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Dark Moon
Meredith Ann Pierce

Before

He was the youngest prince the unicorns had ever known, and his name meant Dark Moon.
Aljan son-of-Korr was swart as the well of a weasel’ s eye, the night-dark son of a night-dark sire,
with keen, cloven hooves and a lithe, dancer’ s frame, a long horn sharper than any thorn, and a
mane like black cornsilk blowing. While still counted among the colts, young Jan had won himsel f
a placein the Ring of Warriors. Upon the death of hisroyal grandsire, Jan had seen his own
father declared the king and himself—barely half-grown—made battle-prince.

During time of peace, Korr the king would have ruled the herd, but because the unicorns
considered themselves at war, it was to Jan, their prince, that the Law gave leadership. His
peopl€’ s bitterest enemies, the wyverns, dwelt far to the north, in sacred hills stolen from the
unicorns many generations past. Vengeful gryphons held the eastern south, barely a day’ s flight
from the great Vale in which the exiled herd now made its home. And hostile goat-footed pans
inhabited the dense woodlands bordering the Vale.

Such were the uneasy times during which this young prince came to power. | am his chronicler,
and yestereve | spoke of hiswarrior’sinitiation, during which the goddess Alma marked him,
tracing a lim silver crescent upon his brow and setting a white star on one heel in token that one
day he must become her Firebringer, long prophesied to end his people s exile and lead them
triumphant back to the Hallow Hills.

Tonight, | resume my taelittle more than ayear after Jan' s accession: it was the afternoon of Summer’s
Eve. The morrow would be Solstice Day, when thriving spring verged into summer. Jan stood on a
lookout knoll high above the Ve, rump to the ralling valey below, black eyes scanning the Pan Woods
spilling green-dark to the far horizon, beyond which the Gryphon Mountains rose, flanking the Summer
Sea

1.
Solstice

Cloudless sky soared overhead, blue asthe sweep of agryphon’ swing. Breeze snuffed and gusted
through the dark unicorn’s mane, warm with the scent of cedars sprawling the dope below. Sun hung
westering. Jan shifted one cloven hedl and sighed. He was not on watch—no sentries needed thistime of
year: gryphons never raided past first spring. But the herd’ slosses had been heavy that season infillies
and fods carried off by formels—the great blue gryphon femaes—to feed their ravenous newly hatched
young.

Brooding, the prince of the unicorns surveyed the folds of the Pan Woods before him. It was not the
number of recent raids which troubled him most, but their manner. Alwaysin springs past, wingcats had
come singly, a& most in mated pairs. Thisyear, though, many of the raids had included more than two
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gryphons. A few had even consisted solely of tercels—male gryphons—no femae at al. Jan snorted:
clearly at least some of the spring’ sforays had had little to do with aformel’ s need to feed her chicks.

“Alma,” the young prince whispered, and the wind stole the name of the goddess from histeeth. “ Alma,
tell mewhat | must do to defend my people.”

Only slencereplied. Jan's skin twitched. With hislong flywhisk tail, helashed at the siweatsipper that
had aighted on hiswithers. Vivid memory cameto him of how, only the year before, the goddess had
marked him with fire, granted him the barest glimpse of his destiny—and spoken not aword to him since.
Standing aone on the lookout knall, he felt doubt chill him to the bone. He wondered now if the voice of
Almaand her vision had been nothing but adream.

A twig snapped in the undergrowth behind him. Jan whedled to spot a haf-grown warrior emerging
from the trees. Pale dusty yellow with dapples of grey, the other shook himsalf, head up, horn high. Jan
backed and sidled. Like afiercely burning eye, the copper sun floated closer to the distant horizon. The
other snorted, ramped, then whistled a challenge, and the prince sprang to meet him. Horns clattered in
the stillness as they fenced. A few more furious strokes, then the pair of them broke off. Jan tossed his
head. Grinning, the dappled haf-grown shouldered againgt him. The prince eyed his battle-companion
Dagg.

“Peace!” Dagg panted. “What brings you brooding up onto the steeps so close to dusk?*

Jan shook himsdf and nickered, not happily.

“Gryphons.”

Again his shoulder-friend snorted, as though the very thought of gryphons stank.

“Bad weather to them,” Dagg muttered. “ Broken wings and ill fortune—praise Almaspring’ s past now
and we' re done with them for another year.”

Jan nodded, champing. Dusk wind lifted the long forelock out of his eyes, exposing thethin silver
crescent upon his brow. Gloomily, he picked at the pine-straw underhoof with his white-starred hind
hed. Beside him, Dagg shifted, favoring oneforeleg.

“How’ syour shank?’ Jan asked him.

The dappled warrior blinked grey mane from his eyes and dgpped a a humming gnat ghosting one
flank. Heflexed thejoint.

“Stiff yet, but the break’ swell knit. Teki the hedler knows his craft.”

Behind them, the Gryphon Mountains stood misty with distance. The reddened sun above the Pan
Woods had nearly touched the rim of the world. Lightly, Jan nipped his shoulder-friend.

“Come,” hetold him. “ Sun’sfair down.”

Dagg shook him off and fell in dongside as they started through the evergreensthat forested the Vae' s
inner dopes. Amber sunlight streamed through the canopy. Just ahead, a pied form moved among the
treeboles. Jan hated, startled, felt Dagg beside him half shy. A moment later, he recognized the young
warrior mare Tek. Her oddly patterned coat, pale rose and black, blended into the long, many-stranded
shadows.

“Ho, prince,” she cdlled, “and Dagg, make haste! Moondance begins.”

Jan bounded forward with aglad shout, reaching to nip at the pied mare' s neck, but light as adeer, she
dodged away. Tek nickered, shook her mane, back-stepping, laughing still. The young prince snorted,
pawing the ground. The next ingtant, he charged. Thistime, the pied mare reared to meet him, and the
two of them smote a one another with their forehooves, like colts. Tek was alithe, strapping mare,
strong-built but lean, ayear Jan’s senior—though the young prince was at last catching up to his mentor
insize. They were of acommon height and heft now, very evenly matched. He loved the quickness of
her, her deek, dim energy parrying his every lunge and pressing him hard. With Tek, he need never hold
back.

“So, prince,” shetaunted, feinting and thrusting. The clash of their hornsreverberated in the dusky
dillness. “Isthisthe best my pupil can do? Fence so lackadaisical this summer by the Seaand you'll
never win amate!”

Jan locked histeeth, redoubled his efforts. On the morrow, he knew, he, Tek, and Dagg—and dl the
other unpaired young warriors—must depart upon their yearly trek to the Summer shore, thereto laze



and court and spar till season’ sturn at equinox, when most would pledge their mates before the journey
home.

Tek clipped and pricked him. Jan glimpsed Dagg standing off, absently scrubbing aflybite againgt the
rough bark of afir, and whistled his shoulder-friend to join in the game—but just then, more quick than
Jan could blink, the young mare lunged to champ his shoulder, taunting him with her wild green eyes. Ina
flash, he was after her. Jan heard Dagg’ s distant, Sartled shout a being left behind as the young prince
plunged breakneck downd ope through treeboles and shadows. The last rays of red sunlight faded.
Moments|ater, he burst from the trees onto the Va€e s grassy lower dope.

The hour was later than he had reckoned, the round-bellied moon not yet visble beyond the Vae sfar
steep, but turning the deep blue evening sky to gleaming date in the east. On the valley floor below, the
herd already formed arudimentary circle. Ahead of him, the pied mare pitched abruptly to a halt.

L ock-kneed, snorting, Jan followed suit. Korr, the king, stood on the hillside just below them. Jan tensed
as hismassve sre advanced through the gathering gloom.

“Grestings, healer’ sdaughter,” Korr rumbled.

“Greetings, my king,” Tek answered boldly. “ A fine night for Moondance, isit not?’

Jan felt himsdf stiffen at the black king’snod. He barely glanced at Jan.

“Itisthat,” Korr agreed, “and afine eve to precede your courting trek.” The hedler’ s daughter laughed.
Pdle stars pricked the heavens. The unseen moon was washing the dark sky lighter and yet more light.
“Faith, young mare,” Korr added in amoment, “I’ d thought to see you pledged long before now.”

Jan felt gpprehension chill him. He had aways dreaded Tek’ sinevitable choosing of amate. The
prospect of losing her company to another filled the young prince with a nameless disquiet—the pied
mare would doubtless be long and happily paired by the time such araw and untried young stalion ashe
ever won amate. Restless, he pawed the turf, and his companion glanced back a him with her green,
green gryphon’ seyes.

“Fleet to be made warrior, but dow to wed, | fear,” she answered Korr. “ Perhapsthis year, my king.”

The eastern sky turned burning silver abovethefar, high crest of the Vae.

“But | will leaveyou,” she continued, “for plainly you did not wait upon this dopeto treat with me.”

Tek shook hersdlf. Korr acknowledged her bow with agrave nod as she kicked into agallop for the
hillsde sbase. Still paces gpart, Jan and his Sre watched the hedler’ s daughter join the milling herd
below.

“A fineyoung mare,” murmured Korr. “Let ustrugt this season she accepts amate.”

Jan felt asmmering rush. “Perhgps 1’1l join her,” he sadd impulsively.

Korr’ sgazeflicked to him. “Y ou' re green yet to think of pledging.”

Jan shrugged, defiant, eyes still on Tek. “I was green, too, to succeed you as prince,” he answered
evenly. “But perhaps| shall be Tek’ s opposite: dow to be made warrior, yet quick to wed.”

The sky in the east gleamed near-white above the far dope. Korr’s expression darkened. “Have a
care, my son,” hewarned. Y ou’ ve years yet to make your choice.”

The young prince bristled. Behind them, Dagg cantered from the trees and halted, plainly taken by
surprise. He glanced from Korr to Jan, then bowed hastily to the king before continuing downdope. The
young prince snorted, lashing histail. The king' seyes pricked him like aburr.

“Besurel will choose when | know myself ready,” hetold Korr curtly and Started after Dagg.

Hissretook asudden step toward him, blocking his path.

“If it bethisyear, my son,” he warned, “then look to those born in the same year asyou. Filliesyour
own age.”

Astonished, Jan nearly halted. By Law, not even the unicorns king might command their battle-prince.
Angrily, he brushed past Korr. “ Do you deem your son acolt ill, to be pairing with fillies?” he snapped.
“A bearded warrior, I'll choose a mare after my own heart.”

He did not ook back. White moonlight spilled over the valley floor asthe herd before him began to
sway, the great Ring shifting first one way, then the other over the trampled grass. Jan' seyesfound his
mother, Ses, anong the crowd. Beside the pale cream mare with mane of flamefrisked his
amber-colored sigter, Lell: barely ayear old, her horn no more than anub upon her nurding’ s brow.



Korr cantered angrily past Jan, veering to join his mate and daughter as the dancers found their rhythm,
began to turn steadily deasl.

Jan hung back. Dagg’'s Sire and dam moved past: Tas, Korr’'s shoulder-companion, like hisson a
flaxen dun dappling into grey; Leerah, white with murrey spots, danced beside her mate. Jan spied his
granddam Safarther back among the dancers. Dark grey with amilky mane, the widowed mate of the
late king K hraawhickered and nodded to her grandson in passing, placing her pale hooves neetly asa
doe's. Jan dipped his neck to her, but till he did not join the Ring.

Other celebrants swirled by, frolicking, high-stepping, sporting in praise of Almaunder the new-risen
moon. The circling herd gained momentum, drawing strength from the moonstuff showering al around;
the whitefire that burned in the bones and teeth, in the hooves and horns of dl unicorns, placed there by
the goddess when, in fashioning her creatures at the making of the world, she had dubbed the unicorns,
as favored sons and daughters, “ children-of -the-moon.”

Tek swept into view, pivoting beside the hedler Teki. The black and rosein her coat flashed in the
moonlight beside the jet and dabaster of her Sire. Tek’ sriant eyes met Jan's, and she tossed her mane,
teasing, her keen hooves cutting the trampled turf, daring him to join her. Daring him.

In abound, the young prince sprang to enter the Ring. Bowing, Teki gave ground to et Jan dance
beside his daughter. The two half-growns circled, paths crossing and crisscrossing. Dagg drifted near,
chivvying Jan’ sflank. Jan gave awhistle, and the two of them mock-battled, feinting and
shoulder-wrestling.

Tek’ seyesflashed awarning. Jan turned to catch Korr’ s disgpproving glare. Reflexively, the young
prince pulled up. Then, blood burning benesth the skin, Jan shook himself, putting even more vigor into
his step. Moondance might have been astaid and stately trudge during hisfather’ s princely reign—abut
not during hisown! Dancers chased and circled past him in the flowing recurve of the Ring. He found his
grandmother beside him suddenly, matching him turn for turn.

“Don’t mind your father’ sglower.” The grey mare chuckled. “It nettles him that it isyou now, not he,
who leads the dance.”

Jan whinnied, prancing, and the grey mare nickered, pacing him. They gamboled loping through the
ranks of revelersuntil, far too soon, the ringdance ended. M oon had mounted well up into the sky. All
around, unicorns threw themsalves panting to the soft, trampled ground, or €l se stood tearing hungrily at
the sweet-tasting turf. Filliesrolled to scrub their backs. Dams licked their colts. Foas suckled. Stalions
nipped their mates, who kicked at them. Jan nuzzled his grandmother, then vaulted onto the rocky rise
that lay at the Circle s heart.

“Come,” hecried. “Comeinto the Ring, all who would join me on the courting trek.”

Eagerly, the unpaired half-growns bounded into the open space surrounding the rise. Behind them, their
fellows sdled to close the gaps their absenceleft, that the Circle might remain whole, unbroken under the
moon. Jan marked Tek and Dagg entering the center with the rest.

“Tonight is Summer’sEve,” he cried. “ The morrow will be Solstice Day. Beforefirgt light, asisthe
Law, al unpaired warriors must depart the VVae for the Summer Seg, there to dance court and seek our
mates. There, too, must we treat with the dust-blue herons, our allies of old, who succored our ancestors
long ago. But mineisnot to Sing that tale. One far more skilled than | will tell you of it. Singer, come
forth. Let the story be sung!”

Jan descended the council rise asthe heder Teki rose to take his place. The singer’ s black-encircled
eyes, st in abone-white face, seemed never to blink. Jan threw himsalf down beside Dagg as the pied
gtdlion began to chant.

“Hark now and heed. I'll sing you atae of when red princess Hdlaruled over the unicorns....”

Restlesdly, Jan cast about him, searching for Tek. He spotted her at last, nearly directly in front of him,
eyeson her sre. Contentedly, Jan settled down to listen to the singer’ sfine, sonorous voicetell of the
defested unicorns wandering across the Great Grass Plain. After months, Halla s ragged band stumbled
onto the shores of the Summer Sea, watched over by wind-soaring seaherons with wings of dusty blue.

“So Halla, princess of the unicorns, made parley with these herons, to treat with them and plead her
people scase,” Teki sang, turning owly to encompassall the Ring benesth his ghostly gaze.



“ ‘These srandsare ours,” the herons said. * And though the browse here may seem good in summer,
little that is edible to your kind remains during the cold and stormy months of winter.’

“ *We do not ask to share your lands,” the red princess sadly replied. ‘Not long since, we consented to
the same with treasonous wyverns, only to find our trust betrayed and oursalves cast from our own
rightful hills. Now we seek new lands, wild and unclaimed, to shelter us before the winter comes.” ”

Tek tore aclump of leaf-grass from the ground beside her and shook her head. Jan watched the soft
fal of her parti-colored mane againgt the graceful curve of her throat. Her green eyes caught the
moonlight. Jan felt again the flush of warmth suffusing him. Truth, never had amare lived—not even red
Halla—more comely than Tek. Asthe singer lifted hisvoice again, Jan wondered if that long-dead
princess of whom the other sang had had green eyes.

“ “Wewill goin search of such aplacefor you,” the blue herons said. * Our wings are strong and the
winds of summer fair. Y our people are spent from your long wayfaring. Sojourn here for the season
beside our Seawhile we seek out a place such asyou describe.” ”

Teki sang on, finishing the lay with the herons' discovery of the grassy Vae at the heart of the Pan
Woods, verdant in foliage, its steep d opes honeycombed with grottoes to lend shelter against wind and
rain, the whole valey uninhabited save for witless goats and deer. Exultant, the unicorns had clamed the
Vade, securing a last asafe wintering ground: their new homein exile until the foretold coming of Alma's
Firebringer would one day lead them to reclaim their ancestral lands.

Listening, Jan found histhoughts straying to the fierce, furtive pans, whose territory he and his band
must on the morrow begin to crossin order to reach the Summer Sea. Bafflement and frustration over the
worsening gryphon raids crowded hismind aswell, mingled with thoughts of the distant wyvernsand this
fitful, generations-long impasse his people termed awar.

Heavily, Jan shook his head. The moon upon his forehead burned. Somehow, he must find away to
conquer al these enemies and return his people to the Hallow Hills. Legend promised that he could do so
only withfire. Y et he possessed no fire and no knowledge of fire, no notion of where the magical,
mystica stuff could be found—not even the goddess s word on where to begin.

Alma, speak to me! hecried inwardly.

But the divine voice that had once guided him so clearly held silent till. Despair champed at him. Teki
quit therise, hislay ended. Jan sghed wearily and stretched himsdlf upon the springy turf. Dagg sprawled
alongside him, head down, eyes already closed. Before him, Jan saw Tek, too, lay down her head. The
moon, directly above, gazed earthward in white radiance. Jan shut his eyes. Othersal around, he knew,
aready dumbered.

Hefdt himsdf drift, vergeinto dreams. Tangled thoughts of his peopl€ s adversaries and hisown
impossi ble destiny washed away from him. Even memory of Korr’s harsh, disapproving sarefaded. In
dreams, the young prince moved through mysterious dances along a golden-shored green sea. Before
him galloped a proud, fearless mare, her name unknown to his dreaming self, though she reminded him of
none so strongly asthe legendary princess Halla—save that this nameless, living mare had a coat not red,
but parti-colored jet and rose, and green, green gryphon’ s eyes.

2.
Summer

Tek tossed her mane, wild with the running. Wet golden sand scrunched between the two grest toes of
each cloven hoof. Alongside her, companions frisked through cool green waves. Summer sea breeze
sgghed warm and salt in her nogtrils, mingling with the distant scent of pines. Ahead of her, the prince
loped easily along the strand, hislong-shanked, lean frame well-muscled as a stag’s. She loved the look
of him, al energy and grace. What a stallion he would make when he was grown! Tek laughed for sheer
adight.

High grassy downs bordered the shore. Jan led the band toward the maze of tidal canyons known as
the Singing Cliffs. Wind fluted through their honeycombs like panpipes, aplaintive, sobbing, strangely
beautiful sound. Above their soughing rose the shrieks and ranting of the seabirds which nested there.



Far overhead one speck among the myriad began spiraling earthward. Head up, the pied mare halted
aongsde Dagg asthe prince whistled his band to astandgtill. Other specks glided effortlessy down, blue
asthe sky in which they sailed. Soon they dropped low enough for Tek to distinguish long wings and
dender necks, sharp, bent bills and lanky, web-footed legs.

In another moment, they began dighting on the sand. One heron, tdler than the ret, her eye roughly
level with Jan’s shoulder, fanned her feathery head-crest to revea deep cord coloring under the dusty
blue.

“Greetings, Tlat, far-roving windrider,” Jan hailed her. “ Peace to you and to your flock.”

The leader of the herons clapped her bill and studied Jan with one coral-colored eye. Behind and
around her, her people bobbled, folding their e ongated wings with difficulty.

“So. Jan,” shecdled in her high, raucous voice. “ The prince of unicornsreturns.”

“Yes, | amreturned,” the dark stallion answered. “Last year found me no mate, so thisyear | must try
agan.”

“Ah!” the seaheron cried. Bobbing and clattering, her people echoed her.

“How fared your own courting this past spring?” Jan inquired as the herons subsided.

Obvioudly pleased, Tlat groomed her breast. “Ah!” she piped. “ The crested cranes—tried to stedl our
nesting grounds again thisyear. Ah! We drove them off.”

The prince nodded solemnly. Breathing in the tangy sea breeze and fedling the deep, steady warmth of
sun upon her back, Tek bit down asmile. Every year the same report. Though the cliffsheld ample
nesting stesfor dl, theritual clash between herons and cranes continued spring after spring. Tlat gabbled
on.

“Now the nests are buiilt, the hatchlings fat and deek with down. My own brood numbers six! My
consortsand | press hard to feed them all.”

Behind her, severd of the smaler birds, males, began to step in circles, ruffling and fanning their crests.
Tek counted half adozen of them: one consort to father each chick? Jan bowed to them.

“My greetingsto your mates, and to your unseen young aswdll. | trust we will meet when their
wing-festhers grow?’

“Yes Doubtless!” screamed Tlat proudly. “But we cannot stay. Our squabs cry out to us from the
diffs, and we must not let them hunger. Greetings and farewd|!”

Tek glimpsed the red chevron on the underside of each pinion as the windriders shook out their wings.

Bowing, Jan replied, “ The herons have been our allies for generations. We do not forget the debt we
owe. Our courting dances will be the morejoyousfor your greeting.”

“Good!” screeched Tlat. “ Beware the stinging searjells washed up on shore today. Though they are
ddiciousto our kind, we know you find them unpleasant.”

The heron queen stretched her neck and stood on toes.

“Welcome, children-of-the-moon! May your summer here prove fruitful—though how odd that your
kind takes but asingle mate. Unicorns are strange beasts.” Abruptly, the stiff wind caught her, plucking
her away dmost before the pied mare could blink. Other seaheronsfollowed, rising light as chaff. Tek
joined Jan and her fellowsin bowing again to the departing herons.

“Good winds and fair westher attend you,” the prince called after them. Tek was not sure they could
hear him above the thrash of surf and eerie crooning of the Cliffs. The windriders had dready dwindled to
mere motes overhead. A moment later, shelost sght of them, swallowed by the fierce blue, cloudless

y.

Stinging sea-jels did indeed lie beached downshore as the windriders had warned. Jan kept his people
out of thewaves until the next tide swept the bladderlike crestures with their trailing tendrils away.
Summer passed in a headlong rush. The young prince fdt himsalf growing, boneslengthening, muscles
massing. He was ravenous and glad of the freely abundant forage. The sky held mostly warm and fair.

He devoted agood part of hisday to chasing the other young half-growns and setting them to races
and mock-battles, dances and games. Herons brought news of shiftsin the wind so that Jan could whistle
his band to shelter in the tangled thickets well before any storm. What time he did not spend tending the



band he passed with Dagg, exploring inland at low tide dong the Singing Cliffs, sopping now and again
for afurious round of fencing.

Tek’sadmirers, he noted testily, were even thicker this year than last. Y et she seemed to pay them as
little heed as ever. Once or twice, he even noted her ordering some overly bold young stallion smartly off.
More and more, the young prince observed, the hedler’ s daughter sought him out, teasing him away from
the band—even from Dagg—to run with her dong the wet, golden beach, dodging through dunes, or up
onto the highlands above the cliff-lined shore.

Though he knew she could only be doing so to gain respite from bothersome suitors, Jan found himself
increasingly willing to be led away. The pied mare’ s every word, her every move fascinated him. He
loved to brush againgt her smooth, hard flank in play or smply prick ear to the cadence of her voice.

Long summer days ambled lazily by, the starry eveningsflestingly brief. With each passing moon, the
high sun of summer gradually receded toward the southern horizon. Now it shone nearly directly
overhead at noon. Nights lengthened: soon they would overtake the daysin span. Equinox, marking the
summer’ s end, crept up on the young prince unawares.

He and Tek chased across the high downs above the shore, wind whipping their manes and beards.
Overhead, herons soared, diving like dropped stones into the shalows of the Sea, fishing for squid. Tek
laughed, plunging to ahdt at cliff’s edge. Frothed with foam, the surging green waters below shaded into
ultramarine at the far horizon. Shouldering beside her, Jan was surprised to find himsdf now taler than
she. Had hetruly grown so in these last swift months?

Tek tossed her head. The rose and black strands of her mane stung againgt his neck. The Gryphon
Mountains stood barely within sight across the vast bay, but Jan spared them scarcely athought. Never
had unicorns summering upon the Sea been troubled by raiders. Wingcats attacked unicorns only within
the Vae, and only at first spring. Spotting his shoulder-friend on the smooth beach below, in the thick of
agroup of sparring warriors, Jan felt a sudden chill.

“We should go back,” he said. “We veleft Dagg.”

The heder’ sdaughter shrugged. “He is with companions’—she eyed him coolly—*and seems
content.”

Jan snorted, champing. “We leave him much aone these days.” Even so high above the shore, he il
caught thefaint click of parrying horns. Wind gusted and sighed. Farther down the strand, another knot
of young haf-grownsfrisked, fishing fibrous kelp from the waves and playing tussde-tug. Sat seethed
heavy in thewind. Abruptly, Jan turned to Tek.

“You are ever luring me off these days, even from our shoulder-friend. Will not Dagg’ s company do as
well asmineto keep your admirers at bay?’

Tek laughed. “ Dagg may be my shoulder-friend aswell,” she answered, watching him adant. “But heis
not the onel am courting, prince.”

Jan felt surprise dip through him like athorn. He stared at her. She could not have knocked the wind
from him more thoroughly if she had kicked him.

“What, what do you mean?’ he demanded. “I'm far too calow—"

“Areyou?’ the healer's daughter asked. “ So speaks your sire! But what say you?” Shesdled,
teasing, nipping a him with her words. “ Three times before have | come to the courting shore—each time
only to depart unpaired. Thefirst two summers, | was newly initiated, just barely haf-grown. Last year, it
was the one on whom I’ d set my eye who was just freshly bearded, unready yet to eyethe mares. This
year, though, while young yet, he has wit enough to know his own heart—and | count him well grown.”

She shouldered him. Jan looked at her, unableto utter aword. A sudden fire consumed him at her
touch.

“Hear me, prince,” the pied mare said, “for | begin to chafe. Long have | waited for you to catch me
up.” She shied from him, circling, leading him. The dark unicorn followed as by a gryphon mesmerized.
“Surely you do not mean to make me wait forever?’

Trailing after Tek, Jan felt himself growing lost. Her eyesdrew him inlike the surging Sea. In their
jewel-green depths, he saw of a sudden possibilities he had never before dared contemplate: Tek
dancing the courting dance with him under the equinox moon, the two of them running the rest of their



days sdeto side, unparted by any other—and in ayear or two years time, fillies, fods....

“I—I must think on this,” he ssammered, stumbling to a stop, and cursed himsdlf inwardly for sounding
likeawitlessfod. Tek only amiled.

“Think quickly, prince. Equinox falsin only six days time. Five nights hence, we dance the dance.”
She snorted, shaking her mane. The scent of her was like rosehips and seafoam. “Remember my words,”
she said saucily, “come equinox.”

She sdled againgt him, nuzzled him, her teeth light asamoth’ swing againg his skin. Jan shivered as
Tek broke from him, flying away across the downs, skirting the cliff’ s edge and heading for the steep
dope angling down toward shore. Dumbstruck, the prince of the unicorns stared after her. By thetime he
had gathered both wit and limb, she was already gone.

“So you've decided,” the dappled warrior remarked. Jan and he trotted along the narrow strand
flanking the Singing Cliffs. Tide was out, affording them passage. The sea breeze hooted and sighed
through the twisting canyons.

The young prince hdted, unable to mistake his shoulder friend’s meaning. “How did you know?’

Dagg whinnied. “I"'ve known since spring. | wish you both joy.”

His mirth had astrangely painful ring. Hearing it, Jan became suddenly aware that Dagg had no young
mare like Tek with whom to spend his hours and dream of one day dancing court. Jan shook himself.
The thought of making the pledge himsdf and leaving Dagg behind, unpaired, made his skin taut.

“Hig, nothing’ s decided until the eve of equinox!” he cried, shouldering against the younger stalion.
“Come, you' ve time yet to make a choice—any number of mares would spring to pledge with you. What
of that filly | saw you sparring with the other day? The dim, long-legged blue...”

“What—Gayasa s daughter, Moro?’ Dagg laughed again, in earnest thistime. “ She’ sbarely got her
beard; she was only made warrior this spring past—far too young.” He shook hishead. “And soam .
Another year.”

Turning, he broke into atrot. Jan loped after him. “It doesn’'t haveto be,” he said urgently.

Dagg halted, stood gazing off across the green and foaming waves. “ She' snot among us,” he said at
last. “ She'snot yet herefor meto pledge.”

Jan frowned, not following. The dappled warrior turned.

“Doyourecdl,” he asked quietly, “the night of our initiation two springs past?’

Jan nodded dowly: the night when initiates to the Ring of Warriors became, for one brief ingtant,
dreamers, to whom Almagranted glimpses of their destinies.

“Tek says she saw theforetold Firebringer,” continued Dagg, “ moon-browed, star-heeled.”

The young prince shook the forelock out of his eyes, digging nervoudy at the shell-embedded shore
with hisleft hind hed. Aye, marked as the Firebringer, he thought miserably, but without so much as
an inkling of where I’mto find my fire! Dagg glanced a him.

“You yoursdf beheld visons of the goddess s Great Dance.”

Jan shrugged and sidled. And only darkness since: not even a whisper of a dream.

“What did you see?’ he asked hisfriend suddenly. “Y ou’ ve never said.”

Dagg closed hiseyes. “| saw amare,” he said, “small, but exquisitely made, high-headed, her coat a
strange bright hue such as none I’ ve ever seen. Each Moondance, I’ ve scanned the assembled herd....”
He opened his eyes and turned to look at Jan. “Even though | know my search is hopeless. Her mane
stands upright dong her neck. Her tail fals silky asamane. Her chin isbeardless, no horn upon her
brow. Each hoof isone great solid, singletoe.”

The young prince stared at him, dumbstruck. Dagg nodded. “ Aye. She’ snot of the Ring, Jan,” he
whispered. “ She' sarenegade.”

Frowning, Jan shook his head. “Y ou and | both know those legends of outlaws|osing their hornswhen
banished from the Vae are only old mares’ tales”

Dagg stood silent. Again, the young prince shook his head.

“Ye, if not aPlainsdwdler,” he murmured, “what manner of mare could this dream creature be?’

The dappled warrior snorted, shrugged, his pae eyesfull of pain. “I’ve no notion. | only know sheis



my destiny—and I’ ll never find her intheVde”

They both stood silent then. The breeze through the near Cliffs hummed and shuddered. Cranes
wheseled screaming among the herons overhead. Tide came foaming in, wetting the two unicorns cloven
hooves, eating away the beach. The prince’ s shoulder-friend leaned hard against him.

“Jan, don't wait for me,” he said. “ Almaaone knows when I’'m to find my mate. Y ou’ ve dready found
yours. Don't hold off. Don’t poil your own happiness—and Tek’ s—because | can't join you thisyear in
the pledge.”

Jan turned to study hisfriend. Favoring one foreleg, Dagg forced a grin. Half-rearing, he smote at the
dark unicorn smartly with hisheds. Jan whistled and shied, fencing with him, grateful and relieved. Hefelt
as though he had tossed a hillcat from his shoulders. Whedling, Dagg sprinted away. Jan sorang to follow,
and the two galloped back aong the seacliffsto rgjoin the band.

On the night before equinox, the firefish were running: small, many-armed creatures that swirled
luminous like stars through the greet bay’ s pellucid water. They filled its breadth with a blaze of rose and
pae blue light. The herons celebrated the advent of the firefish with noisy whoops, diving from moonlit air
into the midst of those swarming near the surface of the waves, tentacles entwined, about their own
strange courting rites.

Other windriders skimmed low, their bent bills laden with tangled, suckered arms as they snatched prey
from the combers. Their eerie, loonlike cries and staccato splashes sounded through the cool, motionless
air. For once, the Singing Cliffs held silent, no wind to wake their ghostly song. Jan and Dagg stood at the
edge of atangled thicket, watching herons and firefish and foaming sea as evening fell.

“Moon’sup,” Dagg told him.

The huge, mottled disk hung just above the far Gryphon Mountainsto the east, dwarfing them, paing
the stars. Itslight made along path of brightness across the placid bay. Jan nodded.

Dagg fell in beside him as he turned and trotted through the verges of the thicket. Jan’s ears pricked.
Abovethe herons distant plash and cry, the quiet rush of waves dong the shore, he heard the sounds of
unicorns gathering: snorts and shaking, the dunning of hoofbests, arestless stamp.

He and Dagg emerged from the trees. Horn-browed faces turned expectantly as the dark prince loped
to the center of the dancing glade, acircular, open space a grove' s heart, trampled clean of vegetation
by generations of unicorns. He hdted, chivvying, hisown blood running high. Hisrestlessfollowers milled
and fidgeted, anxiousto declare their choicesin the dance. Jan tossed his head.

“Thisisthe night we have al awaited,” hetold them. “Let those who know their hearts choose mates
tonight, pledging faith to one another in the eyes of Almafor dl time!”

With ashout, eager half-growns sprang into vigorous, high-stepping cadence, prancing and sidling
before their prospective mates. Jan watched the moving river of unicorns, chasing and fleeing their
partnersin an endless ring. Dagg cantered past twice, three times—but where was Tek? He did not see
her. Frowning, the young prince scanned the russets and blues of the others until aflash of paeroseand
black reveaed the pied mare. She seemed to be deliberately skirting the fringe, ducking behind other
warriorsto conced hersdf from him.

Theyoung prince plunged into the dance. The hedler’ s daughter quickened her pace. With asurge of
determination, he sprinted after her. All around him, companions circled, manes streaming, heds
drumming. The moon rose higher until the youngest warriors, wearied and unpartnered still, dropped out
to stand at the edge of the grove, only watching now. He glimpsed Dagg among them, pulling back,
panting, sparing his once-broken foreleg just dightly.

Jan redoubled his pursuit of Tek, dodging through the remaining haf-growns. In pairs, some of these
had started to dip away, maresleading, stalionsfollowing, chasing off into the trees. Jan listened to their
whistled laughter, their hoofbeats fading. Deep under cover of darkness, they would dance their own,
more privy dances under Alma' seyesaone.

The crowded rush had begun to thin, more than half having dipped off or dropped away, unpaired. Y et
il the hedler’ s daughter euded him. The young prince snorted, wild with frustration. How could she
manage it, threading so nimbly among the others, awaysjust afew teasing strides ahead? Once more he



started to quicken his gait—then abruptly stopped himsdlf, for dl a once, he understood. He must stop
trying to catch her, cease gtriving to run her down like somerival in arace—for thiswas not arace, he
redlized suddenly, nor any sort of contest at dl. It was adance.

They moved in acircuit. He could not lose her, and whether it was he who overtook her, or shewho
circled forward to catch him from behind, what did it matter? Laughing, helet himself fall back into the
flowing ring of unicorns, and al at once, she was beside him, the two of them prancing and frisking,
chasing and circling one another. Others around them faded from histhoughts. He and Tek formed their
own circle at the heart of every larger circle and cycle and dance.

They had |€ft the grove, he redlized. The sound of the other celebrants faded behind them ashe and
Tek loped deeper into the trees. The murmur of sea and shore drew nearer. The shimmer of sedlight
glistened beyond the shadows, mingled with the pale glesm of moonlight.

Tek moved ahead of him, gill beyond his reach, but only trotting now. She glanced over one shoulder,
nickering, her green eyeslit by the moon. In another moment, he would catch her and pledge hisvows,
hear her pledge hersin return. Then they would be conjoined for life, their bond unshakablein Almal's
eyes. It waswhat he had dways longed for. He knew that now, and the knowledge warmed him like a
fire

3.

Storm

Jan dtirred in the grey light of morning. He lay on dry, sandy soil under knotted, smooth-barked shore
trees. The beach lay only a short way off. Sky had grown heavy and overcast, dark date in color. No
longer cam, the grey-green sea frothed, foaming along the strand. Storm in the wind, hethought. Even
now, at dack tide, the seawas running high.

His head rested upon another’ s flank, his neck lying adong her back. He savored the warmth of the
other’ sside against his own, her breaths even and light. Tek woke and, lifting her head, leaned back
againg him, caressing his strong-muscled neck with her own. Gently, he nipped her. Shelaughed,
gathered her limbs, and, shaking the sand from her, rose. Jan did the same, nuzzling her.

“My mate,” he murmured.

Again the pied mare nickered, shook him off. “Enough, princel All night we danced, and | am spent.
We must rgjoin the others and take our leave of the dust-blue herons.”

Jan sghed. By custom, the newly paired warriors must be gone from the courting shore by noon of
equinox day. He gtretched hislimbs. Time enough to dance with his mate again when they reached the
Vae somethree days hence. He smiled, languid till, as Tek started away through the trees.

“What duggards we have been,” she caled. “Haf themornislost!”

Jan laughed, trotted to catch her up. The trees were sparse enough to keep the shorein view. The sea
was truly wild thismorn. Wind gusted, frothing the waves to spume. The beach had been eaten almost
away by therising tide. Dense clouds thickened the sky. Across the broad bay, great purple
thunderheads boiled above the Gryphon Mountains. The air smelled humid, heavy with the coming rain.
Abruptly, the dark prince hated. Against the soughing of wind and the crash of seahe heard high,
keening screams—too sharp and full-throated to be herons' cries. Tek’ s ears pricked.

“Ligt,” she gtarted. “What...?’

The gtrident caling intensified. Jan’ s heart contracted suddenly as he caught the piercing whistles of
warriors taken by surprise. Dagg' s voice bellowed orders from the beach.

“Gryphons! Haste—rally: makering! Wingcats are upon us—"

With ashout, Jan charged past Tek, heard the drum of his mate’ s hedls only a half-pace behind. The
treesfell away as he burst from the grove to behold his whole terrified band ramping on the
wind-whipped shore, seafoaming behind them, while adozen screaming gryphons circled above. Jan
shied, gtaring, stunned. Never had such athing been recounted in story or lay, that gryphons should
attack unicorns upon the shores of the summer Sea. Wingcats only raided the Vae—and only at first

spring!



Before him, the young warriors scrambled to form aring. Dagg whinnied orders, hurrying them into
rank. Skirling gryphonsdived. Theflock conssted mostly of lighter, smdler males. thetercels
jewel-green feathers and golden pelts stood out against the storm-dark sky. Only four of the raiders were
the larger femal es—blue-fletched formel swith tawny hide. Jan shook his head: these were not mated
pairsl Nor, o latein the year, could any hungry hatchlings yet remain in the nest.

Fiercely, the unicorns reared and jabbed at their attackers. Sprinting past her mate, Tek sounded her
war cry. Furioudy, Jan trumpeted his own. He dodged a green-and-gold tercel’ s swoop—then, quick as
stormflash, legpt after and felt hishorn dash golden hide. The gryphon shrilled. Jan whinnied in defiance.
Tek, he saw, had safely reached thering. He himsdlf was beside Dagg a moment later.

“They fdl on uswithout warning,” the dappled warrior panted, rearing and stabbing at a swooping
forme. She pulled up before meeting hishorn. Dagg smote the ground in frustration. “ Just moments
before you arrived!”

“No taunts? No chdlenges?’ Jan asked him, then shouted at ayoung warrior starting after alow-flying
tercel to get back into line and not break ring.

“Nothing!” Dagg answered, whedling to drive off another forme diving from behind toward the center
of thering.

Jan grazed her wing, champed a cluster of feathersin histeeth. He yanked hard, trying to pull her down
but, shrieking, shetore free. Dagg gouged her belly, and she dashed at him with one claw.

“It' swar, then,” Jan said grimly. “Not just hunting.”

Across from them, he glimpsed Tek repelling aterce that dropped toward a mare who had stumbled.
Around her, thering of warriors ramped and jostled, badly crowded by the tight formation. Above them
the circling gryphons darted, stooping to dash, then lofting away. The young prince snorted in disgust. A
traditional defense was proving useless. Nearly impenetrable to grounded foes, the band's
outward-facing ranks availed little against adversaries that darted from the air, attacking the unicorns
unprotected hindquarters at the circle' s heart.

“Get to thetrees!” he shouted as yet another formel plunged toward the ring’ s center. “ Haste! Break
ring! Get into cover of the grovel”

“Jan, what—" cried Dagg, aghast.

“Fy!” ordered the prince. What he urged was unprecedented, he knew—but clearly facing an airborne
foe required fresh tactics. “ They can’t swoop to attack us among the trees!”

Rising wind nearly ripped the words from histeeth. He saw his mate nipping and hying her fellows,
driving them toward the trees. Dagg and too many of the others smply continued to stare. The dark
prince whirled and shouldered the young stalion nearest him, striking him across the rump with the flat of
his horn to send him off. The haf-grown mare beyond bolted aswell while the wingcats redoubled their
attack.

“Move!” hecried.

The dappled warrior seemed to swallow his consternation at last as the ring, now hopelesdy broken,
scattered toward refuge in the grove beyond the dunes. For an instant as she fled past him, Tek’ s puzzled
gaze met his. Clearly she did not understand his strategy, even as she carried out his commands. Dagg
darted after her. Jan himsdf did not follow, watching as the two of them hung back abit, forming a
rearguard for their escaping fellows. They were the last to disappear into the trees.

“The prince! The unicorn prince!” one of thetercels cried.

Other wingcats took up the chant. The wind off the sea had grown so strong that Jan saw his attackers
wobbling precarioudy asthey banked and turned, breaking off their pursuit of the retreeting unicorns.
The relentless sea surged at his back. As adozen wingcats beat toward him from above the dunes, he
knew he could never hope to win past them to the grove.

“Almaaid me,” hewhispered. “ Stand at my shoulder, O Mother-of-dl!”

The Singing Cliffsroseto hisleft. Their honeycomb of wind tunnelsand tidal canyons shrieked in the
risng sormwind. Jan noted with relish how the wingcats strained and labored through the air. Whipping
gusts tossed and batted at them. Earthbound, he himself was not so hampered.

Asthefirst gryphon to reach him stooped, the dark unicorn dodged, sprinting away down the beach.



The angry criesof his pursuersrose behind. Thetall Cliffs opened before him. Jan ducked into their
twisting maze. The ar around him hummed, vibrated. Wind sheered and shuddered through the turning
canyons, whistling like warriors, like birdsong, like reed flutes of the woodland pans.

His path looped and folded back upon itself. Powerful air currents buffeted treacheroudy. Rounding a
bend, Jan glimpsed awingcat formel being dashed by the gale againgt the cliff’ s Sde behind him. She
crumpled, faling, and her companions screamed, increasing their speed. Long, keening wailsrose on the
sormwind asthe churning air grew furious, laden with scattered, Singing rain.

Glancing back again, Jan saw more gryphons swept againg the cliffs. The tremendous gusts barely
reached him in the canyons depths. Elated, the dark prince sped on while hisremaining pursuers
struggled to keep doft despite the pelting rain. Dropsfel more heavily, pounding down. Another tercel
smashed into aledge. Bluelightning split the heavens, casting a cold sheen like moonlight acrossthe dliffs.

Tidewater spilled into the canyons suddenly. Jan found himself running through seawater up to his
pasterns, flinging sheets of spray with every step. Only three gryphons remained in pursuit, green tercels
al. Ther shriekstore at hisears. The dliffs sang, shuddered with ssormwind. He heard the hammering of
wavesjust beyond the canyon wall.

More seawater poured into the chasm. Halfway up his shanks, its depth impeded hisgallop. Rain
pummeled down. The tempest howled. Jan plunged on, limbs straining against the turbulent water’ s pull.
The canyon ran straight now, without abend. If he did not find away out of the Cliffs soon, he redized,
he might well drown.

The cliffsde opened abruptly before him. Jan glimpsed beach and storm-filled sky. Only asingle
gryphon’svoicetrailed him now, the others all lost, or dashed to their desths, or given up. Seawater
crashed into the opening, the swell up to hisknees, its undertow fierce. Furioudy, Jan fought hisway
through the inrushing tide. The gryphon behind him shrilled in fury, so close the sound diced the prince' s
ears.

Suddenly he was free of the diffs, inatida trough deep with running sea. Firm ground lay within sight,
arocky beachhead only a score of paces beyond. Jan plowed toward it through the foaming surf. Again
the gryphon’ s savage cry. The dark unicorn felt talons score his back, arazor beak striking the crest of
his neck. He ducked, dodged sharply. Great green wings dapped the wavesto either side. Theraptor’'s
grip toreinto hisflesh, fastening upon his shoulder blades.

Screaming with pain, Jan bucked and reared. Lion’s claws hooked into his flanks, forcing him down
onto al fours again. With asurge of unsought strength, Jan galloped breakneck, thrashing. Broken shells
and beach gravel ground benesth his heels. Thewingcat’ s grip dipped, baance fatering. The seadrew
back, momentarily shallower—then a huge green wave twice Jan’ s height broke, overwhelming the
young stalion and his attacker both.

Jan felt himsdf trod down as by amighty hoof, the breath knocked violently from him. Hisknees, his
ribs grated againgt thetidal trough’ s tony bed. He felt the gryphon torn from him by the surge. Struggling
against a powerful current, he broke surface, snatched a breath. The black sky aboveroiled as
rain-pebbled waves swept him under again.

Choking and snorting, heflailed madly to keep afloat. He glimpsed the Cliffs—much farther off than he
had expected—and strove frantically to swim back to land. But the tow only pulled him farther out to
sea. Something green and gold washed onto the distant rocks. The surge dragged it back before flinging
it higher. Thistime it lodged, sodden and unmoving: the body of the gryphon tercel, broken by the waves.

Jan lost sight of shore. Rolling hills of water bobbed al around. Merciless wind whipped, itsdriving rain
blinding him. Again awavecrest broke over him, forcing him down into churning depths. Again he fought
hisway up, but more weskly thistime. Something drifted againgt him in the darkness under the waves,
brushing hisflank. Long tendrilstwined about hislimbs, pricking him with needles of fire. Seajelld
Rucked up from deep ocean by the storm.

Panicked, the dark prince floundered, gasping, choking. But the barbed streamers only entangled him
further. Their burning poison began to numb him. Vainly, he searched for land. The sea heaved.
Stormwind buffeted. Presently, the searjdlls released him and floated on. Strange drowsiness stole over
him. His burning limbs twitched, heavy as stone. Then hiseydids did shut as he sank benesth the cold



and furious sea.

4,
Search

Tek hunkered down, rump to the driving rain. No gryphons had pursued them into the trees. Dagg
hunched close, his nearness shielding her. Tek wished it were Jan flanking her as well—but in the
confusion of flight, she had logt track of her mate. The pied mare shuddered. Wind and storm were now
so furious she could scarcely see the other warriors huddled among the treeboles of the grove.

At last after what seemed an age, the gale spent itsalf. Black clouds parted, scudded away acrossthe
sky. The clean-washed air seemed dazzling, charged. And cold. The brilliant, midafternoon sunlight held
no warmth. The firgt draft of autumn breathed unmistakably acrossthe shore. The pied mare shook her
rain-soaked pelt. Dagg trotted off to round up stragglers. Tek headed the other way, eager to discover
Jan—>but as she nipped and shouldered her scattered fellows back toward the rest, she felt a beat of
fear.

“I don't seehim,” she cdled, glancing anxioudy through the haf-grownsfollowing Dagg. The prince' s
shoulder-friend cavaed.

“I"d hoped he was with you.”

Drenched and weary, the battered young warriors milled around them. Tek noted bruises but few
gashes, none deep. Most smply seemed badly shaken. Frowning, she lashed her tall. Where was the
prince? It should have been he, not she and Dagg, to gather the band.

“Would he have gone scouting?” the dappled haf-grown asked.

The pied mare shook her head. Why would Jan search for wingcats on his own when companions
would have made the task far safer? The young warriors fidgeted.

“Ho,” she cdled to them. “Which of you sheltered beside the prince?’

Half-growns shifted, glanced at one another. No one spoke. Tek snorted.

“| say regroup on the beach,” Dagg offered. “ Jan’smost likely dready there.”

Tek whistled the othersinto line, unease edging into full-blown worry. She doubted her mate would
rush to examine a battlesite when dl trace of the fray had surely been obliterated by storm and tide.
Trotting briskly to the head of the band, she called back, “ Dagg, take rearguard.”

They picked up afew more stragglers among the trees—but the beach lay deserted, half-eaten by
storm. The gale-high tide had only partly receded. The pied mare gazed in dismay at the cast-up sea
wrack, the carcasses of dead sedlife. She spotted a dark shape lying beached upon the shore and froze,
her heart beating hard. Then her terror subsided as she recognized it for what it was. ablack whae calf,
dead. Roughly the same size as a half grown unicorn—but not Jan. Not Jan.

Tek champed her teeth, sent the others off to comb the strand. The unicorns fanned out, caling their
prince’ s name. She kept severa of the keener-eyed on watch, scanning the sky, not daring to trust the
gryphons safely gone. When one of the lookouts whistled, Dagg and the others came galloping back to
where she and the sentries stood craning heavenward.

“Wingcats?' he panted.

“Nay,” sheanswered. “Look at the pinions' length: seabirds, not raptors.”

“Herong!” cried Dagg. “We can enlist their aid in finding Jan.” Asthe dender forms of the seabirds
dropped within range of her voice, Tek hailed them.

