smmered in abig pot over the fireplace; she' d l€ft it there all night to Strengthen.
Now she built up thefire abit and dumped thefirst tunicin, stirring it with apeeled stick until it reached
the color she wanted. Shortly after that, aline of gray-green tunics flapped beside the line of white
underthings, and Keisha had replaced the pot of dye with one of soup fixings.

That was when she got her first patient of the day.

A knock on the doorframe made her look up, as Ferla Dawkin came in with her five-year-old in
her arms, blood splattered liberdly al over both of them.

By now, Keishawas a shrewd and instant judge of situations. Ferlawasn't hysterical, wasn't
running, wasn't even out of breath. Therefore, the Situation was't anywhere near as bad asit |ooked.

Ferla swords confirmed that. “If you' re not busy, Keisha, Dib’s gotten into afight - ”

“Bring him over to the fire and lay him down on therug,” she said, and his mother put the boy
down while Keishagot clean rags and afresh bucket of water. The boy had been quiet right up until the
moment that Keishasat down on the floor beside him; then he set up ahowl like a Pelagir monster before
she’' d so much astouched him. He was asorry sight, face red, blood in his hair and oozing from his nose
and mouth, angry tears running down hisfat cheeks. Keishaignored the tears and the howling, shewas
used to them; she went straight to work, gently washing off the blood until she could make an accurate
assessment of the damages.

“Wdll, Ferla, he' slost atooth, he'sgot anosebleed, and he'll have afine black eyein abit, so
I’d say hewastheloser inthisbattle,” shefinaly told the anxious mama. “Here, Dib - " Shemadehim lie
down on the floor and pinched arag over hisnose. “You liethere and we'll seeif we can't get your nose
to stop bleeding. Who'd you take on?’

“Maffie Olan,” came the muffled reply. “He caled me adumbhead.”

“Wall, that' |l teach you to ignore people who are bigger than you are when they cal you names,
won't it?" she asked matter-of-factly as one big brown eye gazed at her around the rag held to his nose.
“Do you know what | used to say when my brothers called me adumbhead?’

“Huh-uh,” the child replied.



“I’d say, ‘It takes one to know one, so what are you, then? Try that instead of tearing into a
bigger boy next time.” Shewinked a him. “Maffie’ snot so dim that he can’t work that one out for
himself, and it’ [l make him madder than you. Remember, if he comes after you and hitsyou firgt, then
he' sabully picking on you littles, and you can tattle to hismum, for shewon’t put up with Maffieturning
into abully. And you know hismum will tan hishidefor him.”

“Keishal” the mother said, hdf laughing and haf aghadt. “Isthat anything to tell him?”

She cocked an eye at Ferla. “All | know isit worked for me. My brothers stopped caling me
names because they got tired of getting alicking from Mum that was worse than anything they dedlt out
to me. They couldn’t complain either, because they’ d sarted it by name caling.”

Her bit of advice had certainly slenced the child anyway; he seemed to be pondering it asthey
waited for his nose to stop bleeding. When Keisha judged that it had been long enough, she had him st
up and cautioudy took the rag away from his nose. There was no further leakage, so she got up and
mixed him aquick potion; chamomilefor the achein his eye and nose, marsh-mallow and mint to counter
any tummy upset from swallowing blood, and honey and alspice to makeit into atreet.

“Now,” she said, handing him the mug. “Here s a swestie for being brave and doing what | told
you.” Hisfacelit up, for every child in the village knew that when Keishatold them something wasa
“sweetie,” it wasworth egting or drinking. She never lied to them about the taste of amedicine; if it was
bad, shetold them, and advised them to get it down fast so they could have a swest to take away the
bad taste.

He seized the mug and happily drank down the contents. She made up a poultice of cressand
plantain, and gaveit to his mother.

“Have him lie down abit more with thison his eye, and when he can't keep il any longer, let
him go play. It'sa pity about the tooth, but at least it’sababy one.” She looked down at Dib, who
gtared solemnly up at her. “ And mind what | said about fighting.”

“Yes, Keisha,” the boy said, with alook asif hewas aready contemplating mischief, ashis
mother helped him to hisfeet. The two left with Dib trotting sturdily along beside his mother, battered but
unrepentant.

Keishawent out to check her drying laundry and found it ready to bring in; adistant growl from
above made her glance quickly up a the sky to the west, and she frowned when she saw how quickly
cloudswere building in that direction. Thunder-towers, for certain sure. No telling how long it would last,
either; apring rain could be over before sunset, or linger for days.

Shegathered in her clothing without folding it as she usudly did; shejust unpinned it fromtheline
and dumped everything in the basket, anxious to beat the rain and get her thingsinsde the workshop.
She made it insgde before anything came down, but the first drops started plopping into the dust just as
she closed the door. It was as she was doing the folding inside the workshop that she heard thunder
rumble again, much nearer, then heard the rain suddenly strengthen, rattling the thatch and pelting the path
outside.

A moment more, and it wasn't just afew drops, it was a downpour - adownpour without much
thunder, just more growling now and again. There wasn't much wind, which didn’t augur well for the
sorm blowing past in ahurry. She shut al the windows as some rain splashed inside, then lit her lanterns
to ward off growing darkness, when she cracked the door open and peeked out, what she saw
confirmed that thiswas not going to be asmple cloudburs, over quickly.

Not with the amount coming down, the date-gray of the clouds overhead, and the rdlative lack of
lightning and thunder.

I’m glad the seedlings are up and they're in drained beds, shethought withasigh. And I'm
glad | put those gauze cones over them to protect them. Thisislikely to last for the next three
days. If she hadn’t put the cones over them, her precious new plants would be flattened before sunset.

With that in mind, she considered going out now and collecting some foodstuffs, she might be
gpending alot of timein the workshop or tending flusand colds. 1’d better; | can’'t just live on
vegetable soup.

Getting out her waterproof rain cape, she put the hood up, dipped on apair of wooden clogs,



bowed her head to the storm and plodded out into it. Beneath the hood of the cape, she watched her
footing; aready the rain had pooled into some deepish puddies - degp enough that her clogs wouldn’t
keep her feet dry if she blundered into one. As she came to the hedge around her house, she looked up,
wondering if her brothers had the senseto bring the clothing in. The line a her house was empty, so her
brothers had saved their laundry from adrenching, but the righthand neighbor hadn’t been so lucky.
Tansy Gelcress struggled with wet clothing, flapping rain cape, and abasket she didn’t want to put down
- Keishacouldn’t smply go into the house with that going on next door. She stopped long enough to help
Tansy gather in her things, then went on up the path to her own house.

Everybody will be coming home - they can’t work in the wet. I’ [l get the fire going, so they
have a warm house to come back to. She built up thefirein the kitchen, then surveyed the kitchen
stocks, deciding what her mother wouldn’t mind her taking. Ham, cheese, eggs, butter, a jug of cider
- that'll do. | have beans, flour, basic staples at the shop. | have a quarter of a loaf of bread, and
I’ll be out enough that | can get more bread from the baker. We' ve plenty more of what I'm
taking at the farm; she can send Da after more if she needs to. People will start bringing barter
stuff like eggs and milk around here as soon as | start handing out cough potions. That was part of
the arrangement with thevillage, after dl; since Keishawasn't asingle mae who needed to be cooked
for and looked after, the family got foodstuffs on an irregular basis. Things usualy started appearing when
Keishahad done alot of work in ashort period of time.

Gathering her spoils up into abasket and covering it with afold of her cape, she went out into the
storm again, only to see the neighbor waving franticaly at her from the door of her house.

She splashed across the yard, fearing that someone had already gotten sick.

But Tansy handed her abundle wrapped in aclean dishcloth. “1 made seedcakes, and | thought
sinceyou' Il probably be busy in this nasty westher that you might like to take some to your workshop to
nibble on in between emergencies,” she said as she patted Keisha shand. “There, just alittle thanks for
being agood neighbor.”

“Thank you,” Keshareplied, touched and pleased, and alittle dumbfounded. “ Thank you very
much. They’ll be appreciated - ”

“Now don't let me keep you standing here, go!” the woman told her, making a shooing motion.
“I don’t want to be the one responsible for drowning you!”

Keshaleft, making her way through the growing runnels of water, protecting both sets of
provisons under her rain cape. People are noticing! They' rereally noticing what | do! 1t wasn't just a
reward for helping with the laundry; the neighbor had specifically said “1 thought you' d probably be busy
inthis nasty wegther.”

Somehow, shefelt immensely better than she had afew moments ago and quite ready to meet
whatever the westher brought with asteady spirit.

The wind picked up, sending the edges of her cape flapping, and there was a definite edgeto it
that there hadn’t been before. It was getting colder, and that wasn't good.

Cold-teas, sore-throat syrups, cough syrups, fever-teas, herb-and-garlic packets for
chicken soup - she started cataoging al the things she was going to need as soon as she got through the
door. Her workshop seemed doubly cozy after the bitter weather outside; she shook out her cape and
hung it up, then dipped her clogs off and padded around in her stockings, knowing that she' d haveto put
the clogs back on as soon as someone called on her. Quickly stowing her provisonsin her food
cupboard, she put beans to soak for soup tomorrow; if the rain lasted, tomorrow would be the day when
thefirst colds made their appearance, and she' d be busy al day.

She took long enough to eat her vegetable soup with diced bread and buitter; if things got bad, it
might be bedtime before she had another chance to eat. Then she set about inventorying her cold
medicines, and putting together batches of whatever she thought she' d need more of .

Her hands flew as her mind worked; wasit likely that anyone would get caught by flooding? With
the way this rain was coming down, it was a possibility, though people tended to be pretty sensible about
risng water thistime of year. It was only in the summer that people got lazy, were too busy, or were
having too good atimeto pay attention to the possibility of flash floods.



Last year had brought afine honey harvest and she had plenty stocked away for making soothing
syrups. With asurplus of extrajugs, she’' d gone ahead and made more decoctions of comfrey, |obelia,
hyssop, and horehound than she usualy did. Now her preparations paid off; it didn’t take long for her to
mix those four ingredients, chamomile, and lemon-balm tinctures, plus the honey, for cough syrup. Work
didn’t stop just because people got colds; it was up to her to make certain they could do their work even
with one.

L ate afternoon brought the firgt of the emergencies; people might be sensible about flooding, but
unfortunately, cows were as stubborn and stupid as rocks. Some of the water-meadows started getting
knee-deep and severa folk had to wade in to lead their cattle out - the floods were too deep for the herd
dogsto work in, so each fool cow had to be caught and led to safety by hand. So ahandful of people
came home chilled to the bone and blue around the lips - and Keishawas there with hot medicind teas
and packets of preventative herbsto go into the evening soup or stew. No harm if the rest of the family
got the medicines ether; dl that would happen was that everyone would get deepy earlier, and go off to
bed. A warm bed was the best place anyone could be on anight like this one.

The cattle had to be treated, too, for the results of their boneheadedness, so out she went to
three different farms, making sure each slly cow got her drench.

Keishahad her villagers well-trained; at thefirst sgn of asniffle, mothers came to the door for
syrups and teasfor therr littles. There was a steady parade of them just after suppertime, as children
who'd gone out hedlthy came home sneezing, because they would play in the puddies and not comein
until they were as soaked and blue as the men who' d rescued the cattle.

These weren't the things she charged for; she' d early come to the conclusion that if she took her
“pay” for run-of-the-mill Hedling in the thingsthe villagers were dready supplying her, it was morelikely
that they’ d cometo her early rather than waiting until theillnesswas truly serious. Doses with enough
deepy-making potential to make people stay abed a candlemark or two longer when they were mildly
sick would keep them from getting sicker - keeping acold at the leve of sniffles and coughsin achild
kept it from turning into something that could kill. She’ d charge the farmers for the cattle-drenches, but
only after the rains were over, and only because they had asked her to give the doses herself.

Then again, she thought wearily, after she’ d trudged back to the shop from what she hoped
would bethelast cdl of the night, | can get the stuff down their throats without themfighting me;
when they do it, more of it goes on the cow than init, poor things.

Absolutdly, positively, no point in going hometo deep; everyone knew that in weether likethis,
she' d be at the shop where everything she might need was at hand. I’ mjust glad | got the laundry
done, shetold herself, as she closed the door behind her, and surveyed the wreck of her workshop. |
hope they give me some time to get this cleaned up in the morning before they haul me out again.

Shefollowed her own prescription and added a packet of her herbsto thelast of the soup before
sheaeit - as she' d anticipated, she hadn’t had a chance for amedl after that first bowl. The she put the
beans, seasoning, and some ham into another pot and put that over thefire to cook al night. She
managed to wash up the dishes and the first soup pot, but ran out of energy, and took two seedcakes
and amug of cider up to the loft where she snuggled into her bed, leaving them on the little table beside
the bed for aquick bite if someone pulled her out in the middle of the night.

But that night, at least, her deep was unbroken, and the cakes and cider made a perfectly good
breakfast. It was an unexpected luxury to eat breskfast in bed, with the rain drumming down on the roof
outside and the savory aromaof bean soup filling the workshop.

Shedidn’t linger long, though; she was up and washed and clothed quickly, dressing for the
wesether. No telling when she' d be called out again.

| could do myself a big favor by getting baskets ready to snatch up, she decided, and lined
up four on the workbench. Into one went standard remedies for minor human ailments, and into the
second the same sorts of things for animals. Into the other two went medicines for more serious
complications. She didn’t think she' d have to use the one for people - but the Fellowship beasts were so
sengtive-

She d no sooner finished the fourth basket when someone knocked on the door, then camein



without waiting for areply.

It was Alys, from the Fellowship.

Keishagrabbed the fourth basket without waiting to hear what brought her. “It’ sthe sheep,
right?’

Alysnodded. “Cough,” she said anxioudy. “It'sodd, adry, hacking sort of cough.”

“Hah!” Alysdidn’t recognizeit, that was clear, but Keishadid. Her own family flock had gotten
theillnessin arainy spring like thisone. She turned to get adifferent jar of heavy concentrate down off
the top shelf and put it in her basket aswell. “No worries, I’ ve got what we' |l need; they’ll befine aslong
aswe get them warm and dry and get my stuff into them. Come on.”

She swung on her rain cape and dipped her feet into her clogs, heading straight out the door.
Alysfollowed, her brow creased anxioudy.

“How are we going to get them dry and warm?’ she asked. “ They’ re soaked to the skin!”

Keishastopped in the doorway and made amentd inventory of the Fellowship buildings, and
realized Alyswas right, there was no way to get the sheep under cover on Fellowship property. But
there was the village threshing barn, empty and unused at thistime of year, and with the favorsthe
Fellowship had done the village, they were certainly owed afavor from the villagein return.

“Get your dogs and herders and bring al the sheep up to the threshing barn,” she ordered. “We'll
usethat until therainisover. Don't worry, I'll make sureit’ sright. I’ [l meet you there.”

Alystook her word as good, and trotted off through the puddles toward the Fellowship holding.
Keishastopped just long enough at the Mayor’ s house to confirm the right of the Fellowship to use the
octagona barn until the rains were done - so long as they supplied fodder for the sheep and cleaned up
after them.

Keshahurried to the barn and let down the oiled canvasinterior sides that shut out the wind and
rain when need be. The canvas hadn’t come cheap, but in the rush of progperity following the sale of the
barbarians' |ooted goods, it had been a sound investment. Now the barn could be used for many
purposesin al weathers, even in the dead of winter - it became atight, weatherproof and windproof tent
with afine shingled roof and seven externd supporting walls of wood. It was atight squeeze, but you
could even hold aFairein there.

The eighth wall, the one opposite the door, was of stone and did not have a canvas cover, but
that wasthe very last thing it needed.

By thetime she'd donelacing all the canvas panels together, the poor, sodden sheep showed up,
bleating and coughing pathetically. No doubt about that cough; Keishahad heard it before, and theillness
“felt” the same as soon as she touched her hands to one of the sheep.

“Bring them in, then Start squeezing the water out of their fleeces,” she ordered, as Alysand four
more Fellowship shepherds hustled their chargesinto the barn. “When you' ve got them dl asdry asyou
can, bring clean straw in here for them to bed down in. | know it’ll seem like awaste, but trust me, |
want it belly-deep for the shegp in here. They have to get warm and stay warm, or you might start losing
lambs”

Nodsal around, neither questions, nor arguments. Keishawent outside to start afirein the big
oven built into the eighth - stone - side of the barn.

The door of the oven faced the outside; inconvenient to say the least, but entirely necessary when
you redized that the floor of the barn would be covered in flammable things like straw whenever the barn
wasin use. There was aways a huge pile of wood under acover next to the oven; it would be awhile
before the stone wall heated up enough for the warmth to build up in the barn, but that was dl right. This
would solve the problem of getting the delicate sheep warmed clear through.

And if any other animals start looking seedy, they can be brought here, too. Shereminded
hersdf to tell the Mayor that on her way back to her workshop. Once the fire was going well, Keisha
stacked logs all around it, and went back into the barn.

With the only light coming from a couple of sorm lanterns the shepherds had thoughtfully brought
with them, it was pretty dim, but Keishaknew the contents of her basket well. Before very long, she had
the water skins she generally used to dose animasfull, and had the concentrated cough potion mixing



with the water ingde. As each poor sheep was squeezed relatively dry, shetook it from the hands of its
hel per over to the sone wall where one of the lanterns hung.

There, shelooked deeply into its confused, frightened, eyes, and told it without words that it was
safe, that she would be helping it, and that if it drank what she gave it, the nasty cough would stop. Then
she promised that there would be warmth, dry straw to liein, and peace for aslong astherain fell. She
filled her mind with those images of warmth and safety, until shefdlt the sheep relax under her hands and
saw the eyeslosetheir fear.

Then she eased the sheegp’ s mouth open, and dipped the neck of the water skin past the back of
the tongue. How she could tell that she' d gotten enough of a dose into each sheep, she couldn’t have said
inwords, she only knew that something told her when she' d poured exactly the right amount down its
throat.

That was when she let the sheep go; it would wander off and join the rest of the dosed flock
making bedsin the straw that more of the Fellowship folk were sporeading” on the floor.

Thiswastediouswork - not hard, except for those drying off the sheep, but tedious. “Taking” to
the sheep without words wastiring, too - Keishawasn't sure why, but it took something out of her. The
good part was that about the time she was half through, the stone wall began radiating warmth, so the
second half of her task was accomplished in relative comfort.

When she turned the last of the sheep loose - and now none of them was coughing - she stood
up with alittle groan and put the now-flat water skins back in her basket. Alyswaited patiently to hear
what other orders she had.

“You'll haveto keep the oven stoked, and if anyone wantsto bake something init, or putina
casserole or something, let them, that’ s part of the bargain,” Keishatold her. “Mayor said you'll haveto
supply your own fodder.” She dready knew she didn’t haveto tell them to clean up after themsalves,
when the sheep | eft thisbarn, you' d be able to egt off the floor. “Now, what your little beauties have got
isn't exactly asickness, not yet, anyway.”

“It'snot?’ Alyssaid, puzzled.

Keishashook her head. “It’'s some Pelagirfungus, like ergot, but it grows on sheep-sorrel instead
of whest, down near the roots. Heat and freezing kill it, that’ swhy you won't seeit in summer or winter,
and it needs awarm spring with alot of rain to start. Which we' ve had.”

Alys nodded. “But we' ve had warm springs with lots of rain before.”

“You'redtill dl right so long asthe ground stays dry, not soaked like it’ s been. Then what it
needsto spread isacold rain in the middle of thewarm spring.” She shrugged. “Here swhere | don't
know why, it just does. Otherwisg, it just Sits down at the roots of the sheep-sorrel and your sheep will
crop right over the top of it and never come to harm. Since thisisalung sickness, maybe they haveto
breathe something in. All | know for certainisthat if you don’t have the fungusin your fields, your sheep
will bedl right, and if you don’'t have acold, steady rain, your sheep will bedl right - and if you bring
your sheep off the fidldswherethe fungusisuntil after it'sbeen raining for aday or so, you'll bedl right.
Our sheep got it atime or two, and it knocked them down hard; I'm afraid yourswould bein troubleif |
hadn’t got the stuff into them that killsthe rot that they breathe in. Now, though, with heat and good food
and the medicine, they’ll be strong enough to fight it off and come out fine.”

Alyslooked relieved, and nodded. “The chirms dl went into their barn and wouldn’t come out
as soon astherain started, and the goats are in their shelter - and none of them are coughing. It wasjust
the sheep that kept grazing intherain.”

“Then the chirras and goats won't have any trouble from this, but mind what | told you from
now on; either get rid of the sheep-sorre or the fungus, or keep animals out of those fields as soon asit
dartstoraininthe soring.” Keishastretched, easing cramped arm and back muscles.

Alyslooked around the barn at her contentedly drowsing charges, and sighed. “1 suppose if
there' sanybody el se that needs the space here, we' re to make room for them?’

“I won't dlow an anima in that has something yours can caich,” Keishaassured her. 1t might
happen that we need the room, but this place is big enough that you won't have to vacate.”

Alysand the other shepherds looked stisfied with that. Alys had something of her own to offer.



“If someone gets flooded out, remember we have extra beds at the Fellowship, dl right? 1t sonly fair,
with us getting to usethebarn and dl.”

“I'll tell the Mayor, and thanksin advance,” Keishareplied. “Y ou won't need me anymore, SO
I’ d better get back to where people can find me.”

She waved good-bye to the other shepherds, as they settled themsalvesin for aslong astheran
lasted, the dogs making nests in the straw around the flock of sheep. It could be worse for them,
Keishathought, as she faced the storm, bowing her head under the frigid deluge. They could have to
watch the sheep out in thismess. At least they’ll be warm and dry, even if they do have to feed the
oven and haul over fodder and straw.

Andinthelong run, it was agood thing that the sheep were here and not in the field; only about a
quarter of the ewes had lambs at their Sde, the rest were till al heavily pregnant. Sheep away's picked
the wordt timeto lamb, and it was even odds that they’ d decide to drop in the middle of the storm. If
there were any problems, there wouldn’t be any hunting about on storm-drenched hillsdesto find the
missing ewvel

They might not lose any thisyesr, if they al decide to drop whilethey’rein the barn; that would
be ablessing.

When she got back to her workshop, there was a patient waiting for her, huddled in the chair by
thefire. And it was Pie, one of Shandi’ s most romantic and least-sensible suitors, who was, if possible,
the very last person she wanted to see. Shetried not to let her resignation show.

No need to ask what brought him; his red nose and swollen eyes, steady sneezing and rasping
cough told the whole story. “Oh, Pid,” she Sighed, putting her hands on her hips and shaking her head.
“You are aright mess, aren’t you?’

“| subboseid' sby own fault,” he wheezed miserably, blowing his nose on his handkerchief. “|
wad oud on our hill, and when id starded do rain, | wad thinging so hard aboud her thad | didn’ nodise -

“I promiseyou that it'sal your own fault,” she said severdly. “Y ou are more than old enough to
know better than to play afool’ strick like that, and Shandi wouldn't thank you for catching pneumonia
and dying! Only idiotsin balads get sick and pine gracefully and painlesdy away for love, Pid. | can
guarantee that pneumoniatakes|onger and hurtsalot.”

“Bud - somedimes| thig id wouldn’ beabad thig - 7 he said forlornly, hisvoicetraling off, as
sheturned away and got some of her stronger medicines.

“Oh, you don't, do you?’ She was not going to let him walow in sdf-indulgent misery, not in her
workshop. “And just how would your parents fedl about that? How would Shandi, may | ask? Just how
doyou think I'd explain that to her, that | let you die of astupid chill?Idiot! It isn't asif sheleft you for
another suitor! Anditisn't asif sheflew off to the moon!”

“Bud shemid aswell be on damoon!” he cried plaintively. “Why wadn id you thad wad Chosen
instead ob her? Why couldn id hab been you? Nobody’sinlob wid you!”

“I will have none of that nonsense herel” shetold him briskly, turning around with a particularly
nasty-tasting potion in her hand. She wasin no mood for any of this, and he had, by the Havens, earned
agood scold. “Firgt off, if | had been Chosen, who would be taking care of you this minute? Second, it’s
none of your business, and nobody asked you who should and should not be Chosen; you leave that to
the Companions. Third, if you' re so desperately in love with Shandi, you'd do far better by spending
your time thinking of away to make agood livelihood in Haven where sheis, than Stting around on hills
moping! Showing up in Haven in agood suit of clothing with the money in your pocket to take her to a
fineinn for supper would charm her and findly impress my father. Dying stupidly would not, and
moon-calfing about on hillsin the rain when other folk are working doesnotl!”

Not that | expect himto exert himself that much, shethought scornfully, for she shared her
father’ sopinion of Fid. Thefelow wasin love with theideaof being in love, and with Bardic notions of
romance, not redlly inlovewith Shandi. It's easy to lie around on hills and weep. And it impresses
other fools with how deep your feelings are. One month from now, he ‘Il be desperately in love
with one of Shandi’sfriends, or one of Lord Breon’s maids at the keep.



“Here,” she said abruptly, thrusting the mug at him. “Drink this. All of it. Now.”

He looked from the mug to her face, saw no hope of reprieve, and gagged it down. It was truly
awful, and she'd made no effort to swesetenit.

“Now go home, get into bed, and deep,” she ordered. “When your mother gives you soup and
tea, don't play with them, drink them - | know she’ saready got the medicine she needsfor you, she
cameto getit last night.”

Pie gave along-suffering sigh, and draped himsdf with hisrain cape asif it were his shroud. She
saw him to the door, and nobly refrained from damming it behind him.

Therest of the day was spent in dosing smilar illnesses - and in listening to the complaints of the
aufferers. Most of the complaints were actualy more fretful and pathetic than anything e se; neighbor
Tansy pretty well summed them up when she came for cough syrup.

“I wish young Darian would get back here and set himsdlf up like he’ s supposed to,” she
grumbled. “Evenif he couldn’t have sent this storm elsewhere, he' d at least have been ableto warn us
about it, and he'd be ableto tdl ushow long it slikdly to last!”

When darkness fdl, shefinaly made adinner for herself - agood one, not just the soup but a
nice dice of fried ham and some scrambled eggs and toast. The only thing she' d had dl day wasthose
seedcakes and a couple of bites of soup in between patients, and she was so hungry she was closeto
being nauseated.

Shedidn't let her irritation with Piel poil her med ether, though she' d been damned annoyed
with his sdf-indulgent blegting. The sheep didn’t make that much of a complaint, shetold hersdlf, as
shetook careful sps of the hot soup. And as for that business of “ why weren’'t you Chosen, nobody
isinlovewithyou - Ooh, | could have strangled himif | weren't so tolerant, and heweren't a
patient!

Therain ill hadn't let up, though it had lessened abit. A storm this big will probably get
Haven, too. | wonder how Shandi is doing? It wastoo soon for aletter, but Keishacouldn't help
wishing onewould come.

| wish | had someone else | could talk to. She sighed and took her dishesto the sink to wash.
If I’d been Chosen, I’ d have my Companion -

Fantasy, foolishness. There was never achance that she' d have been Chosen; any hesitation on
the part of the Companion had been her imagination. Why would any

Companion Choose me ? shethought sourly. Not only is nobody in love with me, nobody
even likes me. There wasn’t a chance that Companion would have Chosen me; Mum and Da
named meright. “ Keisha,” that’s me, the tree all over thorns and no fruit worth anybody’ s effort.
If people didn’t need me so badly, they’ d never come near me.

Uncomfortable thoughts, uncomfortable fedings, and she knew if shedidn’t get her mind off them
she'd snk into awell of salf-pity asdeep asPid’s.

So she picked up one of her Healing texts and put her mind into study, until shewas so tired and
sore of eyethat she practically crawled up the ladder to her bed.

After four days, therain findly stopped; the sun put in a brilliant appearancein cloudless skies,
and adry, warm breeze made colds - or at least, complaints of colds - disappesar. It never failed to
amaze and amuse Keishathat a couple of sunny, warm daysin spring or fal could make everyone forget
about fedingill. Unless, of course, they were very ill indeed.

Pie did not put in asecond appearance, nor was he anywhere in the village when Keishawas
about, which either meant he had taken Keisha s lecture to heart and was actively seeking away to make
hisliving in the grester world (not likely) or that he so feared another tongue-lashing that he wasn't going
to come anywhere near her (far morelikely). The sheep got over their illness, and there were many more
to herd out of the barn than went in, for many of the pregnant ewes took the opportunity to drop lambs.
The folk from the Fellowship took such good care of the threshing barn that the Mayor declared they
could make free use of it whenever they had another such emergency.

In short, everything was back to normal.

Everything but Keshahersdf, thet is.



Since the onset of the storm, she' d felt edgy most of the time. Whenever she treated a patient,
she' d start to reflect the emotiond state of that patient hersdf, and it wasn't pleasant. The only reason
she' d even known that she was being influenced in that way was because she' d been perfectly cam and
contented on the third morning of the storm, and had her mood utterly reversed by the first patient to
enter the door. Once someone left, she was fine, but while they were in the same area she had to keep a
steady head and remind herself that she was not the one fedling rotten. It was worseif she had to touch
the patient; that opened her up to al manner of things she didn’'t understand and did not in the least like.

Thiswas making things unexpectedly uncomfortable at home. Rain made the trip to and from the
farm pure misery, made chores at the farm aburden, and kept al the boysin the house when they
weren't a the farm. Cooped up like that, for lack of any other amusement, they picked fights with each
other. When the boys argued, she found herself getting angry for no reason at al; when her mother got
upset, her eyesthreatened to overflow. She discovered that beneath her father’ s cdm exterior, he often
suffered from atensdy knotted, aching gut, by experiencing these things hersdlf. That, at least, was useful;
shetook him aside and convinced him he needed her help unless he wanted to start spitting up blood one
day. At least he stopped suffering and fet immensely camer after following her prescriptions, evenif she
didn’t.

Four days after the storm ended, Lord Breon's Hedler Gil arrived for hismonthly visit. Hewas
late by aday, but she' d expected that; he' d probably had the same sorts of patientsthat she'd had -
maybe more serious, since Lord Breon's men were duty-bound to be outside no matter the weather -
and to rescue any of Lord Breon' sfolk who' d gotten themsalvesinto difficulties.

She was replacing her depleted stocks of aready-prepared medicines when he tapped on the
doorframe and walked on in. She knew both the tap and the step, and even if she hadn’t, she’d have
known it was him by the fedling of steadiness and patience that he dways brought with him. He might be
acranky curmudgeon on the outside, but insde he was the steady rock on which al hysteriadrove itself
invan.

At that moment, however, she needed both hands and her eyesto get her comfrey and lobdia
concentrate into itsjug. “Welcome, Gil,” she greeted him without turning. “ Give me amoment, will you?1
have both handsfull.”

Gil helped himsdlf to one of the two chairs and she heard him sit down. “Am 1?7’ heasked. “Am |
welcome, that i1S?”

Hmm. I's he expecting a fight out of me? If so, why? She put the jug up, then measured her
herbs and put the finished mixture into asteeping bag, tying the drawstringstight. No point in sarting a
new batch now, but she' d haveit ready to go when Gil left. “1 haven't killed anyone this month, directly
or indirectly, and | don’t have any plansto do so today, so of course you' re welcome,” she retorted,
turning to greet him properly. “Mind you, | was tempted once or twice during the rain, but | managed to
contain my fedings”

Gil wasawithered little raisin of aman, whose normal movements were so ddliberate that it
shocked people when, in an emergency, he moved with the speed of ahumminghbird. His hair was an
iron-gray, hislegs bowed, his eyes small and black and seemingly able to see whatever it was you most
wanted to keep secret. He didn’t look like a Healer; helooked like awestherbesten old horse tamer,
and, infact, he did tame horses using a Shin’ a in method he' d learned on Lord Ashkevron’s estate of
Forst Reach where he' d grown up (where horse tamers were honored and very, truly needed). Children
and animastrusted him immediately, and he had the no-nonsense aura of competence and authority to
make even Lord Breon's most battle-hardened fighters listen to and obey him. There couldn’t have been
abetter Heder for that particular pogition in the entire Kingdom, even if his Gift was so week it was
negligible

“| see you' re wearing Greens now - S0 to speek,” he continued, raising his eyebrows. “Not
exactly orthodox color, though.”

She brushed her hand down the front of her tunic sefconscioudy. “I thought I’ d use some old
clothing of my own for adye experiment before | ruined those nice uniforms the Collegium sent.” She
shrugged. “Why use those new uniformsfor work when | have plenty of old thingsthat can take a



beating?

“Y ou know, auniform isn’t there to make you conform, it’ sto reassure your patientsasa
symbol. Herads know that; that’ swhy they wear Whites; people wouldn't take them haf so serioudly if
they didn’t show up in uniforms. | take it that with the rainsyou had the usua crop?’ he asked, looking
her up and down, still with that penetrating expression on hisface.

“And oneyoung idiot,” shereplied with alaugh, and sat down and told him about Pid. He
grunted with disgust when she described how Pid had gotten sick and soaked in the first place, and
broke into a cackle of unexpected laughter when she told him the lecture she' d read the romantic foal.

“Bright Havens, | wish I’d been here!” he chortled, dapping the arm of the chair with hishand.
“Soundsto measif you' re getting your proper attitude, young lady. If peoplewon't give youthe
authority and respect you need to make them listen, then by the gods, take it! Y ou can gpologize after
they’re better. What good' s a Hedler that no one listensto? That was where poor old Justyn got into
trouble; he was too soft on people.”

“Wdll, dl | cansay isI'm grateful that Piel hasn't decided he' slifebonded to Shandi. HE s quite
enough of awet messasitis, and | swear to you, even if he was shaved bald he' d have more hair than
wits. Why Shandi ever encouraged him in thefirst place, I'll never know.” She sighed, and ran both
hands through the hair at her templesin exasperation. “Maybeit’ sjust that she wastoo kind, and afraid
to bresk his heart. Other than young Pid’ s crigs, the Fellowship’ s sheep got that dry cough | told you
about, and the preparation you recommended cleared it up in them asfast asit did my folk’ sflock.”

“Just watch that particular medicine in the early stages of pregnancy, it tends to make cattle
miscarry, and it might do the samein sheep,” he cautioned. “Late stages, no problem, but the first month

“If it sachoice between possibly losing the sheep or losing the lamb, | think most people would
prefer the latter, but Il be sure and give them that option if the Stuation comes up,” she promised. “But
that might be the reason why so many of the pregnant ones decided to drop lambsin the barn - which
was afinething asfar astheir keepers were concerned.”

“Heard anything from your Sster yet?” he asked, changing the subject so quickly that she
immediately suspected an ulterior motive.

She shook her head. “It’ salittle too soon, I'd think,” she replied, watching him with care. “I
should think they’ d have her so busy at first that she' d be going from the moment she got up to the
moment her head hit the pillow.”

| wonder why he'sasking ? Isit curiosity or something more?

“And | should think she’ d want her sister with her so much that she' d be sending you lettersthree
timesaday,” he began. She held up her hand, stopping him at that point.

“Don’'t gart.” she said shortly. “I won't listen, and we' ve been through this ahundred times. How
would you cope with me gone? Y ou couldn’t, and you know it.”

“But you havethe Gift, and | can’t teach you to useit,” he countered stubbornly. “We vetried,
and | can’t tell you what you need to know, and so far you haven’t made any progress with the texts
ather.”

“Thenwell wait until someone with the Gift can come here to teach me for acouple of months,”
sheretorted, just as stubbornly. “Right now I’'m doing aswell or better than Justyn did for dl of his
training at the Collegium, and right now, that' swhat this village needs and can’t afford to do without.
Whatever happens here, | can at least buy timefor afully trained, fully Gifted Hedler to get here. And
you have to admit that in some casesthat’sal you could do!”

Gil shook his head, but he gave up the argument asalost cause yet again. Hewas sllent for a
space, then scratched his head uneadily. “I’'mjust afraid thet if you keep on like this, your Gift isgoing to
get you into trouble,” he said at last, sounding far more worried than she was used to hearing from him.

“How - how could | get into trouble?’ she asked, uncomfortably certain that she dready knew
the answer.

“I’'m not sure - snce my own Gift isso trifling, they never went into detalls,” he said, frowning
with concentration, probably as hetried to recal hislong-ago training a the Collegium. “1 just remember



that they told me an untrained Gift hasthe potentia to cause the owner problems.”

Shewondered guiltily if she ought to tell him about her strange new sengtivity, and how her
nerves aways seemed to be raw and open to other people. But if | do, he'll probably find a way to
pack me off to Haven and then what would happen? No, | can get through this. It can’t be too
long now before someone is sent here to show me what to do. Half the Healersin Valdemar aren’t
trained at the Collegium, and they do all right! | can manage. | have to.

To keep him from somehow getting the information out of her, she took him around to see those
few of her patients who were gtill abed, and the now-heslthy flock of Fellowship sheep. The Fellowship
had put them in a pasture along the edge of theriver, an easy walk from the village, and quite an
enjoyable stroll in the warm spring sunshine. A fedling of laziness crept over her asthey cameup to the
fence and propped their arms up on the top rail, the wood rough and warm under her hand. He leaned
over the fencelooking as relaxed as she had ever seen him, watching the silly beasts graze and wearing a
smadl but contented amile.

“I have to admit something to you, young Keisha,” he said at last, after they’ d both listened to a
woodlark sing until it flew off. “I envy you this part of your practice, and | am very glad that you aren’t
one of those who thinks hersdlf too va uable to waste time tending animas.”

“If one of those ever getsaround me, they’ll get an earful,” she chuckled, totally relaxed now that
the only human anywhere around was her mentor. “If our job isto seeto our people swell-being, how
can weignore the well-being of their animals? If their beastiesfail, they'll starve, and how’ ve we done
our duty then?’

“Good point, and one I’ [l remember the next time | need it.” One of the sheep looked up at them,
and for some reason known only to it, decided to come over to the fence to see what they were doing
there. Gil reached over the fenceto the animdl, let it sniff hisfingers, then buried his hand initswoolly
head, scratching around its ears. The sheep went cross-eyed with bliss, and Keishagiggled at its
expression.

“The shepherdstell me they’ ve dways been marveloudy tame, but it’ s been redlly pronounced
gncetheran,” shetold the Hedler. “I think they were reminded that many of them grew up in boxes next
to warm stoves, so now they’ re dmost like pets - which makes me glad they’ re wool-sheep and not
mutton-sheep.”

“Thereis something to that,” he agreed. “ Seemslike abetraya to raise acreature as a pet, then
eat it. Mot chickens being an exception, of course.”

Keishalaughed; she' d been pecked by too many hens and chased by too many mean roostersto
disagree with him. “Most chickens can’'t be pets, they’ ve got less brains than Pidl, if that' s possible,” she
pointed out. “ Since you' ve got your fingersin it, what do you think of thewool inits naturd state?’

“Why do you think I’ m scratching her? It's as much for my pleasure ashers; | don't think I’ ve
ever fdt anything so soft.” Hefindly stopped his minigtrations with agentle pat on the top of the sheep's
head; just aswdll, for the ewe looked ready to fal over at any moment. He looked her over with a
measuring gaze as she shook her head until her earsflapped, then went back to grazing. “ Just about
shearingtime, ig't it?’

“Just about. The Fellowship dwayswaits until they’ re sure the cold weether is over before they
take that protection away. I’ vetold you how ddlicatethislotis.”

“Yes, but obvioudy worth it. The shawlswouldn’t be haf so desirable made out of ordinary
fleece. That reminds me; Lord Breon’sson Va plansto pick out ashawl this Midsummer Faire, or so
Lord Breontellsme,” Gil offered. He caught Keisha sinterest immediately. If the son and heir of their
liege lord was getting married, the whole village would want to know al about it, and as soon as might
be.

“For whom?’ she asked. “ Anyone we know?’

“Some sweet young thing at the keep where he fostered until thisspring.” Gil chuckled. “I’ ve got
the notion that Lord Breon had that in mind when he fostered Vd therein thefirst place. With eight
daughtersto choose from, there was bound to be something that would take.”

“I'll tell the Fellowship about the shawl first,” Keishareplied, aready deciding who she' d tdll firgt,



and in what order, S0 as not to upset the delicate ranking order in the village. “They’ I probably want to
do something specid for Va, and they’ |l want every moment of timeto planit.”

“Yes, dothat - but | won't tell him they’ re making aspecia shawl for him. He'sgot it set in his
mind that he hasto pick thething out - asif there saspeciad magic to what he’ d pick only he and she
would appreciate properly or some other romantic nonsense.” Gil shook his head. “He' s been listening to
alot of love balads|ately - he and that lovelorn lad of yours have that much in common. Sometimesl
think Bards do more harm than good.”

“Wadll, they give usdl something to dream about, | suppose,” she said doubtfully, then returned
to the practical agpects of the courtship. “Meanwhile, | think we can dl arrange that he gets his specia
shawl without knowing it' s his specid shawl, if that makes any sense.”

“Complete sense.” He looked up at the sun, and pushed away from the fence. “And if I’'m to get
back before sundown, I’ d best collect my horse and be on my way.”

They parted amiably enough at the pasture, and Keisha returned to the haven of her workshop.
Shetill had plenty more to do whilethere was arelative lack of illness and injury, and just now nothing
would tempt her back into the proximity of people. She felt relaxed, and she wanted to hold onto the
feeling aslong as she could.

Shetruly dreaded having to go back home; lately at least one of the boys would have some sort
of unpleasant dream each night, and athough the dreamer never woke up and never remembered the
dream, she did and it woke her up. The workshop was far enough away from the rest of the houses that
nothing ever reached her here, and it would be so good to go to deep knowing that the only thing
disturbing her would be her own nightmares, if any.

It would be so nice to have a good night’s sleep again, the way | did during the rains, she
thought fretfully. | wish | could just live here and be done with it.

Then - | wonder why | couldn’t just do that ?

She abruptly sat down in the chair Gil had used. All right, I’ [l be methodical. The reasons why
it would be difficult are -

Mum would object, firgtly.

True enough, but she could point out that now no one else would get roused in the middle of the
night just because someone needed her. Besides, it wasn't asif shewere going to beliving out &t the
farm, or somewhere else out of sight and alone. She'd still be near at hand, quite near enough to keep an
eyeon.

I’d have to start doing my own medls.

Y es, but she did that sometimes anyway. The memory of the Fellowship’s communa meds
popped into her head, and she redlized that she could easily trade some of the routine hedlth care of their
flocksfor the right to eat with them. Other than that - she could start taking alittle more of her feesin
food-barter. It could all be worked out.

I’d be by mysdlf. Mum will say that people might talk.

Now, if it had been Shandi who'd wanted to livein the workshop, that would have caused a
scanda. Shandi was pretty and had suitors, and people would certainly start to gossip. For this purpose,
Keisha s prickly persondity gave her dl the protection she needed, for there wasn't ayoung man in the
entire village who had ever showed any interest in courting her, and they surely wouldn't start just
because shewasliving aone.

And what’ s more, Rafe can move into the cubby Shandi and | shared, and that will break
up the quarreling with Torey. For that reason alone, Papa will back me up on this.

But it was easiest to get something doneif you didn’t stop to ask permission first - so before
anyone came home from the farm, she decided to get al her things and move them over to the
workshop. Move now, and argue about it later.

Shewent straight home, and working quickly, had everything she could truly call hers piled on
both beds. Clothing, of course, that was the largest pile; the carved wooden box Papa had made to hold
her jewelry was on top of the pile of underthings. She ran her fingers over the smooth wood of the top,
following the familiar course of the curls and whorls he' d incised there.



Beside that were her two dolls; al the rest of her toys had been handed down to her brothers as
she outgrew them. One was aface ess, battered, and much bel oved rag-doll; worn out with loving and
much play, but too much adored to be discarded. Beth had been the subject of many an adventure, many
aperil, and so much hugging that the stuffing was permanently squeezed out of her middle. She had been
rescued by Heralds and Hawkbrothers from every hazard imaginable, from forest firesto davers- - then,
as Keisha sinterest in Healing strengthened and grew, had not only been rescued, but had been cured of
every illnessand injury possible, and some that would have been the death of any lesser creature. Her
embroidered mouth was stained with al the potions that had been pressed to it; her goat-hair braidsa
little matted from the compressestied to her head, and every limb had been stitched and restitched with
sutures for imagined wounds. Kelshagave her asdf-consciouslittle kiss, and put her down again.

The other doll, an immaculate and beautiful porcelain-headed lady-doll that she and Shandi used
to practice on when they werefirst learning sewing skills, wasin near-new condition, for Anestes had
been a gift to amuch older Keishathan Beth. In fact, Shandi and Kelsha still used this doll to work out a
new cut for agown or thelike.

She picked it up and smoothed down the folds of the last gown they’ d sawn for it, adainty
creation for Shandi on the occasion of her being chosen Harvest Queen last fall. Of course, the doll’s
gown was a patchwork of scrapswith anetwork of chalk lines and other marks on it, which gave the
gown arather odd look - but Shandi had looked like redl royadlty. . . .

Y es, both dollswould definitely have to come. They could share the loft with her bed; that way
no one would see them and tease her about them, and Beth could reassure hurt little ones.

Next, basketful of toiletries. Scent, lotions, the cosmetics she and Shandi had created that Mum
would have had afit over, had she known about them - no doubt there; these had better come too. At
least now she' d have some privacy to experiment with those cosmetics without anybody finding out. And
if Mum discovered them, | hate to think what a scene it would cause.

All of the extra sheets and blankets came next, but there was redlly no need to take them.

I’ll leave the bedding, I’ ve enough at the workshop, and if | need more, | can barter for it.
She stowed it al under the bed where it had been kept before.

Embroidery basket, knitting basket, plain-sewing basket - al of her handicrafts stored in baskets,
making them portable enough to take along anywhere. Shandi had come up with that idea, and now
Shandi’ s baskets were somewhere between here and Haven in a peddler’ s wagon.

Yes, yes, and yes. I'm gill going to need my baskets. I’ ve got dl that wool to knit upif | want a
new swegter thiswinter.

A pile of fabric - which had mostly been Shandi’ s choices, but which Shandi was hardly going to
need now, seeing as how she would spend the next several years wearing Trainee Grays exclusvely.
Keishahad kept the pile of fabric when she' d sent on Shandi’ s clothing and handiwork baskets. Wll |
have time to do any sewing for myself? Well, probably. And colorsthat suited Shandi would also suit
Keisha True, the fabricswould do for new shirtsfor the boys, but when was Mum going to havetimeto
saew them? She hesitated, then added the pile of fabric to the growing list of things shewastaking. | have
plenty of things that | can wear to work in, but not much else. It might be nice to have a pretty
gown or so.

Rag bag -

Definitely. No one can have too many rags.

The big box of odds-and-ends she was dways meaning to do something with - brilliant feathers,
acured snakeskin, seeds that looked asif they might make good beads, hdf finished bits of carving and
crafting -

Maybe Il get some of that done.

Eventualy she had it dl sorted through, and decided that three tripswould do to get it dl to the
workshop. On the second, neighbor Tansy came outside with a basket of wet clothing and looked &t her
with a surprised expression.

“Keishal” she cdled, before Keisha could escape out of earshot. “Have you fought with your
parents over something? |s something wrong? Why are you moving?’



Keisha paused and peered around her burden, licked her lips nervoudy, and said, “We haven't
quarreled, but - Tansy, with Shandi gone, the houseisjust too small to hold dl those boys and just me.
Besides, I'min the shop morethan I'm here.”

Tansy looked relieved, and nodded. “ That’ sthe truth, and I’ ve been saying to my Olek that you
must fed like akickbdl, in there with al those rowdy boys and no Shandi to make them behave like
gentlemen. Wdll, good, aslong asyou haven't gone and had afight with your Mum or Da. I’ll remember
you' re on your own, and bring you over abite to eat now and again.”

Keshaflushed, and smiled. “ Thank you, Tansy. That’smorethan I’ d expect.”

“Oh, it’sno more than we did - or should have done - for Wizard Justyn, bless his brave soul.”
She waved her hand vaguely in the direction of the statue in the square. “1 won't keep you, dear - and |
hope you enjoy anight without having to listen to your brothersfor a change!”

“Oh, Tansy - ” Keishalaughed,” - they snore so loudly Il probably still hear them!”

When shereturned for the third load, Tansy was back insde her house, and she brought over the
last of her thingswith afeding of profound relief.

The relief degpened into pure content as she stowed her belongings away - clothing into the
clothes-chest in the loft and the wardrobe-cupboard downgtairs, fabric up on ashef whereit wouldn't
get dirty, one workbasket in the window seet, one in the loft, and one beside the fire. The dolls sat
Side-by-sdein state on her bed, and al the rest of her possessionsfitted into nooks and corners asif
they’ d belonged there dl adong.

Now it looked like ahome. Her samplers and embroidered tapestries were on the wall, alap rug
lay over the back of the fireplace chair, embroidered cushions softened seats, and her blue glass vase sat
on thetiny table where she ate her medls.

And it was hers, dl hers, with the stamp of no other hands on it.

Wizard Justyn would never recognize the place, shethought happily. Not that she had ever
seen it when Justyn wasin residence, but some of the village women had given very succinct and pungent
descriptions. They dl boiled down to one word - one which made aworld of sense to women, though it
baffled men.

Bachdors

Justyn had been abachelor, and an old one at that. Bachelors didn’t clean up after themselves,
for some unknown reason - nor did they really alow anyone else to clean up after them. The placewould
have been aright messwhen Justyn lived here, with shelves crammed full of dusty oddments, clothing
lying about on thefloor or draped over achair where the wizard had |ft it, and dirty crockery filling the
ank.

Now, every perfectly straight and level shelf held its proper contents arrayed sensibly. The big
table that had taken up most of the space was gone, replaced by her tiny table, a short stool, and a
couple of comfortable chairs. A tall stool stood beside her clean, orderly workbenches, the floor was
swept, the hearth clean, and enough firewood to take care of the fire for the entire evening stacked ina
log holder besideit. Kindling wasin abucket beside that, not scattered across the hearth. The biggest of
the two windows had been deegpened, and awindow seet built into it. Her embroidered Windrider hung
over the hearth, her first and second samplers on either side of it, and her Moonlady up in the loft over
the window. Braided rag rugs softened and warmed the floor. All the food was stored out of Sightina
closed and mouse-proof cupboard. There wasn't acrumb to tempt mouse or insect anywhere to be
Seen.

Onthe“domestic” side of the cottage, shelves were laden with her persona books, handiwork,
linens, and other purely persona belongings. Here, the wardrobe and cupboard resided. On the“ Hedler”
sde, shelves were burdened with more books, prepared medicines, raw materias, bandages, the knives
and probes, needles and Tayledras silk and catgut of her trade. Thiswas where the workbenches were,
and the sink with its pump. Thefireplace divided the two “sides,” and beside it was arolled-up pdlet,
where she could treat anyone who couldn’t stand, or needed sewing up. That way the victim couldn’t
thrash around and fall off atable or bed - and what was more important to her, if hewas ddirious or
uncooperative, she could st on himto hold him till if she had to.



Acres and acres, and it'smine, all mine! She giggled, remembering the punchlineto asdacious
joke she wasn't supposed to have overheard.

Everything was as neat and clean as soap and water could get it, including the loft where her bed
was.

And that, of course, would be another change. | remember when we cleaned this place up. Dirt
hed actualy packed into the corners!

Stll, that was alittle uncharitable, for Justyn had kept his own treatment areas clean. It was just
that -

Well, bachelors don't seem to redlize that dirt gets under things and into corners where you can't
seeit. Bachelorsthink that aslong asit’s not gritty underfoot, the floor’ s clean.

It wastimeto think about making supper -

Or going to talk to the Fellowship. | think I'll be lazy.

As she closed the door behind her, sheredlized that there was something gone from her -
resentment. And another thing - afeding of being desperately crowded.

It's because now | don’t have to share anything, that’s what it is. Not the washbasin, not
the chores, not a room. Bright Havens! | can choose to share, | don’t have to! I'm going to have
privacy! Real, and total, privacy! She couldn’t remember having had complete privacy in her entirelife.
It was such an astonishing thought that she couldn’t think of anything elseright up until the moment that
she knocked on the door of the Fellowship’sHall, their main building.

She recognized the old man who answered the door asthe “Eldest” - not really aleader, but the
oldest man of the founding family, the grandfather of Alys. Assuch, he had the authority to make smple
bargainsfor the

Fdllowship such as the one she had in mind without putting it to a vote.

“Eldest Sfir,” she said, with ahalf-bow. “1 have aproposition | would like to put to you.”

“Then please enter, Hedler,” hetold her, his expression carefully neutral. She entered and
followed him into the commund hdl wherethey dl took their medls. At hisinvitation she sat downona
bench; he sat on one opposite her.

“May | hear your proposition, Hedler?’ he asked politely. “1 cannot say yet if | may consider it
aone, or the Fellowship as awhole must debateit.”

“I understand that, Eldest,” shereplied, just as soberly. “It isaminor proposal - and smple. The
Fdllowship currently owes mefor certain medicines and treatment for the sheep during therains- |
should like to barter that credit for a certain number of mealstaken with you.”

The old man’ s brows had furrowed during the first part of her statement, but roseto hishairlinein
aurprise as shefinished. “Don’'t you have your own family?’ he blurted.

“I haveirregular hours, and it came to metoday that we have far too many people stuffed into a
snglesmdl house,” shesad withasamile. “Wedl agreethat | am fully adult, so | moved into my
workshop, to free some space for my brothers. Since | will no longer be contributing to the family
income, it seemswrong to take bread from their table.”

“| can seethat.” He pondered the proposal while she waited patiently. “And | am certain that you
aready know of our custom of the hearth kettle.”

“Actudly, Eldest,” shesmiled, “I was counting on it.”

The “hearth kettle” was akettle of soup or stew adways kept on the kitchen hearth, so that
anyone who was hungry could be fed. One of the Fellowship’s customs was that anyone who begged
charity was granted three meals and a place to deep with nothing in return asked of him - and the kettle
also served auseful purpose for people whose lives were built around their animals, and who thus, at
certain seasons, would aso have “irregular hours.” Keisha could always count on getting a bite from the
hearth kettle, day or night.

“Wall, then - ” Now the old man smiled broadly, and Keishaknew she’d won him over. “What if
| say that we will barter unlimited mealsin return for al routine care? Not emergencies or unexpected
illnesses, like the sheep just had, but dl the routine health checks and medicines and tonics and so forth.”

She saw no point in bargaining further; thiswas exactly what she wanted. “ Then | would say that



thebargainissat.” She held out her hand.

Hetook it, and shook it threetimesto sedl the bargain. “Will you stay for tonight’ s dinner?
We'veegg-pie”” Heraised hiseyebrows again. “My wife Alse' segg-pie.”

She sighed happily at the mere suggestion, and smiled at him. “Eldest,” she said with complete
truth, “For your wife segg-pie | would arm-wrestle abear.”

She returned to her cottage - her cottage, not her workshop anymore, and the mere thought filled
her with proprietary pride - carrying abasket of warm rolls for breskfast and with the satisfied content of
having had atruly fine medl. Alse had away with spicing and adding chopped bacon and greensto
egg-piethat raised the humble dish to something suitable for the table of the Queen hersdf. There could
not have been a better omen for the sart of her bargain with the Fellowship than that first med.

She put the rollsaway and lit two of her lamps, then went out into the garden to cut afew blooms
for her vase. With lamps shining brightly and flowers on the table, shefet happier than she had for
months

And instead of studying, tonight she gave hersdf aholiday of sorts. With asmall fireto warm the
room, she picked up her knitting; with luck, she d finish the back of the tunic tonight. That would leave
the front and both deevesto do before winter, which was hardly an insurmountable task.

She listened to the songs of crickets and tree-frogs, the murmur of voicesin the houses nearest
hers, and the distant rushing of the river. There were no shouting boys, no clumping boots - nothing but
peaceful quiet.

Why didn’t | do this sooner? I’ d have had far fewer headaches!

Perhaps because Shandi had kept peace in the house - or as much peace as anyone could. But
surely at some point even Shandi had gotten tired of playing peacekeeper. . . .

Maybe that’ s one reason why she was so ready to ride off to Haven. That, and Mum. Mum
didn’t redly want her to grow up, | think. Poor Mum: like it or not, children do, and there' s nothing to be
done about it.

So, it could be that Shandi had done both of them afavor, by making the break clean and quick.
Yes, and me, too. IfShandi’s grown up, I'm more than grown.

Was this how Shandi felt now, on her own, making her own decisions, having a place she could
truly say was hersand no one else' s? If so, Keishawas glad for her; it was afine fegling, and one she
would be glad to share.

| hope she has a room of her own at that Collegium place. She certainly deserves one at
this point.