“Succor us, O herond! Y our dlies have need of your airborne eyes.”

Gingerly, awkwardly, the flock dighted, their leader, Tlat, touching down to the damp sand firdt,
followed by her consorts and the rest. Tek noted anumber of gangling half-growns among them,
uncrested, bardly full-fletched. They gazed at the unicorns with round, curious eyes. Beside her, Dagg
snorted and sidled impatiently. Tek hissed at him to be still, then whistled the others to keep their hooves
firmly planted, lest the flighty windroverstakewingin darm.

“Ah!” cried the heron queen, bobbing and dancing. “Where isyour prince, pied one? Whereisthe
unicorn Jan? Firgt slorm of fall has blown, and we have flown our young from the cliffs at last to teach



them to forage on their own. Whale mesat! Sweet squids! And to show them the unicorns before you
must depart. Equinox ispast. Fal glidesin. Y ou must be off, we know. But whereis Jan? | would show
him my brood.”

Scarcely ableto contain her urgency, Tek forced herself to hear Tlat out and to bow her neck
respectfully.

“Y our many young are beautiful, Queen Tlat, strong-limbed and finely feathered. May their crests grow
brilliant. Would that my mate were here to see them. But heislost to us. We do not know where heis.
We were set upon by gryphonsjust before the storm. Now we cannot find Jan.”

“Gryphons!” shrieked Tlat, hopping backwards. “ Stormriders, yes.”

Her people fluffed and began clapping bills, some dancing in agitation. One young bird started to
whoop, and one of Tlat’s mates stalked over and pecked it to silence. Tlat preened, fanning her crest,
and looked at Tek one-eyed.

“We saw the cat-eagles, yes! Approaching across the bay—we longed to send you warning, but the
wind was aready too strong. We dared not leave our cliffs. So they attacked you? War! War!
Marauders.”

She stabbed at acrab digging itself out of the sand near her toes, cracked its shell, then tossed its
contents down. More bill-clattering from the flock. Tek fought for composure in the midst of the
cacophony.

“We regret you were unable to bring uswarning,” shereplied, striving to recapture Tlat’ s attention. The
gueen of the seaherons stood turning her head from side to side, eyeing the dead crab first with one eye,
then the other. “But we ask your aid now. The herons are our fast dlies, and we vaue the deep
friendship between our two peoples.”

“Friendship,” clucked Tlat. “Allies, yesl How may we aid you?’

“Lend usyour wings and your eyes,” Tek urged her. “Help usto search for my mate, our prince.”

“Prince’smatel” the heron queen cried. “Look for your mate—yes. Wewill! We will help you seek the
prince of unicorng!”

With ascream, Tlat unfolded her dim, lengthy wings and fanned the air. The seawind—now no more
than a breeze—caught, lifted her. Dipping her long neck to catch up the empty crabshell in her bill, the
heron queen rose. Her consorts and children and the rest of her people followed, soaring aoft, shouting,
“Find the prince! The prince!”

One of her consorts skimmed near to pluck the crabshell from her hill. It was snatched from hisby
another bird and passed from beak to beak throughout the flock. Tek stood on the beach, gazing after
them, mydtified. Another fear had begun to gnaw at her like abiting fly: that Jan perhapslay wounded
among thetrees, invisblefromtheair.

High above, the herons broke and scattered, some skimming up the beach, others down, and many
inland, sailing low over the tops of the trees. Shaking hersdf, Tek whistled her own followersinto a
smilar sweep, desperately hopeful that they would find her young mate soon.

The seaherons spied no trace of Jan that day, nor the next day, nor the next, though they found nearly a
dozen gryphons dead in the honeycombs of the Singing Cliffs. Had the remainder carried the prince
away? Rising panic held Tek’ s heart initsteeth at the thought that she might have become the prince's
meate but for anight, their wedding dance the last joy of him she would ever know. As heron messengers
returned each night, Tek found it harder and harder to stave off despair.

On the third day, Dagg ceased to speak, all optimism dashed. Other members of the band remained
panfully slent: angry, grieving, sunned. Tek felt al her wild hopes dying. The day ended in sorm, not so
violent asthat of equinox, but bone chill, beating down the seapats to rot and whipping the foliage from
the trees. When the following cold, grey morning dawned, Tek, hersdlf frozen past any feding but
exhaustion, forced hersdlf to speak.

“Heisgone,” shetold the band. They stood subdued before her, silent. “ Surely the gryphonstook him.
They have killed our princein open war. We must return to the Vae and bring word of thisto the herd.”

Dagg bowed his head. None of the others so much asraised avoice in protest. With astart, Tek



realized that they had dl despaired days ago. Only she had clung to the stubborn dream that Jan might
dill live. Outragefilled her a her own foolishness.

When the seaherons came again, Tek bade them farewell, thanked them woodenly for their hospitality,
and praised again their lank, gawking children. Pledging to return the following summer, she expressed
the unicorns’ unending gratitude for their dlies' diligence in the search. Plumage drooping, crests flattened
to the skull, the typically raucous herons only nodded. Tlat even solemnly returned Tek’ s bow before
soaring away with her flock.

Numb, Tek whistled her own followersinto line. They straggled after her from the sandy shore,
climbed the downs, traversed the coastal plain, and entered once more into the dark Pan Woods, having
failed even to discover and carry back to the Vaether prince s bonesto be laid with proper ceremony
upon the dtar cliffs beneath the sky.

What will | tell hisfather? What will | tell the king? Therefrain repesated itself relentlesdy indgdethe
pied mare’ s kull as she led the band degectedly homeward. Dagg brought up rearguard. They could not
bear to face one another. Tek groaned inwardly, wretched. All the while the image of Korr, dark and
brooding, loomed before her.

5.
Fever

The rhythm of the waves woke him, their gentle wash against and across him soaking his pelt. Hefelt
the cold gting of air briefly, then another wave. The dark unicorn opened hiseyesto find himsdf lying
pressed againgt wet sand. Another swell duiced over him. Choking, he rolled to his knees, pitched
shakily to hisfedt.

He stood on alow, flat beach, the sand silver-white. No cliffs or downs flanked the shore, only
dunes—and beyond them, dense thickets of trees. The dark unicorn blinked in confusion. He did not
recognize the grey sea and white sand. He had come from a place of green waves, golden shore. He
remembered a storm.

Weskly, the dark unicorn shook himsalf, staggered. Beach grit abraded his skin. His withers and back
were scored by deep wounds, hislimbs and belly patterned with raw, raised welts. Hismind felt
poisoned, numb. The sdt air breathed againgt hiswet coat, chilled him to shivering. The waves foaming
placidly againg his pasterns and shanks felt soothingly warm.

Turning, he gazed crossthe calm, grey expanse: no longer storm-tossed, the sky above pearly with a
thin overcast of cloud. The wind shouldered againgt him insistently, full of sat and particles. Hefaced
away from the sea, climbed laborioudy higher onto the beach. His hooves sank deep into the soft, dry
sand. He sat hisrump to the wind' s relentless, gentle gusts and bowed his head. The sting-welts ached.
His shoulders ached. Heat burned in him, guttering against the cold.

“Fever,” he muttered.

Feebly, he dapped the draggle of wet mane from his eyes and gazed at the trees beyond the dunes.
Treeswould shelter him, provide forage. Maybe water. The gummy, sdlt taste of his own tongue
condgtricted hisgorge.

“Water,” hetold himsdf dully. “Find water.”

Aye, asoft voice answered now. Get out of the wind and cold. Find shelter. You' ve drifted a long
time.

The dark unicorn blinked. No spesker met his eye. The wind swept beach lay empty, deserted.
Strange. The words had seemed to come from within. Feverchills danced along hisribs and limbs. Still
muddled, he shook his head.

“Water first,” he croaked. “Then...find the others.”

He remembered companions vaguely: unicorns like himsalf. What were their names and whence had
they come? Somehow he knew the golden, cliff-lined strand he recalled was not their home. Y et neither
wasthisflat expanse of Slvery shore.

Find thefire, theinner voice said clearly.



Glimmers of warmth and tremors of cold gusted through him. The dark unicorn shook his head.

“Fire?" he muttered.

He had forgotten his own name. Small grey-and-white seabirds wheeled overhead: dark hooded, with
darting pinions. The strange voice commanding him sounded hdf like the sghing of shorewind and half
likether high, piping cdls.

Behold.

The dark unicorn started, stared as a brilliant red strek arched burning acrossthe sky in thefar, far
distance. A dark wisp of vapor or dust blossomed up leagues upon leagues away, beyond horizon's
western edge. Long seconds afterwards, afaint concussion reached him: the earth trembled.

Head west, theinner voiceingtructed him. Along the shore.

The dark unicorn staggered, nearly fell. Standing took almost more effort than he could muster. “What
ismy name?’

West, the voice reiterated. When you have found my fire, you will once more know your self.
Thevoicefaded, faint asagull’ strill on thewind. The dark unicorn blinked dizzily. Shelter, food, and
water—he must find them soon, or he would die. Painfully, he dragged his hooves acrossthe low, white

dunes, heading westward toward the distant, tangled trees.

6.
Home

The sky spanned clear, the air crisp with the bresth of fall. Tek shook her head. Had they been but
three days crossing the Pan Woods, returning from the Summer Sea? It felt like dozens. Solemn
half-growns straggled around her asthey emerged from the trees onto the Vae' s grassy lower dopes.
Tek behdd thewaiting herd below: mares and stdlions, fillies and foals milling expectantly. Her heart
froze as she spotted Korr, the king; hismate, Ses; and their yearling filly, Lell: princess of the unicorns
now. The pied mare shivered, glad Dagg had come forward to walk aongside her.

“What has happened?’ thundered Korr as they reached the bottom of the dope. “We awaited your
return days since! Why do you, heder’ s daughter, head the band instead of Jan? Whereismy son?’

Heartsick, she met Korr’ s gaze.

“Janisnot among us,” she answered. “ Gryphonstook him. Heisdain.”

The dark stalion’s eyes widened. Around him, the whole herd started, shying. Tek heard shrill whinnies
of astonishment. Before her, theking reared, snorting wildly.

“Gryphons?’ he demanded. “ On the Summer shore?’

Tek nodded and listened, mute, while Dagg recounted the wingcats' attack, unicorns and herons
searching, finding only dead gryphons among the dliffs.

“They’ vekilled our prince,” he concluded, voice hard. “It’ swar. When spring returns, we must strike
back.”

“Aye, vengeance! Warl”

The whole herd took up the cry, whinnying and stamping in afrenzy of mourning. Korr tossed his head,
pawing the air and smiting the ground. Seswept softly. Ll looked frightened, anxious to suckle, but her
mother fidgeted, too distracted to stand till. Withdrawn into herself, Tek scarcely heeded the clamor
until &l at once, Korr spun on her.

“So, heder’ sdaughter,” he demanded furioudy, “how isit you aone keep slent? All around you mourn
and rage againgt the gryphons' treachery, yet you stand there cold.”

The pied mare stared at him.

“I have been three days weeping in the Pan Woods, king—as have al the band—and three days
before that searching the Summer shore. I've wept medry. I’ ve no more tears to spill. My mate is dead!
What more would you have of me?’

She found hersdf shouting by the end of it. She wished that she might shout until she dropped. The king
drew himsdf up short, eyes white-rimmed suddenly.

“Your...mate?’ hewhispered.



Baffled, Tek nodded. “ Aye.”

“My son?’ cried Korr, voicerising. “My son—your mate?’

“Aye!” Tek flung back at him, angry and confused. “We danced the courting dance and pledged—"

Only then did she redlize Dagg had begun his recounting on equinox morn, never mentioned who had
paired with whom the night before. The king continued to stare a Tek, his breathing hoarse.

“You?" he choked. “Y ou beguiled my son?’

“Hechoseme,” Tek answered. “And | him.”

Abruptly, she remembered the preceding spring: Korr’s odd but unmistakable disapproval whenever
he had glimpsed the two of them in each other’ s company.

“Seducer!” screamed the king, bolting toward her through the press of unicorns. “Cursed mare.
Daughter of arenegade!”

Tek shied, crying out in astonishment. She had to scramble back to avoid Korr’ s hooves as Dagg and
hisfather, Tas, lunged to turn the huge stalion. Korr shouldered into Dagg, nearly knocking himto the
ground. Tas, astal asKaorr, if leaner, threw hisfull weight againgt the king’ s side and forced him to a halt.

Other unicorns crowded forward: her own father, Teki, aswell astheking’s mate, Ses, and Dagg's
young dam, Leerah. The healer’ s daughter looked on in consternation with the rest of the herd asthe
king, ill shouting, strove to plunge past those who boxed him in.

“Temptress! Betrayer! Because of you my sonisdead!”

“What are you saying?’ Tek gasped. “I loved your son!”

“Liar! Outlaw’s get. Four summers unpaired, you lay in wait to destroy him!”

The pied mare shook her head in dismay asthe king fought on, struggling to reach her, thelook in his
dark eyes murderous.

Not even Sescould still him.

“Almawill wresk her revenge—"

“Enough! Enough of this, my son.”

Startled, the king whirled, and the uproar around him abruptly ceased. Those blocking his path fell
back a pace as Sa, the old king' s widow, emerged from the crowd.

“What meansthisfrenzy?’ Dark grey with amilky mane, she faced him, her expression full of pain and
dismay. “You revileyour dain heir swidow asif she were your foe.”

The grey mare’ s son stood panting. His dam waited. “ Speak,” she said. “Why do you fly a onewho
has done you no injury?’

Panting still, Korr turned on Tek. Clearly helonged to fall on her even yet. Alert, watching him, the
pied mare held her ground.

“Noinjury?’ hegrowled. “Y ou left my son to die upon the shore.”

The king gazed with open hatred at the healer’ s daughter. Y ou should have stayed with him! Died with
him—died for him. You werehis...hismatel”

He choked on the word, asthough it tasted filthy in his mouth. Fury sparked in Tek. Shefelt her eyes
gting, her ribslock tight. She had thought she had no tears|eft to shed.

“ My son, you shame me.” Once more she heard the grey mare sfierce rebuke. “Y ou shame yoursdlf
and the office you hold. Tek isblamelessin Jan’ s death. Have done, | say.”

Swiftly, pointedly, sheturned away. Theking'sjaw dropped. The herd milled in astonished silence.
Abruptly, Korr wheeled and bolted across the Vae. Unicorns scattered from his path, then stared after
him, stunned. Tas glanced at Ses, but the king's mate shook her head.

“Let him go,” she murmured. “ Only time can cool him.”

Tek shuddered. Shefelt the pressure of Dagg' s shoulder solidly beside hers and leaned againgt it
graefully.

“Pay him no heed.” The dappled warrior spoke gently. “Our news came too suddenly. HE' s mad for
orief”

“Come, child”—the late king’ s widow turned to he—*my granddaughter now by Law. Y ou are spent
from tears and journeying. Rest in my grotto, until the dance.”

Trembling, Tek closed her eyes at the thought of Jan’ sfunera train to be danced at dusk: agreat dow



procession used only for those of the prince sline. The mourners, dl smutched from rolling in the dust
and hoarse from wailing, would cal out, “Heisdead! Heisdead! He of the ancient line of Halla, dead!”

“Hewasmy prince,” she muttered as she ssumbled after Sathrough the crowd toward the grey mare's
cave. “And fathfully | fulfilled his command—to get the othersto thetrees.” Her father, Teki, nuzzled
her. Dagg flanked her other side. Tek swallowed hard. “Now Korr despises me.”

“Not so!” Dagg inssted. “How could he?’

They had reached the far dope of the Vae and started to climb. Sa glanced back as though to assure
hersdf that they followed. The crowd behind them had begun to pull apart, the sound of their
lamentations floating upward on the sill morning air, making the pied mare shiver. The dappled warrior
snorted.

“Korr' sawaysfavored you highly. Truth, many’ sthe time he’ streated you better even than hisown
ont®

The hedler chafed her gently, reassuringly. “ Theking will relent.”

But Tek shook her head, heaved agreat sigh, painful againgt the crushing tightness of her breast. “Nay.
Never. | should have stayed on the beach with Jan. | wish | had died instead of him.”

1.
Firekeepers

Days blended one into another, sometimes stormy, sometimesfair, but dways cold. Fever consumed
the dark unicorn. Often, he lay shuddering among the trees, too weak to rise. The mysterious voice
spoke clearest to him then, urging him westward aong the strand. 1t dmost seemed that he himself were
made of fire. More than once he came to awareness amid surroundings he did not recognize, certain that
hours or days had passed of which he had no memory. Time wandered by in adream.

Evening fell. Sun sank in afiery blaze beyond the western horizon, the sky to the east grown dark as
bilberries. Stars burned overhead, thinly veiled by fog. The full moon peering above the waves shone
ghostly bright. Frowning, the dark unicorn stumbled to ahat. An amber glow flickered in the distance
before him. As heleft the strand and headed toward the dusky glimmer across the dunes, he caught a
whiff of acrid, pungent scent. The sound of chanting reached hisears.

“Dai’chon!”

One clear voice sounded above the rest, caling urgently, ecstatic, echoed by a chorus of other, deeper
VOiCes.

“Dai’chon!”

It was no tongue the dark unicorn recognized. He halted on the rim of adeep pit in the dunes, as
though the hoof of some unaccountably vast being had dug atrough in the sand with asingle sweep.
Perhaps two or three dozen creatures hunched in acircle at the bottom of the pit. Smaller than unicorns,
they were shaped like pans, with round heads and flat faces, their upper limbs not fashioned for the
bearing of weight.

Their smooth, nearly hairless bodies were swathed in something that was neither plumage nor pelts.
The dark unicorn’s nodtrilsflared. It smelled of seedsilk. He stared, fascinated by these two-footed
creatures fase skins. All of them knelt around afire, its bright, reddish flames dancing over blackened
driftwood. Grey tendrils of smoke curled upward through the misty air. The dark unicorn shivered.

“Dai’ chon! Dai’ chon!”

Chanting, the two-foots faced a stone embedded in the deepest part of the pit. The sand there was
scorched, fused into glass. Deegply pocked and charred, the stone resembled a small, dark moon. The
black unicorn recognized readily enough what it must be: a sky cinder. Such heavenly gifts were formed
of asubstance both harder and heavier than true stone, a substance that resounded with aclang when
struck or stamped upon.

Before the sky cinder, atiny figure stood, pale crescent marking the breast of its dark falseskin.
Grasped in one black forelimb rose along, sharp stake. From the other hung avine, itsend frayed into a
flail. The figure s limbs and torso resembled atwo-foot’s, but its neck wasthicker, longer, abrushlike



mane cresting the ridge. The muzzle of itsface waslong and dim, like ahornless unicorn’s, with white
teeth bared and red-flecked nostrils savagdly flared.

Smoke rose from those nodtrils. Astonished, the dark unicorn snorted, his own breath congealing in the
cold, damp air. Strangdly rigid, thelittle figure never moved. It smelled of fire and skystuff, not living flesh.
Some object created by the two-foots? It must be hollow, he realized, its belly filled with burning spice.

Beforeit, the foremost of the two-foots rose and bowed. Green falseskins draped her. A crescent of
slvery skystuff glinted upon her breast. The four knedling nearest her were dso females, the dark unicorn
perceived by their scent, the remainder al hairy-faced maes. Puzzled, the young stalion frowned. Why
so0 many males, so few femaes? And where were their eders, their young? The eldest male, though
grizzled, did not look much past the middle of hisage.

“Dai’chon!” the green-clad female chanted, and the other twofoots echoed her, “ Dai’ chon!”

Forelimbs upraised, she beckoned her four companions, who rose. One by one, the males approached
them, bearing seedpods and spicewood, dried foliage, and much e se the dark unicorn could not identify.
Thesethefemaleslaid carefully, asthough in offering, at the feet of thelittle figure smoking before the sky
cinder. What could the purpose of such a strange object be? the dark unicorn wondered.

The eldest of the males stepped forward with agreat bunch of ripe, fragrant rueberries. The dark
unicorn’ sbelly clenched at the sight and scent of food. He leaned after it longingly. Reaching to receive
the gift, the moon-breasted femal e glanced up. Suddenly her eyes widened, and she gasped. The dark
unicorn froze. Drawn by the delicious heat of the two-foots camp, he redlized with a start, he had
emerged unawares from the mist and shadows into the light of thefire.

The other femdeslifted their eyes. The males forming the circle before them turned. Abruptly, their
chanting ceased. For five wild heartbegts, two-foots and unicorn stared at one another. Then the mae
crouching nearest the dark unicorn sprang up and bolted with a cry. Screaming, the leader’ sfour
companions dropped their offerings and fled. With shouts of fear, the remaining males scrambled after
them, dashed desperately up the steep sides of the sandpit and vanished into the fog.

The dark unicorn stood dumbstruck, dismayed. The camp below lay in disarray. Only the green-clad
female remained, trandfixed. The young stdlion shifted nervoudy, nearly staggering from hunger and
fatigue. Tossing the forelock back from his eyes, he switched hislong, dim tail once againgt hisflank,
uncertain what best to do or say. Below him, the other’ s gaze darted from his mooncrested brow to his
geaming breath to hisfly-whisk tail. Catching the firdlight, the dark skewer of hishorn glinted.

Behind her, the black figurine with its hornless unicorn’ s head stood wreathed in smoke, its chest
emblazoned with aslver crescent, the hornlike skewer clagped in one forepaw, the frayed vine dangling
from the other. The two-foot |eader’ swords camein arush.

“Da’chon,” she whispered, crumpling to the ground. “Dai’ chon!”

She pressed her forehead to the sand. Confused, the dark unicorn gazed at her. Had she collapsed
from fear? Ungteadily, he descended the pit’ s sandy, glassy dope and nosed her gently. The black hair
on her head smelled clean and very fine, like anew colt’s mane. Trembling, she raised her head.
Carefully, hetried to repeat her words.

“Taichan,” he managed, but his mouth found the strangdly inflected syllables dmost impossibleto
frame. Hetried again: “Daijan.”

“Tai-shan?’ the other said suddenly.

She touched the moon image upon her breast and gazed at the pal e crescent underscoring the horn on
his brow.

“Tal-zhan,” hetried, finding that abit easier. “ Tai-shan.”

The creature before him listened, rapt. The dark unicorn snorted, not pleased with his awkwardness.
Thetwo-foot language was full of odd chirps and grunts.

“Forgiveme,” hetold her, reverting to his own tongue. “1 mean you no harm.”

The crackling blaze of the fire drew him. He stepped nearer, trembling with cold. The two-foot made
no moveto halt him, only gazed at him as though spellbound. Dried fruit, fragrant seed grass, and other
offeringslay strewn about the sand. Hungrily, the dark unicorn eyed the tempting stuff.

“May | shareyour forage?’ he asked. “I’vefound little but bitter bark and shoreoatsfor...for many



days.”

His thoughts remained tangled, his memory confused. He could recdl nothing from before his
emergence from the sea. Still knedling before him, the other made no reply. Unableto res s, the dark
unicorn bent his head to abranch of thornfruits at hisfeet. Tough and leathery, they nonetheless smacked
more succulent to him than the tenderest spring grass. He found himself tearing into the prickly rounds,
unable to stop. He scarcely noticed when the green-clad two-foot softly rose and drew nearer.

“Ta-shan,” she said gently, asif caressing theword. “ Tai-shan.”

She held something out to him in one graceful, smooth skinned paw. The thing smelled like nutmests,
but sweeter, and resembled alarge brown seedpod. He had never seen such athing before. Curious, he
bent to take the flattened oblong and ground it between histeeth. Honey. It tasted of honey—all sugary
and waxless and free of angry, swarming bees. It also tasted of the crisp kernels of hazdl trees, but
without the fibrous shells. Delicioudy warm, the thing was crusted on the outside, softer within.

She held out another of the honey nutpods, offering it, too. Eagerly he accepted, and the next she fed
him, and the next. Picking among the scattered leavings of her followers, the twofoot leader brought him
grasses, fruits, herbs, followed by along drink of clear water from avessel hollowed out of wood.
Ravenous, the dark unicorn ate of the firekeepers' strange, rich provender until he thought he would
founder. Hisfirg full belly in weeks and the delicious heat of the dancing blaze made him suddenly,
unutterably drowsy. He could not have kept his eyes open amoment more or taken another step if he
had wanted to.

Hisknees gave. He stretched himsdlf out on the warm dry sand. The two-foot seated herself beside
him. He felt her gentle touch adong his neck and laid his head upon her flanks. She stroked his cheek and
chin, combing the long, nimble digits of her forepaws through his matted mane. The dark unicorn closed
his eyes. Beside him, the bright flames crackled and hissed. Weeks ago, the mysterious voice had bade
him seek out fire, and he had done so. Perhaps now, presently, he would aso discover hisname.

“Tai-shan,” the gentle two-foot crooned, stroking him. “ Tai-shan.”

Tai-shan awoketo find the fog had lifted. Morning light streamed around him. The leader of the
firekeepers sat beside him ill. Her followers had returned during the night, he redlized with astart. Still
clearly in awe of him, they moved about their campsite furtively, keeping beyond the fire. Garlands of
withered flowers and grass festooned him. He nosed them, puzzled. Those offerings that had formerly
rested before the sky cinder now lay about him. The two-foot leader beckoned to one of her femae
companions. “Daicha,” the other murmured, bowing, and hastily withdrew. She had placed something
resembling agreat bird’s nest on the sand before him. Tai-shan rolled to his knees and shook himsdif.
The nest-thing was filled with nutpods, fruit, seaoats and dune grass, dried kel p and tender twigs. Once
again he ate ravenoudy. The eldest mal e spoke respectfully to the two-foot leader. She answered,
shaking her head. The dark unicorn listened carefully, but the only phrase he recognized was the one the
other female had used: daicha. He concluded that such must be his rescuer’ stitle or name.

His own name, so it seemed, wasto be Tai-shan, the name the daicha had given him the night before.
Hefdt stronger now, hisfever diminished. His head was clearer, though he sill remembered nothing of
who or what he had been before emerging from the sea. The dark unicorn rose. Beyond thefire,
two-footsfrozein darm, but their leader called to them in acam, steady voice, and none bolted.

Tai-shan turned and climbed to the top of the dunes bordering the pit. He gazed seaward, trying to gain
his bearings. A great whale lay beached upon the strand, the largest he had ever seen. Some of the
two-foot males milled about it. Abruptly, the dark unicorn redlized what lay below was not awhdeat dl.
Wha e-shaped, aye—long and streamlined with aribbed belly—»but it smelled of waterlogged wood, not
ginkingwhde.

Curiosity roused, Tai-shan trotted toward it. The male twofoots on the strand cautioudy drew back as
he sniffed the thing’ s wet, barnacle-encrusted underside. Other two-foots stood on the flat, canted back
of the thing. One of them disappeared through asquare hole into its depths, and the dark unicorn
understood with a shock that the place was hollow, like ashell.

This great wooden thing was a shdlter, akind of cave. Tai-shan marveled at the firekegpers ingenuity:



wood crafted into shelter, seed fibers matted to make fa se skins, logs hollowed into water traps, strips of
treebark laced into nestlike containers, delicious foods hoarded like the troves of treefoxes—and fire!
Truly asirange and inventive people.

He sméelled rain presently. Glancing back toward the dunes, the dark unicorn caught sight of clouds
blowing in. The breeze had picked up. Anxioudy, helashed histall. Must he take to the woods again,
trusting their thin cover to keep the worst of the wet off him? He shivered, sill very weak. Away from the
two-foots fire, he had aready begunto fed chill.

Topping the dune, he saw the two-footsin the pit below aso gazing at the sky. The daicha clapped the
undersides of her forepaws together and spoke to her female companions. The eldest male barked
orders at the rest. They began hagtily to gather up al their strange belongings. Reverently, the daicha
carried the smal, black figure up the crater’ s dope, followed by her folk.

The st breeze giffened, heavy with the scent of rain. Cresting the dope, the two-foots hurried past
him, down toward the caveshell on the beach. The breeze began to whip, carrying spatters of moisture.
Thefire sizzled, crackling. Worried, Tai-shan watched its flames beaten down, growing smadler and
amaller beneeth the faling drops. Rainwater killed fire, he redlized suddenly, and without fire, he could
never hope to survive the coming winter on this barren, forbidding shore.

On the beach below, the daicha’ s companions clambered up onto their caveshell’ s back. Their goods,
he saw, had aready been loaded and carried below. Most of the males remained milling on the beach.
Thewet wind gusted, dampening them al. Behind him in the deserted pit, the dancing flames sizzled and
died.

Before him on the beach, the daicha carefully handed the little figurine up to two of her companionson
the caveshell, then boarded hersdlf, asssted by the grizzled male. Tai-shan blinked suddenly, redlizing.
Though thefirein the cinder pit was clearly doomed, that within the smoking figurine, now being carried
away in the reverent grasp of the daicha’s companions, still burned. Thisfire wasto be kept sheltered in
the caveshdll, safe from the killing damp. 1t was thisfire he must follow, then.

The dark unicorn loped to the foot of the dune. The males gave ground as he crossed the beach to
stand before the caveshdll. The daicha called down to him, beckoning with her forelimbs. Tai-shan
hesitated, gauging the distance between them. The wind whipped harder, rain beginning to fal in earnest
now. The daicha cdled again. The young stalion sdled, measuring his strength. At last, bunching his
hindquarters, he sprang onto theflat, tilted back of the caveshdll.

The dick wooden surface boomed benesth his hooves. For amoment, the caveshell rocked
precarioudy. He had to scramble for hisfooting until it steadied. The remaining two of the daicha’s
femal e companions screamed and scattered while the males on the shore cried out in consternation. But
the daicha laughed in delight, stroking the dark unicorn’ s neck and leading him toward the rear of the
caveshell. A low barrier edged the shell’ s perimeter. Tai-shan had little fear of diding off. Still, the cant of
the wooden surface disconcerted him. He moved unsteadily, unused to the fed of danted deck
underhoof.

At the caveshell’ stail end, the daicha disappeared through anarrow ingress. Following, Tai-shan
found himsdlf in asmal wooden chamber. Scattered about the floor lay soft fal seskin pads stuffed with
rushes, upon which the other females huddled. The chamber waswarm, the air heavy with the savor of
spicewood and smoke. Before the opposite wall, the black figurine stood, breathing fire. Bowing before
it, the daicha murmured, “Da’ chon.”

Tai-shan lay down againgt the near wall. The daicha knelt beside him, chafing him with asoft, dry
faseskin, smoothing the damp from his coat like amare licking her foa. The sensation was delightful.
Sighing, he closed his eyes. Presently he heard her companions moving cautioudy about the chamber. He
scarcely marked their activity, any more than he heeded the grunting and shouting of the males on the
beach beyond.

Seep had nearly claimed him. His surroundings seemed vague and distant now. Stormwind gusted.
Rain drummed againgt the chamber’ swalls. Beneath him, the floor shuddered. Much splashing and
clambering and shouting from without. He heard alow grating like distant thunder. None of the two-foots
in theroom gave any sign of concern. Only half-waking, heignoredit dl.



Thetilted floor seemed to right itself momentarily, becoming more level. Then it began rocking gently,
very gently, smoothly tossing and rolling like treetopsin asummer breeze. Such an odd dream to be
having, the dark unicorn mused. It felt like drifting in the sea. He let his thoughts dissolve into the hypnotic
swaying of wooden planking beneath him, the soothing rush of wind outside, the plash of nearby sea, and
the gentle creaking of rain-soaked wood. He dept.

Tai-shan awoke with astart. The deck beneath him was swaying in earnest: pitching and tipping. It was
no dream. Alarmed, helifted his head. The daicha was not within the wooden chamber. Two of her
companions dozed on falseskin pads across the narrow space from him. The dark unicorn struggled to
gather hislegs under him asthe caveshdl’ sfloor shifted and tilted. He no longer detected the quiet patter
of rain. Timeto return to the beach, he realized.

Maintaining his balance with difficulty on the dowly tossing, gently rolling surface he passed through the
chamber’ s egress and emerged onto the open expanse of the caveshdl’ s back. The sky had indeed
cleared. Only stray puffs of cloud now flocked the heavens. It was midafternoon. To his astonishment, he
beheld agreat tree growing from the caveshell’ s back, webbed with vines. Ma e two-foots swarmed the
webbing. Others standing bel ow hauled on the dangling ends.

Tai-shan stared, fascinated. The caveshdl lurched and heaved. He spotted the daicha on thefar sde
of thetree, conferring with the eldest male. Cautioudy, the dark unicorn started toward her, then pitched
to ahalt with ahorrified cry. The beach had vanished. The caveshe| was bobbing in the middle of the
Seal

Whinnying, he reared. Mae two-foots dropped their vines and scattered, shouting. The wooden
surface beneath the dark unicorn’s hooves bucked violently. He nearly fell. Panicked, he sprang to one
edge of the caveshdl’ s back. Open sealay beyond, deep and blue-grey. The caveshdll pitched the other
way, sending him skidding toward the opposite Sde—sea there as well. Nothing but grey waves moved
al around, empty and cam.

With ascream of congternation, Tai-shan wheded. The caveshdll tilted precipitoudy, hurling him
againg the near rail. He kicked at it. One hind leg tangled in atarry coil of vine. Frantically, the dark
unicorn pivoted, twisting and plunging. He lost hisfooting and went down. He heard the eldest male
barking orders, but his ears were too full of hisown terrified whinniesto heed.

“Tai-shan! Ta-shan!”

The daicha’s frantic cries penetrated hisfrenzy only dimly.

Twisting and bucking, the dark unicorn glimpsed her struggling toward him. The eldest male had hold of
her forelimb, seeking to keep her back, but she shook him off angrily and came toward Tai-shan dowly,
Spesking gently now in her lilting, uninteligible language.

“Tash, ‘omat. Bikthitet nau. Apnor, ‘pnor....”

None of the other two-foots moved. Panting, heart racing till, the dark unicorn stood shuddering. The
daicha leaned againgt him, stroking his neck and chest. Her touch trailed lightly aong hisflank, then
down his haunch. He tensed as hefdt her grasp the vine that so painfully encircled his pastern. Then he
redlized she was worrying it, using her nimble, long-fingered paw much as a unicorn might use her teeth to
loosen thevineand pull it free.

“Tai-shan,” the two-foot lady crooned. “ Tai-shan.”

Still stroking him, she gestured beyond the rail, beyond even the blue-grey curve of sea. With ashock
of wild relief, the dark unicorn spotted what he had missed before: land—just at horizon'sedge, a
narrow ribbon of shoreline stretched. He felt the jaws biting down upon his heart ease. The caveshell was
not smply adrift, hopelesdy logt. The shore remained—barely—in sght.

Tai-shan’ s balance swayed. Fever burned in him sill. Wesarily, he sank down. Later perhaps, when his
strength returned, he could spring over therail and swim for the strand. Doubt chilled him suddenly. Did
he dare desert the caveshell—leaving the fire behind? Exhausted, his mind fogged, he shook his head.
Time enough to ponder that later. For now, resting his chin dong the top of thelow rail, helay quiet. The
sun felt warm aong his back. The daicha caled to her companions, who approached with food. She sat
beside him ashe ate.



It occurred to him then for the first time that her people did not seem the least disconcerted at their
caveshdl’snow resting in the sea. Strange. Baffling. Perhgpsthey wanted it to be in the sea—but why?
Presently, a the eldest mal€ sdirection, histwofoot minions unfurled agrest falseskin from thetree. It
belled out like the huge, round belly of a pregnant mare.

Theimage emblazoning it resembled the strange, fire-breething figure before which the daicha and the
other two-foots had bowed: dark-limbed, its body like atwo-foot’'s, a crescent moon upon the breast, a
skewer in oneforepaw and in the other, atrailing vine, yet its head that of a hornless, beardless unicorn
with blood-rimmed nostrils and glaring eyes.

By late afternoon, Tai-shan had cometo redlize that the caveshd | was moving, the distant shoreline
changing. The great falseskin caught the sea breeze like agryphon’ swing and pulled the caveshell dong
pardld to the strand. Gradudly it dawned on him that his hosts and their entire shelter were diding
westward without themsalves taking astep. The dark unicorn lay amazed.

Later, thewind fell. The grizzled mae gave orders, and most of the younger males descended into the
caveshdl’sbdly. Moments|ater, Tai-shan spied long, dender limbs emerging from the vesse’sside. A
hollow booming began, like the beeting of amighty heart. The dim, straight limbs dipped, shoved
backward, rose, and dipped into the seaagain. The caveshdl was using itsmany legsto crawl likea
centipede across the waves.

At dusk, thewind returned, and the caveshd I’ s limbs withdrew. The steady booming ceased, and the
males emerged from below to unfurl their windwing again. Asthe air darkened and chilled, the daicha
rose. Tai-shan followed her carefully back to her wooden chamber.

Inside, basking initsfire-warmed air, he listened to the greet tree cresking and straining outside, its taut
vines rubbing againgt each other as the windwing heaved and burgeoned. The gentle lifting and faling of
the caveshd |l seemed dmost restful now, much as he imagined the rocking motion of a mother’ swalk
must fedl to her unborn foa. No panic troubled him, now that he redlized the firekeepers were traveling,
taking him with them. He wondered what their destination might be.

8.
Snowfall

Tek had dways known fal asatime of feasting in the Vae: a season for fattening on sweet berries,
ripening grain, tallowy seeds and nuts. This year, however, the heder’ sdaughter felt nojoy. Theair's
pervasive chill cut her to the bone. Much vegetation had been nipped by early frost, and scormsblew in
every other day, roaring across the Pan Woods to rot what little provender remained and force the
unicornsto spend full as much time huddling underhill asthey did foraging for food.

The pied mare shivered, watching the swirl of grey clouds overhead. All the herd seemed to share her
gloom. Somehow, many muttered, the children-of-the-moon had displeased Alma. Now the
Mother-of-al was making her displeasure known. Tek snorted at SO much witlesstalk. Y et asregent,
Korr did nothing. Still wrapped in grief, the king barely uttered aword even to Ses. Jan’ syoung sister
Lell, the new princess, was amere nurding: many seasons must pass before she might lead the herd in
anything but name.

The pied mare sighed, keenly aware of the loss of her mate. Jan would never have tolerated his
peopl€e s supergtitious champing. Instead, he would have set them dl to gleaning every scrap of available
forage before first snow. Angrily, Tek shook her head. Her breath steamed like afiredrake’ sin the wet,
chilly air. Another storm gpproached.

Korr'sslence and Lel’ syouth left the late king' s widow, Sa, as the sole voice of authority among the
unicorns. Tiredesdy, the grey mare ventured abroad, recounting what had been done in seasons past
when winter came early and hard, what foodstuff helped best to degpen the pdlt, thicken the blood, and
form arich layer of fat. She urged her fellows to be out and about early each morn, despite the cold, to
forage dl they might on whatever they might, and spent long hours combing the hillsides of the Vaefor
browse.

Standing in the entry to the grey mare’ s cave, Tek cavaed, lifting and setting down her hedsinthe



same spot to get the stiffness out of her legs. It was such aforaging expedition that the late king’ swidow
headed now, reconnoitering the Vae sfar dopeswith aband of young warriors not haf her age,
searching for berry thickets and honey trees. The hedler’ s daughter hoped to see them safely back before
the storm broke.

Hoofbeats above drew her half out of the grotto, craning upward, expecting Sa—»but it was Dagg. The
dappled haf-grown did down the last of the steep dope and crowded past into the dim grotto’ s shelter.
Dagg shivered, shouldering againgt her and stamping for warmth.

“So,” she asked, “how was graze on the high south dopes?’ She knew that Dagg had, at the grey
mare surging, set out early that morning to scout that particular ridge. She hersdf had roved the lower
south dopes with athird band the afternoon before.

“Lean,” Dagg answered dejectedly. “We found little but bramble.”

The pied mare murmured in sympathy. Dagg twitched, lashing histail.

“We ve got to find moreforage!” he burst out. “We ve enough to feed the herd for now, just barely.
But none among usis putting on any flesh—none, that is, but you.”

He glanced a her with open envy. The hedler’ s daughter shifted, unsettled by his gaze. Her belly had
indeed begun to swell ever so dightly—but it was not fat, as would surely grow plain to see as soon as
the weather grew colder, forage scarcer, and her ribs began to show. She wondered anxioudly if it could
be gut worms or colic—but she did not fed ill. And though none of what dender fodder she found
seemed to be going to fat, il her girth, day by day, infinitesmally increased.

She had not wanted to trouble her father, Teki, asyet. The usud round of minor complaints among the
herd consumed histime: bites and scrapes, strained tendons, thorns. Soon enough, she speculated with a
shudder, more mgjor illswould claim his attention, brought on by cold and lack of feed. Moreover, the
hedler had histeeth full smply gathering the many herbs required for the coming winter, most of which
were proving even scarcer than the forage this year. Some days, she knew, he searched from daybreak
to dusk, and till returned with only afew poor sprigs.

Shouldering against Dagg, the pied mare sghed. She wished her mother, Jah-lila, were hereto advise
her. The Red Mare was aloner, amidwife and magicker who lived apart from the herd. Some called her
the child of renegades, yet she herself was no renegade—despite Korr’ swild charge—for since coming
among the herd before Tek’ s birth, Jah-lilahad never been banished. Rather, the Red Mare now lived in
the southeastern hills beyond the Vaes by her own unfathomable choice.

Caling Teki her mate, she had left her weanling daughter in his care years ago, that Tek might be raised
withintheVae. At long intervas, Jah-lilastill ghosted through, never announced, as often as not to
consult with the pied hedler but briefly and be gone within the hour. Sometimes the young Tek had not
even glimpsed her, merdly caught scent of her dam in Teki’ sgrotto upon returning home a day’ send.
The pied mare shook hersaf. No use wishing.

“It'sonly that | don’t run mysdlf ragged, asyou do,” shetold Dagg, dragging her mind back with an
effort to the dappled warrior beside her.

Her words were true enough. She could not seem to run as nimbly as she had before: her burgeoning
belly got intheway. Again Tek shook hersalf—and dismissed her own mysterious condition with ashrug.

“With luck, Saand her band will have found something in the Pan Woods,” she added, hoping. She
worried lessfor herself and Dagg than for the herd' sfilliesand fods. It was they who would suffer
heaviest from the coming winter’ slack. And after the young, it would be the elder ones, the maresand
ddlions Sa sage.

Dagg nodded vigoroudy, facing about now in the limestone grotto, the cave the old king' s mare had
long inhabited with her mate. Since the death of Korr’ sfather, the grey mare had had no oneto help her
warm the empty space until now. Since returning from the Seg, the hedler’ s daughter had sheltered with
Sa. During Tek’ s absence, Teki had accepted a number of acolytes: young fillies and foa s not yet
initiated. The pied stallion was busly teaching them his craft—and though she felt more than welcome, the
prince s mate sensed ruefully that lodging in her sire' s now-crowded grotto would only have put her
under hedl.

“When do you expect Sato return?’ Dagg asked her, coming to stand beside her at the cave' s narrow



entryway.

A flutter of white feathers drifted from the sky. The pied mare snorted, her breath curling and smoking
like cloud. “Soon, | hope.”

“First snowfal,” Dagg muttered. “Birds down.”

More lacy flakes gusted past, whirling and dancing. Tek watched the rapidly thickening flurrieswith
dreed, thinking of the cover it would provide, concealing what remained of the Vae s dwindling supply of
foodstuffs, making the unicorns' foraging even harder than before. Would Korr respond? she wondered.
Would the advent of winter &t last bestir the king?

Hoofbeats roused her, adozen sets, coming not from the hillside above thistime, but from acrossthe
flat below. Dagg whickered, and Tek peered ahead through the ashen turbulence. Dying day grew greyer
by the moment. In another few heartbests, she spotted Sa, the rest of the band scattering, each to hisor
her respective grotto. The grey maretrotting up the brief, steep dope toward Tek and Dagg whinnied in
greeting. Hedler’ s daughter and dappled warrior fell back from the cave s entrance to alow her passage.
Once within, the grey mare stamped, shaking the snow from her back and mane.

“What news, kingmother?’ Dagg asked. “ Did you discover forage?’

The grey mare chuckled.

“Did weindeed! A thicket of tuckfruit ripe as you please—neither birds nor pans have found it yet. We
aetill 1 thought we would burst! Tomorrow I'll lead the rest of you toit.”

Tek whooped, half shying as Sareached playfully to nip her neck. The grey marefrisked like afilly,
and the hedler’ s daughter whickered, amazed how suddenly her mood lifted a the prospect of afull belly
of swest, greenish tuckfruit. Come the morrow, they would feast for thefirst timein daysl She ramped,
scarcely ableto restrain her exuberance. Dagg chafed and chivvied her, laughing himsdlf now. With the
certainty of at least aday’ sampleforage ahead, al thought of both the herd' s troubles and her own
dipped unmissed from her thoughts.

0.
Landfall

The firekeepers settlement sprawled adong one bend of abroad, cliffed bay, rank upon rank of their
timber dwellings crowding the dopes above. Tai-shan stood gazing in astonishment as the caveshell
angled toward land. A crisp, clean breeze dapped at the billowing windwing. Other caveshdls glided by,
their own windwingswhitely belled.

The daicha stood dongside him, her green faseskins fluttering, the silvery crescent upon her breast
flashing in the late afternoon sun. A throng of two-foots milled upon the nearing beachhead. Asthe
caveshell ground ashore, they surged and shouted. Laughing, the daicha lifted one graceful, hairless
forelimb and gestured in greeting.

Tai-shan heard gasps, cries of wonder and aarm as he legpt to join the daicha on the strand. Half the
spectators seemed ready to flee at the sight of him—the rest shouldering forward for a better view. A
company of two-foots pressed back the jostling crowd, using long, straight staves tipped with glinting
skystuff. Each such male wore a burnished head-covering, aso of skystuff, topped with a purple plume.
Beyond them, the throng waved and cheered.

“Greetings!” the dark unicorn called to them in his own tongue. “ Greetings to you, noble two-foots”

The daicha cried out along phrase ending in “ Tai-shan.” The crowd took up the word, chanting his
name as the daicha led him up a stony path between the tall wooden dwellings. Green-plumed two-foots
armed with skewers, not staves, escorted their green-clad leader and her companions adong therising
path. The dark unicorn walked alongside. Solid ground felt strange beneath his hooves after so many
days at sea. More two-foots—held back by the purple-plumes—crowded the narrow way.

“Tai-shan! Tai-shan!” roared the crowd.

Thetumult grew deafening. Two-foots leaning from openings high in their timber dwdllings walsflung
brilliant seedpods, withered flowers, and shavings of aromatic spicewood onto hard, flat cobbles of the
path. Through the shower of offerings, the dark unicorn gazed in amazement a the vast settlement. Fire



burned everywhere, glowing in blackened hollows of skystuff, crackling upon tredimbs set in niches, and
dancing in hanging boxes of semitransparent shell.

The sun sank lower, edging toward dusk. The petal-strewn path, he saw, climbed toward a magnificent
dwelling that crested the dope. A barrier of timber surrounded the place. Asthey neared, green-plumes
rushed forward to shove at a pair of heavy wooden panels mounted in the timber wall. These pivoted
inward, creating an entryway. Sun dipped below horizon’sedge. The air grew dark and chill. Asthe
daicha led him through the entryway, the dark unicorn glanced back at her people€’ simmense settlement
spilling the shadowed hillside below, the whole dope ablaze with little flickers of captured fire.

The commoation of the crowd abruptly muted as the huge wooden panels boomed shut. Tai-shan found
himself in an open, cobbled space lit by burning brands. Around him, the daicha’s tran milled
expectantly until an ornate panel in the nearest dwelling swung open and a male two-foot strode o,
accompanied by more of the purple-plumes. He appeared young and vigorous, darkly bearded and
attired in falseskins of deep violet and gold. A circlet of skystuff gleamed among the black curls crowning
his head.

“Emwe! Emwe, im chon,” the daicha cried gladly.

She and her fellows dropped to the ground. Startled, the dark unicorn cavaled—then stilled his hooves
as he remembered that the two-foots used this crumpled posture to show homage. This purple-clad
male—the chon—must be the settlement’ sruler, he concluded in surprise. Who, then, must the daicha
be—his sster? His mate? Facing the two-foot ruler, Tai-shan dipped hislong neck in abow.

The chon clapped the undersides of his forepaws together, and the crouching two-foots raised their
heads. Baring histeeth, he beckoned to the daicha, who hurried to him. He enfolded her in hisfordimbs
for dong moment. When he released her, she turned, talking to him excitedly and gesturing toward
Tai-shan. The others eyes widened as he took note of the dark unicorn for thefirst time. Tai-shan tossed
the forelock out of hiseyes, and the other exclaimed in astonishment at the sight of his moon-marked
brow.

“Dai’chon!” he whispered.

Gently, the daicha corrected him: “Tai-shan.”

The chon caled out a sharp command. Purple-plumes hurried to snatch firebrands from wal niches
and hold them near. Tai-shan sood in aring of fire. The chon strode forward and circled the dark
unicorn, peering a him in obvious fascination. He exchanged animated comments with the daicha, who
stood back, watching anxioudy. Disconcerted, Tai-shan pivoted to remain facing his host.