She' d dways been an early riser - more from necessity than virtue, it wastrue, but aHeder
didn’t have much choice in the matter - and it had been along day. She found hersdf yawning over her
work just as she bound off the knitting, and realized that there were no noisy boysto keep her awake if
shetried to goto deep “early.” Shelit alanternin theloft, blew out the two downgtairs, and banked the
firefor the morning. As she went back up to theloft to change for bed, she sent asilent prayer of thanks
to whatever deity had put thisnotion of moving into her mind. And if it’s the spirit of Wizard Justyn,
who didn’t want his cottage to stand empty most of the time, thank you, too!

Oncethe hurdle of breaking the newsto her mother was over and done with, the move was
going to make life eesier. Much, much easier.

Now if the mysterious Darian would just return to care for the magica needs of Errold’ s Grove,
life here would be just about perfect.

Sx

Once, back when he was enduring his lessons with Justyn, Darian would have been conscious of
nothing except how uncomfortable he was at this moment - either too hot or too cold, sitting on arock or
on asharp branch. He could aways find something to distract him from his hated lessonsin magic,
lessons he consdered useless. That was along time ago, far distant in time and maturity, or so he hoped.
Now, none of those possible discomforts mattered, and if you asked him about the temperature or his



surroundings, he' d tell you honestly that he hadn’t noticed.

Especidly at this moment, amoment of epiphand breakthrough, when intense new experience
overwhelmed every other consideration.

“There!” said Heder-Mage Firefrost in triumph. “Now you seeit, you fed it, don’t you?’

Darian “sared” at the dow, smooth flow of energy that wasliterdly al around him; it had taken
days of coaching, but now, at last, he was able to do what Starfall had not been able to teach him - was
in the over-world of energy, aworld overlying the“rea” world and apart of it, yet with its own separate
lifeand rules. He used Mage-Sight at adeep enough level to actualy watch the passage of life-energy
from living creaturesto the tiny feeder lines, and from there to the ley-lines, and on to the nodes. Every
mage knew that energy flowed in that way; it was one of thefirst lessonsin energy contral - but only
certain types of mages could actudly see it happen at theleve of individua blades of grass and insects no
bigger than pinheads. M ost mages couldn’t actually detect mage-energy until it had collected in the
threadlikeinitid runndls, leaving them with the impression that the energy took the form of aweb, rather
than an al-pervasive flow. More than that, as Firefrost said, he felt it, asensation entirdly new to him and
yet asfamiliar to him as his own heartbest - exactly like the faint pressure of sunlight on hisskin. Heders
saw and felt the same thing according to Starfdl; so did minor mages like earth-witches and
hedge-wizards - these were the energies that they used, for they were unable to handle anything with
more power than asmal runnd. This energy wastedious to accumulate and granted them ardatively low
leve of power, but it was omnipresent. An earth-witch never had to search for aley-line, and for awhile
after the mage-storms, hedge-wizards could accomplish more than Adepts, who had never been forced
to learn dl of the minor magics that needed only the merest whisper of power.

Experimentally, he moved to one of the little runnes collecting the flow - nowhere near large
enough to be called aley-line - and sensed the pressure increase when he interposed himself in the flow.

“It feelsgood, doesn't it?” Firefrost said with satisfaction. “| dwaysthink it fedslike bathingin
sun-warmed silk.”

He nodded absently; it both felt and looked good, awarm amber glow the exact color of the light
near sunset on acloudless summer evening, and a sensation of being dowly revitalized.

“If you go somewhere that the energies are distorted or marred, you'll fed that aswell,” Firefrost
told him. “1t will make you sick, and you'll learn to tell what’ swrong by how it affects you. Right now
you need most to learn to snap in and out of Mage-Sight and Mage-Sense accurately and infalibly, so
that if you ever do come across such aplace, it won't entrap you. Now that you have thetrick of Seeing
thisleve, your assgnment will be to practice exactly that until | think you' re ready for the next step.”

“Can the good magic entrap you, too, with not wanting to leave that feding?’ he asked.

“Not if you re mentdly hedlthy - no more than you' re entrapped at the feast table,” she replied.
“Onceyou're‘full,” you'll fed willing to leave”

The mage did - something. Darian couldn’t quitetell what it was, but it felt alittlelike adtatic
park arcing from the mage to himsalf, more of a shock than pain, but enough to bring him back to the
ordinary world with astartled gasp.

“Thisiswhy you need aHedling Adept to teach you properly,” Firefrogt said, ill Stting serenely
where she' d been dl aong, cross-legged in the shade at the edge of the meadow where he and Kel had
picnicked. “ Starfdl isafine mage, experienced and full of wisdom, but he cannot see and sensethe
earth-energiesin the way a Headler-Mage can, he cannot move about in the realm of pure energy the way
we can, o he could not teach you how to access them. | am aHeder-Mage, but | can only take you so
far - you have the potentia to become a Healing Adept, and your teacher should also be at that leve, if
you are going to reach that potentid.”

Darian nodded; he also sat where he had been al dong; his*movement” in the overworld of
energies had al been with something other than his physical body. “I think | know why you brought me
here, t0o,” he said shrewdly. “ Even though most of the mages have been teaching mein the safety of the
Vale, if I'd made the breakthrough there, I’ d probably have been blinded.”

Firefrost beamed at him, her young-old face suddenly wreathed in the wrinkles of her proper age
- well over seventy. Smile-lines, mostly; Firefrost was avery cheerful person. “Very good! Yes, and |



advise you to practice and learn to control thistype of Sight in asafe place outside the Vae until you've
gotten it well in hand. So many ley-lines come into the Heartstone in the Vde that you would be blinded
if you can't dim things down for yoursdlf. And you' d have a headache for aweek that would make you
wish you were deed!”

Darian was till conscious of that faint pressure of energy; heredized that he dways had been,
he just hadn’t known what to cdl it. “ So thisiswhy some placesin Vademar made me sick until we
cleaned them up!” he said wonderingly. “ That’ swhy Snowfire and Starfal would watch me so closely -
they couldn’t fed where things had gone wrong, and they used meto find the places for them!”

Firefrost nodded, and her approva warmed him clear through. “And you understand why they
had to do that, don’'t you? Or now are you feeling misused?’

That wasthe last thing on hismind. He shrugged. “ They didn’t have much choice, did they? |
mean, they did have akind of choice, they could have used dowsing or some other way to find the bad
places, but it was so much quicker to use me - and besides that, it didn’t cost them anything in magical
energies of their own. They wouldn't have risked meif they didn’t think that we could all do what we did
without any harm to me.”

He couldn’t resent being “ used”; not after the way he’ d been vehemently angry with them over
using up energiesthey could ill afford in order to accomplish thingsthat he had been ableto do at far less
expense. He d essentidly offered himsdlf for whatever need they had at that point, so there was no
reason to resent the fact that they’ d taken him up on the offer!

“This- thisform of the Gift that you have - isvery smilar to the Earth-Sense of some monarchs,”
Firefrost went onin her low, age-roughened voice. “ They can’t actudly see the energiesmost of thetime
- not unlessthey are dso mages - but they fed them. They can aso fed what iswrong with the energies
of their land a a distance, which can be very useful. The monarchs of Rethwellan haveit, the highest of
the Priests of Vkandis haveit, the Son of the Sun Solaris hasit, and the new King of Hardorn hasit. In
the King of Hardorn’s case, though, it was - imposed on him. With his consent - though | sometimes
think he didn’t know what he was consenting to.” She raised an ironic eyebrow. “ Thereis an ancient
earth-religion sect of that land that il retainsthe full knowledge of the Earth-Taking ceremony, and has
managed to give Earth-Sense to every monarch of Hardorn except the late and unlamented Ancar.”

“Will | be able - Scratch that. | will be ableto do what Starfall did about cleaning places up, but
faster and more easily, won't 1.” He made it a statement, but was pleased to see Firefrost nod. “It’I| be
like Hedling for aHedler; instead of having to figure out what’ sgonewrong, I'll dready know by how it
affects me, and because of that I'll know how to fix what’ swrong and get it right the first time, instead of
fumbling around using trid and error.”

“It will be quite naturd to you - aswill some other things, such asmoving and acting in the
overworld of mage-energies, once you' ve gotten the proper instructor. And you will be ableto
accomplish things| can only watch and admire, if you ever have accessto enough energy.” Firefrost
sghed. “Still, weal have our abilities, and - ”

“And anyone who can reverse the effects of frostbite has no reason to fed salf-conscious,” he
replied, daring to interrupt her. “Any Heder can save what thereis|eft of the damaged tissue, and o
could most mages - but anyone who can restore and rebuild al the damage that has aready occurred has
nothing to be ashamed of!”

That was how Firefrost had gotten her use name at the age of fourteen, when she was newly
come into her abilities. While she was scouting the boundaries of k' Vala, ablizzard too hugeto be
steered away had swept across the forest and everyone who could was out scouting for those who might
have been caught in it. She had been the only person anything like a Hedler to come upon afamily of
tervardi taken by surprise by the storm. She had not only saved them from freezing, but had amost
completely reversed the effects of the profoundly crippling frostbite (or “firefrost” in the Hawkbrother
tongue) that they had suffered. By the time the help she had called for arrived, most of the damage was
Hedled, and no one suffered anything worse than alittle superficia scarring at the extremities.

“| sometimes suspect that the only reason | could wasthat | didn’t know | couldn’t,” histeacher
sad, only hdf injest. “Still. . .



“Still, alittle magic used with precision and a precisely theright timeis better than agreat ded of
magic used doppily and clumdlly, too late or too early,” he said firmly. “I can’t tel you how many times
I’ve seen that!”

“Very well! The student rightly rebukes the teacher!” Firefrost laughed, throwing up her hands as
if to fend off ablow. “Now, | would like to seeif the student can evoke his Mage-Sight in the realm of
the overwork without the coaching of histeacher!”

“I hear and obey,” he said, bowing alittle at the waist, and sent his mind down that peculiar
“twist” that Firefrost had shown him.

Once again, the world around him was overlaid with the overworld of energies. Thistime he had
akind of double vison, with the red world showing through the flowing energy-fields, and he decided to
seeif he could narrow hisfocus -

Even as he thought that, in adizzying rush that “fdt” exactly asif he were diving off adiff into the
river, hefound himsdf contemplating the life-forces of asingle blade of grass. Except that hewasfar, far
“smdler” in perception than that blade of grass!

Oh. My. The dender stem loomed “over” him like one of the great trees of the Vde. Ashe gazed
“upward,” hismouth falling open, hetried to take in the immense complexity of this seemingly insgnificant
bit of flora, and failed.

| think my brain is overflowing! Hetried to bresk free of the fascination and couldn’t - tried
again and gtill couldn’t - and gave awordless cry for help to histeacher.

With another of those startling shocks, he found himsalf looking only at the real world again, from
his proper perspective, and sighed with relief.

“Next time, ask before you do something likethat,” Firefrost told him sternly, crossing her ams
over her chest, and giving him aharsh glare. “ That was not what | asked you to do, wasit?’

“I didn't know | wasdoing it until I’d doneit,” he admitted shakily.

She shook her head, thefine slver hair escgping from its braids with the movement and floating in
fly-away strands about her face. “Now you see why you need aHealing Adept to teach you. It'sentirdly
possible that you could get yoursdlf into something that | can’t get you out of! In the future, tell me what
you think you want to do before you' rein the overworld, al right? With someone of your potentia, a
wish often becomes fact before you have the least ideawhat’ s going on.”

Hefdt very tired, dl a once, and certainly he and Firefrost had put in more than enough work
for oneday. It had taken dl afternoon before he' d learned that twist that brought him into the overworld.
“Can we stop now?’ he asked meekly. “I’ m getting worn out.”

Firefrost lost her stern glare and smiled ruefully. “ And so you should be - and it smy fault for
letting you go back in when | knew you would be getting tired. Just run through those primary exercises|
showed you, and we' Il go back to theVae.”

Now that he knew what they werefor, the“primary exercises’ in energy manipulation werefar
eader than they’ d been earlier this afternoon, and he ran through them accuratdly, if not quickly. For the
last one, he guided energy from the tree he sat benesth to a particular runnel rather than dlowing it to
flow into severd asit would normaly have done, and thistime nothing escaped his* herding.”

“Clean,” Firefrost gpproved. “Very clean. | couldn’t have doneit better. Let’ s get ourselves
back home, shdl we?’

He got to hisfeet and aided Firefrost to hers. She was as much Starfal’ s senior as Starfal was
Darien’sand, until Darian arrived, the only Hedling-Mage that k' Vaahad. She had greeted hisarriva
with relief - and pleasure, when she learned his potentid.

She was the kindest and most patient of histhree teachers, dthough Starfall ran avery near
second. If his unknown Healing-Adept teacher was half as easy to get dong with asFirefrost, Darian
thought that he would count himsdlf lucky.

The other teacher, Adept Darkstone, was much more difficult to like. He gave Darian hisfull
attention, true, and was absol utely punctiliousin giving Darian the most precise and accurate ingtructions,
but it was al done without any feding whatsoever. Darian il didn’'t know athing about Darkstone's
background, not even something so minor aswhich tree his ekele wasin, and he' d been getting lessons



from the Adept for aweek.

The onething that he did know was the single thing Darkstone made clear at the very beginning;
the Adept was entirely againg the idea of working with Vademaransin any way. He did not want
outsdersin the Vae, around the Vale, or even aware that the Vale existed. He wanted Hawkbrothersto
be afrightening presencein the forest, aglimpse of eyesin ashadow, the warning arrow out of nowhere.

Darkstone wasn't the only Tayledras who felt that way, though &l the onesthat Darian had met
so far had treated him with distant courtesy at least. There was, after dl, atradition of Tayledras
accepting the occasional outsider into their ranks and Clans. The thing that this particular faction
opposed was the wholesale “ adoption” of Vademar on the same basisasthe Kaled' din.

Hard asit wasto believe, there was even afaction that didn’t want theKaed' @inink’Vaa
Vae Ther reasoning was abit obtuse, aong the line that “if the Goddess had wanted k’ Leshya back
with the Tayledras, the Goddess would have led them to us after the Sundering.”

Usdlessto argue that thiswas precisaly what had happened - if abit later than they would have
preferred. Thislot no more wanted trondi’irn and gryphonsin Tayledras Vaes than they wanted
Shin'dinand their fighting maresin Tayledras Vaes.

Fortunately, Firefrost was as amused by them as they were outraged by her - and she had power
and seniority in the Council over most of them.

Even if she didn’t, she could probably reduce themto gibbering just by chuckling at them,
tickling them under the chin, and telling themto * run along and learn to play nicely with the new
children.” He began to see that there were alot of advantages to age, some of them enough to provide
compensation for losing some of the advantages of youth!

In deference to Firefrost’ s age, they’ d ridden here on apair of dyheli rather than hiking on foot.
The two does had wandered off somewhere, but Kuari had kept track of one, while Firefrost’s
snow-white peregrine had followed the other. Now, without prompting, the birds came winging back,
flying under thelevd of the branches, whilethe dyheli does sauntered along behind at a brisk walk.
Darian offered hislinked hands to Firefrost; with ahalf-bow of her own, she stepped into them, and he
boosted her into the well-padded saddle, then hopped onto the other waiting doe. Firefrost avoided the
elaborate robes some of the mages - Darkstone for one - liked to wear, and the intricate hairstyles as
well. Long, easy-fitting tunics and loose trews of silksin smple colorswere what she preferred, and she
kept her hair in two braids or acoiled braid at the nape of her neck. Today she wore green, with a
necklet of rainbow-moonstones, a single white primary from her bird fastened into her braids.

“The other day someone asked mewhy | hadn’t changed my namefor ause-name,” hetold her,
asthey rode sde by side. “I told them it was because | felt like the same person. Does that make sense
toyou?’

“Perfectly sound, good sense,” shereplied with alaugh. “Redlly, Dar’ian, the reason we change
our use-names in thefirgt place is because the ones we' re given as children don't fit us when we become
adults. Think about the use-names for the children you' ve heard - Bluefeather, Littleflower, Honeyfawn,
Jumpfrog - who' d want to be saddled with something like that as an adult?’

“Huh - or as an adolescent!” he countered, from the lofty vantage of eighteen. “So how do
people get their adult use-names? Y ours was given to you, right?’

“Yes, and if you manage to do something notable at about the time you' re ready for an ‘ adult’
use-name, that’ susually what you get. Sometimes you get tagged with something notable that happens
when you' re ready for anew name.” Her eyes crinkled at the corners with amusement. “That’ s how
Starfdl got his- it was at aMidsummer celebration, and he' d climbed to the top of acliff overshadowing
the main swimming pool at the Vae we had back then. Thiswas on adare, you see - the usua mae
foolishness over agirl - and he jumped from the cliff into the pool at precisely the sametimeasan
extremely bright shooting star flashed overhead, mirroring hisfdl, even to the same angle. So -’ sarfdl’ he
became and hasremained.” Her eyes crinkled up even more. “ And the funniest thing about it isthat
because he was diving at the time and had dl of his attention on the dive so that he wouldn't break his
dlly neck, he never saw thefdling star that gave him hisname!”

“Stedmind?



“He never forgets anything, and proved it by reciting to one of the Elders a speech he had made
that was precisely contradictory to the position he supported at that moment.” She laughed. “Potentialy
embarrassing, but hedidn’t doit in public. Nevertheless, the Elder in question told everyone that the boy
had amind like asted cage - nothing that got locked into it ever escaped.”

Darian grinned. “What about Darkstone?’

“His persondity,” she responded promptly. “Pessmistic, unchanging, and cold asastone. And
believeit or not, he choseit himsdlf. It was an affectation when he was young; he liked that particular
aoof image. Now he couldn’t change it without more effort than he' swilling to put in.”

“Wintersky? Raindance? Summerdance?’

“All juvenile names; they haven't gotten use-names yet, and their childhood namesweren’'t so
slly they werein ahurry to lose them.”

“Hmm. Would anyone label me with ause-namethat | don't like, but am stuck with?” He could
think of anumber of unpleasant possibilities.

“People can try, but if you refuse to respond to their name for you, it’s considered good manners
not to persist. Y ou know the proverb - It isn't what you call me, it’ swhat | answer to that counts.” “
She nodded with understanding at his obviousrdief. “Aslong asyou fed you are Dar’ian and continue to
respond to that name, no one will force you to accept another.”

At thispoint he certainly couldn’t foresee ever wanting to take ause-name. Not even if | were
to do something really impressive.

“Do remember if you do take a use-name that, after you've had it for many years, it becomesa
great effort to changeit again,” she cautioned. “Usualy something very dramatic has to happen before the
change sticksin people sminds. | can’t think of more than two or three people who' ve successfully gone
to anew use-namelaer inlife”

By then, they’ d reached the entrance to k' Vaa, and they discussed when and where they would
meet for his next lesson. Onceinsde the Vel they dismounted and thanked the dyheli for their help;
Darian escorted his teacher to her ekele, one that was quite low to the ground, by Tayledras standards.
There heleft her in the hands of her hertas helpers, and decided to seeif Nightbird or Snowfire and
Nightwind had eaten dinner yet, as he was in the mood for some company.

I’ll try Kel’s sunning rock, he decided. That always seemed to be the place one or more of
them ended up.

Since hewasin avery good mood, it came as an abrupt shock to him to walk straight into the
middle of afight between Snowfire and hisbeloved. He smply rounded a curve in the path, walked out
into the open near the group of bouldersthat severa gryphonsliked to use for sunbathing, and there they
were -

Oh-oh.

“ - and no oneisgoing to dictate whom | talk to!” Nightwind said, clearly and precisdy, just as
Darian stopped in histracks. Her eyes, dark with anger, were the color of athundercloud and looked
just about ready to produce lightning. Her hands were clenched, her knuckles white, and her posture as
giff asaniron rod. For his part, Snowlake was actudly white with rage, his eyes had goneto apale
gray, and his jaw was set s0 hard that Darian expected to hear histeeth splintering at any moment.

It was even more of ashock to Darian since they were arguing in aplace so very public. They'd
argued before, even in his presence, but never where anyone could just walk into the middle of the spat.

They were both using those sharp-edged, oh-so-civilized tones that meant they wereredly, redly
angry. They were both so caught up in their fight that neither of them paid the least attention to what was
going on around them; he could have been aledf, for dl the attention they paid to him. Kel, wise young
gryphon that he was, must have fled the moment the fight began.

Darian was taken so much by surprise that he froze where he was - and it looked as though he
wasn't the only one who' d been caught off-guard and trapped by the dtercation. Nightbird stood with
her back to the trunk of atree, looking very much asif she were bound there and not much caring for it,
on the other sde of the line-of-battle from Darian.

“Look, | told you what he said - and to my face!l” Snowfire said between clenched teeth, his



face s, hiseyesblazing with whitefire. “He slucky | didn’t cal him out in front of the Eldersfor it!
That' s reason enough for you to avoid him.”

“No, itisn’'t. And who are you to choose my friends for me?’ Nightwind shot back, matching him
glarefor glare. “1 am not going to give up friends I’ ve had dl my life, just because you can’t get dong
with them! He was my scouting partner al the way from White Gryphon, and I’'m not going to act asif
he' s come down with spots just because you got your precious masculine pride alittle bruised! You
don’t own me, and the last time | looked, the Tayledras didn’t keep daves”

That was more than enough for Darian; he managed to catch Nightbird' s eye and made alittle
motion with hishead in the direction of the path. She nodded violently and edged around her sister until
shegot clear of the pair, then made adash for safety. He grabbed her hand as she reached him, and they
both best a quick retreat up the path.

“What wasdl that about?’ he asked as soon as they were out of earshot and felt asif they could
dow down to awak. “And how did you get caught in the middle?”’

“Lessonswith my sgter, with Kd serving asthe willing client,” shesaid, alittle out of breath.
“Snowfire came charging into the middle of it without so much asan ‘excuse me’ and began ranting about
afriend of hers” She paused, then said carefully, “And if you don’t mind, I’ d rather not name names.”

Hewaved ahand at her. “Don’t worry, I’d rather not know!”

“Weéll, thefdlow in question is pretty well known among the Kaded' ain for saying stupid things
without thinking and regretting it later,” shereplied. “I guessthat’s probably what he did thistime. That,
and | think there’ s some jealousy there, too, since he used to be Nightwind' s partner, like she said, and
the fact that she' d chosen to take someone else as her mate came as anasty surprise.” Nightbird looked
very, very worried, though she didn't say anything more, and Darian had afair ideawhy. She hadn't seen
her sigter for four years, and probably thought this represented atruly seriousrift between Nightwind and
her mate.

“ S0 he' s been brooding about it and maybe today he was out-of-sorts and he said something
rude to Snowfire.” Darian nodded. “And | bet Snowfire was out of sorts, too, so Snowfirewasin no
mood to beforgiving.” He sighed, then smiled reassuringly &t her. “Don't let thisworry you. I’ ve seen
them fight before, you know. They don't do it often, it's aways when both of them are on edge or feding
sengtive about something, and they aways makeit up afterward. Truly. Couples do this sort of thing;
Nightwind saysit’ s because you can't live life so much a part of each other without eventualy doing or
saying something that’ stoo irritating to ignore.”

“Redly?’ Nightbird lost some of that anxious |ook.

“Truly,” hetold her firmly. “I’ ve been caught in the middle of explosonsjust likethat one. They'll
makeit up. Especially if you can get whoever it was to come gpologize. To both of them, if you can
manageit.”

“Me?’ she squeaked. “Why me?’

“Because you carefully didn’t tell me hisname.” Darian was amused to see the expression on her
face when she redlized she was caught in atrap of her own making. “Besides, I'm not aKaled' @in, and
| am Snowfire slittle brother. I’ m expected to be on hisside. Y ou, on the other hand, can go tdll this
fellow that he'sablithering idiot and deservesto have Kd drop him into the lake from treetop height, and
get awvay withit.” He put alittle coaxing into hisvoice. “Look, you dl but admitted that the fellow
desarvesit, and you are awfully good at dressing fools down in away that rubstheir nosesinit. You're
aso awfully good a making them admit that they wereidiots.”

“I am, aren’t |. | wonder if that’s an undiscovered power, the Gift of Insult.” Shelooked
thoughtful for amoment, then smirked. “Y ou'reright thistime. I’'m thelogica choice, and what’smore, |
can make him feel so guilty about causing afight at the sametime I’ m dressing him down that he'll be
begging meto help him make an gpology.” She grinned suddenly. “1 have every right to be the oneto
make him fed guilty, too - sncel’m the one who got caught in the middle! Y ou know, Sister dways says
| know how to work people around so well | ought to become a kestra’ chern instead of atrondi’irn. |
just tell her that it would be no funif | had to do it professionally.”

“Thereyou go!” he encouraged her. “Tdl you what, I'll arrange some dinner for both of us, you



go give him what he' sgot coming, and then come meet me at the far end of the lake and tell me what
happened. | promise to heap admiration upon you.”

“It sabargain.” She strode off, determination making her spine stiff, energy giving spring to her
step, without looking back - probably because she was aready rehearsing in her mind exactly what she
was going to say. He chuckled alittle, and went in search of food that would put her in avery good
mood.

She liked finger-foods - because what she liked was variety without getting filled up - so he
hunted in a couple of the places where hertas put out dishesfor those who preferred to “graze” for
dinner. When one of the hertasi learned what he was doing, things became alittle easier, and he waited
at the appointed spot with a specia basket with awarm stone in the bottom of it to keep the steamed
dumplings, sausages, and spiced fish-cakes hot, and a second basket with a chilled stone for the diced
vegetables, dipping sauce, and specid rolls Nightbird particularly liked, made of boiled grain, thinly diced
fish, vegetables, and spices dl rolled in seeds. Sweet spring water in aglass bottle chilled in the same
basket, and hot teain a pottery jug stayed warm in the first basket. And when Nightbird arrived, looking
just alittle smug, he rewarded her efforts by opening both baskets, handing her ahuge lesf touseasa
plate, and giving her first choice. Wonderful aromas rose from the first basket, and the contents of the
second had been so artfully arranged by the hertas that she actualy paused to admire the creation.

She went graight for the chilled grain-rolls, which was what he had thought might happen. That
was perfectly dl right with him, for he had no ideahow anyone could est the things, he helped himsdlf to
vegetables and steamed dumplings, and did not press her for details until after she'd had her first roll.

“Wdl?" heasked archly.

“He should be groveling in front of both of them now,” she said with supreme satisfaction. “And
sincethey were dready at the kiss-and-apol ogize stage when | lft him with them, it should be even more
gratifying for Snowfire. My sister will probably be exasperated with him, but she'll forgive him, so dl will
bewd|.”

“I told you they’ d get over it pretty quickly,” he reminded her. “Havens, with any luck, Snowfire
and thismysteriousfellow will actualy become friends out of this”

She nodded because her mouth was full, swallowed, and said, “ That’ swhat I’ m hoping, though it
may actually take both of them trying to pound each other to powder before that happens. Why do some
men haveto be suchidiots?’

“Ask Tyrsdl,” he suggested. “ Seemsto methere salot of king-stag stuff going on there.”

She snorted, and tried adumpling for variety. “Well, | hope | never get caught in the middle of
oneof their fightsagain. It was so civilized, but so angry, it gave me chillsl How can anyonefight like
that?’

“I don't know; | think it must be something they’ ve worked out. It’ s pretty astonishing to watch,
actudly; not pleasant, but astonishing. I’ ve never seen anyone argue that way before.”

“Where do they get the self-control?” she asked, her brow wrinkling. “What have you seen them
do?’

“It' swhat they don’t do. They don’t call names or make persona accusations. They get what's
making them angry out first thing, and you' d swear that they’ re a short step away from killing each other!
But then, they get into why it made them angry, they actualy take turns and try not to interrupt, and then
- and | think this must be the important part - go into exactly how bad this made them fed. And at that
point, thefirejust goes out of thefight! They get things sorted out, then gpologize, get things more sorted
out - then things are actudly better than they were before the fight, | think, because they’ ve made another
compromise with each other.”

Nightbird’ s eyeswidened at that. “My! | think maybe I’ d better not get joined to anyone, after
al. | don't think | could managethat! 1t sounds like an awful lot of work to go through just to stay with
someone.”

Helicked hisfingers clean of juice from adumpling. “Maybe they couldn’t either, a first. I'm
sure they had fights before the one | got caught in. | guess. . . if you' re going to get mad about
something, it’ s better to get it out than let it St indde and steam.” He laughed wryly. “1 tend to steam, and



it got meinalot of trouble, because things would build up and then let go without warning and | would
really getit!”

She bit her lower lip. “Uh-huh,” she agreed. “ That’ s my problem, too. Maybe we' d better make
avow just to stay friends. | have the fedling that we could really do damage to each other, if we started
getting redly intimate then got angry with each other over something important.”

Oh, hellfires. But she'sright. If we started getting very, very close, that’s exactly what
would happen. “Don’'t make vows about the future,” he warned. “But you' re right, and we could make
apledgetha we ll try to just stay friendsfor that reason. Bargain?’

“Bargain,” shereplied solemnly. “Besides, we're practicaly related, and that fee stoo much like
incest! Want to head over to Summerdance' s ekele and see what she' s doing? Maybe we can get a
game-group together - or maybe you can get Firefrost to tell us somejuicy old gossip!”

“Good idea,” he agreed, and in a short time they had polished off the last crumb and packed up
the baskets to take back to the hertas at Summerdance's ekele.

When he returned to hisrooms later that evening, it was with some surprise that he found
Snowfire waiting there for him, sitting on Darian’s bed and sharpening one of hisknives. Snowfirerose as
soon as Darian entered and stopped short at seeing him there.

“I hopeyou Il forgive my invading your rooms, but | wanted to gpologize for making things
unpleasant for you this afternoon,” Snowfire began.

“Accepted,” Darian said ingtantly. It sounded asif you had plenty of provoceation. But - ”

He stopped, not sure he had the right to make the observation that had just occurred to him.

“But?’ Snowfire asked.

Darian sat down, feding awkward. “Isit just me, or are people getting into alot more quarrels
here than we did out in Vademar?’

“Hmm. Yes, and no.” Snowfire rubbed the sde of hisnose. “ Thething is, the team we had put
together - the team you joined - was made up of people who al knew each other well, well enough to
make alot of effort at getting along, but purposefully not so close that personal problems could arise.
And we had agreat ded to do, so we were often too busy to pick quarrels. Here,” he gestured, pams
up. “Herethere are agreat many more people, and when there are that many people, not al of them get
aong, not al of them have the same opinions on important matters, and for that matter, not al of them
agree about what an important matter id So there are conflicts, which are going to cause factions and
quarrdling.” Now he smiled. “ And, to my mind the most important factor, we al have afair amount of
freetime! That'stime we can use to brood about wrongs, to decide we' ve been insulted - and to pick
quarrelsfor no particular reason. I’'m no less prone to that than anyone else.”

Darian had to laugh at that. “1 guessthat’s something al peoples have in common, then,” he
agreed. “When thereisn’t acrisis going on, there are going to be some people who want to make one;
when things aren’'t dramatic enough, they fed impelled to creste drama. And the more stressyou're
under, the fewer stresses you notice.”

“WEe re no different from the people of your villagein that way, little brother,” Snowfire admitted.
“At least not that much different. At any rate, | am sorry you walked in on our argument, and o is
Nightwind. We both owe you and Nightbird apologies and thanks for your constructive plotting. I'm
glad you're picking up the hertas habit of benevolent conspiracy. So again | apologize, and thank you
for deciding to say involved.”

“I'll accept both only if you promiseto try to remember that whoever it wasisan insengtive
moron - or at least heisaccording to Nightbird - and try to keep your temper next time.” Darian tried to
look stern and Very Adult, but had a hard time keeping a straight face over this blatant role reversal.

Snowfire saw the joke and managed to act meek. “1 will,” he whispered, bowing his head. Then
helogt control and started laughing. Darian joined him.

“I will makethat promise, but | have an ulterior motive,” Snowfire admitted. “Nightwind swears
that if he does something likethat againand I’ll just report it to her camly, she'll givehimthe
tongue-lashing of alifetimeand I’ ll get to watch.”

Darian made his eyeswiden. “Oooh, | am impressed. Promiseto tell meall about it, if she doed!



Or better yet, get her to invite me, too!”

“Now who hastoo much sparetime?’ Snowfire asked, dapping him on the back as he stood up.
“Maybe | ought to ask Starfall to find you afifth teacher!”

Darian tried to think of agood retort, but his mind went blank, and Snowfire took the
opportunity to bid him good night and walk out the door.

The next morning, Darian stedled himsdlf for hisusud 1esson with Darkstone, but when he arrived
at the shielded areawhere he usually met histeacher, Darkstone was nowhere to be seen. Instead,
Sarfal, Snowfire, and Firefrost were al waiting for him there.

“What isit?’ he asked, searching their faces and finding worrisome traces of concern there.

Firefrost seemed to be spokesperson by mutua consent. “How upset would you beto haveto
leavethe Vale?’ sheasked, “Y ou’ ve made some friends here, perhaps closeones. . .

“Not so0 closethat I'd have abroken heart over leaving,” he replied, wondering what was going
on. “Have | offended anyone? Darkstone, maybe? Am | being asked to leave?’ If that wasthe case- A
chill gripped him, and his ssomach clenched.

“No, absolutely not, nothing likethat!” Firefrost actualy laughed, destroying hisfear beforeit got
dtarted. Then she sobered, and gestured to Snowfire. “1 think you' d best explain what is going on.”

“WEe ve had gryphons on long patrols to the north since that clash with the barbarians,” Snowfire
explained. “We - by that, | mean k' Vaa- assumed that if one group has found away through the
mountains, others might well, too. That’ swhat seemsto have happened; there' s abarbarian group
coming dowly south; very dowly, not much like an army, though. They have women and children, and
large wagons - they’ ve even got some herd-beasts aswell.”

Firefrost chuckled. “1 wish you' d had a chance to hear the gryphons go on about those
herd-beasts, the greedy things! Apparently these creatures are to ordinary deer what warhorses are to
ponies, and thereisn’'t aone of the scouts but wants achance to sink his beak into one!”

“The gryphons are more certain that these people are not dangerousthan | am, or the other
Elders, for that matter,” Starfal amended, with aworried frown. “Y es, they might settle down; yes, they
might never reach either Vademar or k' Vaalands. Nevertheless, they are heavily amed, and they are
taking the same genera route asthat first lot. So the Elders of k' Vaawant your Vaein place, fortified,
and manned as soon as possible.”

“Infact, we have gyrphonsflying hertas into get buildings up for us before we even get there”
Snowfireinterjected.

Huh! Thiswas moving awfully fast for him. Well, now I'm glad | gave Showfire that map of
ideas for the Vale! “You could do thiswithout me,” he offered tentatively.

“We could; we d rather not. Y ou are Vademaran, and you have a perfect right to establish a
holding in unclamed Vademaran lands, but we don't,” Firefrost said briskly. “1f we're chalenged, you
are our answer.”

“You're dso known to the village and to theloca Lord,” Snowfire pointed out. “You'refluent in
both our tongues. We are going to dter our plans and have an armed forceliving inthis Vae; you can a
least help Sarfal explain why we re bringing in fighters without ether causing apanic or arousing
suspicion of our motives.”

“Y ou’re not bad with your tongue, boy,” added Firefrost wryly. “1’ ve heard you. And you’ ve got
the benefit of an honest Vaddemaran face.”

Darian laughed alittle at that. “Wdll, | suppose that’s some sort of qudification!”

“You'redso agood fighter, if it comesto that, and a scout and trapper,” Starfal said soberly. “If
we assume that these barbarians are coming south. On the whole, we would rather find that it' s possible
to negotiate with them. Y our local Lord may have other ideas. He may want to drive them back. In either
case, we can't do anything without having a strong base to work from.”

Darian nodded, now just as sober as histeacher. “I’ d be apoor student if | hadn’t learned that
by now. Yes, | want to go now, the sooner the better. It sounds asif we need al the time we can get.
I’d be redlly disgppointed if you didn’t take me, danger and dl! But I’ m going to go hoping that thisturns
out to beafdseadam.”



Frefrogt ruffled hishair in the way only avery elderly woman can get away with. “I thank the
Star-Eyed that you have the good sense to know thisisn’t an adventure.”

Darian licked hislips, as memories of four years ago flashed through hismind. “Experience,
Elder,” he said honestly. “Not necessarily good sense.”

“Experience will do, and don’'t migudge your very real good sense,” Starfdl corrected. He
looked stisfied, and a bit more relaxed than he had been. “ Snowfire, Firefrost, and | will put together the
stlersfor the new Vae. I'd like you to St down and see if you can come up with anything you think we
would want from a Valdemaran point of view. Asyou said, the sooner we' rein place, the better. If we
can, we'll be leaving with apack train within afew days, and your new teacher will just have to catch up
with us”

They sent Darian off to go make hislist, and it wasn't until he was Sitting down with pen and
paper that he realized he till didn’t know the name of the new teacher, who now would “ haveto catch
up!”

Seven

An entire week went by before anyonein her family even noticed that Keishawasn't degpingin
her room at al anymore, aweek during which she enjoyed the best stretch of sound deep she had ever
experienced in her life. There weren't even any midnight emergenciesto disturb her, and gradudly people
who camefor treatment figured out that she had made the move a permanent one. In fact, she began to
wonder if everyonein the village knew except her family!

Predictably enough, it was her youngest brother, Trey, who first poked his nose into the vacant
room and discovered that not only had the bed not been dept in, but that Keisha sthingswere al gone.
Trey had been the one who had to be threstened with a near-death experience to keep him out of his
ssters room; he had the curse of insatiable curiosity combined with incredible mischief and the apparent
desreto makethelives of hissgtersdifficult. Such acombination doomed him to anever-ending round
of conflict within thefamily, conflicts from which he dways emerged beaten, but uncowed. Keisha
suspected he would have played similar tricks on his brothers, except that they’ d have boxed his earsfor
hisefforts. At least, when he teased his Ssters, he could count on the fact that hisworst punishment
would come from hismother or father, and probably would only involve physica [abor in the form of
punitive chores.

Thiswas norma behavior for aboy between the age when he was no longer willing to play with
girlsand the time when he discovered that girls were fascinating and desirable creatures. Keishaknew
that, though it didn’t stop her from chasing him out with a brandished broom more than once. Shandi had
been known to mutter from timeto timethat if she had her way, Trey wouldn't live to grow out of his
pranks.

Somehow, though, Trey did survive, and when heinvaded hisssters domain, he was careful not
to let them find out about it.

At thispoint in hislife, Trey wasfar moreinterested in the girls his Ssters could get to dance or
gpend time with him, and he had mostly grown out of his bad habits, but somethings, like curiogity, are
not the sort of traits that aboy grows out of. Neither is opportunism; instead of going to his parents with
hisfascinating discovery, Trey came straight to Kelsha.

Hewalked right in through the open door of her cottage with a hint of aswagger; fortunately for
him, Keishahad no patients at the time, or he' d have gone right out again on his ear, just on the basis of
hissmug expresson. | know something, hisface said, asplainly asif he'd spokenit. And | bet it's
something | can get advantage out of.

Asit was, she was amused, rather than annoyed; he thought she wouldn’t want Mum and Da
told, and he had no notion that she didn’t give apin whether hetold or not. Still, asfirst to discover the
vacancy, he would benefit, and that would probably satisfy him.

He had taken particular painswith his gppearance; hislight brown hair was dicked back with
water, his shirt neatly tucked into histrews, hisface so clean that it was shiny. Evidently he intended to



impress her - which meant that he had actudly thought things through, for achange.

So Trey isthefirst to notice. That' s not bad. And he' s been planning to seeif | want to buy his
slence. You know, if he' sactualy started to think before he acts, he may actually survive to adulthood!

“Say, Keisha, dl your things are gone from your room,” he said without preamble.

“I know,” shereplied calmly, continuing to roll strips of laundered and bleached cloth into
bandages, the task she’ d been doing when he barged in. “I’ve moved in here; I'm tired of waking Daor
Mum up when | get caled out in the middle of the night, and I’'m very tired of al thenoise. You
barbarians are bad when you clomp around in the morning, but the worst is the snoring. One of these
nights, the house is going to vibrate apart, and the roof will fall down onyou dl.”

Trey ignored the insult, concentrating on the only important piece of information she had granted
him: that the move really was amove, permanent, and not just for the summer. “Does that mean you
aren't coming back?’

“Not only that,” she confirmed, “but I’ ve packed everything up that | didn’t take with me and
gotten it out of the way, up intheadttic. | take it that you want to take possession of the room? Be my
guest. | don't need it, and neither does Shandi. When Shandi comes back for visits, she can deep over
here; I ve space enough.”

He grinned. “That’ swhat | was hoping you'd say! Y ou' re sure, now?’

“Very sure.” She kept her expression as placid asagrazing sheep. “It’' sabout time | set up on
my own, anyway. People will give me more respect if | have my own household.”

“And | can have the room?’

“Absolutdy.”

Hedidn't jump for joy, but he might just aswell have, given,the expression on hisface. “Thanks,
Keisha You'reagood ‘un!”

“You'rewelcome,” she responded, but he hadn't waited to hear her; he'd pelted out of the
cottage and up the path asfast as hisfeet would carry him, with the obvious intention of having himsdlf in
full possession of the precious cubbyhole before any of his brothers knew it was vacant. Possession
being nine-tenths of the law, it would be very difficult for them to evict him, and if he worked fast enough,
he could even get one of the two beds disassembled and out before anyone came home, thus giving
himsdlf aroom without anyone sharing it.

Thelonger he remained in undisputed possession of the room, the lesslikdly it would be that he
could be ousted fromit, so it was also in his best interest to keep any of his brothers from finding out that
Keishawas't going to useit anymore. Eventualy, of course, they’ d notice the change in occupants,
probably within two or three days, but in the meantime, Keisha' s absence would not be mentioned by
Trey. By that time, both of them would be too well entrenched in their respective placesto move.

That gave her another three days of peace and quiet before Sidonie appeared at the door, time
that she used to her advantage. Keisha had aready made certain that her reason for setting up in the
cottage had been firmly planted in the minds of every gossip in Errold’ s Grove. She' d madeit clear how
much more convenient this arrangement was for everyone, and she had the cottage so clean that not even
the most fanatica housekeeper could have found fault withit.

Sdoniewaked straight in, just as Trey had, in the early morning just after Keishahad cleaned up
after breskfagt. Thistime Keishasat in her favorite chair with bath hands full of asock, awooden darning
€gg, ablunt needle, and wool yarn. Shewasin the middle of mending, which gave her an excuseto stay
where she was as her mother strolled around the cottage, not spesking at al, but examining the place
minutely, asif she had never seen it before. Sidoni€' s expression was closed, arms crossed over her
chest, but Keishaknew that her mother could not hold in her fedingsfor long. “Wdl,” shesad, findly,
“you'’ ve certainly made yoursdf at home here”

But her daughter had gotten aweek’ s grace in which to decide exactly how she was going to
handle the inevitable confrontation, and even though her scomach knotted and her head began to throb
with tension, she kept her face cam and her manner casud. “| started thinking after Shandi |€ft, thinking
that the house could do with afew less peopleinit. Bright Havens, Mum, the boys would crowd
Kemskeep, much less our place! Then | thought of other things. There was no need to keep disturbing



you and Dawith my night cals, sncel havethisplace,” she explained, keeping her voice warm and
dightly amused. “1 haven't been much help around the house in the last sx months, what with al the
patients I’ ve had, and with Shandi gone, it seemed asif it would be easier on you if | wereto take care of
myself. Now that the boys are doing their share of the work around the house, you redly don't need my
help at al, anymore. This arrangement should be more convenient for everyone.”

“Convenient?’ Sidonie’ svoice got abit shrill, and her control over her expression dipped.
Strangely enough, shelooked alittle frightened aswell as upset. “ Convenient for what? Y ou aren’t old
enough to beliving by yoursdlf, and right at the edge of the village, too, out where who knows what could
happen to you! What will everyone think? Here you are, al aone, no one to chaperone you - people are
going to talk! They’re going to say we drove you out, or that you ran away, that we' re wretched parents
to let you be on your own inthefirst place!”

Keishalaughed, gartling her mother into silence. The laughter was strained, but Sidonie wastoo
full of her own emotionsto notice. “Tak? Good gracious, Mum, what are they going to talk about? No
oneisgoing to think that you are bad parents, and if there had been afight, you know that the neighbors
would have overheard it! They didn’t, so obvioudy there wasn't one.”

“You can't beliving donel” Sidonieingsted. “There sno oneto protect you here.”

Keisha shook her head, and wished that she hadn’t. “I doubt that will ever be a problem. No one
ever comes herethat isn't Sick or hurt. No one would dare hurt me. Therest of the village would have his
head on aplate. Asfor this cottage being on the edge of the village, well, that hardly qudifies asisolation!
If | even whispered for help, the neighbors would hear me.”

“Maybe you don't think that living out here doneis going to cause peopleto gossip,” Sidonie
sad darkly, “But - ”

“Mum, there' reno ‘buts about it,” Keishainterrupted, wanting to get the unpleasant scene over
with. “Not when anyone in the village can come here at any time of day or night, knock on the door,
walk graight in, and seethat I’ m quite done. Y ou forget what | am - people have every right to come
here whenever they need help. | haveless privacy herethan | did a home! If | were carrying on anillicit
love affair, moving here would be the worst thing | could do!”

“Keishal” Sidonie cried, shocked.

“Widl, it wouldr sheinsgted. “If I'm not here, it's going to be noticed right away, and people are
going to want to know where | am and look until they find me! Thereisno way that | could go off for a
romp in the hay-fields, Mum; sure as| did, someone would get sick or hurt, and the whole secret would
bedl over thevillage. And | can’t have ayoung man here without someone eventudly waking inonit!
So there you are. Not only am | chaperoned, | have the entire village as my chaperone!” She shrugged.
“Beddes, asyou well know, | haven't any suitors. | doubt that there saboy in the entire village who
thinksof measagirl. I'mthe Hedler, and for them, I’'m about aslikely a source of romance asatree
fump.”

“Maybe, but you still aren’t old enough to be on your own likethis,” Sidonie replied stubbornly.

“I"'m old enough to be married, with afamily, and you’ ve said as much yoursdlf,” Keisha
countered, as her ssomach soured and her neck muscles knotted. “So I'm old enough. | have dl the
proper domestic skills, and | can take care of mysdlf quite neatly. Well, look around you. If you see
anything amiss, I'd like to know.”

“But what are people going to say about us, about your father, about me?’ Sidoni€’ svoicewas
no louder, but there was a definite edgeto it. This, then, was probably the source of her anxiety.
“They’re going to say that we drove you out, that we were such wretched parents that we fought, that - ”

Again, Keishainterrupted. “They’ re going to say what they’ ve been saying for the past week,
that | am avery condderate daughter to see that not only were night cals disturbing you, but that | was
afraid that somefolk hesitated to call me out because they didn’t want to wake the rest of the household
just to get me. I've made a point of telling everyone who noticed that | was actudly living here that this
was the reason why | moved. They’ll say that only someone who was raised right would be polite enough
to want to save her parents from such disturbance, and at the same time make herself more available to
the village than shewas before.” She chuckled, shocking her mother out of incipient hysteria “And if you



don’t believe me, ask Mandy L utter; she’ sdl but taken credit for the idea hersdf. She' sgot half the
village convinced that it was a chance remark from her that made me see it would be easier for peopleif
| moved to the cottage.”

“Oh,” Sidonie said weakly, al of her arguments overcome.

Keisha' s own symptoms of stress began to ease, and she fdlt that she waswinning the
confrontation.

“Mother, love, I'm hardly living awvay from you when the houseisdl but next door,” she pointed
out, alittle more gently. “How big isthe village, after dl?1f it will make you fed better, I’ Il make sure and
come home for dinner as often as| can. If you need meto help, you' ve only to ask, and you know thét.
If | redly wanted to leaveyou dl, I'd let Gil arrange for meto go to Heder’ s Callegium. I'm here, aren’'t
I? And haven't | said al dong that I'm not going to the Collegium? | promiseyou, | haven't changed my
mind.”

She would have said more, pressing home the point, but just then two young men camein,
supporting athird, whose arm bent at an entirely unnatural angle at the shoulder joint. Keisha dropped
her mending and forgot everything she was about to say, forgot even her mother’ s presence, until it was
all over and the did ocated shoulder was back in place again. By then, of course, Sidonie was gone.

But she had smply dipped out, so Keisha had won; or at least, her mother had gone off to think
about what she had said. Sidonie was perfectly capable of thinking clearly when her emotionsdidn’t get
intheway.

So when she’ s thinking dispassionately about what | told her, I will win. Keishasighed, the
last of her tenson ebbing. It hadn’t been nearly as bad as she’ d thought it would be.

A didocated shoulder didn’t create nearly the mess of the average wound, and there was very
little to clean up after the young man had gone. Keisha put the room to rights again, returned to her chair,
and picked up her mending, but her mind was still on her mother.

It would probably be a good thing if | showed up at supper - or before, actually, with some
fresh herbs or salad greens. That way I’ [l just show that | meant what | said, that I’m not actually
leaving the family, 1" ve just put a little distance between us.

Shefinished the mending, took care of severa children with insect stings and some ugly thorn
scratches, then spent the afternoon dosing some horses for worms. As suppertime neared, shefinished
that task, returned home, and went into her garden to gather a peace offering.

She entered the kitchen with her basket of clean sdlad makings, expecting to find her mother
there. But Sidonie wasn't at the house, she' d gone out to the farm, according to Trey, who wasin charge
of the evening dinner. He welcomed Keisha, her offerings, and her help with pleasure, and the two of
them put together a good warm-weather mea of soup, bread, and salad in short order.

Sidonie came back arm-in-arm with her husband, sun-browned and smiling under therim of her
work hat, and greeted Keishawith calm pleasure. That told Keisha something important: that her mother
had checked with Mandy L utter, that most notorious of village gossips, and what she had heard had
pleased and reassured her. Mandy was not likely to withhold anything juicy about anyone, not evento
the subject’ s mother.

So everyone is saying what a good girl | amto be thinking of my family and of the
village' swelfare, shethought with consciousirony. Mandy and the rest are all seeing how
convenient the arrangement is for them, no doubt. Well, it is convenient for them - and | don’t
mind if | get a few more midnight callsthan | would if | was still living here. They can say
whatever they like about me. Aslong as it makes Mum and Da feel better about this situation,
that’s all that matters to me.

She sat down with the rest to dinner, Sidonie having greeted her bonus of salad with asmile of
thanks, and discovered that as of this afternoon, there was another topic entirely to interest everyonein
thevillage. She had taken second place to amuch more entertaining subject.

“| saw Mandy L utter today, while | was on my way out to the farm. For once, there was agood
reason to get Mandy’ s mouth going,” Sidonie said, once the soup had been ladled out and everyone had
started on the medl. “1 won't tease you and make you guess what her news was, though. It’ stoo exciting



for that. Y oung Darian Firkin is coming back at long last! He' s going to come back, just as he promised
Lord Breon, and there' s going to be a mage here again! Can you believeit?’

For amoment, Keisha drew an absolute blank asto who “Darian Firkin” was, but only for a
moment. She blinked in surprise; the young boy who had been Wizard Justyn’ s apprentice had been
gonefor at least four years, and she honestly hadn’t expected him ever to return, no matter what he'd
promised. Why should he? He' d been adopted by Hawkbrothers, he' d gone out to see the world, what
could possibly tempt him to come back here except that old promise?“ Back where? Here? Is he going
to set up in Errold’ s Grove?’

And for one, panicked, admittedly sdfish ingtant, she thought, Ami going to have to give the
cottage back? Oh, Havens, no. That can’t be the reason Mumis so pleased!

“No, no, not here, not thevillage,” Sidonie corrected, waving achunk of bread vaguely at the
window. “He s going to have a place outside the village, he' s going to have alot of those Hawkbrothers
there, and of course they wouldn't feel comfortable living right in the village. But he will bewithin easy
fetching distance of Errold’ s Grove. If we need hisskills, we'll be ableto get him.”

Thank goodness. . . . My refugeis still mine, was Keishd srdlieved thought.

“Most people wouldn't feel comfortable with those bloody great birds about, staring at their
hens,” Ayver pointed out with alaugh. “ Soit’ sjust aswell heisn't planning on moving back into Errold's
Grove. Don't forget, he's got one of those huge birds himself, so evenif hisfriendsdidn’t want to stay
here, if he did, that bird would be here, too. Poor hens and duckswould likely never lay again for sheer
nerves.”

“Where, outsde the village?’ one of the boys wanted to know. “How far from here?” They
glanced a each other, and Keisha thought she knew the notions dancing in their heads. Hawkbrothers -
there were dl sorts of things the Hawkbrothers knew or could do, and anyone who got friendly with
them stood agood chance of picking up someinteresting information and skills. If this place they were
settling was close by, afelow had achance of dipping over there now and again without being missed
from hiswork.

Sidonie shrugged. “Mandy had no idea - just somewhere outside the village, but on this Side of
theriver. Far enough away that it won’t bother us, near enough that he' |l be able to work magic for us
when we need it.” Her eyeswidened, and she smiled broadly. “ Think of that! We'll have ared mage
again! The Hawkbrotherswill be mages, too, of course, but they’ |l have their own concernsto ded with;
Darianwill be our mege”

“A Wesgther-Watcher,” Ayver said in satisfaction. “Damn, it'll be good to know when thereé'sa
monster storm on the way! Be even better if he's gotten to be a Weather-Worker. Wewon't have to fret
about alot of things, | reckon.”

Sidonie sighed happily. “I’ll fedl safer, that’ sfor certain sure. Oh - and Mandy says he' sgoing to
have at least one gryphon with him, to come live at this place he' sbuilding! Think of that!”

A gryphon? Keishafelt her own eyeswidening. For aslong as she could remember, she had
wanted to see ared gryphon, and now it appeared she was not only going to see one, she' d probably
get to see one on aweekly basig If this gryphon was going to patrol for danger from the sky, hisflights
would have to take him over the village & least that often.

Those were dl the factsthat Sidonie had gotten; the rest was al speculation, and Keisha could
do that on her own. While the others chattered, she ate the rest of her meal without tasting it, and after
helping with the dishes, went out looking for more solid information.

Shedidn’t haveto go far; she smply followed her ears, A gaggle of folk had gathered in the
village square just in front of the inn, and the murmur of their voices drew her to the gathering. The lantern
over theinn door waslit, and undernegth it, on the wall where anyone could read it, was an
announcement with Lord Breon’ s sedl at the top.

So this has come from Kelmskeep! That makesit official. How wonderful! Whatever Lord
Breon has sent over will be solid truth, and no guessing.

Keisha couldn’t get anywhere near the posted message hersdlf, but that hardly mattered, since
the priest, Father Benjan, wasreading it out loud for the benefit of those whose reading skill waslimited



to the ability to keep an inventory. He d evidently gone through it at least once dready, for some of those
who had gathered here were going off to their own houses, while newcomers pressed closer. Keishahad
arived just intimeto hear it dl from the beginning.

“Thisisal under Lord Breon's sedl, see, thereit is on the top, and it came over by messenger
just this afternoon,” he was saying as Kelsha got within earshot. His voice was alittle hoarse now, from
al the repegting. “What it says, with dl the fancy language pared off, isthat Mage Darian Firkin and
some of the Hawkbrothers from Clan k' Vadaare fulfilling the promise they made back when Darian | eft
with them. They’ re coming to settle outside the village, about halfway between us and Kelmskeep.
They're planning to stay permanently, and there’ s going to be more mages than just young Darian living at
this settlement, but they’ I probably al be Hawkbrothers except him. There’ s going to be one gryphon at
first, maybe more later on. There' sno date for when they’ll be settling in, just that it' Il happen by Harvest.
What they’ re doing is building akind of Hawkbrother village, they cdll ita‘Vae, andit'sgoingtobea
place where people besides Hawkbrothers are welcome. They plan to keep an eye on dl of us as part of
ther treaty with VVademar, and the gryphon is going to be here to give us warning of anything nasty
coming from adistance. Thisisgoing to bewhat Lord Breon calsa‘forma presenceinsde Vddemar.’
What he meansisthat these people will be Hawkbrother envoys here, and that' s going to give usalot
more attention from the Queen.”

“Well, that'll begrand!” the blacksmith caled out. “Y ou think maybethey’ Il be giving us our
Guards back?’

“Ther€ s nothing about that here, but then Lord Breon wouldn’t know what they’ ve decided in
Haven,” Father Benjan replied. “At aguess, I'd say it’ slikelier than not. Attention from the Crownis
probably going to mean at least that much. Who knows? Maybe they'll give us our own regional Herald
in permanent residence. Maybe some mercenary guards because of the added trade.”

Therewerelittle murmurs of relief dl through the crowd, and no need to guess why. Those who
had been here for the barbarian invasion - which was universdly caled “ The Great War,” for it had
certainly seemed like awar to thisisolated place - had never quite gotten over it. Folk coming in from the
Pelagirs were always closdy questioned for any sgnsthat the barbarians might be coming back, aswere
traders and travelers out of the north. No one quite had the courage to question the Hawkbrothers, but it
was generaly assumed after their initia intervention they would certainly give warning to Errold’ s Grove,
if warning were warranted. Still, having someone here to give that sort of warning sooner would alow
everyoneto deep easier at night.

Keishawalked back through the soft, warm dusk to her cottage, half listening to the crickets
singing and trying to think out al the possible things this could mean to Errold’ s Grove - and by
extenson, hersdf.

Onething’s certain, shethought, as she settled next to the fire with the rest of her mending.
People are going to suffer less from nervous complaints. Between the gryphon and the mages
keeping watch for trouble, the folk of Errold’ s Grove would no longer have to be quite so vigilant. | bet |
get a lot fewer requests for nerve tonics and sleeping possets.

By her reckoning, they would amost certainly get those Guards back - mind, they might well be
men that were one step short of retirement, but they would be Guards dl the same. If therewas going to
be a Hawkbrother embassy, for certainly that waswhat this“Vae’ thing was, the Queen would want an
armed presencein thetrading-village nearest it.

And a lot more traderswill start coming, | bet. If they're certain to contact Hawkbrothers
every time they come to our market, they' [l come more often and start requesting specific things
of them in the way of trade goods. More traders would mean more prosperity; that, too was afine
thing for the village asawhole.

Mor e prosperity means more people coming here to settle, though, and that means more
injury and illness. Surely, surely someonewould seethat Errold’s Grove needed afully trained Healer!
I’d even share the cottage, if | could just become the Trainee instead of the primary Healer. . . .
That could solve dl of her problemsat once - but only it someone in the Hedlers Circle decided that
Keshawasn't capable of handling the increased work.



But what if they think | an? Then thingsaren’t going to changeat dl. . . .

She sternly told hersdlf not to panic ahead of time. No getting upset. She was't going to think
about it. No usein cregting trouble where there wasn't any. She'd belike the slly girl in the story, crying
over logt sheep shedidn’t have, bought with the money from hens she hadn’t yet hatched, from eggs her
two little half-grown chicks hadn’t yet laid!

When she finished the last of the mending, she went out into her garden and took a seat on the
bench there, looking up at the stars. A warm breath of a breeze carried the scent of honeysuckle past
her, as crickets sang nearby and anightingale in the Forest declared hislove for his mate. The moon was
adender nail-paring of acrescent, and Keisha shook her hair back, |etting the breeze cool the nape of
her neck.

Her thoughts circled around to the returning prodigd. | wonder what Darian Firkinislike.
“Firkin” isn't a name from around here. She'd have agenerd ideaof what he looked likeif she knew
hisfamily, but it seemed to her that she remembered he was an orphan. That’sright, that’ s why he was
apprenticed to the wizard in the first place. Whenever people talk about him, they talk about a
boy, but he's at least my age by now. Eighteen at the least. That’s a young man, not a boy.

He' d be old enough to do all the things people expected of him, shewould think.

So by now he' samage, and he' s got aHawkbrother bird. He' Il have traveled more than
everyonein the village combined! He Il certainly have seen more of Vademar than anyone here, except
maybe Lord Breon and hisfamily and liegemen. They hardly count, though; we never see them except at
Midsummer and Harvest Faire. He should make quite an impression when he gets here, especiadly when
peopleredize heisn't ayoung boy anymore.

She smiled wryly. There was one thing that was as predictable as the sun rising; every unattached
young woman in Errold’ s Grove would be setting her cap for him. How could they not? Hewasn't so
homely as a boy that anyone made note of it, so he could hardly have grown into an ugly young man -
and hewould not only have the cachet of being anew, unknown male, but an exotic and atraveler!

The older folks might be thinking of him as a boy still, but the girls are going to add up
years and figure he's of courting age. There’'s going to be a lot of sewing and embroidery going on
for the next few months, she decided. | wish Shandi were here! She’d be right in the middle of it
all, and tell me all the tales!

Persondly, shewasjust anticipating finaly seeing a gryphon, maybe hearing it spesk. It would
bring atouch of excitement to the skies over the village if she could ook up from timeto timeto seethe
enormous wings passing overhead, or see amomentary gryphon-shadow against the moon! That wasdl
the magic that she needed in her world!

The gryphon was a certainty; she consdered other possibilitiesthat the Hawkbrothers might
bring. So the other thing this meansis that if Hawkbrothers are coming to settle, they'll be
bringing more of their medicines and treatments. Would they bring a Healer?

Now that wasworth getting excited about. The Hawkbrothers were mages, everyone knew
that, so any Healer they brought with them would - must! - have the secret to unlock those puzzling texts
of herd

Sedmind’sfromk Vala; their chief Healer sent seeds through himto help me. So they
already know that I’m here. Healers aways work with other Healers, that’s part of the Clan. So if
they bring a Healer with them, it’ s bound to be someone who knows all about using Healer’ s Gift
and it’s bound to be someone who'll at least give me enough help to get me on my feet!

This could be the solution to dl of her problems; never mind Darian Firkin, and even the
gryphon. Now she could hardly wait to meet the Hawkbrothers and learn if they did have aHedler
among them!

Whatever it takes, I ll find the way to get him to teach me!

Shelaughed out loud in relief, as aburden she had carried so long she hardly noticed it anymore
lifted from her shoulders. No more mysteries, no more making excusesto Gil! It would only be afew
short moons, and she would be learning the last skill she needed to consider herself & red Heder!

With the lifting of the burden, after theinitia feding of giddy pleasure, came a sense of relaxation.



A few moons? She could wait that long.

And meanwhile, there were babies coming, childish illnessesto dose, broken bonesto s,
gashesto gtitch. Shewould have her hands full enough to avoid fretting between then and now.

She went to bed and dept the soundest deep she' d had in years, waking with the birds, fegling as
if she had been Hedled.

That day, after around of childrenwho' d gotten bellyaches from egting too many half-ripe
berries, she went out into the garden for some fresh mint. As she stooped to pick the pungent leaves, a
strange shadow crossing the ground in front of her made her glance up.

It was agryphon. It couldn’t be anything else.

It wasn't done elther; there were more of them, carrying baskets suspended between pairs of
them. She couldn’t make out what was in the baskets, they were too high, but there was no doubt of
what they were.

Keshagared a them until they vanished over the trees, tending vaguely upriver, wherethe Vae
was aleged to be. Shedl but forgot the mint in her hands until they were gone, and she redlized she had
crushed it.

Eight

The newsthat anew invasion of barbarians had been sighted changed everything, turning what
had been leisurely planning into aspate of frenzied activity. Gryphons carried basketloads of hertas to
the new Vaeto get it ready in advance, astherest of those who had volunteered or been specifically
requested to populate the place packed up their belongings and prepared to make the move to their new
home. By the time everyone arrived, there would be quarterswaiting for them; somewhat more primitive
quarters than they were used to, to be sure, but living spaces that could be improved upon and enlarged
until they met the standards of those accustomed to living in along-established Vde. After dl, it wasn't
even Midsummer yet; there were three more moons of warm and sunny summer wegther to go, and
another couple of moons before things got uncomfortably cold. A Vaefull of hertasi and humans
working together would have fine living quarters put together long before then, and the only
improvements after that would be cosmetic.

Darian aone of dl of them didn’t have much to pack, so he was ready to go long before anyone
elsewas. Hetried to lend ahand to some of the others, but his help was aways politely declined. That
gave himtimethat hetried tofill asbest he could, studying hard with Firefrost, working on further plans
for hisVae, and (for awhile, at least) spending as much time as he could spare from both those tasks
with Summerdance.

He paid very close attention to hisfedlings about her and tried his best to decipher hersfor him;
he didn’t want to leave without her if what tied them together was closer than mere friendship. Their
dalliance on the night of the wedding had been an entirely new set of experiencesfor him, and like achild
with anew tooth, hefdt asif he had to probe hisfedings constantly to see what they were,

He might even have convinced himsdlf that he and Summerdance were meant for each other as
permanent partners, if it hadn’t been for the fact that she didn’t act any differently toward him than she
did toward any other young man whose company she enjoyed. In fact, when it came to the company of
young men, shewas agreet ded like thetiny blue butterflies that shared her use-name of Summerdance,
going from flower to flower (or boy to boy) without spending very long with any of them. So, after
careful congderation, he came to the somewhat reluctant conclusion that if aromance between himsdlf
and Snowfire' s cousin were ever to happen, it probably wouldn’t occur until after she got anew
use-name- if then.

He consoled himsdlf with their friendship and her very clear enjoyment of his company. If hewas
not to be her grest love, at least he was till a love! No sooner had he come to that conclusion than he
found that wasjust as glad that she didn’t have any specid fedings for him because she kept introducing
him to friends, who apparently wanted to give the “Vademar Hawkbrother” a memorable send-off! Life
was very interesting during that time, and he smply enjoyed his new-found popularity, knowing that when



his specid teacher arrived, he would havelittle, if any, timefor apersond life.

For atime, it seemed asif the Hawkbrothers were never going to get themselves organized
enough to make the move. Then, suddenly, everything was organized, packed up, and ready to go. The
announcement came late one afternoon, taking him by complete surprise.

He had returned from alesson with Firefrost, followed by dinner, and was about to changefor a
hot soak followed by bed, when hisroom wasinvaded by aswarm of hertas. Before he knew what
was happening, the hertasi were carrying off his belongings and double-checking to make certain nothing
would beleft behind. Then they vanished, leaving him alone with the single set of clothes he pried out of
their eager, stubby talons. He got his soak, al right, but only because he had changed into one of the
communa lounge robes - hedidn’t have any other clothing left but what he needed for the next day! He
soaked until he thought he was relaxed enough to deep, returned to hisroom, laid out the set of hisold
scout gear that the hertasi had left him and fell into hisbed for hislast night in k' Vadaas anything but a
vigtor.

The next day, he was awake before the hertasi cameto fetch him, too excited to deep anymore.
He' d had dreams dl night long about the new Vae and the journey to get there - and more ominous ones
about his new teacher, who seemed to be acombination of Darkstone and everyonein Errold’s Grove
who'd ever disgpproved of him. Hetook histime over breakfast, once he redlized that the sun wasn't in
the ky yet; it might be awhile before he enjoyed the kinds of food availablein k' Vaa Ayshen was
going to bein charge of the hertas there, though, so even if it wouldn’t be possible to replicate the
feast-day delicacies of the wedding celebration, it would still be good food.

Fndly ahertas cameto tell him that everyone was gathering to leave, and he mounted Tyrsdll’s
saddlefor thefirst steps of the journey with the unsettled fedling that he was't ready for al this.

What am | doing ? I’'m not a leader. How am | going to take charge of a new Vale? Maybe
| should change my mind - maybe | ought to be staying here -

But he shook off that momentary panic with self-derision; that was specious. He wasn't going to
bein charge for many yearsto come, not until Starfal, Nightwind, and Snowfire, the new Vae sElders,
judged him ready to take his place with them. He had alot to learn between then and now. They’d
consult him, of course, especidly on mattersinvolving Errold’ s Grove, Lord Breon, and Vademar, and
they’ d involve him in discussions, but hewouldn’t be aleader for along while.

Eventually I’ll go back to Errold’ s Grove; | wonder how they' re going to react to me? He
wasn't aboy anymore. In fact, if his memory served him correctly, he' d be amatch for most of the men
inthevillage. Hewas a better fighter; he' d been taught to fight in every style from bare-handed to bow,
and with the men who' d been trained to be the village Militiaal dead, there was probably no oneleft in
the village who had been taught to fight. Not of the origind villagers, a least. According to the Tayledras
who went there to trade, the village had grown considerably since he' d lft.

Nevertheless, he was awarrior, and that ought to give him a certain cachet and respect.

You know, to a certain extent, I’m actually Lord Breon’s equal - or hisson Val’s, anyway.
Now that was certainly an intoxicating notion, but in the hierarchy of Vademar, it wastrue. The new
Vaewould quaify asalord’ s holding, and he was the heir-apparent to the leadership position.

‘| hate to interrupt your introspection,: Tyrsdl said dryly inhismind, : But just about
everyone hasleft. I'd wait until you were done with your mental solilogquy, but then I’ d have to
gallop to catch up, and | don’t believe you ‘d enjoy that.:

He cameto himsdf with agtart. Tyrsdll wasright, thelast of the laden dyheli herd had lined up to
pass through the entrance of the Vae, and it wastimefor the rear-guard - himsdlf and Tyrsdll - to get on
their way.

:Uh - thanks,: he said with embarrassment, as Tyrsdll took his place at the end of theline.: |
promise, | won’t do any more woolgathering.:

:I should hope not,: the dyhdli stag replied with dignity.

Asheand Tyrsdl passed through the Vell, Kuari dropped off the branch on which he had chosen
to perch and winged slently past them, into the uncontrolled, mist-wreathed forest outside. At thistime of
the year, thefirst couple of candlemarks before and after dawn brought floating streamers of mist up out



of the ground to circle among the trunks until the heet of the day drove them off. There were no such
mistsinsgdethe Vae of course, except on the rare occas ons when the Elders decided that mist would
make a pleasant “ effect.” It was cooler out here, too, understandably damper, and the first thing he
noticed when he came out through the Veil and took his place at the end of the group was the absence of
flower scent. Flowers bloomed congtantly inthe VVale, day and night, regardless of season, but not out
here. It wastoo late for spring flowers, which were all that bloomed in aheavy forest; soring was the only
time that enough light reached the ground for blossoms, except in places where there were clearings. So
the perfumes he had become accustomed to were replaced with the metalic tang of fog, the earthy taste
of decaying leaves and needles, and the faint musk of the dyheli.

Tyrsdl led anew herd, much bigger than the previous one, composed of hisorigina core and
most of the adolescent and young adult dyheli from the other herds of k'VVaa. This gave some
much-needed population relief to the k' Vaahome-herds, and amuch-needed outlet for the youngsters.
It also greatly increased Tyrsdll’ s status - both that his herd was three times the size it had been, and that
he was considered capable by the other king-stags of controlling so large aherd. Darian had been
suitably impressed when he d been told; this new herd established Tyrsdll at the very top of herd
hierarchy, akind of dyheli Great Lord of State.

Because of the size of thisherd, and because gryphons had been ferrying baggage and would
continue to do so aslong as there was baggage to ferry, there had been no need for anyone to have to
leave anything behind. All in dl, thiswould be arelatively essy resettlement, as orderly as any migration
from an old Valeto anew one.

Except that we can’t just step across a Gate to get there, more’s the pity. It would takea
week, roughly, of dawn-to-dark riding to get there, and he had no doubt that Snowfire meant that quite
literally. They would rise before the dawn and not make camp until after dusk.

Stll, it wasn't anything he hadn’t done before, and he fell back into his habits of rear-guard,
habits that fit him as comfortably as awell-worn and supple hawking glove.

:We're about to be relieved of duty,: Tyrsdll said suddenly, on the last afternoon of thejourney,
asthey passed benesth trees that had changed very little with the passing of amere four or five years.
The dyheli pricked his earsforward, and Darian turned to see afigure riding back aong the line of
baggage-laden dyheli, coming toward them. A moment later, he recognized Nightwind, and waved at
her. She waved back, and when she got into conversationa distance, told him, “Kel and | aregoing to
take rearguard; we're just about at the new Vale, and Snowfire and Starfall thought you two might liketo
enter at the head of the lineinstead of thetail.”

:Well! That’s a courteous thought!: Tyrsdll said with approvd. : Thank you; | know | would
prefer it..

“Me, too,” Darian agreed sdf-conscioudy. He sent abrief thought to Kuari, then relinquished his
duty to Nightwind.

By going into ahard canter, he and Tyrsell came up to the front of thelinewdl intimeto go
through thetitular entrance side-by-side with Starfal and Snowfire. Hefelt aswell of pride so powerful
that he flushed asthey gravely made space for Tyrsdll to fit between them.

There was no entrance as such, no Veil, for there was as yet no real Heartstone, only akind of
superior node anchored in aphysica rock formation. But the hertasi and the few Tayledras who had
preceded them had set up two rough pillars of stone on either Sde of the passthat let them into their
valley, to mark wherethe Vel would one day be.

And they had done some subtle defensive improvements aswell, dthough you would haveto
know what you were looking for to find them. They had made the sdes of the hillsfar steeper, making it
very difficult for an armed force to get into the new Vae by climbing the hillsdes. There were
well-camouflaged guard points on those hillsides, and anyone who tried to invade that way would shortly
be full of arrows. But to look at them, there was nothing more unusual here than exceptionally steep rock
formations, formations that had probably been thisway since the beginning of the world.

No swarm of dyheli and hertas met them thistime; the hertas were probably working hard on
the building. But Ayshen, who had gone on ahead, did meet them, standing in the center of the path,



actualy bedecked in hisformal costume, bowing ceremonioudy to al three of them.

“The hertas of k'Vademar Vadewelcome you to your new home, friends and brothers,” he said
ceremonioudy. “May there dways be as much pleasure here as you bring with you.”

Starfal smiled, and bowed in return. *Y our welcome doubles our pleasure, my brother,” he
replied. “It isgood to be home.”

Starfdl dismounted, which seemed to be the Sgnd for everyone eseto do the same. “Allow me
to guide you to your new ekele,” Ayshen said, and without waiting for areply, led the way up the path
that looked increasingly familiar with every step. It wasn't one of the pathsin k' Vaa- but it also wasn't
the path that Darian remembered.

Someone had been hard a work on the plantings, someone like Steel mind, who could coax
plantsinto amazing growth spurtsin avery short period of time. Although by no meansaslush ask’Vala,
there were the vine screens, plantings of exotics, and tree sculptures that Darian had cometo think of as
“proper.” The path twisted and turned, crossing over the little stream he remembered, with rustic bridges
and artigtically placed stepping stones providing dry-footed crossings. From timeto time, Ayshen
stopped, and pointed out a dwelling of one sort or another - most of them proper tree-built ekele, though
the trees never supported more than one, and access was by means of arope ladder more often than a
staircase. When he stopped, those who found the place attractive would pause long enough for a
discussion of who was the most taken with the situation. The discussions never |asted too long; one
person (or two, if it was acouple) would remain, the dyheli with the gppropriate baggage would remain,
and everyone else would go on. Starfall quickly took possession of an ekele built inthe treewhere his
old camping place had been, and no one disputed him. Then Ayshen stopped in front of what appeared
to be avine-covered mound.

“Thiswasyour origind camping place, Snowfire,” hesaid. “And | wondered if either you and
Nightwind or Darian would have a preferencefor it.”

“Have you made an ekele in the dliff where Nightwind and Kel originaly camped?’ Snowfire
asked.

Ayshen nodded. “Actualy,” he said with evident pride, “| designed that one, and it’ s built both
on thediff and in the diff - rather like an ekele without atree, with abalcony outside. But | thought I'd
offer you thisfire.”

Snowfirelaughed. “Y ou needn’'t have bothered; it sounds like a White Gryphon home, and |
aready know what Nightwind will want. How about you, Darian? Do you want this site?’

Although he wondered alittle just what was underneath that mound of leaves - which certainly
seemed bigger than the primitive hut that he remembered - Darian knew onething for certain. This place
was on the ground, and there were going to be stormsin this Vaefor some yearsyet. It would take a
long time to power up the new Heartstone to the equivalent of the k' Vala Stone. And until k'Vademar -
whose idea had that name been? - was sedled againgt the weather and the seasons, he did not want to
livein atreethat would sway in astorm!

“I'll takethis,” hesaid ingtantly. “If no one eselikesit better than | do.”

Snowfire laughed again, as did severd others. “Little brother, | doubt that anyone here but a
kyree or a hertas would care for adwelling on the ground the way you do,” Ayshen said genidly. The
dyheli carrying Darian’ s baggage separated from the rest, and the group went on, leaving Darian in
solitary possession of hisnew home.

Thefirst thing he did was to take the baggage off the patient dyheli so that they could go off to
graze or rest. Asthey paced off with the click of carefully-placed hooves, he turned his attention to the
ekele.

It took him amoment to find the door, and it was a door, now, agood, solid, wooden door with
ahandle, not amere screen of vines. When he opened it, he stared in open-mouthed dishdlief at what lay
behindit.

This place could not be more unlike the hut that had once stood here. Beneath the vines were
solid walls, asthick ashisforearm waslong, at least. Outside, they were the same color asthe vines,
ingde they had been whitewashed. Thefloor had been covered in flat paving stones, cunningly fitted



together so that a sheet of paper could not fit between them, and sedled with grout. There was a stone
fireplace in onewadl, red windowswith glassin them in the others. The windows werefairly well covered
by the leaves and didn’t let in much light, but there were skylights in the remarkably thick roof that took
care of that deficiency. Like most Tayledras dwellings, there wasn't agtraight line to be seen, for dl the
walls and even the doors and window frames curved. Instead of furniture, there were window sests, low
tables, thick rugs of fur and fleece, and cushions everywhere.

A door in the same wall that held the fireplace led to a second room, but Darian waited to bring
his baggage inside before he explored further. When he did, he discovered that the firepl ace was shared
with this room, which was adegping chamber, quite windowless and without askylight, with abed built
into thewall and chests woven of willow branchesfor clothing. There was yet another door leading out of
thisroom, and his curiosity took him onward.

Much to hisddight, it was abathing chamber, as he had found in the guest housesin k' Vaa, with
apipeleading into aspacious tub, another into awashbasin, and awater-flushing “necessary” that would
be far more comfortable to use than aprivy! One of thefirst things he had learned from Snowfire was
how to use magic to heat his bath water, so even the cold water coming from the stream in midwinter
would be no problem. Light came from another skylight, and someonein afit of whimsy had built
containersto hold plants al around the edge of the skylight and planted flowering vinesin them. Now as
long as he could remember to water them, he’ d have atouch of k'Vaahere dl year long!

The thick wallswould keep this place warm in the winter and cool in the summer, the vines
screening the skylight would keep out direct sun in the summer, but when they lost their leaves, would
alow warm sunlight to penetrate in the winter. There was no direct light in the bedroom, exactly as
Darian preferred. If he had designed the place himsdif, it could not have suited him more - and dl of this,
hidden under an innocuous mound of leaves!

He unpacked his baggage quickly, stowing it away wherever things seemed best to fit. What little
furniture there was matched the ekel e perfectly, being formed of bent, polished branches with the bark
removed, or woven of willow withes. And as he put the last of his beongings away, the thought hit him
with the suddenness of alightning strike that thiswas his own home! He shared it with no one, it wasn't a
guest house, thiswas his, entirely histo decorate as he chosg, to clutter as he chose (or rather, as much
asthe hertasi would let him), to change as he chose.

My own place. . . . Bigger than the cottage he had shared with Justyn, and far, far superior to
that dark little hovel.

Dear gods, | think | fedl grown up!

That was certainly the measure by which peoplejudged in Errold’ s Grove. Y ou weren't an adult
until you had ahouse of your own, however tiny and poorly built. Until then, you were achild, and
subject to the orders and whims of the adultsin whose house you lived.

He sat down in one of the window seats and took a deep breath, savoring the moment.

Then he went out to find Snowfire and seethis peculiar cliff house of his.

He knew where Nightwind and Kel had set up housekeeping, of course, so he headed for the
lake a the end of the valley and the cliffs overlooking it. Kel was dready in residence, stretched out on a
ledge near the top of the cliff in the sun, overseeing aline of hertasi carrying baggage up astair that had
been carved out of theliving rock. At the top of the stair was a bal cony with alow stonerailing. A dark
recess behind it probably represented the door into the new dwelling. The ledge Kd had draped himsdlf
over had asmilar dark recessbehind it, and belatedly Darian redlized that this must be his home aswell.

Hefollowed thelast hertas up the stair, and tried not to think about how far down it was ashe
climbed, nor how much he wished that there was arailing on the staircase. Though the railing about the
bal cony ledge was no more than knee-high, he was very grateful for its presence.

There was adoor cut into the rock, and windows, too; that was al he had a chance to see for
the moment, as Kel greeted hisarrival by leaping to hisfeet and bounding over to the bacony from his
own ledge.

“Isssthisssnot amarrrvel ?’ the gryphon chortled. “ Ayssshen isssageniusss! Except thet it isssa
lake benesth us and not an ocean, and the rrrock isss grrray, thisss could be White Gryphon! | fedl



entirrrely a home!”

“And sodo,” Nightwind echoed, as she came out onto the balcony. She was smiling broadly
and held out her hand to Darian. *“Even Snowfireishappy -~

“Snowfire is more than happy,” the Hawkbrother interrupted her. He stepped right up to the
edge of the balcony and peered down. “Not only isthisas high up as any good scout-ekele, but | think |
can diveinto thelake from here”

“Don’t you dare!” cried Kel, Nightwind, and Darian al together.

“Why not?’ he asked, turning away from the ledge, wearing agrin that was the equa in mischief
to hiscousn Summerdance's.

“You'll break your slly neck, that’swhy not,” Nightwind said tartly. “It’ s not deep enough, and
thediff dants out, not in. Thereisat least one thing you don’t have to do to keep up with Starfall.”

“Yet,” added Ayshen from the doorway, “there’ s plenty of timeto dig it deeper at this spot.”

Nightwind threw up her handsin exasperation, asal three males, Darian, Kel, and Snowfire,
now went to the edge to look down at the sparkling waters of the spring-fed |ake with speculation.

“I don't think so,” Darian findly said. “Y ou'd haveto dive out too far. Nightwind isright, there's
too much stuff you could hit on the way down.”

“That, too, could be changed intime,” Ayshen said agreeably. “But we do have many other tasks
that will take precedence.”

“ Far too many tasks,” Snowfire confirmed, with asigh. “And by the time we have the resources,
I”ll probably betdling my offspring why they shouldn’t dive off from here. Nightwind will never forgive
meif | remove the obstaclesin their path.”

“You can count onit,” hismate said darkly, a hint that alaugh would be out of place at this
moment, so Darian choked it down.

Instead, when everyone but Kel went back inside, he followed. Kel took up his place on his
ledge again, stretching out in the sun with ahuge sSigh of contentment.

Inside, the walls had been whitewashed just asthe walls of Darian’ s home had been, and for the
same reason, to make the rooms brighter. The windows were larger than Darian had expected, but
instead of glass, had that odd transparent substance, tougher by far than glass, that served aswindowsin
tree-ekele. It occurred to Darian that his skylights must be made of the same substance, in case of a
hailstorm.

The furnishings were similar to his own, though there were more pieces of furniture and fewer
piles of cushions. Someone had managed to carve afireplace out of the rock, though Snowfire was
perfectly capable of warming the whole home with magic if he had to.

“The bedroom isasdark asapit,” Snowfire said, as Darian glanced at afurther doorway. “Not
that thisisbad, mind you. I'll just haveto get used toit. | do admire the bathing room, though, Ayshen,
and | do not want to think of the amount of work it took to get piped water up here.”

“Thewater comes down, from acistern of rainwater, until you exhaust it. Then the amount of
work will comefrom your muscles on the pump, my friend,” Ayshen grinned. “No free-flowing water
without afull Heart-stone, you know.”

“It' sworth it, and by thetime I’m too old to pump water, we' |l either have afull Heartstone or
I’1l be able to delegate the task to the children.” Helaughed. “1 also gppreciate the thick walls of solid
stone between the master bedroom and the others. That is one advantage one does not havein an ekele,
being able to shut out the shrieks of sbling rivary or playtime!”

Darian grinned. Well, it looked like Snowfire redly was settling down, if he was making plans
and stlatements that included future children!

“Why do you think the cliff houses at White Gryphon are such desirable property?” Nightwind
responded. “ Ayshen, isthe rock at the back sound enough to continue to cut new rooms?’

“Quite sound,” Ayshen replied. “You'll be ableto get anursery and at least three bedrooms
back there before you run into flawed materiad.”

“Hmm.” Nightwind seyeslit up, and Snowfirelooked postivey glesful. Darian blushed alittle,
decided that he’ d seen enough, and went back outside.



“Come overrr and ssssee my lair!” Kd called from the ledge. There was anarrow walkway
connecting the balcony to the ledge, about as wide asthe stair had been, but Kd clearly preferred to leap
from one to the other, showing off hisagility.

Well, adip doesn’'t have the same consequences for a cresture with wings.

Darian practiced discretion, and used the walk as Kd roseto hisfeet. Darian was a bit surprised
to seethat Kd’slair had a door and windows very like Snowfire's.

For some reason, he had gotten the impression that agryphon would live in something very likea
cave. When Kel opened the door to the eyrie, using alatch made for agryphon’ stalons, he was soon
disabused of that notion.

This place was only asingle room. “Forrr now | need only thissssrrroom,” Kel said. “When |
find the apprrro-prrriate mate, | will enlarrrge my eyrrrie with anurrrssse-rrry assswell.” Therewas no
furniture, only enormous cushions covered in furs, legthers, or extremely tough and colorful fabrics. There
was aso no fireplace, and it was quite clear that the place would be illuminated by mage-lights, not
lanterns,

“Why mage-lights?’ Darian asked. “1 thought we were kegping magic use to aminimum.”

“Grrryphon feathersss are flammable,” Kel pointed out, “ Ssso | will get to make ussse of magic
to heat and light my lairrr. Kyrrree, having no handsss, will have theirrr firrressstended by herrrtasss,
but the rrrisssk to agrrryphon issstoo grrreat to have an open flame about.”

“This could be very cozy,” Darian observed, trying out one of the cushions, and finding it yielded
just enough to make it agood seet. “ The view from here during astorm should be fantastic!”

“I expect ss0,” Kel agreed with contentment. “It isss-ssso a White Grrryphon. | have enjoyed
many sssshowsss of lightning frrrom the balcony therrre.”

Darian resolved to get up here some time when a storm was due; if there was one thing he loved,
it was storm watching. Ayshen entered at just that moment, having left the happy couple to arrange their
own belongingsin peace, and Darian lost no timein telling him what awonderful job he had donein
designing the dliff home and the eyrie. Ayshen couldn’t blush, but he enjoyed the praise, switching his
Subby tal alittle and stretching hismouth inagrin.

“Wall, | do not design costumes, nor artwork, nor furnishings,” he said modestly. “My tdent is
only equd to partitioning space, asit were.”

Kd snorted. “Parrrtitioning ssspace, indeed! Well, | havetold you drrready that you arrrea
geniusss, and | ssshall not botherrr with anotherrr attempt.” He turned to Darian. “Y ou ssshould sssee
what thisssfellow callsss* parrrtitioning sssspace’! He had no chance to ssshow hissstalent in k'Vaa, but
he isssthe chief desssignerrr herrre”

“Did you design my place, too?’ Darian asked, seeing asmilarity in the proportions of hishome
and Snowfire's. “It’swonderful, perfect! | couldn’t have anything better! How did you know whét to
do?”

“I did designit,” Ayshen confirmed. “And, | admit, it waswith you in mind. | an glad you likeit,
| tried to remember what it was that you liked and didiked about various ekele ink'vda”

“I’'m just curious about onething,” Darian continued. “How isit made? It s not rock, but - ”

Ayshen laughed. “Y ou may not believeit, but | will show you later. Willow withes and earth, little
brother! Willow withes and earth! It isthe easiest way to build that | know of; it holdsin cool or hest,
and is atogether an ided way to make ashdlter, solong asyou sed thewalswdll.”

“Earth?’ Darian did find it hard to believe. “But wouldn't it just turn to mud in the first rain?’

Ayshen shook hishead. “No, | promise you, we build that way in White Gryphon and learned it
from the Haighlel, and it is much wetter in their kingdoms than here. We weave the walls, inner and outer,
and support them with timber, then pack the space between with earth rammed hard. Then we make a
mix of powdered lime and sand and other thingsinto athick paste, and apply it upon inner and outer
wallsto make them waterproof. The roof is similar; the drawback isthat we cannot ater adwelling so
made, we can only add to it. Windows, doors, and recesses must be built in from the beginning.”

Darian knew better than to doubt the hertas, but theidea of ahouse as sturdily made as his
being congtructed of such flimsy materids aswillow withes and plain earth seemed fantasticd to him.



And yet, what could be more practical ?

“Youwill get achanceto watch and help in such acongtruction,” Ayshen promised. “There are
many things that we must still build here, and most buildings on the ground will be made thisway.”

“I'm looking forward to it,” hereplied.

Ayshen laughed again. “Y ou may regret saying that when you arein charge of aram!” he
cautioned. “But now | must go see to food preparation.”

“And | mussst go to hunt my food,” Kd chimed in.

“Then | guess!’ll go seeif | can be useful to Starfdll,” Darian said, and he followed Ayshen down
the narrow dtair, while Kel took the more direct route out by legping from his sunning ledge into the wind.

Darian did find himself on the business end of an earth ram the very next day, for thefirst of the
large buildingsthat everyone wanted put up was the one that would contain the “seed” of anew Vale.
The walls had to be reinforced with rock aswell astimber, for such alarge building, and even with every
freehand in k' Vademar working, thewals rose with painful downess. It wasliterdly painful, in fact;
most everyone went to bed each night with an aching back, neck, and arms, for the earth between the
inner and outer walls had to be pounded until it was nearly as hard asrock, itself. Now Darian could
readily believe that his house would last far past hisown lifetime.

But with so many people at work, the walls were actudly finished in amere week, enclosing
quite alarge space of land near the lake. Water was brought up from the lake and fed into a channd at
the top of the building, to flow into a series of pools and waterfals exactly like the hot poolsat k' Vaa. It
flowed out again through achannd at the base of the building, and from there to a purifying
sand-and-charcoa pit.

Once the water began flowing, the Hawkbrothers scoured the forest for fallen trees, seasoned,
but not rotten, and brought back huge beams and support pillars for the roof. Once these were in place,
large squares of the skylight material were seated between the beams, and sealed against leaks. Now the
communal poolswere ready for their living occupants.

Tayledras with the gift of accelerating the growth of plants, including Stedlmind, went to work
with the seeds and seedlings the gryphonsferried over from k' Vaa When they were done, dthough the
growth was abit sparse, the building contained a miniature Vae, quite large enough to hold dl of
k' Vademar's current inhabitants at once. The colorful little chattering messenger-birds of theKaed'a'in
flew fredy in here, as did the hummingbirds that the Tayledras used for the same purpose. A little magic
would be used to heat the waters; aluxury, but one that everyone agreed was the sort of thing that made
life much essier than it would have been otherwise.

The waiting Heartstone, now fully awakened, had been fed passively by the newly formed
ley-linesfor the past four years, and Starfal was pleased with the amount of power that had managed to
accumulate in that time. There was certainly enough to set up the soaking pools, magica sentriesand
protections, and basic shields. Darian helped with that aswell, feding rather proud of his ability to
contribute to the magical well-being of hisnew Vde.

Next up were communal kitchens, buildings for the sick, for masslaundry, and facilities for those
whose ekele - most of them, asit turned out - did not have bathing rooms like Darian’s. Putting such
fecilitiesin treehouses was agreat ded more difficult without magic - so until there was magic, those who
preferred tree dwellings would have to do without. If they had not had Ayshen’s expertise, Darian
suspected that neither he nor Snowfire and Nightwind would have had their own private bathing rooms
ather, but he kept his suspicionsto himsdlf.

The hertasi and kyree adready had their densand lairs dug into the hillsides, and lined with
ceramic tilesfor cleanliness and comfort so nothing more needed to be done for them, but the dyheli
needed awinter shelter, so that was the next building to go up, aso made of rammed earth. They didn’t
mind an earthen floor, however, so their building was finished quickly.

Then, with dl of theimmediate needs taken care of, it wastime to make acall on the neighbors.

Theinitia greeting committee wasn't to be alarge one. It conssted of the three Elders: Starfall,
Snowfire, and Nightwind, of course. To that group were added Ayshen, for the hertasi, ahandsome
neuter called Hashi (hisreal name sounded like asneeze) for the kyree, Tyrsel for the dyheli, and, last of



al, Darian. It was Darian who had pointed out that they would make a much more favorable impression
on Lord Breonif they cameto him, rather than the other way around, so instead of waiting for Breon to
come caling, thefirg thing they did, oncetheinitia settling in was over, wasto put that in motion.

A messenger went to Kelmskeep to ask if they might come to present their respects; he returned
the same day with amessage of welcome, and an invitation to visit in three days. The reply was phrased
formally enough to show that Breon took them serioudy, but informally enough to show that hewas
ready to be friends. So their first impression was afavorable one.

“It'sgood that he said three days,” Darian told the others, with confidence. “More than aweek
would mean that he didn’t think we were important enough to postpone other business, and two days or
lesswould mean he didn’t think we were important enough to have business that we haveto clear avay.”
Then he laughed. “Looksasif dl that business about mannersthat got hammered into my head isgoing to
turn out useful! | certainly never thought it would!”

“Why not?” Snowfire asked. “Courtesy is aways appreciated.”

“Because it was dl taught out of this musty old book meant for people like Lord Breon’s heir,
Va. Highborn people who have to know al the etiquette of officid vistsand dl that. Why would a
wizard' s apprentice from a backward town like Errold’ s Grove need that stuff?” He shook his head.

So now, after rising before dawn and riding at a swift pace, possible only because they didn’t
need scouts to secure the way, they were at the gates of Kelmskeep before noon. Thiswas Darian’sfirst
actua sight of Lord Breon’s manor, and in spite of seeing plenty of wondersin the Vales, hewas
impressed.

It was afortified manor only in the sensethat Lord Breon's ancestors had put up some high and
formidable stone walls around the manor and its grounds, wals three stories tal with room for mento
walk around on top of them, and observation towers at each corner. Insgde the walls, the crenelated
walls of the manor sat within manicured gardens. They were rather too confined and geometric for
Darian’ staste, but aswell-tended as any he' d seen in Vademar, though no match for the gardens of
k'Vda

Lord Breon, hiswife, the Lady 1smay, and hisson Va were al waiting for them, with atoken
guard of two bored-looking fellowsin Breon'slivery. The Tayledras had taken pains with their costumes,
and now Darian was very glad that they had dl put out the effort, for it was obvious that the Lord and
Lady had dressed asfor an important occasion. Lord Breon, whose hair had gone to salt-and-pepper
gray, wore afine saffron linen tunic with bands of embroidery at the cuffs and hem, and his crest
embroidered on the breast, with matching breeches. Hiswife, gowned in the same saffron linen, with a
matching headdress, also wore amber-and-silver jewelry; rings on both hands, bracelets, necklace, belt.
Va was dressed abit more casudly in aplain brown linen shirt, open at the neck, with adeeveless
leather tunic and trews, but it was clear from his scrubbed face and wet hair that he' d interrupted
whatever he' d been doing at the time for awash-up and change of clothing.

The group rode up to their hosts, and at Snowfire' s nod, dismounted as one. Darian stepped
forward to make the introductions.

“My lord,” he said, with alittle bow. “May | make you known to the Elders of k'Vademar Vade
- Sarfal k' Vaa, Snowfire k' Vaa, both of whom who you met before when we were at Errold’s Grove,
and Snowfire slady, Nightwind k' Leshya.”

Lord Breon bowed and waited for Darian to finish the introductions.

“HereasoisAyshen k' Leshya, who representsthe hertasi, Tyrsell k'Vaa, who spesksfor the
dyhdli, and Hashi k'Vaa, who speaksfor the kyree.”

The next three members of the greeting party stepped forward and bowed as Darian introduced
them, so that Lord Breon would have name and species linked with the appropriate creature. He did not
appear to be surprised that these were “animals,” so he must have been forewarned. He bowed to them
aswdl; Tyrsdal and Hashi nodded their heads gravely, and Ayshen executed a graceful court bow.

“Kevren k' Leshya, the Silver Gryphon chief, isout in the north scouting, and you will meet him
later. And lastly, | will relate what Tyrsdl and Hashi say, if you wish, for they are Mindspeskers. They
can spesk into your mind, if you would rather - ” Darian paused, and Lord Breon coughed.



“Ah, if you don’'t mind, | would prefer for you to trandate, young sir,” the older man said. “1’ve
had one experience with that, and - well, I'm aplain man, with plain ways, and that was just abit too
uncanny for my taste, persona preference, no offenseintended.” He coughed again, giving Darian a
penetrating look. “And you are- 7’

“Darian Firkink'Vdak’'Vaddemar, my lord,” he replied steadily, keeping his gaze even aswell.

“Darian? Darian? Lord and Lady, youngster - | wouldn’t have thought it!” Lord Breon laughed
with surprise. “Look a you! We send off askinny waif that a good wind would knock over, and he
comes back the equd of Va! Well met, young man! And welcome home!” To Darian’ ssurprise, Lord
Breon grabbed his hand and pumped it vigoroudy. “ Damme, but it' s good to have you back! We' ve dl
felt thelack of amage sorely snce you' ve been gone!”

“Ah - thank you, sir,” Darian replied, rather at alossasto what elseto say. Starfal saved him,
stepping smoothly to the fore as Lord Breon let go of Darian’s hand.

“Lord Breon, we are keeping everyone standing here in the sun, and there is much wewould like
to discuss with you this afternoon. Have we somewhere that we could dl adjourn to?’

Starfdl placed adight emphasis on theword “dl,” and Lord Breon’s eyesflickered to Hashi and
Tyrsl.

“Asit’safineday, theinner court would be very pleasant and private,” he replied, so quickly that
if Darian hadn’t seen hiseyesflicker, he' d have thought Lord Breon planned that venue dl dong. “Va
and my Lady will bejoining us, of course”

“Absolutdy,” Starfal replied. “ The more minds, the better the decisons.”

Val looked startled at that, and Lady Ismay appreciative. Evidently Val was not used to being
included in hisfather’s counsels, and Lady Ismay wasall too used to being dismissed asinsgnificant by
menfolk. “If you gentlefolk will come with me, then,” Lord Breon continued, “We |l settle oursdvesin the
court, and Ismay can rgjoin us after she informs the servantswhat istoward.” He turned toward the two
bored guards. “And you fellows can be about your business. Mind that you tell the Weaponsmaster thet |
dismissed you on seeing that the wicked Hawkbrothers were not about to fal on us and murder us.”

Both men laughed, asif hearing the tagline of ajoke, and sauntered off, leaving the k' VVa demar
party to follow Lord Breon.

He guided them aong the paths of the precisely manicured garden, around the side of the manor,
until they cameto asmal archway leading deep under the second floor. At the other end of the tunndl,
sun and greenery looked very enticing, though Darian noted the series of strong portcullis gates and drop
doors, and the murder holesin the ceiling above. Anyone who thought thiswould be aweak point in the
manor’ s defenses would have a rude surprise, shortly before coming down with a serious case of death.

They emerged from the dark tunnd, blinking in the sunlight, surrounded by flowers.

Herein the“inner court” waswhat was often cdled “the lady’ sbower” at other Vademaran
manors. The more delicate and frost-sengitive plants and trees were here, and in addition to these, there
was a profusion of roses and lavender, liliesand hyacinth. A little less manicured than the gardens
outside, flowering vinestrained on trellises overhung nooks with inviting cushionsin them, rose trees,
quince trees, cherry and apple trees showered the grass with petals. Trees were espaiered againgt the
warm stonewalls. All of this surrounded apool full of waterlilies and dow, lazy golden fish. Hereand
there abit of forgotten handiwork showed that thiswas afavored retrest for Lady |smay and whatever
young women attended her.

It made afine place for a conference, too. Soon after everyone settled down, the Lady herself
appeared, with servants bearing the components of apicnic lunch. Nor were Tyrsdll and Hashi forgotten,;
for Hashi there was a bowl of neatly cubed raw meet (probably so that no one had to watch him tear his
food from the bone), and for Tyrsell, alarge basin of sweet-feed. The bowl and the basin were both of
ceramic, clearly from the kitchen and not the stable, serving bowlswith Lord Breon's crest glazed onto
them. Both Hashi and Tyrsell expressed their pleasure through Darian.

Once food was handed * round, Lord Breon dismissed the servants with agesture and got down
to business.

“I’ve been kept abreast of the Situation,” he said. “ Though since the message came by bird, there



wasn't asmuch detail asl’d have liked. So there are more barbarians coming thisway?’

Starfdl nodded. “We havelittle more in theway of detail than you, but thereis one difference
from the last time. These people include women and children aswell asthe warriors, and herds of various
catle aswell aswar mounts.”

“Sounds asif they’ re planning to stay wherever it isthat they’ regoing.” Lord Breon frowned.
“We have ahit of aquandary here. It' sthe official Royal policy that peaceful groups be allowed to settle
on unoccupied lands, and thereis plenty of that heregbouts. At the sametime, though, the last lot of these
folk to come down out of the north were anything but peaceful. Do we defend oursalves with aquick
preemptive strike, or do we wait and see what they do?’

Darian kept his mouth shut athough his own fedings were quite clear. He would much prefer an
attack, enough to send these peopl e back where they came from. He could tell by thelook on Val'’sface
that hefdt the same.

It was gratifying that Lord Breon treated them al asdlies and equasright from the beginning,
though. Darian hoped that his advice had something to do with that.

“We should take our timein considering, my Lord,” Snowfire said smoothly. “They aren’'t within
the distance that agryphon can fly in half aday, and they aretraveling dowly, so we will have that time.”

“Huh. What wereally need ismoreinformation,” Lord Breon agreed. “1 don’t like walking into
any stuation blind.” He laughed suddenly. “ Asyou said, we have the time, and there are other thingsto
discuss. For example, what sorts of building materias are you short of, and what are you prepared to
trade for them?’

The discusson moved into less martid matters, from trading for building suppliesto dyheli
grazing grounds, and the need to keep hunters out of them unless escorted by Tayledras. Darian spoke
for Tyrsdll and Hashi, and occasionally for himsdlf, and when the meeting was concluded and Lord Breon
expressed hisintention of making areturn vist, Darian, at least, came away with afedling of
accomplishmertt.

“I need your help for an ekele,” Ayshentold Darian, afew mornings after thevidt to Lord
Breon. Breon' s people had brought atrain of wagons with some of the building materidsthat Starfall had
negotiated for, and Darian thought Ayshen might have been waiting for these for aparticular project. “I
aready have Wintersky and Whitethorn, and that will be enough for the thingsthat hertas havetrouble
with.”

“Gladly,” Darian replied, bolting the remains of his breskfast. “Whoseisit?’

“Y our teacher’ sand his entourage,” was the surprising reply. “He will be here shortly, or so
Starfadl says, so thereis some need for swift work.”

“Did Starfdl tdl you who my teacher is?’ Darian asked eagerly, for Starfal had been singularly
closed-mouthed about the identity of this mysterious being. No matter how often Darian asked - or how
often hetried to catch Starfal off his guard with the question - the mage would only answer, “You'll see
soon enough.”

“No,” Ayshen replied, indifferently. “He only told mewhat sort of quarters your teacher would
need to feel comfortable. Doesit matter?’

Darian sghed. “I suppose not. Well, what have you got in mind for me?’

“Pounding earth, for the moment,” was the predictable reply.

So Darian found himself on the top of yet another embryonic wall, ram in both hands, pounding
away for dl he wasworth.

But athough this dwelling was for one or two occupants, it had agreat dea in common with the
great common hal with itsmultiple pools. This place, too, was evidently to have multiple, cascading
pools, judging by the work the hertasi were doing on theinterior.

But there was more building going on in the tree above - and that was curious. Why would there
be two dwdlings here?

Gradudly, asthe wdlsin the ground-level portion rose, Darian saw the skeleton of the dwelling
coming together. Thiswasto be avery specid place, hdf tree-dwelling, haf on the ground.

By the second day, Darian began to wonder about this teacher of his- for what they were



building, by k'Vademar standards, was a veritable pdace. On the ground was atiny version of the
communa hal, with the same trangparent roof, exotic plantings, and a collection of three smdl pools. The
floorsweredl tiled, and the pools as well. There was a bathing room, and two other chambersthat did
not share the trangparent roof, chambers that |ooked a greet dedl like his own bedroom, though what
purpose these chambers were to serve was unclear to him.

In the tree above, was a standard ekele - to the k' Vademar standards, that is, with thick
insulation againgt winter’s cold. And yet - not quite standard, for where others were making do with
walls of rough plank until they had timeto carve and polish theinteriors of their ekele to their liking, this
place boasted fine walnut paneling, with moldings of carved oak. Everywhere were touches of care that
had not been given to the dwellings of other folk. Even moreteling - once the ekele wasfinished, hertas
began moving in furnishingsthat |ooked newly made, yet did not move any persona belongings.

All of this preparation did nothing to ease Darian’ s anxiety, for the newcomer must surely be
important if so much time and effort was going into his dwelling!

When the place wasfinished, it was atiny jewd of comfort and luxury, with the ekele above
joined to the chambers below by an enclosed stair. And no one in the entire Vae showed any envy of the
unknown who was to occupy it.

Darian did not have to endure the suspense for long. That very afternoon, his mysterious teacher
arived.

“You'reto cometo the Vale entrance a once,” was dl the hertas would say. “Please. And
dresswell. Starfdl wishesthis”

Thenit ran off, asif it had been sent on more than one errand. Probably it had, so Darian made
certain that he was reasonably well-groomed and hurried to the entrance marked by the twin pillars of
rock. Starfall was aready there - and so were Snowfire, Nightwind, Ayshen,

Kd, Tyrsdl, Hashi - virtualy everyone of any importancein fledgling k' Vademar.

Suddenly Darian wished he had taken the time to change histunic. Not that it was dirty, or even
shabby - but he wished he' d put on the armor of fine clothing before he came to this meeting.

It wastoo late now, for in the distance, tiny beneath the huge trees, dwarfed by the enormous
trunks, were two figures mounted on dyheli.

A snow-white bird flew over the head of one, abird that smply could not be araptor. Itstail
wastoo long, and even at adistanceit didn’t look or fly like anything Darian had ever seen before.

It flew acrobaticdly, asif it flew purdly for thejoy of flight. Y et there was a pd pabl e tie between
it and therider it hovered over, asif the bond between it and the rider was visible and tangible.

There was something odd about the rider’ s head -

A moment more, and Darian knew what it was. No human face was that flat - or that colorful.
The rider wore amask.

Another moment, another furlong nearer, and Darian saw more details. Long silver hair, hair that
probably fell to the rider’ swaist when unbound, had been made up into asingle long braid for trave,
now tossed over hisright shoulder. The mask, of painted leather, covered the entireface - and it
represented the face of the bird flying above him.

Darian only prevented his mouth from dropping open by force of will. Oh, no - it can’t be -

Therider’ s costume was as fantastic as his mask, yet completely practica for along ride, theride
fromk’Vaato k' Vademar, for instance. The garments were cut and pieced together to imitate the
plumage of hiswhite bird; it wastruly an uncanny imitation.

The other rider, in hisway, wasjust as striking asthe first. Hislong hair, dso braided, wasa
shining black with asingle slver stregk running from the temple. The cut of hisriding gear was
unmistakably Kaed ain. After severa monthsin k' Vaa, Darian knew the difference between Tayledras
and Kaed' ain styles at once. He was amazingly handsome, but there was nothing about him that
suggested that he was either awarrior or amage - or vain. Whatever his craft, it seemed likely that his
only reason for being there was as company for the mage. Was this the so-caled entourage?

Darian’ s thoughts had come to a complete standstill, and he could only stay where he was,
garing. The two riders completed their leisurely approach, and the first dismounted directly in front of



Sarfdl.

“Wéll, Father, herel am,” therider said, in avoice rich with amusement. “Y ou have managed to
drag me here entirely against my own better judgment, and if | did not know you aswell asl do, | might
be asking you what made you think this youngster was worth the effort of hauling me up from the south.”
He cast asdeong glance at Darian, and behind the mask, one slver eye winked broadly. “However,
sncel know you, | shan't ask that particular question. This, | takeit, isyoung Dar’ian?’

“Itis, indeed,” Starfdl replied, in avoice o like the rider’ sthat it was obvious they were related.
“Dar’ian, thisisyour new teacher, Adept Firesong k' Treva, and hismate, kestra’ chern Siverfox
k' Leshya.” Only then did he step forward, and he and his son embraced with much hugging and back
pounding.

Darian managed to scramble enough wits together to step forward and make a deeply formal
bow. “Thisis- beyond an honor - Sir - ” he began, searching frantically for appropriate words, feging
heat riang in hisface and ears. | must be blushing asred as a scarlet jay, hethought, increasing his
embarrassment.

“Y ouwon't say that when you come to know me, youngster,” Firesong said, with avoice so
solemn that Darian would have been tempted to believe him, had he not seen the wicked amusement in
the eyes behind the mask. “I am anotorious taskmaster, and | have every intention of working you until
you drop, then reviving you and putting you through the mill al over again.”

“Yes, sr, whatever you wish, Sr,” Darian replied automatically, and quickly stepped back,
hoping that the other folk would forget about him for awhile. He suddenly felt as awkward as an ek-calf,
and only thirteen yearsold again.

Dear gods! How did this happen? How could | be the student of one of the greatest Adeptsina
dozen countries?

He dowly regained alittle composure as people did appear to forget him; father and son
embraced again, Starfd| introduced Firesong and Silverfox to everyone el se present, and the entire group
drifted toward theinterior of the Vae. Darian followed quietly behind, listening, but not saying anything.

“Oh, I didn't bring dl that much up with me,” Firesong was saying, in answer to agentlejibe by
hisfather. “WEe ve got some wardrobe, and the more portable of Silverfox’ skit. Therest isrelatively
light, but bulky, and the k' Vaagryphonswill be bringing it dong at some point. After dl your emphasis
on speed, | didn’t want to dow things down bringing baggage by dyheli.”

“We have prepared your ekele asyou requested, Firesong,” Ayshen put in, showing deference,
but not servility. “1 hope that you and Silverfox are both pleased.”

Silverfox, who until that moment, had not said aword, laughed softly and clapped Ayshen on the
back. “1 remember your talent a design and construction from White Gryphon, Ayshen. | have no doubt
that you have not only granted our every wish, but anticipated needs we had not even thought of.”

Darian, meanwhile, felt his mind dowly coming back to him. No wonder no onewould tel him
who his teacher was supposed to be! He' d have been o terrified he probably would have run al the
way back to k' Vala, or even farther.

And Starfall was Firesong' sfather. Well, that explained afew things. How Starfall had managed
to get someone as famous - or infamous, depending on your point of view - as Firesong k' Trevato come
be the teacher of poor, lowly little Darian, for one. Gods save me, how can | ever manage to be
worthy of thiskind of attention? he thought in ahaze of confusion that bordered on panic.

Just as he began to serioudy consder that run to k' Vaa, Firesong’' s companion dropped back
fromtherest.

“Hemumblesin hisdeep, you know,” Silverfox said conversationdly.

“Hewhat?” Darian replied, baffled. Where did that come from?

“He mumblesin his deep, he has aterrible weakness for candied yams, and he can never
remember where heleaves things. He' shuman, Dar’ian. He snot asuperior being, he'sasfdlible as
anyone. | know that at this point, this doesn’t seem likely to you, but | assureyou, it’strue.” Silverfox
placed hishand gently on Darian’s shoulder, and Darian fet himsdlf relax, despite hisanxieties. “| can
also promise you that in spite of adl of his proteststo the contrary, he was quite eager to come here and



teach hisfather’ s cherished protege. Firesong just likesto be coaxed.”

“I - I'd think that after everything he' s gone through, he deserves coaxing, Sr,” Darian replied
shyly and wasrewarded by Slverfox’ sdazzling smile.

“And | agreewith you entirely.” Silverfox chuckled, patting Darian’ s shoulder. “1 would agree
with you evenif | were not understandably prejudiced on his part. Don't fear him, Dar’ian. Listen to him,
learn from him, but do not fear him.”

The strange white bird floated down to land on Firesong' s shoulder; he reached up absently to
scratchits crest, and it climbed down from its perch to nestle in hisarms, head tucked blissfully under his
chin, crooning. A firebird - Darian now recalled. Firesong's bondbird isafirebird. Thehorrid painting
that had been on Justyn’ swall flashed into his mind, and the blob on the painted Firesong' s shoulder that
everyonein Errold’ s Grove had thought was a chicken or agoose.