Emwe. Emwe, im chon. He struggled to repeat the daicha’ s greeting, but as before, the
unpronounceable words came out whistled, garbled: “ Am-wa. Umuwam' shan....”

The two-foot ignored hiswords, staring pointedly at the dark unicorn’ s cloven hooves. Tai-shan
cavaed uneasdly. Without warning, the chon stepped forward to lay one forepaw against his chest. The
other he ran swiftly along the dark unicorn’s back to the croup. Tai-shan jerked away with a startled
snort. The other’ s peremptory manner astonished him. Only the daicha had dared to touch him
before—and he redlized now it was her touch aone that he welcomed. His skin twitched.

Clucking, the other made to approach him again, but the dark unicorn dodged, shaking his head
vigoroudy. The chon hdted, eyes keenly narrowed suddenly, lips pressed tight. Then with abarking
sound that might have been laughter, he stepped back from thering of fireto rgoin the daicha. She
seemed relieved. Once again, he embraced her, speaking warmly to her. She smiled and nodded.
Abruptly, heturned to quit the yard, and his purple-plumes, still bearing their torches, accompanied him
through the great shelter’ s paneled entryway.

The daicha beckoned her femae companions and her green-plumesto her as she led Tai-shan across
the darkened yard to another, smdler building. The lighted interior fet luxurioudy warm, the tang of fire
pervading the air, and the musty, sweetish scent of vast quantities of dried forage. The young stalion
sheezed, unused to such a savor of abundance so late in the season. His nogtrils flared suddenly. He
halted dead.

“Unicornd” he exclamed. The musk, spicy scent of hisown kind hung dl around. “ Unicorng!”

Only silence answered. Not so much as adap of mane or astamp replied. Nevertheless, arush of



euphoriafilled the young stallion’ s breast. Surely these must be the lost companions he had sought so
long.

“Where are you? Show yourselves!”

Once again, only silence. The daicha was urging him onward. Eagerly, he followed, hoping she might
lead him to hisfdlows, though hismemory of them and of hisformer life remained dim. They proceeded
down an aide between two rows of wooden compartments—all empty, though the scent of unicorns
remained strong. Oddly, he scented mostly mares—here and there, awhiff of filly or foa—but no mature
males, none even old enough to be called haf-grown.

The daicha hdted before the last compartment, one far roomier than therest. A two-foot in green
faseskins had just finished raking out the old, yellow grass thickly carpeting the floor. A companion stood
throwing down heaps of fresh. The dark unicorn breathed deep, finding at last the scent he had missed.
Though this space, too, ood unoccupied, it had lately housed atdlion, young and vigorous and in full
prime.

The daicha swung open the compartment’ s front panel, and the dark unicorn entered. Forage and
water were brought to him. Tai-shan ate greedily: berries and fodder, nutmeats broken from the shell, dl
crushed, blended together somehow, and steaming. Afterwards, the daicha drew abristly clump of
spinesthrough his coat. They fet like athousand tiny birds claws scrabbling, scratching away the grit
and seasalt and old, doughed skin.

The dark unicorn sighed deeply, sank down at last and closed his eyes. Softly bedded and sumptuously
feasted, solicitoudy groomed and well sheltered againgt the cold, helet histhoughts drift back to hislast
glimpse of the firekeepers dark dwellings spilling the dopes below, illuminated by spots of flamelikea
hillside strewn with burning stars. He had never known such luxury. On the morrow, he would seek out
the other unicornsthat abode here and learn from them of this strange and marvel ous haven to which he
had come.

10.
Companions

Snow fdl in gusts, bitterly cold. Tek stood on the valley floor while around her jostled most of the
unicorns from the south west quarter of the Vae. The pied mare shivered, even in her thick winter coat,
dense now asamarten’s pet. They had come upon no more windfalslike the tuckfruit—days ago, and
like her fellows, she had no layer of fat to keep out the cold. Sabrushed against her. Dagg appeared out
of the press and halted dong her other side.

“What do you think the king intends?’ he asked her softly.

The heder’ s daughter shook her head. It wasthefirst assembly Korr had called since the courting
band had returned from the Sea, weeks past. Around them, the herd milled expectantly, huddled for
warmth. Tek caught snatches of conversation, speculation. She spotted runners standing ready to carry
the king’ sword to the far reaches of the Vae. Seasoned warriors al, she noted, especially chosen by the
king. Beside her, the pied mare heard Dagg snort.

“Were Jan among us still,” he muttered, “those runners would include half-growns as well.”

She nodded. “True.” Jan might have traveled to the far reaches of the Vale himself to spread the
news, she mused.

Faintly, the hedler’ s daughter smiled, remembering. Her young mate, the prince, had been fearless of
change: ever oneto break with precedent when precedent failed to serve. The newer warriors had dll
adored him—though old traditiondlists, she knew, had greeted Jan’ sinnovations with consternation. And
none so markedly asKorr. Bitterly, she sighed. How different the king was from his son!

A sudden stirring swegpt the crowd as, through the diffuse grey of faling snow, Korr’s massy,
storm-dark form appeared. His mate and Dagg’ s father, Tas, flanked the king. Her own sire, Teki,
brought up the rear. The crowd parted as the procession neared, and with a shock, Tek spotted Ldll
pressed close to her mother’ sflank.

The flame-colored mare moved dowly, shieding her filly with tender care. Alongsde waked Leerah,



Tas smate, lending her shoulder, too, againgt the biting wind. The amber filly stumbled, racked with cold.
The king never so much as glanced behind. Tek gazed at Korr, angry and aghast—for his daughter’s
presence could only be by king's command. Seswould never willingly expose her tiny nurding to such
weather. The brow of the king's mate was furrowed, her jaw set.

The pied mare sidled uneasily. Abruptly, she redlized she should have melted back into the crowd at
the king’ s gpproach: too late now to do so unseen. She stood her ground, and Korr passed directly
before her, spoke not aword, merely leveled at her hisferocious stare. Tek’ s heart clenched. Grimly, she
lifted her chin, refused to flinch benesth the dark stallion’ s gaze. In a bound, he mounted the council rise
and turned, looming above them like athunderhead.

“Unicorng!” he caled. “ Children-of-the-moon! Sincel learned the harsh news of my son’s death, you
have seen me buit little. | was degp in grief, struggling to fathom why Almashould claim my son, your
prince, bereaving usdl.”

Korr’ sfine, degp voice penetrated even the muffle of wind and snow. Glancing about her, Tek
glimpsed athin young mare shushing acompanion, an old stalion pricking hisears. Long starved for the
sight of their king, the unicorns quieted, listened atentively.

“My son was afine warleader, was he not?’ continued Korr. “ A bit rash and hotheaded, to be
sure—but quick inwit and great in heart, acourageous warrior! Y ou loved him well.”

A cry of agreement went up. The hedler’ s daughter watched a cluster of spindly half-growns afew
paces off, snorting and stamping in assent. Beyond them, agaunt pair of elders nodded. A rush of
gratification welled up in her. They had loved Jan—even the older warriors whom the young prince’ s
reformations had so often confounded. The king raised his head.

“Aye, you loved him. Asdid |. But what of Alma?’ The great Salion’stone abruptly darkened. “How
must Alma have felt to see my son’swildness, dl his princely verve and quickness of mind—though never
ill-meant—used but to bend her Law and flout her will and tempt us, her best beloved, dong untried
paths, kicking aside her time-honored practice as though it were worthless nothing?’

Tek felt afrown furrow her brow. What was thistalk of Almaand the Law in the salfsame breath?
“Almadoes not make the Law,” she murmured. “The Council of Elders makesthe Law and dways
hes—"

“Could such have been the will of Alma,” the king inquired, till facing the herd from the rocky rise, “to
see her anointed prince, my son, flagrantly leading her children astray?’

Tek snorted, baffled. Was the prince of a sudden to be deemed the anointed of Alma?

“Only the prophets are anointed of Alma—" Dagg started beneath his breath, but the king' s words cut
him off.

“No!” Korr thundered, his voice rebounding from the far hillsde. “ Such blasphemy could not have
been the goddess swill. And so she swept away my son—as she will sweep away all who fail her trust.”

The dark stallion whedled, stamping, tossing his head, full of fury now. The heder’ s daughter watched
him, astonished. She heard Sabeside her champ her teeth. Beyond Dagg, ayoung warrior mare—ribs
showing—was standing stock-till despite the cold. Beside her, a couple of half-starved colts poised
motionless, asthough caught by awyvern’sglare. Her own limbsfdt iff. Hastily, Tek shook herself. All
around her the herd stood frozen asif mesmerized. “First Almasent her gryphons,” ranted the king, * but
we paid no heed. Then she seized our prince, my son. Now she has sent this harsh winter to chastise us!
“The pied mare listened dumbstruck, appd led.

“Jan was a brave prince, my own get, and | loved him,” the dark stallion cried, “but he waswrong! In
his pride, he defied Alma. In destroying him, the goddess speaks clear warning: we must turn back! We
must return to the old ways and the true worship of Alma Only if we once more devote ourselves
unswervingly to her will can spring return and again bestow upon us her blessings.”

Beside her, she felt Dagg snorting in disgust, glimpsed the troubled look on Sa' sface degpen into
dismay.

“Old ways—which ones?’ she heard the grey mare breathe. “ And true worship—what on earth can
my son mean? |s now even the weather to be ascribed to Alma?’

Nearby, an old mare, clearly exhausted and periloudy thin, swayed as though any moment her limbs



might giveway. Tek lashed her tail furioudy, scarcely ableto contain herself.

“Uppermost in our minds ought to be not who among us worships most fervently,” she hissed, “but
how many filliesand fodswill seethiskilling winter through!”

Y et save for afew stamps and uncertain glances among the crowd, most still remained attentive to the
king. She caught sight of one haggard stallion murmuring accord. The shivering mare beside him nodded.
About the foot of the rise, the seasoned warriorswho were to act asthe king' s runners cavaled
restlesdy, snorting and tossing their heads in agreement.

The pied mare haf shied. Truly larmed now, she searched the faces of those flanking Korr upon the
rise. With relief, she noted again thefierce, if unvoiced, disgpprova of Ses, and her heart went out to
Léell, cold and miserable, shuddering against her mother’ s side. Behind them, Tek saw her own father,
Teki, standing silent, his expression profoundly saddened. Tas, however, sood nodding camly, asdid his
mate. Tek felt another surge of indignation. Were the pair of them so blind in their loyalty to the king that
they actudly supported thisfolly?

“Infollowing my son,” Korr proclaimed, “we have al become Ringbreakers and renegades. But no
more! Thus| say to you in the name of my daughter, the princess Lell, that from this day forward, any
who breach Alma’s sacred Law shall be banned.”

A ripple passed through the crowd. Tek saw warriors, haf growns starting as though abruptly
awakened.

“Banned?’ Sabeside her gasped.

“But banishment in winter means death!” Dagg exclaimed.

Theking' s dam shook her head, one cloven forehoof striking at the frozen ground, her tone quietly
outraged. “ The herd has never imposed exile, regardiess of the crime, between first snowfal and spring.
What ‘old tredition’ isthis?’

At thefoot of therise, the king’ swarriors circled. Tek suddenly froze. Korr no longer surveyed the
entire assembly. His stare now fixed squarely on her.

“Beit known,” hethundered, “ Almatolerates not even the dightest infraction. Tread with caution, |
charge you al—or be cast from the herd!”

Tek felt Sa'sastonished start, Dagg’ sindrawn breath, and held hersdf rigid, refusing to quail. Though
he had spoken no word directly to her, had not even called her by name, Korr’s meaning could not but
be evident to dl: |et the healer’ s daughter sumblein even the tiniest regard, and he would find a
way—any excuse, or no excuse—to banish her. The crowd shifted, murmuring.

Tek fdt her fury spark. Did the dark stdlion truly believe fanatica devotion to Almahad power to dter
weather, grow forage beneath the snow, and avert gryphon raidsin spring? How nest it al was! Korr
had but to declare himsdlf the mouthpiece of Alma, and displeasing him became defiance of the goddess
hersdlf. Now hewould have them al believe that the Law—indeed, even custom—was fixed immutably
by the goddess' s behest. And was “tradition” to be anything the king now said it was, even if he had just
this moment invented it? Angrily, she eyed the band of seasoned warriorswho, at the king’'s nod, had
begun to ascend therise.

“Behold my newly appointed Companions,” he cried to the herd. “They are Alma seyesand ears
among you now!”

Gazing about, Tek noted alarm on the spare, hungry faces of many. One older mare looked badly
shaken, the lean young hdf-grown beside her merdly puzzled. The pied mare shivered. Y et one sdlion
she had noticed nodding earlier still evidenced rapt attention. A convert, she redlized uneasily. A bitter
taste cameinto her mouth. On therise, the king’ swarriors arranged themselvesin adouble phaanx. Sa
snorted indignantly.

“ *Companions,” indeed!” she mused beneath her breath. “More nearly apersond guard. What does
my son intend them to protect him from—the truth?’

Tek shook her head. No king or queenin al the history of the unicorns had ever appointed—or
needed—a persona guard. As by prearrangement, the king’s Companions started to stamp and cheer.
Still none among the herd spoke out. Colts shrank againgt their mothers. Half-growns found their mates.
Dawning throughout the crowd Tek glimpsed expression of anger, betraya, and fear. Flanking the king,



his guards whinnied and shouted enthusiagtically, but few others joined them. How many, she wondered,
while unwilling to risk voicing questions or protests aloud, neverthel ess harbored grave doubts? How
many had begun to share her own suspicions? The pied mare shivered uncontrollably.

“Theking,” she whispered, 0 soft she hersdlf scarcely heard, “iswell and truly mad.”

“Y ou have heard my will,” the dark stalion cried, “whichis AIma s. Remember it!”

Tek watched him vault from the rocky rise. The herd shrank back from him. Korr seemed imbued by a
cold and desperate energy. Histrain followed more cautioudy, picking their way down theicy, dippery
stones. Trotting briskly, the king headed back through the ever-thickening snowfal toward his grotto
across the Vae. His Companions remained behind on the council rise, necks arched, cheststhrown
forward, legs giff. Sowly, asthough stunned, the assembled unicorns began to disperse.

“He hasn't any food to give us,” she heard Sabeside her murmur, “so he hasfed uslies! Some of us
have even swallowed them, and now fed full and well-fed, though in truth we are famished ill.” She
eyed the king' s guard upon the rise with open contempt. “When no food can be found to fill an aching
belly, a scrap or two of arrogance contents some very well.”

Fidgeting, Dagg stood gazing after the king' sretregting train. “1 can’t believe my sire and dam approve
this” heburst out. “I can't believe anyone could!”

One of the Companions on the rise turned to gaze at Dagg. Tek hurriedly shushed him, but fuming till,
the dappled hafgrown ignored her.

“And your father, Tek!” he cried. “ The hedler raised not aword of protest, though plainly he did not
agree”

A second Companion had joined thefirst, their heads together, now conferring.

“Hasour king lost dl resson—7

“Peace; hold your tongue, you young fod!” Saordered suddenly, sharply.

Tek turned, startled. Beside her, Dagg fell sllent, stared in confusion at the grey mare. She had spoken
far louder than necessary. Above them, the two warriors watched. Abruptly, the grey mare wheeled.

“Comewith me,” she commanded crisply, “both of you. I’ ve aword to say regarding how fitly to
comport yoursavesin your loyaty to our king.”

Agtonished, Tek followed asthe king' s dam trotted away from the rise through the throng of dispersing
unicorns. Dagg fell into step at her Side, his expression baffled. As soon asthey were out of earshot of
the king's Companions, Sa halted, turned.

“Pray forgive my shortness, Dagg,” shetold him gently. “ That wasfor show, to save my son's
pack-wolves the pleasure of correcting you. Take heed, for the wind has changed, and if you cannot
scent it yet, youwill.”

Dagg champed histeeth. “ Aye, the wind has changed,” he managed gruffly. “It sinks.”

“Hisgt, lower your voice!” the grey mare cautioned, dropping her own to the merest whisper. “We dare
not speak freely anymore—for some, no doubt, will seek favorsfrom my son by reporting dissent.”

“Since when was dissent a crime among the unicorns?’ Dagg hissed angrily, though taking care now
that hisvoice did not carry. “ Since when was spesking one’ s mind to be feared?”

“Since now,” Tek spat. The vehemencein her words plainly surprised him. “It’ sone of Korr’snew
‘old traditions” *Alma’swill’!”

She snorted, shaking her head. Her breath steamed, rising like dragons' breath. She shifted, wincing,
for her swollen belly pained her. She heard Dagg’ s beside her growl. Shuddering, shelonged for the
wind-sheltered warmth of the grotto she shared with Sa—but she knew they had al best use what scant
daylight remained to forage, ese they would shiver the cold night through, unable to deep for hunger. The
grey mare nodded.

“I fear you areright, Dagg,” she said softly. “ Grief seemsto have stolen my son’ sreason.” All around,
the dispersing unicorns drifted, pae haunts through the ashen snowfdl. Salooked at them. “Clearly, we
have much to do.”

Dagg glanced around him, frowned. “To do?’

The heder’ s daughter snuffed. “We must scout out the rest of the herd, of course,” she answered, “and
uncover our alies”



Dagg shook hishead, till logt. “Allies?” he asked, then abruptly blinked, voice dropping to awhisper,
truly hushed now for thefirg time. “ Defy Korr, you mean? Disobey the king?’

Tek shrugged. “Who knows?’ she murmured. “We cannot know what is possible until we count who
and how many his opposition are.”

“Young warrior,” Sasad tartly, “you seem to forget: my sonisnot the ruler of the unicorns. Ll isour
princess now, though not even she can make or unmake the Law. That isthe Council’ s prerogative.” The
old mare smiled grimly. “1f enough of the herd so demand, the e ders—of whom | am one—might choose
another regent.”

The dappled half-grown let out his breath. Clearly, he had never even considered such athing. Y et that
of which the king's dam had just reminded them wastrue: it was the Council who—quietly,
unobtrusively, year after yesr—made the Law, declared the succession, and invested warleader or regent
with power. If they chose, the elders could rescind that power. Tek’ s own heart thumped. The Council
could depose theking.

“It' ssettled, then,” she said after amoment. “Dagg and | will scout the herd. But—" she added,
glancing awarning in his direction and lifting her chin dightly toward the king' s distant Companions.

The dappled warrior nodded. “We must proceed with the greatest caution, aye.”

“That we mugt,” Saagreed. “But not you, Tek. Y ou must avoid entanglement in thisabovedl.”

Tek started, stared. “How so?’

The grey mare shook her head. “ Dear one,” she said, “did you not mark the way my son looked at
you?”
Bitterly, the hedler’ s daughter laughed. “All the herd marked it.”

Sanodded. “Aye, he has singled you out to hiswolfish *Companions and al the rest. They and others
will be watching you close, and what could be more disastrous for you than to be accused of
subverson?’

“No more dangerous for me than for you,” Tek answered hotly.

Dagg snorted beside her. The snow was fdling thick as mare’ s milk now. Their breath steamed around
them like wafts of burning cloud. “Nay, Tek. Far more dangerousfor you,” Sawas saying. “I anthe
king’'sdam after dl. Do you truly think that even grief-maddened asheis, my own scion would turn me
out into the snow? And Dagg was your mate' s shoulder-companion from earliest colthood. | doubt Korr
would do him serious harm for anything short of open rebellion.”

Again she shook her head.

“But you, my child. Though once Korr gppeared to esteem you, at times even above hisown son, his
fedlingstowards you have greatly changed.”

Stubbornly, the pied mare ducked her head. “I’ll not be warned away,” she said. “I’ll not let the pair of
you charge boldly into wolves' teeth without me dongside.”

Dagg shouldered her gently. Sheleaned againgt him, grateful for his support. The grey mare sighed
ruefully.

“Very well, child, I cannot stop you. But have acare! Inyour present sate, | fear theking'sire can
only increase as the winter months go by.”

Tek shook her head, puzzled yet again by Sa’swords. She sensed the same reaction from Dagg.

Once more she said, “How s0?’

The king' s dam snorted, eyeing the young mare' s gently swollen belly.

“My dear, have you not yet redlized?’ she answered dryly. “You arein fod.”

11.
M oonbrow

Tai-shan savored his new life in the fireewarmed enclosure, well pleased with the layer of winter fat at
last beginning to sheathe hisribs. Whenever the weether held fair, the green-clad daicha accompanied
the dark unicorn to the open yard that he might frisk, leaping and galloping fiercdly.

Y et—maddeningly—he caught not so much asaglimpse of others of hiskind. Gradudly their scent



within the enclosure s vacant compartments grew old.

The chill, dark afternoon was growing late, the daicha just leading him back toward shelter. The
westher had turned much colder than the morn. Ice dicked the squared cobblestones where formerly
puddles had lain. His breath steamed like adragon’ sin the bone-dry air. All at once, Tai-shan pricked
hisears. Abruptly, he hdted. The muffled sound of hooves and far-off whistles reached him.

With an astonished whinny, the dark unicorn wheeled and bolted across the yard toward the sound. He
scarcely heard the dismayed exclamations of the daicha behind him. His own hedlsrang sharply on the
icy stones. The low, cdling whickers grew louder as he ducked down a narrow passage between two
buildings. Emerging, he beheld another, far more spacious yard, unpaved, and surrounded by a barrier of
wooden poles. Beyond milled agroup of unicorns. Tai-shan's heart legpt like a stag.

“Friends,” hecried. “I havefound you at last!”

The othersturned in surprise. They were dl mares, he noted, save for a couple of well-grown fillies,
and al quite small. Their coloring was disconcerting, dull shades of brown mostly, not at dl the hot sunset
reds and skywater blues of the fellows he only dimly remembered. Among these Strangers' subdued,
earthy hues, one mare done stood out. Sender, clean-moving, her coat avivid copper that was full of
fire

“A gdlion!” he heard her whisper.

A companion nodded, murmuring, “Aye, agtalion—here! And mark the color of him.”

“So dark—near black.”

“Heisblack...”

Tai-shan trotted toward them. “I am astranger here,” he caled. “ Can you tell me what place thisis?’

None of the mares replied, though one of thefillies exclaimed, “Look! Upon his brow—"

The coppery mare shushed her. The dark unicorn hated, puzzled. Beyond the wooden poles, the
mares shifted nervoudy, eyeing him with mingled curiosity and darm. Severd seemed on the verge of
bolting. At last, cautioudy, thetall coppery mare started forward. Her companions cavaled and
whickered, caling her back, but she shook them off.

“Who—what art thou?” she demanded of him, seemingly poised between boldness and terror.
“Whence comest thou?’

The dark unicorn blinked. The other’ s odd manner of speech was new to him, softly lilting. Hefound
himsdlf ableto understand it only haphazardly.

“l'am...l ancdled Tai-shan,” he began, aware dl at once that he till could recall no name other than
the one the daicha had given him. “I comefrom...from far away—"

“Moonbrow?’ the young mare interrupted. “Thou art the one our lady hath named M oonbrow?’

Tai-shan frowned. Was such the meaning of his name?“Y ou speak the two-foots tongue?’ he asked.

“Two-footd” the other exclaimed. All a once, she burst out nickering.

“Why do you laugh?’ the dark unicorn asked her.

“Thou calledst our keepers ‘two-foots' !”

“Keepers,” the dark unicorn murmured. Short for firekeepers, doubtless. “Y ou speak their tongue?’

The coppery mare tossed her head. “Nay. No da can managethat. But | reck it some.”

By reck, he guessed she must mean under stand.

“Da,” hesad.“Whatis...?

He choked to a halt suddenly, noticing for the first time what he had missed before: the mare acrossthe
wooden barrier from him was hornless. No proud spird skewer—not even anurding's
hornbud—graced her brow. He hdf-reared, exclaming in surprise, and saw that her fellows behind her

were just the same: foreheads perfectly flat. Their manes stood upright along their necks like the manes of
newbornfods. Likefillies, their chinswere beardless. Stranger till, their tailswere not tufted only &t the
end, but were instead completely covered by long, silky hair. Beneath smooth, unfringed fetlocks, each
hoof wasasingle, solid toe.

“You areno unicorns!” he cried.

“Unicorns?’ The coppery mare cocked her head, pronouncing the word as though it were new to her.

Tai-shan stumbled back from her, staring. “What manner of beasts are you?’



“Daya,” the other said. “1 and my sisters are the sacred daya of Da’ chon.”

He heard footfals behind him and glimpsed the daicha hastening toward him. At the same moment, a
commotion among the mares caused him to turn again. Beyond them, another of their kind was just
entering the enclosed yard through a pivoting pand in the barricade of wooden poles. Thiswasadadlion,
as hornless as the mares. His coat was reddish umber, shanks black below the knee. He wore an odd
kind of adornment about his head, made of fitted links of shining skystuff. A Slver crescent resembling
the daicha’ s spanned his brow. The pair of two-foots accompanying him each grasped along strap
attached to the muzzle of the thing.

“Our lord cometh!” one of thefilliescried.

“Higt, away!” her elder sster urged the coppery mare.

Behind him, Tai-shan heard the daicha draw her bresath in sharply. Catching sight of him, the umber
galion pitched to astop. His two-foot companions hated in seeming confusion. The daicha hastened
forward, caling out to them and waving one forelimb as though urging them to depart. Eyeswide, the
two-foots began tugging at the long straps, but the hornless stallion planted his round hooves, stiff-legged,
refusing to budge. Head up, he stared at Tai-shan. Abruptly, the umber stalion let loose aped of rage.

“What meaneth this? Who dareth to approach my consorts?’

The dark unicorn snorted, confused as much by the others hot and angry tone as by his strange way of
speaking. Before him, the mares screamed and scattered, thundering away toward the opposite end of
the barricaded yard, all save the coppery mare, who cried out to him hastily.

“Peace, my lord. Naught unseemly hath occurred. Thisis Moonbrow, that our lady hath...”

“Moonbrow?’ the other snarled. “The outlander that hath usurped my stal?’

Tai-shan frowned. The meanings of severa of the other’ swords he had to guess at. Outlander must
mean one from outside the two-foots settlement. Perhaps stall referred to the wooden enclosurein
which he now sheltered. Ignoring his escorts, the umber stallion stamped and sidled.

“Wouldst dlam my harem aswe |7’

Tai-shan shook his head. He had no ideawhat a harem might be.

“I seek nothing that isnot my due,” he called across the barricade. “1 long only to learn what place this
Is—’

“A place where thou' It find no welcome, upstart!” the stallion spat, eyes narrowed, hissmal,
untasseled earslaid back. “ Stand off, harlot,” he shouted at the coppery mare. “Thou' rt pledged to me!”

Trembling, the coppery mare began to back away. Once more, the daicha called sharply to her
fellows. They tugged with determination at the straps of the stallion’ s headgear, but he shook them
furioudy off.

“Trespasser!” heflung at the dark unicorn. “Thief!” Tai-shan ramped and sidled for sheer bafflement.
“What ismy trespass?’ hecried. “I assureyou, | anno thief....”

“Dogt challenge me?’ the other shrilled, rearing. “I’ll brook no such outrage!”

With shouts of surprise, histwo-foot companionslost their grip on the strapsas dl at once, the gdlion
charged. Confounded, Tai-shan sprang back.

“Peace, friend,” he exclaimed. “I seek no quarrd....”

“No quarrel!” the other roared. “ Our keepers should have cut thee, not made thee welcome, freak! |
am Firg Sdlion herel”

Hiswords made no senseto Tai-shan. Acrossthe yard, the two-foot escorts cried out in darm asthe
umber stallion thundered toward the dark unicorn. Tai-shan tensed: the wooden barrier between them
was only shoulder high, an easy leap—then abruptly he redlized it was the coppery mare, not he, who
stood directly in the other’ s path. With a startled cry, she scrambled aside—too dowly. The umber
gdlion champed and struck at her savagdly.

“Hie thee back to thy sigters, srumpet!” he snarled. Then to Tai-shan, “Be grateful afence standeth
between us, colt, dseit would beto thee I’ d give this drubbing.”

Cornered againgt the barrier, the coppery mare cried out, unable to dodge. Tai-shan saw blood on her
neck where her assailant’ steeth had found her. She stood on three limbs, favoring one bleeding foreleg.
With a shout, the dark unicorn legpt the barrier and sprang between them, shouldering the umber stallion



away from the coppery mare.

“Leave off!” he shouted. “ She has done you no hurt.” Behind him, he heard cries of amazement. The
place seemed full of two-foots suddenly, running and caling. The daicha’ s voice rose commandingly
abovetherest. At thefar end of the yard, the panicked mares galloped in circles. Green-clad two-foots
ran to contain them. The umber stalion fell back from Tai-shan at first with an astonished look, then
seemed to recover himself. Vicioudy, he lashed and flailed at Tai-shan, who braced and struck back,
griving to hold his ground lest he himsalf be driven back and trapped againgt the barrier.

“Nay, do not defend me, Moonbrow,” the coppery mare gasped, limping painfully out of the umber
ddlion’sreech.

The chon burgt into the yard suddenly. Tai-shan heard him shouting above the tumult, the clatter of
footfals as his purple-plumes rushed forward with their long, pointed staves. Screaming, the flatbrowed
galion lunged and champed Tai-shan on the shoulder, drawing blood. The dark unicorn struck him away
with theflat of hishorn.

“Moonbrow, have done!” the coppery mare called to him urgently. “Thou darest do him no injury. He
issacred to Dai’ chon!”

Tai-shan glimpsed the daicha dashing forward to intercept the charging purple-plumes. She waved her
fordimbs, crying out franticaly to the chon. Taking note of her, apparently for thefirst time, he barked an
order and threw up one of hisown foreimbs. Lowering their staves, the purple-plumes strayed
uncertainly to astop.

Eyesred and wild, the umber stallion whedled and plunged once more at the dark unicorn. Tai-shan
reared and threw himsdlf against the other’ s side, catching him just as he pivoted. The flatbrow's
hindquarters strained, forehooves pawing the air. The dark unicorn lunged, shifting hiswhole weight
forward hard until, hind hooves skidding, his opponent crashed to theicy ground.

"Hold,” the dark unicorn cried, springing to pressthetip of hishorn to the other’ sthroat. “Enough, |
say!”

Eyeswide, thefalen stalion stared up at him. The other's red-rimmed nostrils flared. His breaths came
in panting gasps. He made asiif to scramble away, but Tai-shan pressed his horntip harder.

“Peace,” heingsted. “I sought no quarrd with you, nor did thismare.”

Acrossthe yard, the other mares had quieted. They stood silent, astonished. The two-footsaswell.
Eyes gtill on the umber stalion, Tai-shan stepped back, horn at the ready.

“Beoff,” the dark unicorn snorted. “ And do not think to trouble this mare again while | stand ready in
her defense”

With agroan, the defeated stdlion pitched to his hedls and limped away. His two-foot companions
came forward cautioudy to catch hold of his headgear’ strailing straps. Other two-foots hied the mares
from the enclosed yard through the pivoting panel. They disappeared down a passage between two
buildings. The crestfalen stalion alowed his escortsto lead him after the mares without further protest.
Tai-shan turned back to the coppery mare.

“Areyou hae?" he asked her. “ Did he do you much harm?’

The other gazed on him in seeming wonder. “Naught but a bruise and agash, my lord Moonbrow,” she
murmured. “No more than that.”

Warily, another two-foot edged toward them along the wooden barrier. The young mare snorted.

“Sooth, lord,” she exclaimed, *ye must be winged, to have sporung such a height with such ease—and
from astanding Sart!”

The dark unicorn shook his head, amazed. These hornless daya must be puny jumpersindeed if they
found such low barriers any impediment.

“Tell me,” he asked her, “why did you suffer that other to use you so? No warrior of my race would
have stood for such—"

“Warrior!” theyoung marewhickered. “Lord, | am no warrior, only theleast of the First Stdlion’s
consorts—so new he hath not even claimed meyet. Only the First Stallion iswarrior here, and he hath
reigned four years running, defeating al comers at the autumn sacrifice—yet ye overcamehimina
trice....”



Drawing near, the two-foot clucked. The mare turned meekly, asfrom long habit, and Started to go to
him.

“Wait!” Tai-shan exclamed. “Will | see you—you and your Ssters—agan?’

The coppery mare hung back, seemingly torn between the desire to stay and an obligation to
accompany the two-foot. He clucked again. The coppery mare shrugged.

“If our keepers so will.”

The overcast hung very low and grey. Feathery flakes of snow, the season’ sfirgt, had begun to float
down through the darkening air. Reluctantly, the coppery mare turned to follow her two-foot escort.

“Hold, | beg you!” the dark unicorn cried. “ Tell me your name.”

For amoment, glancing back over her shoulder, the other’ s chestnut eyes met his. She nickered
suddenly, despite the obvious pain of her injured leg.

“Ryhenna, my lord Moonbrow,” she cdled back to him, “that meaneth fire.”

She limped dowly, three-legged, beside her escort toward the opening in the wooden barrier across
the yard. Tai-shan turned to find the daicha deep in debate with the chon. She stood directly before him,
forepaws resting on his upper limbs, which encircled her middle. Purple-plumes surrounded them. The
ruler listened, frowning, seemingly reluctant to accede to whatever it was the daicha wasingsting upon.
The dark unicorn saw him twice shake his head.

In abound, Tai-shan sprang over the wooden barrier again and was surprised once more to hear
exclamations of astonishment from the two-foots. The chon and the daicha both turned, startled.
Tai-shan whickered to the lady and made to approach. The ruler’ s clasp about her tightened protectively.
His purple-plumes tensed. At his sharp command, they raised their pointed staves and hurried to block
the dark unicorn’s path.

Tai-shan hated with a puzzled snort. Turning in the chon’s grasp, the daicha protested. Reaching out
oneforelimb to the dark unicorn, she continued talking to the chon. The two-foot ruler eyed the young
gdlion suspicioudy, but at a cautious nod from him, his purple-plumesfell back, saves till at the ready.
Tai-shan went forward to nuzzle the daicha. She crooned to him and stroked his nose.

Releasing her, the chon laid one forepaw briefly upon her shoulder, then turned and strode away
across the yard in the direction the mares and the stalion had taken. His purple-plumes marched after
him. Dusk had fdlen. The snowfd| was coming down more thickly now. The daicha’s femde
companions arived, carrying firebrands. Tai-shan held himsdlf il as, by their flickering light, the lady ran
her dender forepaws gently over his nicks and bruises. She dabbed them with a pungent salvefrom a
hollow vessdl that was the color of soft river clay but rigid as stone.

The chon returned, striding across the yard once more with his purple-plumes. He bore in one forepaw
the same slvery adornment the umber stadlion had lately worn. The long, trailing straps had been
removed. Itsdipping, crescent browpiece gleamed, flashing in the darting firdlight.

The chon handed his prize to the daicha, who accepted it with adelighted laugh. Curious, the dark
unicorn bent forward to examine the thing more closdly. It smelled of skystuff and bitter oil. Holding it up
in one forepaw, the daicha caressed his muzzle and cheek. Tai-shan had no notion what the purpose of
such an odd device might be, yet he felt not the dightest misgiving as, moments later, the lady of the
firekeepersfastened it securely about his head.

12.
Winterkill
Thefirst weeks of winter had proven arduous. Sa shivered hard, frigid wind gusting her flank. She
moved painfully, limbs aching. Sharp little crysta's of ice seemed to have formed in her joints, making
them ache. In al her many years she could not remember awinter so cold.
The weather worsened by the day. Forage grew steadily scarcer and ever more difficult to uncover
beneath the hard-frozen snow. King' s scouts no longer reported newfound forage to the herd at large.

Korr adone decided who should learn of such. Those who gained hisfavor were led to the spots. those
who earned his displeasure were left to fend for themsalves.



The grey mare clenched her jaw. The shame of it: her son playing favorites when amouthful of withered
grass might mean the difference between starvation and surviva thiswinter! Unicorns were dying now,
herdmembers frozen or starved to desth—nurdings and weanlingsfirg, followed by the oldest stalions
and mares.

Sashook her head grimly as she picked her way over therocky trail, eyesdert for any patch of green
among the constant grey. Next it would be the older, uninitiated fillies and foals. Then the haf-growns.
Findly thewarriorsin their prime. The weather remained too harsh even to permit the proper funera
dancesfor the dead.

The grey mare sinnards rumbled hollowly. She had not eaten since the afternoon before. Hunger had
driven her high up the dopes, far from the congtant wailing in the valey below: mothers discovering their
young dead in the night, warriors stumbling across aged sires and dams too wesek to rise. The Council of
Elders had been devastated: three of its members dready dead, five othersgravely ill.

Korr ordered the herd assembled daily now, holding them for hours, captive to hisrantings. He spun
wild tales of thewill of Alma, who mercifully punished her beloved followersfor their transgressons. It
was all absurd. Exposed to the dements, unable to move about for warmth, the herd listened to their mad
king' stirades under the vigilant eye of his chosen Companions—*wolves,” as many now called them
when out of range of their ever-pricked ears.

Y et others, weak and weary, starving and cold, swalowed down the king' s words as though they were
swest graze. The grey mare snorted, shaking her head. To be sure—standing dumbly rapt took far less
energy than plowing through the cold, pawing hard-packed snow in search of forage, or bresking the
hoof-thick ice of streamsto snatch asip of freezing water, Samused hitterly.

Her vitas growled again. Thinking not of her ownills, but of Tek's, Safelt her brow furrow. Asthe
pied mare s bdly continued to swell, she kept more and more to hersdlf these days, foraging far from
others eyes, wary lest they deduce her condition and bring the newsto Korr. His eye, Sanoted when it
fell upon the healer’ s daughter, remained dark and full of fury still. At Korr’ srallies, Saindgsted that Tek
stand between her and Dagg, in hopes of disguisng the younger mare s burgeoning belly from theking's
watchful gaze. Did he know? Did he guess? She could not tell.

The grey mare' s only consolation wasin noting that her granddaughter Lell was no longer forced to
attend: Ses sinfluence, surely. Silently, Sathanked the flame-colored mare for standing up to her mate.
Korr had stopped referring to the nurding princess amost entirely, no longer calling upon his daughter’s
title asthe source of hisauthority. It wasal Almanow: often it proved impossible to discern if thewill he
spoke of was the goddess s or hisown.

Fortunately, she, Dagg, and Tek had managed to scout out afew others of rebellious mind.
Approaches had to be cautious, much discussion dipped into brief spaces, since the king' swolves
maintained closetally on who associated with whom. To her surprise, many of the old traditiondistswho
had so resisted her grandson’ sinnovations now spoke with longing of the “fair old days’ of Jan’s brief
reign.

And yet—infuriatingly—most of the herd continued meekly to submit to Korr’ styranny. They followed
asin adaze, too weak or ill or spiritlessto turn away. Disgusted, the grey mare snorted and pawed the
frozen earth. Did these poor fools not redize that every waking moment must be devoted to forage if any
wereto survive to see the spring? With or without Council approval and despite the king' s fanatica
personal guard—steps must be taken and soon to quel her son’ sworsening madness, or he would
darvethemal.

A flash of green caught her eye suddenly. Sahalted along the rocky trail. The cliffsdefell avay sheer to
one side of her, more than a dozen stridel engths to the dope below. Not far beneath the drop off, clinging
to the diff, rose atiny spruce, its dender trunk leaning out over open space, its spindly branches tipped
with dark, succulent needles, half adozen mouthfuls at least. The grey mare gazed at the tempting forage,
al thought of Korr's madness and the Vae sdire plight dipping from her mind as her empty gorge
cramped in an agony of hunger.

Cautioudy, she moved to the edge of the precipice and leaned out, nogtrilsflaring to catch the
delicious, resinous savor of the greenery. Her long neck reached scarcely hafway to thelittlefir' s tender



tips. No wonder no unicorn had yet managed to claim this prize! Carefully, sheinched nearer, Sraining.
The pungent scent of pinesap made her dizzy for amoment. Her hooves skidded. She jerked back from
theicy dropoff, tossing her head hard for balance, and managed to catch herself.

Think! She mugt think. How to get at that marvelous food, the first she had encountered since wolfing
down afew old, dried thornberries and the bitter thorn they had hung upon the day before. Not until after
she had finished had she stopped to consider—and redlized she ought to have taken half back for Tek.

She had returned to the grotto that evening to find her grandson’s mate huddled shivering—having
turned up nothing that day. Now, standing at the edge of the precipice, gazing out &t the little spruce, the
older mare steadied her resolve. She would pluck the fir, but she would eat none of it. Not onetwig! Her
belly growled again in protest, but she champed her teeth againgt the grinding pain. Tek’s unborn needed
this nourishment far more than she.

Wind gusted harder, nearly overbalancing her on the treacherousice. Her bones ached. She cavaled
awkwardly to regain her equilibrium. She would need to use the grestest care—but she must get the
branch. A mere scrap in summer, itsfoliage made arare feast in these lean times. Sa.champed her teeth
again, againg the aching gtiffnessin her joints thistime. Once more she gpproached the cliffsde’ sedge
and leaned out.

She reached once, missed, reached again—striving to grasp the branch whereit grew dender enough
to bresk. The thin bough wavered in the wind, amost within range of her teeth. She braced her hooves
and tried again. Thewind whistled, numbingly chill. Theicy stones of the cliffside clicked, cracking with
the cold. The branch bobbed so near shefdlt it brush the whiskers of her nose. She snapped and missed.

The wind soughed, tugging, shoving at her. Thelittle branch nodded and danced. She had it! All at
once, shehad it in teeth. The grey marefdlt arush of triumph as she strained the find infinitesmal distance
to capture the dusive twig. Moisture rushed to her mouth. Scabrous, aromatic bark abraded her tongue.

Then without warning, the icy surface beneath her gave way. Shejerked in surprise, hooves skidding.
The treacherous wind whipped her mane stinging into her eyes. The limber branch tore free of her grasp
and sprang away. Shetried to rear back, scrambling wildly, but could find no purchase on the crumbling
stone. Then she was hurtling headlong through empty space. The hillside below rushed up to meet her.

13.
Ryhenna

Winter degpened. Snow fell dmost daily, piling in great drifts besde the two-foots wooden dwellings
and aong the high timber wall. Now when the daicha led him from the warm enclosure, Tai-shan trotted
at once through the cobbled passage into the wide, unpaved yard where the coppery mare and her
flatbrowed ssters waited. Rather than springing over the barrier of poles as he had done before, he
schooled himsdf to wait until the daicha had swung wide the wooden panel to let him pass.

“Ryhenna” he had cried out joyfully, trotting forward toward her on the day following their first
mesting. A long strip of white falseskin wrapped the young mare' sinjured foreshank.

“Emwe, im chon Tai-shan,” she answered boldly. “ Greetings, my lord M oonbrow.”

Whickering, the dark unicorn shook his head. The silvery adornment felt odd about his muzzle ill, but
he was fast growing accustomed to it. It jingled softly when he moved. “ Speak, | beg you,” he bade
Ryhenna. “Tel me of thisplace”

Their conversation proceeded in fits and starts. Every other sentence, it seemed, he had to ask her to
explain some unfamiliar word or phrase. Thetwo-foots vast settlement, he learned, was called acity,
thiswaled complex housing the chon and hisretinue, apalace. The daya themsaves dwelled in ashdlter
known as a stable. By the time daylight waned and the daicha beckoned him to return with her to his
quarters, the dark unicorn’s head was spinning.

Asthe days passed, he asked Ryhennato teach him as much as she knew of the two-foots' odd,
guttural tongue. Gradually, over the passage of weeks, he began to pick up other phrases on his own:
tash for “no”; homat for “stop”; apnor, “enough”; himay, “stay” or “stand ill.” To hisrue, the daicha
remained as oblivious as before to his clumsy attempts at speech—Hbuit failure only sharpened hisresolve



to persevere. Eventuadly, he vowed, he would make himsdlf understood. Chafing, Tai-shan practiced and
bided histime.

Among theflatbrowsin the yard, it was mostly the coppery mare to whom he spoke. Her ssters
remained unaccountably shy, casting their gazes aside deferently when he spoke. Yet al seemed eager to
gambol and frisk. Though maost were full-grown mares, not one had any more kill a armsthan anurding
filly—but they gladly learned the dances and hoof-sparring games he managed to recall from the haze of
his past, and they taught him their own versions of nip and chase.

Theirs seemed an utterly carefree existence, their every need met by willing two-foots, who appeared
to ask nothing in return. Meanwhile the daya, he noted, followed their keepers lead in everything,
coming promptly when caled, going docilely where directed. Indeed, he did not recall ever glimpsing any
of the daya moving about the pal ace grounds without atwo-foot escort. Truly an odd arrangement.

While nervous of speaking directly to him, Tai-shan noticed, the da mares spoke much of him among
themsalves. One morning he overheard two mares and afilly discussing him when they thought his
attention esewhere. Unobtrusively, the dark unicorn listened.

“Our new lord seemeth afar sunnier consort than our last.”

“Indeed! So even-tempered, so gentle and mannerly.”

“A great onefor sport.”

“Ah, child, but how long ere he tireth of these gambols and seeketh better sport?’

Light, nervous laughter

“Soon, | hope!”

“To besure, child. Giveit but awhit more time—"

“Aye, though wonderfully well-grown, he is avery young salion.”

“And hath lately languished ill.”

“Sooth, hisjumping beareth witness that he recovereth apace!” More nickering.

“That it doth.”

“Patience, Sgters. By my reck, we shdl al stand broody to his stud by spring.”

Tai-shan had not the dightest idea what they could mean. So many of their odd words were unfamiliar
to him gtill. Y et he hestated to ask for an explanation and in so doing reved his eavesdropping: more
often than not when he singled one out, she merely fidgeted like afilly, exclaming, “ Sooth, lord! Ye
honor me too much.”

Only Ryhenna seemed to possess abolder spark, addressing him frequently as “thou,” aterm he
surmised to be for use between equals and friends, rather than the more forma “ye’ her sstersused. His
guestions often sent her into peals of mirth. Exasperated, the dark unicorn gave up trying to scowl, for the
other’ slaughter was infectious and before long, he, too, was nickering. Ryhennatold him al she knew of
the marvelous city beyond the palace gate.

“Our gentle keepers are mighty sorcerers,” she said, punching through the knee-high snow blanketing
the yard. The gtrip of white falseskin wrapping her foreshank had been removed only that morn, though
she had long since ceased to limp. “ The keepers mastery of heavenly fire hath enabled them to build all
thou seest that sheltereth both themsalves and us, their daya.”

Tai-shan trotted beside her. Their white bresth wafted and steamed.

“But where do the daya go in spring, after the snow melts?’ he asked her. Surely once the weather
warmed, her kind must leave this cramped and barren place—perhaps they roamed the grassy dopes
beyond the city until the return of winter snows? Ryhennaturned to him, puzzled.

“Go? My lord Moonbrow, the daya do not go. We remain here under our keepers' care.”

Tai-shan blinked, surprised. “ Always—even in summer?’

The coppery mare nodded. “1n sooth,” she answered proudly. “Our lives here are enviable: fed,
groomed, sheltered, and exercised by the daicha’ s minions. Why should we wish to leave?’

Dumbstruck, the dark unicorn snorted. His breath swirled in the curling mist between them. Acrossthe
yard, Ryhenna s sisters whickered and chased. Tai-shan gazed about him at the walled grounds of the
chon’s palace. A pleasant enough idyll for aseason, he supposed—and far preferable to winter's
privations and killing cold—but after the thaw at equinox? To be shut up atop thishigh, rocky cliff while



all around the open hills greened and fragrant meadows beckoned to be raced across and rolled in?

The coppery mare shook her head.

“Dweling within the chon’s palaceis our privilege as bluebloods, sacred to Da’ chon.”

Dai’ chon. That word again: the one the daicha and her minions had chanted upon the beach before
the sky cinder. The same word both she and the chon had exclamed at first Sght of him. Tai-shan
frowned. He had heard it upon the lips of daya aswell astwo-foots since and never yet asked Ryhenna
what it meant. He was just drawing breath to do so when alook of sadness passed over the coppery
mare sfesatures.

“Others, of course, are not so blessed asmy sistersand |,” she murmured.

“Others?’ Tai-shan forgot al about hisintention to ask Ryhennafor the meaning of theword dai’ chon.
“There are other daya besides you and your kith—do they dwell in the city beyond?’

During the long uphill procession from the bay to the palace crowning the dliffs, the dark unicorn had
caught not so much asaglimpse or awhiff of any four-footed creature bes des himse f—but then, the
crush of two-foots and the confusion of new surroundings had been so great he had been aware of little
beyond the tumult and the shower of dried petals and shavings of aromatic wood. The coppery mare
shrugged.

“They are only commoners, of course. Of no consequence.”

“Commoners?’ Tai-shan pressed, moving nearer. “What arethey?’

Again the coppery mare shrugged, moving off. “Merely common daya—those not sacred to Dai’ chon.”

Before he could question her further, the daicha caled out to him from the wooden barrier’ s gate.
Acrossthe yard, other two-foots clucked to the da mares. Ryhennatrotted obediently toward them. The
dark unicorn stood gazing after her as shejoined her ssters and followed the two-foot escorts from the
yard. Behind him, the daicha cdled again.