A good many things now made perfect sense - the pecia arrangement of heated pools, for
instance. Everyone knew that the reason Firesong wore masks was because he had been terribly scarred
at the end of the mage-storms. Presumably, he was shy about exposing those scars to anyone but the
closest of companions - and you couldn’t wear amask to soak in the pools, you' d ruin it. Silverfox might
well fed more comfortable in aground dwelling, especidly in astorm when the tree would sway and toss
- hence the extrarooms below.

And both of them were giving up aconsderablelevd of luxury to come here, only for the
purpose of teaching Darian. Under other circumstances, it would have been perfectly reasonable for
Firesong to ins<t that Darian be sent to him. No wonder so much effort had been spent on building his
ekelel

And of course, who wouldn’t want to impress the fabled Adept Firesong with the finest ekele it
was possible to build? No matter how poor it was, compared to what he had I€ft, at least it would be
clear that they had tried.

But when Firesong cameto the new ekele, he stopped, and turned to hisfather. “ Surely thisis
not ours- " he began.

Hisvoice reflected surprise, not disdain.

“Itis” Starfdl replied, ahint of satisfaction in hisvoice. “We may not have afully-charged
Heartstone, or aVell to hold back the weether, but we have power enough and skill enough to give you
comfort. Y ou will find your own pools here below, a bathing room, a steam room, and aroom for
Siverfox to receiveclients”

“I am mostly retired, but | fill do take massage clients,” Silverfox said smoothly, as Firesong
choked. There had been something implied that Darian didn’t understand, but he had agood idea that
Ke could tell him - and would.

“I have well-insulated the ekele, Adept Firesong,” Ayshen said diffidently. “I do not think you
will find any chillsor draftsthiswinter.”

The Adept seemed charmed, pleased, and just alittle surprised. “1 am not sure what to say,”
Firesong replied at length. “ Except to thank you, thank you al. Y ou have more than made us welcome.”

“Oh, | am certain that you will find plenty to complain of,” Starfdl laughed. “But until you do, |
hope you find your new ekele satisfactory! And on that note, we will leave you to settlein.”

As Darian was about to leave, Firesong turned to him and summoned him with a crooked finger.
“Comeupwithus” the Adept said. “1 would like to talk with you alittle.”

Darian swdlowed, felt hismouth go dry as old snake-skin, and obediently followed the two into
the ground-level of the structure. They paused long enough for a glance around the pool room; Firesong
nodded as Silverfox exclamed in pleasure.

“When the plantings get their full growth, thiswill be enchanting,” Firesong observed warmly.

“I cannot believe that they have goneto such troublefor us,” Silverfox replied, shaking his head,
then helaughed. “Wdll, perhaps they have heard tales of your famous plaints when you lived in
Vademar, and had none of the niceties of aVae at your disposal!”

“That could well be,” Firesong agreed, with as much humor as Siverfox. He found the Saircase
and began climbing it, with his partner and Darian close behind.



Darian had not seen the ekele since the furniture was moved in; as he entered behind the other
two, he saw that not only had furnishings been put in place, but there were beautifully woven rugs on the
floor and hangings on thewalls.

Silverfox went briefly to the window, then looked back at Firesong. “1 think | will seethe
chambers on the ground firdt. If thereisastorm, | still do not care for being in the boughs of atree.”

“Only onewho wasraised in atree could, ashke, soif thereisastorm, | can understand,”
Firesong chuckled. “For that matter, if thereisastorm, you may find mejoining you below!”

Silverfox saluted them both and then descended the stairs noiselesdy, and Firesong gestured to
Darian to take a seet. Gingerly, Darian sat down on a chair woven of willow withes, and Firesong took
another just likeit, placed opposite him. The Adept leaned back in the chair, relaxing as the withes
cresked, sttling benesth his dight weight, but Darian remained Sitting straight upright, back and shoulders
staff-iff. He had no ideawhat to expect, and wondered desperately what Firesong expected of him. He
couldn’t look away from those silver eyes.

“So,” Firesong said, after he' d watched Darian carefully for atime. “Being amage, becoming an
Adept - wasthisyour idea, or someone else's?’

“If I'd had achoice, you mean?’ Darian hazarded. “In the very beginning?’

Firesong nodded.

“If I'd had achoice originally, I'd just be atrapper, like my parents,” Darian said softly. “ After
my parents died, | was apprenticed without anyone asking me what | wanted. I’ d rather have been
apprenticed to the village woodcutter. | didn’t want to be amage, | didn’t want anything to do with
magic. | couldn’'t seeany usefor it.”

To hisgreat surprise, Firesong burst out laughing so hard that he started to cough and had to get
control of himsdlf before he could talk again. “'Y ou couldn’t see any usefor it!” he rasped out at lat,
shaking his head, and dabbing at his eyeswith asilken handkerchief. “Well, at least | won't have to
disabuse you of dreams of easy glory! But | forget. Y ou never saw any redlly powerful magic, did you?’

“Not with my origind master,” Darian replied truthfully. “ Once the mage-storms began, | don’'t
think he could do much of anything; he certainly couldn’t change, steer, or even predict the westher, and
that might have impressed me that magic had some uses. That was Wizard Justyn - ”

“Justyn, Justyn . . .” Firesong muttered, eyesintent as he concentrated. “1 think | may have met
him once. Name sticksin my mind.” He closed his eyes, then opened them again. “1 think | haveit. It
would beright after the end of the Ancar-Fa consbane debacle, | think. Mercenary-mage, got ahead
wound doing something ridiculoudy heroic, lost most of his powers and got talked into using what he had
asaHesdler out where they didn’t have one. Someplace in the middle of nowhere - very nice nowhere
you have here, by the way. | love what you’ ve done with the place. He was part of agroup of smilarly
retrained folk, not abig group, though. Darkwind, Elspeth, and | met with them before they got sent out
to new pogts. Y our Justyn wound up out here, obvioudy. Am | right?’

Darian’s mouth fell open; he couldn’t help it. Firesong had just told him more about hisown
measter than he himsdlf had known! He could only nod in astonished confirmation, and felt embarrassed
that he had known so little about Justyn.

S0 hereally did meet the people he claimed he had! And we never believed him.

“How did you know?’ he asked. “How could you remember after al thistime?’

Firesong shrugged. “1 can't help it; | dmost never forget aface or aname, but | can’t remember
wherel left my boots. Well, at least | won’'t have to disabuse you of any grandiose schemesfor
becoming aWizard-King; that’ sarelief anyway. Taes notwithstanding, I'm afraid there aren’t many
kingdoms going without claimants. What have you done and learned while you were with Adept Starfall
and Mage Firefrost? How have they been educating you?’

Darian told him as succinctly as he could; it redlly wasn't difficult snce he and Firesong shared
the same kind of magical education. Firesong listened, nodding from time to time, and said at the end,

“Y ou’ ve had agood, solid education, but that’ sto be expected with my father teaching you. Y ou said
that origindly if you' d had the choice, you wouldn’t have chosen magic. What about now? If | could
remove it from you, isthat what you' d want?” Then he said something el se that shocked Darian. “1 can,



you know. That’s one of the things a Hedling Adept can still do, and | suspect that’ s one of the reasons
why Father wanted me here. If having this power redly bothersyou, still, | can takeit away.”

Once again, Darian was caught off-guard by the unexpected question, and answered without
thinking. “Ah - no, not now. It seemsaasif it's something | should do.” He shook his head, unable to
come up with anything that sounded right. “1 guess| haven’t thought about it, about having achoice, |
mean. There didn’t seem to be one.”

“Thereisachoice,” Firesong said somberly. “And | want to give you one. An informed choice.
There' s something more | want to show you, before you make that choice.”

Before Darian had any idea of what the Adept was up to, Firesong had reached up - and
removed his mask.

Darian blinked, but did not turn away or lower hiseyes. In many ways, the scar-seamed face
behind the mask was not as horrific asit could have been. It certainly wasn’t pretty, or rather, the fact
that it was the ruin of something that had once been handsome was actudly painful to think about. The
slver eyeslooked out of arandomly patterned set of shiny, tight patches divided by thick, red scars,
something that was nearly another mask. It wouldn’t give nightmaresto children -

Not screaming nightmares, anyway. Maybe bad dreams, though.

“Thereis often aprice to wielding great magic, Darian,” the scar-twisted lips said. “ Thiswas
mine. Envoy Karal paid with hissight. Two more of our party paid with their lives. | wasvery, very
lucky, when it came down to cases. | could easily have died aswell, had | not been protected by one of
thosewho did. | had - thanks to the gods, who sent Silverfox - learned that there were far more
important things than having a pretty face, and losing it didn’t destroy me. | was beautiful.” The scarred
lipssmiled. “1 still am. | don’t wear masks for my own sake, but the sake of others, so that they need not
fed painthat | myself no longer experience. But, Darian, had | not learned things about what isimportant
by then, this minor price could have been avery mgor one. Have you thought about thet, the possibility
that you, too, might be asked to pay agreat price for power?’

While Darian sat in silence, Firesong put his mask back on again.

“What about not usingit?” he asked findly. “There sapricefor inaction, too. Thetroubleis,
usually other people get caught in paying it as much asyou do. At leas, if | keep this Gift and use
whatever power | have, I’ll be making the choiceto act instead of just standing by and wringing my
hands.”

Behind the mask, the eyes closed for amoment. “That isagood answer - and, | might add, one
I’ve not heard before. 1t should have been obvious you aren't the kind of young man to choose inaction.”

The slver eyes opened again, and therewasasmilein thevoice. “Young Dar’ian Firkink'Vaa
k’Vademar, you have passed my test. | will be quite pleased to have you as my student and to teach you
al | can, until you have achieved everything possible within thelimits of your Gift, or you drop from
exhaugtion. Have | passed your test aswell?’

Sowly, Darian nodded. “I think . . . you won't be an easy teacher, but you'll be agood one. |
think. . . we can get dong.”

Firesong chuckled. “You'd be surprised at how few people redize that isimportant for teacher
and pupil! One morething, before | let you go for the day. If ever there is something that you are afraid
to tell me, do not hesitate to confideit in Silverfox. That - in part - ishis profession, to be atrustworthy
confidant,”

“I'will, gr,” Darian replied, knowing adismissa when he heard one. He stood up, and as he was
about to leave the room, Firesong motioned to him to Say.

“Dar’ian, | have onerequest.” He sighed, and Darian wondered if he’ d done something wrong
dready. “Do methe very greet favor of never calingme sir' again. Don't cal me*Magter’ ether. Cdl
me Firesong.” Hiseyesgrew mournful. “Being caled’ sr' makes mefed so old!”

“Yes, s- Firesong,” Darian replied quickly. “But I’ ve come to respect those who are wiser than |
am, and | only meant it asacompliment.”

“Hmm. Well, inthat case, I'll let it pass, onceinawhile” Firesong replied.

Darian went out the door and down the covered stair, unable to tell if Firesong was serious or



had been teasing him.

He decided to walk at the edge of the small lake that lay just benegth the cliff housing Kel’ s aerie
and Snowfire and Nightwind' s home. Darian was so preoccupied with sorting out his thoughts that he
practicaly waked into Snowfire and Nightwind.

“Dar’ian, wake up!” Nightwind cdled, sartling him into looking up. She smiled a him, and he
smiled back sheepishly.

“Sorry,” he said, coming over to join them; they were dangling their feet in the water like acouple
of youngsters. “1 wasthinking. | wasjust - well - | wastaking to Firesong, or he wastaking to me, |
mean, and | have alot to think about.”

“Hmm. | should imagine!” Nightwind replied. “1 know Slverfox, of course - avery fine
kestra’ chern, by theway - but I’ d never met Firesong. | must admit to you that when | heard who your
teacher was going to be, | was not anticipating being asimpressed as| was.”

“You, too?” Snowfire said with astonishment. “I knew his reputation, and | rather thought he'd
be something of apain. | figured he' d have atantrum when he saw his ekele, and asfor training Dar’ian,
no matter what Starfall said, | thought he! d be very haughty about it.”

“He snot likethat at al,” Darian began.

“I agree, | agree!” Snowfirereplied hagtily. “1 agree completely! | don’t know what’ s happened
to him since he made that particular reputation, but he certainly doesn’t deserve it anymore.”

“I know what’ s happened,” Nightwind replied, with acynica haf-amile. “ Slverfox iswhat
happened. He could humanize amongter.”

A step behind Darian, and Nightwind' s sudden blush, made Darian look around. Silverfox had
just stolen up upon them intime to hear that last remark, and hisgrin at Nightwind’ s embarrassment was
full of mischievouscharm.

“ S0, do you have any monsters you need tamed?’ His grin widened. “Less of that ismy doing
than you might think, my dear,” he said genidly. “Behind dl those exquisite masksisavery red and
generous man whose humanity has never been in doubt. He smply had to reconcile himsdf to the fact
that he didn’'t have to wear the masks on his heart, only hisface”

“Come here, you wicked cregture,” Nightwing replied, legping to her feet and holding out her
ams. “Give me aproper gresting!”

“Solittle Nightwind gill wantsahug from Uncle Silverfox?’ the kestra’ chern teased. He did go
to her and give her the greeting hug she wanted, though, and then clasped hands with Snowfire.

“I am very pleased to meet you, may | add,” he went on. “We stopped long enough at k'Vaa
that | managed to hear of your joining with my old friend, and | was quite anxious to meet the fellow
capable of swerving her from her childhood vow never to wed anyone at dl!”

“Silverfox! | wasonly twelvel” she objected, laughing.

“Y ou seemed quite serious at the time, my dear,” Silverfox replied, and turned back toward
Darian, who was edging away, thinking that he wasintruding. “Please, Dar’ian, comejoin us. | had come
gpecificdly to tak to you alittle more”

“You'resurel won't beintheway?’ he asked.

Snowfire and Nightwind both beckoned, and Silverfox smiled. “Not at al. A great deal of whet |
wanted to discuss with you concerns these two, aswell, snce | am told they are your oldest friends here.
And itisabout Firesong. | should like you three to know more about him, as he will be a part of
k’Vademar for sometime to come. Perhapslonger than even he anticipates.”

Snowfireraised aquizzicd eyebrow. “Y ou think he might stay?’

Siverfox only shrugged. “1 cannot predict. | can only say that until areason for himto leave
should manifest, hewill remain, and if none does-”

“Interesting.” Nightwind found another soft spot on the bank to Sit, and invited Silverfox to take
her earlier perch. “ So what isit that has turned your Firesong into a paragon?’

“Time, trias, and being forced to work with afraction of the power that he was used to having,”
Silverfox said casudly. “No more Great Magics for him or for anyone; every bit of magic hasto be
carefully planned to gain the maximum benefit from the minimum of power. That hasforced him to be



patient, careful, restrained. He can no longer afford to act on impulse - dmost a shame, since he had
turned impulsvenessinto an art form.”

“In short, he grew up,” Snowfire snorted, then blushed. “I'm sorry. That was entirely
unchariteble”

“Not entirely wrong, but very uncharitable,” Siverfox agreed. “| ask you to try to recdl that his
reputation was made in the days when he could afford to send up a Gate just because he preferred not to
rideasingle day’ sjourney. And no small part of that reputation was caused by his own insatiable urgeto
tweak the noses of others - so to speak.” Silverfox trailed hisfingersin the water meditetively, then
added, “He still has that sense of humor, but he has learned to expressit in waysthat are more -
humorous.”

“| detect your ddlicate hand there,” Nightwind chuckled. Silverfox’s only response to that was an
odd look.

“I told him that | thought we' d get dong all right, gr,” Darian offered. “I till do, and | think | like
him, too.”

“Good! That waswhat | was hoping to hear you say,” Silverfox applauded. “Have you any
questions?’

“Ah - one.” Darian decided to just come out and ask it. “What exactly isa kestra‘ chern, and
why did Firesong choke when Starfdl mentioned your clients?’

Nightwind suddenly developed afit of coughing; Siverfox quelled her with alook.

“A kestra’ chern is predominantly one who comforts, Dar’ian,” Silverfox said, taking care with
hiswords. “ That isthe professon. The least that a kestra’ chern doesisto supply ease, adistraction, and
an absolutely trustworthy confidant. The best of usarein part Hedlers - Healers of the mind and spirit,
rather than of the body, athough we have some skills there, and are often asked to help Healerswhen
they are shorthanded. Sometimes that |eads to some very intimate contact, for sometimesit iseasest to
lead someone to open his heart when he has been intimate in body. That is not dways, or even often, the
case; it truly depends on the kestra’ chern.”

Darian was perfectly capable of reading between the lines; but he dso thought about Lilly, how
she had used her crude skillsto keep the barbarians occupied with her and away from thevillage girls-
and he made amenta noteto tell Silverfox about her at some point.

“Asfor why Firesong choked - ” Now Silverfox grinned. “ Starfall initidly had a- how shdl | put
this? - asomewhat narrow and distorted view of my profession, and said some misguided things about
my relationship with Firesong.”

“Starfal nearly had alitter of kittens,” Nightwind said rudely. “And what he said doesn’'t bear
repeating. Needlessto say, severa of your k’ Leshya compatriots had some choice words with him when
we found out.”

“Oh - oh!” Now Darian understood Firesong' s reaction - hearing hisfather go from disapproval
to camly mentioning aroom for Silverfox’s clients -

| think I’ d have choked, too.

Snowfire snickered. There was no other word for the sound he made. “ Don’t misunderstand
me,” hesad, “I admire Starfall immensely, but he has been known to get pig-headed about some things.”

“So you will recognize the sametrait in the son,” Silverfox said smoothly. “1 am glad, however,
that there are no misunderstandings now; we have afull plate, which will be fuller yet if those threstened
barbarians should appear.”

They al nodded, but it was Darian who broke the silence that followed that statement. “I’ ve put
it off long enough, | guess,” he said, mostly to Snowfire and Nightwind. “I’ d better take care of one last
thing before | discover | haven't got thetimefor it.”

“What'sthat? Snowfire asked.

Darian made aface of distaste. “ Tomorrow |I’d better put in an official appearancein Errold’'s
Grove”

Nine



Keishakept hersdf busy, trying not to miss Shandi too much. Midsummer Faire came and went
(Keisha stayed away, except for asingletrip around the traders booths), with no further signsfrom the
mysterious Hawkbrothers and the absent Dorian Firkin except for the frequent overhead flights of
gryphons, sometimes bearing burdens, sometimes not. Lord Breon’s son came to the Faire representing
hisfather, “ sdlected” the wedding-shawl that had been especidly made for him (with no indication that he
realized his selection had been carefully steered). Vaan of Kemskeep assured everyone that, yes, the
Hawkbrothers were in the process of setting up their settlement, and yes, Darian Firkin was with them.
Asto when hewould reintroduce himself to Errold’ s Grove, that, Va didn’t know. He had seen them,
met with them on severd occasions, even been to their settlement, so he could at least testify to that
much.

Keshadidn’'t much blame Darian for not showing up immediately and putting himsdf & the
disposd of thevillage. If she werein hisposition, she' d givethem agreat dedl of timeto settle themselves
down before she cameto visit. Thevillage of Errold’ s Grove was entirely too keyed up about the return
of their peregrinating son for her liking.

Fortunately, the excitement of Midsummer Faire, with Vd in attendance, twice the usua number
of Hawkbrother-traders, and severd entirely new traders up out of the south, gave the villagers plenty to
spend their excitement (and money) on.

Keishawouldn’t have stayed so much away from the Faire, but after the first few candlemarks,
she discovered that she couldn’t tolerate the press of people. She retreated to her workshop, discovered
during the excitement of the games and contests that even that wasn't far enough, and removed hersdlf to
the woods until the contests were over. Increasingly, Keisha suffered from headache, upset ssomach,
general nervousness when she was around two or more people - and she had no idea how to make it
stop. Her best shelters were her workshop and the forest, and of the two, she preferred the forest, for in
her workshop she was easy to find, and during the Faire people seemed to think it was their duty to coax
her to attend.

She kept away from her family, too, as much as possible. In fact, even the outwardly peaceable
Fellowship folk were something of atria to be around, for beneath their placid exteriorslurked astew of
complicated emotions. Evidently there were some members of the group for whom aplacid lifeand an
absence of outward conflict was more of atrid than arguments would have been! Fortunately, she could
get her medswithout having to stay at thetable.

She salved her conscience by providing her family with food instead of her physical help - greens
and herbs from her garden, other foodstuffs from the bounty given her by her patients. They seemed to
fear that now that she was on her own, shewasin serious danger of starving to death. Every day saw a
rough, temporary container plaited of green reeds or made of giant leaves stitched together left on her
doorstep, containing something to eat - aloaf of fresh bread, around pat of fresh-churned buitter,
fresh-picked vegetables, amesat or berry pie, ahaf-dozen eggs- if it wasedible, it generdly ended up in
abasket on her doorstep. Sooner or later the bounty would probably dry up, but while it continued,
sharing it with her family soothed the pangs of conscience for “ deserting” them.

It wasjust that at the moment, it was harder than ever for her to be around them. Two of her
brothers were trying to court the same girl, which led to agreat ded of masculine head-butting, snorting,
and prancing around the dinner table. The youngest two were in the stage of adolescent revolt, which
meant agreat deal of conflict with her father. Her Mum was worried because they’ d gotten only two
letters from Shandi, and both were very brief. Keishawasn't at al surprised, consdering the daily round
of chores and classes Shandi described! Shandi wasn't spoiled, but she'd never had to work thishard in
her lifel There seemed to be agreat deal of book-learning, too, which was not Shandi’ s strongest suit.

Befair, Keisha She's not adunce either. She would just rather do handiwork than bookwork.

At least they’ d done the wisest thing at that Collegium, so far as Shandi’ s chore-assignments
went, and put her to work on sewing and mending for her share of the daily work. By now they had
probably discovered that with Shandi’ s nimble fingers on the job, they didn’t need to assgn anyone dse
the sewing taskd!



Mum worried, though, and that made Keisha' s somach ache, which made it impossible for her
to eat, which made Mum worry more, and - well, Keisha began to look for reasons to be away from the
dinner table.

It certainly is convenient how many little accidents occur around dinnertime.

Infact, it was getting so she could find those little accidents before anyone came to fetch her -
granted, though, she was looking for them. But when it came to baby’ s colic or mother’ s burned hand,
brother’ stumble from atree, father’ swork-related blisters or sister’ s bad sunburn, Keisha had never
been so attentive to the needs of the village. Small wonder she was getting little gifts|eft on the doorstep.

In the afterglow of mingled pleasure and exhaustion that followed the Faire, the only topics of
discussion among the villagerswere VA’ s betrothed, the pledging of two of the village couples, and the
resounding success of trading. For the moment, they had forgotten to fret about Darian and the
Hawkbrothers, the wesather, the harvest, or the level of theriver. All of these were safe enough topics not
to cause argument, and laden with contentment rather than worry; Keishawoke on the third morning
after Midsummer, looking forward to afew more days without headaches.

Shewas out in her garden when the unusua sound of hoofbeats on the path behind her made her
look up - to find hersdlf staring up at astrange, deerlike anima with long, curved hornsand a
Hawkbrother on its back. She gaped at him stupidly, her mind gone blank.

“Heylal” therider said, cheerfully, in very good Vademaran. “1 am looking for someone of
authority in Errold’s Grove to ddliver amessage to. Some children sent me here”

That, at least, brought her out of her daze. She stood up, wiping her hands on her garden-smock.
“The Mayor is probably checking theirrigation mill,” she said, thinking out loud. “1 know the priest is
vigting asick farmer. Will | do?1’m sort of the Hedler.”

“Asauredly,” the Hawkbrother replied. “It's smple enough. We of k' Vademar Vde arefindly
settled in, and | wastold to say that the Elders of the Vae and Mage Darian will come tomorrow to
present themsalves as new neighborsto you. They told meto tell you that there is no need to make a
great event of this, or specid preparations. We waited until after the Faire so as not to disrupt your
celebration.”

She gared at him for amoment, before sammering areply. “ Ah - that will be fine, wonderful!”
she managed.

“I'll go find the Mayor and let him know right now! Who shdll | say gave the message?”

Therider had dready given some subtle signd to his mount; it was ten paces back up the path
before she got out the last word of her reply. The rider called back over his shoulder.

“I am Wintersky k' Vala- and thank you for taking the message for me!l” His beast legped into a
gdlop, and he vanished into the forest.

Shedidn’'t wait any longer hersdlf; the Mayor needed to hear thisright away. Shetore off her
smock and left it in the middle of the garden, pelting down the path toward the river asfast as her feet
could carry her.

She intercepted the Mayor and the blacksmith on the path leading to theriver. They were their
way back from their weekly ingpection of the mill that kept the vegetable fields nearest the village
irrigated - the ones on the other side of theriver, being a alower level, could be watered naturdly. She
waved her arm wildly at him as soon as she saw him and increased her speed; he stopped immediately, a
look of worry jJumping into hiseyes.

She might have been running, but not long enough to be the least winded. She didn’t wait for him
to ask what waswrong. “A message came from the Hawkbrothers, sir!” she called, as she cameto ahalt
on thepath in front of him. “The new ones, the oneswith Darian Firkin! They’ re coming here tomorrow
to meet you!”

Theworry changed immediately to pleasure. “Finaly!” he exclaimed. Then the worry returned.
“But tomorrow? How can we make proper preparations with such short notice?’

“The Hawkbrother - he said he was Wintersky k'Vaa- said hewastold to tell you that thisisn't
aforma mesting, that you aren’t to make abig fuss over it - ” But she saw she might just aswell have
been talking to awall and stopped trying. The Mayor was off in atangle of plans and preparations, and



probably wouldn't believe that the Hawkbrother had said any such thing. In fact, he brokeinto atrot,
heading straight for the village square, probably with the intention of gathering every person of importance
in Errold’s Grove to see what they could put together for a“ proper” greeting committee.

The blacksmith was right behind him, too, but heading for his home. The news was about to
spread through the village by the fastest means possible. He was going to tell hiswife, who would
promptly start the news going in al directions. Wiveswere better than Heralds and Companions at
getting any news of any kind spread.

Which meant that Keisha could go back to her garden with agood conscience.

| only hopeit‘ll continue to stay my garden, shereflected, worried. Darian can’'t possibly
want the cottage back. No, surely not. He' s living with the Hawkbrothers.

Everyone in the village was awake before dawn. From the great oven of the village baker (who
was also the miller) came the scent, not only of bread, but of roasting meat. From dozens of hearthsrose
equally appetizing smells. From the other huge oven at the threshing barn came the aroma of cake and
pie. Errold’ s Grove was going to give afeast for Darian and his Hawkbrothers whether they wanted one
or not.

As soon asthefirst dawn light pierced the morning sky, groups of children streamed past
Keisha s cottage, heading for the forest, their voices shrill with excitement. They came back withina
candlemark, laden with boughs of greenery and bunches of long, trailing vines. Keishafollowed them and
joined the older children in decorating the square with the greenery, while dl the tables and benches that
had just been taken back into houses after the Faire were brought back out again and set up inthe
uareitsf.

By midmorning, most of the preparations were complete; food that didn’t need to be warm had
been brought to the Temple for later serving, the bowers and decorations were up, banners and flags
flew from windows looking out on the square, and asmall boy, giddy with pride at hisimportant
assgnment, was up in the Temple tower, watching for thefirst sgn of the Hawkbrothers.

Keisha sonly symptom so far was a knotted stomach and a faint headache; those she could bear
eadly enough, so she remained with the rest of the village, waiting in the square. After two fasedarms, at
midmorning the shout went up from the tower.

“They'recoming!” the boy shrilled. “Oh, thereé salot of them! And they'reriding on deer!”

Keisha s ssomach lurched, and she faded back into adoorway, while the Mayor gathered up his
cronies and hustled them up onto alow platform left over from the Faire at the end nearest the Temple.
Moments later, the visitorsrode into the square.

A spontaneous cheer burst out, making their mounts start. The visitors seemed pretty startled,
too, at least to Kelsha s eyes, but they kept their composure in spite of al the noise. She saw two of the
onesinthelead - athin, but good-looking young man about her own age and adignified, craggily
handsome older man with long, silver-white hair - put their heads together for aquick consultation. The
young man gestured discreetly at the platform, the older man nodded, and they led the entire group
toward the waiting Mayor.

The Mayor stood nervoudly clasping his hands as they approached him and his group. The
cheering died down when the visitors dismounted and made the last few steps afoot.

The Mayor had probably memorized a grand speech, but his efforts were entirely set at naught,
for the first words out of his mouth were“ By Haven, Darian! Isthat redly you? Y ou're - bigger!”

The younger man laughed and held out his hand, clasping the Mayor’ sfirmly. “ Boys have a habit
of growing up, Lutter,” he replied, hiswarm, deep voice very amused. He shook the Mayor’ s hand.
“What are you, Mayor now? Good for you; I'm not surprised. Congratulations!”

Mayor Lutter flushed, and plainly made the decision to discard his planned speech, sincethe
atmosphere of great dignity and importance he had been trying to establish was spoiled anyway. “Good
to have you here again. Now, who are these fine folks?’

Darian introduced them, and Keishatook careful note of their names. The older man was Starfall
k’Vda, an Adept, clearly one of the men in charge, and dressed in atunic and breeches of exotic color
and cut. A fellow who was dressed like the Hawkbrothers she was used to seeing was identified as



Snowfirek’Vaa, and alady with night-black hair and sharp blue eyes as his mate, Nightwind k'’ Leshya.
She wasgiven thetitle of trondi’irn, whatever that was. But the next two to be introduced had every eye
inthevillagefairly popping from its socket, Keisha sincluded.

“Thisis Healing Adept Firesong k' Treva, and the kestra’ chern Silverfox k' Leshya,” Darian sad
proudly, gesturing to the pair. Slverfox would have sartled dmost anyonein Errold’ s Grove with his
appearance. Hisblack, slver-streaked hair was so long it touched the back of his knees, and he wore it
unbound, flowing asloose asamaiden’s. His elaborately brocaded, deeveless vest of green and teal
could only be sk, aswere the emerald shirt with itswide deeves, and the matching, tight-fitting breeches.
Keishayearned to examine the silk brocade more closdly, and hisleather knee-bootsfit so smoothly they
must have been tailored to hislegs done.

But Silverfox paed in comparison with Firesong . . .

Firesong' sslver hair was just aslong as Silverfox’s, but he sported abraid on either sde of his
face, with strands of crystal beads, slver chains, and tiny bells braided into them. His shirt of emerald
green was embroidered dl over in apattern of blue, green, and silver feathers. Its pendulous deeves
reached down to hisknees, and it was held in close to his body with asilver belt in the form of two birds,
whose tails flowed together at the back and whose beaks hooked together in the front. He wore
loose-fitting silk breeches tucked into green boots with silver ornaments down each side. But the
crowning touch, the object that set him apart from everyone e se, was the mask that he wore, completely
covering hisface.

It seemed to be of metal, and yet it wasfar too flexible to be of that substance. Patterned in
glittering slver, with touches of shining emerad and sparkling sgpphire, its ornamentation echoed the
feather-embroidery of histunic, giving him the look of afantastic bird.

It was the mask that did it, that told her that this was the Firesong, the famous Adept who trained
Princess Elspeth, who helped save Vademar in the Great War, who then helped save it again from the
mage-storms. . . .

“I am quite pleased to vidt this place,” Firesong was saying, pretending to ignore the fact that he
wasthe center of everyone's gaze. “I understand that the wizard who helped to save your village was
someone | had the honor of meeting avery long time ago. Justyn, wasn't it?’

Keishawondered why that casua remark would make Mayor L utter pale, but the man regained
his composure after amoment of coughing. “Ah, yes, Wizard Justyn - he was young Ddian’ sfirst Master
- that’ s his statue, there, facing the bridge, you know - seemed the most appropriate place - least we
could do to honor hismemory -~

Mayor Lutter pointed, and naturally everyone turned to look, in spite of the fact that most people
here were asfamiliar with the statue as they were with the members of their families. Of course, from this
angle, dl anyone saw wasthe back of the statue, but at least it was evident that the statue was a pretty
good one. It should be, considering it had been done by the same artist who made all the religious atues
hereabouts, and not by the fellow that Mayor Lutter originally wanted to hire, a dauber who usually
carved and painted inn signs. Lutter had been overruled by nearly everyone. Keisha saw Darian nod to
himsdf, with apleased little smile.

Mayor Lutter till seemed shaken. “ Ah - you sent word not to make any specia preparations -
but we couldn’t - you know - we' ve prepared afeast in your honor - he ssammered. The women
waiting near the Templetook that for an order, and started bringing out dishes. Thingswere abit
confused for amoment, then the Mayor’ swife Mandy took charge and got everything set to rightsand
organized. Tables and benches placed on the platform were quickly covered with clean white cloths, and
the vistorswere guided to their seats. Everyone el se scrambled for seats down bel ow, asthe young
women and wives appointed as servers began bringing out food.

Keishawould have taken this opportunity to dip away, but Mandy L utter wasn't having any of
thet.

“Thereyou are!” said the reedy voice as Keishatried to ease her way out of the crowd.

Mandy’ sthin, hard hand seized her arm, and the Mayor’ swife pulled Keisha up toward the platform.
Keisha wanted to jerk her arm free and run off, but that would have been unbearably rude, so she



alowed Mandy to hustle her up onto the platform and into a seet.

“This sKeishaAlder, our Hedler,” Mandy proclamed. “I’'m afraid she'sabit shy.” Kelsha
moved to protest, but was stilled by Mandy’ s sharp glance.

Keishalooked cautioudy about, and discovered she' d been seated between two of the visitors;
Darian was on her right, and the lady with the black hair was on her left. And curioudy, as she got
control over her own nerves, she redlized that the nausea and headache she’ d been suffering from ever
since she woke up were - gone!

“ - Ke will bearriving alittlelater,” the woman was saying to the Mayor. “He wanted to run his
morning patrol before coming here, and that seemed like awise courseto us.”

Keishawondered who “Kd” was, but she didn’t get achance to speculate, for Darian addressed
her just as the woman went on to talk about the bondbirds.

“I’ve been told that you have the old cottage that | used to share with Justyn,” the young man
sad, with afriendly enough smile. But immediately Keishaworried. Did he want it back?

“Yees” shereplied carefully. “No onewasusing it - you don't mind, | hope?’

He chuckled, and his eyes crinkled at the corners. “Why should | mind? It'sniceto know it isn’t
gtting empty, or worse, fdleninto aruin. | just hope you' ve managed to make more of it than wedid.”

“Peoplefixed it up for me. They fixed the wals, the roof, everything,” shetold him, and hesitated
amoment. “I don’'t suppose you' d want to seeit, would you?’

Hisfacelit up with hissmile. “Actudly, yes| would, quite abit. | wastrying to think of away to
ask youif | could.”

“I'will - if you'll let me see the gryphon up close!” she said, suddenly thinking of away to achieve
her own wish.

Now Darian laughed. “ L et? Havens, when he comesin from patrol, you'll have ahard time
keeping him away! If there sonething that Kel loves, it'san audience.”

That led her to questions about gryphonsin genera and Kd - or “Kevren” ashisnameredly
was - in particular. Darian was perfectly willing to answer them, and while he wastaking, she didn’t
haveto.

Darian was avast improvement over her brothers, both in manners and appearance. He never
interrupted, passed platters without being asked, offered food to her before taking some himsdlf, and
never hegped his plate with the best cuts. He used knife and fork properly, didn’t wipe his mouth on his
cuff, and didn’t make sarcastic or cutting remarks, even when Mayor L utter was holding forth with great
pomposity on things he obvioudy knew nothing about. When that happened, he just exchanged ooks
with others of his party, and hid his smile by turning his heed.

Asfor gppearance - well, Keishadidn't blame the rest of the girlsfor competing to serve him,
nor did she blame them for their posing, their flirtatious glances, their outright adoration in some cases. He
was redlly one of the best-looking young men she' d ever seen, and the leather Hawkbrother clothing with
itsfringes, beadwork, and tooling only gave him an exctic touch that was very dtractive.

He seemed completely obliviousto their attemptsto catch his eye, though. Mature and
self-possessed, he managed to pay attention to Keisha' s questions and to the discussions that the
Hawkbrother Elders and the village officid s were having at the same time. She was used to having to
listen to more than one conversation at the same time, since she often had two or more people babbling
at her about anillness or injury, but she’ d never known anyone else to have that gift.

Well, maybe he' stoo busy with that to pay any attention to the girls. Or maybe he’ sused to
admiration. At least he doesn’t seem vain about it, if heis.

“The bondbirds are mostly in the trees around the edge of the villageright now,” hesaid, in
answer to her last question. “No reason to cal them in, and too many strangers make some of them
nervous. Firesong is enough strangenessfor dl of you to handle, | think!”

“You haveabhird, don't you?’ she asked.

“Of course! | couldn’'t be a Hawkbrother without one!l” he laughed. “His nameis Kuari, and he's
an owl. He sfledged of Snowfire' stwo birds. When we ve got lots of space, I'll cdll himiniif you'd like
to seehim. Heisredly far too big to cal into acrowd.”



“What'sit like, having abondbird?’ she asked curioudy. “Isit something like having a
Companion?’

“Huh. A hit, I'd guess. The bond strengthens with time; in the beginning, you have to work to talk
to them, but after ayear or so, they’ re alwaysin your head and you' d have to work to keep them out -
assuming you' d want to.” Heraised hiseyebrows. “I can’t imagine why anyone would want to, though.
They're so different from humansthat it isn't like having someone eavesdropping on you.” He warmed to
his subject. “ Their needs are very different from ahuman’s, and their interests - it’' sonly because they are
bred to be extremdly intelligent that they have much in common with usat al. Have you ever been around
ordinary birdsof prey at dl?’

“Not redly,” she admitted. “In fact, the only raptors |’ ve ever seen up close have been a couple
of bondbirds, the onesthat come with Hawkbrothers who' ve brought thingsto trade.” She offered a
dow amile. “I redly like Steddmind’ s buzzard, he' sso cam.”

He chuckled. “Y ou haven’t missed much with ordinary raptors. Oh, they are beautiful, graceful,
and amazing to watch, but thereisn’t much room in those heads for anything except hunting, breeding,
and surviva skills. They' re very focused. That’sthe way Nightwind putsit. Bondbirds are less focused,
but they do haveintelligence and the ability to socidize, and not just with us. They play gamesand
socidize with other bondbirds, and not just of the same breed. They have to be able to do that, or they
couldn’t work together - and too many of them would be on the dinner menu for the biggest of them, if
they didn’t have that ability to tell friend from food!”

She difled alaugh. “I never thought about it that way.”

“Believeme, it'squitetrue.” His attention wandered for amoment, as he caught part of one of
the other ongoing conversations. It was only for amoment, though, and it came right back to her. “When
you seethe size of Kuari, you' Il understand. Honestly, I’ m not strong enough to hold him for long without
something to help support hisweight.”

That candid remark surprised and charmed her. She couldn’t imagine any of the young men she
knew admitting they weren't strong enough to do something.

By thistime, the medl wasjust about over; the last of the dishes were whisked away to make
way for bowls of fruit and pitchers of wine. “Would you like to see the cottage now?’ she asked, and
when he hesitated, she assured him, “ There won't be any serioustalk going on yet. Mayor Lutter won't
want any redl discussions of anything happening in front of the wholevillage.” Shelistened amoment to
the Mayor’ s current topic, the past Midsummer Faire. “He son the Faire. The next thing will be the
harvest, and the number of traders he expects. HE Il be priming your people for suggestions later about
what they might bring to trade on aregular schedule. Y ou can see the cottage and be back before he gets
onto the next thing.”

“That soundsfine, let'sdip off.” Herose from his seet at the sametimethat shedid. Heset out in
exactly theright direction, and it took her amoment to remember that he had lived here for years, so of
course he would know where the cottage was!

“Well,” he exclaimed, asthey approached the workshop. “Y ou were right about people fixing it
up. It certainly never looked thisgood when | lived here.”

Shefet abit of pardonable pride, for it was anest little place now, with the stone walls scrubbed
and morning glories and moonflower vines climbing up the trellises she' d built on either side of the door.
The thatch had been patched and freshly trimmed last fdl, too, and this spring she' d painted the shutters
white.

“Show me around the outside first,” Darian urged. Always happy to show off her garden, Keisha
took him around to the back.

“Oh, thisisgood,” he exclaimed, asthe garden cameinto view. “What have you got here?’
Without waiting for her reply, he walked carefully around the beds, identifying plants doud. “ Feverfew,
wormwood, basil, thyme, lobelia, comfrey - Keishawas impressed, for she would never have thought
he' d have any knowledge of herbs. “I must say, I'm glad Justyn didn’t have dl this.”

“Why?" she asked, Sartled.

“Because then | wouldn’t have had so many excusesto go out into the forest,” he replied with



perfect logic. “Keisha, you ve done some remarkable things here. Thisiswonderful from the point of
view of having suppliesat hand.”

“Andtotrade,” she pointed out. “1’m able to get some things by swapping with traders that come
here. Perfume oils are popular, and dyes, of course.”

“Of course.” Hetook another long look around the garden, nodding. “ So, why don’t you show
me what you've donewith theinsde?’

His grin as soon as he entered the door made her flush with pride, and shewas very glad she'd
cleaned everything thoroughly last night. “Good job. Really good job. Y ou've made this placeinto afine
home and workshop.”

“I had help,” she began shyly, but he shook his head.

“| see one person’s hand everywhere,” he began, but atap on the doorframe interrupted him.

The Hawkbrother woman - Nightwind - stood there. She said something quickly inthe
Hawkbrother tongue; he nodded and turned back to Keisha.

“Nightwind saysthat L utter wants to speak with me, and she wants to have aword with you,” he
told her. “Right now, she says - whilethings are still quiet.”

“Me?" she squeaked, surprised once again. “Why?’

He shrugged helplesdy. “I suspect that’ sto be between Nightwind and you. I’ [l seeyou later,
when Kd comesin.”

With that, he dipped past Nightwind, who entered and closed the door behind her.

“Y ou need not look so gpprehensive,” thewoman said, in dow, careful Vademaran. “| think that
thismay be avery welcome conversation for you.”

Keishaswallowed, and recaled her manners. “Will you st down? Can | offer you something to
drink?’

“After that feast?” Nightwind laughed. “Thank you - but no. | shall sit, however.”

Shetook one of the two chairs at the cold hearth; warily, Keishatook the other.

“I have spoken with Heder Gil,” Nightwind said, with no warning, and Keisha tifled agroan.
“Nay, do not look so stricken! | am akind of Hedler, asis Adept Firesong; we believe that together we
can supply the teaching that you lack.”

Before Keisha had time to react, Nightwind went on. “Y ou do not know how close you cameto
turning into ahermit,” she said soberly. “Y ou have been feding unwell around others, have you not? That
is because you have never learned to shield.”

“Shieds? Y ou know what that means?’ Keishawas too excited by thisto be annoyed and
embarrassed now. “| haven't been able to make any sense out of what wasin the books, and | knew it
wasimportant, but Gil couldn’t explain and - ” She stopped hersdlf, took a deep breath, and told hersalf
to calm down. “So that iswhy | get upset when other people are upset?’

“Exactly.” Nightwind relaxed just atrifle. “ And you will be getting your first lesson from me, right
now. | put ashield around you at the feast; now you will learn to make your own.” She studied Keisha's
face. “I think you will learn quickly, and it isa good thing that you are a Hedler, rather than an Empath.

Y ou dready are grounded and centered.”

Those were two more terms that hadn’t been explained in the Hedlers' texts. “What does that
mean?’ she asked, determined to indeed begin her lessons at once.

“When you are working here, when you arein the forest - you fedl a strong connection to the
earth, do you not?’ Nightwind asked, and Keishanodded eegerly.

“I’ve never even dreamed of flying,” she confessed. “I dream about being atree, aredly huge
tree, with roots going dl the way down into the heart of the earth.”

“Empaths must learn to ground and center themselves, to create that connection to the earth,”
Nightwind told her. “Heders - those with the Gift - are born with it. They just haveto learn to identify it,
srengthenit. So - firgt, | will take the shield from you, and | wish you to do just that. Find that tie and
wait amoment. | will touch your mind with mine, and show you the strength of the earth about you, and
how to pull that strength into yourself.”

Keishawas too excited now to be apprehensive; she had aways enjoyed learning, and now she



was about to be given the keysto mysteriesthat had frustrated her for years. She closed her eyesand
sought that gtill, deep place within hersalf where her tree-dreams came from. It was easy enough to
touch, but amoment after she did so, something strange happened.

There was something - someone? - there aswell. Something that wasn't her.

:Good,: she heard, startled, insde her head. : So you have exactly the sense of self that you
need already! And you are hearing me in words?:

Cautioudy, shetried to form her reply inthe same way she“heard” it. : Yes. What isthis?:

‘Thisis Mindspeech, so besides being aHedler, you are d'so aMindspesker. That isnot always,
or even often, the case. It will make things easier for both of us.

Ah, let “ me* come closer, and touch “ me“ so that you see through “ my” eyes.:

Keishaforced herself to relax asthe aien presence somehow moved closer to her, and then -

“Oh, my!” she exclamed involuntarily; her eyesflew open, and shefdt disoriented, seeing things
in the strangest kind of double-vision, hersdlf looking a Nightwind looking at hersalf -

She didn’'t haveto betold to close her eyes again; she squeezed them shut as her ssomach
churned. Nightwind also closed her eyes, making things easier. . Nightwind waited patiently until her
insdes settled, then opened her own eyes. :Now, see what | am seeing? Thisis just the surface of the
world. Thisishow a Healer seesit, with the Oversight.:

The world was suddenly divewith light, dl colors of light; to Nightwind' seyes, Keishahad a
halo of emerad green, the seedlings growing on the window ledge had asmilar hdo of light, though
weaker. Keishahad a sudden flash of memory. She had seen the world like this before, but she had
rgjected it asan hdlucination.

“Let metry by mysdf!” she demanded, and Nightwind pulled away. She opened her eyesand,
with amenta twist, brought this new kind of vison into focus.

It worked! With agasp, she saw the world about her asaweb of light and energy. She got up
and went to the window that overlooked her garden; it was unbelievable! And not only could she seethe
light, but -

“I cantdl which plantsaren’t doing well!” she exclamed.

“Andif | wereill, you would seethat,” Nightwind agreed. “Now | want you to touch the place
wherethe light is strongest - no, with your mind, not your hand! Touch it, and bring it into yourself. Here,
waich me”

Obediently, Keishaused this new sight to watch her teacher; it took some time before she caught
the trick of what Nightwind was doing, but when shetried it tentatively, she had yet another surprise.

Not suddenly, but dowly, gently, awarmth and well-being began to fill her, in away that defied
description. The closest wasto Stting by awarm fire on acold night, or in the sunshine on a spring day
after along, hard winter. It was not arush of fedling. Thiswas more like the easy misting of agood,
soaking rain, permeating the thirgting earth. It filled places she hadn’t known were empty until now.

Nightwind said nothing, waiting as Keisha sat with closed eyes, very nearly in atrance. Findly it
was Keisha hersdlf, fedling that she had been “filled” to capacity, who opened her eyes and spoke.

“What did | just do?’

“What every Hedler does; you replenished yoursdlf from the earth,” Nightwind told her. “Now,
the next thing you need to know, and urgently, is how to shield. Thiswill put abarrier between you and
other people. If you are going to stay sane, you will have to make this as much apart of you as breathing,
and only let it down when you want and need to, in order to sense what iswrong with a patient. Now -
herel put an artificia “edge’ around you. Seeit?’

It wasa*“thickening” of the glow around her, asthin as a piece of paper. Keisha nodded.

“Now take your own energy, and put it there. Makeit into armor - makeit tough, flexible, and
strong. Concentrate! Make it tough enough to keep me out of you. | will begin pushing onit, and you
must keep me out.”

Impossible to describe in words, except the ones that Nightwind had just used - but very red
and very palpable - Keisha“felt” the barrier she was creating. As she made it stronger, she “felt”
something outsde of it, pushing on it; in response, she poured more of her energy into it. She sensed it



trying to tear aholein the barrier, she responded by doing something she couldn’t even have described,
making the outside dippery, too dippery to catch hold of. The presence outside changed tactics,
hammering blows on barrier; rather than hardening it, she responded by making it astic, giving under the
blows and absorbing the force.

Nightwind laughed, and the force vanished. Keishawaited.

“That was very good for abeginner,” Nightwind said, tossing her hair over her shoulder. “Infact,
| suspect that you have been doing something dl adong, learning how to partialy shield just under the
pressure of the people around you. That would aso be typica for apartly trained Hedler. Leavethe
barrier in place, Keisha. You need it.”

Keisha had been about to try to make the barrier go away, and obediently |eft it done.

“Now drop your Oversight; just look at theworld again.”

Keishahad to close her eyesto do that, but after amoment of effort, when she opened them
again, theworld went back to looking norma. Nightwind smiled cheerfully.

“Thiswill be much easier than either of usthought,” she assured Keisha. “ So - pack up enough
for atrip of afew days. Y ou will be coming back to k' Vademar Vaewith us.” Sheactualy grinned as
Keisha s mouth dropped. “ Oh, you are about to receive some very intense training! And do not worry
about your village; we will make certain that if you are needed, we will have you hereintimeto help. And
thisisabetter compromise, | think, than sending you far away to the great Collegium. Yes?’

Keisha could only nod dumbly. After al, hadn’t this been what she wanted? Now she would
actualy get the training she needed without having to leave the area.

But going to live with Hawkbrothers - She could hardly imagineit. And what would the
villagerssay?

Mum isgoing to have alitter of kittens.

“I am going to rgoin the rest of our group,” Nightwind told her. “1 will inform your Mayor and so
forth that you will be coming with uswhen weleave.”

Well, at least | won't have to!

“I will tell him that thisisaso at the orders of Healer Gil and Lord Breon,” Nightwind added, and
her eyes twinkled with suppressed laughter. “1 suspect that will put an end to any objections before they
gart. Pack carefully. Take only what you think you most will need and will not find inour Vae. We will
take care of most everything, even clothing, if you like. I will come get you when we areready to leave.”

With that, Nightwind rose and | eft, leaving Keishafeding asif area wind had blownin, turned
everything upside down, and left again.

But, oh - it felt so good!

Ten

Keisha decided that the most important things to pack were her books - the ones that had
baffled and frustrated her for so long. Hopefully Nightwind would be able to explain them aswell as she
had explained shid ding She wrapped them carefully, then packed up enough of her clothing for afew
days, and as an afterthought, added her workbasket. She doubted that she' d have any time to do any
fancy work, but if shefound hersdf with time on her hands and nothing to do, she’' d be angry at hersdlf
for not bringingit.

That didn’t take very long, and shelooked around for anything el se to take with her. Plants?
Seeds? Presumably the Hawkbrothers had plenty of medicina plants of their own -

The Herbal. We can compare notes, and if they don’'t have some of my plants, we can get
young plants out of the garden when they bring me back.

So into the bag of books went the Herbal, and she considered bringing a gift with her. After al,
that was the only polite thing for aguest to do, bring aguesting-gift. But what could she bring that they
didn’'t dready have and plenty of it?“

The scarlet dye! After all, everyone liked agood, strong scarlet, and she had a brand-new cake,
bought at avery generous discount, besides the ample portion left from her experiments. She wrapped



the cake carefully in paper then in ascrap of cloth, and tucked that in with the rest.

With nothing more that she could think of, she went out to set up the garden to take care of itsdlf
for afew days. She and the potter had an arrangement. All of the big storage jars that came out of the
kiln with hairline cracks became hers, and she tested them to ensure that the leaks were very dow
indeed. Then she moved them into the garden and placed them at intervals dong the rows of plants.
Normally she kept them covered and empty, but if she knew she was going to be busy for severa days
running, shefilled them with water and left them. The dow leakswould drip water into the ground,
keeping the plants watered without her needing to ask someone to tend them.

Tedious asthejob was - well, it wastimeto fill thejars, then transplant al the seedlings she had
in the cottage into the garden. At least it would fill the time and keep her from chewing her nalls, waiting.

Thejarswerefull, and she was mindlessy arranging and rearranging her shelves when Nightwind
findly tapped on the door again.

“Areyou ready?’ the woman asked as Keishaturned to face her. Keishalicked dry lipsand
nodded.

“It' sdmost sunset. Areyou realy going to travel in the dark?” she asked, not quite certain of the
journey ahead of her.

“Darkness doesn’t make much difference to the dyheli,” Nightwind replied, as Keishatook up
her bundled belongings and hurried outside.

“Arewegoing to follow dyheli?” Keshaasked, right on Nightwind' s heds.

“No, dear, we re going to ride them,” the woman said, managing somehow not to sound
patronizing. Keisha halted abruptly when she redlized that the entire group was right at her doorstep,
patiently waiting for her. Her usua hesitation around strangers came back redoubled. Shefelt too frozen
to move with al those eyes on her, but Darian came to her rescue, taking the bundles from her hands
before she could drop them, smiling encouragingly at her. “Comeon, I'll introduce you to your dyheli,”
he said, taking her hand and giving it alittle tug to get her moving. As soon as shetook the first step, he
dropped her hand again, as casually as he had taken it. She followed him to one of the horned animdls,
who looked at her with interest from intelligent brown eyes. “Keisha, thisisMeree” he said, exactly asif
he was introducing two people. “ She' |l be taking you to k'Vademar Vae.”

'You have a quiet mind,: said aclear voicein her head. :1 shall enjoy bearing you.:

Keshafdt her eyeswidening. “Shetaks!” Keshablurted without meaning to.

Darian, blesshim, did not laugh at her. “ Just like a Companion,” he said cheerfully, “though
dyhdli talk to anyone that they choose to, and Companions normally only talk to their Heralds. You'll
like Meree, she' svery interested in herb-Healing. Y ou might know some things growing around here that
shedoesn't, and vice versa. You' |l have plenty to talk about asyou travel, at least.”

The notion of trading herb-knowledge with adeer dmost made her laugh nervoudy, yet she kept
it back. But after al, why not discuss herb-knowledge with someone who happened to have four feet
instead of two? Certainly she ought to warn Meree about the sheep-sorrel fungus.

Darian made a cup of hishands, and boosted K eisha up into the saddle; there were stirrups,
though they were loops of leather rather than metal, and she had alittle trouble getting her feet into them.
He fastened her belongings behind the odd saddle; the dyheli did not have abridle or reins, only akind
of handle at the front of the saddie for her to dip her hand into. She hadn’t ridden enough to fedl
comfortable even on so familiar a creature as a pony, so shedid just that, immediately.

Darian swung into a saddle on a handsome stag with such effortless grace that she felt
embarrassed that she had been so clumsy. But after all, she consoled hersdlf, he's been riding around
Valdemar for four years; he ought to be good at this.

:Don’'t worry, child,: Meree said sympeatheticdly into her mind. : Tayledras are masters at
making people feel selfconscious. They don’t mean to, it just happens.:

Oddly enough, the remark made her fed abit better, and she settled hersdlf, trying to get the fed!
of thesaddle.

That seemed to be the signa to move out; Darian hadn’t even settled into his saddle, and the
entire group launched off with agreat leap, at a pace that |eft her hanging on for dear life. She’ d expected



an easy amble. Instead, it was a bounding lope that bounced her backward and forward, throwing her
dternately toward the dyheli’ s rump, then toward the wickedly dangerous horns. This - can’t be
comfortable for either of us -

:Move with me,: camethe patient voicein her head. :Here. Likethis.:

Thiswas unlike the way that Nightwind had smply touched her mind; the dyheli seized her mind
in agentle but implacable menta grip, and she found her body moving under someone else's control for a
few moments. It happened too quickly for her to panic; shetook note of the way her body now felt, how
it moved - for she could fedl, even if she didn’'t have control - and just as abruptly, Meree released her.

It took afew momentsfor her to get hersalf properly coordinated, but once she got the knack of
it, everything fdl into place and she began to enjoy hersdf. Shewas going far faster than she hersdf could
run, with thewind of their passing in her face and hair, the foret al around her. Shefdt the dyhdli’s
powerful muscles moving under her legs and hands, and the thought came to her that Meree was far
stronger than she looked.

By the time she was comfortable with riding, they werewell into the forest, far enough that she
didn't immediately recognize exactly where they were. They might even be past the areas she was
familiar with by now. It was aready dusk benesth the trees, athick, blue dusk with aflavor of its own, of
old leaves, crushed evergreen needles, atouch of damp and the scent of sap. Overhead was the sound of
wings, as she looked around, she saw that many of the riders had a perch built onto the fronts or backs
of their saddles, and their birds perched there, taking the movement of the dyheli aseasily asthe
movement of abranch inthewind. If they weren't adeep, they were comfortable and relaxed.

So if the bondbirds were down here, with their riders - what was flying above?

:Kel. The gryphon,: Meree answered. :He' sthe one you hear. There are three owis as well,
but you won't hear them; owls fly silently.:

“Can you hear everything | think?’ Keishaasked, feding alittle nettled at thisintruson on her
thoughts.

:You aren’'t shielded, so of course | can. I'll stop if you want me to.: Meree sounded
perfectly indifferent, asif such athing wouldn't matter to the dyheli, but maybe that wasjust Keisha's
own shading on the answer.

Good question. Would it matter? Meree was unlikely to gossip about Keisha sinnermost
thoughts, after all.

'Y our innermost thoughts are of very littleinterest to me. Now, if you were amember of
k’Vademar herd, it would be different, but gossip about humansis, at the most, not even entertaining for
oneof us:

Keishahad avison of apair of dyheli with their heads together over aback fence, kerchiefstied
over their horns, gossiping like a pair of Errold’ s Grove matrons, and giggled. That destroyed any
annoyance she d been feding, and she attempted to frame her answer in thought, rather than speech.

‘What about “ gossip “ about plants ? Do you know about the fungus that grows on
sheep-sorrel?: Speaking thisway was easier than she had thought. Instead of having to say
“sheep-sorrel,” and then attempt to describe it and the fungus, she found she could just picture them
Clearly.

:Sheep-sorrel, yes, but what of this fungus?: Mereereplied, and they were off, with both
K eisha and Meree becoming more and more animated as the ride progressed. Keishalearned about half
adozen plants that she recognized, but hadn’t known usesfor; Meree learned even more from Keisha.
Meree referred to things not only by how they looked but how they tasted. Keishawished she had her
Herba handy. She wanted badly to make some notesin the blank pages.

:We can go over this later, when you can write and draw,: Meree promised.: You will have
thetime, | will seetoit, and | will not forget what you want to record.:

Kesharedized she had learned more about the Gift of Mindspeech in afew hours conversing
with Meree than she had gleaned in dl the books sent her by the Collegium. For instance, along with that
sample statement came attached information, that the dyheli, as a speciesthat had no way of recording
information, relied entirely on trained memory, so much so that Mereeliterdly could not forget unlessshe



choseto, or astronger mind took the memory from her. That another race, the kyree, dso trained their
memoriesin the sameway. Thisextrainformation just tagged dong with the rest, like lambs behind their
ewe, but just popped up in Keisha s memory as she examined the statement.

Theideamade Keshadizzy; imagine having entire libraries of knowledge right in your mind,
instead of having to look things up! How could anyone manage dl that? How did Meree keep it dl
draght?

:Look and see,: was Meree sreply, and she obligingly opened her mind to Keishawithout a
second thought. Keisha could only bear afew moments, but it was fascinating, with al the information
neetly arranged in aflexible web, so that many trains of thought would lead to aparticular bit of
knowledge, each bit led to othersthat were related, and new bits could be fitted in without stress.

Like game trailsin the forest, shethought, dizzied, as Meree closed off her mind again.

Very like,: Meree agreed, :Now, have you come across anything as a cure for wet-tail?:

By that timeit was s0 dark that Keisha couldn’t see anything, and she dlowed hersdlf to trust to
the Hawkbrothers around her and not worry about what might lie out there under the cover of shadows.
The conversation with Meree was fascinating enough to keep her attention, so much so that thetime
passed without her noticing how long the ride had been, until Meree said, :If you look ahead, you will
see the beacons atop the two rock spires that mark the entrance to k' Valdemar Vale.:

Sherosealittlein her stirrupsto look past the rider ahead of her - and sure enough, there were
two blue-white lightsin the distance, shining benegth the branches of the trees, with huge clouds of bugs
swarming around them, winking in and out of sght asthe light reflected from their wings. Now and again,
something larger flashed through - a bat, taking advantage of thisinsect feast. Asthey neared, she saw
that the lights were not as bright as she had thought; they only seemed that way in contrast to the
darkness. Nearer till, and she redized that they weren't lanterns or any other sort of light that she knew;
they were round balls, about the size of her fist, perched somehow on the tops of two rough-hewn pillars
of rock about three times the height of aman.

Thiswas certanly nothing like Errold’ s Grove!

The dyheli dowed asthey neared the pillars, until they were moving no faster than awalk. :You
will soon see hertad, so do not be alarmed,: Meree warned, and the image of the hertas cameto
Keshadong with the name. She was glad for that warning, for she would certainly have been darmed
otherwise! A manlike lizard with rows of sharp, pointed teeth that walked on its hind legswould qudify
asamongter by Errold' s Grove standards, and probably a dangerous one at that. But when thelittle
lizard-people crowded around the arriving riders at the entrance to the Vae, she managed to smile at
them, abat alittle nervoudy.

Darian joined her as soon as Meree stopped moving, and helped her to dismount. She
completely lost her nervousnessin the unexpected pain of her legs as she swung her off-sde leg over the
saddle and tried to dide down to the ground. Her legs absolutely refused to bear her weight, and they
hurt. Only hanging onto the saddle and Darian’ s support kept her from ending in a heap on the ground.

“Ooooh!” she groaned indignantly. “What happened? | thought | wasin good shape!”

“You are,” Darian said with sympathy. “ Y ou just aren’'t a dyheli-rider yet.” He held her steady as
her legs wobbled under her, and she took a couple of tentative steps away from Meree.

“I guess|’m not any kind of rider,” shereplied, as one of the lizardstook her bundles and the
dyhdi’s tack, and Meree moved off. Findly her legs stopped rebelling - though they were il horribly
sore - and she was able to hobble without assistance.

Thelizard whispered something musically to Darian; he replied in the same language, and it
scampered off with her things before she could stopit.

“I'll take you to the guest lodge,” Darian offered. “ That’ swhere the hertas istaking your
bundles”

“It hasabed, | hope,” she groaned. There must be wonders al around her, but at the moment
shewasin no condition to enjoy them.

Helaughed. “I think you need a soak in hot water more than abed.”

Theideaof ahot bath was heavenly - but - she thought she remembered something about the



Hawkbrothers and communal bathing, which did not appedl to her at all.

“I have an offer for you,” he said, interrupting the thought. “My homeis nearer than the guest
lodge - and you aren’t used to the customs of our hot pools. I'll set you up with a private bath and go on
to thelodge and see everything is ready therefor you. Then I’ll come back and get you.”

Disrobing in astranger’ s house and taking a bath there? And not just astranger, but a strange
male? Her mother would be scandalized, but again, thiswasn't Errold’ s Grove. The promise of ahot
bath - and the state of her sore muscles - decided her.

Besides, evenif | were as pretty as Shandi - which I’'mnot - at the moment I’ m sweaty,
dirty, and staggering. That’s hardly enticing.

“Thank you! Y ou are the most consderate person | have ever met!” she said fervently.

“Oh, you should meet some of the others before you say that,” hereplied lightly. “Here, come
thisway.”

Other than the two pillars, so far she hadn’'t seen any signsthat this place wasinhabited. Asshe
followed him up atwigting path, she fill didn’t see any kind of housing, though the path itself was
man-made and very ornamenta, with asparkling little stream crossing it severd times, dl manner of
fragrant flora, and baroque lanterns hanging from carved pogsts.

“| thought you were settling here,” she said. “Whereis everyone?’

“Up there,” he pointed, and she looked upward toward the trunk of the tree he indicated.

“There sahouse up therel” she exclamed involuntarily, stopping and staring in fascination.
Warm rounds and rectangles of light betrayed windows, and through the branches she glimpsed bits of
wallsand floor, and agtair spiraing around the trunk.

“Anekele,” he corrected. “ Almost everyone has an ekele; Hawkbrothers prefer to roost.” He
grinned. “The exceptions are the hertasi, who'd rather burrow, the kyree, who like caves, the k' Leshya
Kaed ain like Nightwind, who like homes built into the sdes of cliffs, and me.”

She was relieved to discover she wasn't going to have to climb one of those twisting Saircases.
With the way her legsfelt, shewasn't certain she’ d be able to make the trip!

“And hereweare,” he announced just then, gesturing grandly at atall mound of leaves - amound
with windows glowing warmly benesth the leaves, that is. He opened an otherwise invisible door, and
they stepped into one of the oddest, and yet most inviting houses Keisha had ever seen.

Therewasn't asingle straight linein it, though, and that was a bit disconcerting. “One of the
hertasi designed thisplace,” he said, ashe led her through the first room (which was so neat and clean
she could hardly believe it belonged to amale), a second (obvioudy abedroom, and abit more
cluttered), and into the third. Therewasasingle il lamp turned low, hanging from awall-sconce; he
turned it up, and busied himsdf with ameta spout inthewall.

The whole room wastiled in white, pae blue, and pale green ceramic; even the ceiling (what
there was of it) wastiled. Most of the ceiling was actualy awindow! And around the four sides of this
window were boxes with vines growing in them.

Sunken into the floor was atile-lined bath tub; Darian had just turned aspigot and put aplugina
hole in the bottom of it, and water poured in. Clear, clean, and very chilly-looking, the spray made her
dhiver.

Darian watched as the water filled the tub, and turned the spigot again when it waswithin a
thumb-length of the rim. But then, before Kelsha could ask him how the water was supposed to be
heated, he held hishand out over it.

Something was happening, something shefdt, rather than saw, until she closed her eyesand did
that little trick with vison. Then she saw light-energy moving from Darian to the water, but what did that
mean?

Wait, it was getting warmer in thislittle room, and more humid! A moment later, she knew where
the heat was coming from, for the water in the tub had started to steam.

“Try that with your hand and tell meif it s hot enough,” Darian said, just as she blinked, and lost
the Overdght. She knelt at the Sde of the tub and gingerly put her hand in.

A littlemore and it would have been too hot. * Definitely,” shetold him. He grinned.



“I likeit alot hotter, but I’'m used to the Hawkbrother pools. Now just wait amoment, and Il
bring you something to wear when you get out.”

He ducked into the bedroom, and came back with aloose, gauzy shirt and breeches of the same
materials. “Y ou can keep these, they’ retoo small for me now.” He opened awicker-work chest next to
the tub. “ Clean, dry towelsarein here.” He turned and pointed to a series of stone boxes at the side of
the tub. “ Gourd sponges arein there, a scrub brush, and soap; there' s a couple of different scents, so
you'vegot achoice. I'll be back inawhile.”

Hedidn't wait for her reply; hejust left, and she heard the outer door close after him. She
peeked out, just to make sure that he' d realy gone, but the little house was absolutely empty except for
hersdf.

Well, there was no point in letting the water cool! She stripped to the skin and eased gingerly
down into the hot tub, which was long enough for her to stretch completely out and deep enough that the
water came up to her chin. Immediately, the heat eased the sore muscles of her legs, and she sighed and
relaxed against the doped, tiled back of the tub.

If anyone had told me about what this place was like, | would never have believed them.
Would she be too spoiled by thisVae to want to go home again?

| could put some comforts together with help. A bathing room of her own, for instance,
wouldn't be too difficult to add to the cottage. The potter could makethetiles. If | built an oven
underneath the tub, instead of sinking the tub into the floor, | could heat my own water. A
rainwater cistern on the roof would give me water for the tub, or | could tap into the irrigation
system. Or | could pump it fromthe well at the sink and carry it. The cistern would be the least
work. That would be a good way to warm someone up who was badly chilled, too. A reasonable
excuse for meto ask for help building it. She grinned to herself. No, she probably wouldn’t be so
spoiled she wouldn’t want to go back, not aslong as she could figure out ways to reproduce the aspects
of this place that sheliked!

When she' d soaked long enough that she thought she’ d be able to move again without moaning,
shefinished her bath with rosemary soap, and allowed the water to drain. Darian’ sold clothing, lightly
scented with juniper, was abit big on her, but it was so good to put on clean clothesthat it didn’t matter.
Sherolled up the waistband and arms, so she didn’t look too much like a child playing dress-up.

She decided to wait for him in the outermost room, and bundled up her old clothes and took
them with her. When he arrived, he looked pleased to find her there. “Y our room is ready in the guest
lodge, and the hertas are bringing you something to et there, in the morning. That will be easier for you
than trying to find our dining hall right off. Y ou can leave your clothes here, if you'd like,” he added.
“The hertas will cdlean them and bring them back to you by morning.”

“I could get to enjoy having hertas doing everything,” she Sghed, as shelad her clothing to one
sde.

“It'sagood trade for them, and for us,” he agreed, as she followed him out onto the dimly lit
trail. “They get safety, protection, and share our food and supplies, and we get their service. Out there
they wouldn’t have a chance; cold dows them down, they’ d make prime prey for the dave trade, and
they’ d wear their little lives away trying to grow enough food to stay aive. In here, they don't haveto
worry about any of that. We even have afedtival twice ayear to thank them, where we take care of them
and givethem gifts” He grinned. “ They are very tolerant of our cooking, but twice ayear isdl they can
gand.”

“How are you getting food and supplies?’ she asked curioudly.

“Trade and hunting,” he replied promptly. “There are some things we grow for ourselves, but
stapleswe trade for; it makes more sense for usto grow very exotic and rare thingsthan to try to
cultivate acres of wheat. We ve dready set up a pact with Lord Breon, for instance; he' s quite pleased
to be getting some of our goods in trade for flour and so forth. And here isthe guest lodge.”

They had just gone around atwist in thetrail, and there, beneath the shade of an enormoustree
that supported an ekele around itstrunk, was abuilding smilar to Darian’ slittle home, with rounded
wallsand atiled roof.



The main difference seemed to be that this place was not screened by a growth of vines, and that
it looked to be bigger than Darian’s. Y oung vines at the base of the walls promised that soon thisbuilding
would be camouflaged, too. “ There are six rooms here for now, though you' re the only guest,” Darian
told her. “We went ahead and put you in the first one.” He opened the door as he spoke, and ushered
her into akind of common room, lit by another oil lamp, with severa doorwaysradiating fromit. The
nearest was open, with alight ingde. “ There will be more lights around here when Lord Breon gets our
lamp oil to us. Nightwind or Firesong will send someonefor you in the morning.”

She yawned hugdly, covering her mouth in embarrassment. “1 was going to ask you to introduce
me to the gryphon and your owl, but | don’t think | can stay awake that long.”

“That’ swhat the morning isfor,” Darian replied genidly. “Y ou go get some deep; after your first
dyheli ride, I’'m sure you need it. Sleep aslong asyou need to.”

Heleft her donein the building, which now seemed much larger than it had afew moments ago.
She entered the lit room, and found that her things had been unpacked, the clothing hung neatly on a bar
mounted to the wall, or folded and set in abasket beneath the hanging clothes. The books were al
stacked on atable next to the bed with aquill pen, ink, and paper; the only other thing on the table was
the lamp. Her workbasket waited beside the table. It was al rather spare, compared to Darian’s home,
but then this was only supposed to be guest quarters.

The bed, however, looked soft and inviting, and she climbed right into it without undressing to
find it was as comfortable asit looked. She thought about getting up and changing into adeeping shift,
but it was too comfortable; she didn’t want to do anything but blow out the lamp, and fal into dreamless
deep. So that was precisdy what she did.

When she awoke the next day, it waswith afeding of excitement and anticipation that was
enhanced by an aroma so mouth-watering that her somach growled loudly and insisted she must get up
and get dressed to investigate the source. Light filtered in through the gauze curtains of the window over
the head of her bed. She leaped out of bed, and changed out of the clothing she’ d borrowed from Darian
(which had been wonderfully comfortable to deep in) and into one of her Heder-trainee uniforms. That
was mostly what she had packed for thistrip; shefdt alittle selfconscious about them, but they were the
best clothing she had (bar her fetival clothes), and sheredlly was a Trainee now. Still brushing her hair
and barefoot, she opened the door to the common room, and on atable was the source of the fragrant
aromeas, three rounds of bread that, by the scent, were stuffed with something. Beside the plate of bread
rounds stood a cup and pitcher of cold, sweet tea.

Thefirg roll shebit into was still warm and stuffed with onion-and-sage spiced sausage, the
second with rosemary-spiced vegetables, and the third with berry jam. She ate every crumb, and drank
haf the tea. When she had finished her medl, she noticed afamiliar-looking pile of negtly folded fabric on
achair near the outer door; sure enough, it was yesterday’ s clothing, clean again.

Now what? she wondered, and finally brought out her workbasket, opening the outer door to let
in somefresh air and signa that she was awake and ready to go to work. Shewasleft in peacefor a
little, and had come to the end of a pattern when afaint scratching sound made her 1ook up.

One of the lizard-creatures stood in the doorway, and it nodded when it saw that she had noticed
it. Now in the daylight, she saw it more clearly; with its huge, expressive eyes and intelligent look, it was
unexpectedly appeding.

Infact - it's awfully cute, shethought, softening toward it.

She put her work away and stood up; the lizard beckoned with an outstretched talon, and she
followed it out intotheVde.

Shewas glad that Nightwind had sent a guide; the place seemed to be amaze of little paths.
Eventually the trees ahead thinned out and disappeared, and they emerged on the edge of asmall lake
with adliff on the opposite side. The lizard vanished, and Keishalooked around in confusion.

“Over herel” Nightwind caled, waving from atop an expanse of rock. Beside her lounged the
gryphon.

Keishawaked toward them, dowly, taking it al in. The gryphon was perhaps the most stunning
cresture she had ever seen, barring Firesong. His head had a definite eagle look to it, though he had a



pair of red, feather-tufted ears. His feathers were a gleaming golden brown, with gold markings, and he
was huge. His bright gold eyes were fixed on her as she gpproached; they were like enormous rounds of
tiger eye stone come to miraculouslife.

“Darian reminded me that you wanted to meet Kdl,” Nightwind said as she neared. “ So, thisis
Kevren, our resident senior gryphon. Kel, thisis Keisha Alder, the Hedler of Errold’s Grove.”

“I am pleasssed to make yourrrr acquaintancsse,” the gryphon said politely, bowing his head.

“And |, yours,” Keishareplied, with alittle genuflection of her own.

“My title, my job, is trondi’irn, which meansthat | primarily take care of and Hedl those who
are not human,” Nightwind went on. “ Especially the gryphons. Kel and | have been partnersin that way
since we were both accepted into the Siver Gryphons. Inasmall group likethisone, | also Hedl the
humans - when we grow larger, we will have separate Hedler and trondi‘irn, though they will both be
expected to work together and assist each other.”

Keishanodded, but couldn’t think of aresponse. Nightwind patted the rock beside her, inviting
Keishatojoin her. Keishaclimbed up and sat down, with the gryphon within touching distance of both of
them. There were long, giff feathers, much like guard hairs, around the nostrils and eyes. The great beak
was polished or waxed, gleaming in the sun. Like araptor, he had double eyelids, the inner one probably
to protect his eyes during afight or akill. He had a spicy-sweet scent to him, ahint of ginger and
cinnamon, which rather surprised her. He wore jeweled ear studsin each ear, and the shafts of each
crest-feather had been decorated in jewel tones and gold leaf to match the ear studs.

“You aren’'t maintaining your shield,” Nightwind observed. “ Y ou are going to have to get into
that habit; any time you think about it, make sureit’sthere! If you' re checking it ahundred times each
day, that’ s not too many. Use amnemonic if you have to; associate the checking with something you see
alot of - falen leaves, sonesin the path.”

Already feding guilty, Keisha put her shield up, and Nightwind nodded.

“That’ s better. Now, I’m going to ask you some questions, because | suspect that you have
aready done some things with your Gift that you aren't redly aware of doing, and | want to find out what
they are.” She began to question Keisha closdly, asking her al sorts of odd things. Had she ever known
what was wrong with ahuman or anima by just looking? Had she ever found hersaf knowing that she
had given ahuman or anima enough medicine without measuring? Had she ever fdlt drained and tired
after helping someone, even though she hadn’'t done a great dedl of physica labor?

Thelist of questions went on and on, some seemed quite sensaless, but others were surprising,
because Keisha had fdt, or done, those things and hadn’t known how or why.

Findly, Nightwind was through, and she looked down at the notes she had taken with a
waxboard and stylus. *Y ou' re using your Gift with animals, rarely with children, never with adults,” she
sad. “You'reusing it mostly to determine what exactly iswrong with them, and what dosages of
medicines are sufficient. Y ou are not using your Gift to Heal without medicine. That' s about normd, for
someone who' s untrained, but who is developing a powerful Hedling Gift.”

She seemed to be waiting for aresponse. “It’ s nice to know that I'm normal in something, at
least,” Keishareplied dryly, and Nightwind laughed.

“I've asked Kd to help methismorning, in part because I'm intimately familiar with him, and in
part because the way he' s put together is going to give you some surprises.” Sheraised abrow, and Kel
chuckled. “Remember how | touched your mind, and you saw through my eyes yesterday? L ower your
shidd, and we'll do that again, but thistime we Il belooking at K&l usng Heding Oversight.”

So began the most intense morning that Keisha had ever spent in her life. Shelearned that there
were many kinds of Oversght, many ways of using it, and how to use dl the kindsthat she had.
Specificaly, she began to learn how to use it to discover what was wrong with someone, whether it was
injury orillness.

“But I’'m mogly treating either familiar animal diseases, or humanswho can tell mewhat's
wrong,” she protested.

Nightwind raised that eyebrow again. “ Oh, indeed? What about someone who is unconscious?
Someone with multipleinjurieswho isn't aware of dl of them? A child too young to talk? Do you always



treet just the obvious symptoms without looking for anything further?’

She dropped her eyes and had to admit that this was exactly what she had been doing.

“That’ s acceptable for abeginner, for a Trainee, but you can't stay a beginner forever,”
Nightwind said, softening her rebuke. “ At some point you' re going to have to function asafull Heder,
and the sooner that can happen, the better.”

By the end of the morning, Keisha had a dull headache unlike anything she had ever experienced
before, and Nightwind called ahdt to the lessons. * For this afternoon, | think you should go through your
textsand seeif now you understand some of what confused you before,” her teacher told her. “The
headache you have now is due to using that part of your mind and Gift that you haven’t exercised before
- rather likeriding muscles” Keishagiggled alittle at that, and Nightwind smiled. “ So this afternoon
should be devoted to your books, and when your headache eases, I’ d like you to start examining people
and creatures around you in this new way. Stop when it starts to hurt again, but the more exercise you
givethistaent, the stronger it will become, and the easier to use. And remember to keep your shield up
otherwise!”

Keshafdt dizzy with al the orders, but nodded anyway.

“Now we'll go get something to egt; I'll show you the common dining hall.” Nightwind did off the
rock; Keishafollowed her. “Kd, thank you, we re done with you. Go fly your patrols.”

“Happy to be of sssarrrvicsse,” the gryphon said genidly, then took straight off fromtherock ina
thunder of wingsthat sent dirt and bits of debrisflyinginal directions.

Nightwind also gave her the clue to following the paths - which turned out to be absurdly smple,
once you knew it. Paths leading to the entrance had reddish markers which were often colored stones
beside the path, paths leading to private residences had black markers, paths leading to the water had
greenish ones, pathsleading to the buildings housing the common areas - dining hdl, kitchens, laundry,
baths, and soaking pools - had gray markers. The paths themsalves were made up of substances
reflecting their “key” colors - bark, pebbles, sand, and so forth. “Just follow al the gray paths, and
eventudly you'll cometo what you' relooking for,” Nightwind told her. “The guest lodgeison agray
path, too.” Where paths met, there were marker stonesin the appropriate colors, so sooner or later, no
matter how lost she got, she'd eventually be able to straighten hersdlf out.

Thedining hall turned out to be one of the few wooden buildingsin the Vde, along, low structure
that was nothing like Keishaimagined it would be insde. One single room, with the ceiling supported by
dender pillars; there was no red sign of what the room’ s function should be, it could have been used for
any purpose required. Instead of rows of tables and benches, there were afew tableswith stools, agreat
many cushions, some couches, and someindividua chairs. Part of one corner had been built up with
three raised tiers, also covered with cushions. At the far end, food had been laid out for peopleto help
themselves, which they did, then taking their choicesto sit however they choseto est.

“Thereisamogt dwaysfood here, even between meds, but hot food is only served a medtime,”
Nightwind told her, as she directed Keishain getting awooden platter and helping hersdlf. “ Things tend
to happen in aVaethat upset schedules, so there are plenty of folk missing the regular meals who need
feeding a any giventime”

They found seats - Keishafelt much more comfortable egting at atable - and Nightwind began
asking her questions about hersdlf. Keisha discovered that she and the trondi’irn had morein common
than she would have guessed. Both of them had a swarm of made relativesto put up with - in Nightwind's
case, it was ahorde of cousins, rather than brothers - and both had younger ssters that they liked and
missed enormoudy. “ Though Nightbird may come here anyway - but not until her training isfinished.”

Both of them seemed to have the same dightly cynical outlook on life aswell. Nightwind had a
better sense of the absurd, though, and Keishawished she had Nightwind' s ability to see humor in things.
It looked to her asif Nightwind got more enjoyment from things by not taking them too serioudly.

“I haveto get back to work,” Nightwind told her, when they’ d finished eating and put their
plattersin thebin for dirty dishes. “Keep following this gray path, and you' Il eventualy come to the guest
lodge.” Shefrowned dightly. “ At some point in the next couple of days, I'll haveto get Tyrsdl to give
you our language; the hertasi for the most part don’t understand VVademaran. If you see Dar’ian and



your headacheisgone, tell him | said that.”

“I'will,” she promised, though she couldn’t imagine how she wasto learn alanguage on top of
everything else. She wandered the gray path, enjoying the sights, and eventualy did cometo the guest
lodge. With asigh, she went inside and obediently got out her texts.

To her ddight, alarge part of the things she had not understood did come clear, dthough the
texts often used dightly different termsfor things than Nightwind did. Oversight, for instance, was cdled
Mage-Sight or Healing-Sight. Now that she knew some of the basics, though, she was amazed at how
much thetexts actudly told her, occasionally explaining things better than Nightwind had.

She became so absorbed in her studies that she barely noted the passage of time until she found
shewas straining to read, looked up, and redlized that it was growing dark. More than that, her foot was
adeep, and she was starving. She put the book down, and decided to get some dinner on her own.

Shewalked to the dining hal through adusk lit softly by lanterns and scented with the perfumes
of night-blooming flowers. A different sort of fragrance coming from the dining hall made her move abit
faster, though, and she shyly took her place amid atangle of strange Hawkbrothersto get her platter and
fill it. With alittle searching, she found aquiet corner out of everyone sway, and sat there, watching and
listening to the strange music of their unfamiliar tongue.

Shewas just about to leave when she (amost literdly) ran into Darian. He caught her by the
elbow as she passed him, with a contagious grin for her when sheredlized who it was. “Working hard?’
he asked, with awink.

She made aface. “Hard enough to get aheadache,” shereplied, sghing. “I wish I'd known this
was going to be so difficult.”

“Wadll, that’ s good, it means you' re stretching new talents,” hetold her, without ahint of pity.
“Almost everything worth doing ishard, at least at first. Do you till want to meet Kuari?’

“Absolutdy!” She remembered then what her teacher had told her. “Oh, and Nightwind said to
let you know if | saw you that she wanted - someone - to give me the Hawkbrother tongue.”

“That would be Tyrsdll,” Darian identified, nodding, so that awisp of hair dropped into hiseyes
and he brushed it back with an absentminded wave of hishand. “Tyrsdll isthe king-stag of the dyheli
herd; he'sthe one | wasriding yesterday.”

A dyheli teaching her alanguage?“ That doesn’t seemright. They don't talk, | mean, not doud,”
she responded, with afrown. “How can he do that?’

“Oh, you'll understand soon enough - still have the headache?’ he asked, and she shook her
head. “Good; let me bolt something down, and I’ ll take you to the dyheli meadow. The sooner you have
Tayledras, the better. The hertas mostly don’t understand VVademaran.”

“That’swhat Nightwind said.” She followed him as he got bread rounds that |ooked very like her
breskfast this morning, and waited while heinhaed hisdinner.

“Sorry about my manners,” he said between bites. “1 got used to eating quickly, because things
are dways happening quickly around aVde.” He grinned again. “Maybe that’ swhy we take our leisure
S0 seriously, because most of the time we' re madly scrambling to get thingsdone. Y ou' ve got to keep a
balancein life, so that you can enjoy your pleasures completely, and then go and enjoy your work
completely. Heyla, when you rest well, you work better, right?” She nodded.

Heled her down another series of twisting paths, coming out into a moon-gilded meadow full of
the horned dyheli. One was patiently waiting for them where the path met the meadow. Hewas't dl
that much bigger than the rest, but there was a sense of power about him that Meree hadn’t had.

:Darian has told me that Nightwind wishes you to have Tayledras-tongue,: rangasolemn
voicein her mind.: Will you lower your shield for me?:

She' d been diligent in remembering to check that she had it up, and lowering it was alittle like
relaxing her grip on something. She sighed asit came down, feding something inside her head rdaxing as
wdl. Will | ever really do this without thinking about it?

Tyrsell stood over her, asiver satue in the moonlight. :Now sit, please. Thiswill not take
long.:

Obediently she sat down on the grass. A moment later, she found herself looking up a Darian



from aprone position, with her head aching dl over again and no notion how she’ d wound up lying down
when she' d been Sitting just the heartbesat before.

“Sorry about that,” Darian said apologeticaly. “If I'd warned you what was going to happen,
you' d have tensed up, then it would have been harder on both you and Tyrsdll. | know exactly how you
fed right now - thisis how they gave me the language years ago.”

It took her amoment to redlize that he was speaking in the Hawkbrother language - and she
understood it.

“How does he do that?’ she asked, sitting up, and rubbing her head. “How can he shovea
language into my head when he does’t actualy spesk it?’

Darian shrugged. “| don’t know exactly how; being able to take over someone smind likethat is
agpecid dyhdi Gift. Theking-stags useit to control the herd if they panic.”

“It fedslike he ran the whole herd through my head!” she complained; Darian chuckled, and she
got the sensethat Tyrsdll was amused aswell.

“I' know; | remember dl too clearly how | felt after my turn, and it took me monthsto get
comfortable with dl the new concepts that showed up in my head aong with the words. Comeon, Il
show you back to the guest lodge and get a hertasi to bring you a headache-potion.” He helped her to
her feet; she had the presence of mind to turn to the dyheli beforethey left.

“I' hope | didn’t seem ungrateful. Thank you very much, Tyrsdl,” shesad carefully. “Thisisgoing
to make thingsendlesdy essier for dl of us”

:You are welcome, and thank you for your courtesy; it will serve you well with my people;:
the stag said. Then he turned and walked camly off into the moonlit meadow, just asif he hadn’t just
worked something very likeamiracle.

“How are you coming with your studies?’ Darian asked her asthey turned back onto the path.

“The good newsisthat | haven't got anything to unlearn,” she replied, one hand to her aching
temple. “The bad newsisthat | havealot to learn in ashort time. From what the books say, | think it
was agood thing Nightwind made her offer. | would never have worked this out on my own.”

“You might have,” he offered, surprising her. “ After al, somebody did. There had to be afirst
Heder.”

“I suppose s0.” The books had aso told her just how close she had come to losing control of her
Gift, and what that would have meant. No wonder she had thought longingly of becoming ahermit! She
had very nearly been forced to do just that, in order to stay sane!

“Nightwind isawfully kind, and alot more encouraging than | thought she' d be,” Keisha
continued. “And the best thing isthat Nightwind saysthat | wasright al long to say | couldn’'t go to the
Collegium. She saysthat even untrained, | was doing thingsthat Gil can't, and that my primary duty was
to the people | take care of.”

“I can seethat.” Thelights of the guest lodge appeared ahead of them, and just as Keisha noticed
them, ahertas aso approached them on the path. “ Do you want to make the request?’ Darian
continued, “Or shall 1?7

“Idliketo,” she decided. When the hertasi neared, it seemed to sense that she was going to say
something, and stopped, waiting attentively. “1f you would be so kind, | have just been given thistongue
by Tyrsdl the king-stag, and my head hurts dreadfully,” shetold it. It hissed with sympathy.

“I' know just the thing, Keisha-Guest,” it replied. “Shdl | bring it to thelodging?’

“Please” shereplied with gratitude, and it whisked away so fast it dmost seemed to vanish.

“Very good!” Darian applauded. “Y ou’ re going to make a Hawkbrother yet!”

She thought about that, after Darian |eft her and the hertasi had come and gone with her
headache medicine. She hadn't redlly considered “becoming” a Hawkbrother, but Darian had, so
obvioudy outsiders could. Could she cometo serve both the Vae and the village asa Hedler, in time?

It was at least asintriguing as becoming aHerdd, like her sgter.

Eleven



Kuari roused dl hisfeatherswith afull body shake, then tucked up afoot and closed his eyes.
He knew Darian wouldn't be going anywherefor awhile.

“Wadl, what do you think of our little Hedler?” Nightwind asked Darian asthey gathered to meet
with Lord Breon and VVa. The Vademarans had taken to coming over with the wagonsfull of trade
goods rather than asking the Tayledras to come to Kelmskeep. Darian had anotion that this was as much
because both Lord Breon and his son were fascinated with the new Vae asit wasto save the Tayledras
the inconvenience of making thetrip.

“I think sheisn't ‘little’ at dl,” Darian responded, deciding that Nightwind wasfishing, and he
wasn't going to take the bait. “ She’ sthe same age as me.”

Nightwind laughed. “ Point taken. | think she’' s going to be quite competent, she' s easy to get
aong with, and | wish | could persuade her to live here instead of Errold’s Grove. We could certainly use
her.”

“I don't think there’ sany way you could get her to forsake the village,” Darian replied
thoughtfully, pulling hishair behind hisears. “ She takes her responsbilities avfully serioudy.”

“Oh, | didn’t mean she should give up tending the villagers,” Nightwind corrected, shaking her
head. “I just don’t think they need to have her there to handle every hangnail and black eye. She could
get there from here within a candlemark by gryphon-carrier, and for anything less than serious she could
vidt once or twice aweek, easly enough.”

He had to laugh at that; Nightwind sounded asiif she'd dready decided for Keisha, and if he
understood Keisha at all, he doubted she cared for anyone making up her mind for her. “I don’t know;
you' d have to persuade her first. At least they’ re taking her more serioudy than they did Justyn, and
they’ retresting her quite well.”

“Having to do without can make people astonishingly appreciative,” Nightwind said dryly. The
conversation might have continued in the same interesting vein, but at that point, the voices of severd
peoplein discussion drew nearer, and in amoment he and Nightwind were joined by the rest. Bondbirds
flew in to roost ahead of their bondmates; Hwed and Huur took perches near Kuari and began preening
each other, while Ayajoined Starfal’ s bird, who had been there dl dong. As Aya settled himsdlf, therest
of the group entered the garden.

They met in Starfal’ s garden beneeth his ekele, aminiature verson of the various garden spots
within k' VaaVale except that dl of the plants here were cold-hardy, either evergreens, or plantsthat
would have aleafless, dormant period during the winter. Right now, of course, they were flourishing
mightily, coaxed into accel erated growth and quick maturity by Steelmind and some of his gpprentices.
Tough vines had been woven and trained to form the frames for comfortable seats, holding cushions
stuffed with dried grasses and fragrant herbs. Canopies of more vines shaded the occupants, whiletall
shrubs, climbing plants, and young trees gave the place privacy. A tiny waterfal plunging into apool filled
with young fish sent cooling spray into the air and lent the soothing music of faling water to the setting -
though thanks to some of the bondbirds, the pool had to be restocked regularly. Y et, with that art that
wasthe hallmark of the Tayledras, dl of this carefully contrived work of man seemed to have been
magicaly wrought by nature.

By common consent, most meetings with Lord Breon were held here. The hertasi provided
anything in theway of refreshment that might be needed, shade and water cooled the air, and no one
really wanted to be insde on days of good wesather. Meetings weren't held in bad wesather, because a
delay inthe arriva of the Vademaran trade supplies meant nothing, and if the weather was going to be
bad, why risk the chance of accident or spoilage? With so many mages herein k' Vademar, it wasa
smple matter to read the weather, then make certain that Lord Breon got warning of any storm that
could not be delayed or hurried on.

It was a pity that the discussions herein this oasis of tranquillity had little to do with peace and
growth.

“I have word back from the capital,” Lord Breon said, when they were al seated. Besides
Nightwind and Darian, the usua participants from k' Vademar were dl in attendance; Ayshen, Kd,
Starfdl, Snowfire, Hashi, and Firesong. “ They are sending usthe small force we asked for, under the



direction of aHerad with experiencein diplomacy.”

Two hertas made the rounds, offering cool drinks, and vanished when everyone had been
served. Starfal nodded, and hisface betrayed therdlief he felt. “I am glad to hear that, the more so
because of what Kelvren saw on his patrol thismorning. Kel?’

“Yesss” Thegryphon took up the thread, Sitting up very straight, intense and serious. “1 have
ssseen the barrrbarrriansss. They arrre at the farrrrthessst point in my patrrrolsss. They continue in theirrrr
patterrrn.”

Thiswas no newsto Darian or Nightwind, who'd heard it directly from Kel before the meeting.
Ayshen had no expression, Snowfire looked resigned, and behind his mask, there was no telling what
Fresong thought.

Lord Breon nodded; after al, he had probably been expecting to hear thisfor sometime. “That
would be, making afortified camp, remaining until the hunting and grazing are down, then moving on?’

“Exactly sss0,” Kdl agreed, bowing hishead in Lord Breon’ sdirection. “And asss rrreporrrted,
they do have childrrren, women, old people. Even babesssin arrrmsss, and prrregnant women. Not what
| would cdl anarrrmy.”

Lord Breon frowned asif thiswasn't dtogether good news. “But it is an invading and occupying
force, especidly if they are sending out scouts ahead of the main group, and intend to keep the
noncombatants in a protected camp while the fighters ded with any resstance.”

He does have to think of these things, Darian reminded himsdlf, and took note for the future.
Some day, presumably, so would he.

“It' saso the pattern of nomadic herders, likethe Shin'ain,” Snowfire pointed out, to cover al
possihilities. “ They may not even know there is a settlement anywhere near. 1t smply could be that
they’ ve depleted their old grazing grounds too much to recover in asingle season - or that dl the magica
wegther disruption of the past decade has caused a drought in the north.”

Lord Breon nodded. “Also true - but really, we can’'t have them coming into Vademar or the
Pdagirs and establishing new grazing grounds without asking permisson firdt. It is our land, after dl. The
Crown saysthat in accordance with our long-established tradition, if they are peaceful and agreeto
ettle, we are to wel come them, but they will have to follow the law!”

“True enough,” Snowfire agreed. “If weignore them and let them proceed as they wish, we
smply send amessage that whoever ese wantsto flood down here will meet no resistance and no law! If
we chooseto let them remain here, it must be by treaty, with agreed-upon limits, and on our terms.”

“I think we ought to fight them!” Vd burst out. “Why should we let them just wander in and take
over? Why should we even tolerate them near our border? They’ re barbarians! Why should we want
them herea dl?’

“Wedon't intend to let them wander in and take over; haven't you been listening?’ Darian
suppressed impatience with an effort. “Look, | have the most reason of any of usto want to fight these
people. Remember what they did the last time they came here! They hurt and killed peoplethat | knew,
people | cared about! If it were up to my fedlings, I'd lurethem dl under acliff and drop it on them,
pregnant women, grandmothers, babies and dl. But those fedings should have nothing to do with this -
and there are women and children at least in that group that had nothing to do with what happened the
last time and certainly don't deserve to be judged by me. For al we know, thisisn’'t even the sametribe.
They may know nothing about what happened years ago. They could be peaceful. They could be running
away from the samelot that overran us!”

Va cast aglance at him that was part contempt, part incredulity, but since the rest weredl
nodding agreement, including hisfather, Va said nothing more. Darian had the fedling that the subject
wasn't finished, though, and he' d hear more from Va about it.

Safdl let hisgaze rest on Darian, but Darian had the feding hiswords were meant for Va. “The
greatest leadersin both our histories were always those who understood the motivations of those they
faced,” he said. “When you understand why they move, then you know whét to offer, and what to
withhold.”

The discussion continued asif Va’ s outburst had never occurred. “1 think we ought to first



contact them in away that impressesthem,” Firesong said thoughtfully. Today his mask was of thin, pale
doeskin that fit like a second skin - giving amore uncanny impression, somehow, than any of hismore
elaborate masks. “A show of strength of al kinds, if you will. We should make it quite clear that we can
handle anything they have, with ease.”

“| tend to agree,” Lord Breon said, looking keenly at Firesong. “ Quite. | assume you mean a
disolay of magic will beincluded in this?’

“That, and the bondbirds - perhaps some of our other dlies.” Firesong turned toward Snowfire.
“Didn’'t you say that these tribes have totemic animas? If we include apparently wild animasin the
display, it might gain usagreat dedl of respect spiritudly aswell asphysicaly.”

“Asfar as| know, they do, and they attempt to imitate the behavior of those animas. Bringing
the birds - even the dyheli and kyree - could very well impressthem. Thelast lot had a bear-totem, and
their shaman had managed to partidly Change them to match that totem.” Snowfire’ s eyestook on the
sharp look that meant he was thinking quickly. “If they have another such, we will need to get the upper
hand magically a once. Creating Changechildren in these days- "

“Or he managed to partidly control the Change within a Change-Circle,” Firesong pointed out,
and both Snowfire and Starfall looked startled, then dowly nodded. “ That could have been smply a
meatter of caging bearsin the same Change-Circle as the warriors he wanted to Change, and hopethat a
melding took place. Just because he had specificaly Changed people doesn’t imply great power or
control. Master Levy isdtill taking asurvey of the Circlesto discover if thereis apattern there, oneasto
which Circles were exchanges of territory, which created mongters, and which smply melded the animals
that were dready within them. It wasn't,” he added dryly, “apriority & the time they were occurring to
find that kind of pattern, but it might have occurred to othersto look for one.”

“But if there was a pattern, and the barbarians noticed it - ” That was Ayshen.

“Or they smply took their chances, and it worked once,” Darian put in. “ Given the behavior that
we witnessed with the last lot, that wouldn't be out of character. The shaman didn’t seem too worried
about wasting lives. He d have been perfectly happy with a single success, and one successwould be dl
he' d have needed to impresstherest.”

“Thereisthat,” agreed Starfdl, as the rest who had been involved in that confrontation seconded
Darian’sobservation. He sighed. “ And it isan interesting thought, but it doesn’'t explain why thislot has
women, children, and oldsters long. Oh, why won't these people stay home?’

“Because we have something they want,” replied Firesong, with inescapable logic. “ And they
think they can just take it away from us. They're not interested in chalenging usto agame of riddiesto
winit, or aBardic contest, or paying for it. That’swhy we cal them barbarians.”

The rest chuckled, though the attempt at humor was alittle strained, and so was the response.
Even Vd laughed uneeslly.

“Now, we don’t know yet whether they’ll challenge us, or offer us something in trade, or give
tribute,” Ayshen pointed out. “ Still - better we be more careful than less.”

“The main thing now isto delay them if they cometoo close, | think,” Lord Breon offered.
“Which brings us back to Firesong’s show of strength. Once the reinforcements arrive, we' |l have a
better idea of what their tacticswill be, and exactly how forceful we'll haveto bein order to impress
them.”

“And just how large our reinforcementswill be,” added Snowfire. “Hopefully, we |l be ableto
back our show, and not have to resort to bluff. Bluffing makes me very nervous.” He shook his head.

“Y ou know what the Shin'ain say: ‘Bluffs either cost you half or twice.” Kd, tomorrow | want you to do
athorough count, if you can. Noncombatants, people who might fight, rea warriors, and what their
herdsare.”

Kevren nodded, hissing agreement. “It will delay me. | will not rrrreturrn until nearrrrly

Snowfire waved that caution away. “That'sal right, if you can manage to accomplish it. We need
those counts to make reasonable decisions.”

Kéd snorted contemptuoudy. “ If I can manage? | am not one of thossse elderrrly layaboutsss at



k'Vaa, you know! Fearrr not, | ssshall have yourrrr countsss, and they will be acurrrate in everrry
detall!” He paused. “I will be sssseen, howeverrr. Fly high though | will, the sssize and body-ssshape will
differrr frrrom amerrre eagle - asssit sssshould be.”

Darian’slipstwitched, and he watched Nightwind hide asmile. Oh, gryphons! How dull life
would be without them!

“Now, just to change the subject briefly,” Starfal interjected, before anyone could laugh at Kel
and hurt hisfedings. “How isour trade balance with you, Lord Breon?’

“Dead even, with thisload.” Hisface relaxed, but VVa took on alook of boredom, rolling his
eyes upward. It was obvious that Breon’s son and heir would much rather have been discussing possible
battle plans. “Isthere any way we could get some of that patterned silk from you?’

Starfdl pursed hislips, thoughtfully. “We aren't set up to make any here yet, but if we don’'t have
what you want in stores, | don’t doubt we can get it made up from k' Vda. What did you have in mind?’

“Itisn't me, it smy lady.” Helooked sheepish. “ The wedding, you know. She' s got anotion that
we should al have new wedding clothesin the same patterned silk, but different colors. | don't think she
cares what pattern, but I'd look damned silly in flowers.”

Va groaned, his attention recaptured. Darian didn’t blame him; it was his wedding, after dl, but
his mother was obvioudy arranging it to suit her liking, not his. Poor bride! It obvioudy didn’t matter
what her taste was ether, for Va’s mother was making dl the decisions. “ Not flowersl And not rabbits
or cute little baby anything, or -~

“How about asimple geometric?’ Nightwind interjected before Va could wax eloquent on the
subject of what he didn’t want. “ Or water patterns? Or |leaves? Feathers?’

“Featherswould be good, or leaves, or water patterns,” Va told her, relief suffusing his features.
“Asdong asit doesn't make agirl squed, ‘Oh, that's adorable,” it'll bedl right.”

Oh, dear. Obviously some of the arrangements have been getting that response. After
taking part in the joining-ceremony and vetoing afew such arrangements himself, Darian had sudden
sympathy for poor Vd.

Nightwind laughed. “1 think we can manage,” she promised. She studied Breon and hisson. “I
think, arich golden brown for your side of the wedding, and - what’ sthe bride’ s coloring?’

Va darted to get alove-struck look in his eyes, and Breon caught it. He interrupted swiftly
before VVa could go into aflowery description. “ She' sbrown-haired, fair. Pinkish fair.”

Va looked indignant at such acaloudy abbreviated depiction of hisbeloved, but Nightwind
sailed on, sttling the question of color for the benefit of trade.

“Blue, then, for the bridal party. We ve got good silk dyesfor both those colors, and both are
popular with us. If we don’t have something here, k' Vaawill haveit in sores. Silk islight, especidly slks
for awarm-wegther wedding; | can ask for agryphon to fly them straight to Kelmskeep. It will bea
good excuse for Kelvren'slady-friend to fly in for avisit.” She cast ady look at Kel, who contrived to
look asif he hadn’t heard her, but twitched histail and shifted hiships. “Tdl your good lady she'll have
her fabricsin aweek a the very most.”

No one mentioned that in aweek they might be facing off againgt the barbarians.

Worry about that when we know what we' re facing; no point in getting ahead of ourselves.
Besides, taking care of wedding arrangementswill keep noncombatant minds off the barbarians.

“And you'll want - what?’ Breon asked.

“Same asthelast time. Our needs don't change much. Have your seneschd or factor negotiate
with Ayshen for the price,” Starfdl said offhandedly, and Breon nodded with satisfaction. Since
k' Vademar had dready presented Breon with the Val€ s officid wedding present (an exquisite set of
colored glass gobletsin sufficient quantity to alow the young couple to hold areception for the Queen
and her entire Council, brought for the purpose from k' Vaa) he wasn't looking for anything but a
reasonable trade.

“Right. Now, barring awar with barbarians, we ve got Harvest Festival coming up at the same
time as the wedding. What had your people planned to bring to the Faire?” Thiswasthe sgnd for afar
more mundane discussion, and Kel excused himsdlf - and so did Va and Darian. Darian chose a



direction a random, and Vd followed him.

| think 1"'m about to hear more from the would-be warrior.

Va’ s thoughts had obvioudy turned back to the barbarians, and he accosted Darian as soon as
they were out of hearing of the adults. “ Say, Darian - you'’ ve fought before, right?’

Darian made a sour face. “ Fought the barbarians the first time around, and had some skirmishes
with banditsin Vademar. That’ sfighting people - we took out some Changebeastsin Valdemar, too, but
that isn’t what you meant, isit?’ He continued walking, and Va kept right up with him.

“No, I meant combat. Redl fighting. The clash of sword on sword, the thrill of meeting man to
man, facing your enemy and bringing him down - ” The cliches poured from Va as hisface grew more
and more animated. He obvioudy suffered from asurfeit of heroic balads and tales. Darian decided to
quash him. It wasn't that he didiked Vd, that was far from the truth. If anything, he liked Breon's heir too
much to let him go down that particular path of delusion.

That path leadsto an early grave, given bad odds.

“I’'vedonethat,” hesaid flatly. *'Y ou want to know what it’ slike?’

Va nodded eagerly, his earnest face dight.

“All right. Here, St down.” They'd come asfar asthe lake whiletalking, and Darian gestured to a
boulder. He took his seat on another, and gave careful thought to exactly how he was going to say his
say. “Firg off, thisisn't aduel, it'sacombat. No rules. Do you know what that means, a dl?” When Va
shook his head, he continued. “It meansthat the enemy isgoing to try to kill you before you can get close
to him, so he'll beflinging mucking great rocks at you, shooting at you, doing everything he can to keep
you from getting close. He would much rather kill you from adistance, given the choice. If you get stuck
with an arrow or knocked out by arock, he' sgoing to rush at you and try and whack something off
while you' re down and helpless, because it’ seadier to kill you then. If you don’t get taken out by flying
objects, every fellow on the other sde is checking out the people coming a him, and he'sgoing to try to
make surethat he ishigger than you. If you' ve got fancy armor or weapons, he' s going to want them,
too, 0 hisbest bet isto cut aleg out from under you or whack off an arm and leave you lying there,
screaming and bleeding to death. The other thing isthat he'sagreedy bastard, and anyone who looks
even dightly important isgoing to have alot of people coming at him, dl at once, dl trying to be the one
to get that fancy sword and armor. If he can’t manage to cut off alimb, or at least cut it half off, he'll try
to bash in your skull because that’ s the second easiest way to kill you. There' s no fancy swordwork
going on; there’ sno room for it, you' re mashed in with abunch of other people, al whacking avay.
Meanwhile, asyou're trying to keep him from doing awful thingsto you, and trying to do awful thingsto
him, you' re stepping on and stumbling over al the poor beggars who didn’t manage to keep that from
happening. They' re bleeding, screaming, and dying; if they don’t have fancy armor, their guts are spilling
out and you' re stepping right in them. Some of them are people you know. Some of them are friends.
Some might be relatives. And you' |l be seeing them as nothing more than things you don't want to fall
over.”

Va'sface had gonerather sick, which Darian was extremely grateful for. Breon's son - thank all
the godd - wasintdlligent, and had imagination. That was probably why he' d gotten dl caught up inthe
ideaof adventurein fighting in thefirst place. That imagination would save him from his misguided notions
of honor and glory, if Darian had any say in the métter.

“Whenit'sdl over, if you're on thewinning side, you' re absolutely sticky with blood, ready to
drop with exhaustion, and every place on your body aches. Hopefully the blood you' re covered withis
other peopl€'s; if some of it’ syours, thisiswhen you redize just how much even alittlewound hurts. If
you got abig wound, if you aren’t on the ground aready, or you aren't dying, you generdly fal down
when everything' s over, screaming with the pain. Y ou could have broken bones sticking through your
skin, and you' re seeing parts of theingde of yourself you never wanted to see. If you areredly, redly
lucky, someone recognizesthat you' re an important fellow and getsthe Hedler to you inahurry. If not,
you' Il belucky to get yourself to the Hedler’ s tent somehow to wait for candlemarks while he works his
way down to you. Thisis aso when the excitement and fear and so forth that carried you through wears
off, and you start to remember that you stepped in your cousin’sface, you saw your uncl€’ s head caved



in, and you're not sureif your best friend is till alive. There' s stuff besides blood on you that used to be
parts of people. That' swhen you look around, see dl the dead, dying, and wounded, and you throw up.
Practically everyone else who never fought before - and some who have - isdoing the samething. That's
what real combat islike.” He stopped for amoment. “Oh, and after afight, Healing takes second place
to wound closure, so you may wait days or weeks before that wound in your leg that was cauterized
closed - burned closed with ared-hot poker - gets properly Healed up.” Va licked hislips, which were
just ashade greenish.

“It'snot likethat in - | mean, I’ ve never heard anyone talk about it like that.” He seemed shaken,
but not inclined to doubt Darian’ sword. Darian was quite glad he' d made a point of never exaggerating
infront of Vd; thiswasturning out as he’ d hoped.

Darian shrugged and tried to look weary and worldly-wise. “ That’ s because no one wants to
remember those parts, but ask your Weaponsmagter, and let him know you want to know what it’'s
really like on abattlefield, before, during, and after the battle. If he' shonest, he'll tell you the same things
| did.” Hethought of something else. “If you want, | can get one of the dyheli to give you the memory.
They werein on the forest-battle four years ago.”

“Oh.” Vd remained slent, looking out over the lake for awhile. Darian let him stew things over;
he needed some timeto get his mind wrapped around Darian’s blunt description. But Va had, out of
incredulity, gotten a dyhdli to give him amemory of k' VdaVde. He hadn’'t believed the descriptions
he' d heard of it, until he' d experienced Tyrsall’s memory, and he knew that Darian would never have
offered him accessto amemory of combat if it wasn’t asvivid - or more so - than Darian’sown
description.

Actually, given that the dyhdi aren’t predators, their memory is going to be a lot nastier
than my description. Bloodletting offends every instinct they’ ve got.

“I wondered why Father, and you - ” Va shook his head and looked mortified. “I came very
close to making a serious mistake. | have to apologizeto you.”

“Thought | wasacoward?’ To Va'’sobvious surprise, Darian grinned. “1’m not offended! | used
to think the same thingsthat you did about fighting. Honor, glory, adventure, fame, dl that stuff. Probably
everybody does, until he doesit himsdf. Maybe amercenary’ s children know better, and probably
anyone who' s had afight go over hisland does, but unlessyou’ ve seeniit for yoursdlf, how can you
know?’ Hisgrin turned cynical. “Well, think about it, how could they get us bone-headed youngsters go
out to get bits hacked off if they didn’t make it sound glorious?’

Vd managed asickly sort of smile himsdf. “Y ou've got apoint.” Heblinked, asif something had
just occurred to him. “Now that | think about it, battles almost never happen in empty land, do they?’

“Not unless somebody managesto forceit that way, no,” Darian replied. The fellow was
thinking, dl right! “Obvioudy, we' re going to try to choose the ground oursalves, but we may not get to
makethat choice.”

“So Father isn't going to want something like that rampaging through the village, or over the
crops, ruining them -~

Darian decided on afina ghoulish touch. “Imaginetrying to eat cropsthat came up the next year
inafield where people died! Cropsfed on blood!”

Va shuddered. “I'd - rather not.”

“So we bluff them, or negotiate with them, or - well, Firesong, Snowfire, and your father have a
lot of idess, | expect. They' ve dl fought before, and they’ ve got al the reasonsin the world to make
peacefirg, if it can be done without making abad bargain.” It was Darian’ sturn to look pensively out
over thelake. “Believe me, if it were up to me - These people, or oneslike them, killed Justyn right in
front of me. They hurt alot of people | knew, and killed acouple. They tried to kill me, twice, and they
nearly managed it. I’ m the last person to want them to get off easy, but - ” He shook his head and looked
back at V. “If weforce them to fight, things will dmost certainly be bad, and more people | know will
be dead or hurt. | don’t want revenge haf badly enough for that.”

Y ou know, | think Justyn would be very happy to hear me say that.

Va nodded, very dowly, and Darian decided to change the subject so that they could part on a



good note. “ So, tell me about this girl you' re marrying! When does she get here? What is she like? How
did you meset her?’