That evening, donein hiswarm, straw-bedded stall after the daicha had feasted and groomed him,
Tai-shan reflected on the coppery mare’ swords. Who were these “common” daya? Weretheir lives
different from the pampered comforts enjoyed by himsdf and the sacred bluebloods? In truth, despiteits
luxuries, now that he had regained hisvigor, the unending sameness of life within the confines of the
palace grounds had begun to wear on him.

Almogt dl he knew of the city beyond, he redized, came to him through Ryhenna—yet today she had
hinted that she hersalf had never even ventured beyond the palace gate. Had any of her ssters? Surely
some of them must—yet al save Ryhennaremained too shy to converse with him. The dark unicorn
snorted. His only direct knowledge of the settlement below wasllittle more than a confused and fading
memory. Desire seized him suddenly to explore the two-foots' city of fire and behold with hisown eyes
whaever myseriesit might hold.

14.
Wych'’s child

Tek waded through the drifting snow, her rump to the biting wind. Sahad not yet returned to the
grotto, and with the early dusk not far away, the pied mare grew anxious for her. Tek shivered hungrily
as she picked her way acrossthe dope. Late afternoon was very dark. Stumbling acrossthe grey mare's
body at the foot of a sharp drop took her by surprise. Salay smashed on theicy stones, oneforeleg
splayed, her head and neck twisted at an impossible angle. Tek halted, staring in horror. High up the cliff,
she spotted the place where the other must have lost her footing. A littlefir tree, hardly more than aprig,
grew out of the rock.

Grief overwhemed Tek. The sky above her seemed to spin. She sank down, nuzzled the grey mare' s
body, aready stiff with cold. Wind gusted, heavy with snow. It dragged againgt the cliffside, moaning.
Surely asnowstorm was in the wind. She knew that she must rise, must return soon to the shelter of the
caves. Dusk was fast approaching, and if she were caught by storm, she might never find her way back.
Sowly, with effort, she gathered her cold-numbed limbs and rose. Someone must bear news of Sa's
degth to the king, she realized with agroan. The thought chilled her even more than the wind.



Motion behind her made her start and whedl. Downd ope two of the king's Companions came into
view. They hdted in surprise. Stdlions both, one was dark, midnight blue with apae, slvery mane. He
looked to be of the same generation as Korr. The other, perhaps ayear or two older than Tek, was
middle blue and spattered dl over with eye-sized blots of black.

“It' sTek,” he muttered to hisfdlow, “the Red Mare' s—the wych’ s child—"

The older Companion cut him short. “ Alma sbeard,” he exclaimed. “Look—the king’'sdam, Sal”

Still numb with grief, Tek fell back asthe two stdlions climbed hagtily to stand over the grey mare.

“Dead!” the younger one exclaimed.

The heads of both Companions snapped up. Their glancesflicked to her from the carcass at their fedt.
The dark, midnight blue leveled an accusing gaze at Tek.

“What do you know of this?’ he demanded.

Tek’ smouth felt thick and dry. “I...she must havefdlen.”

“Did you seeit happen?’ the younger, spotted one snapped, advancing uphill.

Tek shook her head. “Nay, I—"

The older gdlion, too, came forward. “Why did you let her climb that dangerous cliff?’

“I wasn't with her—"

The younger gtallion snorted.

“Why not?’ the older, the dark blue, interrupted. “ These dopes are steep.”

“And forbidden to any but king’'s Companions,” his comrade added.

The pied mare blinked. No such proscription had been announced. She backed another step asthe
pair continued to advance. She could barely make them out now for the snow and the gathering dark.
Heads together, the two began conferring in low voices, never taking their eyes off Tek.

“If shewasn't with her, she should have been. Sawas an old mare.”

“It'sacrime not to protect the king’s dam.”

“Crime?’ Tek’sjaw dropped. What new laws were these? The two stalionsignored her.

“Aye, but if she'slying?’ the spattered younger one asked. “What if she was with the mare?’

“What are you saying?’ Tek demanded sharply. The snowy wind moaned. The air was grey and dark.

“Everyone knows you'reawych’'schild,” the midnight blue said. “Y our dam was born beyond the
vde”

“Korr banished her for magicking.”

“My mother livesin the southeast hills by her own choice,” Tek exclaimed. “ She was never banished!”

“ She enchanted Jan the prince when he was no more than aweanling,” the younger stallion insisted.

“To protect him from wyvern sorcery,” Tek snapped, outraged. Her mother, the Red Mare, had ever
used her mysterious arts for the good of the herd.

“Y ou’ re no better than your wych mother,” the older stallion growled. “Y ou seduced our good prince
from the path of Alma.”

“Liar!” Tek burgt out, astonished, stung. How dared the king' slackey spit such filth at her?

“Traitor,” the other stallion continued. *Y ou ran away when the prince was assailed by gryphons,
leaving him to his death.”

“Untrue!” shouted Tek, half choked with wrath.

Her words echoed off the cliff. The king’s Companions tossed their heads, champing. The two of them
continued toward her acrossthe dippery, rocky ground. Tek could do little but retreat up dope. The
narrowed eyes of the spotted Companion glinted a her from their mask.

“Ring breaker—you ran. Everyone knowsit! It's common knowledge.”

“ *Common knowledge' to those who were not therel” She wanted to fly at him and skewer him. She
wanted to trample him underhoof.

“Y ou befriended our king’'sdam,” cut in the other, older unicorn, “that you might share her cave and
et her forage when your own sire cast you out. Her kind heart was her own undoing.”

“What do you mean?’ cried Tek.

The other bared histeeth. “That you lured Sahere, to dangerous cliffs, on the pretext of finding forage.
That you werewith her a her desth and failed to inform the king.”



“Perhaps you caused her death,” the younger guard pressed.

“Never!” gasped Tek. “1 had only just come upon—"

They gave her notimeto finish.

“A cunning tale. The mareis cold. She's been dead hours.”

“I wasn't with her!”

“Theking will decide”

“Comewith us,” hisyounger companion said. “Comewilling, or we' |l compel you.”

Panic gripped Tek. If she went with these two now, she realized, she was as good as dead. They had
theking' s ear, and their groundless accusations would carry far more weight with him than any truth.
Then the king might do whatever he wished. Banish her, even attack her. Who wasto stop him now?
Under the watchful eye of the king’ swolves, the whole herd would stand silent, cowed.

The two gtalions stood waiting. The spotted on€e' s eyes gleamed, gloating. Tek wondered what forage
he expected in exchange for giving her lifeto the king. The dark blue stalion motioned impatiently with his
head.

“Come,” hetold her. “It grows dark, and the sooner thisis dedlt with, the better.”

“The sooner you will feed, you mean,” grated Tek.

A cold rage such as she had never known seized her, displacing fear: it would not be smply her own
lifelogt, sheredized in arush, but that unborn within her aswell.

“You lyingwolves!” she cried. Through the gathering darkness, the risng wind and snow, they were
little more than blursto her. “Those of you who till have your wits, yet willingly follow him areworse
than Korr! | carry thelate prince’ s get in my womb. Therefore harm me at your peril!®

Eyeswide, both stalions studied her midsection uncertainly. “Her belly’ sswollen,” the older blue
murmured.

His companion tossed his head asif to dodge a meddiesome fly. “ Great with hunger—just asours,” he
snorted. “All the mares that concelved thisfal past have miscarried, the weather’ s been so foul and the
forage so dight—her doing. Wych,” he snarled. Then, louder, “Wych!”

He started forward, but the older blue nipped his shoulder to stay him. “List! What if what she saysis
true, that she carriesthe late prince' s heir? That would make her morefitting regent than Korr....”

Hearing him, the pied mare started, appalled suddenly at how hunger and grief had dulled her wits. She
had never once since discovering her pregnancy considered that asthe late prince’ s mate and mother of
his unborn heir, she hersdf held abetter claim to the regency than Korr. The king therefore could only
view her burgeoning belly asathrest, invdidating asit did hisyoung daughter’ s clam and making him, as
Lel’ sregent, into a usurper. For an ingtant, surprise blinded her.

Towhat lengths, Tek wondered starkly, would his chosen Companions go to protect both their
leader’ s—and their own—unfounded authority? All & once, in wild darm, she redlized how rashly she
had spoken. Her words, intended to keep these two at bay, were having the opposite effect. Their
eyes—particularly those of the younger Companion—had grown even more hostile, and though shewas
atrained warrior, young and strong, one of the finest, she knew that, big-bellied now and haf-starved,
she had not the dimmest hope of matching two such strapping opponents. The pair glanced at one
another.

“Shelies. She'sawych,” spat the younger, his spots shifting and shuddering as his skin twitched with
cold. “If shecarriesafod, it can't bethat of our late prince! Y et she'll claim so to the herd—if we let
her. She'll sway them with her liesand turn them againgt the king.”

The other gppeared dubious, but also darmed. Despite the dimming light and thickening snow, Tek
gpotted the thin rim of whitecircdling hiseye.

“What are you saying?’ he whispered.

The younger Companion set histeeth. “ That we settle the matter without troubling the king. She's
clearly guilty of the grey mare’ smurder. And she abandoned the late prince to his degth by
gryphons—that’ s as good as murder.”

His eyes upon the pied mare narrowed. He dropped his voice yet lower ill.

“WE |l say sheresisted, tried to flee when we made to stay her.”



Fury filled Tek. Shefdt reckless, bold.

“Would you kill me?" she spat, coming forward. She snorted, teeth set, anger throttling her. “ Alone on
this hillsde without witnesses to thwart or even question you? Who would be murderersthen?’

The older blue fdl back apace. The spotted Companion champed impatiently, ignoring her.

“Nonsense! None would dare dispute us. We re the king' s chosen Companions, empowered to act in
hisname”

“Then the worst you may do meisbanishment,” growled Tek. “Y ou have heard that sentence from the
mouth of Korr himself!”

Halted now, the older Companion shifted from hoof to hoof, tail switching oneflank, clearly ina
quandary. Hiseyesflicked from hisfdlow to Tek. Angrily, the younger stdlion champed him.

“Coward! Areyou afraid of amare?’

“A wych,” hewhispered. “ A wych, you said.”

“The prince smate,” cried Tek. “Mother of hisheir.”

“Areyou not starving?’ the spotted Companion demanded of his comrade. “ Tell me how much forage
we found today—scarcely amouthful! Think of the feast we Il be shown if we do thisfor theking....”

“Renegade! Lawbreaker,” shouted Tek. “All the herd will know.”

Theolder sdlion sdled, still undecided.

Hisyounger companion hissed, “Korr done need know the truth of it. HE |l thank usfor serving his
interests and sparing him need of dedling publicly with the seducer and betrayer of hisson. Areyou with
me? Then hie”

Nipping his companion hard on the neck, he lunged toward the pied mare, his horn lowered. With a
cry, Tek reared to fend him off. She had the advantage of dightly higher ground but knew her belly would
make her dow. With adeft twist of the head, she caught and deflected the black skewer aimed squarely
at her breast. Hard blows from both forehooves dashed its owner away. He stumbled upon the dippery,
icy rock, skidding downhill.

His comrade, the dark blue, ill cavaed uncertainly. Tek gauged him with aglance and decided he
would not charge. Below, the younger stalion regained hisfooting and was lumbering up dope toward
her again. She lunged, head down, forcing him to dodge—clumsily, because of the dope. Their horns
clashed and grated. She grazed him aong the neck and leaned into the thrust. Blood spattered.
Ferocioudy, Tek parried his stabs, jabbing and dicing.

How long can | sustain such a pace? shewondered wildly. Summer last, sleek and well-fed,
unburdened by pregnancy, | could have sparred all day and never lost my wind.

Already her breaths came painfully short, seaming white cloudson the air. Her lant grunted and
heaved, hard-pressed to hold hisfooting on the steep hillsde, unable to fight hisway up dope past her.
Twice more her forehooves drove him back. Abruptly, he backed off, eyesblazing. Tek dared not
follow, afraid to put his comrade behind her lest, despite his earlier hesitation, he moveto attack at last.
Panting, the pied mare held her ground.

All at once, the spotted stallion charged again and tried to bull hisway past her. Head ducked,
shouldering at her, he strove to knock her off her feet. Tek lunged, her forelegs bent, knees pressed
againgt his heavy shoulder. Hind legslocked, heleaned uphill, fighting to keep from overbaancing.
Desperately, the pied mare braced her own hocks and shoved with al her might.

Shefdt him topple. With ascream, he crashed onto his side, rolling and tumbling away down the
ice-dicked dope. He managed to right himsalf—yet siill he plunged, limbsfolded, unableto dow his
hurtling descent. At lagt, at the distant tredline, he dammed to ahalt. Tek watched, full of wrath lill,
gasping for breath. She hoped al hislimbs were broken. She hoped he never rose.

A snort and movement to one side of her made her whirl. The other’ s comrade was coming forward.
Hadtily she scrambled back, readied herself for another clash—then redlized he had no wish to engage
her, only to peer over the steep dope' s edge to where hisfellow now lay, struggling weskly. The older
gdlion stared along moment at the writhing form far below before returning his gaze to Tek, hiseyes
glassy.

“Wych,” hewhispered. “Y ou truly areawych! No marein foa could overcome agdlion infull



prime....”

She stood panting hoarsaly, desperate for breath. Had she allowed him even amoment to consider, he
surely would have seen how close to spent she was. She doubted herself capable of another such
frenzied effort as had dlowed her to overcome her first, rashly foolish assailant.

“Would you be the next?’ she demanded. The blue stdlion flinched. Her voice seemed thunderous.
“Make but one moveto harm thelife |l carry, and I'll pitch you over the Sde aseasily as| did your
comrade.”

A faint whinny came from far down the dope, weak and strangled with pain. The blue glanced toward
hisinjured companion, then warily back a Tek. The snowfal had become smotheringly heavy, thewind
risng even higher and morefierce. Wasit dusk yet? The pied mare shook her head, dizzy with panting.
The afternoon had grown so dark she could not tell the hour. The dark blue unicorn glared at her, then
with achamp of helpless fury, turned and started picking hisway cautioudy down the steep, dippery
hillside toward the younger stdlion below.

“Flee while you may, wych,” he spat at her. “1 must see to my comrade. But be warned, the king will
send my fellowsto hunt you down.”

Grey snow whipped between them in the dusky air, and for amoment Tek half expected him to change
his mind, come charging back up the dope. Shelet no trace of fear show in her eye, making herself
breathe dow and deep. The other’ sinjured felow whinnied again. Angrily, he turned from her and
continued gingerly down. Weak with relief, Tek wheeled in the opposite direction and fled.

15.
City of Fire

Tai-shan shook himsdlf full awake with astart. The warm enclosure was very ill. Shadows danted
steep around him. All the lamps had been doused hours ago. Since resolving the evening before to
explore thetwo-foots city of fire, he had little more than dozed the long, dow night through. He leaned
to tug with histeeth at the peg fastening the gate of hisstal, swung it open with anudge.

He trotted down the aid e between empty stals. The wide wooden closure of the shelter’ s egress stood
ga. A thin mewl of protest sang from its hinges as the dark unicorn shouldered through. The courtyard
outside lay deserted in the predawn darkness. A near-full moon hung low in the sky, barely topping the
timber wall.

Tai-shan galoped hard, hooves ringing hollow on the frozen cobbles. He sprang and cleared thewall,
clipped one hind hed painfully on the rough upper edge. Too long he had been lazing, feeding over-well
in the palace of the chon. Time to be done with that! Coming down on the other sde of the wall, he
shook himsdlf, full of energy. Hisbreath steamed, curling inthe frosty air. Thelayer of fat beneeth his pelt
kept out the cold. The stone-paved path doping away from him lay empty and snow-covered, ghostly
white. Hetrotted toward adistant glimmer of firdight.

Through asmal, square opening in thewall of one of the wooden dwellings lining the cobbled way, he
glimpsed afirdit room. The heat of the place wasfierce. Two-foots bustled about, their falseskinsfolded
back to reved fordimbs coated in afine, white dust. The stoutest punched at a substance resembling pae
mud while her assstants plopped pawfuls of the stuff onto dustcovered flats. They pressed berries and
nuts into each gooey pat before thrugting the flatsinto small stone chambersthat were full of fire,

A savor of honey, oil, and grain pervaded the air. Tai-shan watched, fascinated, as the soft blobs
sighed and expanded, then dried, hardened, and began to turn brown. The dark unicorn’s jaw dropped.
What lay forming in the heated vaults were honey nutpods! Asthe two-footsretrieved the flats from the
firechambers, Tai-shan shied away from the holein the wall, his sensesredling. These two-foots created
their own provender by means of fire! He would never have guessed such athing to be possible.

Once more, he trotted down the cobbled path. Lamplight bled through a crack between wooden
panels covering one of the square wall-openings in another shelter he passed. Halting, the dark unicorn
nosed at the shutter, eased it back and peered cautioudly through. A pair of two-foots knelt in the
chamber within. The elder, abearded male, kneaded a pae, doughy substance resembling the grain



paste, but grey instead of white. It smelled likeriver silt.

Carefully, the eder mae smoothed the silt into the shape of ahollow vessdl. The dark unicorn had seen
the two-foots stone jars used to store unguents, oil, and drink—but what possible use, he wondered,
could exigt for ajar made of mud, too soft to hold even its own shape for long?

Besde the bearded made, his assstant, a smooth-cheeked hafgrown, stood bundling himsdlf into a
thick falseskin. Carefully, hiselder handed him the wet mud jar, and the haf-grown ducked with it
through an egressto the outside. Tai-shan let the wooden shutter swing softly shut. He trotted to the edge
of the building and peered around.

The young half-grown stood in asmall yard before aconical structure of stone. Hest rippled the air
above. Another firechamber, the dark unicorn guessed. The young two-foot opened a port in the
chamber’ s side, placed the soft vessel of mud within and dammed the port. More vessels stood
aongside the chamber, Tai-shan noticed. Stamping hisfeet againgt the cold, the halfgrown bent to catch
up apair, then turned and hastened back toward shelter. The jars clinked solidly against one another as
he did so, the sound sharply musical.

Once again the dark unicorn’s mind raced. Had these hard vessels aready been in the chamber of fire?
Had flame somehow transformed the yielding clay asit had the grain paste? Were the firechambers
themselves—indeed, the very streets of the two-foots' city—made of stone at al, or of blocks of
heet-hardened clay? Tai-shan shook his head, marveling at the vast and complicated city around him.
Had fire been thetool to createit al?

The sky above him was lightening, the moon nearly down. Strange tracks in the snow beside him
caught the dark unicorn’s eye. One set was clearly that of a da, the other, that of atwo-foot. But two
deep, narrow ruts scored the snow aongside, one on either side of the paired tracks. Tai-shan cocked
his head. Frowning, he studied the parallel grooves, unable to make out what could have made them.

Dawn came swiftly. The stars above paled and began to fade. The dark unicorn followed the strange
tracks as they turned off the main thoroughfare onto a narrow, winding side-path. His ears pricked to the
sound of foot-traffic somewhere nearby. Rounding a curve, he found himsalf in agreat open space,
crowded with stals. Stacks of painted tile and heaps of sweet hay, bolts of brilliant falseskin and fat
brown sacks of grain, rows of fire-clay vessels and strings of pungent, edible bulbsfilled the air with
richly varied scents. Tai-shan’ s nogtrils flared. Before him, two-foots milled, the odd tracks he had been
following obliterated benesth their trampling hedls.

Intent upon their own tasks, the two-foots spared scarcely a glance for the dark unicorn. Wandering
gpeechless between the stalls, he beheld atwo-foot mae, flushed and swegting over ared-hot rod of
skystuff. With aheavy implement, the two-foot pounded the rod, reshaping it into aflattened skewer.
The dark unicorn beheld other wonders, al engendered by fire: fresh herbs withered and preserved by
parching on heated stones, brittle honeycomb softened and fashioned into burning tapers, muddied
faseskins stirred clean in steaming cauldrons, and stinking, bubbling vatsin which pae hanks of seed
fibers stegped to vivid shades of vermilion, golden, bronze-green, and midnight blue.

The sun broke over the hills. More and more two-foots crowded into the square, surveying the
contents of the stdls and conversing with their overseers. Goods and little disks of silvery skystuff
changed hands. An oddly familiar scent reached the dark unicorn. Smoky and swest, it clung to his
nostrils. Turning, hunting it, he nearly sumbled over avery old two-foot who crouched upon a patterned
fal seskin spread upon the paving stones. Baskets of spicewood shavings and dried flower petas
surrounded her, and figurines of blackened skystuff.

Tai-shan recognized their form: the body of atwo-foot with the incongruous, flatbrowed head of a da.
Fragrant smoke rose from the red-rimmed nostrils. A crescent moon blazoned the breast of each figure,
most of which stood fiercely poised, brandishing in one forepaw along, flattened skewer and in the other
atuft-ended vine. Tai-shan noticed, however, that afew of the figures were different. The skewer had
become a horn upon the da head’ s brow, the vine aunicorn’ stail sprouting from the base of the two-foot
torso’ s back. The crescent moon-shape appeared not upon the chests of these different figurines, but
upon their brows.

Sdlecting acurl of spicewood from one of the baskets, the elderly two-foot cupped it in one forepaw



and struck adiver of skystuff against astone. Sparks flew up, bright asfireflies. The dark unicorn stared,
incredulous, as the spicewood curl began to burn, sending up afragrant, smoky plume. The two-foot
unfastened a hinge in the belly of the unicorn-headed figure before her and thrust the crackling curl inside.
Smoke rose through the figure’ s nodrils.

Tai-shan stood dumbstruck, staring. The two-foots could make fire! For al hishosts mastery of the
sorcerous stuff, it had never once occurred to him that they held the secret of its creation. Fire wasthe
greatest mystery his people knew: it glanced through storm-tossed heavens; its substance formed the
sacred sun and stars. Generations of unicorns lived and died without ever glimpsing an earthly flame. Yet
these two-foots could summon such at will. Tai-shan stood trembling—for it was apower he knew his
kind could never share. Lacking nimble forepaws, no hoofed creature such as himself could even hopeto
manipul ate skystuff and flint into striking a spark. No unicorn could ever kindlefire.

“Dai’chon!” The exclamation brought Tai-shan back to the wintry square. The two-foot firesmith had
caught sight of him. Her eyes widened. She arted up. “Dai’ chon!”

“Emwe,” Tai-shan replied hdtingly, pronouncing the difficult inflectionswith the grestest care. He
bowed courteoudy. “Emweki Tai-shan.”

Greetings from Moonbrow—with Ryhenna s help, he had deciphered enough of the two-foots tongue
to attempt asmple phrase. Fervently, he hoped he had spoken clearly. A rush of triumph overtook him
as he saw comprehension light the other’ s eyes. Dropping her flint and the diver of skystuff, she sank to
her knees, pressing her forehead to the patterned fal seskin. Tai-shan frowned, puzzled by her response.
Muffled sounds came from the e derly two-foot, like moans.

“Pdla Pdl'!” Look, behold. He heard gasps dl around him suddenly, shouts of dismay and cries of
what sounded at first to be hisname. Y et when he pricked his ears, he discovered that many of the
two-footswere calling out “ Dai’ chon” instead of “ Tai-shan.”

That baffled him. He had no idea still what the word could mean.

“Emwe!” he cried out boldly as two-foots began to cluster around him. “ Tai-shan nau shopuchal”
Moonbrow greets you. To hiscongternation, many fell back at the sound of hisvoice and, likethe old
female, crumpled to the ground. Were they so surprised to hear him speak? Others, by contrast, pressed
forward eagerly, forelimbs extended asto caress him. The dark unicorn sidled.

“Tash,” he cried out quickly. “Homat!“ No, stop.

Mercifully, they seemed to understand. Others were sinking to their knees now. An onlooker tossed
one of thetiny disks of slvery skystuff at him. It clattered onto the cobbles near his hooves. Tai-shan
danced away, half shying in surprise. More disks of skystuff followed, dong with bits of spicewood,
dried flower petds, berries, and nuts.

“Homat!” the dark unicorn cried again: stop. “Apnor!” Enough. Ingantly, the shower of offerings
ceased. The dark unicorn cavaled. Before him, two-foots melted back, allowing him passage. Almost all
had fallen to their knees by thistime. The rest stood gaping. Tai-shan bowed hislong neck to them all
and hurried on. None followed. Relieved, Tai-shan dipped through the crowd. The possibility of
admirers svarming after him, pelting him with gifts, made his skin twitch.

Dodging around agtdl, he nearly collided with a da standing before a massive wooden bin heaped with
tubers. They smelled musty of starch and earth. A webbing of vineslashed the da to the bin, which
creaked and swayed atop apair of great wooden disks caked with muddy snow. The dark unicorn
stared. Dragging such a strange contraption, Tai-shan wondered, could this da—or another smilarly
burdened—have cut the odd ruts which had first led him to the square?

“Dai’ chon!” the da exclaimed, faling back with astart. “ Greet lord, yewak among us. Soiit istrue. At
last. At last!”

Dull brown like other daya, this da |ooked much thinner and shabbier than the bluebloods he had met
in the palace of the chon. Odd marks crisscrossed the deeply swayed back, and one skinny flank bore a
crescent-shaped scar. The da’s posture, formerly weary and dumped, changed to joyous cavaing asthe
scrawny neck bowed reverently.

“Nay, friend,” the dark unicorn answered. “I am caled Tai-shan.”

Still bowed, the other exclaimed, “Ah, lord, by whatever name ye choose, your faithful know you a a



glance”

As Tai-shan shook his head, the daicha’ s adornment rattled loosdly about hisface. The da beforehim
wore asmilar device, the dark unicorn noted, one fashioned of brown strips of hide, not links of
burnished skystuff.

“I am astranger to thisplace,” Tai-shan told the other. “Tel me, what isthis great burden you drag?’

The other whickered. “ Truth, it isnothing, Lord. | haul it gladly, in your name.”

“What isit that you haul?’ Tai-shan asked, scarcely following the other’ sreply.

The da shrugged humbly. “Whatever my keepers put in the cart: firewood, grain sacks, jars of ail.
Bolts of fabric. Foodstuff. Dung.”

“Why isthat?’ the dark unicorn perssted. The point of such labor escaped him.

“Our keepers have need of such goods,” the other told him. “We daya cart for them.”

Tai-shan frowned, eyeing the chafed spots on the other’ s raw bones where the vines had rubbed. The
cart looked heavy. Amid the myriad clashing odors of goods and two-foots al about, he caught scent of
the da before him at last, awarm, musty aromaclose to that of unicorns. Y et though clearly older than
halfgrown and not past prime, the flatbrow had the air of neither stallion nor mare: genderlessasa
beardless newborn or the very, very old.

“Of course, my lord,” the other was murmuring, “the burdens of gelded commoners need not concern
you, dwelling so far above usasye do, Firgt Stalion to your own sacred brood maresin the stable of
the chon...”

Tai-shan’ sfrown deepened. Many of the other’ s phrases were new to him.

“Gelded?’ he asked. The word had an ugly ring.

The flatbrow’ s head cocked, as though the explanation were self-evident. “Filliesand foalsare born in
equal numbers, my lord, as ye know—~but only the finest colts become breeding stallions.” He sighed.
“Asfor the rest, we are made geldings.”

Once more the dark unicorn shook his head, still not following.

“These...thesegeldings,” hesaid. “Y ou get no young?’

The other glanced sadly away. “Nay. Welose dl interest in the mares after the priests cut us”

Tai-shan fell back astep, garing. “Cut you?’ he sammered. “ Cut you?’

The one before him nodded. “ Aye, underneath. Back between the legs. Then they mark us upon the
flank with fire. Thuswe are gelded and given the brand. Then our servitude begins.”

The dark unicorn snorted, gagging. His nogtrilsfilled with the imagined screams of mutilated foas. His
sensesreded. Could such ashameful thing be true?

“But why?" he demanded hoarsdly. “Y our claim makes no sense—why maim innocent colts?’

The gelding da stared back at him, plainly alarmed and baffled by the dark unicorn’ s response. * Such
isthegeldings’ lot, my lord, just as mares are for brood and stallionsfor stud—by your own decree! Itis
thewill of Da’ chon.”

Appdled, Tai-shan backed away from the gelded da. What wasthisinferna dai’ chon withwhich
daya and two-foots dike seemed to have associated him? No, he would not believe aword the other
sald—it went againg his every impression of the gentle daicha and her folk. The flatbrow’ s words could
be no other than acrud jest, ahaunt’ stale to play upon astranger’ signorance—and yet before him
loomed the heavily loaded cart, the crescent scar upon the strangers flank, that odd, blank odor of
genderlessness.

Shouts from behind distracted his attention. The dark unicorn whirled. The crowd of two-foots he had
fled only moments before had followed after al. Tai-shan sprang away into the hustling, jostling press. He
wanted only to find hisway out of the crowded square and be gone from this place. He had gotten no
more than a dozen paces before eager followers closed around him from al sides, most falling to their
knees as before.

“Tai-shan!” some of them called out, and others echoed, “Dai’ chon!”

The two words, so smilar in sound, durred and blended together. The dark unicorn ramped and
sdled. Surrounded by knedling two-foots, Tai-shan could find no opening through which to flee. All at
once, screams and shouts of alarm arose from the back of the throng. Violet-plumed two-foots



shouldered through the crowd, shoving their knedling fellows roughly aside with long, sharp-tipped
daves.

Scrambling to their feet, many fled, but others only fell back afew paces, staring sullenly, asthe
purple-plumes cleared a path from the edge of the square. Beyond, a broad thoroughfare climbed
toward the chon’s palace, visble on the hillcrest above. Down this avenue, a dlittering raft approached,
mounted on poles and borne upon the shoulders of eight brawny two-foots. Atop the platform sat the
chon, resplendent in falseskins of purple and gold. He glared at the crowd.

A heavy cart stood stalled directly in his path. Laden with blocks of fire-baked clay, it canted to one
sde, one of its wooden disks caught between two paving stones. The chon gestured impatiently, and
purple-plumeswidding flails sprang forward, striking both at the pair of daya hitched to the cart and at
their two-foot escort aswell. The crowd cried out in protest. Many surged forward, but purple-plumes
with staves held them back. Eyesrolling, the gelded daya strained mightily, but were unable to heave the
trapped cart free.

“Homat! Homat!” Stop, Tai-shan cried—but hiswordswerelost in the hubbub of the crowd. Lesping
past the armed purple-plumes, he lent his own strength to that of the frightened daya as, shouldering the
cart from behind, hefdt it lurch free and roll ponderoudy out of the chon’s path. The crowd surged and
began to cheer.

“Tal-shan! Dai’ chon!”

At asharp order from the chon, the purple-plumeswith flails turned them on the crowd. Others, ill
clearing the chon’ s path, shoved and struck their fellows with such violence that some at the front of the
press were knocked to the ground. The dark unicorn fell back in consternation as the purple-plumes
crested sufficient space for the chon’ s conveyance to be set upon the ground.

“Asolet!” roared the purple-plumes. “Asolet!” Slence.

The crowd quieted as the chon rose and stepped from the raft.

Brow furrowed, forelimbs folded across his chest, he stared at Tai-shan. The dark unicorn sensed the
other wished to approach, for he shifted from foot to foot, his bearded chin thrust forward, mouth set.
Murmuring, the crowd watched. Tai-shan bowed his neck to the two-foot ruler.

“Forgive me, chon of thetwo-foots,” he began in his own tongue. His store of words from hishosts
odd, clicking language was till far too dender for him to attempt it now. “1 see my absence from the
palace hastroubled you....”

Stll the other hesitated, eyeing him warily and without comprehension—indeed amogt, the dark
unicorn thought uneasily, as though he had not spoken at dl. The two-foot ruler approached him
cautioudy. He made loud clucking sounds. His manner seemed both determined and afraid.

“Bim,” he growled, dowly and clearly, asthough addressing awordless nurding or a haf-wit. “Bim,
Ta-shan!”

Frowning, Tai-shan held his ground. What was the other saying to him? Though the two-foot made no
move to touch the dark unicorn, clearly he wanted Tai-shan to do something. Come, perhaps? Return to
the palace, most likely. The young stalion took afew stepsin that direction. Both the chon and his
purple-plumes holding back the shifting crowd sighed in obviousrelief.

“I beg you to pardon the commotion my presence here has caused,” Tai-shan offered. “1 had no
notion....”

The chon ignored him, aready climbing back onto his conveyance. The brawny bearers crouched to
lift it, when shouts halted them. Tai-shan turned to see severd purple-plumes striding from the crowd into
the open space before the chon. One dragged an dderly femae roughly by one fordimb. Another two
carried aheavy bundle between them. Thisthey tossed with a clash onto the cobbles. Figurines of
blackened skystuff spilled from the patterned fal seskin. The dark unicorn recognized the old firemaker
suddenly, dong with her wares.

One of the purple-plumes knelt before the chon, spesking urgently. The ruler’ sfrown deepened as his
eyesturned briefly to Tai-shan before coming to rest on the tangled heap of figurines. He barked an
order, and aknedling two-foot snatched one of the figuresfrom the pile, held it up before hisruler’ s gaze.
Thiswas one such as the dark unicorn had seen in the past: ahornless da’s head atop atwo-foot’s



frame, skewer and frayed vine grasped in the forepaws, crescent moonshape upon the breast.

Next, the knedling purple-plume lifted one of the newer kind, the sort of figurine Tai-shan had not seen
before today, with its unicorn’s head and tail, moon blaze upon the brow. The chon’s eyeswidened. He
snatched the new figurine from the knedling purple-plumes and stared first &t it, then at Tai-shan. Witha
cough of rage, the chon hurled the unicorn-headed figure onto the cobbles. Shoving hisknegling minion
asde, he pulled other, smilar figures from the hegp. These, too, after abrief ingpection, he cast downin
disgud.

Murmurs ran through the crowd. The chon growled another order, and the elderly female was dragged
before him. Uttering horrified cries, she collapsed a hisfeet, hiding her face with her forepaws.
Brandishing one of the unicorn-headed figures, the chon stood over her, shouting. Tai-shan stared in
astonishment, unable to follow the other’ stirade.

Onlookers shifted, rumbling, trying to push past the purple-plumes pointed staves asthe chon grasped
the old femae' sfal seskin and dragged her upright. She wailed and cowered. Impatiently, he shook her,
asthough demanding some reply. At her timid shriek, he flung her to the pavement once more. Outrage
flared in the dark unicorn’s breast. Did these two-foots bear no respect for their elders? Wastheir leader
allowed to abuse his people so?

“Tash! Apnor!” No, enough, he cried. “Homat!” Sop.

But the chon did not so much asturn his head. Once more, Tai-shan knew, the tumult of the milling,
agitated throng had drowned out his voice. Desperately, he clattered across the cobbles to stand
between the angry chon and the cowering firesmith. Another cheer rose from the crowd.

“Dedgt, | begyou,” the dark unicorn exclaimed. “How has this old one offended you?’

Eyeswide, the two-foot ruler fell back before Tai-shan—and the dark unicorn realized he had spoken
in hisown tongue, not the chon’s. Clearly, the other could not understand hiswords. Behind Tai-shan,
the aged female wailed and wrung her forepaws. Gently, the dark unicorn bent to touch the old firesmith,
hoping to reassure her—but with a shriek, she shrank away, lurched to her feet and, ducking under a
purple-plume’ s saff, disappeared into the crowd. More cheering. The astonished look upon the face of
the chon changed rapidly to one of fury. His purple-plumesleaned againgt the surging, cheering throng,
which had begun to chant dternately “ Tai-shan!” and “ Dai’ chon!”

The chon roared orders, and purple-plumes dashed forward to surround the dark unicorn, their
pointed staves braced and ready. Tai-shan wheeled to Stare at them as shrieks of darm and angry shouts
rose from the crowd.

“Tash! *Omat!” the dark unicorn shouted at the chon through the desfening noise. “ Cdl off your
minions. | meanyou no harm....”

Ta-shan’ s skin twitched as something brushed his near flank. A smilar sensation dithered about his
throat. Vines! At the chon’s command, the purple-plumes were casting vinesto ensnare him. With a
whinny of disbelief, the dark unicorn reared. He kicked desperately at the two-foot holding the vine that
encircled hishind hedl. The kick knocked the other to the ground. The vine dackened. Tai-shan danced,
and the crud pressure againgt his pastern eased.

All at once, his head was jerked violently around. Three purple-plumes gripped the free end of the vine
about his neck, using their combined weight to anchor him while another pair flung a second vine about
histhroat. It tightened suddenly, throttling him. Choking, unable to breathe, the dark unicorn lunged at the
three purple-plumes nearest him. Two dropped their vine and managed to dodge, but the third, dower
than hisfdlows, suffered adash acrosstheribs. With ayell, he sprinted away, clutching his bleeding sde.

Tai-shan shook his head vigoroudly, trying to dacken the remaining vine. He needed air! The
purple-plumed pair held on, hauling on the vine to keep it taut. The dark unicorn ducked and lunged at
them. They dodged. Others darted near and tossed another noose. Tai-shan reared, flailing, to keep
them back. His limbs were growing numb. Coming down on al fours again, he staggered.

The crowd heaved, thundering wildly. The dark unicorn saw, but could not hear, the chon belowing
ordersto hisminions. One of the purple-plumes strode toward Tai-shan with forelimb cocked, his
sharp-tipped saff held level with hisear. Shouts and shrill criesfrom the crowd al around. The dark
unicorn reglized dimly that the chon’s advancing minion meant to hurl the pointed staff at him. Black



spots wandered across hisvison. Weakly, he shied as the purple-plume s forelimb tensed.

A shout from across the square hdted the two-foot in histracks. Whirling, he lowered his staff. The
chon and the others aso turned. The crowd began to stamp and cheer. Tai-shan spun unsteadily to
behold the daicha hastening down the cleared path, flanked by her own, smaler company of
green-plumes. Though they bore no staves, dung from the middle of each dangled aflattened skewer.

For a sickening moment, the dark unicorn thought the two armed groups would clash—but then the
daicha signaed her own followersto a hat while she hastened on aone, her expression one of outrage
and fear. Straining for bregth, Tai-shan stumbled toward her drunkenly. The throng was ranting,
screaming now, the chon continued to roar. The dark unicorn felt hislimbs buckle, his knees strike the
paving stones as the daicha wrenched the till-taut vine from the purple-plumes’ grasp.

Asfrom agrest distance, Tai-shan heard her frantic cries, fet her nimble digits clawing &t the vines
cutting into histhroat. He tried to speak, but could get no air. The world had grown very ill and dark.
All around him, the frenzied noise of the crowd diminished to awhisper. “Dal’ chon! Tai-shan!” werethe
last sounds he heard.

16.
Swift Running

Dusk had fallen by the time she reached the Vae. The degp snow and heavy cloud-cover, which had
seemed so dark by day, now faintly glowed in a shadowy haf-light that was brighter than true night:
enough to find her way by, barely. Wind and snow continued to blow. Heaving, half-frozen, Tek
sumbled into her father’ s cave, nearly trampling agrey roan filly lounging just within the narrow
entryway. The hedler himself lay at the back of the crowded little cave, surrounded by his other acolytes,
half adozenfilliesand fodswell past weaning but too young yet to be caled haf-grown. The young ones
looked up in surprise as the black-and-white stallion broke off the lay he had been reciting. Tek
recognized it from even such abrief snatch: “The Mare of the World.”

“Daughter,” he exclaimed. “Is someoneill? Wind outside will be ablizzard soon.”

The pied mare shook her head. The sudden warmth of the grotto’s small, close space unbaanced her.
She swayed where she stood.

“Saisdead,” she panted. “Fell...on the dopes. | found her. Two of the king's Companions say |
murdered her.”

Teki pitched to hishooves. His acolytes scattered. The pied mare sdled in agitation.

“They know | aminfod.”

The heder'seyeswidened. “Higt,” he said over his shoulder to one of thefillies, “keep watch and let
me know &t onceif you see king’s Companions or any other.”

Tek’ seyes sought his, searching hisface as he came forward to stand breast to breast with her. His
nearness warmed and steadied her.

“Now tell me, daughter,” he continued, “ did any see you come into the cave?’

The pied mare shook her head.

“Good. Snowdrift will soon cover your tracks.”

Champing, the hedler ducked his head, deep in thought. Expressions curious and dert, five of his
acolytes stood huddled to one side: three reds and two blues, the grey once more posted at the
entryway.

“Mark you,” heingtructed them dl. “What now befals must remain our secret. Breathe no word of it,
not to your sires and dams, not to anyone. We never saw Tek this night. She did not come here. Y ou
understand?’

Solemnly, the acolytes nodded. Standing so near him, Tek noted all at once how small the hedler was.
More dight than most unicorns, Teki’svaueto the herd had dwayslain in hisknowledge of herberaft
and lore rather than prowess in battle. What the pied mare had not fully redlized before now was that she
stood taler at the shoulder than he. Being longer both of rib and shank, her robust, lank-limbed frame
was of dtogether adifferent sort than his.



How odd, she mused, her thoughts careening wildly. Unicorn colts dmost dways resembled their Sres
more than their dams, not only in the color of their coats, but in size and build aswell. Y &, though pied
like the hedler, her colors did not precisely match his, being rose and black, not white and black. And
though they had always gotten on famoudy from the day her dam had lft her in the hedler’ s care, their
temperaments, too, were dissmilar: Tek’s passionate and bold, Teki’s contemplative. Indeed, it struck
her now that were astranger to view them at this moment, sde to side, surely that one would never guess
them to be scion and Sire.

Srange, shemulled. | never noticed this before.

“Y ou must flee, daughter,” Teki was saying, glancing up. “Nowherein the Vaeis safefor you now.
Andthisisthefirg placethe king’ swolveswill come sniffing when they find SA s grotto empty.”

The pied marefelt her skin grow cold. Teki called aname, and the grey filly at the entryway pricked
her ears.

“Go at onceto the cave of Leerah and Tas. Fetch their son here as quick as may be. But mark you!”
he called asthefilly wheeled. “ Do not say why | need him. Be certain Leerah and Tas know nothing of
Tek’ s presence here. Though Dagg isour dly, his sire and dam remain loyal to the king. Do you heed?’

Hadtily, thefilly nodded and dashed off. A bluefoa stepped to take her place at the entryway.
Gravely, the hedler shook his head.

“Hee?’ Tek pressed him. “Father, wheream | to go? The king' swolveswill hunt me down even on the
far ade of the Vde. If | hide on the shelterless outer dopes, | will freeze. The Pan Woods beyond are full
of vicious, hungry goatlings, and the Great Grass Plain too distant to even hopefor....”

Her bregth ran out, her agitation risng. The Vae was her home, the children-of-the-moon her people.
She could never live content in the solitude beyond the Vae as her mother did beyond the reach of the
Ring of Law asthe Plainsdwelers did. If shefled now, she would be declared arenegade and barred
forever from return. Jan’s heir could never inherit.

“Come, daughter.” The heder turned and herded his acolyte away from the rear of the cave. “Eat of
thisherb. It will fortify you againgt exertion and the cold.”

Tek stared & the little clump of withered leaves drying on the low ledge bordering the grotto’swall,
each three-lobed leaf nipped to aspiky point. The musky, bitter scent wrinkled her nose. Her skin grew
taut, for she recognized the grey-green clump: an herb so perilousthat even her father—for dl his
hedler' s skill—had always eschewed it. Though it temporarily masked hunger and numbed oneto cold,
its aftereffects were ravenousness and utter exhaustion.

Sometimes those who ate of it fell into such degp dumber they could not be roused. Others, tasting
repeatedly of the herb, grew stark-eyed and wild, spooked by every bird and leaf, their ribs standing out
like the bones of dream-haunts. Soon, even if they wished to renounce the herb, anirresistible craving
compelled them to seek it out and devour it again and yet again. Eyeing the shriveled leaves, the pied
mare shuddered.

“Would you poison both me and my unborn?’ she whispered.

“Ligt, daughter,” the heder returned. “No more than two mouthfuls, and only that small sup because we
are desperate.”

He snorted unhappily, and the chill in Tek’ s breast eased to realize that he regarded her sampling the
herb with aslittlerdish asdid she.

“Y our dam, Jah-lila, brought these sprigsto me,” he continued softly, “summer last while you were
courting at the Sea. She would not tell me what purpose for them she planned, only that | should know
their use when the hour befdll. | suspect now that her seer’ s gift must have foretold your need to her.”

Histone grew urgent.

“Grest risk attends, to yoursalf aswell asto your young—hbut even greater risk if you refuseit and
remain here, or if you flee and have not strength enough to outrun your pursuers. | pray you, make haste
and eat!”

Full of trepidation, Tek reached to nibble first one mouthful, then another of the shriveled wort,
desperate enough to undertake even thisto protect her unborn. The herb’ s bitter taste made her mouth
draw, puckering her lipstight against her teeth. Her eyeswatered. Her nose stung. Teki stood watching



her. Presently shefelt atingling invade her limbs, moving in waves dong her ribs. Her shoulderstwitched.
The grotto felt uncomfortably warm. She cavaed, lashing her tail, asensation like summer flies svarming
her flanks. What lay in her womb seemed to quicken and shift. The grey filly stumbled through the cave's
entryway, and Tek jumped like adeer. Dagg followed, shaking heavy snow from hiswinter shag. He
stared at the pied marein surprise.

“What'samiss?’ he asked. “ Tek, | see white rimming your eyes.”

Tek fidgeted, her heart racing. The herb kept it hammering againgt her ribs. She champed, trying to
wash the unsavory taste from her mouth, but her tongue had turned to sand, her lipstoo numb to let her
speak. Her throat closed up as shetried to swalow. Dagg's puzzled look changed to one of darm.

“What' s happened?’ he demanded.

Quickly, Teki sketched the events of the previous hour. Dagg's eyes grew wide.

“How fierceisthe ssorm?’ the hedler asked.

Dagg shook hishead. “A true blizzard. The driftswill be degp before the night isdone.”

“Good.” At agtartled look from the dappled warrior, the heder added, “ Trackswill be obscured and
pursuit much hampered. Y ou must be off, daughter, for | see the herb has begun itswork.”

Tek shook hersdlf, swesting, unable to stand till. The heat in the cave oppressed her. She longed to be
out in the battering wind, to cool hersdf by rolling in snow. The unborn young within her stirred and
struggled. Her eyesfdt glassy. Her mind seemed unable to hold any single thought for more than an
ingtant before it buzzed away like agnat.

“What ailsher?’ said Dagg.

Both he and her father seemed to be moving with maddening downess. Still standing within the cave,
she fdt asthough she were hurtling a a headlong run. Teki gave areuctant sigh.

“I have given her swift-running.”

“Ghogtleaf!” Dagg exclaimed, giving the herb its more common name. The dappled warrior stared at
Tek indismay. The pied mare glared back at him. Shefelt skittish and resentful without real cause. The
eyesof Teki and his acolytes distracted her. She wanted only to run, to lose hersdlf in endless, heatless
flight. “But whereis sheto go?’ asked Dagg.

“To her dam, Jah-lila,” Teki replied. “ Tek must seek out the Red Mare in the southeast hills beyond the
Vae. Not even | know exactly where she dwdlls....”

Tek scarcely listened, scarcely able. Already, in her mind, she bounded effortlesdy through wind and
driftsin the semidarkness of snow-lit night toward the far southeast tip of the Vae and thewild hills
beyond. She had spent al her nurding daysthere at the Red Mare' s side until, weaned, she had followed
Jah-lilaon thelong trek to the Vale. Why had her mother doneit? Why cast her away into the hedler’s
care?

Reared within the gregt valley’ s sheltering dopes, Tek had never returned to the southeast hillssince
that distant time: herdmembers were forbidden to traverse the Vae s boundaries on their own. Now she
eyed the cave s egressimpatiently, chafing to be gone, eager to once more run breakneck over the
southeastern hills, free of kings and Rings of Law.

“Then how will she ever find the Red Mare?’ Dagg was asking the hedler.

Teki shook his head, his movementstroubled, stiff. His acolytes milled nervoudy. Again, the heder
sghed. “ She may not. In such storm, anything may befal.” Dagg stood speechless. The pied gtalion
glanced a Tek. “But shemust try. Y ou, Dagg, | would ask to accompany her—though | will give you
none of the running herb. | doubt you will be able to pace her far, but | beg you to stay with her aslong
asyou can.”

“Of coursel” snorted Dagg, whesdling. “ Come, Tek. We must lose notime.”

The hedler leaned to nuzzle the young mare he had reared long years with brusque, avkward affection.
She fidgeted away: the herb made her chary of any touch. Sadly, Teki gazed after her with ghostly,
black-encircled eyes.

“All rests now upon the shoulders of the goddess.”

“Higt!” cried the fod standing lookout. “| see figures, but whether the king’' s or others, | cannot tell.”

“Off with you!” Teki exclaimed. “ At oncel If the Companion who attacked Tek survives, | will



doubtless be summoned to attend him. Out into the storm quickly, daughter—Dagg. Go now, and you
will not be seen.”