Since Belindawas obvioudy asubject Va could wax e oquent on for hours, thiswas the best
thing he could have done. Until Lord Breon cameto fetch his son for the trip home, Darian heard so
much about Belindathat he suspected he could write abook - or at least severa pages - about her many
virtues. Va was completely smitten.

When Breon did cometo get Vd, though, the handclasp Darian got from the younger man,
coupled with the thoughtful look and the nod they shared, let him know that Va had not forgotten the
earlier subject. AsBreon and his son rode off on thetrail back to Kelmskeep, Darian felt quite proud of
himsdlf.

Firesong came up beside him at that point. “Y ou look like acat that' s gotten into the cream,” he
sad. “What have you been up to?’

“Convincing Vd that fighting in battleisn't theway the Bards sing about it.” He glanced Sdeways
at Firesong to see how the mage would reect.

Firesong laughed aloud, crossing hisarms over his chest. “Good for you! | knew you had more
sense than he did about that particular subject, but | didn’t know you' d take it on yoursdlf to talk to him.”

“Somebody had to. I’ d as soon not see his bride become awidow, you know?’ He turned to
Firesong, and grinned. “I’ d have felt responsible.”

“Good,” Firesong nodded. “Y ou are responsible. It'swhen we stop fegling responsible for each
other, for the people we know we can affect, that we become the barbarians.”

Firesong waited, and Darian sensed that there was another Talk with his Teacher in the offing.
Onthewhole, he didn’t mind those, except when Firesong seemed to expect an unreasonable leve of
magica expertise from him, given how short atime he’ d been studying with good teachers. One of those
had been just yesterday, in fact. Firesong had shouted impatiently at him, and he had left the lesson
abruptly rather than lose histemper.

Firesong cleared histhroat, and Darian put on an attentive look. If there was any chance his
teacher would actudly apologize, he wanted to encourageit.

“Silverfox gave me abit of alecturethis morning, before the meeting,” Firesong findly said,
actudly sounding sheepish. “When you do something that is exceptiondly mature, like taking on young
Va and disabusing him of the notion that battle equals painless glory, | Sart thinking of you, not asa
student, but as apotentia peer. | get both of usin trouble when | do that, because then | expect asmilar
level of skill in mage-craft. | expect that’ swhat happened last night.”

He glanced at Darian out of the corner of hiseye, and Darian just nodded, warily. He didn't quite
trust himsdf to actudly say anything yet, but thiswas certainly apromising sart.

“I got very impatient with you last night, and that was wrong of me. Silverfox very properly
reminded me that you are someone who has not had the benefit of working with unlimited energy, and
that you are ared youngster, not an adult like the people I’m used to training. Y ou act like them, but you
smply haven’t got experience.” He tossed his hair back over his shoulder, a habit Darian noticed he had
when hewas nervous. “ The Herald-Mages I’ ve trained have dmost dl been in their twenties, or even
older. | keep forgetting that you' re only eighteen, and at the same level of teaching | waswhen | was only
twelve or fourteen.”

Now Darian gingerly cleared histhroat. “One year with poor Justyn, and four years working with
teacherswho are not Healing Adepts doesn't equal the kind of education you had, no. But you are right
inthat sometimes| just am not grasping what' s going on. Y ou were wrong in thinking it was becauseI’'m
too stubborn to admit my way iswrong; what you expect meto do smply doesn’'t occur to me.” He
flushed, thinking about how angry he’ d gotten; the accusations till stung because they were so unjudt.

“Y ou' re supposed to be my teacher, and it isn’t fair to force me to guess answers| can't possibly reach!
| think it might be because I’'m not redlly Tayledras, and I’ m not used to thinking and seeing things as so
intimately interconnected. Hellfires, your entire religion is built around that!” He scratched his head and
managed a sheepish grin of hisown. “Maybe that’ swhy | got so hot and walked out of the lesson. It
wasn't until | cooled down that | was able to figure out what you were saying, and put it to use.”



“Maybe you should wear a crest of Vademar on your forehead to remind me,” Firesong
suggested facetioudy.

He snorted. “Don’'t tempt me, if wearing one would prevent another dressing-down like last
night! Teach me, or don’t, but don’t play guessing gameswith me! That'sdl | ask.”

Firesong's posture conveyed a certain amount of discomfort - possibly because Darian had hit
on severd of thethings Silverfox had evidently chided him about. “ Silverfox has promised to Sit in on our
lessonsif you don’'t mind, and throw thingsat my head if | start getting unreasonable. And | wondered if
you' d mind if weincluded that little Hedler for the next couple of days? Having her therewill keep meon
better behavior, | suspect - and according to Nightwind, she could do with some of the same lessons
you're getting.”

“Having both Slverfox and Keishathereisdl right with me,” Darian said ingtantly, hoping he
could keep himself from betraying the fact that he would welcome K eishathere for more reasons than
just sharing the lessons. He was more than alittle interested in Keisha, yesindeed, and he wouldn’'t mind
the opportunity to see more of her at dl!

“I’d dso liketo get the two of you working together now, so you can mesh your skillsunder my
eye and not haveto try it on your own,” Firesong continued, at |ast looking more at ease. “I work with
Hedersdl thetime, but thefirst timeyou try isoften full of pitfals. It' sliketrying to do the kyanshi
couple-dance when dl you' ve ever doneis children’ sround-dances.” Darian sensed a sudden grin
behind the mask. “ Just thought you' d like to know what you'rein for.”

Heralled hiseyes. “ Thanks” hesaid dryly. “All | have ever done magicdly ischildren’'s
round-dances, you know! And now you want meto attempt a fiendishly complicated display piece that
not one couplein ahundred ever tries!”

“Nonsense,” Firesong dismissed. “Neither the magic nor the dance is as complicated asthey
look, which is part of the problem. Don't worry, that’ swhy | want you to do it under my eye. I'll walk
you throughiit, and you' Il be amazed how quickly you pick it up.”

“I'll take your word for it,” Darian replied dubioudy. 1 supposeyou’ || want to try thistonight?’

“Not tonight. Maybe tomorrow.” Firesong clapped him on the shoulder. “Tonight | planto go
over what | attempted to hammer into your thick skull last night, snce you so obligingly told meyou'd
gotten thetrick of it.”

Oh, hellfires. Now I’'min for it, and | don’t have any excuses. “Yes, Firesong,” Darian
sighed. “I’ll be at the work-circle at sunset.”

It was morning, but there was no real reason to leap out of bed, and Darian liked having the
leisureto liein the dark, thinking and listening to the birds twitter in the vines. After the magic lessons of
last night, shared with Keisha, he had alot to think about.

She' d been attentive, very careful, with afine, delicate menta touch. Much to Firesong's
amazement, they had meshed powers dmost at once, with the same surety of menta “hand” reaching for
“hand” aslong-time partners.

Firesong had at |east been polite enough to keep his comment of : Oh, so you like girls, do
you?: grictly Sent to Darian, but he hoped that K eisha hadn’t noticed his sudden blush.

He' d been impressed - and although Keisha had not shown any such emotion on the surface,
Darian could tell that beneath her calm exterior, she had been very closeto tears of relief and joy.

Wi, she' s spent along time not knowing how to use her Gift, and not only being ableto useit,
but to know she can ask someone el se to augment her power, must be just exhilarating.

He stretched and turned over on his side, with the scent of fresh linens and herbstickling his
nose. He could not imagine why other people had told him that Keishawas prickly. Serious, yes, and
maybe too serious, but she' d had responsibility shoved at her for so long that she probably hadn’t
learned how to have fun. But prickly?

Yet, sofar, Va, Nightwind, Healer Gil, and even Lord Breon had warned him that Keishawas
touchy, difficult to get to know, and held people at arm’ slength. He just didn’t see any of thosethingsin
her - unless, if by “touchy,” they meant that she didn’t have any sympathy for fools, if by “difficult to get
to know” they meant that she didn’t talk about things she wasn't sure of, and if by “keeping people at



arm’slength” they meant that she was shy. Shewas certainly shy. That seemed alittle odd in someone
who had such amob of siblings, but maybe she’ d learned to be very sdlf-contained because of that.

Peoplein Errold’ s Grove respected her, but she didn’t have any suitors. Shedidn’t even have
anyone he would have called aclose friend. The young men of the village didn’t even seem to think of her
asagirl.

All the better for me. If they can't see how pretty sheis, that’ s their problem. On the other hand,
maybeit’ sabit difficult for anyone to think romantically about the person who' s patched you up after
doing something really stupid, and threatened to hold your nose and pour medicine down your throat
when you' ve had asick stomach.

He grinned into the dimness. He could just see Keisha doing that, too!

His pleasant thoughts were abruptly interrupted by the uncharacteristicaly rude entrance of a
hertasi, who burst in through the front door. “Dar’ian! Y ou are needed!” it cried as soon as the door
flew open.

He thrashed hisway free of his covers, and flung himsalf out of bed. “Where?" he asked,
stumbling into the room. “What' sthe matter?’

“The outsiders come! TheValepillars- the otherswait there - ” it said, and whisked out the
door again, presumably to rouse other folks.

The outsiders come ? Well, it can’t be an enemy attack, or there would be a lot more
shouting going on outside. Besides, | don’t think even a hertas would refer to an enemy attack as
“the outsiders come.” With that in mind, hetook some carein dressing, though he did so quickly, and
left hiswegpons behind.

When he reached the two pillars a the entrance, there weren’t too many of “the others’ waiting;
just Kel, Nightwind, and Snowfire. “What' s going on?" he asked, combing his hair with hisfingersand
confining it with aheadband. He' d combed it properly before he left, of course, but al his efforts at
looking neat had been destroyed when heran.

“Kd spotted an armed force with apair of Herdds leading it heading thisway as he started out
on patrol thismorning,” Snowfire said, as Kel nodded. “He came back to tell us, and | sent hertas
around to wake you al up.” To Darian’s chagrin, Snowfire looked asif he' d been up for hours, and had
gotten the hertas to give him acomplete grooming while he waited for folk to muster out. How did he
manage to do that?

“So our reinforcements are here? Why are they coming here, instead of Kelmskeep?” Darian
asked, attempting to neaten himsdlf up.

“They’re coming from Kelmskeep; at aguess, they overnighted there, and Lord Breon sent them
onto usthismorning,” Nightwind hazarded. “We Il find out soon enough.”

A drowsy-eyed Firesong joined them at that moment, yawning behind his mask, followed by
Starfal. Firesong had thrown on aloose robe, and was il in the process of belting it about hisdim
waist. His hair showed signs of having been hadtily braided, and hiseyes still looked deepy. “Ugh,”
Firesong said with distaste. “Military types! Why on earth they should think that it’s admirable to shake
everyone awake at dawn or before, | can never understand!”

“Theforrreeissslarrge enough to sssatisssfy you dl, | think,” Kel put in, ignoring Firesong's
complaints with amusement. “I counted overrr athousssand.”

“I hope Breon sends some supplies with them,” Starfdl said thoughtfully. “Theat isalot of hungry
mouthsto feed. Well, we || manage, we generaly do.”

“| suspect that would be why heisn’t bivouacking them at Kelmskeep,” suggested Nightwind,
with one hand on Kel’ s neck and the other on Snowfire’ sarm. “Well, we have room; I’'m sure they
brought tents, and we can camp them out hereif thereisn’t enough roominthe Vaeitsdf.”

“For one thousand to fifteen hundred?’ said Ayshen, who with Tyrsell and Hashi wasthelast to
jointhem. “No problem.” He turned with aflourish of histail, and issued ordersin the hissing hertas
language to another of hiskind that had trailed deferentialy along behind him. The other bobbed an
agreement and scampered off. Hwed raced in benegth the branches, heading straight for Snowfire, who
extended hisarm and braced himsdlf for the weight as Hwed landed.’ they’ rewithin sght,” Snowfire



reported, while Hwed transferred half hisweight to Snowfire s protected shoulder.

And so they were. Darian peered out into the forest. Thefirst of the reinforcements, tiny inthe
distance and further dwarfed by the giant trees, came into view on the road. They were easier to see,
perhaps, because in the lead were two Hera ds, white uniforms and white Companions making them
doubly visble.

They moved at abrisk pace, which showed that they were in good shape. Asthey neared, just at
the point where Huur was visible as an escort, flapping lazily dong just above the heads of the leaders,
Firesong suddenly laughed out loud.

“What?" Starfall asked sharply, casting aglance a his son.

“Nothing to worry about,” Firesong replied, hisvoice overlaid with humor. “I just recognized
someone | know very well.” By thistime, the group was within caling distance, and he stepped forward.

“I might have known you'’ d be unable to resist afight, you terrible woman!” he shouted. “If you
were aHawkbrother, we' d name you ‘ Fire-eater.” Aren’t you ever going to retire?’

“Not while things stay interesting!” the righthand Herald called back, awoman with along blonde
braid streaked with silver, whose easy grin matched her light words. “Firesong, you useless popinjay!
What are you doing here?’

“Corrupting our youth, of course,” Firesong replied, backing up apace and clapping hishand on
Darian’ sshoulder. “I'mtired of perverting Hawkbrothers, | thought I'd start on Vademarans. Thisis
Dar’ian, my latest victim.”

The Companions hated, the mixed troops behind them came to parade-rest, and both Heralds
dismounted from their saddles with agility that gave thelieto the Silver in their hair. The woman clasped
Firesong' s hand firgt, followed by the man.

“My friends, permit me to introduce you to the redoubtable Herald-Captain Kerowyn and
Herad Eldan,” Firesong said, waving hisfree hand at them.

Darian’s mouth dropped open. First, the famous Firesong, and now the equaly famous
Kerowyn? Who would show up here next? The Queen herself?

“Herdds, these are the Elders of k'Vademar Vae,” he continued. “My father, Starfall k' Vala,
dyhdli kingstag Tyrsdll k' Vaak’ Vademar, Eldest hertast Ayshen k' Leshya, kyree envoy Hashi,
Scout-Captain Snowfire k' Vaa, trondi’irn Nightwindk’ Leshya, Silver Gryphon Kevren, and my pupil,
Darian Firkink'Vdak'Vaddemar.”

Kerowyn saluted them dl. “ A very great pleasure, which, in spite of what Firesong implied, |
hope remains a peaceful pleasure. These are your Crown reinforcements.” She waved at the waiting
troops behind her - not al men, Darian saw; at least half of the mounted fighters were women. “I bring
one mounted company of two hundred seasoned fighters out of my own Skybolts, and two green
companies of regular Guard infantry &t five hundred each. That' stwelve hundred fightersin al, with three
full Hedlers and their six apprentices, and supply wagons and support personnel.”

Some faint worry lines eased from Snowfire' sface. “If twelve hundred fighters can’t keep things
under control here, we || need an army, not reinforcements. And if Herald-Captain Kerowyn can't get
the most out of every trooper she has, then you can stew my boots and serve them to mefor dinner.”

Kerowyn laughed, and shook her head. “Oh, I'm no miracle worker, but | think we'll do al right,
provided we use our heads. Have you a place where we can pitch camp?’

“Bring your people with me, Herdd-Captain,” Ayshen spoke up. “I’ll show you where to camp,
and the amenities that you and your people can share with us. We can discuss other arrangements on the
way.”

“Good; thank you.” She nodded at Eldan, then made ahand signd. The troops snapped to
attention. “I’ll seeto the troops. Eldan will meet with you now, and you can brief him.”

“I had bessst get to my patrrrol,” Kd said ingtantly. “1 will make hassste and bring you the
latessst intelligence.”

He made good on hisword, legping into the air and clawing hisway into the sky with tremendous
wingbests. None of the Vaddemarans was startled, though severd watched him with admiration; They
might be green, yet they must be from some areawhere they had seen gryphons before now.



Eldan and his Companion joined the Elders, while Kerowyn mounted hers and took her place at
the head of the troops. Darian and the rest al moved off thetrail to dlow the troopsto file past. Darian
watched them, thinking how odd it was, that under other circumstances, he might have been one of
them. If I’d run off, or if the village had sent me off to Lord Breon instead of apprenticing me -
that could be me, carrying a pike and my pack. Huh.

“Areyou getting on al right?” Eldan asked Firesong in an undertone. “We haven't had any news
of you more recent than last summer.”

“Actudly, not at al bad,” Firesong said lightly. “We get dong, Silverfox and I. Y ou and the lady
look well.”

“Couldn’t be better; we' ve got four perfectly capable Weaponsmasters now, and she didn’t see
any reason why they couldn’t take the trainees without her looking over their shoulders. Karal’ steaching
some classes, if you can believeit. Things are so calm between Vademar and Karse that his diplomatic
skill isscarcely needed, so he' steaching Karsite culture and language.”

“Wonderful! He must loveit.” Firesong sounded genuindly pleased. “An’deshaisup to his
eyebrowsin shamanigtic business, and I’ ve never seen him happier. | left himin Kata shin’din, helping to
weave anew history-tapestry.” He straightened, and looked about. “Well, we can catch up later; now
we should dedl with business.” He bowed alittle to Eldan. “ So, Herald Eldan, would you and your
Companion careto join our council for an explanation of what’ s going on?’

“That | would, Healing-Adept Firesong,” Eldan replied, with the same odd mingling of
seriousness and humor that Firesong displayed. “Lead on.”

It took most of the day to get the reinforcements settled in their encampment. They were entirely
self-sufficient, having their own cook, tents, and supplies, but everyone agreed that being able to usethe
Ve sfacilities made their camp seem downright luxurious. They were not in the least shy about stripping
and plunging into the hot pools, men and women together, and at any hour of the day or night onewas as
likely to encounter aclutch of Vademarans there as agroup of Tayledras. Most often, the two groups
mingled; the so-called “green” troops were green only in the sense of not having seen readl combat, for
they had trained and bunked with the Skybolts, and had Skybolt senior officers. Those who couldn’t
handle the accepting and flexible manners of Kero’stroopers had long since been weeded out. Tayledras
and Guards got dong very well, with the troopers holding to the attitude that, once on someoneelse's
home ground, you played by their rules and not by what was cdled “ good manners’ and * gppropriate
behavior” at home. “ Stay polite and respectful and ask before you touch,” was the watchword in the
camp, and as aresult, everyone got dong remarkably well.

The next day Lord Breon and VVa arrived for ared council of war, bringing with them their
Wegponsmaster, who was Lord Breon’ s second-in-command. With astorm threatening, they met in the
common dining hall, taking up roughly athird of the available space. By common and unspoken consent,
sincethiswas hardly asecret council, anyone of the officers of sufficient rank who cared to listen in could
do so aslong asthey stayed quiet.

“What' sthis Captain Kerowyn like, personaly?’ Lord Breon asked Firesong, as the assembled
council waited for Kero and Eldan, who were the last to arrive. Today Firesong’s mask seemed to be
made al of fresh green leaves. Tayledras and afew of Kero's officerslurked around the periphery of the
group, and Darian saw a couple who were clearly Skybolts smile a that question.

“You'll like her,” Firesong promised him. “Kero can be counted on not to jump to any
conclusions and not to fight unless she hasto. She' svery straightforward, never hedges her answers or
gives you the answer she thinks you want unlessit’s aso the true one. She’ sgot - oh, decades of
practica experience; before she came to Vademar and was Chosen she was a mercenary captain with
her own company in Rethwelan - the Skybolts, the same group that came up here with her. So, like most
mercenary captains, she doesn't believe in wasting her limited resources, her fighters. She plansthings,
shedoesn't just charge in and hope for the best.”

Darian saw nods of agreement from the Guards, and heard a great many murmurs of approval
from the Hawkbrothers.

Lord Breon also nodded and seemed satisfied, at least to Darian. “ That' s exactly the kind of



person we need for thissituation. Now, | take it that Herald Eldan is more of the diplomat?’

“Y es, they make agood team that way.” Darian definitely heard good-humored affectionin
Firesong' svoice. “Kero’ stoo blunt to make agood diplomat. They’ ve been together since Kero was
Chosen, and Selenay prefersto keep them as an official team, since Kero would probably find a sneaky
way to accomplish the same thing without actualy disobeying orders. You'll like him, too.”

Just then, Kerowyn and Eldan showed up, but only Eldan was wearing Whites. Kero had
changed into something of the same cut asaHerdd’ sWhites, but it was all of gray leather, well-worn
and practica, but not white, by any stretch of the imagination.

“| thought you wereaHerdd!” Va exclaimed, obvioudy without thinking before he opened his
mouth.

Hereally has a problem that way, Darian noted. Does he ever think before he speaks?

“I am. I’'m dso officialy on war-duty as of thismoment, and | am not wearing one of those
‘oh-shoot-me-now’ outfitswhilel am in the front line. Eldan getsto be the obvioudy important person -
he' sthe diplomat, and he won't bein the front line of fighting aslong as1 am in command unlesshe
changes into something inconspicuousfirst.” She cast Eldan asignificant glance, which Eldan ignored.
Thiswas evidently an argument of long standing between them. “I’m the one in chargeif there sfighting,
and I’ d better stay hard to hit if I'm going to stay that way.” She managed avery thin smile. “If this outfit
is good enough for Wegponsmaster-Herald Alberich, it'sgood enough for me.”

“That doesn't sound very . . . heroic.” Va was ether obliviousto the effect his blurted comments
were having, or today he was just letting his thoughts go straight to his mouth without pausing to examine
them. Hewasn't usudly this clumsy. Darian winced indde, waiting for the rebuke.

But Kero actudly softened alittle. “My dear boy, | have been fighting for al of my adult life. |
don’t have anything to prove anymore. | never did when | wasamercenary; if amerc doesn't live, he
doesn't get paid. Heroics are for the young with nothing to lose.” Then she raised an eyebrow and added
dryly, “When it comes down to cases, Eldan’ sjob is more important than mine. Diplomacy is much more
economical than combat, unlessyou just happen to have alot of people and no food to give them. Think
about it, son. Think about it in terms of these green and fertile fields, and al the people who live on them
- and the possibility that these new people are very, very hungry.”

Digtant thunder growled, and it grew darker inthedining hal. Hertas went about quietly lighting
lamps.

Va findly figured out that he had been very rude and inconsiderate - and worse, perhaps, from
his point of view, he'd exposed himsalf asinexperienced and immature. He blushed abrighter scarlet than
Darian had ever managed and |ooked down at the table.

So much for Val’ s love affair with heroic ballads. What | didn’t kill, Kerowyn flattened.
But Kero was aready getting down to business, and Va quickly got caught up in the plansdong with
everyoneese.

“All right then, gryphon - Kd, right? - Kd, give usthe numbers, then we' |l have something to
work with.” Outside, thunder rumbled, warning that the ssorm was upon them. Thefirst drops of rain hit
the roof heavily.

“Of rrredl fighterrrsss, five hundrrred and twenty-two. Of old men, old women, youngsssterrrs
old enough to take aweapon, and women without babesss, fourrrr hun-drrrred and eighteen. Of ssssmdll
childrrren, babesss, nurrrsing and prrregnant motherrrrsss, and crrripplesss, two hundrrred and
forrrty-one.” Kel sounded very sure of himsalf and added, “I counted in many passsssesss, until the
numberrrsss alwayssss came out the sssame.”

“Good for you - wait, did you say cripples?” Kerowyn stared at the gryphon increduloudly.
“Areyou serious? There are crippled people anong them?’

Kevren had to wait as aflash of lightning followed immediately by an enormous pedl of thunder
drowned out any attempt at discusson. The rain began in earnest, drumming down on the roof with the
promise that this would not be amere cloudburst.

“Y esss. Mossst arrre childrrren, but sssome are adultsss.” He scratched an ear-tuft dowly and
thoughtfully. 1 thought that sssseemed odd, myssslf.”



“Most barbarian societiesthat I’ ve ever heard of wouldn't alow their cripplesto live, much less
cart them aong on across-country trek,” Kero said, tapping her lipswith one finger. “Unless, of course,
the cripple had a specid skill that was vitd to the tribe but didn’t require mobility. Obvioudy, no child
would qudify to livein that way. What' s going on here?’

Darian decided to spesk up. “ That doesn’t sound anything like the first ot of barbarians that
came here. They killed their own wounded.”

“In-ter-est-ing.” Kero drew out the word, intoning each syllable asif it was amagicd incantation.
“Wdl. What else can you tell me, Kel?’

“That the way behind issss blocked. The ssstorm we have now isssjussst thefirrrssst of many to
come - ssS0 sssay the weatherrrr sssignssss and the weatherrr-watcherrrssss among the Tayledrrrasss.”
Ke nodded at Snowfire who gave silent confirmation. “ The rrriverrrsssto the norrrth arrre flooded. The
tribe cannot rrrretrrreat.”

Darian listened to the rain on the roof, and thought about hundreds of people trapped by
ran-swollenrivers. How were they handling it?

“That isnot good; we can figure thet if these people aren’t desperate now, they will be when we
confront them with no way to retreat.” She looked around the table, making certain that she met
everyone seyes. “They’ll not only be desperate, but trapped, if we fight them, we can count on them
fighting to the last man, woman, and child. We Il win, but it will be expensve, and we'll end up witha
gaggle of barbarian children and cripplesto take care of afterward. Thisis, of course, assuming that the
mothers don’t kill the children to prevent them from falling into our hands, which isvery likely. Think you
can handle having to sort through and bury alot of dead babies?”’

Darian fdt his ssomach lurch, and everyone else looked rather grim. Va waswhite, probably his
imagination working again.

| don't like these people, but | don’t hate them that much.

Kero nodded. “I thought not. Good, we will pursue diplomacy until thereis no chance
whatsoever that we can make it work. Fighting will bethelast of avery long list of choices. Arewe
agreed? Aye for thosewho are.”

There was no dissension, and when Darian checked the expressions of the onlookers, there
wasn't any discontent there, either. Some of the Tayledras, and a couple of the Guard, looked dubious,
but no one disagreed. More thunder rolled outside, and the windows lit whitely aslightning passed
somewhere above.

Now | seewhy Kero didn’'t mind having people listen. Thisis better than having rumors running
wild through camp.

“Eldan, | yidd thetableto you,” she said, Sitting back in her chair, with her asamsfolded
comfortably across her chest. “If I’ ve got anything to say, I'll just raise my hand liketherest.”

Eldan chuckled, asif thiswas ajoke only he and she understood. “ Right enough, Kero. Thefirst
step in adiplomatic meeting isthe first contact. Does anyone have any ideasthere?’

Lord Breon cleared histhroat. “We talked about it some, dready. Figured we'd comein looking
strong enough to squash any offense without thinking about it, but holding our handsto give these people
achance to speak for themselves. Show of magic, show of strength, even bring in the birds and the
nonhuman dliesto impress‘ em with our totem animals.”

“That’ sagood plan; | think anything subtleisawaste of time,” Eldan replied, with an approving
glance around thetable. “Thereisonething | would like, asa‘justin case’ I'd like to evacuate the
village - he consulted a paper, “ - ah, Errold’s Grove. I’ d like to send the evacuees to Kelmskeep for
sofety.”

Lord Breon protested in darm. “Wait now, in the middle of growing season? Ther€ Il be things
that need harvesting soon - and herds- and - ”

“Whoal” Eldan held up his hands, cutting Lord Breon short. “1 didn't say everyone. Evacuate
those who are too frightened to stay, children, women with babies, the elderly. Basicaly, anyone who
can’'t movein ahurry or will panicif trouble comes. This time we have warning, and we' Il havetime
enough to clear therest out if there sfighting and if it looksasif it will movein the direction of the village.



All right?”

Lord Breon frowned, but agreed grudgingly. “I don't think you redlize how much work everyone
hasin growing season, though,” he grumbled. “Thisisgoing to leave my farmers and small-holders
mightily short-handed.”

Darian saw Kero and Eldan exchange another look, and Eldan’ sdight shrug. “1 think your
farmers and smdlholderswill be grateful that their families are somewhere safe, my lord,” Eldan soothed.
“And if you are worried about the harvest, perhaps some of our fighters could pitch in to help. They
won'’t be doing anything here but drill, and some of them might appreciate the change of pace.”

Darian thought of something that might be an incentive. “ There must be twenty pretty girlsin that
village with no husband-prospects, and there’' saperfectly good inn there aswell.”

Kero grinned and winked at him.

“There, you see?’ Eldan spread his hands. “We |l take our volunteers from those who grew up
farming. At that rate, you can even have the mothers with young children aswell as those with babies
evacuate. In the event that the whole village needs to be cleared out, we' Il have arearguard in place to
hold the road behind!”

Lord Breon sighed heavily. “All right. It'sadamned good ideg, and I’ ve no doubt m'’lady can
keep thewholelot of ‘em busy helping with wedding froufraraw.”

“Kdvren, can you fly along sortie tomorrow?’ Kero asked, asif struck with a sudden thought.
“I’d likeyou to seeif there' sany pattern to the barbarians' migration.”

Kevren dapped hisforeclaw to his chest in what Darian thought must be asdute. “ Cerrrtainly.”

“Right.” Shelooked around the table. “Can anybody think of anything €lsefor now?’

“Only that we should make thismeeting adaily one,” Snowfire said, and smiled gpologeticaly a
Lord Breon. “Sorry, my lord, but unlessyou prefer to let us ded with thiswithout your opinions or
wishes, your lady will haveto do without you for awhile”

“My lady told meto pack my bags,” Lord Breon replied and grinned. “ She reckoned Val and |
werein for an extended stay. Gods forbid that fighting comesthat far, but she can command my persond
troopsaswell as| can, and asfor setting up for refugees and asiege - she'sas good or better than | am.
That'sonereason why | wed her inthefirst place.” Val looked startled, as hisfather bowed to Starfll
and Snowfire. “ *Fraid I’m going to have to beg quarters from you, gentlemen, and camp-space for my

Keshafdt asif she had somehow falen into someone elsg' slife. Here she had gone along for
years, with nothing more serious than sick sheep and broken bones to take care of, and nothing more
worrisome than trying to work her way through those damned indecipherable texts. . . .

And now?

Shewasliving in aHawkbrother Vale, taking lessons from one of the most famous magesin the
world - well, in Vademar, anyway - learning how to do things that weren't even in those texts. And if
that wasn't enough, now there was an army in residence, with no lessthan three full Healersand six
apprentices, al perfectly willing to give her extralessons and adviceif she thought she needed it. She had
seen more new people a oncein the last few daysthan al of the people she'd ever seenin her life added
together.

“Not that you really need much advice,” observed Gentian Arbelo, the most senior of the three.
Hewas dso the oldest, bald as an egg, and the thinnest hedlthy man Keishahad ever seen. “You have dl
the basic herb-knowledge so solidly there’ sno point in questioning it, and you could teach us afew
things about the local cures. Asfor using your Gift - 7 he shrugged. “1t' s more amatter of practice and
getting comfortable with it than needing any advice or lessons. Still, if you want to St in when any of us
work, we' Il be happy to link minds with you so that you can see exactly how we do things.”

“Please,” Keisharesponded immediately, hoping she didn’t sound as desperate as she felt.
“Please. | need experience, and I'm horribly afraid | won't have much timeto get it.”

“Thereisthat,” agreed Nala Karcinamen, thejunior Hedler. “If there sfighting, well, we re going
to wish we had double our number.”

The middle, arobust and cheerful man, of middling height, brown hair, eyes, and beard, who



cdled himsdf Grenthan Miles, made aface. “ Piff! Thisis Captain Kero we' retaking about! If theré sa
wal to get this settled without crossed swords, she'll find it, her and Eldan both. Meanwhile, thisis an
army, they’ re dway's besting on one another, and that means bruises and cuts. Likely, ther€' |l be at least
one seriousfight with a broken bone if we sit about for more than afortnight. We Il have hangovers,
upset somachs from overstuffing, al manner of minor troubles. There' s nothing better to practice on,

m’ dear, and if you botch it up abit, there’ s no serious consequences.” He grinned first at Keisha, then at
histwo colleagues. “WEe |l take her on the rounds and let her use her Gift on ‘em with us as safety. Shelll
et practice, we can usethe time for somefull exams, and that' |l keep every mother’ schild in this
mothering army up to strength. What do you say to that?”’

Nalalooked dubious, but Gentian nodded. “Good idea. In fact, it would be agood ideafor all
the gpprentices.” Hisgrin, buried asit wasin abright red beard, was doubly infectious. “By the gods,
we' |l spoil those soldiers, though! They’ Il think thisis how we should dwaystreat ‘em!”

Keishaflushed, her cheeks hot, and Nala gave her a penetrating look. “Have you something
you'd liketo say, Keisha?’ The plump and motherly gray-haired woman |ooked more like someone's
grandmother than aHeder who' d followed armiesliterdly al her life. She seemed to understand
Keisha s shyness, and how hard it was to volunteer information.

“Just that - | do know some remedies you may not, mostly for common things - and they don't
all haveto have - painless Hedling.” Sheflushed even more, her cheeks so warm they were painful.

“Y ou want to discourage people from pretending to be sick, right? Or complaining of truly trivia
problems? The medicines aren't very pleasant, but they are very efficient.”

All three Hedlers burst into ddlighted laughter, lessening her blushes. “She'll do, she'll do!”
Gentian crowed. “Oh, yes, she'll do!”

“Y ou' re sure you want to be here?” Kerowyn asked Keisha as they reached the outskirts of
Errold’'s Grovejust after suppertime - atime chosen when everyone would be home from the fields.

“They know me; you're outsiders. They know | wouldn't say anything that can beignored. If I’'m
here while you tell them the bad news, they won't be so inclined to try to pretend it isn’'t true.” Kelsha
redly didn’t want to be there, but she knew she had to be; among other things, she figured she might as
well get the inevitable confrontation with her parents over and done with. They were going to want her to
evacuate with the others, and obvioudly she couldn’t do that.

“The best thing to doisto ring the bell in the square,” Keishawent on, thinking out loud. “If we
ask Mayor Lutter to assemble everyone, he'll try to find some way of putting it off - or worse, he'll only
assemble people he thinks areimportant.” She gave Kerowyn a helpless shrug. “He' s good enough at
arranging Faires, but | wouldn't trust him to make any decisonsin acase like this, much less make the
right ones. HE Il think first of how to keep his own status high and keep getting appointed Mayor, and not
concentrate on anything useful. My guessisthat he' s been keeping the fact that the barbarians were
coming thisway a secret. The only ones who probably know are the town council members.”

Kero snorted and looked absol utely disgusted. “Politicians! Always butting in where leaders are
needed! No fear, | know thetype, and | can handle him easily enough.”

Just ahead, people wandered the village pathsin the late-evening sunlight. Some were women,
gathering to trade gossip, some were young people, mostly couples, and children played in theyards as
they rode in, Kerowyn on her Companion, and Nightwind and Keishaon dyheli. Kerowyn had changed
back to her Whites - grudgingly, but Eldan had said severely that her authority asaHeradd might be
needed to get people to act instead of dithering. There would be no difficulty with riding back after
darknessfdl, since the dyheli and Kero's Companion had excellent night-vision, and there was going to
be afull moon.

As soon as the children spotted Kero, they ran back to their houses, shouting with excitement.
Gods, thisis an awful lot of excitement for Errold’ s Grove. People are going to be talking about
this year for decades, Keishamused, asfolk began to gather beside theroad, their facesfull of
expectation. “Maybe we won't haveto ring the bell, after dl,” Keisha ventured, seeing the number of

people appearing on their own.
“Good; | want to aert people, not scare them witless.” Kero's Companion Sayvil stopped, and



Kero stood up in her ftirrups. “Listen, people - | want everyone in Errold’s Grove assembled in the
square, right now! You littles - yes, you and you and you - go to al the houses and fetch everybody.”

The children she pointed to ran off, squealing with excitement & being given an important misson
by aHerald. “Therest of you, follow usto the square, unless you know of someone the children won't
likely find.”

Kero took the lead, followed by Nightwind and Keishaand a parade of chattering, excited
people. The noise alone will probably bring people out, Keshathought, asthe crowd behind grew
larger with every step they took.

The square had been cleaned out since the “reception” for Darian and the Hawkbrothers. How
long ago was that? Just days, maybe a fortnight, but it seems like a year. Therewasnothinginthe
way of structuresthere at al, except the Hawkbrother bower near the Temple.

“Don’t dismount,” said Kero, astheir three mounts halted, with Kerowyn between Nightwind
and Keisha. “WEe |l use the height to our advantage. Anyone want to bet how long it takes for this Mayor
of Keishd sto appear, demanding that we go through him?’

“He snot my Mayor,” Keisha protested, and at that exact moment, Mayor Lutter appeared at
the edge of the crowd, face red, shoving hisway through to the center.

“What's going on here?’ he demanded, as he came up to the nose of Kero’s Companion, Sayvil.
“What’ sthe meaning of this?’

Sayvil looked down her long nose a him, and deliberately sneezed wetly in hisface. Ashe
jumped back (asfar as he could, given the crowd), wiping hisface with hisdeeve, Kero' slipstwitched.
“The situation with the approaching barbarians the Hawkbrothers told you about has escaated, Mayor
Lutter,” Kerowyn said, loudly enough to be heard clearly by at least athird of the crowd. “I’'m hereto
give Crown ordersfor Errold’s Grove.”

That set up abuzz, asthefolk in the front exclaimed in darm, those in the back asked what had
been said, and those nearest Mayor Lutter seized on him, demanding to know why he hadn’t told them
about gpproaching barbarians. Thiskept him very busy trying to make up an explanation, as Kero had
probably intended.

People continued to collect, as Kero waited patiently. When it appeared that no one elsewas
going to join them, she stood up in her stirrups, surveyed the group with an impassive face, then abruptly
sgndedfor silence,

Amazingly, shegot it; even theincreasingly agitated cluster of people around Mayor Lutter
quieted down. The Mayor, glad enough for the respite, mopped his swesting face with his other deeve.

“| am Hera d-Captain Kerowyn, commander of the Skybolts,” Kero announced. Asamurmur
again rose, she continued, ignoring the sound. 1 see some of you recognize me; those of you who do can
make your explanationsto everyone ese later. Apparently your Mayor has not passed on some
information he received sometime ago, so I'll repeat it in brief. Northern barbarians have been
approaching thisareafor sometime; at first it was unclear whether they were going to stop short or
continue until they came to Errold’s Grove, but they show no signs of stopping, so we are assuming they
will come here”

Interestingly, athough Kero’swords were practically guaranteed to cause panic, no one moved
or even said anything. It might have been Kero's stern gaze; it might also have been that she had some
rudimentary Empathic control over the crowd. Or, if shedidn’t, perhaps Sayvil did. At any rate, no one
ran off, or even moved much.

“There are some significant differences between this group and the last,” Kero continued. “ The
most important of which isthat this group contains women, children, old people, and even cripples. That
suggests that they are not a conquering army, but rather migrants, nomads, or even refugees; people of
that nature can be negotiated with. Nevertheless, the Crown istaking your safety very serioudy, and | am
in command of three companies of Guard troops that include some of my own Skybolts, who will make
certain that you are protected.”

A spontaneous, and very relieved, cheer arose, which Kero permitted to continue for amoment
before raising her hand again. As before, she got silence.



“Meanwhile | have advised Lord Breon to let everyone who wants to evacuate Errold’ s Grove. |
suggest that motherswith infants and smal children do so, al children below the age of fourteen, dl older
folk, and anyone else who doesn't fed safe. | redlize that thiswill cause some hardship, so sncewe
wanted some troops stationed here anyway, those trooperswill help out in the fields to replace people
who evacuate.” She alowed her gaze to travel acrossthe crowd, dowly, so that she at least gavethe
illusion of meseting each and every eye. “There you haveit. Lord Breon has agreed to accept the
evacuees at Kemskeep, and whatever you want to bring with you, go ahead and do so. Thisis ot an
emergency evacuation, and you can take as much time to pack up and move out as you need to, within
reason. |I'd say four or five daysiswithin reason.”

“Do you think the barbarians will come here?’ shouted one of the Fellowship folk.

Kero shook her head. “To be honest, not really. However, | want al possibilities covered, and if
my judgment provesto be totally wrong - and it could, the gods know it’ s happened before - | don't
want anyone herewho isunableto run like arabbit if trouble shows up. My recommendation isbasicaly
that the able-bodied and hedlthy can stay, but everyone else should go.”

Keisha chose this moment to peak up. “1’ ve been at the Vale, which iswheredl the newsis
coming. Thisisred, and if it were my family that had agrandmaor baby, I'd not only tell themto go, I'd
help them pack and escort them to Kelmskeep. Since my folks can al not only run like rabhbits but can
bite when cornered - ” she noted severa weak grinsin the crowd, and stronger ones from her brothers,”
- I'd say it s safe enough for them to stay until the Herald-Captain tells them otherwise.”

Anyone who might have been wavering until then was convinced.

Kero waited amoment, then asked, “ Anyone have any questions?’

“Only of Mayor Lutter,” said one voice, with adecidedly grim notein it. Murmurs of agreement
followed.

“Right. You will have severa more chancesto ask methings, mysdlf, or one of my lieutenants.
Theré |l be an officer stationed with the men who come here to help out, and if he or she doesn't aready
have ordersthat cover any question you might have, they’ Il have authority to make adecison.” She took
adow, deep bregth, and looked satisfied with the results of her speech. “ Carry on, decide who' s going,
take your time. I'll send thefirst batch of men over tomorrow, and if you don’t feel confident about
getting to Kelmskeep by yourselves, some of them will provide an armed escort over. Thisisn't an
emergency. Yet.”

At this point, the only excited and agitated people were the ones around Mayor Lutter; Keisha
felt rather sorry for him, but he had brought histroubles on himsdif.

But she saw her mother and father making their way toward her, moving dowly through the
crowd with determination on their faces, and she braced herself for what wasto come.

“You are going to Kelmskeep,” stated her mother, as soon as she was close enough, in the tone
that warned she would accept no other answer from her daughter.

But it wasn't her daughter who sat the back of a dyheli, not here, not now. It wasthe Errold’s
Grove Hedler, who knew that there was a perfectly good Healer at Kelmskeep, but if sheleft, there
would be none at Errold’ s Grove at atime when one would be needed urgently. Furthermore, the
Errold’ s Grove Hedler knew that if it cameto aconflict, her place was with the other Hedlers caring for
injured fighters, not huddling behind walls of stone, far from any conflict.

S0 - “No,” said the Heder of Errold’s Grove, just asfirmly.

Her mother and father smply stared at her. No wonder. | may have disobeyed, but never in
anything major, and I’ ve never refused themto their faces. Keishahardened her shieldsaswell as
her resolution; no matter what they said or did, she had no intention of being dissuaded.

“What do you mean, no?” demanded Ayver and Sidoniein chorus.

“I believeit’smy duty to remain either here or at the Vale, where | am needed, and not in
Kelmskeep, wherel am not,” Keishareplied, in alevel and moderate tone. “ So | will not be going to
Kemskeep.” Shewas deeply grateful that Kero told them al to stay mounted; the height-advantage she
had gave her an advantage in authority aswell.

Her father began to get abit red in the face, himself. “No daughter of mine -”



“I amyour daughter only after | anaHeder,” Keisha countered, hoping that she sounded calm
and reasonable. “My first and most important duty isasaHeder. Once she'safull Herdd, you wouldn't
eventhink totell Shandi to stay out of danger, would you?’

Thetroubleis, I’'m afraid they would. . . .

Even through shidlds, she could tell that she had just set the spark to the tinder. There was going
to be avery ugly outburst in amoment; she braced herself, cringing insde.

“Pardon,” Nightwind said, stepping in before either parent could send down thunder and
lightning. “But Keishaiseighteen, isshe not?’ At Sdoni€' sautometic nod, the trondi’ irn continued.
“Then by your own laws, sheistwo years past the age when she can legaly make her own choices.”

“That sheis,” Kero said chearfully, bringing her own formidable persondity in on Keisha sside.
“She can marry, be apprenticed, take on business or a debt, choose whatsoever profession she wishes,
no matter what your desiresare.”

“But she'sachild!” Sidoniewailed. “ She can’t possibly make any kind of rationd decision!”

“By your law, she ceased to be achild two yearsago,” said Nightwind quietly. “By our law, she
ceased to be one four years ago. And by demongtration of responsibility, she ceased to be one at least
that long ago.” She amiled, asmilefull of pity and sympathy. “Lady, your childisin no senseachild, and
has not been so for years. She was smply too dutiful to remind you of that fact, but now her higher
responsibilities have forced her to that point. Don't force her to hurt you just to prove she' slong since
grown up.”

Suddenly Sidoni€ sface crumpled, though at least she didn’t burst into tears. Keisha swallowed,
with the reveation of how difficult it must beto let children grow up; it was dl there, in her father’s
shocked and stricken ook, in her mother’ s heartsick eyes. She began to waver; was shewrongin
ganding againg them?

But Kero was not going to let the Situation decay. With awicked gleam in her eye, she stepped
inagan. “l must remind you,” shesaid, in avoice asdevoid of pity as Nightwind' s expression was full of
that emation, “1 am in charge of thisstuation, and in my opinion you would be serioudy interfering with
the best interests of Vademar by trying to persuade one of my Hedersto cravenly abandon her pogt. It
could even be construed as treason,” she added thoughtfully.

“Oh,” Ayver said, hisface blank with shock. Sidonie took afew moments more to see what
Kero was getting at, but when she did, her expression went just as blank as her husband's.

Now it was Kero’ sturn to soften, alittle. “ Y ou’ ve been good enough parentsto raise not only a
child Chosen but another who sees her duty as aHedler as more important than her own wishes. Now
be good enough parentsto let that child live up to her potentia.”

Ayver wasthefirg to recover. “ Just promise that she'll be taken care of!” he said to Kero, with
thefierce glare of any thwarted father.

“| am Herad-Captain Kerowyn, and | always take care of my people,” Kero told him with
supreme dignity. “Y ou have my leave to inquire from any of my people how they are cared for.”

There seemed nothing moreto say at that point, and with that beein their ears, they beat a hasty
retreat. Dusk had faded into darkness, and they were swallowed up by the night before Keisha could call
them back.

Keishalet out the breath she’ d been holding in, and looked at both Nightwind and Kero with
gratitude. She couldn’t believe how quickly the confrontation had ended, dthough she wished with dl her
heart that it had been less painful for her parents. “Thisisn't thefirst timeyou' ve held off angry parents,
isit?’ she asked Kerowyn, who laughed.

“No, it'snot,” she agreed. “ And you should see them when their baby-child is going to go hit
people with sharp things, instead of Hedl them of the aftermath!” She shook her head reminiscently.
“Hateto doit, but achild hasto grow up sometimein their parents' eyes, and better they should blame
me than their own flesh and blood.”

“Wall, thank you, thank you both,” Keishasighed. “1 dmost gavein to them; | probably would
have, if you hadn’t helped.”

They dl turned their mounts away from the dispersing gathering, and headed back toward the



Vaejud asthe full moon appeared above the trees, gilding their path with silver. “1 don't think you
would have,” Nightwind said, after along slence that took them right to the edge of the night-darkened
forest. “But don't feel ashamed that they made you fed asif you were going to.” Now Keishaheard the
smilein her voice. “Parents dways know what strings control your heart and soul. After dl, they arethe
oneswho tied them there.”

Thirteen

Thiswas, of course, not the first time that Darian and Snowfire had gone scouting an enemy
encampment. The easiest way was the path they had chosen - through the treetops. The easiest way was
aso the safedt; getting themsalvesinto atree near the barbarian encampment, and | etting the owls make
overflightswhile they used their owls eyesto observe. Snowfire sent out both of hishbirds, but Darian
only had Kuari to keep track of. This, of course, meant that Snowfire had twice the work of Darian, but
Snowfire might have been happier if Darian hadn’t inssted on coming aong in thefirst place.

He had only agreed because they had alimited time to work in, and needed as much information
asthey could get.

Darian put his back up against the curioudy smooth bark of histree, and concentrated on the
noncombatants, the women, girls, and young children, who were gathered around their own fire.
Snowfire sent Huur and Hweel to single out those who seemed the most important in the clan, and to
look for ashaman or mage. Darian didn’t know what Snowfire was seeing, but from his point of view,
much as he hated to admit it, these people were nothing like the arrogant barbarians of years ago.

AsKuari actually perched no more than afew feet above the heads of agathering of women and
children, hetook note of awedth of details through the owl’ s ight. For instance, there was one
decoration repeated over and over in their clothing and ornaments - a cat. It was some sort of great
hunting-cat, and the colorsit was portrayed in were whites, grays, and blacks, giving it aghostlike
appearance. Decorations included stylized catsin profilein every conceivable position, cat faces, cat
eyes, and cat paw-prints. As ornaments, he counted cat furs, cat teeth, cat skulls, and cat claws. This,
then, was probably their totemic animal.

So much for the decorations of their lives. Now for the substance.

In this much, this batch of barbarians was smilar to the last - the sexes were dtrictly segregated.
Women, girls, and small children below the age of puberty grouped around one campfire, sharing one
mesdl, the adult males crowded around another, sharing a different meal, with more of the choice cuts of
meset. Snowfire was concentrating on the adult males, so Kuari and Darian ignored them.

Whatever dinner the women had was long since egten, though the men were till chewing away;
the only signs of it were the cracked and gnawed bones in the fire, the two pots filled with coalsto burn
out the residue of food left in them. One thing did surprise him. The women did not seem particularly
cowed or davish; they chattered among themsalves, scolded rowdy children, sewed hidesinto articles of
clothing or decorated the finished clothing. If thisisolation was an indication that they were consdered
inferior creatures by the men, there was no sign that they were kept that way with beatings and brutality.

AsKé had reported, though, there were severa people, mostly children, who seemed afflicted
with acurious pardyss or wasting disease. These victimslay quietly on furs beside the fire, occasondly
rubbing emaciated limbs asif to ease a congtant ache. An arm might be afflicted, or aleg - never both
legs or both arms.

On the other hand, how could a child survive long with such a profound afflictionin a
nomadic clan? EveninVademar, peoplewith pardyss had difficulty in Smply staying dlive. He had the
sense, gained mostly from the way that women would ook at the afflicted children and sigh, thet there
had been other children who had been stricken worse than these - and had not survived.

He gleaned al he could, noting that not al the women were making or decorating new garments.
Some were working on wegpons, fletching arrows, fitting heads to spears. Y es, those things could be
used for hunting, but they could also be used for war. Just how many spears and arrows did the tribe
need for hunting, any way?If nomad tribe can’t afford to carry much; why make so many weapons



when there are hectares of raw materials all around them? He could understand stockpiling spear
tips, arrowheads, but not whole wegpons. Spearsin particular were clumsy and hard to transport for
people who had no wagons; why bother making entire bundles of extras?

Because they expect conflict, that’ swhy. Can’t stop to fletch arrows or fit a point to a shaft in the
middleof afight.

Findly hefigured he had gleaned as much information as he could from smple observation, and
cdled Kuari back in. Asthe great eagle-owl landed on the lirnb beside him, ahuge branch wide enough
for two people to walk side-by-side on it, he looked over to the next branch to see how Snowfire
progressed. Huur was dready there, sitting quietly beside her bondmate, and from the look of it, Hwed
would not be far behind. Darian began carefully stretching muscles and getting ready to move ouit.

It wasn't long before Snowfire whistled the quiet sgnd that meant it wastimeto retreet, and
Darian followed the scout’ s lead through the upper limbs of the trees, moving aong the branches of the
great treesas surely and slently asif they traveled forest paths. Where limbs crossed, they used their
climbing staffs to hook the branch of the next tree, either to pull themselves up, or lower themsalves
down. Evenin Vademar, Snowfire had drilled his“younger brother” in thistree-walking, and no matter
that the trees there were no more than atenth of the size of those in the Pelagiris. A Hawkbrother was as
at homein atree asany Vademaran was on the ground. That wasthe real secret of their ability to move
invisbly through the Foret, though to Vademaransit might aswel have been magic.

They didn’t descend to the earth again until they were far from the encampment. Two dyhdli
waited impatiently in aclearing to carry them further toward safety. With the moon on the wane, the
dyheli were only moving shadows below to Darian’ s eyes, but to Kuari’s, the thick darkness made no
difference. With Kuari to guide him, Darian followed Snowfire down to the ground; the dyheli (not
Tyrsdl, but aswift runner al the same) was at his side as his feet touched the moss. Fagter than thought,
Darian wasin the saddle, and the dyheli bounded away, no more than a pace or two behind his
herdmate.

There was neither the time nor the leisure for either of them to talk, not with the dyheli a full
gdlop. Darian hung on, most of his attention with Kuari, who scouted the back-trail, watchfully making
certain that barbarians had not somehow detected them. Huur and Hwed scouted ahead, serving astheir
guides as the moon set and the darkness thickened further.

Darian had made so many similar ridesin the last four yearsthat his senses were keenly attuned
to the sgnasthat meant real danger. He no longer started, hand to weapon, at every little sound. The
farther they got from the encampment, the more he relaxed - insofar asit was possibleto do so. The
mission had only begun; it would be avery long night beforeit was over.

We got away with our spy-out; that’s a decent omen. So far, so good.

Thewar council wasn't waiting for their report in the Vae. Tonight was the night of
confrontation, and the barbarians weren't as close to the dlies as that. Their own war band had an
encampment of their own, near enough for an effective strike at the barbarians, but hopefully far enough
away that the barbarian scouts wouldn't detect them.

The dyheli dowed to awalk asthey neared the periphery of the camp. With Darian just a pace
behind him, Snowfire answered three low-voiced chalenges before the dyheli brought them to ashdlow
caveinthe hillsdefacing away from the barbarians, and into acircle of firdight reflecting off facesthat
looked up at their gpproach. This cave was the only spot safe enough for afire and offering enough
privecy for thewar council.

Oncethey were out of the saddle and settled in among the rest, taking seats cross-legged on the
soft sand floor, Darian reported hisfindingsfirst. Snowfire listened asintently asthe others, athough,
except for the identification of the clan-totem, there wasn’t much real information there. “I’'m sorry | can't
tell you more,” Darian ended, on anote of apology. “But at some point we' ve got to get hold of one of
their people - maybe achild - and get their language. There' stoo much | missed by not understanding
their conversation.”

Snowfire then made hisown report. “1 didn’t see amage or ashaman anywhere among the men,
nor did | see aspecid tent, or any of the sort of equipment and parapherndiathat a shaman or mage



would require,” he said, eliciting anod from Firesong. “From the little of their speech that | understood, |
believe that they cdl themsalvesthe“ Ghost Cat” clan. If what | heard istrue, they believe ther totemic
anima actually led them here. | dso understood that they areterrified of the Change-Circles, and will
make any detour to pass around them, and that corresponds with what Kel has observed. They don't
seem to be aware of the existence of Errold’ s Grove or k' Vademar Vae; asfar asthey are concerned,
thisis completely unknown, probably empty territory. | saw some preparation for fighting, but not wheat |
would expect if they planned amgjor assault. In my opinion, they are ready to fight, and will if they see
the need to attack or defend, but it did not look to me asif they planned to go to war.”

Kero nodded, and looked first into Sayvil’ s eyes, then nodded at Eldan. “ Then we should go
ahead with our plan. We comein, show superior abilities, and try to awe them. I'll have the Skyboltsin
place as backup for the contact party, but they won't show their faces unless the contact party hasto be
rescued. Sound right to everyone e se?’

Darian followed Kerowyn's glance around the circle; there was no dissension, but he didn’t
expect any at this point. After al, they’ d been over and over this plan so many timesthat they had, he
hoped, worked any flaws out of it.

“Let’'sdoit,” Firesong sad. “Before | lose my nerve.”

He' sjoking, Darian thought asthey dl stood, and shivered. | wish | could.

Now it wastimefor Tyrsdll to join the group, but as Firesong's mount, not Darian’s. Darian
would remain with the Skybolts as advance scout, ready to mount arescue, should that become
necessary. Thisdid not make Darian fed any better; he could not help thinking about al those well-made
arrows he' d seen being fletched, and imagining hisfriendsfacing ahail of them.

Kerowynwould not be with the contact party either; that was Eldan’s place. Like Darian, Kero
had adifferent place tofill. She would be with her troops, waiting in hiding, hoping she wouldn’t be
needed.

Sheisn’'t any happier about that than I am. Kerowyn hadn’t said anything, certainly hadn’t
done anything, but there was no doubt in Darian’ s mind that she would gladly have accepted any excuse
to get Eldan out of the contact party.

But there were only two Heralds, and Eldan was the diplomat of the two; it was, as he had gently
reminded Kerowyn, his place to be conspicuous, a least for the moment.

Kelvren, who was so excited by his part in thisthat his hackles were up, wasto be the crowning
piece of the display. Whether or not these people were familiar with gryphons from afar, they could never
have seen one up close, and to have Kel come swooping in out of the dark would be aconsiderable
shock.