Tek bolted through the cave' s entryway into the cool, stormy night. Snow lay deep; thewind gusted
fiercely—yet neither seemed to impede her. She sprang up the Vae sicy hillsde easily. Glimpsed only
dimly through the faling snow, figures converged on Teki’ s cave below. Dagg had dready falen behind,
panting with the exertion of the climb. How dow hewas! Tek bit back awild laugh. Giddy pleasure a
her own miraculous strength surged through her. Let the king’ swolvesthink the pied wych vanished
without trace in astorm of her own conjuring.

Suddenly she was among the trees, the lower dopes of the valley lost from view. Her breath steamed;
her heart sprinted. She wondered how long before the effect of the herb wore off. Morning, Teki had
sad. Was sheto run dl night, then, without tiring? Without fegling the cold? The prospect thrilled her. So
must mighty Almahave fet prancing across heaven, tossng her mane and digging immorta hoovesinto
the turf of theworld, casting up mountains with every step.

Tek sped on through the snowy scrub and trees, skimming the hillcrest rimming the Vae, heading south
and east. She heard Dagg crashing through the underbrush in back of her, plowing gamely through
knee-deep snow to catch her up. She wondered how long she must endure his floundering escort, poor
mortal, as he battled wind and dope, snow and the cold to exhaust him self in her wake.

| amthe Mare of the World, shethought: she who ran dusk to dawn, besting the sunin hisrace
for horizon’s edge, to become the moon that rules the night and wards all unicorns....

Laughing, the pied mare gdlloped on through the frigid, stormy night, lost in godlike velocity, dream
motion, preternatural speed.

17.
Nightmare

The dark unicorn twitched, shuddered in deep, the dream unfolding before him asred asredl. He
beheld a pied mare bounding through wind-whipped snow, her pace hurtling, effortless. Breath spurted
from her nogtrilsin jets of white cloud. A dappled companion plunged determinedly along her snow-filled
tracks, hisown gait staggering with exhaustion, ribs heaving in ragged gasps. Heranwith alimpin one
foreleg, asthough the pain of some old injury, long healed, now recurred to plague him. He fell farther
behind the pied mare at every step.

The dreaming stallion shifted, striving to move closer to the scene before him. He recognized this pair
somehow, despite the distance and the dark, though whence he knew them or who they were—friends,
foes—he could not say. Above them, anarrow gorge loomed, threading a path through the high, icy
dopes of the great valey through which they fled. A howling pursued them, though whether of wolves or
the gde the dreamer failed to discern.

Abruptly, the dappled runner lost hisfooting, struggled to rise, and went down again. He vanished from
view in the whirling, blinding snow. Wild-eyed, the pied mare climbed on, sparing not abackward
glance. The dender canyon before her was dready so deep in drifts asto be nearly impassable: another
hour would see it snowed under till spring. The pied mare pulled farther ahead now, where the dreaming
gallion could not follow. Stormy darkness swallowed her as she disappeared into the pass.

Tai-shan woke with astart. He lay deep in soft hay. The wooden walls of his stal within the chon’s
stable surrounded him. Firelight flickered, casting shadows. It must be evening, heredlized groggily. His
throat throbbed, burning. The musclesfet bruised. He swallowed painfully, remembering the strangling
vineswith which the purple-plumed minions of the chon had trapped him that morning in the square.
Gasping, he sruggled to rall to hisknees, get hislegs under him.

“Tai-shan!”

The daicha’ s soft voice brought him full awvake. She knelt beside himin the hay, caressing his cheek
and neck.

“Tash. Homat. Bithitet nau.” No. Sop. Calm yourself. He was amazed by how much of what she said



he was now able to understand. “Himay.” Stay still.

She murmured on, other phrases he could not follow. With a square of white falseskin dippedin
herb-scented liquid, she gently sponged the raw, 0ozing chafe marks encircling his neck. Asthe codl,
pungent scent filled his nodtrils, the dark unicorn felt the tightnessin histhroat begin to ease. Gratefully, he
breathed deep. Still crooning, the lady dabbed the crusting scabs with tingling ail.

Wild longing filled Tai-shan to be able to respond to the daicha’ s wordsin kind. Just that morning, he
recdled, before the arrivd of the chon, he had managed to make himsdf understood to the aged firesmith
and other two-foots in the square. But as he drew bresath now to speak, hisinjured throat contracted
hard. His neck felt wrenched. Half-stifled, he tossed his head, striving for air. A bitter disappointment
filled him. The painful swelling would have to subside, he redlized, before he could once more hopeto
replicate the daicha’ s gargled, clicking tongue.

Champing in frustration, he rose. The daicha withdrew, dipping through the stal’ s gate to rgjoin her
green-garbed assstants who clustered there. Restlessy, Tai-shan circled the little enclosure, his breathing
labored. Why? The outraged question burned in him, unaskable. Why had the chon ordered hisminions
to attack when he, Tai-shan, plainly had offered their leader no harm, only sought to stand between him
and thefrall old femae?

A dtirring among the daicha’ s retinue made the dark unicorn turn. A male two-foot approached,
bearing a steaming wooden hollow. His faseskin bore a decoration of purple and gold. With abrief bow
to the daicha and her followers, the purple-badged male began emptying the hollow’ s contentsinto the
gdl’ sfeeding trough.

Moisture came to Tai-shan’s mouth asthe savor of steamed grain, chopped fodder, and dark, sweet
canesap reached him. Hisbelly rumbled painfully. It had been nearly aday since he had eaten last. The
daicha stood looking on with a puzzled frown. All a once, her nose wrinkled. Hagtily, she caught the
forelimb of the purple-badged male. With one forepaw, she brought a dollop of the mash to her lips. Her
eyes widened. She spoke sharply to the purple-clad two-foot.

He bowed his head respectfully but stood firm, refusing to be ordered off. Tai-shan heard the word
chon passhislips severd times. The dark unicorn eyed the provender in hisfeeding trough suspicioudly.
Obvioudy it came from the two-foot ruler—yet no chon’s minion had ever brought his feed before. Did
the chon intend this gift as a peace offering? If so, what could the daicha’ s objection be—that the ruler
hed not come himsdlf to deliver it?

At lagt, the lady broke off. Angrily, she wrested the wooden hollow from the male and emptied the
remainder of its contents into the trough, then thrust the hollow back into the other’ s grasp before striding
purposefully off, gesturing her companions to remain behind when they made to follow. Tai-shan heard
her utter the word chon herself anumber of times before she reached the shelter’ s egress—as though she
meant to seek him out that very moment.

Gingerly, the dark unicorn sampled the fare before him, grinding the water-swelled grain between his
teeth, crushing the tart, chewy berries and crunching the nuts. They had used honey, he decided, aswell
as cane. The mash was ddicious. Eagerly, he bent his head to the trough. Swallowing proved painful Hill,
but he was dmost too hungry to care. The barest hint of bitterness undershadowed the sweet.

“My lord Moonbrow!”

The unexpected voice of Ryhenna snapped the dark unicorn’s head around. A green-garbed two-foot
proceeded down the aide between stadls, leading the coppery mare on atether.

“Ryhenna,” the dark unicorn whistled in surprise, able to manage his own, fluting language well enough,
though histhroat il felt raw. Never before had he seen her—or any da—uwithin this shelter, though
obvioudy it had housed more than afew before hisarriva. “What brings you here?’

The young mare tossed her head, crowding up againgt the gate of the stall. Before her, the two-foots
fdl back.

“I and my siters are to be housed with thee now, by the daicha’s command,” shetold him. Behind
her, Tai-shan glimpsed her fellows being led into adjacent gtdls. “O my lord,” Ryhennamurmured, eyeing
the bruises and abrasions about his neck, “tell me what hath befallen thee. The rumors have been wild!
Such rushing about among our keepers this morn—stablehands beaten, stalls searched. When thou



camest not among usin the yard at noon, | knew not what to think.”

The dark unicorn shook his head and sighed. He had had no inkling what an uproar his absence from
the palace would cause.

“I ventured into the city...,” he began.

“Into the city?” Ryhenna exclamed. “ Alone, before dawn? But the gateis barred, my lord.”

Tai-shan cocked his head. “I went over the wall, of course. How el se?’

Was such not the way daya departed the pal ace grounds when no two-foots were about to unbar the
gate? The coppery mare Smply stared at him.

“Over thewd|?’” shewhispered. “My lord, thou' rt divine—no mortal da might ever hopeto clear a
wall so high! And to wander done through the City of Fire....” Her tone mingled admiration and dismay.
“How fearlessthou art! What wonders thou must have beheld—"

Frowning, the dark unicorn snorted. “Ryhenna,” he asked her, “have none of the daya here ever
ventured forth into the city?”

“Never, lord!” the coppery mare exclaimed. “The city isforbidden to the sacred daya.”

Tai-shan gazed at her in astonishment. Beyond her, more of the mares with whom he sported daily in
the yard were being led into stdls. They glanced at him shyly, gladly, but said nothing. The daicha’s
followers, even the one holding Ryhenna stether, stood off to one side now, murmuring quietly among
themselves and watching him. The dark unicorn shook himself. The firewarmed enclosure felt suddenly
very cdoseand dill.

“Aye, | saw many wondersin the city,” hetold the coppery mare. Thetightnessin histhroat was
growing painful once more. “1 met apeculiar kind of da, Ryhenna. Onethat called itself agelding. It told
me two-footsmaimed it asafod. | saw afirescar upon itsflank and welts from blows acrossits back. |
saw other daya cursed and beaten, encumbered to heavy |oads by webbings of vine.”

The coppery mare nodded, shrugged. “To haul and carry for our keepers—such isthe gelded
commoners lot. Oursisalighter service: sacred maresfor brood and stalionsfor stud.”

The dark unicorn blinked. “Brood?’ he echoed. “ Stud?’ He had heard the odd words somewhere
before.

Ryhennanickered. “ The taking of mates and getting of young,” she laughed, “according to our keepers
pleasure”

Tai-shan stared at her, open-mouthed. “ Are you saying the two-foots choose your mates for you?’

“Of course,” the coppery mare replied. “ Did we choose one another? Nay, for what mare hath
wisdom enough to choose her stud, nor any stallion his mares? Our keepers choose.”

“How do they dare?’ the dark unicorn burst out hoarsdly. “What givesthem theright?’

Ryhennadrew back from him, surprised. “They have every right, my lord,” shereplied. “Our lives
bel ong to them. The keepers own us, Moonbrow.”

The dark unicorn shook his head, unableto believe his ears. Hislimbs had begun to fed strangely
heavy and numb. An unpleasant warmth stole through him. The cloying taste of sweetmed clung sticky to
his mouth. He shook himself. The coppery mare fidgeted.

“What are you saying?’ Tai-shan demanded of her. “ Arethe daya prisoners here? Do the two-foots
hold you againg your will?’

“Our will?” Ryhennaexclaimed. “Lord, we have nowill. All daya must bow to the will of Da’ chon.”

“What isthis...Da’chon?’ the dark unicorn began. He fdt flushed suddenly, and very thirsty. The
coppery mare seemed not to have heard him. Her voice grew distant.

“Dai’ chon directeth usto serve our masters. Thus hath it been for time out of mind. We know no life
other than this”

Tai-shan turned toward the hollow of water that aways hung filled and fresh beside the feeding trough
in one corner of hisstdl. The scent of sweetmedl lingered in his nodrils, sickeningly sweet. Thewater in
the hollow looked cool and inviting. Moving toward it, he sumbled. His own clumsiness amazed him.

“The keepers provide for our every need,” Ryhennawas saying. “They feed, house, and protect us....”

“Choose your matesfor you,” the dark unicorn muttered. “Trap you with walls, bind you to carts.
Best, brand, and geld you...”



“Nay! Not us, Moonbrow,” Ryhenna protested. “ Only commoners suffer so, and what do they
matter? We sacred daya never haul or carry.”

With an effort, Tai-shan turned to study her. She seemed perfectly in earnest, her amber eyes upon him
clear and troubled. Behind her, her fellows milled whickering in their stalls, ears pricked. The dark
unicorn staggered. The daicha’ s followers eyed him keenly.

“How then, Ryhenna, if you do no work,” Tai-shan mumbled, his lips duggish, tongue unaccountably
thick, “do the sacred daya...serve their masters?’ He had trouble completing the thought. “What do
you...give thetwo-foots, in return for your keep?’

He grew dizzy. Hisvison blurred. Ryhenna seemed no more than achestnut shadow. Hislegs
collgpsad under him, settling him heavily to the soft straw bedding of hisstdl. The depth of his aorupt
fatigue astonished him. The bittersweet mash lay in hisbdly, weighty asastone. The daicha’ s followers
murmured gloomily. Soft, puzzled cries came from Ryhenna s ssters. The coppery mare leaned toward
him over the gate of hisgal.

“We give up our livesfor our keepers, Moonbrow.” Her words were the last he heard before darkness
muffled dl. “Wediefor them.”

18.
Magicker

Morning was haf gone, bitterly cold, the sky above grey overcast. Not a breath of wind stirred. Not a
feather of snow fell. The blizzard had blown itself out hours ago. Tek floundered through chest-high drifts.
Wild, rolling hills beyond the Vae surrounded her. She had lost track of Dagg sometime the night before.
Her limbs, no longer weightless, sivung woodenly. The unborn in her belly lay motionless, il asthe
frozenair.

Keep going! shetold hersdlf, haf rearing to shoulder through the next great swell of snow.

She mugt find her mother, Jah-lila, the Red Mare, soon, or shewaslost. Wolves had been trailing her
since daybresk. At first, the ghostleaf singing in her blood, she had easily outrun them. Now, the herb
long spent, she staggered, hooves dense as meteorstone, near the end of her strength. Her pursuers’ cries
floated eerily above the rolling meadow: eager yipsinterspersed with long, trailing notes. They were
nearer now, much nearer than before. Trees marked a canyon many paces ahead of her. The pied mare
struggled toward it.

Casting over one shoulder, Tek glimpsed thefirst of the pack. A second and then athird burst from the
scrub into open meadow behind. They bounded through the deep snow, joyous harksrising into wails.
Frantically, Tek hurled hersdlf againgt the drifts, fighting toward the forested cliffside, but her strength was
gone. She sscumbled, dragged hersdlf up, collapsed again. She redized she would never reach the trees.

A figure burgt from the canyon ahead of her: adeep cherry color asbrilliant as malow-flower againgt
the trackless snow. Too large for awalf, the red figure plunged toward her, black mane flying, traversing
the meadow with awill. Dazed, staring, the pied mare strayed to a stop.

“Keep coming!” the other cried.

Tek plowed on toward the tree-sheltered canyon. The other unicorn charged past her, straight at the
wolves. Tek swung around, astonished.

“Go!” the other ordered.

The pied mare plunged on. The wolves behind were howling, in full cry now. Did the Red Mare mean
to meet them dl? Pausing as she reached the shelter of the cliffs, Tek saw her dam pitch to ahdt besdea
pile of drifted snow. Twin branchesrose fromiit, stark and lesfless againgt the whiteness of thefield. Half
adozen smilar mounds clustered nearby. Tek hersaf had wandered through the midst of them only
moments before. Furioudly, the Red Mare began to dig.

Tek stared, baffled. The coming wolves bayed. Every few moments, the Red Mare lifted her gaze to
gauge the distance between herself and the closing pack. All at once, Tek redlized that what the other
excavated was not a snowdrift at al but the carcass of agrest deer, twin antlersrising like leafless
branches from the snow. Others of hiskind lay al around—awhole herd stranded, frozen. They could



not have lain winterkilled long. Thelast flurries of the dying blizzard had barely covered them.

The Red Mare scraped and pawed at the snowbound stag. The wolves were very near. Jah-lilaleapt
away just asthe leading three reached her. Snapping and snarling, two fell upon the carcass. Only the
foremost bothered to pursue the dark red unicorn even afew strides. Jah-lila pivoted and lunged, horn
aimed. The wolf dodged, turning, loped back to the carcass asthe last of her packmates arrived. They
fdll ravenoudy upon it, tearing the half-frozen flesh to pieces, which they fought over.

Thus would they have done to me, given the chance, the pied mare thought, heart beating like abird
indde her ribs. Or the king' s wolves.

Her dam plunged toward her across the meadow. Drawing even with Tek at the canyon’ s mouth, she
tossed her head, motioning the younger mareto follow.

“Ho, daughter! Well met,” she cried. “Come. My grotto liesnot far above. Sooth, what acanny filly |
bore, to recall the way home after al these yearsl”

Limbstottering, Tek fell in behind Jah-lila, dready climbing the steep hillside through the dark and
barren trees.

The cave was ddlicioudy warm. The narrow entryway turned back upon itself, kept out the wind and
snow. Sunlight, too, fatered—but the grotto was not dark, for the upper walls and ceiling of the interior
were covered with tier upon tier of fan shaped lichens and mushrooms. They glowed in luminous blues
and reds, soft yellows, pale mauves—here and there afaint, brassy green. They emitted warmth aswell
aslight. Shivering, Tek stared. She had forgotten the ghostlight of her mother’ s grotto.

A huge heap of fragrant, dried grass occupied hdf the cave. The pied mare blinked, dumbstruck. How
had such avast store found itsway here? The most any unicorn might carry was amouthful at atime.
Surely the grotto contained enough fodder for adozen unicornsto feast the winter through without ever
needing to venture outside for forage. How had Jah-lilaacquired it al?

Exhausted, Tek shook her head. More than aday and a night had passed since she had last known
food or deep. She heard Jah-lilastamping in the entryway, shaking the snow from her pelt. A moment
later, the Red Mare rounded the turn. In smaler alcoves adjoining the grotto’ s grass-filled main chamber
other provender lay: bark and berries, spruce boughs, roots, seedpods, and nuts. Their tang made the
pied mare’ sknotted ssomach burn. “Lie down, my child,” her dam bade her.

Tek’slegs buckled like shafts of old, dead wood. Her cold-locked muscles ached in the musty warmth
of the cave. She had forgotten to shake off in the entryway, felt the snow on her beginning to melt. Lying
down beside her, her dam passed awarm, rough tongue over Tek’ s shaggy coet, stroking her dry.

The pied mare closed her eyes. Her mother had changed little in the years since Tek had last seen
her—coat till abrilliant mallow red such as no other unicorn possessed. Much about her mother set her
gpart, the heder’ s daughter mused. Jah-lila s black mane stood upright aong her neck instead of falling
slky to one side. Long, silken strands sprouted the whole length of her tail, not just at the end. Hers were
abeardless chin, untasseled ears, and fetlocks unfringed with festhery down.

But most of dl, Jah-lila s black hooves set her gpart. They were oddly round: solid and uncloven, not
like Tek’s own split hooves—not like the divided hooves of other unicorns. It was those hooves Tek
remembered best from her fillyhood. She had never realized how unique they were until she had followed
her mother to the Vale and first seen the cloven hedls and bearded chins, tasseled ears, fly-whisk tails,
and fringed fetlocks of others of the herd.

Tek stirred, uneasy. Why had the Red Mare done so? Why abandoned her weanling to Teki’s care
and returned to the solitude beyond the Vae? Tek tensed, remembering how as atiny filly little older than
Lél, she had overheard the vicious whispers of her Vae-dwelling felows, hissing that Jah-lilawas not
and could never be a true unicorn, since she had not been born among the herd, but in somefar,
unimaginable place. Red Mare. Renegade. Magicker. Tek’ s eyes came open with agtart.

“Eat,” Jah-lilaingtructed, nudging ahegp of sweet-smelling fodder toward her.

Eagerly, Tek champed at the withered grass. Unpadatably dry at fird, it soon grew sweet in her mouth,
more savory than rueberries, sweeter even than beeswax and honey. Thetrickling of water nearby
reminded her that her mother’ s grotto housed a spring. Thirst overpowered her. With an effort, sherose



and followed the sound. Thetiny stream at the back of the cave tasted warm compared to the frigid
snow outside. In summer, she knew, it would have tasted cool. She drank deep.

“Rest, child,” her mother murmured as Tek returned. “Y ou need rest badly now—abut do not deep.

Y ou must not deep until certain herbsfor which | have sent arrive.”

Sent? Tek scarcely knew what her mother could mean. Had the Red Mare acolytes, as her father Teki
now had? All the Vade—hersdf included—had long believed Jah-lilalived done, without companions.

“1,” Tek started, stopped. Despite hersdlf, her eyelids drooped. Sleep dragged at her. Her womb felt
lifeless, her thoughtsablur. “Janisdead,” she managed. “ Gryphonskilled him. We pledged to one
another a courtingtime....”

“Peace,” her mother soothed. “My dreams have already told me. | know that you arein fod to Jan and
that the king runs mad for grief. | know that Sa, who sheltered you, isdead.”

Tek stared at her, eyeswide suddenly. In truth, her dam’ s powers must be greater than she had
guessed. The magicker amiled.

“Rest easy. Last night’ s blizzard has sedled the VVae. None of Korr’sminions may pursue you now till
oring.”

Tek felt asurge of relief. A great heaviness had settled on her. Fatigue washed over her in waves. She
wanted only to deep. A sudden smarting brought her out of her doze with ajolt. After amoment’s
confusion, she redlized the Red Mare had nipped her. “Forgive me,” the other said firmly, “but | amin
deadly earnest. Y ou must not deep until the healing herbs arrive. Meanwhile, my dreams have brought
me other news which may serve to keep you awake: they tell methat at the grey mare’ sfunera thisday,
Korr meansto declare himsdf the Firebringer.”

Tek turned to Stare & her. “Firebringer?” she exclaimed, her grogginess fading for the moment.
“Alma s chosen prophet?’

“Aye, Korr will usurp his son in that office as well—though the marks upon his brow and hedl be only
smearsof whitelime.”

Despair swept over Tek. What did any of it matter anymore?

“Let him cal himsdf the Firebringer if hewill,” she murmured dully. “Who shall contest him—Jan?
Dead. Sa, dead. Dagg, lost. | and my unborn, forever banished.”

“Janisnot dead,” Jah-lilacorrected gently. “Y our mate lives. This, too, have| seenin dreams.”

Tek started, stared, heart suddenly pounding.

“What are you saying?’ she demanded. “ Jan...Jan dive?’

The Red Mare nodded. “ Alive, but captive—many leagues from here. A race of two-footed sorcerers
holds himin the city where | was born ahornless da so many years ago.”

My daughter stared at me as we lay side to side in the luminous warmth of my ghostlit grotto.
The tiers of mushrooms and lichens lining the walls glimmered faintly, casting a moving pattern of
light across her rose and black markings. Wild hope and confusion and disbelief played ssmilarly
across her face. Her fatigue seemed, for the moment, held at bay by the prospect of learning of
her lost mate. | had hoped as much.

“Da?" my daughter murmured, frowning. “ What is a da?’

“The daya resemble unicorns,” | told her carefully, measuring her, “ though they live much
briefer lives. Most are dead by the time a unicorn beareth her second foal.”

Memory of that long-past time and far-off place recalled once more to me the da dialect of my
youth, and | slipped into it now as easily as blinking. Tek lay watching me intently, hungrily.

“Daya have no horns, nor beards, nor tufted tassels upon their ears,” | continued, “ nor fringe of
fine feathery hair around their fetlocks. They are mostly dull brown in color. Their manes stand
upright along their necks. Their tailsare full and silky, their hooves great solid, single toes.”

Stll Tek gazed at me. “ They sound like what legends in the Vale call renegades,” she began,

“ those creatures unicorns fear to become if we break the Ring of Law, becoming outcasts....”

She choked to a halt. | nodded.

“ Aye, daughter, they sound very much like me, for though | now bear a horn upon my brow,



I’ ve no beard as thou hast, no eartip tassels, no fetlock feathers. My mane standeth along my
neck, and my hooves are uncloven. Nonetheless, | am a unicorn of sorts. And | was a unicorn
when | bore thee, though not when thou wert begot. Before, when | lived in that sorcerous City, |
was a hornless da like all the rest, held captive by the keepers of fire.”

“ Firekeepers?’ my daughter answered. “ What are they?”

“The enemies of all daya: two-footed creatures something like the pansin shape—" | saw Tek
shudder at the mention of the goatlings inhabiting the vast woodlands not far from my cave. |
hastened to add, “ —though in sooth, pans are as different from firekeepers as daya are from
unicorns. These keepers hold my former people prisoner, slavesto their treacherous god....”

As succinctly as| could, | described to her the wretched lives of the city’ s daya.

“1 was able to escape that accursed place,” | told her. * Drinking of the unicorns sacred
moonspring far to the north, | was transformed. Had | never found my way to that miraculous
well and drunk thereof, | should be a da till.”

Tek' s face was drawn now with shock, her inner thoughts as plain to me as though she had
shouted them: her dam, not born a unicorn? Her mother, transformed from some degenerate,
hornless freak by the sacred wellspring that was the birthright of all unicorns—a birthright I did
not share? She shuddered now to realize that the strange, garbled rumors she had heard all her
life must hold some truth after all: Jah-lila the outcast, the  renegade” —not a true unicorn at all!

“Who knows of this?” my daughter whispered.

“Teki knoweth,” 1 told her. “ To Jan once | gave the barest sketch, on hisinitiation day. Now
thou, too, knowest. And Korr.”

“Korr?” The pied mare looked up, astonished. | nodded.

It was he who showed me to the moon’ s sacred well spring—though such was against all custom
and his people’sLaw.”

Tek's eyes grew rounder yet. Clearly she had never thought the black king capable of even
contemplating any breach to the Ring of Law.

“ After fleeing the City,” | said, “ | escaped inland. Upon the Plains, | encountered Korr, the
young not-yet-prince of the unicorns, a single-horned stallion far more magnificent than any da.
Hisfather, Sa’s late mate, Khraa, was prince then, and Khraa’'s mother the queen. Korr, then
newly initiated, used to travel alone outside the Vale, on fire to see what lay beyond, burning to
contemplate the world.

‘Though not strictly forbidden then as they are now, such expeditions were no less frowned upon
in his day—but who dared gainsay the prince’ s son, destined to become prince himself in time?
When he stumbled across me during one such youthful sojourn, | was yet a hornless da, wild and
desperate from my harrowing flight.

“He mistook me for a renegade at first: one of his own people who had either deserted or been
banished from the herd. Of course, thou and a few others well know that such outcasts do not lose
their horns, thus ceasing to be unicorns—but Korr believed and still believes the old legends, as
many do. Thus he shunned me, but at length | convinced him | was no renegade, that | came from
neither his Vale nor the Plain, but from a far and different place.

“Learning of my flight from that imprisonment, he took pity on me at last, telling me of his own
proud, free race and urging meto join them. He guided me to the sacred well, where | drank. And
when, afterwards, | felt a horn sprouting upon my brow, | trusted that accompanying the
princeling Korr upon hisreturn to the Vale, | might find refuge there.

“ And yet my strangeness lingered, a strangeness which no newgrown horn could dispel. Our
travailsin reaching the sacred well in summer, when poisonous wyver ns roved everywhere—had
been terrible. Korr’s guilt at transgressing an age-old custom began to weigh upon him. He feared
for hisfuture as prince, | think, should it become known that he had consorted with a
once-hornless ‘renegade,” betraying his peopl€e' s secretsto her.

In the end, he abandoned me, forbidding me to follow or try to find him. But | did follow,
reaching his marvelous Vale. He pretended not to know me then. | called Teki my mate, for



propriety’ s sake, though we have never sojourned together by the Summer Sea, nor joined
ourselves one to another as you and Jan have done by the pledging of eternal vows. Ours has
been a partnership of colleagues and companions, not mates.

“ Teki taught me his healer’ s art, the ways and history of the unicorns, and | shared with him as
much of my own lore as | might: starcraft mostly—he is no magicker. Briefly, | shared his grotto,
but quickly saw how greatly my nearness, even as the healer’ s supposed mate, troubled Korr.
Though the leaving of his strange, wild folk held much pain for me, I quit the Vale with the
reluctant blessing of my ‘mate’ and settled here, in the hills, to raise thee.

“How sorely was | tempted to keep thee selfishly at my side, for though this life in the wilderness
hath its rewards, it islonely, Tek. In the end, | could not wish such desolation upon thee. The
hardest thing | have ever done was to lead thee back to the Vale when thou wert weaned. And
until this autumn past, Korr hath always watched over thee, from a distance, hath he not? Even
favoring thee highly, for memory of me—and for his guilt’s sake at abandoning me upon the
Plain. My daughter, at least, hath lived welcome among unicorns, a Joy | fear | may never share.”

| fell still at last after my torrent of words, and my daughter lay in stunned silence, as though
not knowing what to say. A long time passed as we lay there, face to face beneath the warm,
shifting glimmer of lichenlight. At last, my daughter found her voice.

“If Teki who raised meisnot my sire,” she said simply, “ then who?” Her jewel-green eyes were
watching me. Dared | tell her the truth? Dared | not? At last, | said: “ A renegade—not a
Plainsborn unicorn, but a true outcast, one who roved the Plain after quitting the Vale. A
Ringbreaker, outside his people' s Law.”

Her gazefell. | could not tell now what emotion lit her eye. Could she herself yet tell? Perhaps
not. | dared to hope only that in the end, she would not hate me. | glanced impatiently toward the
egress of the cave, anxious for the arrival of the restorative herbs my child and her unborn so
desperately required. Luckily, she remained alert for the time being—no sign yet of her slipping
into dangerous sleep. Nothing to do but wait. Returning my gaze to Tek, | found my daughter once
mor e watching me.

“ But what of Jan?” she whispered. “ You said he lives—a prisoner in that sorcerous place, that
city where you were born.”

I nodded, relieved to have skirted so nimbly such dangerous ground. Blame my daughter’s
fatigue—and her overwhelming hunger for word of Jan above even her own history.

“Why did you not bring word?” Tek asked, her voice deathly quiet still. “ Why did you not come
to the Vale with word Jan was alive?”

| snorted. “ And what good is my word in the Vale?”

“Korr has always respected your word!” the pied mare exclaimed.

“ Feared it, rather, by my reck.”

| saw my daughter’s eyes widen. Clearly she had never considered that Korr might be afraid of
anything.

| champed my teeth. “ In his present state, | much doubt Korr would credit any news | uttered.”

Tek fell silent a moment, mulling that. Her eyes flashed suddenly. “ You might have come to me,
at least,” she said savagely, “ told me of your suspicions my mate yet lived!”

| sighed. “ | dared not. Korr had turned on thee so swiftly, so thoroughly, | feared my presence
would only madden him further. And what better pretext to quarrel with thee—even do thee
har m—than consorting with an outcast, self exiled, a magicker, dream-walker, foreigner: your
own dam?’

Tek fell silent again, considering.

“1f my mate remains a prisoner,” she said at length, “ then no matter the distance, with or
without Korr’s help, | must go to him, rescue him!”

Her eyes were on fire suddenly. Vehemently, | shook my head. “ Even were this the mildest of
winters, daughter, thou couldst never hope to complete such a trek.”

| sensed outrage welling in my daughter’s breast. Her thoughts once more showed plain upon



her face: was she not a warrior, as fleet as any, and with more stamina than most?

As gently as | could, | said, “ Starved as thou art and exhausted by flight from the Vale, thou
must needs spend the balance of thy time at rest, recovering thy strength if thou art ever to bring
safely to termwhat lieth unborn within.”

To my midwife' s eye, her pregnancy was now so obviously precarious that the least misstep
might precipitate a miscarriage. Relief flooded me to see her reluctantly admitting the prudence of
my words. she must do nothing further to endanger her as-yet-unborn filly or foal. Clearly her
unborn’s peril was very great. Yet dismay remained on her features for only a moment. Abruptly,
my pied child’s expression hardened.

“You must go, then, if I cannot.” Once more she looked me in the eye. * You know how to reach
this city of fire and where within the settlement its sorcerers are holding Jan—"

“I'll not leave thee,” | answered sharply, surprised at my own vehemence. My daughter’s dire
condition had unsettled me more than a little. “ Come spring, Korr will send searchers. He cannot
but suspect where thou hast fled.”

Across from me, Tek shook her head stubbornly. Alarmed, | risked greater candor.

“ Daughter, without the herbs | mean to give thee in the coming months, thou wilt surely
miscarry—or diein travail. Either may still occur. | must attend thee. | dare not go.” Gratefully, |
watched her sober. “ Be easy,” | hastened to add. “ All shall be well. It iswithin my power to aid
thine unborn mightily, making up for time and nourishment lost.”

Tek lay clearly in a quandary now, her thoughts evident. “ What isto be done?” she exclaimed.
“ Jan must be freed and returned to us—before his mad father destroysusall.”

“Jan is safe enough where heisfor the present. He' s no hope of surviving outside the City till
spring thaw, in any case. | am already at work to aid his escape. Once the grass is sprung, we
must see which way the wind blows—but enough of this, daughter!”

| stopped myself suddenly, pricking my ears to sounds from without the cave. My pied
companion’s poor battered frame had begun to droop. It seemed she could keep her eyes open no
longer.

“We will talk more of Jan soon,” | assured her. “ We have all winter to plan. Presently | will let
thee sleep. But first, healing. Look: the herbs for which | had sent have now arrived.”

Lifting her sagging head and dragging open heavy eyes, Tek heard movement in the grotto’ s entryway.
All a once, an unmistakable odor filled her nostrils: sdty and goaty. The verges of the Pan Woods lay
not far off. Panicked, the pied mare was just gathering her limbsto scramble up with awarning cry of
“Pang! Pang!” when her dam snorted, whickering.

“Peace, daughter. These goatlings are come a my request.”

From around the curve which hid the entryway, two young pans appeared, both females, huddled
benesth shaggy drapes: one bearskin, by the smell of it; the other, boar. Tek’ s nose rankled. She stared
at the loathsome, spindly creatures as both dropped their cloaks by the entrance. Catching sight of the
pied mare, they grimaced, baring their square little teeth—or was such the pan way of smile? The elder
goatling grunted and twittered at Jah-lila, gesturing with hairless foreimbs as she spoke. The Red Mare
replied with smilar twittering, incomprehensible to Tek.

“What,” she gasped, “what do such creatures purpose here?’

“They dwell here,” her mother calmly replied, dipping back into the unicorn way of speech, “under my
care” Smiling now, the Red Mare glanced warmly at the young pans. “1 found these starving at wood's
edge one day, years past. Their dam had been killed by acat and their people fled. | have sheltered and
raised them, suckling them likefillies. The elder aready spoke enough of their odd, guttural speech for
meto follow. It isnot so unlike that of the two-footed firekegpers. And | have learned morein
conversing with other goatlingsin the wood.”

Tek shivered at the thought. Pensively, her mother sighed.

“But ance many quirks of the face and forelimb also hold meaning—and most of these | can at best
only approximate—I fear | still speak Pan but poorly. It has been far easier for thesetwo to learn



Unicorn. They cal me‘ama now, which means‘ mother’ intheir tongue. They are my acolytes: herbdists
and midwives. It isthey who gathered our grotto’ swinter provisons. Thetaller is Ssmoomnat, the
younger Pitipak. They have been eager to meet you and gladly scoured their home woods this day for the
rare and perishable herbs you must take before you deep.”

Eyeing the ugly, upright goatlings, Tek felt her skin tremor. Despite her dam’ s reassuring tone, the pied
mare could scarcely restrain her urge to bolt. Only overwhelming fatigue kept her reclining asthe pair of
pans approached, laying before her agreat clump of ferny, withered fronds. They crouched then, openly
curious. The younger one, nearest to Jah-lila, laid one dender forepaw on the Red Mare’ s neck and
stroked her companionably. Jah-lila nuzzled the young goatling easily as one might afilly. All a once, Tek
felt her revulson beginning to fade. She could scarcely catch her breath for wonder.

“Gregt-ings, Tek, Jah-ama sdaughter,” the elder, Sismoomnat, pronounced carefully, her birdlike
inflection strangely melodious. “We-come to our home. We have brought you ama' s herbs. Amahas
told us you would find your way to us before the win-ter was out. We are so glad that you have come,
and that at last we may behold you. Wel-come, foster sister. Wel-come home.”

19.
Sweetmeal

Awakening, the dark unicorn felt duggish, strangedly fatigued, though he was aware he must have dept
long and deep. His mouth felt gummy, dry. It was morning now. He remembered vaguely leaving the
pal ace grounds and wandering the city. How long ago? He stirred, trying to gather his clumsy limbs. With
great effort, he heaved himsalf up and stumbled to the water trough, drank—but his head did not clear.
All helonged for wasto drift. He sensed movement and turned—very dowly. Ryhennastood in the stdl
opposite his, her look one of apprehension. Her sisters occupied other stalls.

“How dost thou fare, my lord?’ she asked. “Thou didst deep so late, | had beguntofear....”

The dark unicorn blinked, tongue fumbling over thewords. “Tired,” hetold her. “Very tired.”

A hazy memory cameto him of green-clad two-foots leading the mares into the warm enclosure. His
head nodded, thoughts dipping avay. Time passed. A sound at the end of the aide roused him. The dark
unicorn swung himsdf dowly around to seethe chon’ s purple-badged minion coming down the aide,
carrying a steaming wooden hollow. It bore the delicious fragrance of sweetmedl. Tai-shan moved
forward eagerly asthe two-foot emptied the steaming medl into histrough.

Followers of the daicha accompanied the male two-foot, but the hollows they carried contained only
dry grain, which they poured into the troughs of the other stalls. As Ryhennaand her ssters dipped their
noses to thefeed, it occurred to Tai-shan to wonder why the mares should receive fare different from his
own. He struggled to speak, but the same dulling sense of drowsiness he had suffered the previous
evening was seding over him again. Helay down heavily, numb.

Across from him, the coppery mare lifted her head from her trough. A worried expresson furrowed
her brow as she gazed at the dark unicorn. Tai-shan’ svision blurred. Sleep dragged at him. He would
speak with Ryhennalater, ask her about the feed, about what troubled her. Soon. Just as soon as he had
rested and hismind grew clear.

Time drifted by. He could not say how long. Weeks perhaps. Hisinjured throat seemed to hed in
moments. The dark unicorn was only dimly aware of winter passing, waning. It would be spring again
soon. Ryhenna and her ssters remained stabled with him within the warm enclosure, but Tai-shan never
mustered energy enough to ask the coppery mare what plainly continued to disturb her. If only hewere
not so deepy al thetime! Sweetmea was all the two-foots fed him now.

The daicha returned at intervalsto gaze at him, talk to him, stroke his neck. She seemed unbearably
sad somehow. Messengers from the chon often called her away. The chon himsalf never gppeared,
though the ruler’ s purple-plumed minions stood constant watch outs de the warm enclosure’ s egress.
They no longer dlowed the lady to lead Tai-shan to the yard for exercise dong with the mares. The dark
unicorn raised no protest. His strange, al-pervasive lassitude made any effort impossible.



But troubling dreams began to invade his deep: aVae shrouded deep in drifted snow, winterkilled
unicorns lying frozen, others starving. He saw anight-dark stdlion, stark-eyed and fanatica, haranguing
the cowed, exhausted herd, a crescent-shaped smear of white mud marking his brow. Equally fervent
companions surrounded him, their fellows moving in a pack through the crowd: harassing and bullying,
demanding answers. “Whereis she, the pied wych? Did you help her to escape?’

About whom were they speaking? The dreaming unicorn could not begin to guess. All he saw seemed
familiar somehow—yet memory dipped away from him the moment he woke.

Soon he no longer dept the nights through. Restless, unable to recal what frightening images had
tangled through his deegping brain only moments before, he often remained awake the balance of the
night, reluctant to return to the unremembered country of his dreams. Mornings and afternoons, he
dozed. Ryhenna, though clearly distressed, seemed hesitant to disturb him. As spring approached, his
reveries grew more vivid. Often now he remembered snatches: before him in dreams, the moonbrowed
ddlion reared.

“I am your Firebringer!” he shouted. “ Come spring, we must find and day the pied wych who seduced
my son. Only thus may we gain Alma sblessing for our war againg the gryphong!”

The decimated ranks of unicorns groaned. Half looked as though they would not survivetill
spring—much less make war. Appalled, the dreamer recoiled. If only these dying unicorns had
possessed fire, he redlized, they could at least have combatted the cold!

Though the fearful images still faded rapidly upon waking, their foreboding lingered. By night, Tai-shan
grew increasingly restive, and soon became too restless to doze the day away. Gripped by avague yet
mounting anxiety, he paced hisstall for hours, ignoring queries from Ryhenna, whose concern now clearly
verged upon darm. Then, very near the start of spring, avison cameto him: he saw the unicorns' mad
ruler ramping before the starving herd.

“By Alma sdivinewill, I command you—spesk! Who among you aided the wych?’

His bullies nipped and harried the silent, sullen crowd. The black unicorn stamped, snorting.
Impatiently, he reared—and suddenly historso began to flatten, shrink. Hislower limbsrapidly thickened
and changed. For an ingtant, he stood with the body of atwo-foot, moon-blaze white upon the breas,
his hornless unicorn’ s head glaring wildly, teeth bared, hot breath smoking in the cold. Then the heed,
too, abruptly atered and shrank, becoming the dark-bearded face of the chon.

The bullying pack had al sprouted violet plumes from their brows. In another moment, they, too, had
transformed into two-foots. The unicorns before them grew bonier, coats colorless drab, manes thinned
to bristles, horns broken and falling away—until they had assumed the shape of flatbrowed, beardless
daya, flinching benesth the bite of the purple-plumes’ flails. The dreamer tried to cry out, “ Apnor,
‘pnor!” Enough, enough! in the two-foots tongue—but coils of vine were strangling hisvoice.

Without warning, two-foots and daya meted from view. The dreamer found himsdf high on apesk
overlooking the Vae. A great ssorm brewed overhead, black thunderheads churning and railing.
Merciless strokes of lightning flashed like the hooves of an angry god. Before their fury, tiny figures
fled—hut whether unicorns or hornless daya, the dreaming stallion could not say.

The stormclouds swept on, topping the snow-bound crags bordering the Va e and gusting out over the
wild southeast hills. Winter snows melted, clearing afrozen pass through the crags. Suddenly, it was
spring. Sill spilling torrentia rains, the storm clouds battered the wilderness, loosing muddides and flash
floods.

Wolves coursed the hinterlands, catching hares, foxes, ptarmigan, deer—even hapless pansforaging
the verges of their Woods. The dreamer twitched. The dream wolves shifted, turned into bony haunts
hunting down some unseen quarry, crying out above the sormwind in long wailing harks that sounded
more like the belling of hounds than the voices of unicorns:

“Whereis she hiding? Where can she be? We must track her down at the king’s command!”

Still the dreamer had no notion about whom they spoke. On acliffside above, watching asthey
pounded by, stood aroan da mare. The moon lay like apool of slver at her feet. She bent to sp fromiit,
and her color darkened, intensified to true cherry malow. A black horn thrust like a skewer from her
brow. Lifting her head, she faced the dreamer, gazing at him with her black-green eyes.



“Littledid my former masters guess,” she said, “that the fare whereby they sought to tame thee would
only open thy dreamsto my warnings at last. Behold.”

The red mare vanished into the rain. Beside where she had stood, the perfect disk of the moon lay flat
upon the ground. It tipped upright, balanced erect on its edge and became a mare. Mottled like the
moon, her color deepened from ash and silver to black and rose. Heavy infoal, her Sdes hugely swollen,
shetrotted restlessy, her |abor pains begun.

Beow her, the circling haunts raised their muzzles, turned. Baying and whinnying, bonesrattling like
hail, they bounded across the meadow toward her. Alarmed, the dreamer thrashed, struggling to vault
down from his mountain fastness and stand between the bloodthirsty haunts and this unknown mare. But
walls of timber sprang up around him; vines suddenly ensnared him.

“Whereisthe midwife?’ the dark unicorn shouted.

With amighty effort, he burst the vines and vaulted the wall, clipping one hind pastern painfully againgt
its rough upper edge. Plunging down the mountain’s side, he found himsalf running with ghostlike
downess, floating amogt, as though he were svimming. Then heredlized he was svimming: gormrains
had risen in afurious floodtide. An ocean now parted him from the pied moon mare.

“Too soon,” she moaned, gasping, unmistakably intravail. “Beforemy time...”

“Summon the midwifel” he cried out again. The pied mare snorted hoarsely, in grave distress. Thered
one could have aided her—but was nowhere to be seen. Frantically, the dreamer struggled acrossthe
endlesswatery gulf. In the distance before him, the moon mare shuddered, collapsing to her knees.
Bounding up the sheer cliffsde, her skeletal pursuers closed around her.

“Thetime of the Mare of the World betides!” the dark unicorn thundered—and wrenched awake as
one hoof struck the near wall of hiswooden stall with areport like athundercrack.

The warm enclosure around him was dl dimness and shadow. Little white tongues of fire within the
lampshells by the distant egress burned low, fizzing in the silent air. Tai-shan struggled to hisfest, heart
racing, the clear memory of his dream hurtling through him still. Who were the figures he had seen there?
He knew them all somehow—though he could no more recall who and what they were to him than he
could recount his own true name. Ryhenna, shaken from deep, peered at him across the darkness from
her own dll.

“Moonbrow!” she exclamed. “My lord, whet aileth thee?’

“I must get home!” he cried, staring about him.

He scarcely recognized his present surroundings, the vision still coursing through hismind. The dream
of that faraway Ve and the unknown mare seemed so vivid, so redl, it was the chon’s comfortable
gtable that felt unfamilia—unnatura—to him now. Surely no unicorn was ever meant to be housed in
such aplace: fed, groomed, and tended by sorcerous two-foots; head compassed in sllver; mind, will,
and energy sapped by luxury.

Acrossfrom him, the coppery mare murmured, “Home? My lord, this isthy home!”

Tai-shan shook his head. The adornment dapped againgt hismuzzle, jingling.

“Itisn't,” heanswered. “My homeliesfar away from here. Itisagrest Vae, | think, nearly surrounded
by woods. | mugt find it! My people are unicorns, not daya. | have stayed too long.”

Ryhennagasped. “Nay, my lord,” she protested. “thou must remain! Thy presence among usisthe will
of Da’ chon.”

The dark unicorn stopped short. That baffling word again. “Dai’ chon,” he muttered, cocking his head.
“What isthis Dai’ chon of which you spesk?’

Ryhennagazed a him blankly amoment, uncomprehending, then gave anervous nicker. “Da’ chonis
the onetrue god, of course! Master of the celestid fire, al-knowing and al-powerful—it was he that
made our keepers and gave them dominion over daya and al the world. Why didst thou reck the chon
keepeth this vast stable? We bluebloods here are sacred to Dai’ chon.”

The dark unicorn stared at her. “The two-foot' s god—'Dai’ chon’ isa name?”

Ryhennanodded. The dark unicorn’s mind buzzed. Until this moment, he had thought it merely another
indeci pherable word.

“Dai’chon...,” hemused, tasting the syllables on histongue. Dai’ chon had been the first word the



daicha had ever spoken to him. “It sounds very close to the name the daicha gave me—Tai-shan.” The
dark unicorn shifted, suddenly remembering: “That morning in the square—half the crowd cried out
‘Dai’chon!’ to meinstead of ‘ Tai-shan.” ”

Again Ryhenna s nervouslaugh. “Not by chance, my lord, for thou greatly resemblest the god. The
chon islittle pleased.”

The dark unicorn whedled. “ Resemble—? What do you mean?’

Ryhenna tossed her head and snorted, surprised. “Hast thou not seen Dai’ chon’ simage, my lord—as
black of body as thou, but with limbs and torso of akeeper and the head of a da? He carrieth the
crescent moon upon his breast, as thou dost upon thy brow, and thy tail isunlike thefull, silky tails of
daya, morelikeawhip or flal.”

The dark unicorn felt his limbs go cold. He recalled the image before which the daicha and her
followers had bowed that firgt night upon the beach. He recalled smilar figurines seized by the chon’s
purple-plumesin the square as well as the unicorn-headed figurines that had so enraged the chon. The
coppery mare spoke on.

“When the great streak of fire hurtled out of the sky on thefirst day of fdl, the daicha declared it asign
from Dai’ chon and set out in search of the firegod' s gift.”

Memory welled up in the dark unicorn’smind of standing soaked and exhausted upon asilvery,
windswept beach and seeing ared plume of fire plunge out of heaven.

“Weekslater,” Ryhennatold him, “the daicha returned with thee, caling thee Tai-shan. From thefir,
daya and keepers dike have whispered thou art the very image of Dai’ chon: his steed, perhaps—or his
messenger?’

The coppery mare watched him as she spoke, as though in hope of either confirmation or denia of her
words.

“Many,” she continued, “even dareto say thou art the god himself, openly caling thee *Dai’ chon’ in
defiance of the chon’s edict and bowing down before images of thee instead of those of the real
Da’ chon. Perhapsit isthe daicha’ s fault in caling thee aname so close to the god’ s—for now the
people have confused the two, and the chon isfurious.” A moment later, asin afterthought, she added,
“Furious, too, that thou hast delayed so long in taking up thy duties as First Stallion.”

“What do you mean?’ the dark unicorn asked again, baffled. He had lost her thread.

Ryhenna snorted, tossed her head.

“The Firgt Stdlion exigtsto get fods and filliesfor the sacred stable,” she exclaimed. “Yet | and my
ggtersfrolicked daily with thee for weeks, and thou madest not the dightest advance.”