With Eldan and his Companion in the lead, Snowfire and Firesong flanking him riding dyheli, and
followed by a good-sized escort of mounted Skybolts, the party’ s size should be enough to surprise the
barbarians. Appearing suddenly and unexpectedly out of the night was atime-honored tactic of the
Hawkbrothers; it worked as an effective way to intimidate interlopers more often than it failed.

Darian hoped that tonight would not be counted as one of the failures.

Lord Breon had wanted badly to be included as one of the party, and had only been dissuaded
from hisintention by Kerowyn. The Herald-Captain had pointed out that it was her duty to protect him,
not the other way around, then added that she didn’t know the territory around Kemskeep half so well
asitsLord; if it cameto arunning fight, she needed his expertise. So Lord Breon was also going to be an
observer, and probably would be fretting insde as much as Kero or Darian.

The darkness was their friend, not the barbarians . With the aid of the three owls, they moved
into position without disturbing the few sentries, much less the deegping camp. The barbarian sentries
were posted within sight of the dying campfire anyway, too close to the camp to be an effective ward
againg aforceliketheirs.

AsKero arranged her own fighters, positioning Darian and Kuari as lookouts, the others moved
closer ill, just barely out of the barbarians' sight, as near as they dared.

Darian stayed where Kerowyn had placed him, in another tree, hafway between her people and
the camp. It wasn't as safe a perch asit might have seemed; one of the things that the contact party was



going to producewas a lot of light, and he would make atempting and easy target if anyone spotted him.

In agtuation like this one, the Gift of Mindspeech was dl the more valuable; everyone knew
when everyone ese wasiin place and ready, with no clumsy signasthat might be misheard or not heard
at al. Without that warning, he might have been so sartled asto lose his balance when the contact party
madether initid move; asit was, he winced involuntarily when the group reveded their presence.

It must have been a hundred, a thousand times worse for the barbarians.

For them, there was no warning. In one moment, they dept peacefully, the forest sounds of
crickets and frogs, the occasiond bird call, no different than any other night. In the next, it must have
seemed asif the heavens and earth opened up at once.

With agreat flash of light and a corresponding blare of horns - supplied by Kerowyn's people -
the contact party “appeared” out of the dark asif they had suddenly burst through a Gate or were
conjured by some other magica means. With mage-lights burning fiercely above them, with the owls
flying a head height on either Side of the group, they galloped up to the very edge of the camp. At the last
moment, Starfall and Snowfire held up their hands, and the owls landed nesily on the gloves. Thewhole
camp was roused, of course, but very few had the temerity to burst out of their tents, and fewer il to
brandish the weapons they’ d seized.

Giving them no time to recover from the first shock, the second descended from the dark sky -
Kdvren, infull panoply, hiswings providing athunder of hisown as helanded in front of Eldan.

Darian had to give the barbarians credit for bravery; they were shaking, as pale as snow and
plainly terrified, but they stood their ground.

Y es, but can they stand the third shock?

A deep and angry “voice’ shouted insde Darian’s head - and in the heads of every other
creature present that hadn’t shielded againgt it. Darian had put up just enough of a shield to keep the
voice from being painful, but he wanted to hear what Tyrsdll said. For thiswas Tyrsdll’ s contribution, his
ability to Mindspesk to anyone and anything, and if the barbarians weren't familiar with Mindspeech, this
might well be the most frightening shock of dl.

:Who are you, invaders? How dare you intrude on us?: Tyrsell demanded. :Why are you
here? What excuse have you for invading our lands, stealing our game, devouring our grazing?
Why should we not destroy you at this moment, and leave your bonesto liein the dust asa
warning to others?:

There was no telling how the barbarians would take this - how they would even “hear” it and
interpret it - but this was the best that any of them could come up with, providing equal parts of threet,
intimidation, and opportunity for explanation. Firesong produced appropriate sage-dressing as Tyrsdll
Mindspoke, sending up fountains of light on ether side, as hisfirebird made asmilar entranceto
Kevren's. Aya plunged down from the treetops, showering false sparks as he flew, then coming in to
land on Firesong' s outstretched hand.

Darian held his breath, watching the barbarians for dangerous behavior. When it was apparent
that the contact party waswaiting for an answer - waiting angrily, but ill waiting and holding their hand
- people ventured from tents, milled around alittle, talking nervoudy, then centered dl their activity on
three menin particular.

Asthe contact party continued to wait, standing asrigid and unmoving as agroup of statues,
those three men walked cautioudly to the edge of the camp, clutching their weapons.

No eclipse-amulets! That was something Darian had been watching for particularly - the mage
(or shaman) who had led the first barbarian invasion had worn one, and Darian had gotten the impression
that it was worn by the leaders of arather nasty magicd cult, even by barbarian standards. If he' d gotten
even aglimpse of another onelikeit, he wasgoing to call aretrest!

But no; the three leaders - awiry man with grizzled hair and beard, and two younger, much more
muscular fellows - had donned quite abit of jangling jewelry before they ventured forward, but anything
like an amulet was cat-headed or cat-shaped.

The onewith the gray hair spoke loudly and dowly, with agreat many gesturesthat didn’t mean
anything to Darian. Meanwhile, the other two shook rattles and brandished, not wespons, but brightly



painted rawhide shields.

:He asks if we are demons of the darkness, and if we are, says that the other two are
powerful shamans who will drive us away.: Therewas no doubt of Tyrsdll’s grim amusement with this
gtuation. : Firesong, why don’'t you be your theatrical self while | answer him?:

Firesong raised Ayaover hishead while Tyrsell stepped up beside Kelvren. Thefirebird threw
off averitable waterfal of false sparks, which rained down on his bond-mate, as Firesong conjured
another mage-light in the pam of his other hand.

:Fools! Demons of the darkness shun the light, not court it!: Tyrsdl “shouted’
contemptuoudy. :We are the keepers and guardians of this land, and we demand that you answer
to usfor your invasion!:

Nervoudly, the two woul d-be shamans dropped their painted shields as ineffective, and took up
spearsinstead. The leader, however, waved them back, and addressed the party again.

:He saysthat if we are not demons, then he demands that we meet himin daylight.: Now
Tyrsdl’smind-voice held agrudging admiration. : Pretty brave fellow, to stand up to us like this.:

Whatever the answer was from the contact party, Darian didn’t hear it; he only got Tyrsdl’ sthird
(and find) announcement. : Because we are just, we give you leave to defend your actions, and time
to choose your words with care,: Tyrsdl said sernly.: Look for us by dawnlight.:

The party backed up, one dow step at atime - then there was another explosion of purposefully
blinding light and blare of horns - and when silence and darkness descended again, the party had
“vanished.” At leadt, they had asfar as the barbarians were concerned.

In actud fact, of course, they smply rode or flew away, but with their eyes dazzled and ears
ringing, the barbarians wouldn’t have seen that.

Darian waited until the alieswere safely behind the Skybolts' lines before making his own move
- which was to return to the barbarian camp to see if he could make out what their reaction was.

Although he couldn’t understand aword they said, some things were clear enough. The children
and most of the women were absolutely terrified, but not dl. Severd hardy souls among the women
rallied - and railed at - their more timid sSsters, suggesting to Darian that the older ones had seen magic
before and knew the difference between show and substance.

And they aren’t afraid of magic, which means. . . what? That it's never been used successfully
againg them?

Among the men, only the younger ones were cowed; virtudly al the maes of Daian’ sage and
older had gotten over their shock and gathered around the three leaders, deep in a council of their own.
And once the hardier women had calmed the rest, they joined the council circle aswell!

It was possible for Darian, watching through Kuari’ s eyes, to infer some things - most notably, a
sense of caution, in the intonations of those who spoke, in the postures of those who listened. Findly he
decided that he had seen and heard enough, and retreated behind his own lines.

“They'renot as scared aswe' d like,” he reported, as he dropped down out of the tree into the
midst of hisown war council.

“But not aggressive either?’ Kero asked quickly.

“Not aggressve, at least not at the moment,” Darian confirmed. “They’ ve seen showy magic
before, I'd bet onit.”

“On to the next phase, then,” Snowfire said. “We approach at dawn, and see what they have to
say for themselves.” Helooked up at the tree branches above his head. “Dawn isn't that far off; we
won't havelong to wait.”

Inthe mist and till, pale gray of dawn, the contact group approached the barbarian camp once
again - thistime without the lights and noise. They stopped a bit further away, however, just out of
arrow-shot range, where Kelvren joined them.

A cautious deputation gpproached from the encampment, but not immediately. From the haggard
faces and dark-circled eyes, it appeared that the barbarians had gotten no more deep than the dlies.
Once again, Darian was in the tree branches, but hidden better thistime, and without Kuari. The
eagle-owls had no advantage during daylight, except for show; Darian was here to satisfy hisown



restlessness, not asa primary scout. That duty had gone to Wintersky, Ravenwing, and their bondbirds.

It appeared that at least they were going to be treated as important enough for the barbariansto
put on their best finery, for the deputation jingled and clattered with every gpproaching step. In their
own way, they are impressive, hethought, peering through his screen of leaves. The oldest man -
possibly the chieftain - had donned afur cloak of the pelt of ahuge cat, with the fully preserved head of
itsorigind owner acting asthe hood. Their leather tunics and breeks were as well-constructed as
Tayledras scout gear, and though they jangled with amulets and jewd ry, and their decorations were a bit
garish for Darian’ staste, they were no worse than the Shin'ain, who had never seen acolor they didn't
love. But they weren't wearing armor, and there was still no sign of that eclipse-amulet Darian recalled
only too well. Unlessthey were supposed to be sacrificid lambs, they weren't expecting to meet with
physicd forceinthisparley.

Thistime, the dliesintended to wait for the barbarians to spesk firdt, so they waited with
expressionlessfaces, still mounted, as the strangers gpproached. They, in their turn, stopped well short of
the contact party; the leader cleared histhroat ostentatiously when no one spoke, mind-to-mind or
otherwise, and began what sounded, from the measured cadences, like a prepared speech.

:Thisisthe Clan of the Ghost Cat,: Tyrsdl interpreted, and with that name, images - of ahuge,
fierce, and reclusive predator, and of something else, afleeting shadow by day, acal inthenight, a
trusted presence that guided. . . . : They claimtheir totem animal led them here, and by that sign
fromtheir gods, they say it istheir right to stay. | must admit, as a defense, it has the benefit of
being unique and probably unprovable.:

After apauseto confer, Tyrsel replied. :Whether or not that istrue, you are in our land,
where our gods hold sway, and our laws decree the measure of what isand is not to be.:

Thistime the leader went on at some length, with many broad and flamboyant gestures. :He
wants to know by what right we claim thisland; says that there are no boundary markers, no
claiming polesto show that we speak the truth. If thisland was ever settled by the hole-dwelling
people and diggers-of-dirt - that is us, by the way - it has been abandoned for decades and should
belong to anyone for the taking.: The leader’ s voice grew bolder, possibly because the contact-party
hadn’t struck him down. :He has no idea that it is me doing the talking, by the way. He thinksiit is
either Firesong or Sarfall. Kelvren impresses him, but he thinks Kel is something we' ve tamed.:

Ke remained unruffled, fixing the spesker with hisunblinking gaze.

:Now he tells us how huge and strong his clan is, how many warriors they have, how many
battles they fought.: Tyrsdll paused amoment. : Thisis partly a bluff; something - a disease - drove
them out of their own lands, and they ran rather than face a foe they had no hope of beating.:

Thistime Darian heard Starfdl’ sreply. : Tell him his own numbers,: the mage said, with grim
humor. :Let’ s see how he reacts to the fact that we know his strength down to the last baby.:

Tyrsdl did just that, and Darian had the satisfaction of seeing the barbarian leader shaken. But he
recovered quickly, and spoke again. :Now he says that we should know that even the babies of his
Clan are fighters, that if we come against them and try to force them out of the place their totem
has brought them to, even the babies will take up bows and swords and slay our men.: Tyrsdl
pawed the ground, roused in spite of himself. : There’s no doubt; he meansto stay, and he'll make it
cost us dearly to be rid of him. His people are desperate, and that’ s dangerous.:

Darian hadn’t needed that last admonition; he knew for himsdf just how dangerous a desperate
person was.

:We do not need to use the spear or the sword to rid ourselves of pests,: Tyrsdl replied
loftily, and Darian sensed Firesong' shand in his phrasing. : As any should know who once had the
misfortune to dare the Killing Trees of the north. We had hoped that the foolishly bold and
suicidal had learned to keep a wary distance from our lands by now.:

Theleader barked an artificia laugh, and made his counter. :He says that the so-called Killing
Trees did not prevent hispassage, and implies that this means his magic is stronger than ours.:

Therewas adtirring in the distance, and for asingle moment, Kero' s troops showed themsalves
before blending back into the shadows and undergrowth. This did affect the barbarian leader; he had not



gotten long enough to count heads, for Kero had timed the moment so that al he had was an impression
- animpression of great numbers.

:You managed to avoid the Killing Trees by passing to the west, and your boast is hollow
asan old reed. Magic is not our only weapon,: Tyrsell said with great boredom, : 1t is only the easiest
to use.:

Theleader remained silent now, as his underlings whispered urgently in hisear.

Tyrsdll did not wait for them to formulate areply, not when the negotiations had just turned in the
favor of thedlies. :Here are our fighters, our magic, and our gods barring your way - but we are a
generous people, and compassionate to those who are willing to serve. These lands have no
current tenant, it is true; what have you to offer usin return for leave to remain?:

If anything, that startled the leader even more than the presence of the troops. His posture full of
confusion, he made an abrupt gesture, spoke afew words, and retreated with his party.

:He wants to go discuss thiswith his people,: Tyrsdll sad uneccessarily.

Back in camp, with Wintersky spying on the barbarians and Kero' s sentries keeping careful
watch, Tyrsdl gave them afuller account of what he had read in the barbarians thoughts.

Darian fought back ayawn, clamping hisjawson it. It seemed an eternity sincethelast timehe'd
dept, and with hisexcitement and fear wearing off, he felt abit lightheaded with weariness.

:You all know, of course, that without taking his mind in such a way that he would know |
had done so, | could only read what came to the surface of his mind?: Tyrsell began, asapreamble.

“If wedidn't before, we do now,” Kero replied logicdly. “ So, what information came aong with
those surface thoughts?’

:This Ghost Cat - | amforced to believe it is either a very powerful hallucination, or itis
very real: Tyrsel shook hishead inirritation asafly buzzed around his ears. Darian fought another
yawn. :1 am quite serious; and | aminclined to think that it would be difficult to hallucinate such a
thing during the course of a migration lasting moons.:

Firesong and his father exchanged sharp glances, and Kero and Eldan did the same. “That puts
aninteresting kink in our plans” Kerowyn ventured. “But until this Ghost Cat showsitself tome, I'm
leaving it out of the calculationsfor now. What ese?’

: The disease | mentioned. The three of us managed to get bits and pieces of the whole
story.: Tyrsdll sounded proud of himsdlf and hisunderlings, aswell he should be; that would be a difficult
propaosition to read from the surface thoughts. Darian wondered about this Ghost Cat;

Firesong had told him about the two Avatars that helped hisfriend An’ desha- could this Ghost
Cat be something like them? And if so, then what did that mean for the Tayledras and VVademar?

: There was a tradition of an annual gathering of clans and septs of clans every Midsummer, and
the last year it ever took place, it was held in Ghost Cat territory. Just as a matter of caution, they
always avoided Change-Circles, but as we know, other clans don’t. Someone from Blood Bear
Clan found a Circle and went into it - and came out with more than he‘ d expected.:

“Thedisease,” Snowfire Stated, without surprise. “We were afraid something like thiswould
happen, and we took precautions against it - ”

“Obvioudy they didn't,” Kero said dryly.

:Exactly so. It ran through the assembled clanslike awildfire. They cdl it “summerfever,” sinceit
disgppearsin winter, though they don’t know why.:

“Isthis disease the cause of the crippled children?” Snowfire asked.

-1t is. It begins as coughing, sneezing, chills and fever, then becomes a wasting disease. It
kills more often than not, as the chest muscles waste away and breathing becomes impossible, or
asfull paralysis setsin and the victimis helpless to keep up; only the very lucky survive.: Tyrsdl
was uncharacterigtically sober; evidently he found the images that had come with that knowledge to be
disurbing. : Usually death from disease comes to the old and weak or the young and helpless. This
death does not pick and choose in that way. Enough fighters died in the first sweep that every
clan feud was called off, but new outbreaks have occurred every summer since then.:

Darian wasn't degpy anymore; whether he was picking up images from Tyrsdll, or hisown



imagination wasworking hard, but he had seen those children lying beside thefire. . ..

“All right, but why come here?’ Firesong asked.

‘Their shaman was one of the victims, but before he died, he told them that asign would lead
them to a place where they would find healing and an end to the sickness. And after he died, the Ghost
Cat appeared, and led them south. That was when their lore-keepers recalled that we of the south
reputedly have many powerful Heders.:

“Oh, redly?’ Eldan’s eyebrowsrose, and he turned to Starfdl. “Was this Cat arevenant, do you
think? Or an avatar?”’

Great minds follow the same path, Darian thought.

“It could be,” Starfall said cautioudy. “But we shouldn’t discount either. Well, now we know
why they avoid Change-Circles.”

:Before he died, their shaman declared that their own gods and magic were hel pless againgt this
“plague from outsde’ and that “they must look outside for help.” They aren’t down here purely by
chance, following the Ghost Cat. They’ ve heard of the Vademaran-style Hedlers, as| said, and have
come looking for some. Their initid intentions were to kidnagp some and coerce them into helping, if they
had to.:

“Huh,” Kero snorted. “They don’t know Healers very well, do they?’

Darian had to agree with that.

:However, confronted by our strong force. . . that doesn’t seem like too good an idea
anymore.: Tyrsdl’ssdes heaved with an enormoussigh. :And that isall | can tell you.:

“I think we' d better bring the Hedlersin on this,” Darian put in, with visons of more crippled
childrenin Errold’s Grove. “How do we know we won't catch thisfever?’

“Wedon't, and that isadamned good point,” Kero responded. She rose - but halfway to her
feet, wasinterrupted.

“Captain! Vidgtors” One of the Guards entered the cave and saluted Kerowyn smartly. “Two to
seeyou, urgently, Captain!”

“I didn’t send for anyone,” Kero began crosdy, as she straightened. “And I’ m certainly not
expecting anyone.”

“I know you aren’t, Captain Kerowyn,” said ahigh, young, femde voice. “1 came here on my
own.”

Around the edge of the cave stepped a young woman dressed in Heraldic Trainee Greys, and
trailing her was her Companion - who had adistinctly hangdog and guilty look about him. Darian cast a
quick glance at Kerowyn's Sayvil, who was glaring at the new Companion with much the same
expression that Kero was using with the Trainee.

Darian knew an incipient explosion when he saw one, and he was quite glad that he wasn't
gtanding in the footprints of ether the pretty young woman or her Companion.

There was something about the girl that was naggingly familiar to Darian, even though hewas
certain that he had never seen her in hislife.

“| dso brought my sigter,” the girl continued, undaunted. “ And since you just now mentioned
Heders, | can't help thinking that my premonition was accurate.”

She beckoned, and around the same edge of the cave, looking nervous and determined at the
sametime, stepped Keisha Alder.

Kesha hadn’t had amoment to think from the time that Shandi scooped her up until the moment
they both intruded on the war council. Much to Keisha srelief, Darian rose and worked hisway over to
her, and both of them escaped from the council as quickly asthey could. Thefierce interrogation that
Kero was putting Shandi Alder through was aso an extremely uncomfortable and public grilling. No less
public - though silent - wasthe similar set of codsthat Shandi’ s Companion was being hauled over by
Sayvil.

“Your sster must be crazy. | can’'t believe sheran away from the Collegium,” Darian said,
shaking hishead.

Keishajust sghed. “I can't either - though to give her credit, she didn’t exactly run away.”



Darian gave her aquizzica look. “ So what did she do?’

He found aplace for them both to sit. Keishawas only too glad to sink down onto a cool stone
and sretch her aching legs out. Riding pillion, even on a Companion, was about as uncomfortable as
riding a dyheli.

“She bullied them into letting her come back, if you can believe that! She said she had some sort
of premonition, and since she obvioudy wouldn't take ‘no’ for an answer, they gavein!” Keishathought
increduloudy about the Shandi who had left Errold’ s Grove, Shandi the peacemaker, Shandi the gentle,
and shook her head with dishdlief. “1 hardly recognized her -~

“Start from the beginning,” Darian interrupted. “1 want to hear thisin sequence.”

Keishatook a deep breath, and began at the beginning - just after dawn thismorning. “I wasin
Errold’ s Grove. Nightwind told me to spend half my time there since I’ m supposed to be the on-station
Hedler now, and I’'m supposed to take care of anything that happens to the volunteers, now that most of
the other Healers are here with Kerowyn. I’ d just checked the camp a morning call for anyone sick - no
onewas, but | dways check - it was just about dawn. Then one of the sentries reported aHerad
coming. We expected Eldan, of course, so | stayed to see what had brought him there. Obvioudy, we
thought something might have happened out here. And out of absolutely nowhere, up comes Shandi,
acting asif she had every right to be there and not at the Collegium where she belongsl” She couldn’t
keep her indignation to herself; it crept out and colored her last sentence.

Darian cocked his head to one side. “Are you aware of how much you sound like your mother?”
he asked dryly.

Sheflushed. “I suppose| do; well, being someone sbhig Sster tends to make you fed that way.
Anyway, she somehow managed to bluff the lieutenant into thinking she had ordersto find
Herald-Captain Kerowyn. She found out where you dl were, and before anyone could question her
about anything, she just scooped me up and kidnapped me! She says she had a premonition that she and
| had to be here for some reason, and that was why the Collegium let her go.”

“Do you bdlieve her?’ Darian asked.

She hugged her kneesto her chest, and rested her chin onthem. “I don’t know,” she confessed.
“If it was anyone else - but it’ s hard to think of Shandi as - as having premonitions I’ m supposed to
believein.” She rubbed the side of her head, easing the achein her temple. “I mean - Shandi, of dll
people! She never showed any signs of anything like that before!”

“People often don’t, not until they’ re Chosen anyway,” Darian reminded her.

“She says her Gift is ForeSight, but that it isn’t properly trained yet, so dl she getsishbitsand
pieces. | just don’t know.” Keisharubbed her tired eyes, and wished that this had happened to anyone
but her.

“Canyouthink of any other reason why she should come pounding up here? Darian asked,
reasonably. “And can’t you think of alot of reasonswhy she would avoid doing so if she could?’

Keshahad to smileat that. “Well,” she admitted, “now that you mention it. If Mum and Da got
word shewas here, they’ d have aworsefit than they did over my staying. She'd never hear theend of it.
And asfor the Captain - ” she shuddered. “ - I d rather die than have to explain something like this to
Captain Kero.”

Darian spread his hands. “ Thereyou haveit. I’ d trust that premonition, persondly. Everything she
told you sounds perfectly logica to me. | don't think her Companion would have gone dong with thisif
she had been making it up, do you?’

Keishanodded, dowly, and felt alittle better. “Y ou'reright. Y ou’ re absolutely right.”

The only thing is, she said her premonition involved me. | don’t like the sound of that. . . .

Darian interrupted her worrisome thoughts. “Now, would you like to hear what we' ve been
finding out, Snceit seemsthat you' re going to be involved?’

Keshanodded, and when Darian was done, she remained slent, thinking everything he' d told
her over carefully. “This Summer Fever,” sheventured. “1 don't like the sound of it. It sounds more
dangerous than the barbarians.”

“Why?" he asked, puzzled.



“They’ve had afew yearsto get used toiit - I’ ve never heard of anything likeit down here,” she
told him, feding alittle chill in her heart. “If it got loose here, it could go through us likeawildfire”

“Wehave Heders” he objected. “ Surely they can do something first.”

“Y ou have to know what you' re up againgt, how it works, before you can fight it,” she pointed
out. “ Otherwiseit’ slike fighting an enemy blindfolded. Sure, you can flail around with asword and hope
you hit something, but you' re morelikdly to get hit yoursdlf first.”

Hewinced. “| see your point.”

“That'snot al that bothersme, but it’ sthe main thing,” she continued, wondering if he would
understand how shefdt. “I think you aren’t going to like this, but | think we haveto help them.”

Ashe d described the children with their withered limbs, she d fdlt that old familiar tug, that
inggtent call to do something. The only difference was, now she had the toolsto act on that call.

“What do you mean by that?’ Darian asked sharply.

“I mean, I’'m aHeder now, in everything but therobes. It's part of the vow. | have to help
where ther€’ sneed, and you can't deny that these people need help!” She watched him closely, begging
with her eyesfor hisunderstanding. “Don’'t you see? That’ swhy Heders are what we are. We don’t take
sdes, wejust help, no matter what!”

She watched strong emotions flit over his expression, watched him fight down an immediate
retort and give hisanger alittletimeto coal. “I know it sounds crazy, even didoya, but you can ask any
of the others, and they’ll tell you the same,” she said softly.

“| don’t doubt you,” he said brusquely, “But | think it' s madness.” He smiled crookedly. “Maybe
that’ swhy I’'m not aHeder. Still. . . you did say that in order to deal with this sickness, you haveto
know what it isyou' re fighting and how to combat it, right?”

She nodded.

“And I’ ve never heard of afever or a plague that would stay politely in one place or attack only
certain people - no matter what some priestswould claim. So if you' re going to be able to battle it when
it finaly decidesto jump to our Sde, I’d rather you did your flailing around on patientsthat aren’t
Tayledrasor Vademaran.” He turned his hands pam-upward and shrugged. “Chauvinistic of me, but
thereitis”

“It'sapoint,” she agreed, relieved that he had conceded the potentia conflict. She already had
the germ of anideain her head, but for it to succeed, she would need him. She stood up. “First things
firgt, though. Let’ sgo seeif Captain Kero left anything of Shandi. | want to know more about this
premonition of hersthan shetold meontheride”

Fourteen

They spotted Shandi, sans Companion, waking toward them through the camp asthey returned
to the cave Keishawas glad that the Herald-Captain hadn’t significantly damaged her sster; in fact,
Shandi was remarkably composed for someone who had just faced the redoubtable Kerowyn on the
wrong Side of asituation.

Nevertheless, she was clearly glad to see Keishaand Danan, and equally glad to be taken off to
Darian’s campsite. “Whew!” she said, collapsing on Darian’ s bedroll and stretching out flat, both eyes
closed. “I' ve faced off against Cap’ n Kerowyn with aweapon, and | never wanted to do that again, but
getting a dressing-down from her isa hundred timesworse!l” She opened one eye and looked up at both
of them. “Whose bed am | taking up anyway? Y ours? Y ou’ re Darian, the haf-Hawkbrother, |
presume?’

“Right on both counts,” Darian said, hismind il clearly elsawhere, but histone quite cool and
unimpressed with Shandi’ s casud attitude. “And | presume that the Herald-Captain has informed you just
how dangerous this Situation isthat you' ve casudly barged into without so much asa‘ by your leave 7’

K eishawas astonished; she had never heard ayoung man take that tone with her sster! They
usudly couldn’'t keep themsaves from near-servility, but Darian had just done alittle dressng-down
himsdf, had comewithin ahair of sounding angry with her, quite asif she were hislittle Sster and not



Keisha sl There was no doubt that the comment was intended as arebuke, and Keishahadn’t ever
heard ayoung man rebuke her sster since Shandi had turned ten!

Shandi sat straight up, aso taken aback by Darian’ stone. “Shedid,” shereplied, nettled. “ She
aso gave me leave to remain, on the basis of my premonition and the Collegium’ s acceptance of it, as
long as| understood | was under her orders, absolutely and without exception or excuses.”

Darian leveled alook at the Trainee that was just as severe as Kerowyn would have wanted.
“Shemeansit, and we |l back it,” hetold her flatly. “If you' re ordered out of here, you will go, evenif |
have to knock you out and tie you onto that Companion of yours. And don't think you can hide
somewhereif you' re ordered out either; you can’'t hide from the eyes of our birds or the noses of our
kyree, no matter where you go or how cleverly you think you can conced yoursdlf.”

“I’ve no intention of disobeying orders!” Shandi snapped back, eyesflashing and her temper
beginning to show. Keisha stepped in before it turned into aquarrel.

“I"ve got to know more about this premonition,” she said earnestly. “Y ou didn’t give me anything
to make any kind of judgment on.”

“I don’'t have that much mysdf,” Shandi replied inirritation, till annoyed with Darian and giving
him adagger-laden glare. “All | got was afew flashes and afedling - aflash of me, one of you, one of
him, though | didn’t know who he was at the time, and avery, very strong fedling that | had to be where
the Captain was, s0 strong that | was halfway to Companion’s Field to get Karles before | came to my
senses. That'sit.”

“That'sall?” Darian asked increduloudy. “ And on that basisthe Collegium gave you leaveto
come to a battle zone? Are they crazed?’

“Sofar I'vehad agrand total of four days of training in my Gift,” Shandi said tartly. “It’snot
exactly under my contral, al right? | have to make do with what | get. It was good enough for the Senior
Herdd at the Collegium.”

“Now why am | so certain that the Senior Herad at the Collegium didn’t even know that we' d
contacted the barbarians yet?’ Darian shook his head in disbelief, but didn’t chalenge her any further,
which made Keishagrateful. Shandi didn’t lose her temper often - at leadt, the Shandi she knew didn't -
but when she did, the results were often spectacular. At the moment, that was one spectacle she' d prefer
not to witness.

Darian took adeep breath, closed his eyes amoment (probably counting to ten, or invoking
patience), and then opened them again. “ Y ou' re probably tired,” he said. “Y ou must haveridden likea
madwoman to get here as quickly asyou did. Why don’t you get some degp while | make sure someone
getsahbillet set up somewhere else for me? A bed' sabed, and | don't carewhere | deep.”

Shandi heaved agreat sigh and lay down again. “ Thanks. Sorry to be so sharp - | am pretty tired

She closed her eyes, and didn’'t so much fal adeep as pass out; shedid it so quickly that Keisha
redlized she must have gone without deeping - except in the saddle - for her entire journey. Darian
obvioudy redlized it, too; he managed alittle smile, and took Keisha by the elbow, leading her slently
away through the rows of tents.

“Y ou're the only one of usthat lookslike she got any deep last night,” he observed, when they
were out of earshot.

“I probably am,” shereplied, noting with concern the degp shadows under his eyes. “That was
awfully good of you, to give up your bedroll to her.”

He waved the compliment aside. “It’sjust abedroll, the hertas can move my things esawhere,
and they will assoon as| - Heylal” Heinterrupted himself, asa hertas poked its snout out of alarger
tent. It waited expectantly while he hissed something at it, bobbed its head, and ran off.

“There,” he said with satisfaction. “I’ ve got myself anew bunk with Wintersky, and you onewith
the Hedlers - which I d better take you to, so you can all get your heads together over this Summer
Fever thing.”

“Thank you,” she replied, feging more confident than she had since Shandi carried her off this
morning. “Maybe I’'m wrong, but it ssems more important to me than the barbarians fighting with us.”



“And maybe you'reright,” was Darian’ sthoughtful reply. “ After dl, there€ sawaysthetactic of
bottling them up in their camp and starving them into submission, but aline of fightersisn’t going to keep
aplagueinsdetheir pickets. Listen, | hope you weren't of fended by the way | treated your sister, but -
well - ” He scratched his head, then shrugged. “I”’ m not impressed. She strikes me as used to getting her
own way alot, pretty immature, actudly. Honestly, she hasn't hdf the brains and good sense you have.”

“She sprobably so tired that half her brainsaren’t working,” Keisha pointed out. “Besides, she's
not used to boyswho treat her like - like- "

“Likeabrat who's getting away with something she shouldn't?” Darian offered, with ahaf smile.
“Like aspoiled village princess who expects fellows to met just because she looks at them with those
sweet, brown doe-eyes? Oh, please!”

Keishawas so surprised by hisanswer that she smply stared at him for amoment. “Well - she is
So very prety -

“Not prettier than you,” Darian said bluntly. “And you have agreat ded more than being pretty, if
you'll pardon my saying so. A Hawkbrother could turn amud-doll into a beauty; we aren’t that
impressed by prettiness done.”

For dl his bluntness, he started to blush as he said that, and looked quickly away as she
continued to stare at him in further astonishment.

“Right, here's the Hedlers tent,” he said quickly, waving at the large tent pitched at the end of
the path they were on. “Y ou go right on up. The hertas will havetold them you're coming. I'll find
Wintersky'shillet and get anap mysdf, before something € se happens.”

Stll blushing, heleft her and made a sharp turn to the right, as she watched him hurry away with
bemusement.

Then she shook hersdlf into sense, and made straight for the Hedlers' tent and business. Granted,
it was entirely anew and rather delightful feding to have ayoung mantell her shewas pretty, and blush
over her, but thiswas neither the time nor the place to get moonstruck.

When she got within earshot of the tent, she heard the debate dready going on insgde; she pushed
open the flap, and was greeted immediately.

“Keisha” Naacaled with relief. “ Good, we need dl the minds on thisthat we can get! What do
you know about this wasting disease?’

The Heders had arranged themselvesin arough circlein the middle of the large infirmary tent -
which at the moment had no patientsin it. Nalaand her apprentices squeezed over on the bench they
were using, and Keishatook her place beside them. She detailed everything that Darian had told her, and
then added, “ Tyrsdll the king-stag is the one who had direct contact with the chieftain’ s mind; would you
like him to come give us everything he got?’

“That would be extremely helpful,” Gentian said thoughtfully, not at dl disturbed by the notion of
having the dyheli dump abasketload of mental images directly into hismind.

Keishaturned intimeto seea hertasi coming into the tent with what must be her bedrall. In
Tayledras, sheasked it if Tyrsdll could beinvited to the tent, and why.

“Eadly done, Hedler,” it answered, with abow of profoundest respect, and lft the bedroll on the
tent floor to answer her request persondly.

“I believe that we must assume that thisillnessis both contagious and agrave danger to us,” Naa
said, as Keishaturned her attention back to the group. “Remember the description, that it first went
through the barbarianslike awildfire? Now we can expect them to have built up someimmunity, but we
have no such protection at this point.”

Grenthan mopped his brow and the back of his neck with akerchief. “Y ou surely know what the
villagers and even Lord Breon would ingst on, if welet it be known that we consider it very dangerous,”
Grenthan said reluctantly. “They’ d want us to surround the camp and burn them and it down to the
ground.”

“That' s unacceptable!” Gentian snapped, rounding on hisfellow Heder asif Grenthan werean
enemy. “We cannot condone anything of the kind!”

“I don't advocatethat,” Grenthan protested, his hands up asif to ward off ablow. “I'm just



telling you what Lord Breon would say!”

“But we have no cure, no treatment,” Naapointed out. “We don't even know what we're
facing. Where does the Oath put us? Are we to serve everyone, or the greatest good? Are weto try to
save outsiders at the possible expense of unleashing a plague on thousands of our own, innocent
people?”’

“I don’t think that thereis any doubt that we are to serve everyone, friend and enemy alike; the
Oathiscrystd clear on that point,” Gentian replied iffly. “I can’t imagine how you could interpret it
otherwise”

“You can't serve anyone if you'redl dead,” Keishasaid dowly, and shook her head. “We don't
even know how thisthing spreads. Y ou could dl be infected by now; for dl we know, Eldan and the rest
brought it back with them from their parley, and it’ sonly amatter of time beforewe dl get it.”

Ingtantly, their faces dl went blank; she waited while they searched within themsalvesfor signs of
infection of any kind. It didn’t take very long, they were o used to doing so, and the looks of relief told
her that at least that fear was groundless.

“Soitign't ingtantly contagious. Still - 7 Shelet the sentence hang in the air, not needing to add,
“it could have been.” Shelet the thought sink in, then continued. “I can’t see how we havetheright to
expose our own folk just so we can treat these strangers.”

“Wewon't get anywhere by not treating it,” Naasad, at last. “ The question is, how? From
what you told us, these barbarians would welcome usif we just marched straight into their village!”

“And they might equdly dit our throatsif we couldn’t provide ingtant cures,” Grenthan countered,
fanning himsdf with hisdeeve, asthe air insde the tent became close and warm. “Yes, | agree, we must
act, but | don't relish the notion of putting myself so completely at their mercy, which might well be
nonexistent. Look, | do agree with the Oath in principle, but | have serious reservations about applying it
to apack of folk who eat their meat raw!”

At that moment, the hertas returned, with Tyrsdll at its Sde. Keisha quickly explained what she
wanted, and the king-stag readily agreed.

:Do brace yourselves, please,; the dyheli said camly. : You are unused to this, and it will be
something of a shock to your minds.:

The experience was't anywhere near as traumatic as getting the Hawkbrother language, but the
“lump” of memory-images hit each of them with a palpable impact, much asif they’ d been struck by a
stone, leaving them reding for amoment. Keisha managed to sammer thanks, Tyrsdll nodded gravely in
return and |eft the tent without aword, giving them all the peace to sort out the jumble of sghtsand
sounds, emations and visceral sensations that came with the memory fragments.

The three experienced Heders actudly sorted things through alot faster than Keishawould have
thought, possibly because they were al used to sorting through the chaos of a battlefield. Of the six
Heder Trainees, three felt unwell and had to go lie down, and the other three sat blinking owlishly and a
little stunned during the rest of the discussion. Keisha had been ready for the experience, and wasthefirst
to recover, waiting for the rest to make what they could of what they’ d been given.

“Thisdefinitely isn't anything we ve seen before,” Grenthan acknowledged. “ At aguess, it
gpreads through direct contact, the way a cold does.”

“I think it might be less contagious than acold,” Nala added thoughtfully. “ Otherwise, everyone
would have been struck down when it first gppeared. And | think that low temperatures, winter-chill,
probably killsit, or at least makesit dormant - after all, these people spend their wintersin tentsin a
chillier climate than we have - did any of you get that memory? Of the way they go from fal to spring
without ever once getting out of their fur clothing, not even to couple? They must smell to high heaven,
but that might be why they don’t catch the disease in winter. It can’'t sporead through thefrigid air, and
there snothing I'd cal physical contact during the cold moons. It could spread through fleabite, |
suppose. FHeas hibernate, when the cold doesn’t outright kill them.”

“| did get those memories,” Gentian seconded, and shuddered. “ The cleanliness of these people
leaves agreat ded to be desred, at least in winter.”

“Well, given how cold it gets, | can't seethat | blamethem,” Grenthan said diplomaticaly. “It's



a so beside the point, which isthe question of what we areto do.”

“I'll tll you what you won't be doing,” said awrathful voice from the open tent flap. “Y ou won't
be marching into abarbarian village, giving aid and comfort to plague carriers, not while I’ m in command
herel”

Kerowyn strodeinto the center of their circle, and glared at dl of them with impartia impatience.
“What'smore, if any of you try, I'll persondly have you bound hand and foot and tied to atreeto
prevent you from going anywhere! Dear gods, why am | being saddled with awagonload of idiots?
Whereisyour sense? Whereisyour loyaty?’

“Our loyalty isto our Oath, asit should be,” shouted Gentian, who had gone red in the face with
anger as Kerowyn spoke. “ Captain, | might remind you that it was a Healer who stuck to his Oath many
years ago who kept you from becoming acripple!”

“Hedlersdon’t take sides,” Nala seconded, with alittle less volume, but no lessforce, and aglare
just asfierce as Kerowyn's. “That' s the Oath, and a good thing, too!”

“Damn you, people, what about the rest of us?” Kerowyn shouted right back, her eyes so cold
with rage that they sent chills down Keisha s spine. “ Just what are we going to do if you dl get sick and
die, and the barbarians decide to make afight of it anyway? What are we supposed to do if they decide
you aren’t trying hard enough to cure them, and figure to encourage you with abit of cregtive torture? Or
dit your throats, because you couldn’t help the ones already crippled?’

“What idiot would assume all of uswould go into the camp?’ Grenthan countered with derision.
“Great Lord, since when have Heders ever abandoned a post they’ d been assigned to?’

“The sameidiot who heard you discussing just that would naturaly make that assumption,”
Kerowyn snarled right back.

“Whoa!” Keishashouted, jumping to her feet, and bringing the entire shouting match to a hdlt.
When they dl turned to stare at her, she fought down the impulse to run out of the tent, swallowed, and
sat down.

“We can't go into the camp, Herdd-Captain,” she said in amore normal tone of voice. “We'd
aready decided that. We don’t know these people or what they’ll do, we don’t know their language,
customs or superdtitions, and we have no way of predicting anything they might assume. All we do know
isthat they have legends of Heders, and aswe are aware, legends are difficult thingsto liveup to.”

“Not to mention that not even an idiot puts himself completely into the hands of people who
aready considered kidnapping and coercion,” Gentian said gruffly. “Cap'n Kero, some of us have been
with you for avery long time, and the very last thing we' d do isleave you in the lurch. What we do agree
on isthat our Oath demandsthat wetry to help these folk, and that the Oath comesfirst, even before our
loydties. And vow wouldn’t haveit any other way. There ve been plenty of your people who' ve been
cared for by the Hedlers on the side opposite yours, and you know it.”

“The other thing we agree on isthat this disease is enough of adanger to Vademar that we don't
dareignoreit and hopeit sticksto the barbarians,” Nala said tiffly. “Whether you likeit or not, we can’t
leave until we' ve found atreatment, and we can’t do that without treating the barbarians.”

“Even burning the camp and its occupants might not stop it,” Keisha put in, softly but shrewdly.
“Sincewe don’t know how it soreads at al, some of the biting insects might well be carrying it now, and
it will be only amatter of time beforeit soreadsto us. Weredlly do havetofind acure, or at least a
pdliaive”

Kerowyn looked very sour indeed, but conceded their points. “Just promise me that you won't
do anything until after you' ve consulted me,” she added, with alook that told Keishathat if they didn’t
agree, shewould follow through on the threet to truss them up like dinnertime fowls.

She got that promise - from everyone but Keisha, and Keisha could hardly believe it when she
didn’t seem to notice the omission.

“I hopeit spreads by fleas,” sighed Nalawhen Kerowyn had left. “ Dear and gracious gods, |
hope it spreads by fleas, the way Boil-Plague does. Fleas, we can do something about, but who can stop
thear from flowing?’

Keishagot up for amoment and took a quick peek outside the tent. Then she returned, asthe



otherswatched her curioudly. “I actudly have anidea,” she said diffidently. “If you want to hear it.”

“Goright ahead,” Gentian urged. “ At the moment, we' redry.”

“If we could get the barbarians to send one of the sick people out, one of us could go into
guarantine with the sick person. That way no one would be at risk except asingle Healer.” She
swallowed, then continued. “I figured I’ m probably the best one to do that; you can’t send an apprentice,
and you know that. You all say | have arealy strong Gift, you al agreethat I'm as good as any of you
with herbs and medicines. I'm the obvious choice because I’ m the easiest one to replace.”

That started another argument entirely, with al three of them coming up with whatever they could
think of to deter her from any such idea. The strongest argument againgt her plan wasthat she didn’t have
experiencein using her Gift, especidly not against something deadly. “Oh, | agree that you' ve done very
well sofar,” Gentian haf-scolded, “but that was against tiny infections, colds, belly-aches! Not against a
fatal illness, not againgt some thing no one has ever seen before!”

Keshashrugged, pretending indifference. “ Diseases work the same whether they’ remild or
serious,” she pointed out. “A tiny infection and arotting limb are the same. It sjust amatter of degree.”

“The idea does have merit, though,” Nalasaid, after keeping her own counsel while the others
argued. “It would keep infection from spreading to the rest, and it would keep the Hedler out of the
hands of the barbarians. I’ d be willing to try trestment on that basis. We' ve survived plenty of plagues
before this, what's one more?’

“And just how are we going to get avolunteer barbarian?’ Grenthan asked shrewdly.

“We could ask?’ Keisha suggested timidly.

No one laughed at her, dthough she more than haf expected them to.

“Wadll, the barbarians have obliged me by fdling in with my second choice of tactics” Kerowyn
sighed, as Darian belatedly scrambled into his place in the council-circle, feding much better for agood,
long deep. “Y our Hawkbrother scouts reported that they were building up walls around their camp and
fortifying them; | sent adeputation out to them to see what they’ d do. They didn’t meet my people with
arrows, but they also didn’t show so much asthetips of their noses.”

“Grand,” groaned Lord Breon. “WEe ve frightened them, and now they aren’t going to move one
way or the other.”

“Not without a vigitation from their miraculous Ghost Cat, ismy guess,” Kerowyn agreed, and
ran her hand along the top of her hair. She cast a speculative eye at Firesong, who shook his head.

“Don’t evan start on what you' re thinking,” he warned. “| wouldn’t create a Ghost Cat illusion
for anyone under circumstanceslikethis. Firgtly, | don’t know how it’ s expected to behave, and
secondly, what if it is an Avatar? Are you willing to risk the anger of agod? I’ m not! Not even one
who' sworking outsde hisown landg!”

“It wasathought,” shereplied wigtfully.

“A bad one,” he countered, leaving no room for further argument. “Why don’t you just set up a
sege and hold them in place until they give up and surrender?’

“They do haveto eat, S0 they are going to come out at some point, but a siege under these
conditionsisfar fromided,” sheresponded. “It certainly wasn't what | had in mind. And only their gods
know wheat they’ re planning in there; it could be anything. Remember, only athird of our troops have
seen combat. All of theirs have”

There' s that sickness of theirs, too; what if part of their plan isto somehow spread it to us
? What are we going to do then? Darian was worried, and he wasn't the only one, for he heard Lord
Breon confide to Eldan in awhisper, “1 wish | could just pour oil on that entire nest of vipers and burn
them out.”

“Perhaps we re pushing them too hard,” Eldan said aoud, in reasoned, measured tones. “ After
all, these people have been through avery great shock in meeting us; they’ ve had their lives threatened,
and they’ ve seen that we have anima spirits of our own. We meant to intimidate them; we may actualy
have intimidated them so completely that they fed they arein acorner. What we should do, | think, isto
give them time. We need to cultivate patience in dealing with them. In fact, | think we ought to pull back
al our visbletroops, and leave only the birds as sentries” He smiled thinly. “ They’ ve seen that we have



birdswho might well be totemic spiritswith us; the birds standing sentry alone should be enough, because
now they will never know when abird isone of oursor just asmple forest cregture.”

Kerowyn shot him a strange glance, asif she hadn’t expected that from him, began to open her
mouth, then closed it again, looking very thoughtful. “ That' s got some merit,” she said, after amoment.
“What do the rest of you think?’

Darian kept his mouth shut; he had an idea of hisown, and hewasn't going to broach it. What he
didn’t revea, he couldn’t be forbidden to undertake.

“Persondly, | think that’ sreasonable,” Starfdl spokefirgt. “1t' snot asif we re under an arbitrary
deadline to get this solved. We can afford to be patient with them.”

“If they bottle themsalves up, their own Summer Fever may solve the problem for us,” Snowfire
added.

“Harsh,” Starfdl said, “but true.”

“Maybe you aren’t under adeadline, but I’ ve got Harvesting coming up, and my lady hasa
wedding planned. She' sgoing to takeit poorly if it’' s got to be delayed because we' re playing nursemaid
to alot of greasy, fur-wearing barbarians,” Lord Breon muttered, but he made no further objections.

“They’ ve come out of aterrifying Stuation, and just when they thought themsdlves safer, were
met by more frightening people.” Eldan spoke asif he had thought this over dready. “If we meet them
with mercy, who knows how they will react? They could become the best dlies Vademar has ever had!
Our ancestors were refugess, just asthey are - and who knows, maybe our own forefathers were closer
to being greasy fur-wearing barbarians than to us, their descendants.” He cast aglance at Lord Breon
who had the grace to look alittle ashamed. “We have never refused a refugee because he camewith a
burden of powerful enemies, and even though the enemy thistimeisadisease, | don’'t see why that
should change our attitude.”

“Givethem at least three or four days,” Firesong urged. “ That’s my counsdl. Who knows, but
maybe they’ ve bottled themsdaves up to invoke this Cat Spirit of theirs, and if it isthe Avatar of any
reasonable deity, it should tell them to be sensible and go dong with ug”

“Oh, surdy!” Kerowyn replied, with more than atouch of sarcasm. “1 don’t know how many
gods you'’ ve had to deal with in your time, but being sensible has not been on the agenda of many of the
ones I’ ve come across.”

“Perhaps not sensible according to your needs and desires, Captain,” Snowfire said with
absolute politeness. “But I’ m certain it was sengble to those who worshiped those gods - aways
providing, of course, that the onesinterpreting the gods' will were honest. Casein point - Karse before
Solaris”

“Huh. Good point.” She sat down and looked dl around the circle. “ So, pull back and patience it
is. Anybody have any objections?’

Clearly there were none that anyone thought worth mentioning, so Kerowyn declared the meeting
at an end, and she and Snowfire left to meet with their respective troops and scouts and give them their
new orders.

The debate in the Hedlers' tent had gone on for most of the day, and showed no signs of
stopping. Nightwind had joined them, asthe only representative of the Hawkbrothers, and she had
concurred with the consensus that something would have to be done about the Summer Fever and
quickly, beforeit crossed to the dlies.

“It' ssummer now,” Keisha pointed out. “What if another outbreak starts among them? What do
we do then?’

“We d have to impose some sort of quarantine, | suppose,” began Grenthan.

“That could be difficult if we rein the middle of armed conflict with them,” Nightwind said dryly.
“Just how would we enforceit? Ingst that only hedlthy people be alowed on the battlefield? Hold
ingpections for fever and sneezes before anyone can fight?’

Keisha choked back an involuntary laugh at the absurd image that conjured up; no oneelse
seemed to find it funny, except perhaps Nightwind herself.

“I wonder - 7 she started to say, then stopped.



“What?" asked Gentian, who had become the default leader at this point.

“Wél, | just wonder why these northerners don't have any redl Healers of their own?’ she
continued, flushing, thinking that it was probably astupid question. 1 mean, the shaman seemsto have
done herb-Hedling and that sort of thing, but no one usesthe Gift. . . .”

Apparently no one else thought it was a stupid question, because awary silence descended on
the group. Finaly Naacleared her throat uneasly.

“In Karse, before Solaris, they used to test children for the Gift of Hedling and sacrifice them if
they were too old or too strong-willed to be indoctrinated into the priesthood,” she said dowly. “You
don't suppose that these barbarians do the same thing, do you?’

“In Karse they also sacrificed children with Mindspeech, on the grounds that it was amark of
demons,” Gentian reminded her. “But the use of Mindspeech didn’t frighten these people. And | have
very cear imagesfrom Tyrsdl’ s gleanings that the shamans have never used the Hedling Gift in the way
we do. | suspect that Hedling isa Gift they either don’'t possess or don't recognize.”

“If they thought it was an evil thing, they wouldn't belooking for Healers” Nightwind added.
“No, | don't think thisisa case of doing away with children showing the Gift. Anyone with an untrained,
unused Gift of Hedling would just go off by himsdlf to get away from the things he started to pick up from
everyone else, and that’ s hardly unusua behavior among these folk. From what I’ ve gleaned, people split
off fromtheir clansdl thetime, either because of feuds, or jealous protection of agood hunting range, or
basc didike of othersin the clan.”

One of the apprentices cleared histhroat; thiswas ayoung man Keishawould have picked for a
scholar, not aHeder. “It makes more sense in asociety like theirsfor people who don't fit to go off on
their own. They’ll never find amate, and dissens on weskens the group.”

A scholar’ sreasoning if ever | heard it, but he' sright.

“Still - wouldn't at least afew of them learn what the

Gift meant?’ Nalaasked. “I’ ve known plenty of sdf-trained Healers.”

“But those sdf-trained Healers knew not only that there was such athing in thefirst place, but
what it meant and what Sgnsto recognizeit by,” Nightwind replied. “Not only that, but think of what
ther livesare like, particularly now! With that much pain andillnessal around them, children with the
Gift might well shut themsalves down completely just out of ingtinctive self-defense. They’ d probably do
s0 long before any other real sgns manifested. It’ s happened that way before, and if you don’t know that
the bad fedings you are getting are coming from other people or that they mean that you can actudly help
those other people, you' d welcome anything that made them go away.”

“There aretimeswhen I'd welcomeit now,” Naaput inwryly.

At that point, Darian arrived, with amessage that made dl of their debate moot, at least for afew
days. “May | interrupt you?’ he asked, poking his head ingde the tent, and bringing with him a breeth of
cooler air.

“Bemy guest,” Gentian responded. “Y ou aren't interrupting anything that hasn’t been talked to
desth by now. We'rearguing in circles”

“The barbarians have shut themselves up in their camp, and the war council has agreed to pulll
back and |et them settle for acouple of daysanyway.” He joined the circle, squeezing in next to Keisha,
who obligingly moved over for him. “ The thought isthat maybe we were abit too good at giving them a
scare, and that they may need some time to stew things over and figure out that we don’t want to wipe
them out. Well, some of usdon’t. Anyway, no oneis going to do anything for the next day or two, or
even three. Thought you’ d want to know.”

“That gives us some breathing room,” Gentian said with obviousrdief, then looked around the
circle. “Go think about these things, and we' |l talk them over tomorrow. Maybe alittle deep will giveusa
new direction.”

Keishadready had adirectionin mind, but she was going to need Darian’s hel p to make her
plan work. She waited while the others went their separate ways, then said, before Darian could leave,
“I'd liketo get your opinion on something. May | borrow alittle of your time?’

“Of course!” he agreed, eagerly enough to give her alittle thrill of pleasure. “Let’s collect some



dinner, and we can talk while we egt.”

At that point sheredized that the chava and vegetables that had been passed around the
Hedlers conference had worn off avery long time ago, and she was only too happy to follow hislead.

He seemed to want redl privacy as much as she did, for he found a place near the brook that
supplied water for the camp, practicaly on top of a set of fist- and head-s zed water-rounded rocks that
broke up the flow, where the babbling waters effectively masked low-voiced speech. “I have an odd
feding that our minds are running along the samelines,” he said, managing to get his dinner eaten while
avoiding taking with hismouth full. “ So, what did you havein mind?’

She sared a the water for amoment, phrasing her plan in her mind. “I think we ought to try and
catch abarbarian,” shereplied. “First of dl, we need to be able to talk to them in their own language. We
can’t do anything by just going through Tyrsdll, not redlly. Maybe they’ ve experienced Mindspeech
before, but talking to them in their own language would make them feel more comfortable.”

“Y ou are either reading my mind, or we' re reasoning adong exactly the samelines” he exclamed,
with muted surprise. “ And you are absolutely right, that’s precisely what we need to do. | had it in mind
that we weren't going to really learn what’ s going on in their camp unless our watchers knew their
tongue. But you have something morein mind than that, don’t you?’

“We need to find out directly whether or not this Summer Fever isin their camp, and just what
they expect aVademaran Heder to be ableto do about it,” shetold him firmly. “ At that point, we'll have
abasisfor negotiations, don't you think?’

“Negotiations or not, we do need to know if there' s anyone that can spread the Fever to us,
absolutely.” Hetoyed with abit of bread, his expression so opagque that Keishacouldn’t read it.

“Wearen't going to get any of that from the leaders; they probably have some stupid code about
fighting honor, and they’ll certainly have their satustied up in warfare. We Il have to catch someone
ordinary, someone who isn't afighter, who' d be perfectly happy if there wasn't abattle, or at least
wouldn’t belooking to start afight,” she continued. “ An old man, or awoman, perhaps.”

“Or achild.” He mulled that over, while she held her breath, hoping that his answer would be the
same as hers. “Whatever, it should be someone who'll snesk out of the camp aone, so with you, me,
Kd, and Tyrsdll & most, we can overpower him long enough for Tyrsell to get the language.”

“Exactly!” Shebeamed a him. “1 guessed you' d be clever enough to seethat - and willing to
have me aong to help!”

“Willing? Havens, | can't seetrying thiswithout you. Kel can subdue someone, but we' re going
to have to immobilize our man, and Kd’ s claws aren’ t dexterous enough for that.” He grinned back.
“Now this isjust what | meant about you having good sense, with courage to match it!”

She flushed and looked down at her stew bowl, eating very rapidly while shetried to subdue her
blushes.

“When do you want to try this?” she asked. “And - | know you' re not enamored of her, but |
think we ought to bring Shandi in on this, too. She' svery clever, and she’ sanother set of hands.”