Tai-shan shook himsdlf, staring at the coppery mare. “Y ou mean the chon intends you—you and your
ssters—to be...my mates?”

Ryhenna stamped impatiently. “ Of course. What else might | and my sisters be to thee? The chon is
anxiousfor theeto sre more horned marvels such as thyself—not steal the people sworship from their

Tai-shan fell back a step, appalled.

“What are you talking about?’ he demanded hotly. “ Surdly the chon knows—must guess—I have
always meant to depart as soon as spring arrives, to seek my homeland and my people once more. |
must leave this place!”

“No! The chon considereth thee no more than astrange sort of da,” the coppery marereplied. “He
will never let theego.”

“Ryhenna,” the young stalion told her, “1 am no da but afree unicorn. How may the chon hold meif |
mean to be gone?”’

“By the same means he holdeth dl my race,” the da mare answered softly. “With ropes and tethers,
locked gtals and barred gates. With whips and bits and hobbles—and with tainted feed that taketh awvay
even thy will to rebd.”

Her eyesflicked to his empty feeding trough. Following her gaze, Tai-shan felt asudden chill.

“Tanted?’ hesaid dowly, supidly. “Tainted feed?’

The coppery mare avoided his eyes, her voice awhisper. “The sweetmeal the chon ordered for theeis



laced with dreamroot. A hedling herb, it speedeth the mending of wounds and numbeth pain—yet it can
a0 induce trance, making the rebellious docile to the firekeepers will.”

Theredlization reverberated ingde his skull like athunderclap. The black unicorn stood trembling,
stunned. The stable around him seemed to grow darker. Wind moaned beyond the warm enclosure' s
draft-tight walls. Hefdt buffeted, cold.

“So many times,” the da mare whispered. “ So many times| longed to tell thee—yet feared to rebel
againgt my captors and my god.”

Violently, Tai-shan shook himsdlf. “The daicha,” he gasped. “The daicha would never...”

“The daicha hath no choice in the matter! The chon is her master aswell asours.” Ryhenna shook her
head, speaking more forcefully now. “ The dreamroot he ordered lest thou go abroad in the city again,
inciting hereticd adoration.”

Despite hisbely’ singstent rumbling, the dark unicorn felt his gorge rise. He' d not touch another
mouthful of that tainted medl! Tai-shan ramped and Sdled, scarcely able to contain his agitation. Hismind
raced.

“I mugt find away to flee this place!”

Ryhennaignored his protests. “Nay. Escapeisimpossible. Put it from thy mind. Repent thy rebellion
and accept the will of Dai’ chon. If thou wilt not, my lord Moonbrow, then | fear for thee in sooth. Even
now, it may betoo late.”

“Too late?’ the dark unicorn murmured.

Ryhennalooked at him hard. “I fear Dai’ chon’ sjudgment upon thee, my lord! Surely to entice the
peopl€ s heterodox worship in defiance of the chon cannot have been the purpose for which Da’ chon
sent theeamong us.”

“I am no envoy of thisDai’ chon,” the dark unicorn protested. “ The two-foots' confusion of mewith
their god is none of my doing!”

“Such mattereth nothing to Dai’ chon,” the coppery mare snapped. “ One may hide one’ sinmost heart
from on€ sfdlows, Moonbrow, but mighty Dai’ chon recketh al. Twice yearly he cometh to judge the
sacred daya. None can ever hope to escape his judgment—not even thou! | have seen his vengeance. It
isswift and terrible. Dost thou not understand thy peril? The equinox is coming!”

Tai-shan shook his heed, not following. “The equinox?’

Ryhenna came forward, pressing againgt the gate of her stal, her voice urgent. “ On that day, every
spring and fall,” she answered, “agreat procession of townsfolk ascendeth a dawn from the seato the
palace gate. Passing within, they proceed to the white clifftops overlooking the sea. In thefdl, the priests
cut the young foa swho are to become geldings and the First Stallion defendeth his harem againgt all
comers. In spring, Dai’ chon judgeth the herd and chooseth who must follow him. Those daya the priests
then driveforth to the kingdom of Da’ chon....”

“Driveforth?’ Tai-shan interrupted. “Y ou mean they are exiled, sent into the wilds beyond the city?’

“Not banished,” Ryhennahissed. “ Sacrificed: herded over the cliffsdeinto the seal”

The coppery mare fidgeted, unable to stand ill.

“A placein that select company is considered the greatest of honors, aglory outshining all. | think the
chon would rejoice to see thee among that company—for without progeny to redeem theein hiseyes,
thou art more trouble to him than thou art worth. Y et the people adore thee. Were Da’ chon to claim
thee, however, the folk could raise no protest. It isan honor to diefor Da’ chon.”

Thedark unicorn could only stand staring, amazed at her sudden fire. Hisbelly growled again. He
ignored it angrily. Ryhenna eyed him with wise, sad eyes.

“My lord Moonbrow, thou hast but one red hope of returning from the white dliffsadive: fulfill thy role
asFirg Stalion. What other choice dost thou have? Even alifeimprisoned is better than nolife at all!
Sire progeny upon thy brood mares. If thou wilt not, | fear Dai’ chon will claim thee a equinox.”

Tai-shan shook himsdlf. His skin twitched. Fear beat againgt his heart. “Y ou think this Dai’ chon means
to kill me?’ he breathed.

His stablemate nodded.

“Our damstd| usas nurdingsthat unlike the common daya, those sacred to the god do not truly



die—that though our bodies may fal, we bluebloods house within ourselves a spark of Dai’ chon’ sfiery
breath that mounteth the sky in triumph and galopeth rgoicing to the pastures of Dai’ chon.”

Ryhennawhickered without atrace of humor.

“But last year | glimpsed his chosen rotting on the rocks below the cliffs, food for scavengers. Though |
hideit from my ssters, surely Dai’ chon must reck my faithless, doubting heart, for | wonder if we
bluebloods do not die like other beasts, and have no souls.”

For long moments, the dark unicorn could only gaze at the coppery mare. Then dowly he shook his
head.

“I'll not lay myself before the mercy of thisterrible god,” hetold her grimly. “Ryhenna, | mean to quit
this place ere soring.”

“Too late, Moonbrow,” the coppery mare whispered. “It isaready spring. The procession from the
sea hath even now begun. Thismorn isthe morn of equinox.”

Only then did Tai-shan note the hour. The little tongues of whitefirein the distant lampshellsby the
enclosure’ s egress burned pale and wan. Dawn had broken. He had never noticed the darkness greying,
the shadows within the stable thinning. He heard Ryhennd s Ssters ftirring deepily within their sdls.
Ryhennatold him: “This day, Moonbrow, must thou face the judgment of Dai’ chon.”

20.
Travalil

Standing at the grotto’s mouth, the pied mare gazed out over the ralling hills. White snow till blanketed
the land—but the smdll of spring wasin the wind. The two young pans, Sismoomnat and Fitipak, had
remained in attendance throughout the winter, making only brief forays at Jah-lila s behest to gather
medicinal herbs on the verges of the Pan Woods, barely an hour’ slope away. To Tek’ sddight, alayer
of fat had at last begun to sheathe her ribs, and her winter coat had thickened luxurioudy. Her dam urged
her to eat as much as possble to provide her unborn with al the nourishment she could.

Y et heaving her enormous girth about, Tek wondered at the strange herbs collected by the pans.
Surdly they did far more than merdly sharpen appetite: with spring bardly arrived, her belly was dready
bigger than many mares’ near or even past their time. Y et months remained before she was due. Progeny
conceived at summer’ s end never arrived until spring was well underway unless they came too soon. Tek
suppressed a nervous shudder. Earlyborns dmost invariably died, often taking the mare with them.

But Jah-lila continued to assure her al waswell. Tek hersdf felt hale and rested, and her young seemed
vigorous. Indeed, the pied mare dmost suspected her unborn must have two sets of hedls, so often did
shefed the kicks. Her unborn must be growing crowded in the womb, she redlized, eyeing her
moon-round belly. Tek groaned. She did not know how much more her sides could be expected to
swell. She could barely stagger about asit was.

Nevertheless, her most pressing fears sprang not from her pregnancy, but from the certainty that once
the snows of winter melted, Korr would send his Companions through the passin search of her. Surely
he must guess where she had fled. Resolutdly, the pied mare thrust such bootless thoughts avay. Her
mother, she knew, kept careful watch. Tek suspected some of Sismoomnat and Pitipak’ sforaging
expeditions were as much to scout for signs of the king’ swolves asto gather bark and herbs.

Whenever the pan siters returned, Jah-lilaquestioned them at length in their own tongue, astrange
mixture of clicksand hisses, guttural grunts—even gesturesthat were, in actuaity, words. How long had
the Red Mare been treating in secret with the pans? Tek wondered. It astonished her how rapidly she
hersalf had come to accept her foster Ssters. Their gentle, affectionate natures were much at odds with
the unicorns' long-held view of pans.

Before her flight, the pied mare had, like her fellowsin the Vae, believed goatlingsto be witless,
gpeechless brutes. Now for thefirst time, she redlized that discourse between her own people and the
pans might be achieved: anegotiation of safe passage through the Pan Woods during spring pilgrimage
and autumn trek, perhaps? Tek had mulled over the possibilities al during the waning months of winter.

And if truce could be reached between races that shared no common tongue, what might then follow



between those that did? Perhaps parley—even peace—with species with whom the
children-of-the-moon were in conflict: namely, the gryphons? And what of those with whom the unicorns
were openly a war: the hated wyverns?

Standing at the entrance to her mother’ s cave, surveying the far Pan Woods, the pied mare shook her
head, unwilling to take her wild musings further. They fet dangeroudy new and untried, reminding her
keenly of Jan. She had always thought him an extravagant dreamer. Only now did she begin to wonder
whether his more fanciful speculations might, after al, turn out to be of practica use.

Dusk drew on. Tek watched the gathering shadows travel over the snow-shrouded hills. Far in the
distant meadow below, asmall band of shaggy boar plowed their way through the deep snow. Tek
shuddered, thinking of the wolvesthat had pursued her across that same meadow, months ago now. She
paced restlesdy before the grotto’ s opening, avague sense of unease nipping a her.

She wondered where Jah-lila could be. After dozing the afternoon away in the warmth and pae glow
of the cave' s phosphorescent mushrooms, she had awakened only shortly ago to find both her mother
and the young pans gone. Surprised, she had strained to her feet and taken up her vigil at the cave's
egress.

The burden in her belly shifted, bearing down. The unaccustomed pressure made walking difficult, yet
she could not keep till. Clumsly, she lumbered down the path leading from the cave—but quickly lost
her breath. Her unborn seemed to weigh against her lungs. She stood lock-kneed for afew moments,
panting, before moving on. Twilight deepened. Theair grew dank and chill. She saw nothing of either the
pans or Jah-lila. The boar in the far meadow had disappeared into the trees.

A ferocious storm was brewing to the northwest, she noted, ambling laborioudy along the path.
Darkness seethed and roiled over the distant VVae. Blue-white flashesilluminated the rapidly risng
thunderheads. Dense and incredibly black, the clouds built with a preternatura swiftness.

The storm was spreading thisway, sheredlized, catching the first whiff of freshening breeze. Storm
clouds devoured the setting sun. Best get underhill, shetold hersdf, swinging ponderoudly around. This
was sure to be aviolent blow. She hoped Jah-lilaand her pan fosterlings would return to the grotto soon,
hating to think of any beast caught out on such anight. The path back along the hillsde' s curve seemed
steeper than she recalled.

Breathless, heaving, she had taken no more than a dozen steps before a crushing pain overtook her.
Tek hated with asharp outbreath of surprise. The pressurein her belly deepened suddenly into apang. It
passed quickly, but left her weak. Though the evening air was chilling fast, afinefilm of sweet pricked her
benegth her thick winter shag.

Alarmed, she had managed only ten more paces when a second pang constricted her, forcing her to
exhae and drop her head. A low moan escaped her. This pain, too, was brief, though more protracted
than the first. The pied mare s thoughts spun. Something must be badly amiss. She and Jan had pledged
on the autumnal equinox, only haf ayear before. Her young would not be full term till near the start of
summer, more than two moons away. Cold fear gripped her.

Desperately, Tek staggered toward the distant cave. Her urgency only precipitated another pang,
which nearly pitched her to her knees. Wincing, she forced herself on. She must get out of the cold and
the coming rain, back to the hidden grotto’ s shelter and warmth. Doubt chilled her. Could she even reach
the cave? The path seemed endless, the grotto nowhere in sight. Another pain.

Rounding abend inthe hillade at last, she saw Sismoomnat, the elder of the pan sgters, sanding in the
grotto’ s egress, casting about worriedly, abundle of newly gathered bitterbark till clasped in her
forepaws. Was Jah-lilawith her? Tek did not see her dam. Gasping, she managed awounded warrior’s
whigtle just as another spasm, the most severe yet, swept hard through her. She ssumbled, crying out,
heard Sismoomnat’ s answering hail and the rapid two-footed patter of the young pan’shedls. A moment
later, shefdt the other’ s nuzzling touch as her mother’ s acolyte surveyed her with afew quick sniffsand
glances.

“How goesit with you, Sster?” Sismoomnat asked gently, her flat, goatling brow furrowed with
concern.

The pressure began to abate, not completely thistime. Tek was barely able to raise her head and



speak.

“Something...iswrong. Sharp pains...”

Shefdt the other’ stongue tasting the salt of her swest—more than a gesture of affection, the pied mare
knew. A midwife could tell much by ataste.

“Come,” the goatling urged her. “Wak while you may. Storm nears. Jah-amais not yet home. We
must make haste to shel-ter.”

Drenched in swest, Tek ssumbled aong the narrow path. 1ts gradua incline seemed amost
insurmountable to her now. Though the pain had eased somewhat, she still had to halt, panting, every half
dozen stepsto rest. The cold wind cut into her coat. Sismoomnat |eaned against her, supporting Tek with
her own frall goatling' s strength.

The cave' smouth loomed. Sismoomnat whistled shrilly through her teeth. Her sster, Fitipak,
scampered from the grotto’ s mouth and hurried toward them. Tek put down her head. Her belly
clenched again. She fdt asthough areentlesdy tightening band encompassed her. She heard the soft
guttural cries of the younger pan, felt hairless forepaws caressing her. As she struggled through the cave' s
entryway, the warmth and windlessness of the ghostlit chamber hit her like ablow. She lost her footing,
nearly fell.

“On-ly afew more steps,” Sismoomnat murmured.

Pitipak darted ahead, shoving athick bedding of dried grassinto the pied mare’ s path. Tek collapsed
onto it gratefully. “What...what isit?’ she gagped, in agony again.

“Birth pangs,” Sismoomnat replied camly.

Panic shot through the pied mare, redoubling the clenching jabs. “No! Thefod isn't due...for months!”

Thetwo pans had sunk to their haunches beside her, one on either side, buttressing her lest she hedl
over completely. Tek struggled feebly, but found hersdlf too wesk to rise.

“Too soon!* she panted. “I'll...lose the fod!”

She stared around her at the grotto full of roots and herbs—if only she had known which onesto take!
A heder’ sfogterling, she held some knowledge of the worts that treated wounds and other ills, but none
at dl of those used in the midwife sart. Wild with frusiration and pain, she half whinnied, haf groaned.
Where was Jah-lila? If the Red Mare were here, she would know what to do.

“Peace, Sster,” Sismoomnat soothed, stroking the pied mare' s neck and mane. “Y ou need no herb to
delay thisbirth. The pains are ear-ly, but Jah-ama has prepared for this. Have no fear. She will return
from her task ver-y soon. Till then, we will aid you. She has ingtruct-ed us tho-roughly in mat-ters of
mic-wifery.”

The goatling’ s nimble forepaws smoothed and kneaded Tek’ s heaving sides with firm, steady strokes.
The ache remained excruciating. Shuddering, the pied mare sensed the younger pan bustling about under
her sster’ sdirection, fetching this herb and that. A bundle of bruised and fragrant leaves was thrust
beneath her nose. Sismoomnat urged her to breathe deeply to dull the pain. Tek tried futilely to degpen
her rapid, shallow panting but the pangs were coming harder and faster now.

Thepains crowded out dl ese. Shefdt the unborn within her shifting, shifting with maddening
downess, asthough overly cramped within her tightly constricted womb. Tek writhed and rolled, unable
to find any position that could relieve the unrelenting contractions. Outside, the downpour grew
deafening. Violent flashes of lightning seared her vison even through her clenched eydlids. Roaring
thunder rumbled unendingly as though the mountain were preparing to fall.

Her mind glazed, only dimly aware how late the evening had grown. The birth was taking too long. In
the Vde, she knew, most mares accompanied the midwife to the birthing grounds in the morning, were
safely delivered by noon, then returned before dusk. But this arduous labor had already lasted hours
without issue. A monsirous sense of foreboding gripped her. After atime, sheredized it wasfull night.

No moon shone outside. Even without the storm, she knew Alma s heavenly daughter would not have
lit the Sky—for tonight was moondark, the time of the nothing moon, when the pale moon mare ran
paired with the sun on the other side of the world. Thiswas the night each month when unicorns of the
Vde huddled underhill, hiding from haunts and spirits: atime of hazard and evil influence, the hour of
freaks and miracles.



Superdtitious nonsense, al of it, Tek tried to tell herself, contracting and crying out yet again. The young
within her, striving so gamely to be born, would not come forth. At last her strength gave out. She could
not even moan anymore. Breech birth. The redlization rolled through her like the thunder. Neither she
nor her foad would survivethistravail. Mad Korr would have hisvictory after al.

Hollow hooffalls suddenly, barely audible above the booming of thunder and the clatter of rain. Tek
smelled the sweet, spice scent of her dam shaking off in the entryway.

“Daughter!” Jah-lila svoice called, full of urgency and dread. “1 came with al speed but could not
outrun the storm. Curse the work that called mefromyou thisday....”

The pied mare could not answer, could not even open her eyes. Shelay on her Side exhausted, unable
even to twitch an ear. No curiogty stirred in her to wonder what task had kept the midwife so long from
her sde. Jah-lilahad cometoo late. Tek knew no herb could save her now. She waited only for death.

“Hastel” her mother was saying. “ Sismoomnat, Pitipak—rub your forelimbs with bitterbark.”

Someone lay gasping hoarsaly nearby. Dimly, Tek redized it was hersdf and clenched her teeth against
the sound.

“Reach, Sismoomnat,” she heard her mother saying. “ Aye, dow and smoothly—reach deep.”

The pied mare felt a sudden pressure moving through her, gliding upward toward the womb. She
kicked reflexively, but someone was knegling on her hind legs, pinning them. She smelled her mother’s
rain-soaked scent, felt her reassuring nuzzle.

“Peace. Peace, daughter,” she murmured. “ All will be well soon. Soon.”

Tek thrashed feebly, too wesk to drag hersdlf away.

"Have you got firm hold, Ssmoomnat?’ the Red Mare was saying. “Pull, then—pull hard!”

Something dipped struggling from her womb. Tek felt arush of blood-warm fluid.

“Well done!” she heard Jah-lilaexclaim. “Well done, my fosterling. Now, Fitipak, you must do the
same: reach deep and pull, exactly asyour sister did.”

Tek felt again the diding reach, the clench and pull—and her womb emptied suddenly, the sense of
unbearable digtention abruptly gone. Shefdt hersdf subsding, her heartbeat dowing, pulse besting
fainter, fainter yet. Weariness smothered her. She knew she must be dying now, only distantly aware of
the young pans’ joyous cries.

“Behold, Jah-ama!”

“So vig-orous—and so well grown!”

“Rejoice, daughter,” the Red Mare whispered in her ear. “In thy progeny and Jan’ s brought haeinto
theworld.”

A sensation of warmth stole over her. The pied mare managed awordless sigh. Her young lived. She
had accomplished the task she had set hersdlf in fleeing the Vae: to see Jan’ s offspring safdly born. Her
own life scarcely mattered any more. Surely her magicker dam could rear an orphaned filly or foad—even
asuckling newborn—as she had the two young pans. Utterly spent, Tek drifted toward beckoning
darkness.

The foreboding that had gripped her earlier, she redlized drowsly, portended not the stillbirth of her
progeny, but only her own end and that of this aged and withered season, now passing with great
gnashing and thundering away. Winter’ s desthgrip was broken at last. By morning, the torrentia rains
would have battered months of snow and ice into muddy dush. Tomorrow would dawn the equinox, first
day of the new and long-awaited spring.

21.
Equinox

The dark unicorn stood on avast clifftop. Swept clean of snow, devoid of vegetation, the broad, flat
expanse before him lay fetlock deep in straw, withered flowers, and the sweet-smelling shavings of
spicewood. Behind, the chon’s great timber paace stood. All around, a sprawling press of two-foots
stamped and swayed.

“Dai’ chon!” they chanted. “ Dai’ chon!”



The daicha stood to one side of the crowd, flanked by her female companions and her green-plumes.
The great crescent of skystuff gleamed slver on her breast. Behind her, the sacred daya of the palace
milled, coats brushed to gleaming, manesintricately braided. Tai-shan spotted Ryhennaamong the re<t,
her color dl coppery fire. She huddled, miserable-seeming.

“Dai’ chon!” the crowd shouted. “Dai’ chon!”

Tai-shan remembered the arrival of green-garbed keepers to the warm enclosure scarcely an hour
before, hustling the daya and himself from stable to clifftop through the surging press of celebrants, many
of whom had fallen to their knees at the Sight of the dark unicorn. Tai-shan cavaled and shook himsdlf as
petas and wood shavings, seedpods, and whiskered ears of grain continued to rain down. Even herein
the open, the thick, soft carpet of tindery stuff underhoof scarcely muffled the din. The noise onthe
clifftop was deafening.

“Dai’ chon!” the crowd roared. “Dai’ chon!”

Before the throng stretched an open space, empty save for agreat dais of stone. Offerings heaped its
base: provender of every kind, bolts of vivid falseskin, coffers of glinting river scones mixed with little
disks of skystuff. Jars of oil and the dark, fragrant juice of crushed berries gave off asharply aromatic
scent. Beyond the platform stretched more open space until the clifftop dropped abruptly away.

“Dai’ chon!” ranted the throng, slamping rhythmically. “ Da’ chon!”

The chon's purple-plumes held back the crush. Of the chon himsdlf, the dark unicorn saw no sign. He
stood trapped, purple-badged minions holding twin tethersto the silver halter imprisoning his head. An
impassable sea of two-foots surged to one side of him. To the other lay only clifftop and empty air.
Storm cloudsroiled to the east at horizon's edge, devouring the rising sun.

“Dai’ chon!” the crowd thundered. “Dai’ chon—"

Without warning, silence fell. The rhythmic stamping abruptly ceased. Two-foots stood panting,
covered with swest in the cool morning air. Tai-shan’s earstwitched. The stillness seemed to
reverberate. Even the restless daya quieted. The only sound upon the clifftop now was that of seabirds
and the foaming crash of unseen breskers dashing themsalves to spume upon the rocks far, far below.

With one accord, the throng parted. A glittering raft, mounted on poles and borne upon the shoulders
of eight brawny two-foots, emerged from the press. Hushed onlookers sank to their knees asit passed.
Tai-shan recognized the conveyance as that which he had once seen carrying the chon—but thefigure
now seated upon it bore little resemblance to the firekeepers' king. Drawing even with the dais, theraft's
bearers halted. Its occupant rose and stepped regally onto the high stone platform.

The dark unicorn stared at the creature now turning to face the crowd. Garbed al in black, it carried in
oneforepaw avindikeflail, in the other a sharpened skewer. A white crescent moon emblazoned its
breast. Y et though its body was that of atwo-foot, the head resting upon those square, wide shoulders
resembled ada’s, adl black, with fierce, staring eyes and flared red nogtrils. Black mane bristled down the
arched and oddly foreshortened neck.

Beforeit, the great crowd of two-foots cowered. Across the open space from him, Tai-shan saw the
coppery mare gazing at the dark figure in open terror. Y et despite its fierce gppearance, the monster’s
head seemed strangdly iff, the eyes shadowy hollows. The ears did not swivd. Itslips—pulled back to
bare square, white teeth—appeared frozen. The dry, red tongue within the gaping mouth never moved.
The neck remained rigid. To turn its head, the dark unicorn saw, the figure had to pivot its whole torso.

At aperemptory gesture from the black-clad figure on the platform, the daicha rose and approached.
Tai-shan watched as she collapsed to her knees, folded her forelimbs across her breast, and bowed her
head. The glowering godking brandished its skewer and cracked itsvine. Lifting her forelimbs, the lady
caled out to the da—headed thing. The dark unicorn could decipher only afew phrases. “Emwe,
Da’chon,” hail, godking. “Undan ptola,” by your will. She seemed to be reciting both agreeting and a
pledge.

Dai’ chon answered nothing, only nodded its stiff, ponderous head. With alow bow, the daicha
withdrew, gesturing to her green-garbed followers. One by one, they led the sacred daya before
Da’ chon. Pulse hammering, the dark unicorn sidled. His breath camein restive snorts. He could not
stand till. No opportunity for escape had yet presented itself: hisonly choiceswere plunging over dliff’s



edge or trampling the knedling crowd.

The parade of daya before the godking went on and on. Most passed by without a pause, but every so
often, Dai’ chon snapped itsflail, and the keeper then before the dais hdted, alowing Da’ chon to
scrutinize that particular mare or stallion more closely. The watching crowd seemed to hold its breeth.

Usudly, the godking cracked its vine a second time; the da was returned to the daicha, and the
watchers heaved a heavy sigh. Sometimes, however, Da’ chon pointed toward the halted da with the
skewer, and the knedling throng murmured with delight asthe daicha’ s minion then led his chargeto the
gde of the stone platform nearest the cliff. The half dozen daya there pranced gaily, tossing their heads.
Their keepers were hard-pressed to keep hold of the tethers. Tai-shan stared angrily, helplesdy at the
joyous daya: dl blissfully unaware that they celebrated their own approaching death.

Ryhennawas among the |ast to pass before Dai’ chon. The dark unicorn tensed, heart between his
teeth, asthe godking cracked itsflail, signaling the keeper who held the coppery mare stether to halt.
Ryhenna stood wild-eyed before the platform, so plainly terrified that the dark unicorn half expected her
to bolt. But Dai’ chon snapped itsvine at last and alowed her to pass. Able to breathe again, Tai-shan
sighed deep with rdlief asthe coppery mare rgoined the other, unchosen daya.

Thelast of the sacred daya was led before Dai’ chon. With asnort of surprise, Tai-shan recognized
Ushuk, the former First Stallion, whom he had defeated upon their first encounter, months ago. The
godking seemed barely to notice the umber stalion, remarking his passage without so much asacrack of
theflail. Crestfdlen, Ushuk fdtered in hisgait. The daicha, too, seemed puzzled. Her companions
glanced at one another.

With hadting step, the umber stalion allowed his escort to draw him on, but he gazed back
uncomprehendingly at Dai’ chon, plainly unable to believe the god would pass him by. The dark figure on
the dais gave him not so much as a second glance. Instead, Dai’ chon turned toward Tai-shan. Fixing its
strange, shadowy eyes on the dark unicorn, the godking snapped its whip.

The whole crowd started. The purple-badged keepers holding the twin tethers of the silver halter stood
riveted, clearly astonished by the godking’ s summons. Again, impatiently, Dai’ chon cracked itsvine.
Tai-shan saw the daicha’s ook of puzzlement change to one of darm asthe chon’ s minions began to tug
him toward the stone platform. The lady took a step forward, as though to intervene, then caught herself.
Champing and dancing, Tai-shan suffered himsdlf to be led forward. What choice had he? There was
nowhereto run.

His keepers halted before the dais. The lowering face of the godking glared down at him. Cavding, the
dark unicorn laid back hisears. Slowly and ddliberately, Da’ chon held out the skewer. The crowd
gasped indismay. A single, bitten-off cry rose from the daicha. Tai-shan saw her standing asthough
stunned, one hand to her lips. Her companions behind her murmured wide-eyed, some shaking their
heads.

Suddenly, the daicha was striding forward. She looked both angry and afraid. Hating before the dais,
she cried out to the godking in exhortation and appeal. She seemed to be pleading with the figure above,
very vehement. Tai-shan backed and sidled, pulling the chon’ s purple-badged minionswith him. The
godking, till dutching its skewer and flail, stood with forepaws upon its hips. Slowly, slently, it shook its
head at the daicha and gestured once more with the skewer toward the dark unicorn.

Obediently, the pair of keeperstried to guide their cavaling charge toward the half-dozen chosen daya
waliting on the far Sde of the dais. Snorting, Tai-shan braced himsdlf, set hishedls. The daicha cried out
again, desperately. Shelooked as though she might rush up the stone ramp flanking one side of the
platform to confront the godking faceto face.

Angrily, Da’ chon gestured toward aknot of purple-plumes, who started forward as though to pull the
lady back from the dais. Drawing their weapons, her own green-plumed followers hastened to intercept
them. With ashout, the dai'cha threw up one forelimb to halt her followers, shaking her head. Both
parties milled uneasily, the purple-plumes clearly reluctant to lay hands upon the lady, even at the order of
Da’ chon, the green-plumes seemingly unwilling to clash unlesstheir leader were more explicitly
threatened. The godking turned once more toward Tai-shan.

“Hee, my lord Moonbrow!” Across the yard from him, Tai-shan saw Ryhennarear up suddenly among



her fellows. “Flee now—ere the god ordereth his chon’s guard to drive thee over the cliff!”

All around her, daya shied in confusion. Startled two-foots scattered. Their cries amid the sudden
commotion halted Dai’ chon, his skewer and flail half-raised. Ramping and flailing, the coppery mare
plunged through the sacred herd. In the same instant, Tai-shan wrenched free of hiskeepers grasp and
whedled to face the sacrificia daya.

“Run! Run, dl of you!” he shouted. “ Only desth lies beyond the drop. Fleefor your lives!”

Between the platform and cliffs edge, the sacrificid daya danced anxioudy, tossing their heads violently
and rolling their eyes. They seemed more afraid of him than of their own captors, the dark unicorn
realized in dismay. Two-foot keepers stroked and soothed their skittish charges. At an impatient gesture
from Dai’ chon, Tai-shan saw hisown pair of keepers starting toward him. With aped of rage, the dark
unicorn flew at them. Shouting, they scrambled away through the scattered hay and wood shavings.
Behind, the sacrificid daya shied. Keepers grasped hater leads in both forepaws, struggling to hold
them.

On the stone platform before them, Dai’ chon cried out. Tai-shan spun around, startled to hear the
godking' svoice for thefirg time. It was low-pitched and strangdly muffled, like a cry from deep
underhill. The godking gestured with its skewer, and severd of the purple-plumes cast aside their staves,
rushing Tai-shan with forelimbs outstretched to catch histethers. The dark unicorn charged them, lashing
with hisforehooves. The purple-plumes dodged, crying out in fear. Acrossfrom him, many of the daya
around Ryhenna had aready bolted. Others now fought their tethers, screaming to break free.

Tai-shan saw the daicha’ s green-garbed followers striving desperately to hold and cam what daya
they could. Their lady stood poised, as though uncertain. Then al at once, she rushed to snatch atether
from her minion’ s grasp. Shouting, she struck the frightened mare across the flank, sending her careening
away dfter the othersthat had broken free. Calling sharply to therest of her followers, the daicha dashed
among theremaining daya, waving her fordimbs and hying the last of the skittish beaststo bolt. The
throng about the palace surged to their feet and erupted in chaos as stampeding daya hurtled through
their midg.

Tai-shan circled, making to herd the sacrificid daya away from cliff’ sedge. Da’ chon’ s muffled shouts
and angry gestures continued. More of the chon’ s purple-plumes responded, some turning to chase
fleang daya, others coming on toward Tai-shan. At ashout from the daicha, her own green-plumed
guards hastened to form aline before the advancing purple-plumesto prevent their reaching the dark
unicorn. Ushuk thundered past just as the green-plumes closed ranks.

“Blasphemer!” the umber stalion shouted, storming toward Tai-shan. “How darest thou defy the will of
the god?’

The dark unicorn ducked and fell back, too surprised at first to defend himsdlf.

“Homat! Ushuk, stop!” Tai-shan heard Ryhenna crying. She, too, had broken through the daicha’s
line of green-plumes. “Did thy first encounter with black Moonbrow teach thee nothing? Thou' rt
overmatched!”

The umber stallion responded with agrowl. “ Cursed mare, to join this punuskr—this demon—in
defiance of Da’ chon. Thou shdt share hisfatel”

Again heflew at the dark unicorn. Once more Tai-shan dodged and fell back, sidestepping the
abandoned conveyance resting on the ground before the godking’ sdais, its bearerslong since fled.

“I served the godking joyfully dl my days,” the umber stdlion cried, his eyeswide and bloodshot, the
snorted pray from his nostrils flecked with blood. “In the end | proved unworthy, and he cast me aside.
Y et dill | worship and adore him. Dai’ chon undan ptola—the godking’ swill be done!”

Ushuk lunged, flailing recklessly at Tai-shan. Unwilling to use hishorn againg aflatbrowed adversary,
the dark unicorn reared and threw one shoulder against the other. Ushuk’ s hind hooves skidded on the
soft, dippery carpet of wood shavings. One pole of the chon’s raft caught hislegs. Thrashing, the umber
gdlion toppled. Tai-shan heard the daicha’s horrified cry as, squeding in pain, Ushuk struggled up from
the chaff and tinder, one foreleg shattered.

“Himay,” he heard the daicha cdling. “Ushuk, himay!” Stand till.

The dark unicorn recoiled in dismay. Thelimbsof daya must be fragile as deer’ s Ushuk staggered,



blundering on three limbs back through the ranks of the green-plumes still holding off the chon’'s
purple-plumed guards. At asnarl from Da’ chon on the platform above, purple-plumes surrounded the
injured gdlion.

“Tash—'omat!” thelady cried: No—stop!

Ignoring her, the godking made afurious gesture. One of the chon’s minionslifted athin dice of
skystuff to the great vein of Ushuk’ sthroat and drew the blade across. The umber stallion collgpsed with
ashriek. He thrashed for amoment, blood spattering the bone-dry tinder. Then he lay till. The dark
unicorn stared, stunned, unableto takeit in. With ahedler’ s care, Ushuk’ s limb might have mended!
Shaken and sick, Tai-shan backed away.

Behind him, he heard Ryhenna scream. Whirling, he saw Dai’ chon knedling on the platform’ s edge,
Ryhenna stether grasped in one forepaw. Trembling, the coppery mare tugged and tried to back
away—but she seemed dmost parayzed with fright. The godking spoke soothingly inits strange,
hollow-sounding voice. It pulled her head closer. Eyesrolling, the coppery mare whinnied dhrilly as,
crooning, the godking placed the point of the long, sharp skewer to her throat.

“Tash! ‘Omat!” shouted Tai-shan, vaulting onto the high stone platform.

He lunged to catch the skewer’ s length against his horn and bat it away. With acry, Dai’ chon fell back,
releasing Ryhenna. The dark unicorn reared. Growling, the da—headed creature dashed at him. Tai-shan
parried, sweeping his horn to once more knock aside the blade. The godking ducked, dodged. Tai-shan
felt hishorn strike a solid blow and leapt back astonished—for the other’ s neck was hard aswood, with
none of the give of mortd flesh. The sound of the blow rang hollowly, like ahoofstamp on arotten log.
Dai’ chon staggered. The head upon the cresture’ s shoulders wobbled. A moment later, it fell. Tai-shan
cried out. Hisblow had held neither aim nor force enough to have severed his opponent’ s gorge—and
yet Dai’ chon’s strange, stiff head toppled with a hollow thump to the dried petals and wood shavings
littering the dais. Dumbstruck, the dark unicorn stared &t the creature before him. Though beheaded, it
still possessed a head: around, two-foot head upon asquat, two-foot neck. An ordinary firekeeper
stood before him, one whose real head had been concealed beneath a hollow artifice of wood. The
unmasked keeper glared at Tai-shan, black eyesfurious, his own teeth bared asfiercely asthe carved
teeth of the wooden godhead had been. The dark curls of the other’ shair and beard were dick with
sweat. An ingtant later, the dark unicorn recognized him.

“The chon! The chon,” Ryhennabeow him cried. “No god & al!”

Similar screams came from the sampeding daya. Shrieks and wails rose from the scattering two-foots
aswell. Eyeswide with betrayal, faces drawn with shock, the commonfolk of the city scrambled to flee.
Y et the two-foots of the palace reacted differently. The daicha’s companions and her green-garbed
followers, plumed guards of both colors aswell asthe chon’s purple-badged underlings, while clearly
outraged at their ruler’ sunmasking, did not seem the least surprised to discover their mortal leader
impersonating agod. Even the daicha, the dark unicorn redlized in astonishment, had known al aong.

A stinging welt across one shoulder brought Tai-shan sharply around. The chon had lunged a him
again, dashing with the skewer and lashing with theflail. The dark unicorn dodged, back-stepping.
Ryhennd s cry came dmost too late.

“My lord Moonbrow, the edge!”

Whedling, Tai-shan sprang away bardly in time. The chon had sought to drive him backward over the
stone platform’ s brink. Shouting, the two-foot ruler pursued him acrossthe dais, cracking the stinging
lash. Asthe dark unicorn ducked, the lash coiled itself about his horn. With aheave of neck and
shoulders, Tai-shan jerked it from the two-foot’ s grasp and dung it spinning off acrossthe clifftop into the
empty air beyond. It hung amoment against the gathering storm clouds, before vanishing. Growling with
rage, the chon redoubled his attack with the blade.

“ ‘Ware the chon’'s guard!” Ryhennacried.

Tai-shan glimpsed ahandful of purple-plumes bresking through the daicha’ s green-plumed defenders
to rush the dais. Ryhenna dashed to the foot of the platform’s ramp, blocking their path. The
purple-plumesfell back in confusion asthe wild mare reared and struck at them. Tai-shan returned his
attention to the chon, countering the other’ slunges and blows, parrying each feint and thrust. The



nimbleness of this puny, upright creature astonished him. Though the chon possessed not nearly the
srength of afull-grown unicorn, the sweep and agility of hisforelimb gave him greet range. Tai-shan had
never fenced such adexterous foe. The dark unicorn plunged, pivoted, ramped, and dodged.

His hooves grew hot. Churning and plunging through the dry stuff strewn about the platform, hefdt his
hedls striking the flinty stone benesth. Flashes of white and amber light legpt from hishooves. More
flashes showered down as his horn grated against the skewer of the chon. Sparks! Sparks of fire were
fdling from his horn asit struck againgt the skystuff—more springing up from his hooves asthey skidded
on the stone: sparks such as he had once seen legp from the tool s of the two-foot firesmith. Now hisown
hooves and horn were doing the same! Astonished, the dark unicorn stared.

“Look! Look!” Ryhennabelow him cried. Many of her fleeing companions had hated, gazing in open
wonder at the bright rain falling from his hooves and horn. * Here standeth the true Dai’ chon, full of the
divinefire”

Lighting upon the platform’ sthick carpet of dry hay, withered flower petals, and aromatic wood
shavings, the sparks began to smolder. Black storm clouds were fast sweeping in acrossthe sea. A
warm, wet wind picked up. Bits of burning chaff gusted from the dais to the open space bel ow, catching
inthedried stuff there. A thick pall of smokerose, filling the air with cinders. Plumed two-foots of both
colorstore off their outer falseskins and flailed at the spreading flames.

Choking, the chon covered his mouth and nose with one forepav—yet till he fought. Tai-shan clashed
and countered, gasping for bregth, until in afurious assault, he drove the two-foot ruler to one knee and
disarmed him with a parry that knocked the skewer from hisgrip and sent it, like theflail beforeit,
Spinning away into the emptiness beyond the cliff. The dark unicorn ramped before the defeated chon,
whose bloodshot eyes glared back at him, full of hatred till.

“Tash! Tash so bei!” The daicha rushed past Ryhenna up onto the platform to interpose herself
between the dark unicorn and the chon. “Tash be im chon!”

Tai-shan knew she must be saying, No, don’t kill him. Don’t kill my king.

Fury burned in the dark unicorn. At that moment, he wanted nothing other than to skewer the
treacherous two-foot ruler—but the daicha stood suppliant before him, and he owed her hislife.
Forehooves touching the ground once more, Tai-shan shook himsdlf. A kind of slencefdl around him.
With great difficulty, summoning al the agility of lips and teeth not made to frame such speech, he strove
to pronounce clearly the words of the firekeepers' tongue.

“Undan ptola, daicha,” hetold her. Asyou wish.

The others eyes widened. She gazed at the dark unicorn as though unable to believe her ears. The
purple-plumes below the dais stood halted in wonder. The green-plumes, too, had heard. They stood
garing. Beyond them, the daicha’ s companions sank to the ground, two of them weeping. On the dais,
ashen-faced, the chon shook his head.

“Tash,” he gasped. “ Tash—ipsicat!”

Tai-shan did not recognize the second word, but he could guessits meaning: No. No—impossible.
The chon made asif torise.

“Tash! ‘Omat!” the dark unicorn ordered. No. Stop. “Himay.” Keep still.

The chon choked out something else, too fast for Tai-shan to follow. What was he saying now, the
dark unicorn wondered, that daya—even miraculoudy horned, outland daya—ought not be able to speak?

“Jma‘pnor!” That's enough, the dark unicorn commanded, cutting the chon off as he spoke.”
Asolet.” Slence. Again the other madeto rise, but the dark unicorn stopped him with afeint of hishorn.
“Tashbim!”

He did not know the phrase for Come no nearer and so had to settlefor Do not come. Tai-shan
stamped angrily, gdled by hislack of words.

“Ipsicat!” the chon whispered again. Impossible. Then, gesturing with hisforelimb, he shouted
suddenly, “Punuskr!”

Tai-shan recognized the term: demon. A string of epithets followed, too rapid for the dark unicorn to
decipher. From the other’ sfurious tone, however, it was clear they were dire threats. The chon motioned
to his purple-plumes, shouting.



“Bel 0! Bel so ahinl”

The dark unicorn needed no trandation to tell him the chon was shouting, Kill him. Kill him now! But
the purple-plumes at the foot of the dais tood motionless, eyes wide with awe. Severd fell to their
knees, gasping, “Dai’ chon!”

The cry was taken up among the green-plumes, aragged chant.

“Dai’ chon! Da’ chon!”

Upon the dais, the daicha sank to her knees as well, bowing her head and crossing her forelimbs over
her breast. Below, her green-plumes did the same.

“Emwe,” she murmured. “Emwe, Dai’ chon!”

Below them, the whole dlifftop seethed in confusion. Wildfire legpt and crackled. Stormwind had
picked up, fanning the flames. Screaming daya dashed madly about. Frightened two-foots cowered or
tried franticaly to flee, but the passageways beside the pal ace had become so crowded asto be
impassable. The palaceitself was on fire now. Hegped about the base of the dai's, offerings kindled and
burned.

A scream from Ryhenna caused Tai-shan to whed. Fire from the burning offerings had set her mane
aight. With shrills of terror, the coppery mare bolted. The dark unicorn sprang after her, vaulting down
from the daisthrough avell of fire and smoke. He sprinted behind her, crying her name.

“Ryhenng, stop!” he shouted. “ Turn—you'll run over the edge!”

The smoke and cinders grew so thick, he could not see her. Then he caught a glimpse of coppery
flank. The smoke parted suddenly—just as the earth vanished benegth his heds. Ryhennahung inthe air
before him. He glimpsed redlization in her eye, felt horror clutch like amany-toed suckerfish a hisown
breast.

Hetried to whed, to regain solid ground: far too late. Hislegsflailed only empty air. Ryhenna plunged
helplessdy beside him. The roiling white sea dashed upward toward them. A grest crack of thunder
sounded, accompanied by abitter odor and a blue-white flash. Lightning had struck the clifftop
behind—above them now. They werefdling.

o, too, did | fall, avoice whispered to him, not so long ago. It seemed to take forever—though |
fell toward frozen earth, not foaming sea.

The dark unicorn twisted, astonished, still capable of astonishment even now. The quiet voice was
infinitely familiar to him—surely the same that had spoken half ayear before to him standing nameless
upon the strand.

“Who areyou?* he cried out.

Your own granddam, of course, the whisper replied. Who else would | be?

Memory dtirred in him, hazy and distant ill. “ Sa? My father’ sdam?’

The hurtling wind whistled past hisears. Once | was Sa. | am part of Alma now.

“Y ou told meto find thefire. But the fire was within me,” the dark unicorn gasped. “It waswithin me al
dong!”

The sky around him seemed to nod in affirmation. Ever since your initiation pilgrimage, two years
past, when | touched your hooves with fire in the Pan Woods, and then your horn in the wyvern’'s
den. He remembered suddenly, clearly, standing upon the banked cods of agoatling campfire and later
bathing his horn in the firebowl of awyvern sorceress. The air Sghed. | have been waiting such a long
time for you to discover that spark within.

Faling, he answered hitterly, 1’ ve set the clifftop aight with that spark. They’re dl trapped. Now
two-foots and daya dikewill perish—’

No one will perish, thevoice murmured. Any moment, my Red Mare's conjured rain will douse
that blaze. The fire you have kindled in their minds, however, will burn a long time after this day.
Your spark will transform the city. The power of the chon liesin ruins now. The daichawill lead the
firekeepers from this hour forward, and Dai’ chon come to be worshiped in a new and gentler way.
It will take time, to be sure, but it will come—because of you, my Firebringer. Did you think it
your destiny to dance fire solely among the unicorns?

Besde himin the air, Ryhenna screamed and flailed. Droplets pelted them. He thought at first they



were spray from the frothing waves below. Then he redlized they came from overhead: rain—adriving
rain hard enough to damp the wildfire raging across the clifftop above. In that, at least, the goddess
gpoke true: those trgpped on the cliff would live, though he and the coppery mare perished.

“Takemy life,” he besought Alma, “but spare Ryhenna.” The goddess laughed, very gently, ashe and
his companion plunged. The storm-tossed sea surged up to meet them. But | already hold your life,
Aljan, son of my son, Dark Moon.

22.
Moondark

The pain had passed. A dim haze of morning light filtered into the grotto, augmenting the wan lichenlight
of the cavern’ swalls. The pied mare lay quiet, unable to focus her thoughts. A ddlicious drowsiness
enveloped her. Her mouth tasted smoky-sweet of rosehips. She had no memory of chewing the herb,
only of hours of travail the evening before. She was dive, and the knowledge astonished her.

Warm, dry hay had been heaped around her. Sismoomnat, the elder of her foster sisters, crouched
nearby, stroking her neck and crooning in the oddly musica, haf-grunted language of pans. The goatling
held aclump of dried seed grass near the pied mare' s nose, offering it to her. Tek managed to turn her
head away. She had no desire as yet for food.

The young pan vanished from beside her, to reappear holding forepaws cupped before her. Tek’s
response to the smell of water surprised even hersdf: durping the delicious contents of her foster aster’s
pamsin asingle sup. Twittering with pan laughter, Sismoomnat brought her another drink, another, and
another yet. Dozens of swalows at last assuaged the pied mare sthirst.

The muffled sound of her mother’ s voice reached her then, muttering low and urgently. A strange
aroma pervaded the cave: afaint, dightly bitter savor, as of chewed roots or bark. Tek tried weakly to
raise her head, and Sismoomnat hel ped, lifting the pied mare' s cheek to rest on her shaggy flank. Their
dam stood across the grotto, in the shadows where few of the faintly glowing lichensgrew. The Red
Mare swayed, lock-kneed in trance, chanting softly: “ Brothers-in-ocean, Sgters-in-the-waves:
swift-coursers, far-rovers, aid us! Two of our kind are in gravest peril. Dreams speak to me of this.”

Tek had no notion what her mother might be doing—petitioning some unseen listener? The Red Mare's
chanting continued, endless, monotonous. Tek’ s perceptions grew foggy. Even the dight effort of resting
her head on Sismoomnat’ s flank exhausted her. Shefelt hersdlf drifting into deep.

Something nipped at her, rustling the hay. The pied mare jerked awake, struggling feebly. Her limbsdid
little more than twitch. Sismoomnat stroked her neck and murmured soothingly, then gently turned the
pied mare’ s head, holding it so that Tek could view her own side and flank. Her belly, relieved now of its
months-long burden, seemed oddly flattened to her eye, grown accustomed to the huge swell of her
pregnant side. The younger pan, Fitipak, crouched near the pied mare s hindquarters, stroking something
which nestled againgt Tek’ sbelly.

“Seek them for me, my ssters-in-ocean!” Her mother’ s soft, urgent chanting continued. “ Already you
are coasting the Summer shore, traveling to the sacred shoals off the Gryphon Mountainsto calve. My
fellows are struggling not far from you. Aid them, my brothers-in-the-waves.”

Tek paid scant attention, gazing instead at the young pan beside her, who sang and murmured while she
hersdf stared blearily, trying to focus her eyes. A warm tide of reief flowed through the pied mare
suddenly as she spotted the tiny, newborn unicorn lying suckling beside her. She felt exhausted and
euphoric and utterly light. Thelittle cresture struggled, shifting the hay. Tek fdt itstoothlessgumsagain,
nipping insstently &t the teat. Deeply, she Sghed.