“What about that Companion of hers?” hereplied, skepticdly. “I’'m sure shewouldn't give us
away, but what’ sto stop him from tattling to Kerowyn's Sayvil 7’

She covered her mouth with her hand, embarrassed a her own stupidity. It wasjust so diento
think of Shandi with aCompanion! “Oh, | completely forgot about him - No, you' reright. We shouldn’t
bring her into this. Karleswould haveto tattle to Sayvil, especidly after the way that Sayvil dressed him
down. And what Sayvil knows, Kerowyn will soon find out. Companions are pretty bad about keeping
any secrets but their own.”

“Wll, asto when - we can try tonight, have Kuari keep awatch on the camp and let us know if
anyone from the women' sfire snesks out.” He scratched his head, thinking. “My guessis, the women will
probably try to get out under cover of darknessto fetch water, and some of the older children might have
some snares out in the forest they’ Il want to check. With our people withdrawing, they aren’t going to be
quite as willing to do without fresh food and water when there' s no apparent danger. | know | was
perfectly capable of running snareswhen | was only seven or eight; | can't see why they wouldn’t be able
to. During asiege, every little bit of food is vauable, and aboy might well get manhood status by daring



to go outside the palisade to bring in rabhits.”

She conddered that; dthough she didn't like the idea of trying to run about in the dark, she could
seethat thiswould offer the best opportunity. “We Il have to catch our quarry far enough away from the
barbarian camp that help won’t be able to come,” she said cautioudy. “It’ | have to be so far that even if
our prey raises afuss, shewon't be heard, for there’ s no point in taking the chance that someone would
mount arescue. It could get touchy when someone vanishes out in the forest, you know.”

“With any luck, the barbarians will think that aforest monster caught her,” Darian replied, with
just atouch of callousness. Then he looked faintly apologetic at his own attitude. “Oh, | know that
sounds bad - it'sjust that | ill can’t help but think back, and want some kind of revenge.”

She nodded, fully able to understand hisfedings. “ Revenge doesn’t get you anything productive,
though. And it tends to breed more of the same.”

“Yes” hesghed. “You know, sometimesit’san awful ot of troubleto be acivilized, reasonable,
passably good person.”

She thought back on dl the times when she' d been tempted herself to just lash out at the world -
the things she could have inflicted on poor, stupid Pid, for instance - and nodded. “1 know,” shereplied,
with profound understanding. “Believe me, | know.”

“If we're going to keep doing this, we' ve got to get a kyree on our side,” Keishawhispered to
Darian, asthey crept, dowly and with many pauses for Darian to check with Kuari, through the
undergrowth near the barbarian camp. She had made it very clear to him that she had no intention of
climbing through the trees, and with some reluctance, he agreed that she was probably judtified in
refusing. She didn’t have the skills, the practice, or even Kuari to lend her hissight; she'd be going
blindly, depending on Darian, and hoping she didn’'t make afatal false step. The tree route would be
extremely difficult by daylight, but impossible for her at night. No matter how much shetrusted Darian’s
competence, shedidn’t trust it that much.

Ke waswith Kuari in the trees above, Tyrsdll trailing along with them below. And thanks be to
all the gods, Shandi is still sleeping like a bag of rocks, or she *d have found out what we were
going to do, I just know it.

Keishahad thought she was used to moving through the woods, but it was a different proposition
in thisthick, damp darkness. Sudden noises startled her, twigs caught at her clothing and her hair, and
she couldn’t seem to go three steps without making noises that sounded very loud to her. Darian was
ableto dip through the undergrowth as easily and noisdesdy as abit of mist; by contrast, she blundered
through everything in her path likeablind calf.

Nervous sweat plastered her hair to her scalp and her shirt to her back, and it was a tremendous
relief when Darian’s hand on her wrist sgnaled ahdt, and they crouched in the shelter of some bushes.
“Kuar saysthere’ s someone sneaking out of the camp right now,” he whispered. “It’snot awarrior, so
thismight just be our best chance a getting what we need. It looks asif he's coming thisway, sowelll
just stay wherewe are and let Kel ambush him.”

He? Wdl, aslong asitisn't afighter, it should gill be dl right. We should gtill be ableto handle
him if Kel takes him down.

She nodded, hardly able to believe their luck. She' d assumed that they’ d have to spend many
nights like this - that this one was probably going to be nothing more than arehearsa for an opportunity
to come. But she reminded herself not to count on anything, and suppressed the nervous excitement that
made her hands tremble and stomach clench. They didn’t have acaptive yet.

“I| don't believethis- " Darian whispered amoment later. “He s till coming straight for usl” He
paused, and puzzlement crept into hisvoice. “He' sfollowing something. Kuari can’t quite seeit, but there
is something there. Maybe a pet escaped and he strying to caich it?” “ A hunting dog, more like, too
vauableto get away,” Keishasuggested. But out of nowhere came astrange shiver of premonition, a
certainty that of al things, adog was definitely not what was out there.

But Darian seemed satisfied with that explanation - or if hewasn't, he didn’t say anything to her.
“If it bringshim thisway, it' sfinewith me,” he said fervently. “He' sdready too far from their camp for
anyoneto hear if heyels; abit more, and he'll be so far out that the bondbirds watching the camp won't



notice anything either.”

“Even better!” That was something that had worried them both, that they’ d give their plan avay
the instant Kel made his capture, and they’ d be in trouble with their own side before they got achanceto
seether plan through.

“Infact,” he added, with growing excitement, “it looks like Kd isgoing to be able to bring him
down practicaly at our feet!”

Try as she might, there was nothing to redly seein these dark woods except variationsin the
degree of darkness. She dready knew that she could peer out there until she got a headache, and still see
nothing. Astime crawled as dowly asthe ant making itsway up her leg, Keisha swatted at insects and
tried to be as quiet as possible while doing so, straining her earsfor any sound that might sgna the
approach of this stranger. But when such asign came, it wasn't asound but, much to her astonishment, a
Sght.

Out benesth the trees, out on the edge of vision, she saw light. Something out there moved lithely
from bit of cover to bit of cover; something very large, and very pale, shimmering with aghostly
iridescence so faint that for awhile she was half certain that the effect was nothing more than her own
imagination or eyestrain. The only reason she noticed it in the first place was its movement. It certainly
wasn't human, nor was it adog, or any other beast Keisharecognized. Shedidn’t get agood look at it;
ether it was adept a hiding itsdf, or it changed shape from moment to moment.

Was this what their quarry was stalking? If so, they owed it adebt. . . .

Just when it seemed that the creature was getting near enough that she' d be ableto identify it, it
faded into awall of shadow, and vanished completely, while the hair on the back of her neck stood up in
aavigic darm.

But it had been visible long enough for the young barbarian following to get exactly where
Kevren wanted him.

From somewhere up above came a blood-curdling screech; the dight shadow making hisway
carefully through the undergrowth in the wake of the ghostly light froze, still balanced on onefoot. Then
he made abresk for it, but it was too late.

Everyone had told Keishathat seeing Kelvren make an attack was one of the most thrilling
Spectaclesimaginable. It wastoo bad that it was far too dark for her to see anything except apair of
shadow-wingsfor afraction of a second, followed by atremendous crash in the undergrowth.

“I have him!” Kel crowed happily, over the sound of hysterical screams. “Now come and tie him
up!”

Darian conjured amage-light in one hand, and stared into the sullen eyes of their captive. He
looked to be just around Darian’ s own age, perhaps alittle younger. He was angry, frightened, and
Darian would not have given acopper bit for their livesif he got awegpon in hishands.

Physicaly, he was alittle shorter than Darian, with weathered, scratched skin that would be pale
beneath histan, and a shock of unwashed, tangled black hair. His eyeswere asblack ashishair, and his
teeth, clenched in agrimace, had the caninesfiled to points. They’ d tied his hands behind him, and his
feet together, and sat him up againgt atree trunk while they moved on to the next part of the plan.

Hewasn't going to cooperate in any way whatsoever, not that Darian cared. He doesn’t have
to be cooperative in order for Tyrsell to get hislanguage. Darian looked up at Tyrsell, who had
watched the entire proceedings with intense interest. “ Are you ready?’

:I am. | rather doubt that heis, however.: The dyheli snorted.: And you, Healer, are you
ready?:

“Asmuch as| canbe.” Poor Keishalooked horribly nervous; this must have been so foreign to
her, even though she had aready undergone the process once.

“I know it’sno help to say this, but if you can relax, this should be reatively easy for you,” he
told her with as comforting asmile as he could manage. “ Thefirst timeisawaysthe hardest; you' re used
toit now, and you' ve had lots of practicein Mind-Gifts. It's generadly the fact that you' reresisting
something so entirdly new that you ingtinctively feer it that gives you the worst headache.”

She blinked at him asif that hadn’t occurred to her. “Oh,” was dl she said, but asthe hostile eyes



of their prisoner went from him to her and back again, shevisibly relaxed.

‘Well done,: Tyrsdl said with gpprova, and then they were both lying flat on their backs, staring
up at branches and leaves reflecting the mage-light, as Kel and Tyrsdll watched them with interest. Darian
didn’t have more than atouch of headache thistime; he hoped Keisha had fared aswell.

Her first words seemed to indicate that she had. “ Forty-one wordsfor snow?” Keisha
exclamed in dishdief. “Why would anyone need dl those words for different kinds of snow? Snow is
show!”

“All | care about isthewordsfor ‘what the hell do you people think you' re doing here? “ Darian
replied as he sat up, pleased to discover that he till had no more than avague ache behind his forehead
to show for thislatest language acquisition.

The young man had not fared so well; he was till out cold.

.| took the liberty of giving him Tayledras, but not Valdemaran,: Tyrsdl informed them
loftily. : That way he will under stand some of the negotiators and can act as a translator, but you
will still have a language he does not know so that you can speak freely before him. Besides, it
was a useful way to keep him from getting into mischief until you awoke.: The king-stag wrinkled
his nogtrilswith his head high, testing theair. : 1f you have no further need of me, | will be off.:

“No further need, but we couldn’t be doing this without you. Thank you, Tyrsdll,” Darian replied
withfeding. : You are most welcome. | hope that your plan succeeds.: Tyrsel dipped away into the
darkness, leaving them aone with the young barbarian who wasjust waking.

“What did you do to me?’ he demanded angrily, hisface contorting with the pain of his
headache. “Is this some demon-born torture you' ve worked on me?’

“No,” Keishasaid, “it only fedslike one.” Asthe young man’s eyeswidened to hear her speak
his own language, she continued. “Our magics enable usto take what we wish from your mind, and it
seemed useful to have command of your tongue. So, as you can see, thereis nothing that you can keep
secret from us, but taking your knowledge exacts atoll in pain from you and we would spare you thet;
you can suffer more of this, or you can answer our questions. The choiceisyours.”

“Persondly, I'd answer her,” Darian added sternly. “ Or you're likely to wish someone would kill
you to berid of the painin your head. The more we take, the worseit will get.”

Hisface paled, and he appeared to wilt - and without that sullen, defiant expression, he looked
severd yearsyounger than Darian.

“What do you want to know?’ he asked, defeat written largein his expression.

“Your name, firgt,” Keishasaid. “Hywel, son of Pedren, son of Hothgar the Ugly, sonof - ” he
began, obvioudy quite prepared to recite alineage back to the beginning of histribe.

“That’ senough!” Keishainterrupted, stopping him. “Hywe will do.”

“So, Hywd, why have your peoplefortified their camp?’ Darian asked, keeping hisstern
expression. “We offered to treat with your people, but they are rgecting our offers with apparent
hodtility.”

“Because we are not fools!” the youngster retorted. “Y ou threaten us, you come upon uswith
magic and warriors. Areweto smply lie down and alow you to daughter us? Why are you so hogtile to
us? We had heard that the peoples of the south were hospitable and welcomed strangers!”

“Y ou mean’ soft,” don’t you?’ Darian asked cynicdly, and the young man flushed, then paled.
“Wéll, you' vefound out differently. We ve seen your kind; we know what to expect from you. Four
years ago, one of your clan war parties came down here, looting and killing, making daves and worse out
of my folk, ruining what they didn’t stedl! Why shouldn’t we meet you with fighters and magic? We
should have met you with fire and the sword for what you did the last time!”

He started to warm to his subject, but the young man interrupted him, with acuriouslook on his
face. “Why do you say it was my people who did thisto yours?’

“You'refrom the north,” Darian replied stubbornly, anger burning in the pit of his ssomach. “Y ou
look the same, barring afew decorations.”

“Thereare many Clans and tribesin the north, and most of them look the same to an outsider,”
Hywel retorted, eyesflashing. “Nevertheless, they are not dl the same. My people have done nothing to



yours. It was not my people who put yours to the sword. My people,” he added proudly, “do not trade
in, keep, or make daves. Our fighters do not make up war partiesto loot the wedlth of others. | do not
know which of the marauding tribes brought harm to you, but we are not them.”

That smple statement brought Darian to a hdlt; it had never occurred to him that the tribes of the
north could be as different as, say, Vademar and Karse,

“My Clanis Ghost Cat,” Hywe continued, with such pride that Darian was surprised. “And we
are very like our totem. We are solitary hunters, we have our own herds. Our fighters are not thieves -
they serve and protect the Clan from those who would stedl our wesalth. We prefer being unseen, like the
Cat. None fight more bravely when we must,” he continued with bravado, “ But we do not seek conflict.
Wewalk by ourselves, seek our own path, and adl placesare diketo us.” Hetilted his head to one side,
looking at Darian curioudy. “What totem did your enemiesfollow?’

“A bear,” Darian replied, wondering how much of Hy-we’ s speech to believe. “ And the shaman
borethe sign of the eclipse.”

Hywel’ s eyes nearly popped with surprise. “And you drove them off? Indeed, you are either
lucky beyond belief or god-touched! That is Blood Bear, and they livefor battle; when they can find no
enemy, they fight among themselves! Most Clansavoid them at dl cost; they have even violated
Midsummer Trucein one of their rages!” He dropped his voice to awhisper and looked anxioudy from
sdeto sde. “ Some of their warriors gained the aspect of the Great Bear itsdf, by venturing into the
Forbidden Places with their shaman. This| know, for | saw some of the Bear Warriors, when | was il
at the women’sfire. It is said that they are the ones who brought the Summer Fever out of the Forbidden
Places, which they dared to enter in their madness and their search for further unnatural powers and
monstrous servants.”

That seemed to clinch it; the entire speech rang of the truth, for Darian hadn’t mentioned the
half-bear warriors, or the lizardlike creature that had served as one of the leaders. Further, the youngster
could not possibly know that they knew about Summer Fever and how it began. That brought Darian to
amomentary standdtill, at aloss for what to ask next, hisanger running out of him.

Keisha, however, wasfully prepared to take over.

“What brought you out herein the darkness?’ she asked sternly. “Why were you skulking about
like one who would do ill”? Were you planning to stedl from us?’

“No!” Hywe said indignantly. “We are Ghost Cat, not thieves! | would not soil my honor by
theft!”

“But if your people had closed themsdlvesinto their camp, why were you outside thewalls, and
at night?’ Keishaperssted. “Did you mean to spy upon us?’

He stared at her, stubbornly, but with fear at the back of hiseyes.

“I can, and will, take the knowledge from you,” she threatened. “ Do you giveit to mefredy, or
would you care to have your pain redoubled and have me gain it regardiess?’

He closed his eyes, and whispered miserably, “For my brother. | came for my brother. He has
the Summer Fever, and | prayed to our gods to send me asign, to send me aguideto find one of the
Wise Oneswho can cure dl ills. Thefever hastaken two of my brothers already, and | think to lose
Jendey would kill our mother. | prayed and fasted, and tonight, the Ghost Cat that hasled usfor solong
appeared to me, and led me - here-”

Darian fdt chill mixed with awe - for there had been that strange, ghostly shape leading the boy,
and it had vanished utterly just before they caught him.

And what if thisisthe handof their god, leading him to us because of Keisha ?

He exchanged glances with Keisha, and she changed to Vademaran. “Thisisalittle too
spooky,” she said, shaken. “I saw him following - something. Kuari saw it, too, didn’'t he?’

“I know. | guessyou saw what | saw?’ At her nod, he shivered. “Now what?’

“If about of fever has started in the camp, the odds are that it s going to cross over to us,” she
replied. “But - thismight bewhat | was hoping for. Earlier today | suggested to the Healersthat if we
could get asingle victim outsde the camp, we might be able to find a treatment without being under threat
oursalves.” She shrugged. “What do you say about |etting him bring his brother out, and letting me take a



chance with him?1 wouldn’t bein their power, and he wouldn’t dare hurt me, not after what we' ve done
tohim.”

“We could just go back and et the Healers make sure we haven't caught it - 7 But that would be
throwing this gift back in the face of the god, who clearly intended that he and Keishashould do
something. Hedidn't think that would be avery politic move at this point.

“Besdes” Keshacontinued, with agrimace, “ There retwo more things going for thisidea. First
of dl, thisisa child we re talking about; not even Lord Breon would object to helping achild. Secondly,
we obviousy have to decide right now, and we can't afford to wait around to ask for permission. Hywel
iSn't going to have alot of timeto sneak in, get his brother, and sneak back out again - and this may well
be thelast time he can get out.” The grimace turned into a crooked amile. “It’seasier to beg forgiveness
than get permission, so | think we ought to figure on begging forgiveness.”

“Y ou're sure you want to go through with this?” Darian asked dubioudy, trying to think of good
reasons to veto the notion, but fairly sure that anything he could think of, she' d have a counter for.

Shesghed. “1 don’'t want to, but | haveto. | can’'t explain it any other way, except to say that
thisis something that | have responsbility to handle. | was given the Heder’ s Gift; it' smy duty to useit.”

But he dready understood; hadn’t he said essentialy the same thing to Firesong?

Hedrew hisknife, and Hywd tried to shrink back, clearly expecting that he was about to be
murdered. But when Darian dit his bonds instead and stood up, he remained seated, staring up at Darian
and rubbing hiswrigs.

“Go!” Darian snapped, gesturing with hisknife. “If you want aWise One for your brother, go
now and bring him back here - just you and him, and no one el'se! We have ahundred eyesin the night,
and if you bring anyone e se, we will not be here, and your brother will die.”

Hywel’ s expression changed, from fearful to hopeful and back again. “Isthistrue?’ he breathed,
“Doyou meanthis?

“Do you believein the guidance of your Ghost Cat?’ Keisha asked softly. “I am aWise One.”

That was enough to decide him. He sprang to hisfeet. “Y ou will never regret thisl” he cried.
“Never! | will serveyou dl my days, and my spirit will defend your children and your children’schildren
after | am ashed”

With that, he turned and ran off into the dark, running as surely asif hisfeet had eyes, and the
eyesin his head were those of an owl.

Darian looked askance at Keisha. “Did we do theright thing?” he asked, suddenly unsure.

“Oh, yes” shereplied, staring into the darkness after Hywel. “We did the only thing we could all
livewith.”

Fifteen

“| haveanidea,” Kevren said, afew moments after Hywe had vanished into the darkness. “I
hearrr the strream not farrr frrom herrre. Go therre, and wait forrr my rrrreturrn.”

Hetook to theair, leaving the two of them aone. Da-rian listened for amoment, then moved off
to the right, the mage-light bobbing along over hishead. Keishafollowed him, and within afew moments,
heard the sound of the stream hersdlf.

Darian brought them to a spot on the banks of the stream, alarger verson of the freshet beside
their camp, which tumbled noisily over flat rocksin aseriesof smdl waterfals. Here they found aplace
where moss made a thick, soft carpet beneath their feet, kept well-nourished by the spray from the
stream. Keisha sat down with asigh, and Darian did the same. “ Are you sure you' re up to this?” he
asked, worried for her sake. “Thisisn't anything like you’ ve done before.”

Shelicked her lips, and stared off into the darkness for amoment, wearing an expression that
suggested she was testing her own resolve. “1 know. And I'm not sure. But the rest of you can't do
without Nightwind, Gentian, Grenthan, and Nala, and the apprentices aren’t even asfar dong as| was
two years ago. | thought that learning to use my Gift was going to be hard, and it was at firgt, but only at
fird. It wasalot likeriding; once | knew what to do and what it felt liketo do it right, it wasjust amatter



of exercising those muscles until they were strong and didn’t hurt anymore - and I’ ve been doing that a
lot, asmuch as| could stand. Plus, | can tak to Jendey, and it’ s going to be scary enough for him to be
handled by astranger. It would be worseif they couldn’t even speak to him. If not me, who ese?” She
made aface, as she thought of the endlesswrangling in the Healers' tent earlier that day. “Besides, the
otherswould want to debate thisideafor hours, and dl the time thislittle boy would be getting sicker. |
need to stop thisfever asearly as possble”

Darian rubbed histired eyes. “I wish there were some other way, but | can’t think of anything.”

“Neither can|.” She cocked her head to the Side, listening intently, as she heard the sound of
labored wing bedts. “Isthat Kel?”’

It was, and he carried aclumsily wrapped bundle. “1 have prrrovisonsss, atent, and yourrr
herrrb-bag, Keisssha,” he said smugly, once he was down on the ground. “ Alssso, bedrrrollsss. You can
make alittle Hederrr’ ssstent might herrre, and bessst of dl, no humansss will know that thessse thingssss
arrremisssing until you tell them, Darrrian.”

“How?’ Darian asked, staring at the bundle. “How did you manageto get dl that?”’

Kéd looked even more smug, if that was possible. “1 have my waysss.”

Keishahugged his neck, much to his pleasure, before seizing the bundle. Darian helped her untie
it and get the tent and camp set up. It was avery smal tent, barely big enough for two people, but if the
weather turned it would keep Kelshaand her patient dry and sheltered. It wasn't long before they had
everything set up, with atiny camp-fire to keep the mage-light company, and there was nothing more to
do but sit and wait for Hywe!’ sreturn.

“I wish I'd brought handiwork,” Keishasighed, fidgeting with her medicine-bag, pulling things
out, looking at them, and putting them back in again. “ Even mending. Something to keep my hands busy.”

“Y ou could ssscrratch my crrresst,” Kl suggested brightly. “It isssverrry lucky to ssscrrratch a
grrryphon’ ssscrrresst.”

“Isthat true? We re going to need plenty of luck,” Keishareplied, asKd stretched out hishead
in her direction.

“Itissswell known,” Kel assured her, as Darian kept back alaugh at Kelvren's bare-faced ploy
to get ascratch. “ A long and trrreasssurrrred trrradition.” Kel's eyes glazed with pleasure asKeishd's
dexterous fingers rubbed the sengtive skin under hisfeathers. “ Ahhhh,” the gryphon sighed. “Don’t you
fed luckierrr drrrready?”

“WE re going to have achanceto test that tradition,” Darian said, jumping to hisfeet as Kuari
derted him. “ Here comes Hywe with the boy.”

Boy? Closer to atoddler, rather. When Hywe ran up to them, panting with exertion, thelittle one
he carried in hisarms could not have been more than five or six years old at the most. Kelshawaved
Darian away and took the fur-wrapped burden from Hywel hersdif.

“Don’t come near us,” she warned, before Darian could moveto help her. “There sno pointin
two of us being exposed.” Shelad the boy down on one of the bedrolls. “How long has he been sick?’
she asked Hywsd!.

“A day, no more.” He stroked his brother’ s damp forehead with surprising tenderness. “Y ou see,
aready heislost in fever, and that is not good. It isthose whom the fever takes hard and early - who -
die- " Thelast three words came out sounding strangled, as Hywel choked back what could have been
asob. Herubbed hiseyesfiercdly, as Darian stood well off, feding distinctly awkward and usaless.

“Hywel, you stay with me; dl | need isan extrapair of hands, and if Jendey wakes up, he'll be
easer with you here.” She looked up from the boy, and shrugged. “ Y ou and Kel might aswell go back
and tdl them what I’ ve done. I’ m sorry to have to leave you that unpleasant chore, but you can dways
tell them that | did it before you had any ideawnhat | was planning.”

“Oh, and try to lieto Firesong and Starfal? Digging awell with my teeth would be easier, and a
lot less painful.” He smiled crookedly. “No, we' rein thistogether, and I’ d better get back and get it over
with.”

Hewanted to ask if shewas going to be dl right and knew it was a stupid question. “ Remember
al ihat luck you just got,” he said insteed, feding horribly helpless.



“I'will,” she said, as she put the child down on one of the bedralls, but it was clear that her mind
was on the boy and nothing €l se, and he was just distracting her.

He started to leave, then turned back. “I don’t want anything to happen to you, Keisha,” he
managed, and stopped himsdlf before he said anything ill-omened.

At that, shelooked up and smiled with surprising warmth. “Thank you,” she replied softly. “Now
go, because | don’t want anything to happen to you either. Don't |et the Herald-Captain egt you divel”

Knowing then the best way to help her would be to obey her, heleft, but dowly, looking back
over hisshoulder until he couldn’t even seethelight from thetiny campfire anymore.

Oh, thisisa very sick little boy, shethought, taking the child into her arms. He was so fevered
that heet radiated from him. Keisha sfirst act wasto unwrap the child from hisbundle of furs, strip him of
his swest-sodden clothing, and wash him down with cool water to bring hisfever down alittle. Fever
wasagood thing in principle, but this boy’ s fever was so high that he wasin danger of going into
convulsons unless she cooled him.

She sponged him a second time with something that killed body-insects, wrapped him briefly in
the furs so that the fumes would work on whatever bugs he carried, then unwrapped him and sponged
him athird timewith plain water. If fleas did carry the sickness, she’' d just protected herself.

That done, she dressed him in one of her old shirts and bundled him into the bedroll. “ Take those
fursand things out of here and put them out somewhereto air for about five days,” she ordered Hywdl.
“Either that, or, bury or burn them.”

She heard a choked-off sound, asif he were about to object, then silenced himself. A moment
later, he and thefilthy furswere gone.

Only aday! I’ ve never seen a fever progress so quickly. Shewaited impatiently for Hywel to
return as she checked reflexesin Jendey’ sarms and legs. Whatever thisillnesswas, at least the pardysis
and wasting hadn’t set in yet - or at least it hadn’t set in so much that there was a noticesble difference
from hedlthy reflexes.

Deep down insde, she was afraid, horribly, desperately afraid - but she buried that fear in work.
Aslong as she could keep working, she could keep the fear at bay.

Hywel returned as she checked Jendey’ s breathing. “When this fever kills - how doesit do 0?7’
she asked, frowning as she listened to the lung- and heart-sounds through a hollow tube she placed on his
chest.

“It smothers,” hesaid smply. “Y ou fight for breath, but there is no strength in the chest, and it
smothers”

Paralysis of the chest muscles? That would make sense. So what do thesethingsal havein
common ?

Could the fever be attacking the network of nervesthat told muscles when to move and how?
That network came from the spine, even the newest Trainee knew that. There were fibersthat were said
to carry orders from the brain to the spine, and out to the muscles, aswell as carrying sensation back to
the brain, just as blood flowed from the heart out to the body and back. Accidents and wounds had
proved that if you cut them, pardysis and loss of feding wasthe result - so could thisfever bekilling or
damaging them to get the same effect?

She seized aslverpoint and a notebook from her medicine-bag and wrote down her
speculations. If what shetried failed, and if she succumbed to thisfever - a least the next Heder would
have alittle moreto go on.

“What are you writing?’ Hywe asked, with awein hisvoice.

“Spdlls,” shesaid briefly, which seemed to impress him further. “Tell me dl you know about how
the Summer Fever started.”

He didn’t seem taken aback that she asked the question, and she made notes as he talked. “It
was the Midsummer Gathering,” he said obediently. “I1t was held that year in Ghost Cat territory. | was
gtill a the women’ sfire then, so it was, oh, many cold seasons ago.”

Oh many indeed, I’ m sure, shethought, guessing hisage a fourteen. Three, maybe four at the
most. Around the time the first lot came down here.



“Blood Bear was there, and that was when | saw the Bear Warriors, who were as much bear as
man,” he continued. “Our fighters brought back tales that they had monsters at their firesaso, someas
daves, and some among the warriors, and that there was boasting around the men’ sfire that they had
brought only haf their numbers, for the rest were out raiding. e shunned the Forbidden Circles, for the
Ghost Cat had sent warning dreams to our shaman, but the Blood Bear shaman scoffed at our dreams,
swore that such places brought power and strong spirits, and he and more warriors went a-hunting
Forbidden Places”

“So they brought back the Fever?’ she asked, as she put down the silverpoint and selected
carefully from among her medicines.

“Not a once, no,” hetold her. “They brought out strange animaslike smal, hairy people who
chattered like magpies and howled like dogs. These, | did not see, but my father told me of them. They
tried to make daves out of the beadts, but the creatures were weak, acted sickly and odd, and soon
died. A few dayslater, thefever began.” He shrugged. “ That isdl that | know.”

So this came from contact with sick animasfrom the Change-Circle! That makes a little
mor e sense. Shefinished mixing her draught of medicineswith juice and honey, and carefully raised the
feverish boy, putting it to hislips. He was very thirsty, in spite of being mostly out of his head. He sucked
at the cup eagerly and perhaps because of the sweet taste, drank it down to the last drop.

He' s getting dehydrated; | have to get more liquid into him. Shefilled the empty cup with
cool water and repested the process until he turned his heed, refusing further drinks. She smoothed back
the damp, black hair from the flushed forehead; this child was so different from the littles of Errold’'s
Grove, yet 0 very much the same, with amother who would mourn hisloss deeply, and a brother who
loved him enough to do anything to save him.

She made him as comfortable as she could, finished her note taking, then turned to Hywd. “1 am
going to work magic to read hisfever,” she said sternly, fighting down panic that threatened to parayze
her. “Y ou must not interrupt me- "

“Na, you go to the spirit-world, | know,” he said wisdly, interrupting her. “ Just as our shaman
did. If our shaman had not been struck down with the first to suffer Summer Fever, hewould have
chased the Fever-Spirits with the good spirits he brought back. | have seen him walk with the Ghost Cat
in the spirit world, many times; | will guard you when your spirit travels from your body asthewarriors
did for him. Have no fear.”

As good as explanation as any, she thought, when she recovered from the startlement she' d felt
at his easy acceptance of what she was going to do. At least he knows what to do.

Therewas no timeto put it off further; she had done everything she could for the boy with hands
and herbs. Despite doubts and soul-numbing fears that she had hidden from both Darian and Hywel, she
must rely on aGift she had only recently learned to use. Now only her Gift could help him further; she
settled hersdf at the child’ sside, and sank into Healing Trance.

Shewas aware a first only of herself, because she was still within the shieldsthat she had
managed to make secondnature and automatic. To her own inner eye, sheradiated a pure, clear,
emerdd-green light, contained within askin of radiant yellow. Taking heart from this, she reminded
hersdlf that this was something she had done before; the job waslarger, but no different than fighting
sampler ilinesses. Shetook the shield-skin inside herself, absorbing the energies, and fixed her attention on
theliving creature nearest her, the muddled and roiled energy-bundle that was the sick child. Even at this
distance, it was obviousto her Oversight that the boy was dreadfully, dangeroudy ill. To examinethe
nerve-net she would have to sink deeper than she ever had before, and ook more closdly. Examining the
surface would tell her nothing.

She moved hersdlf to hover over the boy, then dowly let hersaf merge with him. Her awareness
passed through the skin, a protective envelope of sickly pink energy, damaged here and there by thetiny
scratches and cuts any active child could get in playing, and which aso had its share of insect bites, which
gppeared to her asinflamed haf-spheres, glowing asullen red. There was no sign of mgjor infection in
the skin, however, and she passed on without soothing the inggnificant hurts, saving her strength for a
greater foe.



His muscles were next, muscles that were well-developed for a child so young; tough and strong,
flexible ropes that twisted and sent off gparks that meant pain as Jendey tossed in fever. Therewas
something deeply amiss here, but it was not within the muscles themselves.

So far, I’ ve guessed right. Just to be certain that she had not missed something, she did not sink
further to examine the nerves quite yet.

Instead, she went to the torso as she had been taught, to make certain that the source of his
sicknesswas not in the organs, and began with the heart. An infection of the organs could have been
pouring paralyzing poisonsinto Jendey’ s blood, poisonsthat affected the nerve-net, but which originated
elsawhere,

At thistime, there was no Sgn of strain or irritation there either, nor in the gut - but the lungs were
congested and irritated, displaying the sullen red glow of inflammation. But they were, asyet, no more
serious than abad cold.

But there was definitely something desperately wrong, for al the body’ s defenses were
mobilized. All dong the paths of the blood, the body’ s defensive armies swarmed, hedling energies
flowed, yet they traveled to no centra battleground, asif they were confused and could not find atarget.

Just as confused and desperate as| am. . . .

She shoved away the thought. Failure was not an option.

Sheturned her awareness to the spine, sank deeper yet, looking for the black miasma of
damage, the sullen murk of attack.

Then shefound it - and nearly withdrew, appalled at the magnitude of the problem she faced.

The enemy wastiny, tiny, but numbered in countless millions. It subverted the child’ s own body
to create millions more selves with every passing moment. No wonder this fever could not be fought with
herbs and medicines - it overwhelmed by sheer numbers, killing the child in the act of spawning more
selvesfrom hisvery substance!

But she had seen thiskind of enemy before - just not so virulent, and not centered in the
nerve-net and spine. At least she knew the enemy’ s face now - and she knew how to combat it,
provided she had the strength.

She drove down her fear, fear that threatened to send her fleeing back to her own body, al her
work left undone. She gathered her own energies, and lashed out at the enemy with lances and light
shafts of purest emerad green. The enemy swallowed her energies and millions of attacking creatures
perished - alittle damaged, but only alittle, and in the next moment, the multitude surged back to life and
drength.

Now it didn’t matter; now there was nothing but action.

Thiswas the moment when she should have been afraid; she should have given up. But now the
ingtinct of the Hedler had her in agrip that drove everything else out of her mind; she was caught in the
battle, and could not have pulled away if she wished it. She had been warned of thissuicidal drive for
sef-sacrifice, the trap that the strongest Hedlerswere al too proneto fal into, and if there had been
another Hedler there, he would have pulled her out. It wastoo late -

Thought had been squeezed into atiny compartment cut off from action, crammed in with the
terrible, ice-cold fear. Nothing existed for her but the enemy hordes - and the energies with which she
lashed them, heedless of what the energy drain was doing to herself.

And more; energy drained from her faster than she could replaceit. Thiswas a battle she was
doomed to lose - and when shelogt it, the enemy would move to take her. But she no longer cared.

Y ou know, thiswould probably be going better if we hadn’t awakened the Captain out of a
sound deep.

Onelantern illuminated the insde of the tent the two Herads shared; birds twittered outside,
expecting the dawn. Insgde, Kerowyn made her fedings known, while Eldan had made himsdf vanish, in
asound diplomatic move.

“You did what?” Kerowyn shouted, with incredulous wrath, when Darian finished hisreport.
Darian stood his ground, backed by the Vademaran Healers, by Nightwind, and by Firesong; they made
quite acrowd in Kerowyn'’stent, but didn’t quite spill out into the open.



He was backed by them, but he had inssted on doing hisown talking. “1 did this, and I’'m not a
coward who hides behind other people when it comesto standing by what | did; | can defend mysdlf,” he
had told them, and had been rewarded by the approva in the eyes of both Nightwind and Firesong.

Hefdt alittle sorry for Kerowyn'’s officers, who by now, if they had intended to deep until
true-dawn, had been denied that opportunity by the shouting. And if it hadn’t been that he’ d never been
0 surein hisentire life that he had done the right thing, he might well have bolted.

“We had atactica opportunity that wasn’t going to come along again, Herdd-Captain,” he said
geadily, looking straight into her eyes and refusing to be intimidated by her fury. “Furthermore, you may
be in command of the assembled fighters, but I’'m not one of thefighters. I’m amage, and not one under
your command. I’'m amage with four years of field experience, aswell, and | am accustomed to being
expected to think for mysalf. We had our primary objective. We ve gotten the language, which Tyrsell
can now take from his own memory and give to anyone else. Keishaand | took the opportunity that was
presented to us precisaly because, in terms of personnd, it offered asubstantial gain - versus, a worst,
the minima loss of a single noncombatant. We had the boy in avulnerable position, and amoment of
opportunity to extract a single fever victim, amoment that was rapidly vanishing. Neither of usisagood
enough Mindspeaker to contact superiorsfor advice. There wasn't time to do anything but act.”

Talk to her in tactical terms, waswhat Firesong had advised him. Don'’t talk to her in terms
of Healer’ s Oaths or humanitarian motives. Give her gains versus losses. I’m not saying she won't
see and appreciate the humanitarian motives, just that she’s a commander first, and that’s how
she’ s going to react. Once she finishes reacting to the insubordination, she’ Il move right into
thinking and analyzing.

Firesong wasright; as she listened to him, the scowl faded to a mere frown, and thefrownto a
grimace. Findly shethrew her handsin theair.

“All right,” she acknowledged. “1 can seethat. | just thank the godsthat | don't have anyone else
inmy rankswho' s got the curse of thinking for himslf.”

“Yes, you do, Kero,” Firesong said mildly. “Y ou generdly make them into officersif they
manage not to get themselves or anyone elsekilled.”

“Y ou can make yoursdlf useful by finding that dyheli and having him drop that language into
Eldan’ sskull,” shereplied sternly to Firesong. She waited for his nod and withdrawal from the tent, then
turned back to Darian. “ Y ou are going to Stay here and give me every single detail of what you saw,
heard, and did.”

“What about us?” Gentian asked, with awink for Darian that told him he' d won thisround.

“Back to your Hedler business,” she said, making shooing motionswith her hands.

Everyone d<se spilled out into the gray light of fase-dawn, wasting no time in putting some
distance between themsealves and their commander.

Nightwind stayed with Darian, and Kerowyn didn’t object. When everyone e se had | eft the tent,
shewearily waved a them to Sit; there were only three placesto do so in her tent and she was dready
occupying the only chair, still dressed in the old shirt and hose sheworeto deep in, her hair coming
undone from its braid. So he took a seat on asmall campaign chest, leaving the stool for Nightwind.

He went back over the night’ s eventsin excruciating detail, leaving out nothing, not even the
changesin Hywel’ s expresson. He aso did not leave out the dleged Ghost Cat, dthough his description
was as vague as his own sghting of the thing had been. When he had finished, Kerowyn brooded in
dlencefor sometime, her fingers automatically undoing and rebraiding her hair. Despite the fact that
Darian knew they had been right to act asthey had, the tension in the tent built until he thought he
couldn’t bear much more. Granted, he wasn't under Kerowyn' s direct command, but she could order
him back to the Vae, and the Tayledras would probably enforce her orders.

Findly: “Dammit, you did right,” she growled as she bound up the end of her braid. “1 don't like
it one bit, but you did right.”

The tension snapped, replaced by the fedling that someone had removed the weight of ahorse
from hisback.

“Captain, if anything had been different, if Hywel had been less cooperative, if the victim hadn't



been asmadl child, if that ghost - or whatever - hadn’t been leading him out in the first place, we' d never
have donewhat we did,” he replied with feding. “1 swear.”

“It'sthat so-called Ghost Cat,” Kerowyn said, chewing her lower lip. “That’ sthe thing that's -
Bothering meisn’t theword, it's amore spooky fedling than that. It's not like some shaman' strick or
wishful thinking. It s;emsasit every timeit shows up, it guides these people properly, and | haveto
wonder if it can - and will - do more than that. Y ou say you saw it, Tyrsdll says hethinksit' sred - and
whenever anybody so much as mentionsit, | get ashiver down my spinethat | can’'t stop. I’ ve had that
same shiver before. . . .

“And?’ Nightwind prompted dertly.

Kerowyn smiled crookedly. “Let’ sjust say that it' sasgn of one of my Gifts.” She turned back
to Darian. “It'sagood thing that you aren’t under my command, because even if you areright, thisis
way too closeto insubordination for my comfort. However, you aren’t, and that lets me out of having to
find away to discipline you for exercising your brains without orders.”

“Yes, Herad-Captain,” he said, and deemed it wise to say nothing more.

“Now you go make yoursdf useful and try not to get into any moretrouble,” Kerowyn ordered.
“I'd liketo talk to thislady for ahit.”

Darian |eft, with the distinct impression he' d had anarrow escape indeed - but also with the
nagging feding, which grew with every moment, that there was something of critica importancethat he
hed left undone.

He got no chance to think about it, for the Situation that had been a stalemate just a moment
before suddenly avalanched down around their ears, with no prior warning whatsoever.

“Oh, helllires’ came the exclamation from behind him. Kerowyn suddenly shot out of her tent as
if her hair were on fire, followed by Nightwind who was moving just as quickly. She sprinted up the path
and grabbed Darian by the ebow, sartling him into an undignified yelp.

“I need you - now!” she said, as Nightwind grabbed his other elbow. Before he could even blink,
thewhite bulk of Kerowyn’s Companion thundered down on them from out of nowhere, and Kero and
Nightwind literdly threw him up on Sayvil’ sbare back. A heartbest later, Kerowyn was up behind him,
and it was agood thing that he had automatically grabbed a handful of mane, because the Companion
launched hersdf into an al-out gallop as soon asthe Herdd's rump touched her back.

He clung with hands and thighs, the wind of their passing whipping through Sayvil’ s mane until it
lashed hisface and eyes unmercifully, leaving tiny, singing welts. He d heard of the legendary speed of a
Companion, now he got afirsthand experience, which would have been breathtaking, if it hadn’t been so
terrifying.

In amuch shorter time than he would have dreamed possible, they were among Kerowyn's
fightersand Kero did down off Sayvil’ s back, leaving him still perched therein confusion. Just beyond
the screening of trees and bushes, someone shouted in avoice torn by anguish, fear, and rage.

“What’ sthe situation?’ she demanded, as one of the fighters separated from the rest and saluted.

“Things were dead quiet, then dl of asudden therewas aruckusin the camp,” the scarred and
weathered veteran reported brusquely. “Lots of shouting, carrying on, women wailing. Then the men
darted raising hell over there, and the Chief comes tearing through the barricades and starts waving
weapons around and shouting at us.”

“You!” Kerowyn dapped Darian’ sleg to get his attention. “We' re looking for Tyrsdll - but until
then, what’ s he saying?”

Bedatedly Darian redlized that he understood the shouting perfectly well, and paused to ligen toit.

What he heard made his jaw drop.

“Wd|?" Kero demanded. “ What? “

Darian licked dry lips. “He says we sent child-snatching demonsinto his camp last night, and he
wants usto bring back hissons right now. Or else-"

“Never mind. | canguessthe‘or ese” “ Kerowyn swore softly. “And it’sjust our bad luck that
your little friends happened to be the Chief’ s offspring - which obvioudy, the older one didn’t bother to
mention.” She chewed on her lower lip, then turned her gaze to her Companion. “Sayvil, go take him



back to camp, then get your tail back here; thisisno place for him. By now Tyrsell’ s given Eldan this
language, and we' |l seeif hisslver tongue can lie us out of this mess when he gets here. And we' Il pray
that Keisha can come up with a cure, fast”

Sayvil didn’'t wait for Darian to object; shedl but launched hersdf out from underneath him, and
only aquick grab for her mane kept him from tumbling over her rump.

He had the presence of mind to dide over her shoulder as soon as she reached the edge of camp
where hisfirst tent sill stood and dowed alittle; he hit the ground running to absorb his own momentum
and it was agood thing that he did. She didn’t stop, not &t all; she just pivoted on her hind hooves and
galoped away again, leaving him panting in the path behind her, staring after her, absently recognizing that
there was another Companion standing behind him.

Gods - now what do | do ?

“What in hell isgoing on?’ avoice shrilled behind him.

Hewhirled, to find Shandi, clad only in aknee-length shift and barefoot, staring a him out of
confused and terrified eyes. Her deep-tangled hair had falen half over one of her eyes, and she shoved it
out of her face with impatient fingers.

“The camp’sgone crazy, Karlesisfrantic, and Keisha sgone and there’ s something | - we -
have to do with her!” she exclamed, sounding more than alittle frantic herself. “What' s hgppening?
Where smy sster? What isit we haveto do?’

Asquickly and succinctly as possible, Darian explained the events of the last twelve
candlemarks. He got alittle shrill toward the end, himsdlf, and Shandi stared a him with ablank
expression, while her Companion fidgeted and pranced with anxiety.

She hit her forehead with the buit of her palm, muttering to hersdlf. “ Y ou - me - Keisha. What do
we havein common?’ Balling both hands into fists and pressing them into her temples, she squeezed her
eyes shut and her features contorted with pain. “What in hell do we havein common?Why am | here?
Why do | have to be here?’

Gods! hethought bitterly, thinking that she meant that she didn’t want to be there. Why couldn’t
she be another Healer? Then at least she'd have been of some useto -

From out of thethin morning air, the answer cameto him, in the dryly amused voice of his
teacher, Firesong.

Heran to Shandi and shook her shoulders with impatience. “ Can you work with Hedlers?' he
demanded. “Have you?’

Her eyes sprang open and she gaped at him. “Yes, of course-”

Asthey stared into each others eyes, they dl but shouted in unison. “ That’sit!”

For the second time that morning, Darian found himself clinging to a Companion’ s bare back, this
timewith Shandi behind him. Karles must have taken directions sraight from his memory, for the
Companion wove hisway through the forest unerringly, and at speeds that would have guaranteed an
accident had he been anything but a Companion. He had only timeto call to Kuari -

:Find dyhdi! Find Tyrsell! Bring him where we were last night and quickly!:

Then there was no time for anything but hanging on.

When they burgt into the little glade where the tent was pitched and flung themsalves from
Karles back, Hywe jumped to hisfeet with his dagger drawn, then stopped himsdlf just short of
attacking them. Darian paid the boy no attention. His eyeslooked only for Keisha, and when he saw her,
he exclamed in shock.

“Damn!” Shandi swore. “She’slogt! Darian, link with her, now!”

Hedidn't haveto betold. Keishawas a ghostly white, she trembled where she sat, and it |ooked
asif they hadn’t reached her amoment too soon. She was caught, trapped in battling a disease she
couldn’t conquer - if she’d had more practice, she would know how to break free, but of course she had
never Heded alife-threastening illness before.

Darian flung himself down beside her and grabbed one hand, as Shandi did the same on her
opposite Sde; they threw their spiritsinto linkage with hers as swiftly asif they had done so every day for
ther entirelives.



There was arude shock for amoment as they jockeyed for position, and then they melded into a
seamlesswhole. He poured energies soun out of the life all around them into the fading Hedler; Shandi
did the same, but her energies came, not from around her, but from her Companion. Neither of them saw
what Keishasaw and fought, but they felt the battle going on within the boy, and Keisha srenewed
strength as she threw off the intolerable burden of exhaustion, gathered her resources, and flung herself
back into thefight.

And for amoment, Darian felt her soul-tearing fear that even thiswould not be enough.

He willed more than energy into her; he willed courage, and the memory of that anguished voice
crying out, demanding that his sons be returned to him.

Whether that was the reason or not, at that moment, the tide of battle turned. Keishabegan to
gain ground againgt the fever. Shandi and Darian held steady, and with alast desperate outpouring of
power, Keisha broke the fever’ s hold!

Shandi dropped out of the meld; Darian held longer, as she chased down the last traces of the
illness and burned them away. Only then did he separate himsdlf from her, and return hisfocusto the
ordinary world.

“We'retill not done,” Shandi said grimly, as he opened his eyes and caught Keisha as she
half-collgpsed againgt him. “There' sawar about to start out therel” She turned to Hywel. “Y our father
thinks we' ve sent demonsto kidnap you and your brother, and he' sgot every intention of cutting hisway
through usto get to you.”

Hywel’ s mouth and eyes went round - and Darian’ s estimation of hisintelligencetook agiant
legp upward. “Take Jendey!” he cried. “Take him up before you on the Spirit Horse! We will follow with
the Wise Onel”

Hywel placed one hand on Karles' forehead as Shandi threw hersalf on the Companion’ s back;
Karles snorted and nodded vigoroudly. The young northerner bent and picked up his brother - deeping
deeply, too deeply to tir, but without the hectic flush of fever in his cheeks, and no longer tossingin
ddirium. Shandi reached down for the child, and cradled him in front of her, seizing ahandful of maneto
keep hersdlf steady.

Karles shot off; Hywe leaned down to help Keishato her feet. She was till coming out of
Hedling Trance, blinking at them with bewildered eyes, her legs as shaky asanewborn favn's.

“Hywd’ sthe Chief’ sson?’ she murmured, proving that athough she looked no morethan
half-aware, there was little wrong with her mind or her ears. Darian draped her arm over his shoulder, as
Hywd did the same on her other sde. “Why didn’t you tell us?’ she asked, turning her gaze on the young
northerner.

“I did not think of it,” was hishonest reply. “For us, to be Chief’ s sonisto be no different from
any other man. It does not mean that | will be chosen as Chief. | am just another hunter of Ghost Cat.”

“Obvioudy your father doesn’t seethingsthat way,” Darian retorted.

The call of an eagle-owl rang out above their heads, sartling dl of them. :Bondmate, they
come!: Kuari cdled in hismind, asthe hoof-bests of severd dyheli at the gallop reached their ears.

Tyrsdll skidded to a hdt on the moss, with Pyreen and Meree right beside him. Darian helped
Keishaup onto Meree' s back, then aided the dightly reluctant Hywel onto Pyreen. Thiswasno timeto
worry about the mere discomfort of naked dyheli spines. “Don’t grab the horns, grab the neck-brush!”
Darian ordered, as he clambered onto Tyrsdll. “ And hang on tight!”

Dyheli weren’t quite as swift as Companions, but they came a close second; they caught up with
Karles and Shandi, who had inexplicably stopped at the edge of the cleared area containing the Ghost
Cat encampment.

Then they saw why the others had stopped.

There were two heavily armed forcesin that clearing, forces who had been about to face off
againgt each other in abattle for blood. Both sides had weapons drawn, and there should have been a
fight going on at that very moment.

The two reasons why that wasn't happening were planted in the clear space, separating the two
groups of fighters and holding them apart.



Both reasons were white, one glistening in the sunlight, one ephemerd asfog. Both reasons stood
sde-by-sdein unity, holding off thefightersloya to them by aforce of will so strong that it might just as
well have been a solid wall ahundred feet high.

One was Eldan’s Companion.

The other was a huge shape, faintly glowing, that could have been an enormousfeine.

Just as Darian, Hywel, and Keisha arrived, lining up beside Karles, the ghostly feline turned to
facethem dl. It regarded them with an unwinking gaze, asthe faces of the northerners turned to see what
it waslooking at.

Stunned silence - then, with aroar of joy, the Chief flung down hisax and shield, and hurtled
toward them, arms outstretched, his men ascant pace behind him, cheering themselves hoarse.

Only Darian continued to watch the Ghost Cat, so only he saw it wink at him, dowly and
deliberately, before it faded entirely from view.

Three days later, the morning sun overtopped the trees and golden light illuminated a scene that
could not possibly have seemed likely the last time Darian had been here,

Where two armies had faced off, an open-sided pavilion stood; within it, atable and two chairs,
one holding Chief VVordon of Ghost Cat Clan, the other Herald Eldan of Vademar. Around the pavilion,
an impromptu festival was going on, as northerners and Vademarans, Hawkbrothersand Lord Breon's
folk cautioudy mingled, dowly learning one another’ s languages. Those who had dready undergone
“torture by Tyrsdl” acted aswilling trandators.

Darian finaly felt as cam as he looked, and had actualy managed to catch up on hislost deep. It
hadn’t been easy, though; he’ d been much in demand by Ghost Cat and Kero' s forces both, though not
nearly as much as Keisha. She wastheir heroine, their savior, practicaly their saint - right up until the
point where she got tired of it dl and tartly informed them that they were an affront to her nose, and if
they really wanted to do something for her, they could al take baths, right now.

The subsequent rush for the stream had been something to behold - as were the newly-scrubbed
Northerners, their skin bright red from being scoured so hard.

They dtill treated her with respect, but after that with less awe, which was something of ardlief to
everyone.

“ - the Wise Ones cannot be disturbed on awhim, or frivoloudy,” Eldan said as Chief Vordon
nodded. “ So the Sacred Houses of Healing will be secret.”

“Of course,” Vordon agreed, asif nothing pleased him better.

Well, we' re making reasonable demands here. | bet VVordon would show adifferent faceif we
demanded dl the first-born sons as hostages, say.

“TheHoaly dyheli will conduct the Wise Onesfrom their Sacred Houses to your camp,” Eldan
continued, after aglance at Tyrsdll. “The Holy dyheli will carry your need to the Wise Ones.”

“Naturaly,” Vordon replied, shaggy head bobbing.

“Did hefigurethis out in advance, or ishe making it up ashe goesaong?’ Darian whispered to
Keshaasthey stood solemnly on the Vademaran side of the negotiation pavilion.

“Making it up, | think, with some help,” Keishawhispered back. “ Heradds are very good a
improvisng.”

So far, Vademar and the alieswere doing very well out of these negotiations. Things were
particularly advantageousfor the dyheli, for the“holy” dyheli were getting the protection of Ghost
Cat’ swarriors, shelter for thewinter in barnsthat Ghost Cat pledged to build, and grain in the winter
from Ghogt Cat’ s stores. Virtudly everything Eldan asked for, Vordon was agreeing with: care for the
dyheli in exchangefor accessto the Hedlers, a set territory in exchange for aliance with Vademar and
the Hawkbrothers, with Ghost Cat guarding the borders against other northern clans. They even agreed
to settleand learn to farm in place of their nomadic life of hunting and grazing.

They couldn’t be more unlike thelast ot in that. Blood Bear Clan would rather have dit their own
throats than take up farming. First, though, they ‘ d have done their best to dit ours.

There had been some disappoi ntment when the other Hedlers had examined the survivors of the
last bouts of Summer Fever, and had been forced to confess that they could not reverse what movement



and strength had aready been lost. That disappointment had been overpowered by the relief of knowing
that Summer Fever would never kill or cripple again.

Darian kept a steadying arm around Keisha swaist, under the excuse that she was still weak and
not entirely easy on her feet. Shelet him - under the same excuse. He didn't think he was going to miss
Summerdance nearly as much as he had anticipated.

He had every intention of taking things dowly, though. Thiswasn't aVae, and Keisha Alder
wasn't Tayledras. And I’ m not stupid. Offend the local Healer? No thank you! What was it
Nightwind said once? “ The ones who know how to put you together also know how to take you
apart!” Besdes, heliked Keisha sfriendship; he didn’t have nearly enough friendsto risk losing oneto
bad manners.

The northerners hadn’t even been the least reluctant about improving their bathing habits after
Kesha sinitid scolding; asit turned out, they had more wistful tales about avaley full of hot soringsthat
they had been driven out of by astronger clan, and traditions of steam houses that they hadn’t been able
tobuild in far too long. They knew dl about flea-killing herbs, but since such things only cameinto their
hands at the Midsummer Gathering by means of trade, they’ d had to do without since the first attack of
the Fever. Grenthan and several of the hertas were dready congructing a Ve demaran-style community
bath house and steam house for them at the edge of the village, and Keisha s gifts of fleabane and
rosemary had been greeted with cries of joy from the women. In short, these barbarians, at least, were
not nearly as barbaric as their appearance had led everyoneto believe.

Even Kelvren was happy, for he had an entirely new set of humans to ooh and aah over him.

And we have this all settled before Harvest Faire and Val’ s wedding - which makes
absolutely everyone happy!

Darian fdt full of warm contentment and dared to believe that k' Va demar VVae was going to be
hailed as an immediate success. Which makes me ook awfully good. And which should put Kel’s
status up a few points as well.

Thinking of Kel, Darian took alook around for him - and soon saw him, the center of agroup of
awestruck women, who admired his handsome feathers and timidly touched the talons he offered for their
ingpection. Darian strained his ears - and discovered, with no surprise, that the gryphon had aready
gotten Tyrsdll to bestow the Ghost Cat language on him.

But when he heard what Kel was saying to the women, he nearly choked, and had to work very
hard indeed to keep a properly solemn expression, one in accordance with the gravity of the making of
such animportant treaty.

For Kel had some treaty ideas of hisown.

“Itisssgood luck to ssscrrratch agrrryphon’ sss crrressst,” Kel told the enraptured group.

“Itis?’ said the boldest of thelot - Hywel’ ssigter, if Darian recalled correctly. She reached out
immediately and began gently scratching Kel’ s outstretched head.

“Oh, yesss,” Kel sighed happily. “It issswell known; an old and trrreasssurrred trrradition!”