Not ill-omened, shetold hersdf. Miraculous. Full of mystery and joy.

But wasit filly or fod? She could not tell. The heaped straw and crouching form of Pitipak obscured
her view. Her nurding seemed to shift and blur. The pied mare blinked. At times her doubled vision saw
twin images: one dark, onelight, so that she could not be certain of her young' strue color.

“Hear me, comrades-of-the-deep,” the Red Mare murmured. “My fellows are weary and in need of
rescue. Do not let them perish, | beseech you. Buoy them up against the waters that would claim them.”



The words continued, urgent, ceaseless—judt at the threshold of Tek’ s hearing. She ignored them, too
spent to listen, to puzzle them out.

I must think of a name, shethought languidly. A truename for my child.

Asdam, she aone could fashion her offspring’ s secret name and whisper thisfirst and most closely
guarded gift into that newborn ear one, never to be repeated to another unlessthe greatest of trust lay
between them. Jan had told her his own truename—Aljan, Dark Moorn—on his pilgrimage of initiation,
two years gone.

And that was when | knew, shethought, knew beyond all doubts and shadows that this young
firebrand was the one for me, even if | had to wait years for him. And he was worth the wait. As
this moment has been worth the wait, to feel our young suckling at my flank.

“Unicorns-of-the-seal Unicorns-of-the-seal” her mother chanted softly, tirdlessy. “Fierce, fearless
single-horns—you who are aso the beloved of Almaand who, like us, dso call yourselves
children-of-the-moon. Bear my fellows safe to land!”

Tek drifted, as on gentle swells. Sleep was dragging at her. She could not remain afloat a moment
more. Return to me soon, O my love, my Dark Moon, she found hersdlf thinking, asthough her mate
somehow floated beside her, able to hear her thoughts. Return and share my joy in the birth of your
heir. Seep rose like awave and overwhelmed her. Unresisting, shelet hersdf dip down, down into the
darkest depths, devoid of light and sound and dreams.

23.
Unicorns-of-the-Sea

Thedriving rain no longer fell, but ssormwind continued to batter. The dark unicorn panted with effort,
churning with al four limbs just to keep his head above water. Waves heaved and tossed. Land lay
nowherein sight. He could not tell if the darkness were that of storm aone or of night. It had all come
back to him now: his people and their Vale, histitle among them—Korr’ s son, prince of the unicorns. He
remembered his journey to the Summer Seaat solstice time, the long months of mock-sparring and
wooing. A flush of warmth suffused him as he recaled the courting dance on equinox eve. Memory of
Tek blazed up, and wild longing filled him to return to hisfelows and rgjoin his mate.

Too weary to fight the riptide anymore, Jan lay in adaze asthe cold, gusting stormrain began to abate.
Hislimbsfet violently jolted, hisribs badly bruised. After he and Ryhennahad sprung from cliff’ sedge
toward the storm-high surf bel ow, strong ocean currents had dragged them far from shore. Alongside
him, whenever the wind fell, he heard the coppery mare s panting breath as she, too, struggled againgt the
fierce, running sea. After atime, her thrashing roused him.

“Don't...,” he managed, dinging awet draggle of mane from hiseyes. “Don’t fight the waves. Breathe
deep, and keep your nose just above water. Use your limbs aslittle as possible.”

Eyesrolling and wide, the coppery mare turned to him with agasp of relief. “My loro—qgrest
Da’ chon—yedir!”

Jan shook his head weekly. “I am no Dai’ chon. Ryhenna, | am Aljan, prince of the unicorns. | have
remembered my own truename at last.”

“Alj—Al-jan?’ shestumbled, il flailing franticaly. “But—I saw the divine fire soring from thy hooves
and horn....”

Again the dark unicorn shook his head. Breathing hurt hisribs. He had suffered someinjury inthefall.
The pain weakened him. “Don’'t swim so fiercely,” he urged her. “ Y ou'll spend yourself.”

Reuctantly, Ryhenna dowed her vigorous paddle. She seemed fearful of sinking without the constant
motion of her limbs.

“Cal me Moonbrow, as before, if you wish,” he said, snorting cold seawater, “though that is not the
name by which my people know me.”

The coppery mare gazed at him. “Tell me of thy people, my lord Al-jan, Moonbrow,” she whispered,
“and whence thou comest.”

Jan told her of his people, the children-of-the-moon, and of hislife among them in the Vae. He spoke



until hisvoice became ragged, rough. Ryhenna s breathing calmed. Her efforts a remaining afloat grew
more steady. She paddied determinedly now, no longer desperate, and listened, hushed, as he described
thefreelives of unicorns.

“Y e have no keepers,” the coppery mare murmured, awed, “and yet ye do not starve? Y e find your
own shelter againgt the cold and wet, and defend yoursalves from harm? And ye follow your own god,
thisMother-of-dl, this Alma?’

Jan nodded, talked out, spent. Histae had taxed his waning strength. He let himsdlf drift, treading the
waves as dowly as possible, saw the coppery mare watching him, trying to do the same. The grey sea
had calmed somewhat, though the sky remained windblown, dark. Abruptly, she turned away.

“I have no such loving god to watch over me,” she murmured bitterly. “My god was a sham, naught but
amorta two-foot in amask. Oh, Al-jan—Moonbrow—if only | might see thismarvelous Vae of thine
and meet thy fellows and know the blessings of thy goddess Alma, | might die content.”

Jan stirred uneasily, thinking of his dreams. He remembered only snatches—of killing winter cold and
garving unicorns; his own father with afase moon painted in white clay upon his brow, ramping and
shouting as one mad; Tek and Dagg fleeing together through driving snow, pursued by haunts or wolves.
The dark unicorn shivered. All around, the cold waves heaved and chopped.

“Wherearewe?’ he heard Ryhennabeside him asking, her voice plaintive. Clearly she was beginning
totire. He himsdlf fet drained and chilled, at the end of his strength. How long had they beenin the
sea—all day? Wasit dusk now? Evening? He saw no stars overhead, but the sky was so dark, he was
not sureif it were night or only cover of cloud.

“Near the coast till, rest sure,” he answered, forcing his own voice to sound reasoned and cam. “The
storm can't have taken us so very far from shore. If only we knew what direction, | imagine we could
swimit.” Seeing her casting about worriedly, he added, “ Sooner or later, we' re bound to drift back
toward land.”

He turned away for amoment, fearful to catch her eye, and told himsdlf that hiswords were not alie.
He had no doubt that eventually they would wash up on shore—but he knew that could be days, even
weeks hence: long after their spirits had leapt free of the world to join with the Mother-of-al, leaving only
bloated corpses on the waves.

Great Alma, save us! hecried inwardly, fighting his own panic down.

Jan shook himsdlf, paddling as much for warmth now asto remain &fl oat. He saw Ryhenna scanning the
horizon intently. Underneath her seeming composure, he sensed she was terrified till, nearly exhausted.
The sea began to grow rougher again. Waves pitched and dapped at them. As darkness degpened, Jan
redlized that true evening must befaling a lagt, that the grey dimness encompassing them before had
been only storm-shadowed daylight. The wind rose, gusted, but with no sign of rain.

Time passed. Beside him, he heard Ryhenna s sobbing breaths. Hisinjured ribs ached. His limbs hung
numb. Hefdt hiseyelids straying shut. Only for afew moments, hetold himsdlf: he would rest, then swim
on. Part of him knew that he was drowning, beginning to snk—down, the long way down to the soft, Silt
bottom, where firefish and searjellswould pick hisbones. But he could not struggle, could not swim
another stroke. He had lost track of the coppery mare, unsure whether she il drifted beside him.
Seawater filled his mouth and nose.

Into your keeping, Great Alma, he bade the goddess silently, take me and my companion
Ryhenna.

A splash of spray. Something long and deek broke the surface dongside him. Jan started, choking,
jerking his head once moreinto the air above the rocking darkness of waves. A tumult in the waters all
around. He paddled reflexively, blinking, stared at the gently curving back of the large dark form that had
just surfaced before him. The blowhole atop its rounded head spouted a spurt of steaming breath.

Similar creatures—nearly a score—crowded around him and Ryhenna, bearing them up. Acrossfrom
him, the coppery mare floundered, dazed, only haf aware of their rescuers. The dark unicorn could only
gaze in wonder as hefdt the smooth, shifting surface of the ocean creatures backs supporting him, lifting
him partidly free of the waves. His own struggles ceased as, in the depth of hismind, he heard a soft,

laughing voice gently mocking him.



Aljan, my foolish colt. Did you really think I’ d let you drown?

The seabeast nearest Jan turned to look at him with its bright black eye. The creature clicked and
chattered through its steaming blowhole. Itsfellows did the same. Across from him, the coppery mare's
thrashing had subsided. She lay insensate, swooned. Jan felt himsdlf growing light-headed, faint. He
seemed to be floating through dark, star-filled sky instead of sea. Burning searjells and firefish swirled,
surrounded him like stars. The strange, streamlined cresture gliding before him through the darkness
clacked and chittered till. From its short, blunt snout—he beheld now, staring—grew the long, twisting
gpird of aunicorn’shorn.

The dream of stargliding endured for agreat span before Jan returned to himsdlf, found himself once
morein the night-dark sea. For hours, it seemed, he could do little more than lie exhausted against the
dick, pliant backs of the unicorns-of-the-sea. They were mostly dark grey, though afew were silvery
with great black spots. Acrossfrom him, Ryhenna dept peacefully, sorawled across the shifting backs of
the obliging sea-unicorns. Much of the cloud cover above him had blown off now, and Jan was ableto
see dars. The few ragged, scudding clouds that remained threatened no rain. The breeze had turned
unexpectedly, mercifully warm.

Not al their rescuers possessed the tusk-horn, Jan noted after atime. Only about half did, most of
whom appeared to be the larger males—and yet, among those with the longest, keenest, and most
elegant horns swam two that were plainly femaes with haf-grown caves. One of the group even sported
apair of horns, one spira skewer sprouting from each side of the jaw. The group’sleader was evidently
the beautifully tusked young mae who had broken the surface first. In the beginning, he only clicked and
whistled at Jan, but presently switched to the common tongue of unicornsand daya.

“Among my folk,” hebegan, “l anknownasA’aa...."” A gtring of crackling squedsfollowed,
baffling Jan’ s ears. The sea creature tossed his head, flipping ashower of spray. “But | redizethis
designation isdifficult for your kind.”

The young male swam aongside, bright-eyed, smiling. The dark unicorn could not escape the
impression that he was being politely laughed at.

“You may thereforecdl meA’a”

Despite his bone-wearying fatigue, Jan managed abow. “A’a” hebegan, “1 am cdled Aljan. My
companion is Ryhenna. We are both deeply grateful for your aid. But | have never seen or heard tell of
your kind before. What are your people called?’

“Weare narwhals,” A’areplied: “Moonspawn, blessed of the Great Mother. We are on our spring
voyage east dong the silver coast to our calving grounds off the Birdcat Mountains.”

Birdcat Mountains. Jan grew suddenly more aert. Might such be the name of the Gryphon Mountains
among A’d s people? The dark unicorn felt hiswhole body quiver. If the unicorns-of-the-sea knew of the
Gryphon Mountains, then surely they knew of the Singing Cliffs where the seaherons nested, from which
he could easily find hisway back to the Vde.

“We sing to one another constantly beneath the waves,” A’ a continued. “My pod was closest to you
when our dreamers harkened Red-One' s hail entreating your rescue.”

Red-One? Jan blinked. All the narwhalsin hisview were dark silver, mottled grey, or black. “Whois
Red-One?’ he asked. “Isthat one among you now?’

A shower of staccato clicks marked A’a slaughter. “Nay. Sheisof your kind,” he replied, “though
once, like your companion, shelacked ahorn. Y ears ago, we aided her flight from the two-footed
boat-builders. We curse their kind! They kill uswhen they can—though we have never offered them the
dightest harm. They sted our tusks and dappled skins, our rich fat and strong, supple bones. They would
harness us asthey do their hapless daya, we think, could they but devise a means.”

A gtorm of angry crackles and squedls came from A’ a sfellows, evidently signaling agreement.

“Where doesthisred marelive?’ the dark prince asked as the tumult subsided.

“Inland,” A’areplied. “ She vigts usfrom time to time, coming down to the golden shore in soring when
we are passing by. Sometimes she travelswith usawhile. Wetdl her of al the redms underseathat we
have visited, and she speaks of the drylands she has seen. Severd of us have learned her tongue, and she



speaks our own tongue alittle, too.”

The swéllsrolled dark and warm around them.

“You arefortunate, O friend of our great friend,” the deek sea-rover added, “to have such an dly to
intercede on your behdf.”

Jan lay slent amoment, thoroughly confused. A hornless da mare, having escaped the two-foots, now
living asaunicorn? Surdly he could not have heard the other right.

“Y ou say thismare once lacked ahorn...?" he began. The narwhal leader clacked and nodded.
“Drinking from a sacred pool guarded by white poisontails transformed her,” hereplied. “A horn now
grows upon her brow.”

The dark unicorn snorted, shook his head, il utterly perplexed. Could A’abe referring to the sacred
wellspring of the moon, Jan wondered, deep in wyvern country?

“But how could this Red-One,” he murmured, only half-redizing he wasthinking doud, “many miles
inland, know of our plight—and send you word?’

The black narwha laughed. *“ Red-One glides through our dreams,” he answered. “ Her spells conjured
the storm that rai sed the sea above the rocks and enabled your escape from the stinking boat-makers. It
was surdly amighty legp to fling her powers so far. We are uneasy for her now, having received no
further sending from her these many hours since.”

Jan felt astab of recognition now. Could Tek’s dam be the one of whom the narwhals spoke? He had
known dl hislifethat the Red Mare was a magicker, able to enter dreams and bring weather. He knew
she often traveled far from the Vae on mysterious errands never explained. It had been Jah-lila, years
past, who had saved him from awyvern’ s sting and hinted at originsfar stranger than merely being the
offspring of renegade unicorns—outlaws of the Plain—as most of the herd believed.

The sea-unicorns bobbed and whistled. Despite the mildness of the air after the storm, al Jan’ slimbs
felt suddenly chill. Had Jah-lilaonce been a da in the city of the two-foots? Could drinking of Alma's
sacred pool deep in wyvern-occupied territory somehow have transformed her? For al its healing
powers, could that miraculous well truly change hornless daya into unicorns? The prospect both
disturbed and excited him.

“I believe this Red-One of whom you speak iskinto me,” hesaidto A’ a, “being mother to my mate.”

The narwhal |eader reared back, startled, his speech degenerating into a series of squeals and staccato
raps, by which, Jan supposed, he transmitted this newsto hisfellows. The dark prince nearly did from
the backs of his rescuers as other narwhalsjoined in their leader’ s gleeful dither, jostling and chattering.

Across from him, Ryhenna s supporters seemed to contain themselves better than their podmates, so
that the deeping mare only stirred, but did not wake. Eventualy, to Jan’srdief, A’acamed himsdf and
restored order with abarrage of deep, rapid snaps and bursts of risng notes. As the narwhals quieted,
their leader once more resumed the unicorn tongue.

“We were unaware of your kinship to Red-One,” the narwha replied. “ This news pleases us very
wdl.”

“| seek to returnto my home,” Jan told him urgently, “and | would bring my companion Ryhennawith
me, but | do not know theway....”

“Do not fear,” A’areplied. “You need only travel east dong the silver shore to reach the whistling
steeps and the golden sands where the blue skimmers flock. From there, you and your companion will be
ableto find your way inland, will you not?’

Whigtling steeps, golden sands, blue skimmers. Quickly, Jan grasped the most likely trandations:
Singing Cliffs, the shores of the Summer Sea, and the dust-blue herons.

“Aye” hecried. “We can eadlly find our way inland from there.”

“Good,” A’areplied. “We are not far from the shalows though you will need to travel many daysaong
the slver strand before you reach the stegps. We should be within sight of the drylands by morning. Until
then, deep, friend Aljan, unicorn of theland, for | see you are asweary asyour companion. Itistime
both of you dept. Rest now till we put you safe ashore.”



24,
Prince s Get

Dagg felt exposed, vulnerable now that he had passed outside the Vale. Tepid sun and cool spring air
seemed dmogt sultry. Grazing as he went, he trotted through the greening hills, admiring the delicious
shoots and young buds bursting everywhere. Hislong winter pelt, grown ragged now, had yet to shed.
Hefound himsalf sweating beneath the shag. Gnats and midges swarmed in droves. He swatted a a
biting fly on hisrump.

He could not believe how quickly the season had changed. The violent storm at equinox, little more
than a month gone by, had banished the hard-frozen snows in asingle sweep. Dagg shuddered, thinking
of the desperate winter past: Jan, gryphon-killed; mad Korr ordering his son’ sinnocent mate pursued
evenin her exile beyond the Vae. Then the ssorm. Common knowledge called Tek’ sdam, to whom she
had fled, amagicker. Could the Red Mare truly have conjured the deluge at equinox—and dl that had
ensued?

Uneasily, Dagg shoved speculation aside. Those tragedies were over—nightmares from which the herd
must now awake. He trotted across pathless, rolling hills of mixed forest and meadow. Deep in his breast
dirred thefear that had dogged him al winter since Tek’ sflight. Had she been able to find her mother,
the elusve Red Mare—or had she perished with her unborn in the snows beyond the Vae? Even
strengthened as she was by the heder’ s herb, her desperate run must have cost her much.

A sharp whistle cut through his troubled musing. The dappled warrior halted dead, his nogtrilsflared.
He cast about him with ears and eyes. He stood in an open meadow beside a narrow ravine, gushing
now with spring flood. On the cliffsde opposite, afigure moved, partidly hidden by trees. His heart lifted
suddenly as Tek stepped from the forest’ s edge onto the open hillside.

“Ho, Tek!” Dagg shouted, hdf-rearing. “Well met!”

The pied mare laughed. She seemed surprisingly hale. Dagg himsdlf was only beginning to recover from
the privations of the harsh season past. Despite the recent abundance of sprouting shoots and buds, his
ribs still showed. Tek, by contrast, looked deek.

“Comeup,” shecried. “I'll meet you.”

Whesling, she vanished into the trees. Dagg splashed across the flooded ravine and started up the
rocky trail. A thought struck him just as he reached the trees. Though atall, strapping mare, Tek had
aways been lean, dim asafilly, without an ounce of spare flesh. So herecalled her from their yearsin the
Vae, and so she had appeared to him on the hillside above only moments before.

A chill bitinto Dagg’ s breast as he counted the time since the night of courting upon the shores of the
Summer Sea. Tek' s pregnancy ought to have been far advanced by now, her unborn progeny not due for
close to another moon—yet her dender girth made obvious that she was no longer pregnant. Dagg's
heart fell. She must havelost thefod.

The sound of hoofbeats along the steep trail made him quicken his pace. Through the trees ahead, he
glimpsed Tek rounding the bend. Shelet out aglad whinny and charged him. Dagg braced, laughing, as
she shouldered againgt him, frisking and nipping. He fet like acolt again, dodging the smarting blows of
her hooves and fencing her nimble feints of horn. Panting, the two of them subsided at last, Tek tossing
the long black-and-rose strands of mane from her eyes. Dagg marveled & her energy.

“Wdl, Dagg,” shesad, alittle bresthless. “What bringsyou?’

“You,” he answered, chafing against her companionably. “How areyou?’ he asked her. “How fared
you thiswinter past?’

Tek laughed, stepping back. “Asyou see. | found my dam and sheltered in her grotto. But you,
Dagg—" Her voice sobered. “How fared you and those | lft behind in the Vae?’

Dagg cast down his eyes. “ So many perished,” he answered. “Mainly the old and the very young.”

As hethought of Korr kegping huge assemblies standing in the fierce cold for hours daily, sharing only
among his favored Companions the secret of where the best forage lay, the dappled warrior’ s voice grew
hard.



“Many starved, who need not have starved. Many died of cold who need not have died. By the end of
winter, even the most loya acknowledged Korr must be mad.”

Tek nodded, sobered. “1 sorrow to hear of it.”

Dagg stlamped, pacing restlesdy. “ Then the tragedy a equinox. That wasthefind blow....”

The dappled warrior sopped himsdf, glancing quickly at Tek. He had not meant to mention that
catastrophe so soon, to spoil her firgt joy at their meeting—especialy in view of the obviousloss of her
unborn. Now the damage was done: he had et the news dip out. Tek’s eyes narrowed.

“Tragedy?’ she asked him. “Tdl meof this”

Dagg scuffed one forehoof. Gnats whined, stinging him. He tossed his mane.

“Come.” Tek fell in beside him and started up the dope. “ Tell measwewalk.”

The hillside steepened, its narrow trail threading through tough, spindly trees. Reluctantly, he began.

“After you fled at solstice time, some expressed hope, saying that with *the pied wych' now cast out,
Almamust once more smile—hah!” He snorted. “But the weather only worsened. Teki and | did our
best to foster belief that it must be your exile the goddess found so displeasing. Most conceded that you
had had nothing to do with the death of noble Saand that fear for your life—not guilty shame—had
driven you away. Fedings ran even higher in your favor when it became known you...”

Dagg hadtily bit histongue, reluctant to speak inddlicately in view of Tek’ s obvious miscarriage.

“That is, when your condition became known,” he muttered awkwardly, risking aglance at Tek.

She seemed unperturbed, serenein fact. Dagg frowned. Few mares he knew to have lost their young
accepted their misfortune so blithely. Even moons later, he knew, many still mourned. Y et Tek evidenced
no such deep-fet grief. Though sober and attentive, her expression was not stricken.

“Goon,” the pied mare prompted. Puzzled, the young stallion continued.

“Theking raged when he learned of your escape. One Companion who had attacked you broke hisleg
inthefdl. Teki could not save him. The other, so they say, barely escaped skewering by the king after his
tale of your bungled arrest. What saved him, | think, was his revelation of your—your pregnancy.”

Tek nodded. Abashed, the dappled warrior hurried on.

“The news drove the king into afrenzy. He called your union with Jan unholy, the result of your
mother’ s sorcery. He called your expected progeny ‘ abomination,” which at al costs must be prevented
from birth.”

Again, Dagg stopped himsdlf, appalled at how badly he had put it, wishing he could snatch back the
words which had just passed hislips. His hide flushed scarlet beneath heavy winter shag. Yet ill Tek's
expression seemed only serious and inward-turned, not anguished. Sadly, she shook her head.

“| cannot understand what the king could have meant. Perhaps no meaning liesin the ravings of the
mad. But go on, Dagg. How did the herd respond?’

“Even some of the king’s most ardent supporters acknowledged that he ranted then,” continued Dagg,
“but all ill feared to defy him. Korr ordered his chosen to pursue you at once. Luckily, none knew
whither you had fled. Teki was questioned, of course, but he professed bafflement at any suggestions that
he had aided you, and his young acolytes backed him, every one, al swearing that they had not seen you
inat least aday. Teki indgsted on open questioning, before the assembled herd, not some secret
interview.

“All the acolytes were let go. Even theking, calling for the blood of your unborn as he was, seemed
reluctant to harm them. So many had died by now that the welfare of these young ones was doubly
preciousto the herd. Asfor Teki himsdf, much grumbling ensued among the king' s loydists over the pied
galion’sbeing not only your acknowledged sire, but the mate of a* known outlaw and magicker’ —but
the hedler answered that you were a grown and wedded mare, responsible for your own actions now,
and had not sheltered in his grotto since summer last.

“He aso reminded al present that he had not shared a cave with your mother, Jah-lila, since before
you were born and could scarcely be held accountable for any actions of amare who choseto live
outside the protection of the Vae and its Ring of Law. And when, he asked, had the Red Mare been
adjudged an outlaw? She had never stood before Council or king facing chargesfor any crime. Strange
she might be, aforeigner—but not crimind.



“Hefurther caled on al to witness hisown long and loya serviceto theking. Korr could not very well
touch him then. Besides, he and everybody ese knew that until his acolytes complete their
training—years hence—the pied stdlion remainsthe Vae sonly heder. The very surviva of many
present might well hang upon his skill that winter. At last Korr let him go, but the king vowed that as soon
as the wegather broke, he would digpatch his Companions to hunt you down wherever you might be
hiding, even beyond the Ve, if need be.”

“Andyou?’ Tek pressed, brow furrowed with concern.” All this you must have heard at second
account. Was your absence marked? | lost track of you that night, in the snow. You fell behind....”

Dagg shook his head. “Nay. When | limped home late the following day, | told my sreand dam | had
been caught in the storm and wandered for hours, lost, before spending the night huddled in asmall,
deserted cave: not far from the truth. If they did not believe me, they said nothing to Korr. Blood ties, it
seems, il bind them stronger than fedty to aking.

“All the herd attended the grey mare sfunerd, despite the cold. Their grief was unbounded. The loss of
Saseemed to burn in the minds of many asasymbol of dl that the herd had lost. Few save his
Companions paid heed to Korr’ swords that day: no outbursts, no open rebdllion, but a persistent, sullen,
smoldering resentment againgt the king. Cold and starving, the unicorns were growing wesry of being
bitten and kicked. Attendance at Korr’' sraliesfel off sharply after that. We needed al our time and
energy just to scout for forage. Most smply did not heed the summons of the king’s Companions
anymore.

“That pricked him. He dispatched his pack to comb the valley for you as soon as Sa s funerd rites
were done. When they could not find you, the king had little doubt you had fled to your mother’ s haunts
in the southeastern hills—though Teki and | kept rumorsflying of your having hidden deep in the Pan
Woods, or even run away wild renegade onto the Plain.

“Some of our dlies swore to glimpsing you—or your haunt—on some distant dope of the VVale, crying
out to Almaand the spirit of your princely mate to witness your innocence. More than afew of theking's
Companions began to doubt the wisdom of actually finding you. We let them go on thinking you were
some sort of wych or sprite. From time to time our sympathizers reported ghostly dreams of you
mourning theinjustice of your fate.”

Warming to histade, despiteits gravity, Dagg found himsdf nearly laughing now. Inventing eerie
sghtings with which to confound Korr’ s superdtitious followers had proved the winter’ s one diversion.
Such smadl, delicious victories, he mused, had often proved the only fodder to chew on during thelong,
cold, hungry nights. Picking thetrail beside him in the warm spring sun, Tek joined hislaughter essily.

“Y ou rogues. When spinning tales, neither you nor Teki has ever held the strictest regard for the truth.”

Grinning, Dagg shrugged. “When the king has champed the truth dl tatters with his ‘ mouthpiece of
Alma nonsense, | hardly see why others should not join in the feast. At any rate, Korr kept his
Companions searching the Vae rdlentlesdy for you al winter. Previoudy, joining the king had meant ease
and privileges, better forage and a bullying sdf-importance in exchange for little actud toil. Now Korr’'s
constant search parties grew so burdensome that many longed to quit his service, but dared not, lest their
former Companions throw the deserters upon the mercy of aresentful herd. They kept to their posts now
out of fear, not loyalty.

“As equinox neared, theking let it be known that he intended to send a party into the southeast hills at
first spring to hunt you out before your time of bearing came. Y et sentiment had shifted so heavily in your
favor by thistime that the Companions were openly jeered asthey set out. The king ought to use his
wolves, so some muttered loudly, to seek out new forage for the starving. Many said that you were
surely dead. Othersfeared that did you live, Jah-lilawould doubtless protect you with her sorcery.”

He glanced again at Tek, but she gave him no indication one way or another regarding her dam’srole
in the events of the scant month and allittle past, merely glanced at him curioudy asthey continued up the
trall.

“Y ou spoke of tragedy,” she reminded. “ Some great |0ss during the mighty storm at equinox? Tell me
of this”

Dagg looked away, finding the subject dmost too painful to relate. But Tek seemed genuinely puzzled.



If Jah-lila had precipitated the events of equinox, she apparently had not relayed them to her daughter.
With adeep sgh, the dappled warrior sad:

“At the dispatching of the Companions, the breaking point seemed to come at last. Korr’ s mate, Ses,
had remained slent al thiswhile. Though clearly not approving, she had spoken no public word against
her mate. At equinox, though, Ses declared that if the king sent hiswolvesto hunt you down, she would
leavehim.

“Her resolve threw Korr into desperation partly over the threatened loss of his beloved mate and
daughter—for with thelittlefilly still suckling, she could not be separated from her dam—and partly, too,
because without Ll under his care, his claim to regency would be grestly weakened. Should the
remnants of the Council of Elders so choose, they could as easily declare Sesregent asKorr. It was Ses
who findly pointed out that were you, Tek, to bring Jan’ s unborn heir to term, it would be that fodl, not
Lel, to rightfully own thetitle of princess.

“Korr grew wild then, declaring ‘the pied wych’ and your child better dead than | &ft to live. He blamed
your dam as somehow the ultimate cause of dl the herd’ s misfortune, calling her deceiver and seducer.
Sestook refugein Sa's deserted grotto. Korr sent his Companions to demand Lel’ sreturn, but Ses
stood in the egress of the cave and shouted, * I’ll not rgjoin my mate while he remainsin his madness, and
if you take my filly from me before she isweaned, she will die. How will that serve your king?

“Theking's Companions, unwilling to risk injury to either Sesor Lél, could only return—defeated—to
Korr. Hewasfurious, but what could he do? By day, while Sesforaged, Lell sheltered in Teki’ s cave
with his acolytes. Public sentiment was now such that Korr dared not risk removing her in Ses's absence.
The herd might have been moved to open rebellion then.

“Ingtead, Korr threw himself into planning the expedition to track you down. He dared not leave the
Vae himsdf—for his position was now o precarious he feared his absence might lend the Council
opportunity to declare another regent. On the eve of equinox, he sent his Companions out. In place of the
traditiona spring pilgrimage to the Hallow Hills, Korr ordered this quest for vengeance instead. Indeed,
we d few uninitiated colts and fillies [ft by then, and those too sickly for any trek.

“The Companions were to cross into the southeastern hills through the snowbound pass the moment
enough snow had melted to make the way passable. Then they were to disperse, combing every inch of
wilderland until they found you. My parents were among them, but even they, | think, had begun to scent
which way the wind was blowing. Those Companions who remained behind with Korr were mosily old,
injured, or sick.

“Great storms had been building in the southeast for days, the end of winter findly in sight. A violent
deluge broke at last on equinox eve. Snow-locked mountains des turned suddenly to muddy dush.
Despite the downpour, so my parentstell, the Companions climbed struggling toward the pass. All at
once, near thetrail’ s highest point—between one heartbest and the next—avast wall of mud hurtled
down upon them. The dope above had given way beneath the weight of melting snow and torrentid rain.

“A scant few, among them my sire and dam, gained shelter beneath ajutting overhang of stone. They
watched in horror astheir fellows were swept away. Not one that had been caught by the dide remained
to be found. The survivors, fleeing for their lives, returned to Korr and told their tale. Many who listened
concluded it must have been a sorcerous storm, conjured by the red wych Jah-lilato punish Korr for
seeking her daughter’ slife. Some are even cdling your dam a prophet of Almanow, and Korr thefase,
blagpheming raver.”

Thetrail had leveled out, threading aong the side of the cliff. Dagg spotted the meadow and ravine far
below. The pied mare paced slently, thoughtfully beside him.

“I knew nothing of this” shesaid at last. “If my dam indeed conjured that storm, she has not told me
s0. Nor has she spoken of the loss of the king's Companions, though | cannot doubt she knows of it.
What ensued after the herd received this news?’

“Great mourning,” Dagg replied. “ Though the king' s wolves had been much resented, they were il
our blood, warriors of the Ring and loyd to their king—if unwisaly so—and kith or kin to many. Their
deaths put the herd' slossthiswinter past at nearly haf our former numbers.”

“And Korr?" Tek asked.



Dagg shook his head. “ The king was devastated, seemed to regard the calamity as divine judgment. He
has been slent snce, issuing no proclamations, holding no ralies, making no demands. Many seeit asa
good sign, the beginning of areturn to sanity. He moves about solely in the company of hisfew remaining
Companions—most have dared to desert since equinox, and been accepted back into the herd after
fitting penance. Ses gill remainsin Sa s grotto. Korr has neither called for her nor goneto her.

“Most of the winter’ s survivors are o relieved at the dispersal of the snows, the early warmth of
spring, and the green buds growing that they spend their time foraging ravenoudy and give little thought to
the herd’ sleadership. Their mood, for the moment quiet, seemsto be one of waiting. No word has been
heard of you, and though most are anxious for news, none have dared come in search since learning the
fate of the king's Companions.”

Tek amiled a him. “Nonetill you,” she said quietly.

Dagg snorted. “As your shoulder-friend, | doubt your dam would see cause to do me harm. Besides,
the snow’ slong melted, and it scarce lookslikerain.”

Tek let out agreat laugh, and Dagg could not help joining her. They had made good progress up the
trail. He spotted a cave suddenly, anarrow dit in the cliff’ s sde—it looked like amere creasein the
rock, not the entrance to a grotto.

“Comein; comein,” Tek told him, entering. “My mother set out foraging early thismorn. | doubt that
sheisyet returned, but we can wait within, sheltered from gnats and the cool spring wind.”

Dagg hesitated, unease gripping him suddenly. He did not relish meeting the Red Mare face to face.
Her veiled powers, her foreignness and mystery unnerved him. Lashing histail, he followed the pied mare
reluctantly into the cave. Its upper wals and celling clustered with glowing lichens and fungi in rose, ghost
blue, saffron, and plum. Their faint light seemed to brighten as his eyes adjusted. Tek threw hersalf down
in one corner of the cave. Small hegps of last year’ s herbs and grass lay about. The pied mare nodded to
it.

“A little of the forage my mother laid in remains, even yet. Eat, if you will.”

But Dagg shook his head, settling himself opposite Tek. Though weary, he felt no hunger pangs. He
amelled the absent Red Mare now, her unmistakable scent like rosehips and ripening cherries. She had
aways carried about her that spice fragrance of the magical milkwood pods. The substance of them, so it
was said, wasin her very bones, imparting the unique brilliant mallow color to her coat.

But though the Red Mare' s scent was strong, she hersalf was not in evidence. Dagg alowed himsdf a
relieved Sgh. A respite, then, before he met the magicker. He caught aswell an unmistakable whiff of
pan: salty and sharp, an odor he had loathed since having been ambushed as a colt by pansfor
trespassing their Woods. He could only conclude that this cave must have been used as aden by thefetid
creatures before the Red Mare chased them out. Politely, he ignored the stench.

“Y ou spoke of the herd’ smood of waiting,” Tek said, her own mood lifting suddenly. Indeed, she
seemed amost ebullient now, in sharp contrast to her gravity of only moments past. “Well, they need not
wait long now. Though | am by no means my mother’ s confidante, she hasimparted to me this much: Jan
livesand at this moment journeys homeward. He will reach theVaeinten days time.”

Taken wholly unprepared, Dagg started, restraining himself just short of springing up. He stared
astonished at the pied mare across from him. Had Tek, too, run mad? His mentor and shoulder-friend
watched him expectantly, eyes bright. She seemed to relish his sartlement.

“What...areyou saying?’ Dagg sammered. “ Jan is not—he waskilled by gryphons....”

Smiling, the pied mare shook her head. “None of us saw. We could only surmise—wrongly, it seems,
for my mother has seen by her sorceries that he was taken and held captive in afar place by a strange,
two-footed race. Now that he has dipped their grasp, he will be home soon.”

She spoke with such anticipation, such confidence that Dagg was loath to contradict her. Yet clearly
what she wastelling him could not be so. He shifted uneasily. The pied mare watched him amiably, her
expresson cam.

“Youdon't believe me,” laughed Tek. “Well enough. Werel you, I, too, would doubt. | will let Jah-lila
convince you when shereturns. But | tell you now that learning of my mate' simminent return has
sustained methislast moon and some. | can scarcely wait to show him our union’ sfruit, which will



surpriseeven him, | think.”

Dagg blinked. “Fruit...?" he sarted, stopped. “But—"

Again Tek laughed. “I bore my young &t equinox. Can you not see | am no longer in foa? And such
young! Such miraculous progeny as never before seen among the unicorns—Jan will be ddighted, as|
hope you will be, and indeed al the herd. | must return to the Vae with my prince' s get as soon as may
be, that we may greet my mate at his homecoming.”

Tek spoke quietly, yet with unmistakable excitement. Snorting, the dappled warrior shook his head.
Wild dreams of reunion with her perished mate and young obvioudy comforted the mad mare, he thought
desperately. The very notion made his skin crawl. He had dways bdlieved in facing the truth head-on,
even if truth were ashrieking gryphon. Jan was dead, and Tek had obvioudy miscarried long before
term. Sighing, his companion shook hersdlf, seemingly from sheer joy.

“Youwill see” shetold him gently. “As soon as Sismoomnat and Fitipak return, you will behold my
prince’ sget.”

“Ssmoo- Piti—" Dagg sstumbled over the unfamiliar names. “Who...?’

“My sigters,” Tek replied, so that Dagg could only stare anew. Sisters? He had never heard the pied
mare speak of Ssters—yet even in Jah-lila' s salf-imposed exile, he knew, Teki had not forsworn the Red
Mare: neither healer nor magicker had ever taken another mate.

“Ah,” the pied mare said suddenly, pricking her ears. “I hear them.”

Dagg turned his head toward the cave' s entryway. He heard a strange fluting and twittering mixed with
hisses and grunts. The sound sent diversof ice along hisribs asasdty ranknessfilled hisnose. He
smelled pans! That was pan-chatter he heard! Tek continued to lounge at ease. Was her madness so
deep shedid not redlize their danger?

Hislimbstensed, preparing to vault him to his hed'sjust asadight, upright figure ducked through the
grotto’ segress and called a greeting to Tek. The pied mare whistled back the same phrase. The pan
child—for it was achild, only asmall thing, not nearly full grown—wasfollowed by other figures, one of
which was two-footed like hersdlf.

For amoment, Dagg lay frozen, staring at the pans—and then his eyesturned in even greater
astonishment to what had followed these goatlings through the entryway, stepping on delicate hooves as
docilely as deer. What dream was this? Dagg could do little more than gape. He had never seen such a
thing. What stood before him in the entryway beside the pans could only be Tek’ s progeny, given form
perhaps by the Red Mare s sorcery, or by Teki’s miraculous herb? Born under the dark moon of
equinox—touched by Almasurely, but in blessng or curse?

“Behold,” Tek proudly bade, rising to nuzzle her young. “Behold what Jan and | have made: my
prince’ s get, heir to the leadership of the unicorns.”

25.
Enemies

Jan trotted eastward along the slvery strand, the direction he and Ryhenna had been traveling since
their rescuers, the unicorns-of-the-sea, had set them ashore many days ago. It had been hard going at
firdt. In the beginning, he and the coppery mare had done far more grazing than traveling, plucking every
green shoot and bud they could set teeth upon. Soon enough their pace picked up as his companion’s
flanks hardened, her wind improved, and Jan’s own bruised ribs healed.

Ryhenna grew bolder by the day. Skittish at first, she had started at everything: crabs scuttling across
the sand, diving seagulls, beachrunners nimbly skirting the incoming waves. Her yearsimprisoned in the
City of Fire had robbed her of all knowledge of the world outside. Now she took it in with the wonder
and eagerness of afilly.

Y et despite her innocence, her youth, Jan reminded himsalf, she was no filly, but ayoung mare just
coming into flower. A beauty, too. Her odd, coppery pelt flashed in the sunlight, so unlike the hue of any
unicorn. Her exatic, upright mane—badly singed at equinox—had since regrown. Now it once more
bristled the dim, elegant rise of her neck.



Early on, Jan had managed to chew through the chin strap of her water-logged hdter and tug it free.
His own, fashioned of slvery skystuff, proved impossible to remove without the nimble digits of
two-foots to unfasten its closure. The dark unicorn could only snort and shake his head in frugtration
while the hard, linked loops clapped at his cheeks and muzzle, chafing him.

Though the spring days warmed, nights aong the windswept beach remained bitingly chill. Most
evenings he and the coppery mare managed to gather a stack of grey driftwood dry enough for Jan to set
aight with aspark made by striking thetip of his horn against one hedl and large enough to smolder the
night through once the flames died down. He and Ryhennararely needed to seek shelter in the scrub
beyond the dunes.

Ryhenna asked him congtantly for tales of the Vae, her appetiteinsatiable. Jan told her the old lays, the
history of his people: how, four hundred summers padt, treacherous wyverns had driven the unicorns
from their rightful home, the Hallow Hills, far to the north acrossthe Plains. He told her how the princess
Halaand her weary band of refugees had first sumbled across the deserted Vae and clamed it for their
new homein exile only to be attacked each spring by marauding gryphons. savage predators with great
wings of green or blue.

Hedid not speak of therest of the legend, of Alma s Firebringer, prophesied to deliver the unicorns
from exile by restoring to them their ancestral lands and driving the hated wyverns out. Questions! His
heart wasfull of questions ill. The voice of the goddess had been slent since equinox—yet he could
harbor no doubts now it was her own divine spark which burned in him.

He found himsdlf sometimes dreaming of the City of Fire, of its two-footed sorcerers and their
mydsteries. Y et each day they fell farther behind him. More often he dreamed of what lay ahead: the Vde
and al hiskith, especialy Tek. Memory of their joy on the night of courting more than ahaf year gone
and of the pledge that they had shared made each day he remained parted from her an agony.

Memory, too, of the confused and disordered dreams Jah-lila had managed to send him in the City—of
Korr’smadness, the herd' s starvation, and the pied mare' sflight—filled him with unease. How much of
their message did he—dared he—understand? No such visons came to him during hisand Ryhenna s
trek homeward dong the silvery shore.

Three half-moonsto the day after equinox, Jan noted a change in the beach along which he and the
coppery maretrotted. The pale, ash-colored sand began gradudly to mix with particles of yellow amber.
Barely enough at first to warm the cool silver into dove, before long the shade had strayed into dun, and
then to deep, true gold. Jan tossed his head, whinnying, his pace accelerating to aflying canter. Startled,
Ryhennakicked into arun beside him.

“What isit?’ shecried.

Alongside them the waves had changed from grey to green. Jan laughed, tossing his head.

“The sand, Ryhenna. It'sgold!”

His companion half shied, shaking her mane. “ Then, truth, the Singing Cliffs cannot befar! How | have
longed to see the groves where thou and thy fellows danced court, the spot where ye were set upon by
gryphons, and the beachhead where thou wert swept away....”

She whickered in delight, spurred, pulled ahead of him. “| scarce can wait. O Moonbrow, let us run!”

Laughing, Jan sprinted to close the gap. He nipped at the coppery mare' sflank. She kicked playfully,
veered into the foaming surf to cast up spray after spray of shining droplets, then charged back onto the
ribbon of golden beach again. Jan pounded after, heart racing, drew even and crowded her back toward
the waves.

With agay shriek, the coppery mare twisted free of him, and halted stiff-legged, panting. Jan wheeled
and also plunged to a halt, breathing heavily. His companion stood looking at him with her bright, brown
eyes. She laughed again, pawing at the sand with one round, solid hoof, swished her long-haired, silky tail
againg oneflank, her beardless chin held up impertinently. How like and yet unlike a unicorn she was!

Laughing, he shouldered againgt her. She nipped him lightly, aplayful champ—then started back with a
cry of darm asthe shadow of some winged thing in the air above fleeted over them. Jan, too, looked up,
then whedled and stared. A blue-pinioned shape was diving toward them out of the cloudless morning

y.



“Get behind me, Ryhennal” the prince of the unicorns cried, dodging in front of the hornless mare.

Above them, the winged figure banked suddenly, rearing back. Its elongated pinions stroked the air as
it touched down with aspindle-shanked, gangling grace on the golden sand. Jan stared. Though al over
dusty blue—the color of agryphon formel—the creature before them was much smaler than awingcat.

It stood upright on two lanky, coral legs. Its dender neck crooked, head tilting from sideto Side,
examining him and Ryhennafirst with one saimon-colored eye, and then with the other. Fanning itsrosy
crest, the figure before them trilled happily, a hollow cooing from deep in itsthroat. Red chevrons
benesath its pinions flashed asit folded wing. Ryhenna crowded against Jan, her voice hushed, terrified.

“What isit, my lord?’ shewhispered. “Isit agryphon?’

Jan whickered with relief. “Nay,” he cried, euphoriafilling him. “No enemy, but afriend. Greetings,
Tlat, queen of the seaherons. Well met!”

The queen of the wide-roving windriders nodded, mincing toward them across the sand. “ Greetings!”
she shrieked. “ Greetings, Jan-prince! Welcome, welcome. We feared cat-eagles had seized you. We
feared you logt!”

Jan fought the impulse to rush forward and rub shoulders with Tlat as he would with one of hisown
people. The ddlicate herons, he knew, were ever wary of being knocked down or trampled by the heavy
hooves of unicorns. The young prince restrained himsdlf, keeping his heds planted and ill.

“Not lost,” he assured Tlat. “Not seized by gryphons—though | was pursued by them. A terrible storm
swept me out to sea. It hastaken medl thistimeto find my way back.”

“Ah!” cried the heron queen. “ So the cat-eagle spoke truth after al. We thought he lied to save himsdlf.
But who isyour companion? What isthis odd, hornless one that sands beside you?’

Jan blinked, lost for amoment. The darting thoughts of herons shifted like the winds. Tlat stood craning
and eyeing Ryhenna. Jan moved asideto allow her a better view. The coppery mare shifted nervoudy as
the other gpproached, stabbing her bill into the air and fluttering her folded wings with growing
excitement.

“Color of sunsets! Color of burning!” the heron queen exclaimed. “ Such a hue among unicorns we have
never seen. And round feet—not pairs of haf-moon toes, but only single ones: solid asamussel shell,
round as the ripe egg of the moon. Amazing! Whereis your beard, burning-colored mare? Whereis your
horn?’

Ryhenna seemed disconcerted, a alossfor words. “I...1 am no unicorn, as my lord Moonbrow is,”
shemanaged. “| am only a da from the City of...of Two-foots, far to thewest.”

“Two-foots? Two-foots?” cackled Tlat. “My tribe know something of these. They glidethewavesin
great hollowed-out treefish. Sometimes we see their windwings on our journeys, but we veer clear lest
they hurl their hunting sticks at us. They eat our kind and steal our feathers. They are our enemies, asthe
cat-eaglesare! If you have shared nest with our enemies, non-unicorn mare, then you, too, must be our
enemy! Beoff!”

The heron queen’ s agiitation grew even as she spoke. Her crest fanned in anger, not welcome, now. Bill
cocked, she danced grimly before Ryhenna, ready to fly at her. Hastily, Jan stepped between.

“Peace, great queen of thewindriders,” he soothed. “Ryhenna’ s people are prisoners of the two-foots,
aswas| thiswinter past. When spring arrived, she aided my escape. Now we are grateful to have come
once more among our fast alies, the noble herons, instead of among our common enemies, the two-foots
or the gryphons.”

“Ah!” clucked Tlat, ruffling. “Ah! | see. My apologies, fiery colored mare. | spokein haste. Prisonerd!
Y es. Did the two-foots steal your horn?’

Ryhenna cast about her helplesdy. The other’ s brash manner had clearly unnerved her. Quickly, Jan
addressed the heron queen.

“Thetwo-foots captives grow no horns,” he began, but Tlat’ s raucous criesinterrupted him.

“No horns? How misfortunate—usdless! Crippled. Like abroken wing! My commiserations, imperfect
mare.”

The dark prince saw his companion’ sfacefal, her frame droop. She seemed utterly crushed at the
heron queen’ s screeches of sympathy. He drew breath.



“Indeed it isagresat pity, but it cannot be helped. But tell me, Tlat, what has passed since the storm
separated me from my band this autumn past. Has word reached you of how the unicorns fare?’

The heron queen bobbed, her gaze turning once more to Jan. “No word,” she cried. “Badly, wefear.
Winter here was harsh. Too stormy to risk flying far from our cliffs. Many deaths. Our Mother-the-Sea
did not yield much fish. Much courting this spring, though! Each hen has chosen her mates and begun to
lay. Soon agreat hatching will follow: agrest squesking and crying from the squabs just pipped from their
shells. Then will theflock of the herons be renewed! Then will we forget the deaths and sorrows of this
winter past.”

Her words sent a chill through Jan.

“But no word from the Vale?’ he asked. “Y ou do not know for certain how my own people fared?’

Tlat wagged her head, beginning to dance again, her tone dolorous. “No word. Though the winds have
moderated since equinox, we have been too busy replenishing our lost numbersto think of travel. We
fear your people wintered as poorly as did we, but we have sent no envoysto inquire. Scouting for
cat-eagles and fishing to feed my mates, | spotted you upon the strand. Greet will be the rgoicing among
the heronswhen | bring word of your return!”

Her words, shrieked and croaked in heron fashion, warmed Jan.

“| am grateful, great Tlat, for the ardor of your welcome. Truly the far-ranging herons are the invaluable
dliesof the unicorns. May your consorts be many and your nests bountiful. | would stay longer, enjoying
your company, but | dare not. | must return to my people. Already | have been absent too long.”

Tlat started with acry, flapping her wings. Ryhenna half shied. “Too long! Yed! 1, too, have been gone
agreat while. My mates hunger, their warmth dwindling. Each now dits his nest, incubating one of my
rosy eggs. Soon the hatchlingswill pip! I must return. Having fished, my crop isfull. But first, come. You
must not depart our shores until | show you the thing we have been keeping dl winter. It put usto great
trouble, but we persevered out of loyalty to our alies, the unicorns. We knew that you would want usto.
| had planned to send fliersto your VVae soon to aert your people of its presence upon our shores. The
cat-eagle we captured. One of those who attacked you this autumn past.”

Now it was Jan’ sturn to half shy in surprise. Captured a gryphon—one of the raiders that had harried
him and hisfellows upon the strand more than ahalf year gone? He marveled the gracile seaherons had
managed to capture such aformidable enemy, much lesshold it prisoner for over haf ayear. But before
he could so much as draw bregth to question Tlat, the heron queen had spread her wingsto the stiff sea
breeze and risen into the air. In another moment, she was out of earshot. Earthbound bel ow, Jan and
Ryhennacould only follow.

Thewindrider flew high and dowly, circling back from time to time. Jan and the coppery mare cantered
along the damp, gleaming road of sand between wet green wave and dry golden dune. They passed
aong the sandstone canyons of the Singing Cliffs. Ryhenna cocked her head to the sweet, weeping
soughing of breeze through their odd formations, sculpted by centuries of wind and tide.

They cameto afamiliar stretch of beach and cliff. Jan recognized the bresk in the cliff wall, the
half-submerged rocks, the deep, uneven trough in the sand where, at high tide, the surf washed through
with treacherous force. Here was the point at which, last autumn, he had emerged from the cliffs, felt the
gryphon’s claws aong his back, then been swept away by the furious sea.

He remembered the gryphon—a green-and-gold male overwhelmed by the same vast wave that had
claimed Jan. He remembered glimpsing the other’ slimp form floating on the waves afterward, seeing it
cast back up on shore—perhaps not dead. Had the wingcat survived? Something moved upon the rocks
just above the waterline ahead. Jan hdted, staring at the creature as yet unaware of his gaze, while
overhead Tlat veered and circled. The creature’ s dull golden pelt was sandy and scabbed, hisforepartsa
mass of shabby green feathers. agryphon on the brink of sarvation.

Jan shook himself. Beside him, Ryhenna pressed against his flank, peering over hisback at the wasted
predator. The lionlike hauncheswere sunk in, hisrib cage showing starkly through thin, patchy fur. One
wing lay folded against hisside. The other dragged awkwardly acrosstherock. The wingcat lay in ahegp
above the swirling tide. One eagl€' s claw reached down into the sea. From time to time, the gryphon



jerked his submerged forelimb from the water, talons clenched—»but aways empty.

The wingcat wasfishing, Jan redlized, aswith aweak but triumphant cry, the gryphon at last hefted into
sght asmall, struggling fish. With one snap of his hooked, razor-sharp bill, the fish disappeared down the
raptor’ s scrawvny gullet. A moment later, the wingcat returned to scanning the water, foreclaw once more
extended benesath the surface of the tide. How many fish could he hope to catch thusin aday? Jan
wondered. Surely not enough to keep himself dive. Overhead, Tlat dipped, cawing and feinting at the
fishing gryphon.

“Haw! Cat-eagle! Enemy!” she shrieked. “Look up! Look up!” Thetercel hunched, ignoring her, but
she persisted, swooping just close enough to scatter any fish. At last the starving gryphon raised his head.

“Take yoursdf off, you accursed seabird,” he rasped. “Has your kind not taunted me enough?’

“Wefeed you!” cried Tlat. “Our generosity kept you alive thiswinter past.”

“I never asked for your food!” the gryphon snarled, swiping at her with sudden, unexpected vigor. Tlat
hovered flapping in the air above him, merrily out of reach.

“You never ask,” she shouted, “but you aways eat what we bring. Without us, you would be dead!”

“Better death,” the gryphon spat, “than to live, starving and maimed, on the leavings of arrogant
Sedice”

With acaw of ddighted contempt, Tlat alighted upon a stone just barely within the gryphon’ s reach.
Her gorge heaved. Had she given him time, he could have lunged and caught her, but in lessthan an eye
blink, she had disgorged three large fish and darted away into the air again. Jan watched gppalled as,
driven by hunger too great to deny, the wingcat snatched up Tlat’' s gifts and wolfed them down.

Y et the gryphon’s own look of disgust told Jan he hated himself for accepting, for living as a prisoner of
the mocking seaherons. As | once lived a prisoner of the two-foots, Jan could not help thinking. A
disturbing sense of empathy touched him. Angrily, he shoved it aside. Thistercel, dong with companions,
had sought to kill him and his band half ayear ago. Beside him, Ryhenna stood shuddering.

“Y ou do not keep me divefor charity,” the wingcat shouted after Tlat, who now circled overhead,
chattering derisively. “I know that well enough! But your taunts cannot move me, who destroyed the
unicorns' black prince. Surely now my flock will drive the hated intrudersfrom Ishi’ s sacred Vae. My
life no longer matters, aready sacrificed to the wind-god' samighty glory. | pray only for an end to my
misary.”

“Kah! Haw! Nonsense!” screamed Tlat. “ The first ssorm of autumn battered your companionsto hbits.
None survived to report the outcome of your raid. Y our flock will assume you failed—as indeed you
have failed. Behold! The prince of unicornsreturns, aive and hae, unscratched by treacherous cat-eagle
claws”

Shewhedled to circle above Jan and Ryhenna. Turning, the wingcat Sarted, green cat-eyeswide. An
ingtant after, they winced, grimacing at the pain his sudden movement had caused hisinjured wing.
Cautioudy, Jan moved forward, careful to remain well beyond the wingcat’ sreach. After amoment’s
hesitation, Ryhenna accompanied him, still peering with fascination and terror at the wounded gryphon.
Jan snorted, lashing histall.

“What Tlat, noble queen of our dlies, saysistrue, wingcat,” the prince of the unicornsflung at him.

“Y our raid did not succeed, though the sea washed mefar. It hastaken me along timeto return to the
spot where last we met, enemy.”

“Great god of winds,” the gryphon exclaimed. “It is you, cursed prince of trespassers. The sea has not
been kind to ddliver you back unharmed, while mangling me beyond repair. Have you come merdly to
mock, asthis harridan seabird does, or will you kill me at last and end my shame?’

“1 go!” cried Tlat from above. “My mates hunger and my unborn chicks grow cold! | leave you to do
with this predator whatever ssems good in your eyes, friend Jan. Do not forget it was your dlies, the
seaherons, who preserved hisworthlesslife to await your vengeance.”

“I will never forget your invaluable service, Tlat!” called Jan. “May your flock ever increasel”

Overhead, the queen of the dust-blue herons whedled, winging swiftly toward the Singing Cliffs. A
moment later, she waslost againgt the hot, flame blue of the cloudless morning sky.



26.
Peacemaking

Jan stood eyeing the wounded gryphon, who despite obvious weakness and pain refused to cower.
The prince of the unicorns had no ideawhat to do with him. Surely prudence demanded that he kill this
savage foe. To attack any grounded wingcat on sight had always been the practice among his people.
And yet—

“So, unicorn,” the tercel snapped, “ did you come merely to gawk? | am lllishar, of the nest of Shredl
and Kilkedahr, kin to greast Malar, matriarch of al my clan. | fear no unicorn!”

Wer e he one of my own people, Jan mused, we would call him brave.

The young prince snorted with frustration. Why wasit so hard for him to despise thisenemy ashe
should? Theterce’ sfellows had attacked Jan' s peaceful band. This very wingcat' s talons had scored his
shouldersto the bone. Y early, the gryphon’ s kind raided the Vaeto sted away the unicorns newborn
filliesand fods.

“Well?" the wingcat taunted hoarsdly. “ Have you nothing more to say before you end my life, prince of
thieves? Or do you mean to take the coward' s way and Ssmply leave me? The herons are done with me.
Without their fish to add to my own meeger catch, I'll quickly starve.”

Jan stood silent, congdering. The gryphon shifted painfully, hissng. The dark prince felt Ryhenna
huddled againgt him.

“Come, my lord,” she whispered urgently. “Let’s depart. His hate-filled words frighten me.”

“Have you logt your tongue?’ the gryphon Illishar shrieked. Jan felt the coppery mare gtart, flinch. “Or
hasthat slvery chain now clamped shut your jaws? Kill me now, invader—infided—or ese be off! I've
little leisure to spend arguing with unicorns.”

“Moonbrow,” Ryhennaurged him, “let’ saway.”

Jan nodded abruptly and turned. “Aye, Ryhenna. I’ ve long promised to show you al our haunts along
the Summer shore. I’ ll do so now while | ponder what’ sto be done with thisfoe.”

He started off across the sand, and with ardieved sigh, the coppery mare fell in beside him. Glancing
back, Jan glimpsed the tercel sagging as though only anger had kept him upright to chalenge Jan. Once
more the young prince champed his heart tight againgt pity. Marauding wingcats deserved none!
Quickening histrot, he led Ryhennaaway from hisinjured enemy, eastward adong the shore.

For the better part of the morning, Jan showed the coppery mare the beaches along which he and his
fellows had galloped that haf year past, the cliffs under which they had sparred, the sparse coasta
woodlandsin which they had foraged and bedded and sought shelter against mild summer sorms. He
described for her his peopl€e s aliance with the dust-blue herons and spoke of how he and Tek had
courted and pledged. Ryhenna harkened, rapt, but as she walked through the vast courting glade, he
heard her soft and bitter sgh.

“Why do you sorrow?’ he asked, puzzled.

The coppery mare tossed her head. “| think on the day, not long distant now, when we sndl join your
herdmatesintheVde”

Jan frowned, moving to stand in front of her. “I thought you welcomed the prospect!”

The coppery mare refused to meet hisgaze. “1 do,” she murmured, “and yet | dread it. What will
become of me among thy people, Moonbrow? Will | ever dance court in this sacred glade?’

Jan cocked his head, trying to see her better. “Ryhenna, such ismy dearest wish,” hetold her, “that
oneday you may find in this glade that same joy which | so lately found with Tek.”

His companion sghed again, as though swallowing down some hard little pricking pain. “Who among
your people would want me?’ she said heavily. “Hornless—crippled. Useless. Imperfect.”

The dark princefell back astep at her quiet vehemence. “Y ou must set no store by Queen Tlat's
thoughtlesswords....”

“Even though they betrue?’ Ryhennafinished, turning to meet hisgaze at last. “ O Moonbrow, dost
think | have not dways known that while I might one day wak among thy people, | can never be one of



them?’

The dark unicorn stared at her, astonished. He shook his head vigoroudy. The hater of slvery skystuff
clinked and chinged. “Nay, Ryhenna,” hetold her. *Y ou are wrong.”

The breeze off the golden strand stirred the trees surrounding the glade. Ryhenna s coat gleamed fiery
copper in the late morning sun. Jan looked away, at the seabirds gliding overhead, at distant herons
winging hometo the Singing Cliffsfrom fishing in the bay.

“The sea-unicorns told me—and Jah-lila herself once told me a thing which leads me to hope our
rescuer’ stale may be true—that my mate' s dam was once hornless as you are, born in your City of Fire,
but fled and, joining our company, became aunicorn.”

The coppery mare' s gaze changed, intengified, grew full of such wild longing suddenly that he found it
difficult to mest.

“Surely thisis but an old mare stae thou hast spun to keep my spirit up,” she breathed. “My own dam
used to do the same, but | pray thee to have done. | am no filly to be made docile s0.”

Again Jan snorted, shaking his head. “I pledge to you, Ryhenna: my mate' s dam is a powerful
soreeress, if any among the unicorns has power to make you one of us, itisshe.”

He saw the coppery mare flinch, shuddering. “And if not?’

“If not,” the dark prince told her, “then you will be no lesswelcome among us, admired for your
bravery, your counsd, your beauty.” The silver hdter jingled as he spoke. He made himsdlf say the
words: “A horn upon the brow—it is not the world, Ryhenna. *

The coppery mare turned away suddenly. He followed her. “Moonbrow,” she breathed, “1 fear this
abovedl ese that rgoining old friendsin the Vae, thou wilt forget me.”

“Ryhenna,” the young prince cried. “How could you think it? Such shall never cometo pass.”

The coppery mare turned again to face him. The breeze sighed through the trees. “ Thy mate will
reclamthee” shesad bluntly, “and thy duties as prince. | am not thy mate—"

Jan shook hishead. “Nay.”

“Among daya,” she offered, “atdlion may have many mates.”

Again the dark prince shook his head. “But not among unicorns.”

She gazed at him, logt. “In the City,” shewhispered, “1 was caled thy mate, if only from courtesy.
What am | now to thee—what can | be—if not thy mate?’

Her voice was tight, her tone desperate. He moved to stand next to her. “My shoulder-friend,” he
answered her, “sheto whom | owe my freedom and my life. Those among the unicorns who love me,
Ryhenna, will loveyou aswell.”

“| shal never love any as| love thee, Moonbrow!” she cried.

He nuzzled her, very gently. “Nor | you, Ryhenna,” hesaid. “Tek ismy mate. | love her. You are my
shoulder-friend, and | love you. | love you both, but differently. And whenin ayear or two years time,
you dance court within this glade, it will be with one whom you lovein away entirely other than the way
that you love me. | am your companion, your friend, Ryhenna, just asyou are dways and ever mine.
Stand fast with me,” he said, “and no foe shall ever part us”

The pain o plain upon her features al a once subsided. She whickered low, and champed him lightly
once, acomrade s nip, no more. “Well enough then, my shoulder-friend.”

He shrugged againgt her laughing, relieved. Sun overhead was climbing toward noon. He shook
himsdf, snorting.

“So tell me, Ryhenna, what should | do with this gryphon?’

The mare beside him shuddered. “Leave him,” she answered. “Leave himto hisfate”

Jan sdled uneasly. “ By rights, | ought to kill him,” he murmured, “as a sworn enemy of the unicorns.”

He heard Ryhennagasp. “ Too perilous,” she answered quickly. “Weak and starving asheis,
Moonbrow, he nonetheless might do thee harm.”

The dark unicorn nodded. “Aye. And skewering a crippled foe scarce seems honorable—yet smply
leaving him to starve smacks hardly more noble....”

“Hefrightensme,” Ryhennawhispered, “and yet—"

“Yet?’



“I pity him,” shefinished, glancing at him, “hobbled by his broken wing as surely asafirekeeper’'s
tether once hobbled me. Captive of the herons—and now of us—astruly as once we two were captives
inthe City of Fire”

Jan stlamped, frustrated, lashing histail. He longed now only to quit the Summer shore and begin the
last, short leg of thejourney inland toward the Vae. Y et the gryphon’ sfate stymied him.

Great Alma, guide me, he petitioned sllently. Tell me what to do.

Theair around him hung utterly quiet, silence broken only by the whisper of breeze, the soft sigh of
Ryhenna s breath, and the faint, far cries of seabirds fishing. Heronswinged swiftly overheed, crops
heavy. Some carried morefish, silver gleaming, in their bills. The prince of the unicorns sighed. His
goddess remained mute still—or else spoke in words he could not reck.

“Well feed him until | can decide, Ryhenna,” he muttered, trotting across the glade toward the trees
and the shore beyond.

He and Ryhenna spent the early afternoon gathering food for their captive gryphon. Well aware that the
tercel needed meat to survive, Jan searched the tide poolsfor trapped fish. Two of the six he managed to
skewer with his horn were of hefty size. Ryhennameanwhile, at his direction, pawed the wet, golden
sand for the fluted clams and rosy crabs that burrowed there, stamping them with her hard, round hooves
to crack their shells.

A dead skate, newly cast up by thetide, rounded their haul into afair-sized catch by the second hour
past noon. Jan set about devising a means to transport their gryphon’ s food to him. The two-foots, he
recdled, carried al manner of goodsin wheeled carts. Though he and Ryhenna possessed no carts, he
mused, they could still drag.

Eventualy, the dark unicorn hit upon tangling fish and shellfish in amat of seaweed and dragging the
whole contrivance back to the gryphon on the rocks. Ryhenna suggested that if she lifted the other end of
the seaweed clear of the ground, the pair of them might carry it with greater speed. Jan laughed through
his teeth, marveling at their innovation as, trotting Sde to Sde, he and the coppery mare brought their
prisoner hismedl.

Despite obvious hunger, the tercel accepted their offering with little grace: screaming and hissing.
Ryhennarefused to gpproach, so Jan pulled the food-laden mat within afew paces of the shrieking tercel
by himsdif, then sprang away to stand with Ryhennaas the wingcat hauled himsdif [aborioudy near
enough to snag the seaweed and draw it to him.

Hefdl upon its contents with savage relish. Jan watched, fascinated as the gryphon’ srazor besk made
short work of the skate, dicing and swallowing down the tough cartilage along with the flesh. Strong yet
amazingly nimble talons picked lacelike bones from the fish, pried open shdlfish, and plucked strings of
flesh fromthe crabs hollow limbs.

At last, the seaweed mat completdly pillaged, the wingcat subsided with aheavy sigh, green eyes half
shut. Plainly it had been the most sumptuous med he had eaten in more than haf ayear. Behind the dark
unicorn, Ryhennatwitched nervoudy, anxiousto be gone, but Jan lingered. Slowly, carefully, he
approached thetercel, hated just out of reach. “Earlier thisday,” he said, “you caled my people
trespassers. What did you mean by that?’

Thetercd dtirred, obvioudy annoyed a Jan’ s proximity—his very presence—but too sated and
contented to raise further protest.

“I called your peoplewhat they are, unicorn: thieves,” he answered, dmost amiably. “The grest vale we
cal the Bowl of I1shi was ours long before you unicorns came.”

Jan stared at him. “Y ours?’ he cried. “How s0? No gryphons ever dwelled in our Vae. It was
deserted when the princess Halafirst claimed it, forty generations ago.”

The wingcat’ s eyes snapped open, then narrowed angrily. “ Deserted? Pah!” he scoffed. “ It housed the
sacred flocks of goat and deer I1shi gathered for my peopl€e' s use: to provide first meat each spring for
our newly pipped hatchlings. But you vile unicorns drove away the tender flocks, profaning the Vaewith
your presence. Now the formes must hunt your bitter kind in spring, though we prefer the sweet flesh of
goats or deer.”



The prince of the unicorns stood dumbstruck. The Vae of the Unicorns—claimed by gryphonsasa
sacred hunting ground? He had never heard of such athing. Y et ever sncethefirgt attacks upon the
princess Hallaand her followers, gryphon raiders had returned to the Vae every spring. At last, after
forty generations of conflict, Jan had learned the reason why.

“Four hundred years have we sought to drive you out,” the wounded gryphon rasped. “My own
parents died on such amission two springs past. They flew to kill the unicorns black prince. Not you,
the other one—the one before you. But they failed. Their names were Shred and Kilkedahr.”

Jan cast hismind back, two years gone, to the time just before his pilgrimage of initiation, when his
father Korr had il reigned as prince and apair of gryphons had nearly succeeded in nating the
then-prince Korr, his mate and son. The memory was hitter, tinged with bafflement and fear.

“My people dew your father and mother,” hetold Illishar.

“How well | know that,” the gryphon snapped. “When they did not return, we knew they must have
perished.”

“They came near to killing my sreand dam,” Jan added, remembering sill.” And measwdll.”

“Yed” lllishar replied angrily. “Had they succeeded, they would have been called heroes, perched high
in the pecking order once more. Queen Maar would have rewarded them with a prestigious nesting Site,
aledge close to her own upon the Cliffs of Assembly, first pick of thekill. A glorious mission. But it
faled.

“Thuswas| orphaned as a haf-grown chick, disnherited by powerful factionswithin my clan: my
parents enemies. | grew up anestless beggar, though | am well-born, kin to the matriarch herself. My
father was her younger nessmate—but hefell out of favor. That iswhy he and Shredl were desperate
enough to undertake so daring araid, to win the glory that would buy them back their pride of place. For
what is agryphon without honor? Only a pecked-upon squab. Now |, too, have failed in my bid for
glory. The proud line of my parents ends with my death.”

Jan let him talk, scarcely daring to interrupt. 1t had not occurred to him how lonely the gryphon must
be. The dark unicorn shook himself. He, too, had spent the winter as a prisoner among strangers. When
guarded queries did nothing to stem the gryphon’ swords, Jan grew bolder, questioning the tercel about
hislife before the raid, among his own people. lllishar spoke fregly, proudly, of the customs of hisflock,
of their wars and religion, of the constant struggle both within and between the clans.

No single leader ruled, though Mdar, the matriarch of the largest clan, was the most ruthless—and
therefore the most respected—I eader. She was evidently some sort of cousin—possibly an aunt—to
[llishar. Jan could not determine quite which. The wingcats counted kin differently from unicorns.

Asthe afternoon drew on, Ryhenna grew more fidgety, and Jan sent her back to the beach to forage
again while he stayed with the gryphon—careful alwaysto remain out of reach of the raptor’ s beak and
claws. Shereturned as dusk drew on, dragging the ragged tail of alarge grey shark, badly picked at by
seabirds. lllishar fell on it with ravenous appetite, while the coppery mare grimaced and spat thefetid
taste of fishskin from her tongue.

Asevening fdl and theair grew chill, Jan collected driftwood and struck afire. The gryphon reacted
firgt with darm, then awe, and findly ddight, drawing close enough to the blazing driftwood to warm
himsalf. On opposite sdes of thefire, he and Jan talked on into the degpening dark. Ryhenna hovered
nervoudy, afraid to approach because of the gryphon.

Jan sang Illishar thelay of the princess Halla, of his people’ slong-ago expulsion from their own sacred
lands, the Hallow Hills, by treacherous wyverns, of their long wandering across the Plains until they
reached the Vae, seemingly deserted and unclaimed, of their settling for the winter into their new homein
exile only to be forced to defend themsd ves the following spring—and every spring thereafter—against
raiding gryphons.

[lishar grew silent, sobered after Jan’ s recounting. The dark princelay staring into the smoldering cods
of driftwood, flameless now, but still shimmering, red with hegt. Ryhennawhinnied uneadly in the
darkness behind him. He heard her muffled hoof-falls above the cam sea swash: trotting, pacing. She
had not yet [ain down.

“A gresat pity, Illishar,” Jan murmured, “that neither of our peoples ever sought converse before: no



envoys exchanged, no explanations offered or sought. Much spilling of blood might have been spared, |
think, had we chosen to speak before exchanging blows.” He sighed deepily. “My peoplelong only to
depart the Vde, though it has housed us well for many years. We wish to reclaim our own lost lands by
driving the hated wyvernsout.”

Wearily, the gryphon nodded, chewing at astem of seaweed, his crippled wing propped against a
gone. “Perhgps you areright, unicorn,” he muttered grudgingly, “much though it pains me to admit that
onel havelong held my greatest enemy might have apoint.”

A little Sllence then. The breeze lifted. The waves plashed, lapping. The coals of the dying fire
shimmered. Unseen, Ryhennatrotted, circled.

“Greater pity, yet,” thewingcat added at lagt, “that with my wing healed wrong, | can never return to
my flock to tell them what | have learned. Nor will your people be eager to beieve any word you might
speak if such word go againgt their customed hatred of my kind.”

Thetercd’ swordstrailed off, his breathing deepening, nearly snoring now. Acrossthe coas from him,
the young prince sighed again. “Aye,” he murmured. “Unicorns are a boar-headed lot.”

He dreamed adream of gryphons and unicorns sharing the VVae without rancor, wingcats perching the
cliffs above, his own people grazing the valey floor below. Here and there, on the d opes between valley
floor and dliffs, he glimpsed odd creatures, seemingly haf wingcat, haf unicorn. Their limbs, torsos, and
hindquarters were those of unicorns; shoulders, necks, and heads plumed and pinioned like gryphons.
Stroking their great wings, they galloped across steep, grassy dopes and, vaulting into the air, took flight.

He awoke with a start. Ryhenna stood over him, pawing at him with one round forehoof. The embers
before him lay cold. Acrossthem, Illishar lounged at ease—alert, awake, but resting. The mat of
seaweed lay before him, oddly heaped and twisted. The coppery mare glanced nervoudy at the gryphon,
then pawed Jan again. Cold dawn greyly lit the beach.

“Wake, Moonbrow,” Ryhennahissed.” * Tismorn.”

The dark unicorn rolled siffly, gathered hislimbs under him, but did not rise. Still eyeing the gryphon
tercel, the coppery mare backed off.

“All night, | watched,” shetold him, “to guard thee. Thy foeishungry ill.”

[llishar said nothing, watched them, rustling and twisting between histalons the mat of seaweed before
him. Jan staggered to hisfeet, shaking himself. The slver hater rattled. He had not meant to deep.

“My thanks, Ryhenna,” hetold her sincerdly. “Y ou guard me better than | guard myself.”

The coppery mare tossed her head, bleary-eyed. “I go to the glade to deep,” shetold him. “Come
fetch me when thou wilt.”

Jan nodded, watched Ryhennalope away along the beach toward the grove. The rustle of seaweed
drew his attention back to llishar.

“Y our hornless mare would have been little hindrance to me, had | sought to steal upon you unawares,”
he murmured to Jan.

Walking around the remains of the fire, the young prince drew closer. *Y ou underestimate Ryhenna,”
he answered.” She held off atroop of two-foot warriors on the white cliffs of the City of Fire. Shewould
make no easy match for you. But if—as you say—it were so easy atask,” he asked, “why did you not
kill methis night past when you had the chance?”’

Thetercd shrugged painfully. “What use, Jan of the unicorns?’ he asked. “My wing is bent past repair.
| will die soon regardiess—why prolong my life afew more days on your bones?’

The seaweed rustled. Jan cocked hishead, eyed Illishar’ s nimble digits twisting and plaiting it. “What
do you fashion?’

“A net,” theterced replied, soreading it so that the dark unicorn might better see. “To help mefish.
Perhaps after you and your maretire of me and depart—if you do not kill me outright—this net may
enablemetolivealittlelonger.”

Jan met the gryphon’ seye, and for the first time, Illishar looked away. Jan alowed himsdlf the ghost of
agmile. “I seeyou have not yet despaired of your life aswholly asyou pretend,” he told the gryphon.
“Perhaps you yet dream of returning to your people?’



“Vaindreamd” thetercel exclaimed, casting the seaweed net from him angrily. “The bone set wrong. |
will never fly again.”

Jan lay down on the rocks, still out of reach, but closer to the injured wingcat than he had ever dared to
come.

“Among my people,” hetold Illishar, “when one of our number breaksalimb, our pied hedler, Teki,
plagtersit with mudclay to keep it tiff until the bone can hedl. If it beginsto hed wrong, he bresksit
again. | have seen him do this”

He thought back to the preceding spring, Dagg cracking one forelimb in adip on acrumbling dope. He
remembered Teki’sminigrations; himsdf, Tek, and others flanking the injured warrior by turns, keeping
him upright, walking him three-legged, bringing him forage. The memory made him shudder. Eveninthe
warmth and abundant provender of last spring, Dagg easily could have died.

“It was horrible to watch,” Jan told the gryphon who lay before him in the rocks, “but my companion
survived, and the bone knit strong and straight. Now he runs again asfleetly as before, asthough the limb
hed never suffered ll.”

“Why tell methis?’ the gryphon cried, spitting atwist of seaweed from his beak. “To torment me?
What usefor meto hear of unicorns' legs? It ismy wing that is broken—my wing! Tell mewhat good
you can do my crooked pinion, unicorn.”

The last words were asnarl, full of bitterness.

“I could rebreak your wing, Illishar,” Jan said to him, *bring mud to plaster it. Y ou must keep it very
dtill, three haf-moons or more, until it heds”

Thetercd stared at Jan. “ Our two peoples are sworn enemies,” he whispered. “Y ou would not do it.”

“Cdl meyour enemy no more,” Jan bade him, drawing nearer. “1 grow weary of our being enemies.
The scars your talonsleft upon my back this autumn past are old scars now, long healed. Timeto heal
thisancient rift between our peoplesaswell.”

“No!” cried lllishar, shifting as though to drag himsdlf away from Jan. “ Even if you spoke the truth and
could reset my wing so that it might hedl, do you and your mareintend to remain al spring upon this
shore? Who would feed me while my pinion mended? The accursed seaherons have given me over.”

Jan shook his head. “1 will speak to Tlat and entreat her to continue to tend you. Now that spring has
returned, the tidewaters teem with fish. The herons can provide for you without hardship. | think they will
do soiif | assure them you mean to return to your flock and speak for peace not only between gryphons
and unicorns, but between gryphons and seaherons aswell.”

“I have made you no such pledge,” Illishar protested angrily, “to speak for peace among my flock on
your behdf.”

“Think, Illishar,” the dark prince urged, “of the glory to be gained. More glory in merdy killing an
enemy and arousing his peopl€ s hatred againg yours dl the more, or in taming and alying with him,
adding his strength and that of al his people to your own? What more glorious tribute could you possibly
lay before your leader, Malar, than the prospect of this great peacemaking?’

Illishar twitched unhappily, pondering. His bill clapped shut. *'Y ou have a point, unicorn,” he managed,
unwillingly. “ Perhgpos—per haps—peace may be possible between our peoples. But the seaherons!
Shrieking pests, they have tormented me all thiswinter past. Their kind has always been abaneto
mine...."

“Peace with the herons aswdll asthe unicorns,” Jan answered firmly. “Such ismy price.”

The gryphon tercel sighed, snapping his beak shut once more. At last he muttered, “ Asyou will.”

The dark prince whickered, tossing his head. “One more thing | would ask of you,” he added, “one
more part to my price.”

Theslver hdter jingled. Illishar eyed him suspicioudy.

“Removethishdter,” he entreated the gryphon. “ Surely your talons are dexterous enough to undo the
fastening. Bear it back to your people in token of the bargain we have made.”

Thetercd’s green-eyed gaze grew wide, astonished.

“Y ou would trust me so close?’ he asked.

The dark unicorn rose, shook himsdlf, shrugged. “1t seems| must. | cannot remove this hater on my



own. And if you kill me, who will reset your wing?’

[lishar laughed suddenly. To Jan’ ssurprise, it was not the shrill, raucous bird sound he might have
expected, but a deep, throaty, catlike thrumming—amost a purr.

“Y our hooves and horn are no less formidable than my besk and talons,” the wingcat chuckled. “It
seemswe must trust one another perforce.”

Jan nodded and knelt beside the great raptor, bowing his head to one side so that the other could reach
the halter’ sfastening. Illishar seemed to consider along moment before Jan felt his sharp, unexpectedly
delicate talons picking at the buckle. The halter grew loose about Jan’ s head, but as he moved to pull
away, to rise and shake himsdlf free, the other’ s grasp gently restrained him.

“Bedill,” thegryphon said. “I am not yet done.”

Surprised, the young prince subsided, felt the careful, meticul ous touch of thetercd’ s claws aong the
crest of hisneck, tugging at his mane. The claws released him, and Jan stood up abruptly. The halter
dipped free. With agreat whinny of triumph, he shook himself, rearing to paw the air, then fell back to al
fours again and ducked to scrub either side of his muzzle first againgt one foreleg, then the other. Hisface
fet oddly uncluttered, light. He wasfree.

“Unending thanksto you, friend Illishar,” he began.

Theterce before him lay running the links of the halter through his talons, eyeing the crescent-moon
shaped browpiece with interest. But as Jan raised his head and turned to speak, his attention was seized
by thefed of something both light and stiff againgt his neck. Asherolled hiseyes, green flashed at the far
limit of hisvision. Snorting, shaking his head, he felt the thing, light as aleaf-frond, caught in hismane,

“What have you done?’ he asked Illishar. “What more have you done besideswhat | asked?’

Hefdt surprise, puzzlement, but strangely, no darm. The gryphon looked at him and held the halter up.

“Y ou have given methis,” he said, “to bear back to my peoplein token of our pledge. I, too, have
given you atoken to carry to your flock. One of my feathers| have woven into your mane. Let none of
your boar-headed people dare doubt now that you have earned the goodwill of agryphon.”

Once more, Jan shook himsdlf, tossing his head. He felt dated and untrammeled. Hefdt like the
strange, wild unicornswrongly caled renegades—who dwelt upon the Plain, unbound by the Law and
customs of their cousins of the Vae. They cdled themselves the Free People, and wore falen birds
feathersinther hair.

“Go now,” the gryphon told him, “and trest with this Tlat of the shrieking herons. | will prepare mysdlf
for your return, when | will alow you to break and reset my wing.”

27.
Return

The sky stretched high and blue and clean of clouds. The air waswarm, full spring a last. Jan halted,
breathing deep. Ryhenna emerged from the trees at his back to stand aongside him. Their three-day
passage through the Pan Woods had proved blessedly uneventful: no encounters with goatlings, no
ambuscades. The Vae of the Unicorns unfolded below them: rolling valley dopes honeycombed with
limestone grottoes. Unicorns dotted the grassy hillsides, grazing.

“So many,” Ryhenna breathed. “ So many—I never dreamed!” But to the young prince s eye, their
numbers seemed darmingly scant: dmost no coltsand fillies, very few elders. Even the ranks of the
warriorswere thinned. A pang tightened his chest. Eagerly he searched the herd below for someone he
knew. Far on the opposite hillsde, the heder ssood among the crowd of older fillies and fod s that could
only be acolytes. Jan gave aloud whistle. The pied stallion raised his head, then reared up with a shout,
hissinger’ svoiceringing out acrossthe Vde.

“Jan! Jan, prince of the unicorns, returng!”

Jan loped eagerly down the dope, Ryhennain hiswake. Astonished unicorns thundered to meet him as
he reached the valley floor. They surged around with whickers of greeting and disbelief, eager to catch
wind of him, chafe and shoulder their logt prince. Jan glimpsed runners sprinting off to bear news of his
arriva tothefar reaches of the Vae. Laughing, haf rearing, Jan sported among his people until cries of



congternation rang out behind him.

“Look—nhornless, beardless. Outcast! Renegade!”

He whedled to find the whole crowd shying, staring at Ryhenna. The coppery mare stood aone. Jan
gprang to her side.

“Behold Ryhenna,” he declared, “my shoulder-friend, without whose aid | could never have escaped
captivity to returnto you.”

The crowd fidgeted nervoudly, then abruptly parted, alowing Teki through.

“Greetings, prince,” he cried. “'Y onder come your sister and dam.”

Looking up, Jan beheld his mother, Ses.

“My son, my son,” she cried.

Behind her, Lel eyed him uncertainly with her amber-colored eyes. Jan held himsaf il asthetiny filly
gpproached, sniffing him over. The sharp knob of horn upon her brow, just beginning to sprout, told him
she must be newly weaned. Gazing up at him, she smiled suddenly and cried out,

“ )"

Teki began to speak of the winter past. Jan listened, dismayed how precisdly his dreams had aready
reveaded to him his peopl€e sfate. Sheer madness and bitter waste! Under a sane and reasoned
leadership, the herd might have fared the bruta famine and cold with far lessloss of life.

“WhereisKorr now?’ he demanded hotly.

“Inour grotto,” his dam replied with aheavy sigh. “He grazes only by twilight now, egts barely enough
to keep himsdlf dive, though forage is once more plentiful.”

Jan bit back the grief and anguish welling up in him. “Y ou say he turned againgt Tek and drove her from
the Vde—why? Why?’

The pied gtalion cast down his gaze, shook his head and whispered, “Madness.”

“But what has become of her?” Jan pressed. “Y ou say shewasin foa ?’

Teki’ sface grew haggard, hiseyes bright. “We have no word,” he answered roughly. “ Dagg, who
went in search of her some days past, has not yet returned.”

The hedler stopped himsdlf, regained his breeth. His chest seemed tight.

“We fear she may be dead.”

Jan stared at the others, staggered. He turned from Teki to Ses, but his mother’ s gaze could offer him
no hope.

“Nay, not so!” avoice from across the throng called suddenly. “I livel”

The whole herd started, turned. Jan’ s heart leapt to behold Tek, long-limbed and lithe, her pied form
full of energy, loping toward him, flanked on one shoulder by the Red Mare and on the other by Dagg.
Others, lessplainly visble, trailed them but the young prince s gaze fixed wholly on Tek.

With acry, he sprang to her. The press of unicorns had fallen back to let her and her companions
through. She stood laughing, no sorrow in her. Her breath againgt his skin was sweet and soft, her touch
gentle, the scent of her delicate as he recalled, aromatic as spice. He nuzzled her, whickering, “My mate.
My mate.”

She gave him aplayful nip, then started back suddenly. “What' sthis?’ she cried. “How came you by
thisgryphon plume?’

Hefdt her teeth fasten on it, tugging angrily to work it free, but he pulled back, nickering. “Peace,” he
bade her. “Let be. | will tell you when you have told me of yoursdlf. How fared you thiswinter past?’

“My daughter sheltered in my cave,” the Red Mare answered, “as safe and warm and well-fed as were
you, prince Jan, in the sorcerous City of Fire. Y ou have freed another of its captives, | see, and brought
her home with you. Emwe! Hail, daughter of fire,” Jah-lilacdled. “ Do | guessthy name aright:
Ryhenna?’

The coppery mare stood staring at Jahlila. “It istrue, then?’” she sammered at last. “ Y e are the one
that erewhile dwelt among my kind?’

Jah-lilanodded. “Born ahornless da in the stable of the chon. Drinking of the sacred moonpool far
acrossthe Plain, | became aunicorn. So, too, mayst thou, little one. Follow, and | will lead thee there.”

“I will accompany you!” Dagg exclaimed. He stood transfixed, staring at Ryhennaasthoughina



dream. Jan watched, taken by surprise, asthe other approached the coppery mare. “I am caled Dagg,
far Ryh—far Ryhenna” He sumbled over the unfamiliar name. “ The way to the wyvern-infested Halow
Hillsislong and dangerous. For dl the Red Mare' s sorcery, | would fed easier for you with awarrior at
your Sde.”

The prince of the unicorns bit back alaugh. Plainly hisfriend was smitten. After months moping besde
the Summer Sea a season past, the dappled warrior seemed finally to have found amare to spark his
eye. The swiftness of it astonished Jan. Ryhennawas now returning Dagg' s gaze with shyly flattered
interest.

Jan shouldered gently againgt Tek, nuzzling her, glad to stedl acaresswhile others' eyesfixed on the
dappled warrior and the coppery mare. Beside the prince, his mate stood deek and well-nourished—and
plainly not pregnant. Just when her belly ought to have been swollen to its greatest girth, ready to deliver
any day, it clearly held no life. An overwheming sense of loss mingled with hisjoy at finding the hedler’s
daughter dive and hae.

“Teki told meyou wereinfod,” Jan whispered in her ear. “My love, | am so sorry to see that you have
logt it. Later, in aseason or two, when you are ready, we can try again.”

Shrugging with pleasure againgt histouch, Tek laughed. “What l0ss?’ she asked. “Nay, Jan. Behold.”

Baffled, the young prince of the unicorns turned, following theline of Tek’sgaze. It cameto rest upon
the smdl figuresthat had followed her, Jah-lila, and Dagg. Two were unicorns, and two—astonishment
pricked him as he redlized—were not. The latter were pans, young females both, not yet haf-grown. Jan
fdt his spine siffen—yet surdy such young goatlings must be harmless enough. The two stood camly
benegth his scrutiny, the younger pan pressing againgt the Red Mare, who nuzzled her.

The other two members of the party were infant unicorns, flatbrowed still, horn buds mere bumps upon
their wide, smooth foreheads. Whaose progeny were they, Jan wondered? Surely they could not be
earlyborns, for though small, each was perfectly formed, surefooted, sound of wind—yet what mares
would consent to tryst with their mates o early the preceding summer that they bore their offspring in late
winter, before spring forage greened the hills? Madness! Thetiny pair gazed up a him with bright,
intelligent eyes.

The coloring of them was like none he had ever seen. The young prince shook his head, astonished.
Thefilly was on one sde mostly black, with slver stockings and one jet eye outlined in silver. Her other
sde was mostly silver, black-stockinged, her dark eye black-encircled. Thefoa was purest white, not a
mark or adark hair on him, and eyeslike cloudless sky. The two seemed to shimmer before his gaze:
brightening, fading. Tek waslaughing at him. He blinked. Sowly, redization dawned.

“Nay,” he whispered. “Truth, Tek, these cannot be—not both of them!”

She nodded. “Aye. Born early, by my dam’ s desgn—though without my foster ssters' aid, none of us
would have survived to greet your homecoming.”

“Pand” Jan exclaimed, turning to stare once more at the young goatlings flanking Jah-lila. “ Pan
foderlings?”

The Red Mare nodded. “ Aye, prince. Orphaned young, they took me astheir dam. Their care has
kept me much from the Vaein recent years. Though passing freely among their own kind in the Wood,
they know the ways of unicornsaswell.”

“Emwe,” the younger of the pan sisters said to him, gesturing with one hairlessforelimb. Jan felt a
tremor of recognition. Their speech waslike that of the two-foots—more fluting, less guttural—but
clearly recognizable.

“Emwe,” the prince of the unicorns replied. “ Tai-shan nau shopucha.” Hail. Moonbrow greets you.

“Greet-ings,” the eder of the two replied, enunciating the words of the unicorn tongue carefully, “grest
prince of u-nicorns.”

All around, nickers of astonishment, darm from the nervoudy milling herd—to hear supposedly mute
goatlings spesk.

“I am Sismoomnat,” the young pan replied, “ my sis-ter, Pitipak. Our fos-ter dam, Jah-ama, has taught
us u-nicorn speech. We a-so speak in theway of our own folk. We are glad to have come among you at
lagt, fair u-nicorns. Our dam haslong pledged to bring us to you when time grew ripe.”



Swalowing his astonishment, Jan managed alow bow. Perhaps more treaties than he had hoped could
be struck this spring.

“Greetings to you both, pan fosterlings of the Red Mare,” he answered. “ Doubtless you know of the
long enmity that lies between our two peoples. Perhapstimeindeed grows ripe to resolve our
differences. Would you be willing to act as envoys between your people and my own?’

Happily, the young goatling nodded. “It isthe task for which Jah-amareared us. Glad-ly will we bear
words of peace between our two tribes.”

Benesth the goatlings smooth, long-fingered forepaws, the black-and-silver filly and the flawless white
fod fidgeted, shouldering one ancther playfully and eyeing Jan with frank, fearless curiosity. The young
pans stepped back as the prince of the unicorns moved forward to nose his daughter and son. The
namelessfilly and fod frolicked againgt him, their long, ddlicatelegstangling, their tiny, ropdiketails
spiraling with nervous energy. Jan breathed deep, exploring their every curve. Their scent reminded him
of Tek—and of himsdf.

“Thefod isDhattar,” Tek told him softly, “thefilly, Aiony—"

A low moan cut short her words. Starting up, Jan beheld adark figure on the near dope. Unicornsfdll
back, some hissing with disgust. The other did not approach. Moments passed before Jan recognized the
haggard stalion. The young prince stared. Could thiswasted figure truly be his sSire, once the robust and
vigorous king of the unicorns? In lessthan ayear, Korr seemed to have aged many.

“Freaks!” he groaned. “Begotten in lawlessness and borne in wychery. They will bring destruction! The
goddess swrath—"

Jan stamped one hedl, furious, moving forward to stand between hisfamily and the king.

“What wrath?’ he demanded. “ Father, what makes my heirs abomination in your eyes? And how isit
you claim to know the goddess s will—does Alma speak to you?’

The bony figure stared. “1—nay. I...used to think s0,” he mumbled, shifting uneasily. Then heraised his
head, voice growing stronger. “Y ou should never have chosen the pied wych, my son. | warned you
sore—"

“My mateisno wych!” Jan retorted hotly. “Sheis Tek, that same brave warrior whom, before this
winter past, you always honored high. Why are you so against our pledge?’

But the dark other only shook his head, muttering. “Nay, it was along time past, upon the Plain. The
wych...l never...”

Asthe Red Mare stepped forward, he shied from her as from a gryphon.

“You spesk inriddles, Korr.” She eyed him steadily.

“Wych! Wych!” the mad stdlion cried, rearing, flailing at the air. “ See what your wychery has wrought?
| trusted you!”

Gazing at him ill, Jah-lilanever flinched. “My prince,” she sad, “you and | done know what befell
upon the Plain so long ago, who trusted whom and who betrayed. Honor binds me to hold my tongue
until you spesk.”

“Never!” the haggard stallion shrieked. “Y our spells ensnared me once—"

Members of the herd scattered as, for amoment, it looked as though the wild-eyed king might fly at
her—but the Red Mare held steady, her gaze fixed upon him square.

“| charge you now,” she answered, “for your own honor’ s sake, speak plain. It isyour only hope of

With an inarticulate cry, the mad stallion wheeled, sprang away up the dope. Below, dl around Jan the
unicorns watched with expressions of anger, or pity, or scorn. Not until the king’sform had nearly
reached the tredine did the young prince come to himsdlf with astart and spring forward to follow. His
dam stepped quickly to block his path.

“Hold, my son. It ishimsdlf he flees—and none of us may catch him till he turn and stand his ground.”

Jan snorted, dodging, but it was hopeless. His sire’ sform had vanished into the trees, the thunder of his
heds already faded. Restlesdy, the young prince paced acircle.

“What maddenshim?’ he cried.

Ses shook her head. “Only Korr may answer that.”



She did not stand aside. The prince seyefdl on Jahlila, facing him with calm, unfathomable
black-green eyes.

“What do you know of this?” he demanded. “Why ismy srein such terror of you? What befell the pair
of you uponthe Plain?’

The Red Mare sglance flicked after the fugitive king, then turned to rest ruefully upon her daughter
Tek. Bitterly, wordlesdy, Jah-lilaturned away.

That eve was Moondance, the first, so Jan learned, since the sad return of the courting band that fall
past. Now unicorns came from al quarters of the VVaeto dance in celebration of their newly restored
prince and hear histde. Jan told them of the City of Fireand his captivity there, of histruce with the
gryphon and his decison to treat with the pansaswell. Findly, he showed them fire. Striking thetip of his
horn to one hed, he set ablaze agreat heap of deadwood set upon the rocky outcrop of the council rise.

From the far hillsde as the flames rose up, one dark and lonely figure watched. Jan recognized the
gaunt silhouette against the moonlit sky, but dared not go to seek him yet, lest pursuit drive the mad king
entirely from the Vde, where none might hope to find him. With difficulty, the young prince resgned
himsdlf for now. Soon, he vowed, he must follow his sre—to the smoking Dragon Hills, if need be—and
riddle out the reason for his madness.

Moon reached its zenith in the sky. Jan lay beside his mate and twin heirs. His dam and her weanling
nestled nearby. The young pan nursemaids, falen deeply adeep, sorawled dongside Lell and hisown
twins. Dagg and Ryhenna, Teki and Jah-lilarested nearby. Cagting his gaze out over the dumbering herd,
breathing the scent of them and of moonlight and of smoldering firein the warm spring air, Jan found
himsdf if not wholly satisfied, for the moment at least, at peace. It was good to be back in the Ve and
among his people again.

Weariness overwhelmed him. He dozed. Aye, | have led you a merry round, | know, the soft,
familiar voice within him whispered. It will not be the last.

Drowsing, hefelt no tremor, no surprise. He floated, suspended as by |apping waves between waking
and deep. Starlight surrounded him. The gryphon festher lifted in the breeze.

Are you willing to accept yet, the goddess murmured, that you can neither summon nor dismiss
me, and that my words must reach you whenever and in whatever form| wish?

He seemed envel oped by amedium dark as midnight yet infused with light, that was a once both sea
and stars, peopled with other travelers besides himsdlf: swimmers deek and spird-tusked.

Are you ready to understand that | am the world, Aljan, where all that befalls you is me and my
true voice speaking to you—whether | choose the use of words or no? | have not deserted you and
can never desert you, prince of unicorns, my Firebringer, Dark Moon.

After

How my tale has rambled, and how late the night has grown! Truth, | had meant to tell you all,
as | promised yestereve—yet | have gotten no further than Jan’ s return from the City of Fire.
Bear with me, gracious hosts, | beg, for | am old, more than thirty winters: a good age for any
unicorn, and a vast one for daya among whom | was born.

Ah, well. Summer nights are pleasant, and you have been most tolerant of an old mare’s
champing: you whom the Vale dwellers so long called renegades, but who justly call yourselves
the Free People of the Plain. It is always a joy to sojourn among you. Rest sure, | will tell you
what remains of my tale, and all in one sitting, if you will but meet with me upon this same spot
tomorow eve.

Then will | spell you the rest—all of the rest—of the tale of the Firebringer; how Jan drove the
hated wyverns fromtheir stolen dens, thus regaining the Hallow Hills for his people, the
children-of-the-moon. Of this and much, much more shall | speak. Come again tomorrow, |
charge you. Thistime, faithfully | vow, you shall hear Jan’s story to its end.



